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In the Name of Allah, the Most Merciful, the Especially Merciful.

This book was written out of a conviction that one of the most important religious questions is not merely whether God has spoken to humanity, but whether His guidance has been preserved in a way that remains knowable, accessible, and binding for later generations. Many people are willing to discuss religion in terms of values, spirituality, ethics, or inherited identity. Fewer are willing to ask a more demanding question: if revelation is truly from God, how was it transmitted, guarded, and authenticated across history?

That question lies at the heart of this work.

The central argument of this book is simple, though its implications are profound: a revelation intended as God’s final guidance for humanity must be preserved. If divine guidance is to remain a living proof, a criterion of truth, and a source of law and worship for all peoples and times, then it cannot be left to dissolve into uncertainty, anonymity, or irrecoverable loss. Finality, by its very nature, calls for preservation.

It is from this premise that the present study proceeds.

This work examines the relationship between revelation and preservation, and argues that Islam uniquely joins the two through the preservation of the Qur’an and the authentic Sunnah of the Prophet Muhammad ﷺ. In doing so, it also addresses the transmission histories of earlier scriptural traditions, especially those associated with the Torah and the New Testament. This comparison is not intended to mock, dismiss, or insult the faith of Jews or Christians, nor to deny the seriousness with which their communities preserved and revered their scriptures. Rather, it is intended to explore a decisive question: how do different religious traditions understand the continuity of divine guidance, and what historical methods exist to verify their claims?

This is therefore a comparative work, but it is not a detached comparison in the modern secular sense. It is written from within the Islamic intellectual tradition and is unapologetically committed to the truth of Islam’s claim that the Prophet Muhammad ﷺ is the Seal of the Prophets, and that the Qur’an is the final revealed Book, preserved by the will of Allah. At the same time, I have tried to present the major issues with fairness, clarity, and respect, and to avoid the lazy distortions that often weaken religious polemics. If this book has any value, it will be in helping the reader distinguish serious argument from slogan, method from assumption, and evidence from mere inheritance.

A number of themes run throughout this study.

First, revelation and preservation are inseparable. A scripture cannot function as enduring guidance unless it is transmitted in a form that can still be identified as revelation rather than commentary, remembered teaching, later editorial development, or pious reconstruction.

Second, not all models of preservation are the same. Oral transmission, manuscript copying, canon formation, communal memory, public recitation, and named lines of transmission each play different roles in the history of sacred texts. Much confusion in interreligious discussion arises from failing to distinguish these categories carefully.

Third, the Islamic tradition developed unusually rigorous sciences to preserve both the Qur’an and the Sunnah. The preservation of the Qur’an was not dependent on a single manuscript, a solitary institution, or a late act of reconstruction. It was reinforced through recitation, memorization, writing, prophetic supervision, communal learning, collection, codification, and the authenticated transmission of qirāʾāt. Likewise, the preservation of the Sunnah was not left to vague communal memory alone, but was subjected to sustained scrutiny through isnād analysis, narrator criticism, hadith grading, corroboration, and the detection of subtle defects in transmission.

Fourth, the question of preservation is not merely historical; it is theological. If Muhammad ﷺ is truly the final Messenger, then his message must remain available to humanity in a trustworthy form. Otherwise, the very meaning of final guidance would be emptied of its force.

This book does not claim that every question surrounding scripture, transmission, canon, or history has been resolved in a simplistic way. Nor does it claim that every Muslim argument is equally strong, or that every modern academic objection can be dismissed with ease. Rather, it argues that when the evidence is considered cumulatively, Islam presents a uniquely coherent account of preserved revelation: one that joins theology, history, communal practice, and scholarly method in a way that is difficult to parallel elsewhere.

The reader will also notice that this book places special emphasis on method. This is deliberate. Many debates about religion are actually debates about standards of evidence, even when participants do not recognize that this is what they are arguing about. What counts as preservation? What counts as authorship? What counts as continuity? What counts as acceptable variation? What kind of testimony is historically meaningful? These are not secondary matters. They shape the conclusions that people reach long before those conclusions are explicitly stated. For that reason, the early chapters of this book attend closely to concepts such as revelation, scripture, canon, oral transmission, written transmission, and textual criticism. Without conceptual discipline, comparison quickly turns into confusion.

