Discuss the Nature of God’s revelations to Muhammad
[bookmark: _Hlk55993770]The revelations in Islam are not considered to be limited only to Muhammad, but rather that there have been many revelations throughout history that can be traced back to Adam. Although each set of revelations have given the same principle message, they all correspond to the specific time and place that they were revealed.[footnoteRef:1] The revelations to Muhammad took place around once a year, until later in Muhammad’s life when they became more frequent. All of the surahs begin with “In the name of God, the Lord of Mercy, the giver of Mercy”[footnoteRef:2] with the exception of Al-Tawba, the ninth surah. The first revelation that was given to Muhammad was the first five verses of Al-‘Alaq; the fact that the surahs were not disclosed as one revelation highlights how complex the nature of the revelations to Muhammad can be. In this essay I am going to look at three themes that the revelations can be split into: a declaration of God’s existence, a reflection on events that have taken place, and as a method to stipulate rules.  [1:  A. Wadud-Muhin, ‘Revelation’ in The Oxford Encyclopaedia of the Modern Islamic World. Oxford Islamic Studies Online. < http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236MIW/e0681?_hi=5&_pos=2> [Accessed 10th November 2020]]  [2:  M. Lings, Muhammad: His Life Based on the Earliest Sources (London: Islamic Texts Society, 1991) p.49.] 

The first group that the revelations can be placed into is that they were a method of declaring the existence of a single God, and thus contradicted the pagan religion that was common within Mecca and the surrounding areas.[footnoteRef:3] These revelations tended to be more general than others and were a common theme in earlier revelations that were given in Mecca. One example of this type of revelation is surah Al-‘Alaq (surah 96), the first surah to be revealed.[footnoteRef:4] In the first part of this surah it states that God is responsible for creation: “Read! In the name of your Lord who created”.[footnoteRef:5] This highlights that some of the earlier revelations were a method for God to tell Muhammad, and therefore others, that it was He that had power rather than any of the idols that people had been worshiping, and thus emphasizing the main belief within Islam. However, the first revelation from God was only the first five verses of the surah. This highlights that the nature of the revelations can be complex, as some surahs were not revealed in a single revelation, but rather over a period of time. This can make it more difficult to understand the context of the revelation which in turn makes it more challenging to understand if there was a specific reason for a revelation or whether it was given for a more broad purpose. Another surah that is an example of the declaration of a single God, and therefore another instance of a more general revelation is the first surah, Al-Fatiha. This surah also highlights that there is a single God and places the emphasis on God’s compassionate nature, “the Lord of Mercy, the Giver of Mercy”[footnoteRef:6] which again highlights the fundamental belief of God’s nature and is an important aspect within Islam. Al-Fatiha is also significant as it conveys the fundamental principles of Islam[footnoteRef:7] and is recited before prayer. As a result, both Al-‘Alaq and Al-Fatiha highlight how some of the revelations were given in order to inform Muhammad that there is only one God and also to present the characteristics of God. Therefore, these revelations gave the basic beliefs of Islam but do not necessarily go into details of the type of lifestyle that a Muslim should follow, which came later in revelations from the Medina period when Islam became more assertive.  [3:  M. Lings, Muhammad: His Life Based on the Earliest Sources, p.16.]  [4:  Haleem, A (trans.), The Qur’an. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016) p.428.]  [5:  Haleem, A (trans.), The Qur’an, 96:1.]  [6:  Haleem, A (trans.), The Qur’an, 1: 3.]  [7:  S. Al-Ghazali, A Thematic Commentary on the Qur’an (London: International Institute of Islamic Thought, 2000) p. 1] 

