The Prophet Muhammad

7th Grade Social Studies Standards: 7.2.2., 7.3.3.

English Language Arts Standards RD1.3, RD 2.1, RD2.3, WR 1.3


Arabia During Muhammad’s Time-- The town of Makkah, Muhammad’s birthplace, was located in a dry, rocky valley in western Arabia.  Unlike oasis towns, Makkah did not have agriculture.   Instead, it gained wealth as a trading city.  Merchants traveling along caravan routes stopped at the city’s market and inns.  They bought spices, sheepskins, meat, dates, and other wares from townspeople and nomads.


By the late 6th century C.E., when Muhammad was born, Makkah was a prosperous city.  Merchant families brought goods into Makkah from faraway places.  Merchants grew wealthy through trade with Yemen (southern Arabia), Syria, and Africa.  Over time, a handful of families had come to rule the city.  These families would not share their fortune with the weaker, poorer clans who lived in the city.


Makkah was also a religious center.  The Ka’ba, a cube-shaped shrine, was said to have been built by Abraham for God centuries before.  In Muhammad’s day, according to Islamic teaching, most Arabs were polytheists (people who believe in many gods), and the Ka’ba house hundreds of statues of gods.  Pilgrims from all over Arabia came to Makkah to worship.

Muhammad’s Early Life-- Around 570 C.E., a boy named Muhammad was born in Makkah.  Muhammad’s early life was a humble one.  Few people who were not members of his clan, the Hashim, noted his birth.  His father had already died, and the clan was poor.


For the next 15 years, Muhammad made his living as a merchant.  Although he enjoyed success in business, he also cared about spiritual matters.  He often spent time at prayer in the mountains around Makkah.

The Call to Prophethood-- In about 610 C.E., Muhammad went to pray in a cave in the mountains.  It was there, according to Islamic teachings, that he received the call to be a prophet, or messenger of God, whom the Arabs called Allah.


Muhammad later described the remarkable events of that night.  He told that he received a visit from the angel Gabriel.  Muhammad described how Gabriel told him several times to “recite.”  Muhammad asked what he was to recite, and Gabriel answered:

Recite—in the name of thy Lord!

Who created man from blood coagulated

Recite! Thy Lord is wondrous kind

Who by the pen has taught mankind

Things they knew not.


Muhammad left the cave quaking with fear.  But Gabriel spoke to him again, declaring, “You are the messenger of God.”




At first, Muhammad feared that he might be going mad.  But, according to Muslim tradition, Khadijah (Muhammad’s wife) consoled Muhammad and expressed her faith that God had chosen him as a prophet to communicate his words to the people.


Kadijah became the first convert to Islam.  The faith of Islam is based on monotheism, or the belief in a single God.  This God, Muhammad taught, was the same God of Abraham, Moses, and Jesus.  Through Gabriel, God told Muhammad to teach others about treating people with compassion, honesty, and justice.



According to Muslim tradition, Gabriel continued to reveal messages from God over the next 22 years.  At first, Muhammad confided these messages only to his family and friends, including his cousin Ali and a close companion, Abu Bakr.  Gradually, a small group of followers developed at Makkah.  They were called Muslims, which means “those who surrender to God.”  For Muslims, Islam was a way of life and the basis for creating a just society.


Though Muhammad apparently could neither read nor write, he said that the messages from Gabriel were imprinted on his mind and heart.  His followers also memorized them.  Eventually, some followers wrote down these words and collected them in the Qur’an (also spelled Koran), the holy book of Islam.  The poetic beauty of this book helped attract new believers to Islam.


Muhammad’s Teaching Meets with Rejection—Around 613 C.E. Muhammad began to preach to other Makkans.  He taught that people must worship one God, that all believers in God were equal, and that the rich should share their wealth.  He urged Makkans to take care of orphans and the poor, and to improve the status of women.

Some members of Muhammad’s clan became Muslims.  People from other clans and social classes also joined him.  Most Makkans, however, rejected Muhammad’s teachings.  Makkah’s leaders did not want to share their wealth.  They also feared that if Muhammad grew stronger, he would seize political power.  Merchants worried that if people stopped worshipping their gods, they might stop making pilgrimages to Makkah.  Muhammad’s monotheistic teachings also disturbed Arabs who did not want to give up their gods.


As the number of Muslims grew, the powerful clans of Makkah started to boycott to make Muhammad’s followers give up Islam.  For three years, the Hashim clan (lead by Abu Talib –a protector of Muhammad) suffered as Makkans refused to do business with them.  Although they were threatened with starvation, the boycott failed to break their will.  These difficult years, however, took their toll on Abu Talib and Khadijah.  In 619, these trusted family members died.


While these losses were terrible for Muhammad, that year he reported a miraculous event.  The Qur’an tells the story of the Night Journey in which a winged horse took Muhammad to Jerusalem, the city toward which early Muslims had directed their prayers.  There he met and prayed with earlier prophets, like Abraham, Moses, and Jesus.  The horse then guided Muhammad through the seven levels of heaven, and Muhammad met God.  To this day, Jerusalem is the holy city for Muslims.
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