Riba as described in the Qur’an and Sunnah
MONZER KAHF

On may 28, 1997, a representative of a South Eastern AfroAmerican Church Coalition that was trying to set up “ a church
Islamic Bank” wrote me his second letter: “I am pleased that my
Abrahamic brother sees rightness in encouraging and helping the
Christian world to join in interest free economics.”
Freeing a society, in its entirety, from interest requires
more than an intent, it needs a rule of law that works on
eliminating usury from every aspect of business, financial
transactions and exchange contracts. This is exactly what the
Islamic Shari’ah did. That is why you find futile any attempt to
convince the Muslim communities and societies, to “tolerate”
certain kinds or rates of interest in any form, as you’ll find
all areas and articles of the Islamic business laws extra
sensitive to any presence or a “trace” of interest.
The reason for all that is the clarity and strength of the
Qur’an on the prohibition of Riba. The story tellers goes on to
say, to the extent that a great founder of Islamic law such as
the Companion Ibn Abbas thought that Riba only means “interest “
as we define it today. He said: No Riba exists except through a
time span of indebtedness.
Let us take the story from the beginning! As usual in the
Qur’an, any prohibition comes in the revealed Text on stages.
The prohibition of Riba is no difference. First, comes building
moral resentment against taking Riba, Riba that you practice
hoping to increase your wealth does not really increase in God’
consideration. The Verse 30:39 reads:

س َﻓﻠَﺎ َﻳ ْﺮﺑُﻮ ﻋِﻨ َﺪ اﻟﱠﻠ ِﻪ َوﻣَﺎ ﺁ َﺗ ْﻴﺘُﻢ ﻣﱢﻦ َزآَﺎ ٍة
ِ َوﻣَﺎ ﺁ َﺗ ْﻴﺘُﻢ ﻣﱢﻦ ﱢرﺑًﺎ ﱢﻟ َﻴ ْﺮ ُﺑ َﻮ ﻓِﻲ َأ ْﻣﻮَا ِل اﻟﻨﱠﺎ
.ن
َ ﻀ ِﻌﻔُﻮ
ْ ﻚ ُه ُﻢ ا ْﻟ ُﻤ
َ ﺟ َﻪ اﻟﱠﻠ ِﻪ َﻓُﺄ ْو َﻟ ِﺌ
ْ ن َو
َ ُﺗﺮِﻳﺪُو
And whatever ye lay out as Riba, so that it may
increase in the property of (other) people, it
shall not increase with Allah; and whatever you
give in charity, desiring Allah's pleasure-- it is
these (persons) that shall get manifold.
Interestingly, this Verse is Makkan, it came several
years before the prohibition of Riba. Second, comes the
condemnation of Riba as a facet of Disobedience that is a
reason to earn the anger of God. Talking about people before
you Verses 4: 160-161 read:

ﻞ اْﷲ
ِ ﻦ ﺳَﺒﻴ
ْﻋ
َ ﺼ ﱢﺪ ِه ْﻢ
َ  وَﺑ، ﺖ َﻟ ُﻬ ْﻢ
ْ ﺣﱠﻠ
ِ ت ُأ
ٍ ﻃ ﱢﻴﺒَﺎ
َ ﻋَﻠ ْﻴ ِﻬ ْﻢ
َ ﺣ ﱠﺮ ْﻣﻨَﺎ
َ ﻦ هَﺎدُو ْا
َ ﻦ ْاﱠﻟﺬِﻳ
َ ﻈ ْﻠ ٍﻢ ِﻣ
ُ ﻓَﺒ
. . . ﻋﻨْﻪ
َ ﺧ ِﺬ ِه ُﻢ اﻟ ﱢﺮﺑَﺎ َو َﻗ ْﺪ ُﻥﻬُﻮ ْا
ْ  َوَأ، َآﺜِﻴﺮًا
Because of oppression the Jews inflicted We made
unlawful for them certain good and wholesome
(foods) which had been lawful for them, and
because of their hindering many (people) from the
way of God, And of their taking Riba though indeed
they were forbidden it . . .
Surah al Nisa’ chapter 4 of the Qur’an is a Madani Surah,
these Verses came in the Early Medina period that marked the
beginning of the conflict with the jewish tribes there.
Actually, the prohibition of Riba was only revealed in the
third Year of Hijra, after the defeat in the battle of Uhud. The
circumstances went as follows: Defeated in the battle, there was
a talk in Madina that the Makkans raised a lot of money through
their Riba practices to finance the revengeful battle. The Verse
that contains the prohibition of Riba is number 3:13o It came in
the context of uplifting the spirit of the defeated and putting
their lives back together, offering them alternative means to
raise funds for future preparation. Verse 3: 130 reads:

