JEWISH AND ISLAMIC RELIGIOUS JUSTIFICATION FOR
OWNERSHIP OF HOLY LAND: A COMPARISON
INTRODUCTION
Two different peoples lay claim to the Holy Land as their own: Jews and Arabs living
in the territory of the former British Mandate for Palestine. There are a number of
justifications used to buttress each side’s respective claims, including religious justifications,
historical justifications, moral justifications, and legal justifications. This paper will compare
verses from the Bible1 and the Quran2 which are often cited to establish to which people the
Holy Land belongs.
THE ARGUMENT FROM THE BIBLE
The first verse of the Bible reads: “In the beginning God created the heaven and the
earth.” The twenty-fourth Psalm proclaims: “The earth is the Lord’s, and the fulness thereof;
the world, and they that dwell therein”.4 Since the whole earth belongs to God,5 He can give
the whole earth, or part of it, to anyone or any group He chooses.
3

According to the Bible, God made a covenant with Abraham to make him and his
descendants into a great nation through which God would bless other nations. God said to
Abraham6, “[g]et thee out of thy country . . . unto a land that I will shew thee: And I will
make of thee a great nation”7. When Abraham traveled to Canaan, the Lord appeared to him
and said, “Unto thy seed will I give this land”8. “I will establish my covenant between me and
1

When referring to the “Bible,” we confine ourselves to what is commonly known in the Christian world as the
“Old Testament”.
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The Quran is the prime religious text for Muslims. We confine ourselves to verses from that book and their
commentaries. We rely on two different English translations of and commentaries on the Quran, one by
Abdullah Yusuf Ali and the other by Muhammad Asad. Both Ali and Asad are widely revered and accepted as
authoritative in the Muslim world. This paper does not rely on the hadiths (collection of the sunnah—
Muhammad’s sayings and actions). However, most commentators on the Quran heavily rely on the hadith to
ascertain the correct interpretation of the Quranic verses.
3
Genesis 1:1 (King James).
4
Psalm 24:1 (King James).
5
Leviticus 25:23 (King James) (“The land shall not be sold for ever: for the land is mine”.).
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and I will bless thee, and make thy name great; and thou shalt be a blessing: And I will bless them that bless
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thee and thy seed after thee in their generations for an everlasting covenant, to be a God unto
thee, and to thy seed after thee”9.
To determine who has a valid claim to the land of God’s covenant with Abraham,
three elements of the covenant must be evaluated: first, one must identify the designated
descendants of the covenant; second, one must determine the boundaries of the land of the
covenant; and, third, one must determine the type of covenant God made with Abraham.

A.

The Descendants of the Covenant.

Abraham had two sons, Ishmael (father of the Arabs) and Isaac (father of the Jews).
The question is to which son God’s covenant with Abraham applies. In the Bible, God
promised to bless both Ishmael and Isaac, but, according to the Bible, it is with Isaac and his
descendants that God established His covenant, thereby giving them the Holy Land10.
Ten years after God promised to make Abraham a great nation, Abraham still had no
offspring11. Abraham’s wife, Sarah, gave her Egyptian handmaid, Hagar, to Abram as her
substitute. Abraham and Hagar had sexual relations, and Hagar conceived and named her
child Ishmael. God made clear, however, that Ishmael was not part of His covenant with
Abraham12. God said He would bless Ishmael, “[b]ut my covenant will I establish with
Isaac”13. Twenty-four years after God made the covenant, God again said to Abraham,
“Sarah thy wife shall bear thee a son indeed; and thou shalt call his name Isaac: and I will
establish my covenant with him for an everlasting covenant, and with his seed after him”14.
After Isaac’s birth, God said to Abraham, “for in Isaac shall thy seed be called”15.
Later, God appeared to Isaac and confirmed His covenant with him16. God then appeared to
Isaac’s son, Jacob, and said, “[T]he land which I gave Abraham and Isaac, to thee I will give
it, and to thy seed after thee will I give the land”17.
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Genesis 17:7 (King James) (emphasis added).
Genesis 17:19 (King James) (“And God said, Sarah thy wife shall bear thee a son indeed; and thou shalt call
his name Isaac: and I will establish my covenant with him for an everlasting covenant, and with his seed after
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The Bible is clear that the Holy Land was promised to Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and
then to Jacob’s descendants. Ishmael was not part of God’s covenant18, and nowhere in the
Bible does God promise to give Ishmael the Holy Land. Therefore, according to the Bible,
the Holy Land belongs to the descendants of the covenant, the Jews.

B.

The Land of the Covenant.
1.

