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Introduction


Islam is the second most popular religion in the world, with more than 1.5 billion adherents worldwide. In most Western countries Islam is the religion second to Christianity, albeit with much lower numbers than Christianity and those with no religious affiliation. In the Middle East, Central Asia and North Africa, Islam is the predominant religion.


The importance of Muslim countries for world oil supplies, and the impact of Muslim groups such as al-Qaeda and the Taleban have made Islam a focus of interest and concern for many in the West.


The Qur’an (often referred to as the Koran) has supreme importance for Muslims as they regard it as the direct word of God. This importance means that many non-Muslims are interested in discovering more about this book and its importance.


This Bullet Guide gives readers an introduction to the Qur’an to help in understanding its origins, the reasons for its importance, its main teachings, and its interpretation.


Throughout the book, the word God is used, even though the Arabic, Allah, is preferred by Muslims. Allah is the Arabic word for the one God of Judaism and Christianity, but the English translation of the Qur’an (by Yusuf Ali), from which the quotations in this book are taken, uses God.


The dates used are the Common Era ones. Islam dates from the emigration of Muhammad from Makkah to Madinah in 622 CE, but uses a lunar calendar so that dates cannot be worked out by simply subtracting 622: for example 2011 CE is 1432 AH (in the year of the Hegira), not 1389 AH.




1    What is the Qur’an?


The Qur’an is the holy book of Islam.


Many English-language books refer to it as the Koran or al’Koran.


When Muslims refer to it in English they prefer to say ‘The Holy Qur’an’ as a more accurate transliteration of the Arabic.


The Qur’an is the centre of Islam, occupying a similar status to that of Jesus in Christianity. For Muslims, the Qur’an is God’s word and is the nearest thing there is to a part of God in the world.


For Muslims the Qur’an is the word of God
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Muslims believe that God has revealed his word to the human race in this book, which tells people all they need to know about God, religion and how to live their lives.


The word Qur’an literally means recitation. Muslims believe that this shows that Muhammad merely recited what God revealed, so the words are God’s, not Muhammad’s.


In this chapter we will look at the main features of the Qur’an:




	its structure


	the language in which it was given


	what Muslims think about it


	an outline of its contents.
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Many Muslims believe that the Qur’an is ‘an earthly copy of a heavenly original’.
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The structure of the Qur’an




	 The Qur’an is divided into 114 surahs :



	Surah means a step or degree.


	Each surah is united by a common theme.


	Each surah has a title taken from the theme.


	Surahs are subdivided into ayat (singular and plural).


	Ayat means sign as well as verse.


	Muslims regard each ayat as a sign of God’s wisdom and goodness.







	There is no chronology in the Qur’an and no clear indication of when a surah was revealed.


	The surahs are organized in order of size, from the longest to the shortest. So Surah 2 is the longest and Surah 114 is the shortest.


	Surah 1 is not the longest surah, but it is the first because:



	It sums up Islam.


	It is used five times a day as part of the prayer ritual.







	Every surah, except Surah 9, begins with the bismillah:



	These are Arabic words meaning ‘In the name of God the Merciful, the Compassionate’.


	They indicate that each surah comes from God, not from humans.







	Some Muslims divide the Qur’an into 30 equal parts called juz, so that if they read one juz a day, they will read the whole Qur’an in a month.


	The juz are important for Ramadan as every Muslim should read the whole Qur’an during this month.
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