I owe a debt to the vast legacy of Muslim scholarship that made such a study possible. The sciences of Qur’an, qirāʾāt, hadith, rijāl, tafsīr, and uṣūl were not developed casually. They emerged from generations of devotion, discipline, criticism, and careful transmission. Whatever is sound in this book is deeply indebted to that heritage. I have also benefited from engagement with modern academic scholarship on the Hebrew Bible, the New Testament, oral tradition, manuscript culture, and the history of scripture. Even where I disagree with aspects of modern critical scholarship, I believe serious engagement with it is necessary, especially if Muslims are to articulate their own claims with precision and confidence in the contemporary intellectual world.

This book is intended for several kinds of readers. It is for Muslims who wish to understand more deeply why preservation matters to faith. It is for students who want a structured introduction to the comparative study of scripture and transmission. It is for thoughtful non-Muslims who want to understand why Muslims see the preservation of the Qur’an and Sunnah as central to Islam’s truth claim. And it is for anyone who senses that religious truth cannot be evaluated only by sentiment, but must also be tested by history, transmission, and reasoned judgment.

I ask the reader to approach this work with intellectual seriousness and moral fairness. Agreement cannot be forced, nor should difficult questions be feared. But sincere inquiry requires a willingness to examine not only what one has inherited, but how that inheritance has reached one.

If this book succeeds, it will help clarify why Muslims believe that the final revelation was not merely sent, but preserved; not merely admired, but transmitted; not merely remembered, but authenticated. And beyond that, it will help explain why the coming of the Prophet Muhammad ﷺ was not an isolated event in religious history, but the completion of divine guidance for humanity.

I ask Allah to accept this effort, to forgive its shortcomings, and to make it beneficial for all who read it. Whatever is true and sound in these pages is from Allah alone. Whatever is mistaken is from myself and from Satan, and Allah and His Messenger ﷺ are free of it.

And Allah knows best.

​​​​

Mohammad M. Mandurah

Jeddah, Saudi Arabia

2026
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The Human Need for Guidance

Human beings have always asked the most fundamental questions: Who is God? Why are we here? How should we live? What lies beyond death? Religious traditions have typically answered such questions not merely through reflection or inherited custom, but through revelation—divine guidance disclosed to humanity through prophets and entrusted to communities for remembrance, teaching, and preservation. In the Islamic view, revelation is not a marginal supplement to human life; it is a mercy and necessity, for unaided reason, though real and valuable, does not by itself secure full knowledge of God, worship, the unseen, or the path of salvation and judgment.

Yet revelation, once given, does not reach later generations automatically. It must be transmitted. That transmission may be oral, written, liturgical, communal, or manuscript-based, and often includes more than one of these forms at once. The historical life of a sacred message begins the moment it enters human custody: it is recited, memorized, copied, interpreted, translated, canonized, and taught. For that reason, the question of revelation cannot be separated from the question of preservation. A message may be believed to come from God, but later generations still must ask how they know what that message was.

Why Transmission Matters

No reader encounters revelation in its original moment. Everyone receives sacred teaching through historical processes and inherited media. This is why transmission is not a secondary or merely technical matter. It is central to religious knowledge itself. A community may possess manuscripts, oral recitation, long-standing attributions, or institutional authority, but these do not all answer the same questions. Some preserve wording; some preserve performance; some preserve theological interpretation; some preserve a communal sense of ownership; and some preserve a textual history without preserving an identifiable line of individual transmitters.

Careful distinctions are therefore necessary. Revelation is not identical with later commentary. Canonization is not the same as preservation. Translation is not the original text. Traditional attribution is not always equivalent to documented authorship or traceable transmission. Nor is every variation within a textual tradition the same kind of phenomenon. Such distinctions matter because debates over scripture often become confused when categories are mixed. A sound comparison between traditions must therefore begin with conceptual clarity.​[1]

The question is not only historical but theological. If divine guidance is intended to remain available across generations, then the manner in which it is transmitted is itself religiously significant. A revelation that becomes inaccessible, uncertain in attribution, or dependent on largely anonymous historical processes raises questions not merely about documents, but about the continuity of guidance. Conversely, a revelation preserved through stable, public, and critically examined means makes a different kind of claim upon the reader.

The Thesis of This Book

This book argues that the mission of Prophet Muhammad ﷺ was necessary because humanity required a final, universal, complete, and preserved revelation. Islam affirms that God sent prophets before Muhammad ﷺ and gave earlier revelations to human communities. The Qur’an repeatedly links the message of Muhammad ﷺ to the earlier prophetic tradition of Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus, and others, and presents itself not as a severance from previous revelation, but as its confirmation, restoration, and criterion.