. ﻋ َﻔ ًﺔ وَا ﱠﺗﻘُﻮ ْا اﻟّﻠ َﻪ َﻟ َﻌﱠﻠ ُﻜ ْﻢ ُﺗ ْﻔِﻠﺤُﻮن
َ ﺿﻌَﺎﻓًﺎ ﱡﻣﻀَﺎ
ْ ﻻ َﺗ ْﺄ ُآﻠُﻮ ْا اﻟ ﱢﺮﺑَﺎ َأ
َ ﻦ ﺁ َﻣﻨُﻮ ْا
َ ﻳَﺎ َأ ﱡﻳﻬَﺎ اﱠﻟﺬِﻳ
O ye who believe! Devour not Riba, doubled and
multiplied, and be careful of (your duty to) Allah
that ye may prosper.
Those who know the styles of Arabic rhetoric can tell that
“doubled and multiplied” is a description of Riba, not a
selection of one kind or rate of it for the prohibition.
After the total and complete prohibition comes the last
stage that declares Riba as one of the gravest sins in this
Religion of Islam and defines in clear terms what it means to
abolish Riba practices from the society. Apparently in this
stage and along with several Verses, comes most of the Sayings
of the Prophet, pbuh. Many commentators call Riba “ Eating other
people’s property in vanity and argue that the two Verses 4:29
and 2:188 that refer to “eating funds of others in vanity” are
about Riba. They read:

ن ِﺗﺠَﺎ َر ًة ﻋَﻦ
َ ﻻ أَن َﺗﻜُﻮ
ﻞ ِإ ﱠ
ِﻃ
ِ ﻻ َﺗ ْﺄ ُآﻠُﻮ ْا َأ ْﻣﻮَاَﻟ ُﻜ ْﻢ َﺑ ْﻴ َﻨ ُﻜ ْﻢ ﺑِﺎ ْﻟﺒَﺎ
َ ﻦ ﺁ َﻣﻨُﻮ ْا
َ ﻳَﺎ َأ ﱡﻳﻬَﺎ اﱠﻟﺬِﻳ
(4: 29)
. َﺗﺮَاض ﻣﱢﻨ ُﻜ ْﻢ
(2: 188)

.ﻞ
ِﻃ
ِ ﻻ َﺗ ْﺄ ُآﻠُﻮ ْا َأ ْﻣﻮَاَﻟﻜُﻢ َﺑ ْﻴ َﻨﻜُﻢ ﺑِﺎ ْﻟﺒَﺎ
َ َو

O ye who believe! Eat not up your property among
yourselves in vanity, except it be a trade by
mutual consent
And,
And eat not up your property among yourselves in
vanity.
However, the Verses that strongly condemn Riba are those of
Surah 2, number 275 through 280. To take only the relevant
sections of these Verses, they read:

، ﻦ ا ْﻟﻤَﺲ
َ ن ِﻣ
ُ ﺸ ْﻴﻄَﺎ
ﻄ ُﻪ اﻟ ﱠ
ُ ﺨ ﱠﺒ
َ ﻻ َآﻤَﺎ َﻳﻘُﻮ ُم اﱠﻟﺬِي َﻳ َﺘ
ن ِإ ﱠ
َ ﻻ َﻳﻘُﻮﻣُﻮ
َ ن اﻟ ﱢﺮﺑَﺎ
َ ﻦ َﻳ ْﺄ ُآﻠُﻮ
َ اﱠﻟﺬِﻳ
، ﻞ اﻟ ﱢﺮﺑَﺎ
ُ  ِإ ﱠﻥﻤَﺎ ا ْﻟ َﺒ ْﻴ ُﻊ ِﻣ ْﺜ: ﻚ ِﺑَﺄ ﱠﻥ ُﻬ ْﻢ ﻗَﺎﻟُﻮ ْا
َ َذِﻟ
. ﺣ ﱠﺮ َم اﻟ ﱢﺮﺑَﺎ
َ ﻞ اﻟﻠّ ُﻪ ا ْﻟ َﺒ ْﻴ َﻊ َو
ﺣﱠ
َ َوَأ
Those who devour Riba will not stand except as
stands one whom the Evil one by his touch Hath
driven to madness;
That is
Riba;"

because

they

say:

“Sale

is

just

like

But Allah hath permitted sale and forbidden Riba.
And,

.ت
ِ ﺼ َﺪﻗَﺎ
ﻖ اﻟﻠّ ُﻪ ا ْﻟ ﱢﺮﺑَﺎ َو ُﻳ ْﺮﺑِﻲ اﻟ ﱠ
ُﺤ
َ َﻳ ْﻤ
Allah will destroy (demolish) Riba, but will give
increase for acts of charity.
And,

.ﻦ
َ ﻦ اﻟ ﱢﺮﺑَﺎ إِن آُﻨﺘُﻢ ﱡﻣ ْﺆ ِﻣﻨِﻴ
َ ﻲ ِﻣ
َ ﻦ ﺁ َﻣﻨُﻮ ْا ا ﱠﺗﻘُﻮ ْا اﻟّﻠ َﻪ َو َذرُو ْا ﻣَﺎ َﺑ ِﻘ
َ ﻳَﺎ َأ ﱡﻳﻬَﺎ اﱠﻟﺬِﻳ
O ye who believe! Be careful of (your duty to)
Allah, and quit what remains of your practice of
Riba, if ye are indeed believers.
And,

، ﻦ اﻟّﻠ ِﻪ َو َرﺳُﻮِﻟ ِﻪ
َ ب ﱢﻣ
ٍ ﺤ ْﺮ
َ  َﻓ ْﺄ َذﻥُﻮ ْا ِﺑ، َﻓﺈِن ﱠﻟ ْﻢ َﺗ ْﻔ َﻌﻠُﻮا
And if ye do it not, take notice of war from Allah
and His Messenger.
And,

. ﻈَﻠﻤُﻮن
ْ ﻻ ُﺗ
َ ن َو
َ ﻈِﻠﻤُﻮ
ْ ﻻ َﺗ
َ س َأ ْﻣﻮَاِﻟ ُﻜ ْﻢ
ُ َوإِن ُﺗ ْﺒ ُﺘ ْﻢ َﻓَﻠ ُﻜ ْﻢ ُرؤُو
. . . ٍ ﺴﺮَة
َ ﻈ َﺮ ٌة ِإﻟَﻰ َﻣ ْﻴ
ِ ﺴ َﺮ ٍة َﻓ َﻨ
ْﻋ
ُ ن ُذو
َ َوإِن آَﺎ
َ

But if ye repent, ye shall have your principals;
neither shall you make (the debtor) suffer
injustice (loss), nor shall you be made to suffer
injustice (loss).
And if the debtor is in a difficulty, then (let
there be) postponement to (the time of ease).
Finally, the Verse 282 refers an
payment sale that creates indebtedness):

alternative

(deferred-

. . . ﻞ ﱡﻣﺴَﻤًّﻰ ﻓَﺎ ْآ ُﺘﺒُﻮ ُﻩ
ٍﺝ
َ ﻦ ِإﻟَﻰ َأ
ٍ ﻦ ﺁ َﻣﻨُﻮ ْا ِإذَا َﺗﺪَاﻳَﻨﺘُﻢ ِﺑ َﺪ ْﻳ
َ ﻳَﺎ َأ ﱡﻳﻬَﺎ اﱠﻟﺬِﻳ
O ye who believe, if you deal with each other in
transactions involving debt . . .
Points these verses make:
•

