The QUR AN - How it was Revealed and Compiled
By Dr. Mohammad Shafi

INTRODUCTION

Qur'an means reading or recitation. Howevervibbed has specifically come to mean the
Qur’an revealed to Prophet Muhammad. The Qur'ahadoundational book of Muslims and,
in fact, of the Arabic language. Muslims beliekattthe Qur’an is the complete and authentic
record of the original revelations, claimed by Brephet to be the literal Word of God, and was
organized in its current form by the direct instroigs of the Prophet himself. They believe that
no one has the authority to alter the Qur’an seng&y word in the Qur’an is the literal word of
God.

Over the ages, the Qur’'an has been translatedzensg of languages throughout the world, but
only the Arabic text is considered the authentic’®u There is complete agreement on a single
text of this Arabic Qur'an by Muslims of all schealdf law, of all theological and philosophical
leanings, and of all ethnicities and nationaliti®otwithstanding a few detractors, the majority
of non-Muslim scholars also agree that the cur@amntan is a faithful record of what the Prophet
claimed to be the revelations to him from God ey texisted at the time of the Prophet’s death.

The Qur’an is also memorized by hundreds of thodsa@f people and read by Muslims on all
occasions; it is, perhaps, read by more peopleaamstant basis than any other in human
history. The Qur’an, therefore, continues to limak as well as a recitation. The two traditions
reinforce each other and assure the protectioneointegrity of the Qur'an and the failure of all
attempts at altering or corrupting it.

ORGANIZATION

The Qur’an is organized in 114 chapters calle@Bsiwvhich contain 6237 ayahs (verses or
signs) of various lengths. More than three-fo8® out of 114) of the Surahs were revealed
during the 13 years of the Prophet’s mission in kédk the remaining 28 were revealed during
the entire 10 years of his life in Madinah. Thedhs are foundational divisions. For
convenience of reading the book in a month, iivedéd into 30 equal parts (each called a Juz’),
and for reading it in a week, it is divided int@drts (called a Manzil). It is said that the Makka
Surahs primary deal with the basics of the belnef the Madinan Surahs are about the practice
of faith. This, at best, is an oversimplification.

This may be a good place to dispel some commooamceptions about the arrangement of the
Quran. lItis often said the order of the Qur’arfrioughly” in decreasing order of the size of the
Surahs (except the first). Itis true that mosthef longest Surahs are in the beginning and most
of the shortest are at the end. The longest Sartle second one and has 486 Ayahs and the
shortest (103, 108, and 110) are toward the endhane 3 Ayahs each. But, beyond this general
observation, one can easily demonstrate a lackdafrdy size of the Surahs. After the 5th
Surah, the order by size breaks down. For exartipdebth Surah (with 165 Ayahs) is shorter,



and not longer, than the 7th (with 206 Ayahs);8tte(with 75 Ayahs) is shorter than the 9th
(with 149 Ayahs); and the 15th (with 99 Ayahs)h®rer than the 16th (with 148 Ayahs). The
reverse can be shown at the end of the Book. Q&dtvith 8 Ayahs) is shorter, not longer,
than Surah 96 (with 19 Ayahs) and Surah 103 (wify&hs) is shorter than Syrah 104 (with 9
Ayahs).

It is also often stated that the Surahs are aednga “reverse” chronological order of the
revelation. If this were true, Surah 9 would beaBuwne or two, and all the beginning Surahs
would be Madani and all at the end would be MakkBat this is not the case. Seven of the first
20 Surahs are from the Makkan period and threbeofast 20 Surahs (98, 99, and 110) are from
the Madani period.

In contrast with the above mentioned speculatitnesMuslims believe that the arrangement of
the Quran was determined by the Prophet himsatleuguidance from God. They see in this
arrangement a coherence that is suitable for alpleeand for all times to come.