At the same time, the Qur’an presents earlier communities as having been tested by forgetfulness, concealment, distortion, and disagreement concerning revelation. Islamic theology therefore distinguishes between the original revelation granted to earlier prophets and the later textual forms through which those revelations came to be known.​[2] The claim of this book is that this distinction is historically significant. Earlier scriptures preserve traces of divine guidance, but their transmission histories, as studied in both premodern tradition and modern scholarship, raise serious questions concerning anonymous authorship, textual development, uncertain attribution, editorial layering, manuscript variation, and the absence of a transmitter-verification system equivalent to the Islamic sciences of isnāds and narrator criticism.

By contrast, Islam presents the Qur’an as preserved through a convergence of memorization, writing, public recitation, named scribes, communal transmission, collection, and standardization. It presents the Sunnah as authenticated through named chains of transmission, biographical evaluation, criticism of narrators, comparison of reports, and the rejection of weak or fabricated material. The argument of this book is therefore not simply that Islam came after earlier revelations, but that it claims something more specific: final revelation preserved.

Why This Comparison Matters

Because this book is comparative, it must state its purpose clearly. The aim is not to deny that Jewish and Christian communities preserved their scriptures seriously, nor to dismiss the substantial achievements of biblical scholarship. Jewish and Christian traditions developed rich practices of copying, interpretation, liturgical use, canon discussion, and theological reflection. Modern scholarship on the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament is highly sophisticated and has generated extensive work on sources, redaction, manuscripts, textual variants, and canon formation.

The issue, however, is one of method. Biblical textual criticism primarily seeks to reconstruct earlier textual forms from manuscripts, ancient versions, citations, and internal evidence. That work is real and indispensable. But it is not identical to the Islamic sciences that ask, in addition, who transmitted a report, whether those transmitters met, how they were evaluated, whether their memories were sound, whether reports were corroborated, and whether hidden defects undermined apparently acceptable chains. The comparison made in this book is therefore not between intellectual seriousness and its absence, but between different models of preservation and authentication.

That difference matters because methods answer different questions. Manuscript abundance can reveal much about textual history, but it does not by itself provide an isnāds-like account of named transmitters extending back to an originating figure. Conversely, a chain-based system may preserve information about human transmission that manuscripts alone do not. Islam’s distinctive claim is that, in the case of the Qur’an and Sunnah, these modes were not isolated from one another, but combined: memorization, writing, public recitation, named transmission, communal oversight, and biographical scrutiny functioned together.

Scope and Method

The pages that follow proceed on three levels. First, they offer historical description: how sacred texts are transmitted, and how the Torah, New Testament, Qur’an, and Sunnah reached later communities. Second, they offer comparative analysis: how Islamic and non-Islamic models of transmission differ in procedure, assumptions, and evidentiary power. Third, they offer a theological conclusion: what preservation implies about final revelation and the necessity of Prophet Muhammad ﷺ.

The scope of the study is focused rather than exhaustive. Regarding the Torah, the book considers traditional Mosaic attribution alongside the major questions raised by modern Pentateuchal scholarship, including the Documentary Hypothesis, supplementary and fragmentary models, redaction criticism, and the problem of anonymous source reconstruction. Regarding the New Testament, it considers authorship, manuscript transmission, textual criticism, and canon formation. Regarding Islam, it examines revelation during the Prophet’s lifetime, the role of memorization and writing, the scribes of revelation, the collection under Abū Bakr, the ʿUthmānic codices, the qirāʾāt tradition, and the sciences developed to preserve and authenticate the Sunnah.

This study does not claim that all Jewish or Christian scholars agree on every question, nor does it treat all Western scholarship as hostile or monolithic. It does not confuse the preservation of the Qur’an with the preservation of hadith, since each belongs to a distinct mode of transmission. And it does not rely on mockery, overstatement, or slogans. Its method is comparative, evidence-based, and theological, but it aims to remain fair at each stage.

Audience, Tone, and Fairness

This book is written primarily for educated readers who may be interested in religion, history, scripture, biblical studies, Islam, comparative theology, and the philosophy of religious knowledge. Many such readers will be familiar with the Bible but not with Islamic sciences; others may know Islamic claims only through criticism or simplification. For that reason, technical Arabic terms will be explained, major concepts will be defined carefully, and the argument will proceed in accessible language without surrendering scholarly seriousness.