Israel’s Boundaries Are Specifically Defined in the Book of
Numbers.

In addition to identifying the descendants of the covenant, God also defined the
boundaries of the land He promised to give them. In Numbers 34, God specifically describes
the Promised Land’s borders19, starting with the southern border in verses 3–5.
Then your south quarter shall be from the wilderness of Zin along by the coast
of Edom, and your south border shall be the outmost coast of the salt sea
eastward: And your border shall turn from the south to the ascent of
Akrabbim, and pass on to Zin: and the going forth thereof shall be from the
south to Kadeshbarnea, and shall go on to Hazaraddar, and pass on to Azmon:
And the border shall fetch a compass from Azmon unto the river of Egypt, and
the goings out of it shall be at the sea20.
Numbers 34:6 then describes the western border: “And as for the western border, ye
shall even have the great sea for a border: this shall be your west border” 21 . The
Mediterranean Sea was then known as the Great Sea, thereby establishing the western border
as the Mediterranean coast line22. Next, Numbers 34:7–9 define the northern border.
And this shall be your north border: from the great sea ye shall point out for
you mount Hor: From mount Hor ye shall point out your border unto the
entrance of Hamath; and the goings forth of the border shall be to Zedad: And
the border shall go on to Ziphron, and the goings out of it shall be at
Hazarenan: this shall be your north border23.

18

Genesis, supra note 12.
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While some of these exact locations remain unknown, the northern border of Israel included
territory in present-day Lebanon24. Finally, Numbers 34:10–12 describe the eastern border.
And ye shall point out your east border from Hazarenan to Shepham: And the
coast shall go down from Shepham to Riblah, on the east side of Ain; and the
border shall descend, and shall reach unto the side of the sea of Chinnereth
eastward: And the border shall go down to Jordan, and the goings out of it
shall be at the salt sea: this shall be your land with the coasts thereof round
about25.
Although some locations remain unknown, the Sea of Chinnereth is known today as the Sea
of Galilee26. Therefore, the eastern border is to extend down from the north along the eastern
border of the Sea of Galilee27. The border continues down the Jordan and likely includes the
present-day Golan Heights28.
2.

The Bible Consistently Describes Israel’s Borders.

As detailed above, the Promised Land has definite boundaries ordained by God. From
Genesis to Ezekiel29, the Bible is consistent, and the boundaries of Israel do not change30. The
only significant disagreement among scholars today concerns the southern border31. Yet,
even conservative estimates of the boundaries of Biblical Israel includes the current southern
border of the State of Israel32.
C.

God’s Covenant with Abraham was Unconditional and Everlasting.

The Bible also confirms that God’s covenant with Abraham was an unconditional,
irrevocable, and everlasting covenant33. God said to Abraham, “For all the land which thou
seest, to thee will I give it, and to thy seed for ever”34. God’s unconditional promise to
Abraham was a covenant, not a contract. In a contract, both parties have mutual duties or
responsibilities. When one party breaches a contract, the other may be absolved of its
responsibilities. Yet, God’s covenant with Abraham was an unconditional gift, and a gift does
not require the recipient to give anything in return.
The unconditional nature of God’s promise is confirmed by the solemnizing
ceremony of the covenant35. God told Abraham to bring “an heifer of three years old, and a
24
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she goat of three years old, and a ram of three years old, and a turtledove, and a young
pigeon,” to cut them in half (except the birds), and to lay the halves opposite each other36. At
night, “a smoking furnace, and a burning lamp [] passed between those pieces”37. and God
said to Abraham, “Unto thy seed have I given this land”38.
God did require that Abraham and his male descendants be circumcised as a sign of
His covenant39. The only way to be excluded from this irrevocable covenant was to remain
uncircumcised40. Yet, an individual could not break the covenant for the entire nation and
only the disobedient individual would be excluded from the covenant. Therefore, because
God’s covenant with Abraham and his designated descendants was unconditional and
everlasting, it would still be valid today. As such, according to the Bible, the land continues
to belong to the Jews.
CONTINUOUS POSSESSION AND ENJOYMENT OF THE HOLY LAND
ARE CONDITIONAL UPON OBEDIENCE TO GOD’S LAW
In the Bible, there is a difference between ownership of the Holy Land and possession
and enjoyment of it. Ownership is founded on God’s unconditional promise while possession
is conditional on obedience to God’s laws. Although God’s covenant with Abraham and his
descendants gave them unconditional ownership of the Holy Land, their continuous
possession and enjoyment of the land were conditional on their obedience to God’s laws.
God commanded the children of Israel to “walk in all the ways which the LORD your
God hath commanded . . . that ye may prolong your days in the land which ye shall
possess”41. God clearly said, “Defile not ye yourselves in any of these things . . . [t]hat the
land spue not you out also, when ye defile it, as it spued out the nations that were before
you”42.
Yet, God promised that the disobedience of the children of Israel would not lead to
God’s breaking His covenant. He said: “And yet for all that, when they be in the land of their
enemies, I will not cast them away, neither will I abhor them, to destroy them utterly, and to
break my covenant with them: for I am the LORD their God. But I will for their sakes
remember the covenant of their ancestors” 43 . In Ezekiel, God said, “[a]lthough I have
scattered them among the countries, yet . . . I will even gather you from the people, and
assemble you out of the countries where ye have been scattered, and I will give you the land