THE CONTENTS

The Qur’an deals with Divine nature, God’s intertien in history, and spiritual lessons learned
from observation of nature, from life, and fromtbiy. It deals with major themes which are
often illustrated with bits of relevant storiespsévious prophets and of by-gone cultures,
kingdoms, and empires. All of these themes aerwdven throughout the Qur’an, although,
naturally, some Surahs deal more with maters ¢ &nd others with matters related to living a
good life. There is emphasis on regular prescrpgyagters, on constant supplications, on deep
self evaluation, on regular fasting, on pilgrimatgethe holy sites related to the origins of the
worship of one God, on specific rules related toiggn inheritance, on constant charity, and on
social justice for all irrespective of social s&tiuSpecifics and details of much of these aradeft
the Prophet to develop and demonstrate by pracBegond that, the Qur'an does not dwell
much on matters of ritual per se or of laws andedores.

The emphasis of the Qur'an can be seen from threesdt uses for itself. Some of these names
are: Al-Huda (The Guidance), Al-Dhikr (The Remingdel-Furgan (The Criterion-for judging
right from wrong), Al-Shifa (The Healing), Al-Mauza (The Admonition), Al-Rahmah (The
Mercy), Al-Nur (The Light), Al-Haqq (The Truth), drAl-Burhaan (The Clear Argument). It
does not call itself a book of Law, of Sciencepbprocedural prescriptions. Only about 500 to
600 Ayahs are related to rules and regulationdesslthan 100 of these can be directly
implemented through legislation. One needs therestte Hadith literature and elaborate legal
processes to derive legal rules and get themewed Where implementation issues can be
discussed.

HOW WAS THE QUR’AN REVEALED?

The first revelation came to Mohammad when he 4@agears old and was on one of his
customary retreats in the cave of Hira’ in theshiutside Makkah. It was one of the odd nights



during the last ten days of the month of Ramad®ecording to the reports recorded in the
authentic Hadith literature, an angelic presengeaped before the perplexed Mohammad and
said to him: “Igra” (Read or Recite—the word Igtes an ambiguous meaning). Mohammad
replied that he could not recite or did not knowaivto recite. After the instructions to read or
recite were repeated two more times, Mohammad teflaat the angelic presence held him and
squeezed him so tightly that he felt that his breeds leaving his body. The angelic presence
then instructed him to recite with him the wordattare now recorded as the fist 5 Ayahs of the
96th Surah Al-Qalam, (The Pen) of the Qur’an.

Read (or recite) in the name of your Lord who taddand continues to create); Created the
humankind from a clot of congealed blood. Readyand Lord is The Most Generous; Who
taught by the pen; taught humankind what it didkmatw.

These are the first words of the revelation takétMohammad from an unassuming but
generous and trusted member of his city to becomleavhmad the Messenger of God, Al-
Rasool Allah. A man with no worldly ambitions, andknown for eloquence and speech,
becomes the most eloquent and persistent criticsogociety. He becomes a passionate
advocate for reform based on the worship of one &@utlinsisting on the dignity, equality and
Justice for the slaves, the poor and the female.

The experience of this first revelation shakes aimd stuns him. He hurries to his wife

Khadijah and asks her to cover him with a blank&ten he recovers his composure, he relates
to her the story of his experience. He is conagthat he may be hallucinating or loosing his
mind. She assures him that he is a very balaneebp and that his experience must have some
super natural explanation. She suggested thatgihéy visit one her old relatives know for
knowledge of previous scriptures. Her relative réga ibn Naufal, tells Mohammad that his
experience resembles that of Moses and the otbphpts. He suggests that Mohammad has
been chosen as a messenger by God. He warns dithéhpeople would oppose him as they
opposed the prophets before him. (More detaithisfare covered in the lectures on the
Prophet’s life).

An interval of several months passes after the@bevelation. The Prophet is wrapped up in a
blanket, feeling despondent and afraid of havirgnbemoved by God from his mission. This is
when the revelation of Ayahs 1 through 7 of theh7@urah Al-Moddaththir, (The One
Wrapped), occurs.

