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The role of the Angel Gabriel in Christianity and Islam

Within Christianity 
Within canonical Christian scripture, the angel Gabriel appears by name on only two, albeit incredibly crucial instances, the annunciation of John the Baptist and the annunciation of Christ to Mary. Both occur in the New Testament gospel of Luke (Iavoschi, 2004)

The former is the first of the explicit references to the angel Gabriel. Here, the gospel tells of how Zacharias, the elderly father of John the Baptist, is visited by the angel Gabriel who reveals to him that his wife Elisabeth is to become pregnant despite her being barren (Webster, 2012), and that the child in question will be “great in the sight of the Lord’ (Luke 1:15), responsible for converting many people to God:
“But the angel said unto him, Fear not, Zacharias: for thy prayer is heard; and thy wife Elisabeth shall bear thee a son, and thou shalt call his name John…
And the angel answering said unto him, I am Gabriel, that stand in the presence of God; and am sent to speak unto thee, and to shew thee these glad tidings. “(Luke 1:10-20)

The second is arguably the most well-known depiction of Gabriel and the most paramount to the Christian tradition. Similar to his part in the foretelling of John the Baptist’s birth, the angel Gabriel also plays a central role in the annunciation of Jesus to the virgin Mary. Presented as the cousin of Elisabeth within the gospel of Luke, it is in the sixth month of her pregnancy that an angel now appears before Mary in Nazareth, whom Luke identifies as Gabriel on this instance (Webster, 2012), and declares: 
“And, behold, thou shalt conceive in thy womb, and bring forth a son, and shalt call his name Jesus” (Luke 1:31). 

Within Islam
These accounts of the angel Gabriel appearing to Zacharias and the virgin Mary are echoed in the Qur’an (Iavoschi, 2004) and seen to be indications of the prophetic nature of both John the Baptist and Jesus for People of the Book sent by Allah (Peters, 2003). Despite this, angels are a theologically fundamental component of Islam in its own right, and form one of the Six Articles of Faith (Aliyu, n.d.)

The most significant appearance of the angel Gabriel (Jibril) within the foundations of Islam is in Hadiths detailing the revelation of the Prophet Muhammad (Iavoschi, 2004). Biographies of the Prophet tell that around the time of his fortieth birthday, Muhammad was seeking solitude to reflect and contemplate on the actions of his people, of which he perceived to be morally corrupt. He sought out a cave on the outskirts of the city of Mecca. It is here in the Cave Hira that Jibril reveals himself for the first time to Muhammad and delivers the first revelation (Almujalli, 2014): 
“Read! in the name of your Lord who created
Man from a clinging substance.
Read: Your Lord is most Generous -
He who taught by the pen
Taught man that which he knew not." (Qur’an 96:1–5).
Whilst Jibril is said to have appeared in his true heavenly form to Muhammad only twice (once during the revelation and the second during Muhammad’s ascension to heaven – al Mi’rāj), he is cited as the primary transmitter of Allah’s word to him (Ali, 1978), ultimately delivering all of the teachings of the Qur’an to Muhammad across multiple instances during the remainder of his life.

As well as this, Gabriel also appears earlier in Quranic scripture, appearing before Abraham in the time before the prophet Muhammad. In chapter 51 of the Qur’an (The Winnowing Winds) Abraham and his wife are visited by three angels, one of whom is said to be the angel Jibril. Here they declare: 
“And he felt from them apprehension. They said, “Fear not,” and gave him good tidings of a learned boy.
And his wife approached with a cry [of alarm] and struck her face and said ‘[I am] a barren old woman!” 
They said, ‘Thus has said your Lord; indeed, He is the Wise, the Knowing.” (Qur’an 51:28-30)

