Timeline: How the Bible and the Quran Were Passed Down

The spread of literacy
2000 B.C.E. to 701 B.C.E.

2000 B.C.E. Invention of the alphabet

Writing, which was seen as a gift from the gods and thought to possess magical power, remained the province of elites for many centuries after.

800-701 B.C.E. Rise of the Assyrian Empire

Economic growth leads to greater urbanization, creating the social
and political conditions needed to make writing more widespread.

The Hebrew Bible
700 B.C.E. to 130 C.E.

539 B.C.E. Fall of Babylon

The core of the Hebrew Bible is completed.

530 B.C.E.-130 C.E. Second Temple Period

The Hebrew word torah (“teaching”) begins to refer specifically to
a written text: the Pentateuch, or the torah of Moses.

The New Testament
6 B.C.E. to 367 C.E.

6 B.C.E-36 C.E. Jesus’s life, teachings, and death

Early Christians, asserting “the living voice of the teacher,” begin
orally passing along what they have learned about Jesus.

50 to 62 C.E. St. Paul writes the Epistles
70 C.E. The destruction of the Temple
75 to 85 C.E. The Gospel of Mark is written

Mark is the oldest surviving account of Jesus’s life and teachings.
It’s used as the basis for the Gospels of Luke and Matthew, both of
which are written a few years later.

75 to 90 C.E. Acts of the Apostles is written
It’s believed to have been written by Luke.

Oral Tradition and the Written Word
Today, we often take for granted that the words of the Bible and the Quran
are texts — written words, laid out in verse and chapter form.
But for many years after the passing of the historical Jesus, early societies
primarily relied on oral accounts to transmit valuable information. The
written word was, initially, the purview of more privileged classes like royal,
academic, and religious leaders.

100 C.E. The Gospel of John is written
100-400 C.E. Early Christians adopt the codex

A codex is the earliest form of a bound book.
Scribes copied and edited the written documents; their transmissions are not always perfect, due to either human error or deliberate changes.
Contradictory texts begin circulating, leading to an urgent debate
among church leaders about what texts should be canonized.

330-360 C.E. The Codex Sinaticus is written
It’s the oldest surviving complete New Testament.

367 C.E. Canonization of the New Testament

Athanasius of Alexandria, a bishop, writes a letter formally identifying the 27 books of the New Testament still in use today.
Criteria for canonized books: ancient, apostolic, have widespread
acceptance, and contain orthodox teachings.

The Quran

610 C.E. to 653 C.E.
610 C.E. Gabriel’s first appearance to Muhammad

The angel Gabriel first appears to the prophet Muhammad in the
cave Hira ( )ءارح راغnear Mecca ()ةكم, reciting the first verses of
Sura Iqra al-`Alaq ()قلعلا ةروس.
Muhammad is referred to in the Quran as ummi ()يمأ, which in
context means either illiterate or belonging to a community without a scripture.

610-632 C.E. Muhammad’s revelations

Gabriel continues bringing revelations to Muhammad through the
rest of Muhammad’s life.
Muhammad receives the revelations verbatim, and has no authority to change what he hears.
Muhammad recites his revelations to his companions, who either
memorize it or write it down.

632 C.E. Muhammad’s death

The Quran is believed to have been first compiled into a single text
at the time of Muhammad’s death.

633 C.E. Battle of Yamama

Many Muslims who had memorized the Quran are killed — the
exact number is disputed, but sources place it between 70-700.
Concerned about the long-term preservation of the Quran, Caliph Abu Bakr ( )قيدصلا ركب وبأ ةفيلخلاorders that the written
verses of the Quran are to be compiled into a single text.

647-653 C.E. Canonization of the Quran

Caliph Uthman bin Affan ( )نافع نب نامثعestablishes a unified
text that standardizes the text under the Quraysh dialect.
He also orders all other variant copies of the Quran to be burnt.
Today, it is generally accepted that the Uthmanic text contains all
114 suras in the order known today.

The Quran in Islam
The Quran is the central text of Islam. Muslims believe it to be a revelation
from God, and that its current presentation is complete and untouched. Most
denominations use the Quran together with hadith (oral and written traditions)
to interpret sharia law. During prayers, the Quran is recited in Arabic only.
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The Quran refers to more than fifty people and events also found in the Bible. The
Bible’s writing archaeologically predates the Quran’s — but because the Quran
is directly revealed from God, Muslims generally believe that the transmission
of the Biblical versions may have been flawed. That said, belief in the holy books
revealed unto Moses and Jesus is still an integral article of faith for Muslims.

The Bible in Christianity
The Bible is a collection of sacred texts, regarded by Christians as the product of
divine inspiration. Many different authors have contributed to the Bible, and what
is considered canonical may vary according to different Christian groups. Some
denominations today abide by sola scriptura (scripture alone), where the Bible
is the only source of Christian teaching; a majority, including Roman Catholics,
high church Anglicans, and Eastern Orthodox Christians, abide by the Bible as
well as church teachings that have emerged over time.

