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Abstract
After Allah, the term Rabb is the most frequently used name for God in the
Qur’an, predominantly appearing in the possessive form, with Rabb al-
‘alamin being the most common. This expression carries significant
theological weight, as it is often highlighted as a key attribute of God.
Notably, in the opening verses of Sirah al-Fatiha (Q1), it is the sole attribute
mentioned between the divine names Allak and al-Rahman. Scholars have
long debated the etymology and meaning of al- ‘@lamin, as the derivation of
‘alam does not conform to common Arabic linguistic patterns. Its proposed
connection to the root “I-m (meaning "to know™) remains contentious,
raising the possibility that it was borrowed from other languages.
This study employs historical and descriptive methods to explore the origins
and implications of Rabb al- ‘@lamin. A review of Jewish religious texts and
liturgies reveals striking parallels between this Qur’anic phrase and similar
expressions in Hebrew and Aramaic, such as ribbon ha- ‘olamim, melek
‘olam, and mare ‘alma, all used to describe God. Epigraphic evidence from
pre-Islamic Arabia further suggests that monotheistic beliefs had taken root
in the region centuries before Islam, initially through Judaism and later
Christianity. Inscriptions from Himyar and northern Hijaz reflect the
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conceptual alignment of pre-Islamic Arabian religious thought with the
Qur’anic depiction of Rabb al- ‘alamin.

Keywords: The Most Beautiful Names of God (al-asma’ al-husna), Rabb
al- ‘alamin, Qur’an, Judaism, Christianity, Pre-Islamic Arabia, Epigraphy.
Introduction

Among the divine names used in the Qur’an, Rabb is second only to A/lah in
frequency. It is most commonly found in possessive constructions, with
Rabb al- ‘alamin standing out as the predominant phrase. This expression is
particularly significant, as it is one of the defining attributes of God,
underscoring His role as the sovereign and sustainer of all existence. Its
placement in Sirah al-Fatiha (Q1), between the names Allah and al-
Rahman, further elevates its theological importance.

The exact meaning and origin of al- ‘@lamin have been a subject of scholarly
debate. The word ‘alam does not follow conventional Arabic derivational
patterns, and its association with the root “I-m ("to know") remains
uncertain. This has led some scholars to suggest that it may have been
borrowed from other Semitic languages. To investigate this hypothesis, this
study adopts a historical and comparative approach.

An analysis of Qur’anic usage shows that Rabb al-‘alamin frequently
appears in Meccan verses, particularly in discussions about previous
prophets and the call to monotheism. The phrase is also used in
eschatological contexts, where it is linked to God's sovereignty over the Day
of Judgment (Q1:4). Muslim exegetes have traditionally offered two main
interpretations: some, citing Q25:1, understand Rabb al- ‘alamin as "Lord of
humans and jinn," while others, referring to Q6:164, interpret it as "Lord of
all creation.”

A comparative review of Jewish texts reveals close linguistic and theological
parallels with the Qur’anic phrase. In Hebrew, expressions such as ribbon
ha- ‘olamim (Master of the Worlds) and melek ‘olam (King of the World)
share conceptual similarities with Rabb al- ‘alamin. Likewise, in Aramaic,
mare ‘alma (Lord of the World) conveys a nearly identical meaning. While
the term Rabb is attested in various Semitic languages with the general sense
of "lord" or "master," it is not commonly found as a divine title in pre-Islamic
Jewish or Christian texts. The earliest recorded instance of Rabb as a
designation for God appears in Himyarite Jewish inscriptions from 375 to
530 CE, where the phrase Rab Yahud (Lord of the Jews) is used. However,
the widespread use of Rabb as a divine epithet seems to have been solidified
by the Qur’anic expression Rabb al- ‘alamin.
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Epigraphic evidence from the Arabian Peninsula provides further insights
into the religious landscape of the region before Islam. Inscriptions from
Himyar and northern Hijaz indicate that by the third century CE, many
inhabitants had adopted Jewish monotheism, with some later converting to
Christianity by the early sixth century CE. The Himyarite inscriptions often
describe God using titles such as Mara’ samayan wa- ‘ardan (Lord of the
Heaven and the Earth), demonstrating conceptual overlap with Rabb al-
‘alamin. Similarly, Jewish inscriptions from northern Hijaz feature the
Aramaic phrase mare ‘alma, which aligns closely with the Qur anic
designation.

Taken together, these findings suggest that while the Qur’anic concept of
Rabb al- ‘alamin reflects the broader monotheistic traditions of Judaism and
Christianity, its specific formulation and theological emphasis were shaped
within the Qur’anic discourse itself. The use of Rabb as a divine title gained
prominence through the Qur’an, solidifying its association with God’s
sovereignty and universal dominion.

Based on the discussion above, the linguistic and grammatical issues
surrounding the term al-‘alamin—its etymological root, its uncommon
morphological pattern, and its atypical plural usage in the Quran, particularly
in the phrase Rabb al-‘@lamin—can be better understood by examining
similar divine attributes in Jewish (and Christian) sources. The Quranic
expression Rabb al- ‘alamin, which conveys God's absolute sovereignty and
all-encompassing presence, has its origins in pre-Islamic monotheistic
Jewish (and Christian) texts. However, the widespread use of Rabb (Lord)
as a title signifying God's rulership and authority is primarily a Quranic
development.

Conclusion

To explore the connection between the inhabitants of the Hijaz on the eve of
the Quran’s revelation and Jewish (and Christian) traditions, we can turn to
epigraphic evidence from Arabia. Inscriptions from both Himyar and
northern Hijaz indicate that the people of these regions had leaned toward
Jewish monotheism for roughly three centuries before Islam. The attributes
of the one God in these inscriptions may be linked to the Quranic Rabb al-
‘alamin. Himyarite Jews referred to God as Mara Samin wa-Ardan (Mar’
Samayan wa-Ardan), meaning "Lord of Heaven and Earth," while the Jews
of Hijaz used the phrase Mari ‘Alma (Mart ‘Alma), meaning "Lord of the
Clifford, Richard J. and Harrington, Daniel J. (2004), “Bible.” In
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