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ISLAMIC STUDIES

How the Qur'an was compiled




The Quran, according to Muslim belief, is a book of revelations from
Allah. Today, it exists in the form of a book, but all the 114 chapters of
the Quran were not revealed at one time. They were sent bit by bit,

according to circumstances, over a period of 23 years.

The Quran is pivotal to all Muslim activities. Muslims recite the Quran
daily, and read from it in their prayers five times a day. Over and above
this, they read it out to others for missionary purposes. In this way, the
Quran has remained at the center of Muslims' activities since the

beginning.

In ancient times information used to be preserved in human memory. The
oral tradition in those days functioned as libraries do today. This system
made it possible for the revelations of the Quran to be preserved in the
memory of a large number of devotees. And to this day, and despite
printing presses, the institution of memorizing the Quran is still alive all

over the Muslim world.

But the message of the Qur'an was not transmitted purely by oral tradition
even during the lifetime of the Prophet. Among his companions were a
select group of about half a dozen katib-e-wahy — transcribers of the
revelations. A few of these scribes were always present and whenever any
part of the Quran was revealed, the Prophet would recite it to them.
Thereupon, at the exact moment of revelation, they would not only
commit it to memory, but would write it down on any available material,
such as paper, bones, leather or skin. In former times, when the accepted
way of disseminating the subject matter of a book was to memories it and
then recite it, it was quite exceptional that the Qur'an should have been

both memorized and preserved in writing.

The second exceptional point concerns the arrangement of the verses and

chapters of the Quran. When the Quran was revealed in parts, at different



times according to the demand of circumstances, how did it come to be
arranged in its present form? We find the answer in books of hadith. It
has been proved from authentic traditions that the angel Gabriel, who
conveyed the revelations of Allah to the Prophet, himself arranged these
verses. Each year during the month of Ramzan, angel Gabriel would
come to the Prophet and recited before him all the Quranic verses
revealed up till that time. And after listening to the angel, the Prophet
would repeat the verses in the order in which he had heard them. This

dual process has been termed al-Irza, ‘mutual presentation’ in the books

of hadith.

In the last year of the Prophet’s life, when the revelations were complete,
Gabriel came to the Prophet and recited the entire Qur'an in the existing
order twice, and the Prophet also recited to Gabriel the entire Qur'an
twice. This final presentation is called al-Arz al-Akhirah in the hadith.
And in this way the Qur'an came to be in the form we are familiar with

today, preserved in memories of tens of thousands of the Prophet’s

companions even during his lifetime.

When the Prophet died in 632 AD, at the age of 63, the Quran existed in
two forms: in the memory of these companions, who had learned it by
rote in what is now its present order; two, in writing — on pieces of paper
and other materials, preserved by the companions. What must be noted
here is that the order existed in memory, not in writing, though all the

parts existed at that time in written form.

After the death of the Prophet, Abu Bakr Siddig was appointed the first
Caliph, and it was during his caliphate that the compilation of Quran was
carried out. Zaid ibn Thabit, the Prophet’s foremost scribe and an

authority on the Qur'an, was entrusted with this task. His work was more



of collection than of compilation — the scattered bits and pieces of the
Qur'an put together, not that they could be bound in one volume, but that
they could be used to crosscheck countless memories in oral tradition.
Once this correspondence between the oral and written forms had been
established beyond any reasonable doubt, Zaid proceeded to put the
verses of the Qur'an down on paper in their correct order. The volume he
produced was then handed over to the Caliph, and this remained in the

custody of the Prophet’s wife, Hafsa.

The third Caliph, Osman, arranged for several copies of this text to be
sent to all the states and placed in central mosques where the people
could prepare further copies. In this way the message of the Qur'an spread
further and further, both through oral tradition and hand-written copies,
until the age of the press dawned. Many printing presses were established
in the Muslim world, where the beautiful calligraphy of the scriptures was
reproduced after its content had been certified by memorizers of the
Qur'an. Once again with the help of memorized versions and written
texts, correct, authentic copies were prepared; and with the publication of
these copies on a large scale, the Qur'an spread all over the world. Any
copy of the Qur'an found in any part of the world at any time will be
exactly the same as that handed down to the Muslims by the Prophet in

his last days, arranged in the form still extant today.

The meaning of the title "'seal of the prophets"*

"The Seal of Prophethood" is a title to indicate that prophethood came to
an end with Prophet Muhammad and that no other prophet is to follow. In
Arabic, this phrase means "to complete a task, to put a seal at the end of
something and to seal a writing or document™. The term "prophets,”

within this phrase, denotes "the conveyance by means of revelation of



divine wills and messages to some superior and skilled individuals so that
these individuals may communicate these messages to their societies™. In
this context, the "Seal of Prophets" signifies that the intermediation

between Allah and His worshippers had come to an end.

""The Seal of Prophets' in the Qur'an
There is a single verse in the Quran that clearly states that prophethood

ended with Prophet Muhammad (Al-Ahzab, 33/40). On the other hand,
the number of verses indirectly pointing to the issue of the seal of
prophets ranges from forty to one hundred according to differences in the
interpretation. While commenting on these related verses, all of the
interpreters emphasize that Prophet Muhammad had conveyed the last
revelation, and that it was impossible for another revelation to be

conveyed after him.

"Muhammad is not the father of any man among you, but he is the messenger of Allah
and the Seal of the Prophets” (Al-Ahzab, 33/40). The mentioned phrase "seal
of prophets™ hereby clearly address the fact that Prophet Muhammad was
the last link in the chain. The term "khatem (Seal)" as found in the original
Arabic of the above verse is read in two ways by the scholars of Quranic
recitation due to stress differences. In both of the reading forms, it is
underlined that "Muhammad is the last prophet who ended and crowned
the establishment of prophethood™, which means he possessed a "divine
seal" status also approving and confirming all of the previous prophets.
Interpreters also note another point being expressed in this verse. As it is
known, the succession of prophets among the Jews, though there are
some exceptions, passed down from father to son and continued with
lineage. The verse in question constitutes a mental preparation for the
reality of the "seal of prophethood." First, the information as to the

Prophet having no son to become his prophetic heir is emphasized with



the phrase: "Muhammad is not the father of any man among you." This
prevented people from going after an expectation that contains the idea of
prophetic responsibility being passed down from father to son, and the
"seal of prophethood" phrase eventually expressed that he was the "last

prophet™.

As it is pointed out above, beside this particular verse many other verses
indirectly refer to the sealing of the prophetic line. As a matter of fact, the
Quran with the verse: "This day have | perfected your religion for you
and completed My favor unto you, and have chosen for you Islam as a
religion™ (Quran 5:3) indicates that society in relation to religion reached
the zenith of improvement during Muhammad's time as prophet, that no
other prophet is expected to arrive after him and that only the wisdom of

Muhammad needed to be followed.