Unyielding resolve on the prohibition of Riba;

•

Condemnation and absolute denunciation of Riba practices,
and tagging them as oppressive or unjust;

•

Gravity of the sinfulness of Riba, especially that this
is the only mention in the Qur’an of ‘a notice of war
from God and His Messenger;

•

Clear definition that any excess over principal is Riba;

•

Uncompromising position
increment; and lastly;

•

Hinting that
alternative.

against

deferred-payment

rescheduling

sale

is

an

for

an

acceptable

Throughout the history of Islamic Jurisprudence Muslim
scholars have always understood Riba, that is prohibited in the
Qu’an, as any increment in a lending contract, regardless of its
size or rate. I attribute that unanimity to the clarity of Verse
2:279, whose meaning is also repeated in several Sayings of the
Prophet Muhammad, pbuh.
There are several Sayings, about 55 of acceptable level of
authenticity, on the issue of Riba most of them reflect the
meanings given in the Qur’an.
While I avoid the lengthy discussion on Riba al Fadl, i.e.,
Riba in sales, because it is a side issue, I select only a few
Sayings on the Riba of debts, the “Riba of the Qur’an”: The most
popular and most authentically reported is the Hadith of the
Farewell Speech given to the largest gathering ever in the life
of the Prophet, pbuh, during Hajj, the only and farewell
pilgrimage the Prophet made:

 أﻻ و إن آﻞ ﺷﻲء ﻣﻦ أﻣﺮ اﻟﺠﺎهﻠﻴﺔ: ﻓﻲ ﺧﻄﺒﺔ اﻟﻮداع، ص،ﻗﺎل اﻟﻨﺒﻲ
 و أول رﺑﺎ أﺽﻌﻪ رﺑﺎ اﻟﻌﺒﺎس، ورﺑﺎ اﻟﺠﺎهﻠﻴﺔ ﻣﻮﺽﻮع، ﻣﻮﺽﻮع ﺗﺤﺖ ﻗﺪﻣﻲ
. ﻓﺈﻥﻪ ﻣﻮﺽﻮع آﻠﻪ،ﺑﻦ ﻋﺒﺪ اﻟﻤﻄﻠﺐ
أﺧﺮﺟﻪ ﻣﺴﻠﻢ
The Prophet, pbuh, said in the Farewell
Speech: “Vo, every thing of the affair of
Jahiliyyah is let fall under my feet, the Riba
of Jahiliyyah is let fall, and the first Riba
I abolish is the Riba of al Abbas son of Abd
al Muttalib, it is discarded, all.” (principal
and increase).
Muslim reported.
A version of the Hadith narrated by Abu dawud and Tirmidhi
reads:

:وﻓﻲ رواﻳﺔ ﻷﺑﻲ داود واﻟﺘﺮﻣﺬي
 ﻻ ﺗﻈﻠﻤﻮن،  ﻟﻜﻢ رؤوس أﻣﻮاﻟﻜﻢ،  أﻻ وإن آﻞ رﺑﺎ ﻓﻲ اﻟﺠﺎهﻠﻴﺔ ﻣﻮﺽﻮع. . .
.  ﻏﻴﺮ رﺑﺎ اﻟﻌﺒﺎس ﺑﻦ ﻋﺒﺪ اﻟﻤﻄﻠﺐ ﻓﺈﻥﻪ ﻣﻮﺽﻮع آﻠﻪ، وﻻ ﺗﻈﻠﻤﻮن
. . . And every Riba of Jahiliyyah is
abolished. Neither shall you make (the debtor)
suffer injustice (loss), nor shall you be made
to suffer injustice, But the Riba of al Abbas
son of Abd al Muttalib, it is discarded, all.
The next three Sayings emphasize the gravity of the sin of
dealing in Riba:

 وﻗﺘﻞ اﻟﻨﻔﺲ، اﻟﺸﺮك ﺑﺎﷲ

: ص، ﻗﺎل اﻟﺮﺱﻮل،ﻓﻲ ﺡﺪﻳﺚ اﻟﺴﺒﻊ اﻟﻤﻮﺑﻘﺎت
. . .  وأآﻞ اﻟﺮﺑﺎ. . . ،
3 رواﻩ اﻟﺒﺨﺎري وﻣﺴﻠﻢ وﻏﻴﺮهﻤﺎ )اﻟﺘﺮﻏﻴﺐ واﻟﺘﺮهﻴﺐ ج
(1 ص

In the Saying of “the seven most devastating
Sins”, the Prophet, pbuh, counted: “believing
in partnership with God, murder, ... and
Eating Riba...” reported by Bukhari, Muslim
and others, [al Targhib wa al Tarhib, V 3, p
1].
And,

 أﺷﺪ ﻣﻦ ﺱﺘﺔ و ﺛﻼﺛﻴﻦ،  و هﻮ ﻳﻌﻠﻢ،  درهﻢ رﺑﺎ ﻳﺄآﻠﻪ:  ص،ﻗﺎل رﺱﻮل اﷲ
.زﻥﻴﺔ

رواﻩ أﺡﻤﺪ واﻟﻄﺒﺮاﻥﻲ
(7  ص3 )اﻟﺘﺮﻏﻴﺐ واﻟﺘﺮهﻴﺐ جThe Messenger of God said:
A Dirham of Riba, one knowingly eats, is more
grave than thirty-six adulteries.
reported by Ahmad and al Tabarani, [al Targhib
wa al Tarhib v 3 p 7].
And,

. .  وﺁآﻞ اﻟﺮﺑﺎ. .  أرﺑﻊ ﺡﻖ ﻋﻠﻰ اﷲ أن ﻻ ﻳﺪﺧﻠﻬﻢ اﻟﺠﻨﺔ:  ص،ﻗﺎل اﻟﻨﺒﻲ
(5  ص3 رواﻩ اﻟﺤﺎآﻢ )اﻟﺘﺮﻏﻴﺐ واﻟﺘﺮهﻴﺐ ج
The Prophet, pbuh, said: Four (persons) very
truly God will not make them enter Heaven ...
and the Eater of Riba ...” Al Hakim reported
[Al Targhib wa al Tarhib, v 3, p 5].
In the last two Sayings certain additional punishment is
mentioned by the Prophet, pbuh, for those who practice Riba.
This may have some relation to the destruction mentioned in
Verse 2: 276:

.  ﺁآﻞ اﻟﺮﺑﺎ و ﻣﻮآﻠﻪ،  ص،ﻟﻌﻦ رﺱﻮل اﷲ
.  إﻥﻤﺎ ﻥﺤﺪث ﺑﻤﺎ ﺱﻤﻌﻨﺎ:  و ﺷﺎهﺪﻳﻪ و آﺎﺗﺒﻪ ؟ ﻗﺎل:  ﻗﻠﺖ: ﻗﺎل
رواﻩ ﻣﺴﻠﻢ واﻟﺒﺨﺎري
The Prophet, pbuh, put wrath on (cursed) the
eater of Riba and its payer.
Narrator said: and its two witnesses and its
writer?
Narrator said: We only report what we heard.

Reported by Bukhari and Muslim.
And,
 ﻣﺎ ﻇﻬﺮ ﻓﻲ ﻗﻮم اﻟﺰﻥﺎ واﻟﺮﺑﺎ إﻻ أﺡﻠﻮا ﺑﺄﻥﻔﺴﻬﻢ:  ص، ﻗﺎل اﻟﺮﺱﻮل
.ﻋﺬاب اﷲ
(8  ص3 رواﻩ أﺑﻮ ﻳﻌﻠﻰ )اﻟﺘﺮﻏﻴﺐ واﻟﺘﺮهﻴﺐ ج
The Messenger, pbuh, said: No people among whom adultery and
Riba become openly practiced unless they have earned the
punishment of God. Abu Ya’la reported, [al Targhib wa al Tarhib, v
3, p 8].
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