The tone is intentionally respectful, confident, and non-hostile. Comparative religious argument is strongest when it represents other traditions with care. This book therefore does not argue that Jews or Christians lacked reverence for scripture, nor that biblical scholarship is intellectually trivial. It argues instead that the Islamic preservation of revelation—especially in its combination of text preservation and transmitter authentication—is methodologically distinctive, and that this distinction has theological implications.

How the Book Is Organized

The structure of the book reflects its method. Part One asks why transmission matters and how sacred texts were generally preserved in the ancient world. Part Two turns to the Torah, examining traditional Mosaic attribution and modern theories of multiple authorship and redaction. Part Three addresses the New Testament, including questions of authorship, manuscript variation, textual criticism, and canon formation. Part Four examines the preservation of the Qur’an, from revelation to memorization, writing, collection, standardization, and qirāʾāt. Part Five studies the preservation and authentication of the Sunnah through isnāds, rijāl, jarḥ wa-taʿdīl, classification, and ʿilal. Part Six then draws the larger conclusion: if revelation is final, it must also be preserved, and this helps explain why Islam presents Prophet Muhammad ﷺ as the seal of the prophets and the bearer of guidance for all humanity.

Concluding Reflection

The guiding logic of this book may be stated simply. Human beings need divine guidance. Divine guidance must be transmitted. Transmission raises historical questions. Those historical questions, in turn, bear theological weight. If earlier revelations became obscured, renewed revelation would be intelligible. But if revelation is final, preservation becomes necessary.

Islam’s claim is that such preservation occurred in the Qur’an and the authentic Sunnah: the Qur’an as recited revelation preserved in a living community and fixed in recognized textual form, and the Sunnah as prophetic teaching authenticated through named chains and rigorous criticism. If that claim proves historically and methodologically compelling, then Islam presents not merely a later scripture, but a final message preserved for humanity.

––––––––
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This opening part establishes the conceptual and theological framework of the book. Before comparing the Torah, the New Testament, and the Qur’an, it is necessary to ask a more basic question: why does transmission matter at all in the study of revelation? If God reveals guidance to humanity, that guidance must reach later generations in some intelligible and trustworthy form. A revelation that is true at its origin but historically inaccessible in its transmission raises serious questions about its continuing function as public guidance. For that reason, the study of scripture cannot be separated from the study of how scripture is remembered, written, preserved, copied, taught, and authenticated.

The first three chapters therefore do not begin with polemic against any one tradition. They begin with principles. Chapter 1 examines revelation and transmission as inseparable theological concerns. Chapter 2 surveys the ordinary historical conditions under which sacred texts were preserved in the ancient world, including oral performance, scribal copying, manuscript variation, and canonization. Chapter 3 then sets out the Islamic theological framework for approaching earlier scriptures, especially the distinction between original revelation and later textual form, and the Qur’anic claim to confirm previous revelation while also functioning as criterion over it.

By the end of this part, the reader should understand both the general historical problem and the specifically Islamic lens through which the later comparisons will be made. The aim is not yet to prove the superiority of one scripture over another, but to define the standards of comparison carefully. Only once the conceptual terrain is clear can the discussion move fairly to the Torah and the New Testament.
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Human beings do not live by instinct alone. They ask questions that press beyond immediate survival: Who created us? What does God require of us? What is good and evil? Is there judgment after death? What is the purpose of suffering? How should human beings worship, marry, trade, govern, repent, and hope? Across religious traditions, such questions have rarely been left to human speculation alone. They have been answered, at least in part, by appeal to revelation—divine guidance disclosed to prophets and communicated to human communities.​[3]

This appeal to revelation reflects a judgment about the limits of unaided reason. Reason is indispensable. It allows human beings to infer, compare, analyze, and evaluate. It can recognize moral truths, perceive order in the world, and detect that human life points beyond mere accident. Yet reason, on its own, does not yield a complete or universally stable religious life. It does not independently generate agreed forms of worship. It does not settle the content of prayer, fasting, sacrifice, or pilgrimage. It does not tell human beings with certainty what lies beyond death, what the unseen world contains, or by what terms final judgment will occur. Even in ethics, where reason can achieve much, human beings regularly disagree, rationalize their desires, and elevate custom, tribe, or power into standards of right and wrong.​[4]

For this reason, revelation matters in religious traditions not as a decorative addition to philosophy, but as guidance where speculation falters or fractures. In Judaism, Christianity, and Islam alike, revelation is tied to covenant, commandment, salvation, and divine instruction. Human beings are not left simply to intuit God’s will in the abstract; they are addressed, taught, warned, and called. Revelation therefore serves at least four indispensable functions: it clarifies worship, directs morality, discloses the realities of salvation and judgment, and informs humanity about the unseen—matters that lie beyond ordinary empirical access.

