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compilation,

The report “We were with the Messenger of God (peace be upon him), compiling the
Qur’an from parchments...” appears in Sunni hadith sources in three distinct versions.
The first version includes both the compilation of the Qur’an and the praise of al-Sham.
The second mentions only the Qur’anic compilation. The third contains solely the praise
of al-Sham. Depending on which components are present, these versions have been cited
either to support the idea of Qur’anic compilation during the Prophet’s lifetime or to
affirm the merit of al-Sham. This article analyzes the text and references of the narrative
to date it. By incorporating historical contextual evidence, it concludes that its
dissemination probably occurred in the early second century AH. This dating is based on
the death of the principal transmission agent, Yazid ibn Abi Habib (d. 128 AH), who
serves as the common link across the report’s chains of references. The core theme of the
report is the praise of al-Sham. Given the proximity of its circulation to the decline of the
Umayyad dynasty, the emergence of such reports appears to have served political
purposes, namely reinforcing the Umayyad authority and encouraging migration to al-
Sham. Notably, the Qur’anic compilation motif is found only in the versions narrated in
Iraq, where it functions as a rhetorical prelude to the praise of al-Sham. This component
seems to have been strategically introduced to prepare the audience, particularly in Iraq,
for accepting the main theme of the report. In this context, the compilation motif serves
not as a historical claim in its own right, but as a familiar narrative device to lend

credibility to the praise of al-Sham.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

This article aims to date and analyze the report attributed to Zayd ibn Thabit. The report
reads “We were with the Messenger of God (pbuh) compiling the Qur’an from parchments.
When he said ‘Blessed is al-Sham’, we asked, ‘Why is that, O Messenger of God?’ He replied,
‘Because the angels of the Merciful have spread their wings over it’”. This report appears in
Sunni hadith sources in three distinct versions. The first includes both the compilation of the
Qur’an and the praise of al-Sham. The second mentions only the Qur’anic compilation. The
third contains solely the praise of al-Sham. Depending on which components are present, these
versions have been cited either to affirm the merit of al-Sham or to support the notion of
Qur’anic compilation during the Prophet’s lifetime. Regardless of the actual extent of the
Qur’anic compilation during the Prophet’s era, this study investigates whether the report was
originally intended to convey such a message, and why two seemingly unrelated themes, i.e.,
Qur’anic compilation and the virtue of al-Sham, were conjoined.

Methodology

The study analyzes the text and references of the narrative, following the method proposed
by Harald Motzki. This method allows for chronological assessment of reports without passing
judgment on their authenticity, focusing instead on identifying the date and the chain of
narrators. Additionally, the article incorporates historical contextual clues to better understand
the motives behind the dissemination of the report. This issue, while not part of Motzki’s
method, is treated separately.

Findings

Based on the death date of the common narrator of the three variants of the report, Yazid ibn
ADbi Habib (d. 128 AH), the report is likely to have been circulated in the early second century
AH. Given that Yazid and his transmitters resided in Egypt, the report’s dissemination probably
occurred there prior to his death. The core theme of the report is the praise of al-Sham. Its
emergence coincides with the decline of the Umayyad state, suggesting that such reports were
intended to bolster Umayyad legitimacy and encourage migration to al-Sham.

Interestingly, the Qur’anic compilation component appears only in Iraqi versions, serving as
a prelude to the praise of al-Sham. In these versions, the compilation motif is marginal and
functions as a familiar historical reference to make the praise of al-Sham more palatable,
particularly to an Iraqi audience. It seems that, in Iraq, the acceptance of the report hinged on
linking it to the Prophet’s involvement in Qur’anic compilation, whereas, in Egypt or al-Sham,
such a link was unnecessary.

Thus, this report cannot be considered as a reliable or independent historical piece of
evidence for Qur’anic compilation during the Prophet’s lifetime. Motzki’s dating of reports
about the compilation under Abw Bakr and the official codification under ‘Uthman places their
dissemination in the first quarter of the second century AH, via Ibn Shihab al-Zuhr1 (d. 124
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AH). Similarly, Seyfeddin Kara’s analysis of reports about ‘Ali’s compilation suggests their
spread through Ibn Sirin (d. 110 AH, Iraq) in the early second century AH.

While early Muslim consensus affirmed the occurrence of Qur’anic compilation,
disagreement centered on identifying the first compiler. The temporal proximity and regional
divergence of these two sets of reports reflect a cultural-political tension between Iraq and al-
Sham. Medina, the center of reports about Abli Bakr and ‘Uthman, was a cultural stronghold of
the Umayyads, whereas Iraq, the locus of reports about ‘Ali, witnessed Abbasid propaganda
emphasizing their closeness to the Prophet’s family. This Irag-Sham rivalry is also evident in
some reports that praise al-Sham, suggesting that at least some of these narratives emerged
during the political contention between the two regions.

Conclusion

Although the core of this report, i.e., praise of al-Sham, is likely to have been a fabrication,
a text-reference analysis reveals its early second-century dissemination and the strategic
variation of its components to suit the intellectual and cultural atmosphere of different regions.
While most versions were shaped to affirm the merit of al-Sham, this does not undermine the
plausibility of early Qur’anic compilation. Rather, the compilation motif was added as a
familiar narrative device to facilitate the acceptance of the main theme. This supports the notion
that early Qur’anic compilation was widely acknowledged among first-century Muslims, with
debates focusing on the identity of the first compiler rather than the occurrence of compilation
itself.
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