O you wrapped up (in your cloak), Arise and delithee warning. And proclaim the glory of
your Lord. And purify and cleanse your garmerAsd shun all idolatry and filth. And do no
favors, expecting gain in return. And for the sakgour Lord, be patient and constant.

Further revelations come over the remaining 13syefthe Prophet’s life in Makkah and 10
years in Madina. By the time of his death, theslatrons are comprozed of 114 Surahs. The
last of these is Surah is Al Taubah, now numbened®th. But the last words of the revelation
are said to be in the third Ayah of Surah 5, Al Mah.

Today | have completed for you your religion, filéfd upon you My favors, and approved for
you Al Islam as your religion.



RECORDING OF THE QUR’AN

The revelations were recorded contemporaneoustnkyof the scribes appointed by the
Prophet for this purpose. After every revelatithe, Prophet would come out to the public
(unless he was already outside) and recite to¢belp the new verses. He would also instruct
one of the scribes to write it down. Accordingatghentic Hadith literature, he would tell them
where the new revelation was to be positionedlatiomnship to previous revelations. He would
tell the Surah where the new revelation would g e preceding and succeeding Ayahs. The
scribes would write on what ever material was add at the moment. Thus the writing
medium ranged from a stone, the leaf of a palm sleeulder-bone of a camel, the membrane on
the inside of a deer-skin, a parchment or a papyfiese writings were stored in a corner of the
Prophet’s room and later, perhaps, in a separate oy office near the Prophet’s room.

It should be mentioned that while Al Qur'an mearrgcitation, it also calls itself “The Book”.
The root word for book, k-t-b, occurs in the Qurtanre than 300 times. The word and concept
of Surah is also in the Qur'an; and so is the waydh.

The Makkans, being a merchant society, had a lamgeof those who could read and write.
There were as many as 11 scribes during the eartyopthe Madinan period also. The most
prominent of these was an elderly gentleman, nddiedyy ibn Ka'b. The Prophet was then
introduced to an energetic teenager named Zaydhlabit. He was eager to learn and was
placed directly under the Prophet’s supervisiofiter®he had accomplished his initial
assignments in record time, the Prophet made hichange of the Qur’anic record. Zayd
became the principal scribe, organizer, and keepire record.

Hundreds of people memorized the Quran and mawyemwhat they learned. But keeping up
with the new revelations and the changing arrangéwiethe Ayahs in the Surahs was not
possible except for a few. To keep up, hundregslagly reviewed the Qur'an they knew.

Many did this under the Prophet’s own guidancehe@t did it under the supervision of teachers
designated by the Prophet. Those from remote andashad visited once, or occasionally, may
not have kept up. Some, who wrote what they hahéxl, may not have inserted the new
revelations in the manner prescribed by the Prophet

The Prophet was meticulous about the integritthefQur'an. He constantly recited, in public,
the Surahs as they were arranged at the tims.rdpiorted that angel Gabriel reviewed entire
Qur'an with the Prophet once a year during the im@ftRamadan. This review was done twice
during the last year of the Prophet’s life. And/danaintained the records faithfully, kept them
properly indexed, and made sure they were complterding to Prophet’s instructions.

At the time of the Prophet’s death, Zayd had apete record of all revelations except the last
two Ayahs of Syrah 9, the Al Taubah. The Proplseiduo indicate the completion of a Surah by
instructing the sentence, “(l begin) In the nam&otl, The Most Merciful, The Most
Compassionate” be written at its beginning. Thisding at the beginning of each Surah
became both a separator from others and an indlicttat the Surah was now complete. This



formulation is missing from the 9th Surah, indingtthat no one wanted to add anything to the
Qur’an that the Prophet had himself not orderedneivseemed logical to do so.

FORMAL COMPILATION AS A “BOOK”.