The Islamic tradition expresses this need for guidance with particular clarity. The Qur’an presents God as sending messengers so that humanity would have no argument against Him after revelation had come, and so that worship would be directed to Him alone rather than dispersed among idols, intermediaries, or false gods.​[5] Prophets are not merely inspirational teachers. They are bearers of divine instruction, correctors of error, warners, and givers of glad tidings. Their role implies that human beings, left to themselves, do not reliably preserve pure monotheism, sound worship, or consistent obedience. They remember some truths, distort others, and forget still others.​[6]

In the Islamic view, therefore, the need for prophets is rooted in the condition of humanity itself. Human beings are rational and morally responsible, yet also vulnerable to self-deception, forgetfulness, pride, imitation, and corruption. Revelation addresses these vulnerabilities not by abolishing reason, but by directing it, correcting it, and completing what it cannot independently secure. The Qur’an repeatedly frames prophetic missions as acts of mercy: God sends messengers to recite His signs, purify people, and teach them the Book and wisdom.​[7] Guidance is thus not a luxury. It is a necessity.

This raises an unavoidable implication. If divine guidance is necessary, then its preservation is also necessary. A revelation that is sent but not transmitted cannot guide later generations. A prophet whose message is not reliably conveyed cannot remain a source of public direction for those who come after him. The need for revelation, then, leads immediately to the need for transmission. The moment revelation enters history, the question becomes: how will it remain available?
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1.2 Sacred Texts and Historical Memory
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Sacred texts do not travel through time by themselves. Between the moment of revelation and the later reader stands a history of memory, recitation, writing, teaching, copying, collection, canonization, and interpretation. Every scripture known today reached its present form through some historical process. That process may be simple or complex, early or late, public or private, documented or largely reconstructed. But there is no access to scripture without transmission.

This point is elementary, but its implications are often underestimated. Religious communities commonly speak of what “Moses said,” what “Jesus taught,” or what “the Qur’an revealed,” as though the path from original revelation to present possession were obvious. In reality, that path is one of the most important subjects in the study of religion. The difference between revelation itself and later preservation is not trivial. A text may be believed to originate in revelation, yet the question still remains: how did later generations receive it? Was it memorized publicly? Written during the life of the prophet associated with it? Copied by known individuals? Edited by later scribes? Standardized under communal supervision? Preserved in multiple competing forms? These are historical questions, but they bear directly on religious confidence.

Historical memory in religious traditions often takes several forms at once. Communities remember through liturgy, repeated recitation, ritual performance, manuscripts, communal teaching, and inherited attributions of authorship. These forms can reinforce one another, but they are not identical. A text may be publicly recited yet textually fluid. It may be written early yet transmitted anonymously. It may be attributed to a revered figure while later scholarship debates whether that attribution is direct, partial, symbolic, or retrospective. It may exist in many manuscripts and still leave unresolved questions about original wording, authorship, or the role of editors. What matters, then, is not simply whether a community preserved a text, but how it preserved it.​[8]

Believers should care about this question for at least three reasons. First, because a sacred text is authoritative only insofar as it can be identified. If a religion asks its adherents to believe, obey, worship, and organize life around divine instruction, they must have some reason to think they know what that instruction is. Second, because preservation affects interpretation. One cannot separate hermeneutics from textual history indefinitely; uncertainty about authorship, wording, or transmission inevitably shapes how a text is read. Third, because the credibility of a universal religious claim depends partly on the intelligibility of its historical transmission. A revelation addressed to humanity cannot become merely an inaccessible memory.

For these reasons, the study of transmission is not hostile to faith. On the contrary, it can be an expression of seriousness about faith. To ask how revelation reached later generations is not necessarily to deny revelation. It is to ask what kind of historical form revelation would need in order to function as enduring guidance. The present book begins from the conviction that believers should not fear this question. They should insist upon it.
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1.3 Revelation, Writing, Recitation, and Canon
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Because the discussion of sacred transmission often becomes confused, several terms require clarification at the outset.

Revelation refers, in the most direct sense, to divine disclosure: God making known guidance, command, truth, or warning to a prophet or messenger. Revelation is an event before it is a book. It originates in a moment of divine communication, even if it is later written down, recited, collected, and canonized.