Furthermore, the fifth line of the first surah, Al-Fatiha, states “guide us to the straight path”.[footnoteRef:8] This highlights that the revelations place emphasis on the personal aspect of God and thus the relationship between God and people, in particular to Muhammad, is a personal one. The personal nature of the revelations can also be highlighted by surah ‘Abasa (surah 80) that can be translated to ‘He frowned’.[footnoteRef:9] This surah is considered to be a direct response from God on Muhammad's behaviour in regard to the time that the prophet frowned at a blind man when he asked Muhammad to recite part of the Qur’an.[footnoteRef:10] This is because Muhammad was too concerned with trying to convert other people, in particular anyone that had influence, to Islam, rather than focusing and trying to help those who have already converted to Islam. As a result, God gave a revelation to Muhammad soon after condemning this behaviour: “but from the one who has come to you in full eagerness and awe you are distracted. Never again”.[footnoteRef:11] This highlights the personal nature of God as it is an example of a specific time that God has communicated in regard to a particular event and it had an effect on the Muslim community.[footnoteRef:12] However, although this surah highlights the personal nature of the revelations, there was not a direct dialogue between Muhammad and God, but rather any dialogue that took place was through a veil or an angel:  [8:  Haleem, A (trans.), The Qur’an, 1:6.]  [9:  Haleem, A (trans.), The Qur’an, p.409.]  [10:  Haleem, A (trans.), The Qur’an. p.409.]  [11:  Haleem, A (trans.), The Qur’an.  80:8-11.]  [12:  S. Al-Ghazali, A Thematic Commentary on the Qur’an, p.699.] 

“It is not granted to any mortal that God should speak to him except through revelation or from behind a veil, or by sending a messenger to reveal by His command what He will: He is exalted and wise”.[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  Haleem, A (trans.), The Qur’an. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016) 42:51.] 

This can sometimes be translated as “except by inspiration (wahy)”[footnoteRef:14] and although this is a method of revelation it refers mainly to revelations that have been inspired by dreams, and as a result the nature is different to that of the revelations received from angels. This is because it is Muhammad that has to translate the revelation so that people can understand, rather than the angel.[footnoteRef:15] Muhammad is also reported to have said that he would receive revelations through different methods such as by a ringing bell or through an angel.[footnoteRef:16] This highlights that the nature of revelations can be complex, not only because there are different reasons for the revelations to take place but also because there are different ways that the revelations can be presented. A further example of a revelation that highlights the personal aspect of the revelations to Muhammad is the third surah, Al-‘Imran. The latter half of this surah (ayahs 121 onwards) revolves around the event of the Battle of Uhud in 3AH (625 CE).[footnoteRef:17] In this the revelation explains why God did not help the Muslim army in beating the Quraysh army like he had in the Battle of Badr the previous year: “He prevented you from [defeating] them as a punishment. He has now forgiven you: God is most gracious to the believers”.[footnoteRef:18] This relates directly to the archers who disobeyed Muhammad's orders to stay at their posts, which led to the battle turning against the Muslim army as there was now an opportunity for the Quraysh cavalry to advance.[footnoteRef:19] This revelation therefore demonstrates how the personal nature of God can be highlighted through the revelations, by making a comment on events that have taken place as well as highlighting how the revelations have the underlying theme of expressing the importance of belief in God. [14:  M. Radscheit, ‘Word and Revelation’, in Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an vol. 5 (Boston: Brill, 2006) p.546.]  [15:  M. Radscheit, ‘Word and Revelation’, in Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an vol. 5  p.546.]  [16:  M. Khan (trans.), Sahih Bukhari i.i.2 p.7]  [17:  A. Wadud-Muhin, ‘Revelation’ in The Oxford Encyclopaedia of the Modern Islamic World. Oxford Islamic Studies Online. < http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236MIW/e0681?_hi=5&_pos=2> [Accessed 10th November 2020]]  [18:  Haleem, A (trans.), The Qur’an, 3:153.]  [19:  M. Lings, Muhammad: His Life Based on the Earliest Sources, p.183.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk56164800]The third group that revelations can be placed into is to provide laws. These revelations were generally given within the Medina period, when Islam became more assertive and the Muslim community became more structured, therefore needing more laws.  These revelations were often still connected to what had happened in Muhammad’s life, however provided laws for the community rather than being specific to one event. The main example of a revelation providing laws for the Muslim community are those that made up the second surah, Al-Baqara. This is a significant surah as it provides an extensive set of pre-sets that highlight the main beliefs in Islam such as dietary requirements (ayahs 168 to 203), ideas of Jihad (ayahs 216 to 218) as well as rules surrounding prayer (ayahs 149 to 167).[footnoteRef:20] This indicates how the revelations were important in shaping the Muslim community by introducing rules that are connected within the Five Pillars of Islam: zakat (charity), sawm (fasting), hajj (pilgrimage) and salat (prayer). Despite this surah providing detailed rules in some topics there are still parts of the revelations that were more general. For example although the surah does discuss different ideas of prayer it is still vague on the direction of prayer, as highlighted by “goodness does not consist in turning your face towards East or West”[footnoteRef:21] or “Many a time We have seen you [Prophet] turn your face towards Heaven, so We are turning you towards a prayer direction that pleases you”.[footnoteRef:22] This can again shows the complex nature of the revelations to Muhammad because even in more detailed revelations there are still areas that are more vague, and may require the Hadith to provide more detail on what is expected by following the example of Muhammad rather than relying exclusively on the revelations.  [20:  A. Rippin, Muslims: Their Religious Beliefs and Practices 4th Edition (Oxon: Routledge, 2012) p.28]  [21:  Haleem, A (trans.), The Qur’an, 2:177.]  [22:  Haleem, A (trans.), The Qur’an, 2:144.] 