After the Prophet’s death, the community chose Bhlr as their temporal chief, the Khalifah
of the Messenger, the Caliph. About a year ladsyge number of those known as authoritative
memorizers were Killed in a battle. According tdheentic Hadith literature, "Umar Ibn al
Khattab (who became the second Caliph) was alabpehis and concerned that the next
generation may not have enough teachers of theaQuie, therefore, approached Abu Bakr,
and suggested that a formal compilation of the ube prepared on materials that would be
convenient to store, maintained, and used as eerefe. According to the Hadith literature, Abu
Bakr was reluctant to do some thing the Prophesaihihad not undertaken. After a few days,
however, he “became inclined” to the idea and agiedl to undertake the task. Zayd says he
also hesitated but, after contemplation, also “bexanclined” and agreed to undertake the
work. A committee was formed to do the job. Tleypiled a collection by checking and
double checking each Ayah of the existing recorthefQur’an with the memories of each
member of the committee as well as of the othemprent experts. This copy was housed with
the Prophet’s wife Hafsa. (She was a daughter ofatibn al Khattab).

By the time of the third Caliph, "Uthman ibn "Affathe Muslim population had spread over
vast areas out side the core Arab regions and peopyle of other cultures were entering Islam.
About 15 years after the first compilation, therefat was suggested that authenticated copies of
the Qur'an be made available to major populatiorters in those areas. Zayd again was
instructed to undertake the task. He again formmedmmittee. Instead of just making copies of
the existing text, they decided to seek corroboratif each Ayah in the earlier compilation with
at least two other written records in the privaipies in the possession of known reputable
individuals. It is reported that this comparisoasmsuccessful for all Ayahs except one. For this
Ayah, only one comparison could be found. Butaswn the hands of a person who was
considered so reliable by the Prophet himself hiratone testimony was accepted by the
Prophet in a case requiring two witnesses. gported that, 7 copies of the collection were
prepared and authenticated. One of these copiegien to the Caliph himself. One became
the reference copy for the people of Madinah, oas sent to Makkah, one to Kufah, and one to
Damascus. (I was unable to find references taléstination of the other copies).

We should mention that the committee, while datagvork, confirmed the general observation
that all private copies were incomplete, some weiteof sequence, some were in tribal dialects
other than the standard Quraish dialect, and madyntarginal notes inserted by the owners.
They expressed concern that as time passes thextofithese deficiencies will be lost. These
partial copies may get into public circulation aftee death of the owners of these records and
become a source of schisms and create confusibay, Therefore, recommended that all such
copies be destroyed. The Caliph issued ordetsatceffect but did not put in place any
mechanisms for enforcing the orders. There id@afft evidence that some people kept their
copies and some were used by mischief makers &becoentroversies that did not succeed.



Those Authentic copies of the Qur'an are knowthas”Uthmani” text. This text, however,

did not have the short vowels that are even toefiylt of Arabic text used by those who know
the language. In the absence of these short volhwaigever, those not well versed in the
language can make serious mistakes. These voweets therefore, inserted about 60 years later
under instructions of the governor of Kufa, namegjj&j Ibn Yusuf.

A Foot Note Regarding Required Qualifications faterpreting the Qur’an

The Qur’an, being considered the literal word ofiGis taken very seriously by Muslims. Itis
not enough to just study the Arabic language terpret the Quran. Muslims have agreed over
the centuries that one must be well-versed inadleviing before one is considered qualified to
offer a credible opinion.

» Mastery of classical Arabic. (Arabic of the Qwfabf the time of the Prophet).

» Mastery of the entire book. (“The Qur'an expkathe Qur'an”).

* A thorough knowledge of Hadith literature. (TRephet’s interpretation is binding and those
around him understood it better than the later geimns).

* A deep knowledge of the life of the Prophet ahthe first community. (No interpretation is
valid that ignores the original context).

» A commanding knowledge of the exegetical notebwantings of the earlier scholars and of
the traditions of earlier Muslim communities.