Scripture refers to revelation in recognized textual form—or, more precisely, to texts that a religious community receives as sacred, authoritative, and set apart from ordinary writing. Not all revelation immediately becomes scripture in written form, and not every revered tradition within a religion is identical with scripture.

Oral transmission refers to the passing of material by recitation, memorization, teaching, and hearing. In many ancient societies, oral transmission was not a primitive substitute for writing but a disciplined and often highly stable mode of preservation, especially when linked to communal performance and repeated liturgical use.

Written transmission refers to preservation through inscription, copying, codices, scrolls, manuscripts, and later printed editions. Writing stabilizes texts in certain ways, but it also introduces its own vulnerabilities: scribal errors, omissions, harmonizations, marginal glosses entering the main text, and variants produced by copying over time.

Canon refers to the set of writings a religious community recognizes as authoritative scripture. Canonization is therefore a communal act of recognition, boundary-setting, and institutional affirmation. It is related to preservation, but not identical with it. A text may be preserved without being canonical, and a canon may be recognized only after long processes of use and debate.

Commentary refers to explanatory tradition surrounding a text: interpretation, exegesis, legal expansion, theological reflection, and practical application. Commentary may be indispensable for understanding scripture, but it is not the same as scripture itself.

Translation refers to the rendering of a text from one language into another. Translation makes revelation accessible to wider audiences, but it is always secondary to the source text and involves interpretive judgment. A translation preserves meaning imperfectly; it does not reproduce an original revelation in a fully identical linguistic form.

Confusion arises when these categories are mixed. A reader may treat a later commentary as if it were identical with original revelation, or assume that canonization proves unchanged wording, or think that manuscript abundance by itself answers questions of authorship and transmission. Conversely, one may mistakenly imagine that oral transmission is inherently unreliable, or that variation in recitation necessarily implies uncontrolled corruption. Much of the modern debate about sacred texts suffers from this conceptual imprecision. A responsible comparison between traditions requires that such distinctions be kept firmly in view.​[9]

This is especially important for the present study. The preservation of the Qur’an is not identical in method to the preservation of hadith. The transmission of the Torah is not reducible to a simple claim of Mosaic authorship. The New Testament’s rich manuscript tradition is not the same thing as a fully traceable chain of named transmitters for each saying or narrative. Once categories are clarified, comparison becomes more precise and more fair.
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1.4 The Central Question of the Book
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The central question of this book can be stated plainly: How do we know what was originally revealed?

This question immediately opens into others. Who transmitted the text? Were the transmitters known by name, or are they anonymous? Were they evaluated? Did later communities investigate their reliability, memory, character, and opportunity to transmit? Was the text publicly preserved? Was it recited in communal worship, taught widely, copied under recognized authority, or preserved largely through scattered manuscripts and retrospective recon­struction?

These questions matter because sacred authority depends on more than pious assertion. It depends on some intelligible relation between origin and reception. A text may be theologically profound, spiritually moving, and historically influential, yet still leave major unanswered questions about how it reached its present form. Conversely, a text may be preserved through a robust and transparent historical process that gives later generations a stronger basis for claiming continuity with the original revelation.

The problem is not solved merely by appealing to sincerity. Communities may preserve texts sincerely and still do so through methods that leave historical uncertainty. Nor is the problem solved by manuscript quantity alone. Many manuscripts may show how a text developed, but not necessarily who first transmitted it, how early its wording stabilized, or whether later attributions to authors reflect documented knowledge or inherited tradition. Likewise, public liturgical use may stabilize a text, but it does not automatically answer every question of authorship or origin. What must be examined, then, is the structure of preservation itself.​[10]

This book argues that the structure of preservation is one of the most decisive differences among the traditions under comparison. In some cases, sacred texts are transmitted through long processes of scribal copying, editorial development, or communal canonization without detailed named chains linking later readers to original recipients. In other cases, oral and written transmission are paired with public recitation, communal oversight, known transmitters, and biographical evaluation. The contrast is not absolute in every detail, but it is significant enough to demand careful study.​[11]

The reader should therefore understand from the outset that this book is not asking only whether communities loved their scriptures, preserved manuscripts, or formed canons. It is asking a sharper question: what kind of historical accountability accompanied that preservation? That question will shape every chapter that follows.
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1.5 The Book’s Comparative Approach
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This study is comparative because comparison clarifies both difference and method. It examines Islam alongside the Torah and the New Testament not in order to flatten their distinctive theological claims into a single category, but to ask how each tradition understands revelation, preservation, and access to sacred origins. Comparison is necessary because religious claims are often made in contrastive terms. Islam presents itself as confirming earlier revelation while also correcting distortion and serving as a criterion over previous scripture. Such claims cannot be examined seriously without some account of how earlier scriptures were transmitted and how Islamic revelation was preserved.