A further example of a surah that was revealed that provided laws was surah 24, Al-Nur. This surah was also revealed in the Medina period, after there were false allegations of adultery towards one of Muhammad's wives, ‘Aisha.[footnoteRef:23] As a result this surah placed particular attention on providing laws regarding the relationship between men and women, especially the punishment for adultery or falsely accusing someone of adultery, and thus protecting against corruption within the community.[footnoteRef:24] For example, “The adulterer is only [fit] to marry an adulteress or an idolatress, and the adulteress is only [fit] to marry an adulterer or an idolater: such behaviour is forbidden to believers”.[footnoteRef:25] This surah also highlights the complex nature of the revelations as a result of how the revelations were given to Muhammad. This is because when this revelation was given to him, he was not on his own, unlike he was for earlier surahs. As a result, there are reports of how Muhammad reacted when he heard the revelation, for example ‘Aisha reported “Verily I saw the Prophet being inspired Divinely on a very cold day and noticed the Sweat dropping from his forehead (as the Inspiration was over)”.[footnoteRef:26] This highlights that the nature of the revelations can be complex, as there are different ways that Muhammad reacted to the revelations, for example when he received the first revelation he ran back to Khadija for support[footnoteRef:27] whereas for later revelations he no longer needed comforting but still appeared to have a negative outwards reaction “sweat dropping from his forehead”.[footnoteRef:28] [23:  Haleem, A (trans.), The Qur’an, p.200.]  [24:  S. Al-Ghazali, A Thematic Commentary on the Qur’an, p. 376]  [25:  Haleem, A (trans.), The Qur’an, 24: 3]  [26:  M. Khan (trans.), Sahih Bukhari i.i.2, p. 7]  [27:  M. Lings, Muhammad: His Life Based on the Earliest Sources, p. 44.]  [28:  M. Khan (trans.), Sahih Bukhari i.i.2, p. 7] 

In conclusion, the nature of the revelations to Muhammad is complex. Although the revelations can be divided into different topics such as providing laws or reflecting on events that have taken place, each revelation often falls into multiple categories rather than being able to be easily categorised, for example Al-Nur (surah 24) or Al-‘Imran (surah 3). This is because many of the surahs are comprised of different revelations given at different times and as a result the context to the revelation in not always known. This is further complicated as the Qur’an was not collected into one volume until 12 AH (633 CE).[footnoteRef:29] Despite this, the revelations given to Muhammad provided a structure for Muslim society that allowed it to function by providing laws, both specific and more general, and outlined the core beliefs that are essential within Islam. As a result the nature of the revelations to Muhammad do vary slightly, especially between the early revelations in Mecca compared to the later revelations given in Medina, however the overarching message that there is only one God was the main aim of the revelations and was demonstrated and reiterated throughout all of the revelations to Muhammad.   [29:  Haleem, A (trans.), The Qur’an, xxxvii.] 
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