passed through the bodies, however, only that one party undertook to perform covenant duties” (i.e., only one
party assumed legal obligations). Since only God walked between the bodies of the animals, only God assumed
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of Israel” 44. Later in Ezekiel, God also compares the people of Israel to a vast army of
skeletons that He brings to life and promises to restore children of Israel to the Promised
Land as He restored life to the dry bones45.
In the Bible, God’s covenant giving the Holy Land to the children of Israel was
unconditional and irrevocable46; the children of Israel’s continuous possession and enjoyment
of the land, however, were conditioned upon their obedience to God’s law47.
THE ARGUMENT FROM THE QURAN
Like the Bible, the Quran also states that God (Allah48 in Islam)49 “created The
heavens and the earth In six Days”50 and “to Allah belongeth The dominion Of the heavens
And the earth”51. Therefore, Allah could give any part of the earth to anyone He wanted.
A.

The Quran Confirms That Allah Made a Covenant With the Children
of Israel to Give Them the Holy Land.

The Quran acknowledges that Allah promised to give the Holy Land to the children of
Israel. He said, “And We [Allah] said thereafter To The Children of Israel, ‘Dwell securely in
the land (Of promise)’”52. “And remember We took Your Covenant And We raised above
you (The towering height Of) Mount (Sinai) (Saying): ‘Hold firmly To what We have given
you . . .’”53. “And We made a people, Considered weak (and of no account), Inheritors of
lands . . . . The fair promise of thy Lord Was fulfilled for the Children of Israel”54.
B.

The Quran Confirms That Allah’s Covenant Ran to Isaac and His
Descendants, not to Ishmael.
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While the Quran clearly states that Allah’s covenant was with the children of Israel
(the line of Isaac), Muslims believe that Ishmael was the promised son. Yet, the Quran links
Isaac to both the covenant and the prophethood.
The Quran describes “[giving] (Abraham) Isaac and Jacob, and ordain[ing] Among
his progeny Prophethood And Revelation”55. Messengers told Abraham and “his wife” (i.e.,
Sarah) that she would have a son, Isaac, and they gave her “Glad tidings of Isaac, And after
him, of Jacob”56. Abdullah Yusuf Ali, a noted Quranic translator and commentator, observes
that “[t]he news was [g]lad-tidings [because] not only . . . [was Abraham] . . . to have a son,
but . . . he was to be a fountainhead of prophets”57.
Furthermore, among all the prophets recognized by Islam, Muhammad is the only
prophet the Quran mentions descending from Ishmael58. Every other identifiable prophet
(Jacob, Joseph, Moses, Aaron, David, Solomon, Elijah, Elisha, Jonah, Zacharia, John, and
Jesus59) comes from Isaac. Because the Quran gives special significance to Isaac’s birth and
almost all of the prophets mentioned descend from him, the Quran supports that Allah’s
covenant runs through Isaac’s descendants, not Ishmael’s.
C.

Muslims Believe that the Children of Israel Broke the Covenant and Lost
Their Significance as Allah’s Special People.

