
 

 

RELIGION on the EDGE  

THE PROPHET, THE ADOPTED SON, AND MARRIAGE 

The title of this tiny essay appears to be an introduction to a lurid little tale. Sadly that is 

EXACTLY how many Christian Evangelists envisage it to be.  Fortunately NOTHING of this 

sort. 

Now, the story alleges that the Prophet Muhammed (S) lusted after his adopted son’s 

wife, and eventually married her. Christian evangelists celebrate the fact that some of the 

details of this story appear in ancient Muslim historical sources. However, none of these 

eager Christian critics wish to take into account CONFLICTING details that may change the 

tone and content of the entire incident. 

Firstly, the historical reports on the event differ in considerable detail. It is hardly fair to 

choose one lone narrative to fill in the blanks.   

Let us deal with the thrust of the argument, namely the issue of the “adopted son”. 

Christians may be shocked to hear that Islam does NOT recognise the process of adoption. 

Ch.33:4 makes it clear that “…. (God) has NOT made your adopted sons your (real) sons….” 

Islam prefers the methodology of GUARDIANSHIP. Thus, on a LEGAL basis, Zaid Ibn 

Haritha was NOT the adopted son of the Prophet. 

To be more precise, Zaid was given as a gift to the Prophet to be taken as a slave (such 

was the custom of the time). The Prophet promptly freed Zaid and allowed him to return 

home. Zaid refused to go home, accepted Islam, and chose to serve the cause of the 

Prophet. The Prophet out of compassion agreed to take Zaid as his “adopted” son. It is 

worth noting that there was only a TEN YEAR AGE DIFFERENCE between Zaid and the 

Prophet, who was already a matured man at the time (Al- Tabari in his “Tarikh –Al –

Rasul”). So it is laughable to assume that Zaid was in ANY REAL SENSE the “adopted son” 

of the Prophet. 

Further, it was the Prophet himself who arranged the marriage between Zaid and Lady 

Zainab bin Jahsh. The Prophet meant to demonstrate to the community the egalitarian 



nature of Islam, by arguing that it was possible for a freed slave and a noble woman to be 

joined in holy matrimony.  

It should also be pointed out that the Prophet KNEW Lady Zainab his ENTIRE LIFE (Paul 

Gwynne in his book “Muhammed” referencing Ibn Sa’d).This means that the Prophet had 

AMPLE OPPRTUNITY to MARRY her AT ANY TIME,  had he chosen to do so. To suggest 

then, as many evangelists do (and perhaps one dubious historical narrative), that one day 

in the Prophet’s OLD age a SUDDEN desire for Lady Zainab occurred in the Prophet’s mind 

is an ABSURD THEORY. 

The fact was that the marriage between Zaid and Zainab ran into trouble very early and 

BOTH wanted the marriage annulled. The Prophet fearing that the divorce would trigger 

a belief in the community that the “class system” was insurmountable, begged the couple 

time and again, to give the marriage a chance. Alas, the marriage did not last, and the 

Prophet was forced to annul the marriage with all the embarrassment of a “failed social 

experiment”. The Quran refers to this embarrassment in ch.33:37; “…. Behold Thou (O 

Prophet)…didst say ‘RETAIN THOU (Zaid) thy wife in WEDLOCK and fear God’…”  

When the word of the divorce began to spread, few people would consider marriage with 

a noble woman “spurned” by a freed slave. The Prophet gallantly asked for her hand in 

marriage. 

Thus the marriage between the Prophet and Lady Zainab became especially blessed 

because it became a legal precedent for the laws of marriage, adoption, and inheritance. 

Sadly, it has also become an outlet for the salacious imaginings of many evangelists.  

Finally, it should also be borne in mind that Zaid was NOT a man to be trifled with. He was 

a commander in the Muslim army and led many military expeditions. He had the strength 

of character to change his faith and to give his life for a cause. A a Non-Muslim historian 

pointed out that Zaid would never have served the Prophet so faithfully till the day he 

died, if he thought that something, somewhere, was morally amiss. 
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