Yet comparison must be fair. It is easy to caricature traditions that one does not inhabit. A Muslim writer may be tempted to speak as though Jewish and Christian communities possessed no real scholarship regarding their texts. That would be false. Jewish and Christian traditions cultivated substantial forms of interpretation, manuscript preservation, liturgical continuity, canon discussion, and theological reflection. Modern biblical scholarship is highly sophisticated and has generated major debates concerning Pentateuchal sources, the formation of the Hebrew Bible, New Testament authorship, textual criticism, and canon formation.​[12] To ignore this would weaken the argument rather than strengthen it.

At the same time, fairness does not require the erasure of difference. Respect for biblical scholarship does not mean pretending that source criticism, manuscript comparison, and canon studies are methodologically identical to Islamic isnāds criticism, rijāl literature, or jarḥ wa-taʿdīl. They are not. They answer overlapping but distinct questions. Textual criticism can reconstruct earlier forms of a text with remarkable sophistication, but it does not function as a systematic science of named transmitter evaluation. Hadith criticism, by contrast, centers precisely on the human links in transmission, asking who transmitted what, from whom, under what conditions, and with what degree of reliability.

This leads to an important distinction between historical analysis and theological conclusion. The chapters that follow will first describe and compare transmission histories as historical phenomena. Only after that will the book draw its broader theological conclusion: that the preservation of the Qur’an and authentic Sunnah helps explain why Islam presents itself as the final and universal revelation.​[13] The argument is therefore not meant to move by assertion alone. It moves from description to comparison, and from comparison to meaning.

That sequence matters. A responsible theological conclusion should emerge from the evidence rather than be imposed on it prematurely. If the preservation of revelation is central to the logic of final prophethood, then one must first ask what preservation looks like in history. This chapter has sought to establish why that question matters. The next chapter turns to a wider historical setting: how ancient sacred texts were generally preserved, and what forms of transmission were available in the worlds from which these traditions emerged.
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1.6 Conclusion
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This chapter has argued that transmission is not a marginal question but a central one for any religion that claims divine revelation. Human beings need guidance concerning worship, morality, salvation, and the unseen, and religious traditions therefore appeal to revelation as something more determinate than philosophical speculation or inherited custom alone. But revelation, once given, does not remain available to later generations automatically. It must be recited, remembered, written, copied, taught, and preserved in history. For that reason, the study of revelation cannot be separated from the study of transmission.

Several distinctions were necessary to establish this point clearly. Revelation is not the same as later commentary; scripture is not identical with canonization; oral transmission, written transmission, and translation do not preserve a text in the same way; and communal reverence for a sacred text does not by itself answer historical questions about how that text reached later readers. Once these categories are distinguished, the central question of the book comes into focus: How do we know what was originally revealed, and by what historical means was it preserved?

This chapter has not yet attempted to answer that question for any one tradition in detail. It has instead established why the question must be asked, and why it bears theological as well as historical significance. If a message is truly from God and meant to guide humanity, then the form of its transmission matters. A final revelation, in particular, would require not only truth at the point of disclosure but reliability in its preservation across generations.

The next chapter turns to the broader historical setting. Before asking what is distinctive about the Torah, the New Testament, the Qur’an, or the Sunnah, we must first understand how ancient sacred texts were ordinarily preserved: through oral memory, scribal labor, manuscripts, communal authorization, and often without detailed records of every transmitter. Only against that wider background can later comparisons be made fairly.
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Chapter 2: How Ancient Sacred Texts Were Usually Preserved
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2.1 Oral Cultures and Memory
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Ancient societies were far more oral than modern print cultures. Even where writing existed, most people did not engage texts in the silent, private, and heavily individualized way that has become common in literate modernity. Knowledge was often stored in persons before it was stored in libraries. Genealogies, poetry, legal formulas, rituals, covenants, stories of ancestors, and communal teachings could be learned, repeated, and transmitted through disciplined acts of memory. In such settings, oral transmission was not an improvised substitute for writing; it was one of the primary ways by which a community preserved what it regarded as important.​[14]