While the Quran confirms that Allah made the covenant with the children of Israel, it
also states that the children of Israel breached the covenant due to disobedience and, thus,
Allah cursed them: “But because of their breach Of their Covenant, We Cursed them, and
made Their hearts grow hard”60. Ali claims that the phrase “[c]ursed them . . . means, because
of the breach of their Covenant, Allah withdrew His overflowing Grace from [the children of
Israel]”61. Accordingly, Muslims believe they are now God’s special people and the Holy
Land belongs to them.
THE QURAN APPEARS TO SUPPORT THE VIEW THAT THE CHILDREN OF
ISRAEL’S DISOBEDIENCE LED ONLY TO A TEMPORARY LOSS OF
POSSESSION OF THE HOLY LAND
In light of Ali’s commentary on Quran 5:13 (quoted above), the Islamic tradition
infers that the children of Israel breached the covenant by disobeying Allah’s law. Muslims
appear to minimize the significance of the fact that Allah, although repeatedly punishing the
children of Israel for their disobedience by temporarily taking away the possession and
enjoyment of the land, nonetheless repeatedly brings them back to the land promised to
them62.
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Israel In the Book, that twice Would they do mischief On the earth and be elated With mighty arrogance (And
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The Quran mentions part of the Exodus story in Quran 5:26 where Allah condemned
the children of Israel to wander in the desert for forty years due to their disobedience63 and
only allowed the new generation to enter the Promised Land64. There, Allah temporarily
delayed the children of Israel’s possession and enjoyment of the Promised Land but never
repudiated His promise.
Later in Quran 17, Allah punished the children of Israel, but kept bringing them back
to the Promised Land65. Here, the Quran says, “We gave (clear) warning To the Children of
Israel In the Book, (And twice would they be punished)! . . . We sent Against you Our
servants Given to terrible warfare . . . . Then did we grant you The Return as against them”66.
Ali suggests that “[i]t may be that ‘twice’ is a figure of speech for ‘more than once’. Or it
may be that the two occasions refer to (1) the destruction of the Temple by the Babylonian
Nebuchadnezzar in 586 B.C., when the Jews were carried off into captivity, and (2) the
destruction of Jerusalem by Titus in A.[D]. 70, after which the Temple was never rebuilt”67.
Muhammad Asad, another notable translator of and commentator on the Quran says,
however, that “[s]ince both the Bible and the Quran mention that the children of Israel
rebelled against the law of [Allah] on many occasions, there is every reason to assume that
the expression ‘twice’ (marratayn) does not refer to two single instances but, rather, to two
distinct, extended periods of their history”68. Such an interpretation of the Quranic verses
would strengthen the conclusion that the children of Israel did not lose their special place
before Allah. Despite repeated acts of disobedience, Allah kept bringing them back to the
Promised Land.
*****
In light of the Biblical and Quranic accounts of God’s repeatedly taking the children
of Israel back to their land, even after disciplining them, one could colourably argue from
both religious traditions that the most recent return of the children of Israel to their land is
part of the same everlasting promise God made with their forefathers. Both Jewish and
Islamic scriptures recognise that God fulfills His promises. Recently, Sheikh Ahmed Aladoan
of Amman, a member of Jordan’s Adwan tribe, stated that Allah is the protector of the
children of Israel and Allah gave the Holy Land to the sons of Israel until the Day of
fulfilled. Then did we grant you The Return as against them: We gave you increase in resources and sons, And
made you The more numerous In manpower. If ye did well, Ye did well for yourselves; If ye did evil, (Ye did it)
against yourselves. So when the second Of the warnings came to pass, (We permitted your enemies) To
disfigure your faces, And to enter your Temple As they had entered it before, And to visit with destruction All
that fell into their power”.).
63
Id. at 5:26 (“Allah said: ‘Therefore Will the land be out Of their reach for forty years: In distraction will they
Wander through the land’”.).
64
See id. at 10:93 (“We settled the Children Of Israel in a beautiful Dwelling place, and provided For them
sustenance of the best; It was after knowledge had been Granted to them, that they Fell into schisms. Verily
Allah will judge between them As to the schisms amongst them On the Day of Judgement.”) & n.1474 (“After
many wanderings the Israelites were settled in the land of Canaan”.).
See also id. 7:137 (“And We made a people, Considered weak (and of no account), Inheritors of lands In both
East and West—Lands whereon We sent Down Our blessings. The fair promise of thy Lord Was fulfilled for the
Children of Israel, because they had Patience and constancy, And We levelled to the ground The Great Works
and fine Buildings Which Pharaoh and His people Erected (with such pride)”.).
65
Id. at 17:4.
66
Id. at 17:4–6.
67
Id. at 17:4, n.2174.
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MUHAMMAD ASAD, THE MESSAGE OF THE QUR’AN 17:4 n.6 (The Book Found., complete ed. 2003) (emphasis
in original).
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Judgment69. Sheikh Aladoan further stated that Muslims who deny these facts “distort the
words of the [Qu]ran”70.
CONCLUSION
Both the Bible and the Quran appear to confirm that the Holy Land was promised to
the children of Israel, through Isaac, as the descendants of the covenant with Abraham.
Neither the Bible nor the Quran states that God ever repudiated His covenant. Instead, both
scriptures agree that God allowed the children of Israel back into their land, even after
disciplining them multiple times. This suggests in both religious traditions that God’s
covenant with the children of Israel is still valid today.
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