Significance

Perhaps the most notable consideration of the significance of the angel Gabriel is that he one of few angels identified by name in the scripture of both religions (Bray, 2021; Iavoschi, 2004). Shared, there are only two named angels in Christianity and Islam: Michael/Mika’il and Gabriel/Jibril. In both instances, by being named these angels are viewed to be of special significance, closer to God. Although the term archangel is never explicitly applied to Gabriel in the Bible, he is referred to in this way within apocalyptic literature such as the book of Enoch (e.g., Enoch 40:9) This mirrors once again the Muslim tradition in which Gabriel identified as a karubiyin (Archangel; Campo, 2009) but also as one who poses a non-negotiable faction of belief:
“Whoever is an enemy to Jibril – it is [none but] he who has brought the Qur’an down upon his heart, [O Muhammad], by permission of Allah, confirming that which was before it and as guidance and good tidings for the believers.”
Whoever is an enemy to Allah and His angels and His messengers and Jibril and Mika’il – then indeed, Allah is an enemy to the disbelievers.” (Qur’an 2:97-98)
The shared significance given to these figures here symbolises the pivotal role angels, as the messengers of God, do play in the doctrine. And whilst Islam would be seen to criticise Christianity on the grounds of polytheism and the apparent reverence given to angels/The Holy Spirit as disregarding Allah’s oneness Tawhid (Waardenburg, 1999), it is evident nonetheless that angels such as Gabriel are integral to both traditions.

As well as this, in both contexts we see the angel Gabriel at times of development for the two religions (Iavoschi, 2004), tasked with delivering The Word to humanity on a number of occasions. With the annunciation of Jesus, Gabriel becomes a central figure in the revelation of the Messiah for Christianity. In a similar vein, with Jibril’s role in not only the delivery of the word of Allah to Muhammad but also that of Isaac to Abraham, Jibril is present and once again central to some of the most fundamental moments in the formation of Islam (Burge, 2015). In this, we see that the role of Gabriel but also of angels generally is of shared theological significance for the two religions; trusted servants of God, who are created by Him and exist to praise Him but also guide and protect humanity from evil (Bray, 2021).

Considering the two religions in conjunction with one another, the angel Gabriel does present a distinct theological crossover, not only in his presence in both religions, but also in the further interpretations of the connection between Christian and Muslim tradition. For one, Muslim commentators of the Qur’an have described Gabriel as having six hundred wings spanning the entire horizon (Hadith 331, The Book of Faith; Britannica, 2020), filling the space between East and West (Burge, 2015). The implications of this particular description resonate with the shared role of the angel Gabriel and the view, particularly within Islam, that the prophets that came prior to Muhammad, like Jesus and Moses, were still delivered by Allah to guide their peoples as Muhammad was to the Arabs (Wheeler, 2006).

Further to this, it is seen within various Hadith that it is a Christian that identifies the angel Gabriel to Muhammad following his revelation (Ali, 1978). When returning home following the revelation, Muhammad goes to his wife and together they seek out her cousin Waraqah ibn Nafal, a learned Nestorian Christian. It is he who confirms to Muhammad that it was the angel Gabriel, sent by Allah as he was to Moses, and that he is prophetic. In having a Christian testify to the source of Muhammad’s revelation, we see a continuation of narrative surrounding the pre-Islamic biblical figures as prophetic (Peters, 2003; Wheeler, 2006). Further to this, by acknowledging Old Testament Christianity and Gabriel as a shared source of revelation (Iavoschi, 2004), Islam essentially builds upon existing positive perceptions of Jewish/Christian doctrine as somewhat truthful (Waardenburg, 1999) whilst still distinguishing itself and Muhammad as separate; related yes, but also more significant and legitimate, particularly for the Arabs. 
When considering these references to the angel Gabriel, canonical and exegetical, it is evident that he and angels generally play an incredibly prominent role not only in the scripture of both religions but also in the wider belief systems of their peoples (Burge, 2020). In contemporary Christian narratives, the blowing of the trumpet at the end of times, amongst a number of other events in Jesus’ life (Webster, 2012), are often attributed to Gabriel despite no scriptural reference (McCasland, 1941). Similarly in Islam, accounts of the Battle of Badr in various hadith claim that Jibril was present alongside Muhammad but impersonating his bodyguard in appearance (Al-Mubārakfūrī, 2002). As such we see that the angel Gabriel had a tangible influence of the way scholars have gone on to interpret and attribute events of the Bible and the Qur’an.
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