Modern readers sometimes underestimate the power of memory in oral cultures because they assume that what is not written is unstable by definition. That assumption is too simple. Oral cultures often develop techniques of repetition, formulaic expression, rhythmic patterning, communal rehearsal, and teacher-student transmission that make preservation far more durable than outsiders expect.​[15] Repeated recitation in ritual or public worship can also stabilize wording and sequence, especially when a body of material is regularly performed before a listening community capable of correcting deviation. Where a text is heard often enough by enough people, memory becomes not merely individual but communal.​[16]

Yet oral transmission also has vulnerabilities. Memory can compress, paraphrase, rearrange, or harmonize material. Different performances may preserve the same substance with variation in wording. Over time, oral material can expand through explanatory additions or contract through abbreviation. This does not make oral transmission worthless; it means only that oral preservation is shaped by patterns of use, social control, and the kind of material being transmitted.​[17] A fixed liturgical recitation is more stable than loosely circulating narrative tradition. A school with strong pedagogical discipline preserves differently from diffuse popular storytelling.

For this reason, oral transmission must be evaluated historically rather than romantically. It can be highly stable, especially where material is short, formulaic, sacred, and publicly repeated. It can also be fluid, particularly where stories circulate across broad regions without centralized control. The question is never simply whether a tradition was oral; nearly all ancient traditions were oral in important respects. The question is what kind of orality was involved, how it functioned, how it interacted with writing, and whether it was embedded in public, corrective communal practice.​[18]

Public recitation is especially important in this regard. A text that is regularly recited before a community acquires a social life different from that of a text preserved mainly in scattered manuscripts or specialist circles. Public recitation provides a stabilizing force because the audience itself becomes a witness. The text is not hidden in the custody of one scribe or one archive; it is sounded aloud, heard repeatedly, and attached to communal memory, ritual time, and devotional life. This does not solve every problem of transmission, but it significantly affects the kind of preservation a text receives. Later chapters will return to this point when considering the Qur’an, whose preservation claim is inseparable from public recitation and mass memorization. For now, the broader historical point is enough: in the ancient world, sacred texts were often preserved through a mixture of memory, oral performance, and written support, not by writing alone.
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2.2 Scribal Culture in the Ancient World
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Alongside oral transmission stood the ancient scribe. In the cultures of the ancient Near East and Mediterranean world, scribes were not mere copyists performing mechanical labor. They were often guardians of textual culture, administrators of archives, editors of inherited material, teachers of language and tradition, and agents of preservation within institutions of power, temple life, and learning.​[19] To understand how ancient sacred texts were preserved, one must therefore understand scribal culture.

Scribal work included copying texts, but it also extended beyond copying. Scribes could compile materials from earlier sources, arrange them into collections, harmonize overlapping traditions, update linguistic forms, incorporate explanatory glosses, and adapt texts for new settings. In some traditions, they functioned as preservers of antiquity; in others, as transmitters who simultaneously shaped what they transmitted.​[20] This does not imply dishonesty. It reflects a premodern world in which textual authority was often communal and traditional rather than tied to modern notions of an individually fixed “original edition.”

The ancient Near East offers many examples of textual growth within scribal culture. Legal collections, royal inscriptions, ritual texts, wisdom literature, and epics were copied and recopied in institutional settings where preservation and adaptation were not always sharply separated. Texts could be revered and revised at the same time. A scribe might omit what seemed repetitive, harmonize apparent tensions, substitute a more familiar expression, clarify a difficult phrase, or incorporate a marginal comment into the body of the work.​[21]10 Such changes were not unique to biblical texts; they belong to the wider history of textual transmission in antiquity.

This broader scribal context is essential for understanding both the Hebrew Bible and other ancient religious literature. Modern scholarship on the formation of the Hebrew Bible has stressed that biblical books emerged within scribal communities, priestly circles, and editorial traditions rather than descending in every case as single, untouched literary units from one identifiable hand.​[22] Even where a book preserves ancient material and may be associated with an originating prophetic or authoritative figure, its final textual form may reflect a long history of scribal preservation and shaping. The role of scribes, therefore, is central not only to copying but also to the historical formation of texts themselves.

At the same time, scribal culture provided real continuity. The existence of scribal schools, archives, and copying practices made long-term textual survival possible. Without scribes, ancient literature on any scale would scarcely have endured. The point is not that scribal culture is inherently corrosive, but that it is historically active. It preserves texts through human labor, and that labor leaves traces. To study transmission seriously is to ask not merely whether scribes existed, but what kind of textual habits their worlds encouraged.
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