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Karen Armstrong’s biography of Muhammad has been characterized as “sympathetic”, and it is that.  Her book seems an excellent resource to study the life and teachings of Muhammad without the usual Western bias.


Muhammad did not receive any revelations until he was 40 years old (610 CE), and these revelations continued over a period of 22 years until shortly before his death in 632 CE.  It seems that most of his revelations, especially after the emigration of Muslims from Mecca to Medina (the Hijra in 622 CE), addressed the acts of Muhammad as a developing leader of the religious community (the umma), first as a mediator or judge, and then as a tribal chieftain of a growing group of tribes in Arabia.

His revelations were radical by the standards of his time, and from the beginning were violently opposed by most others who wished to keep the traditional pagan faith of their fathers.  Allah was the chief god of the pagans, but there were other gods, too, just as the early Hebrews had gods other than Yahweh.  Both religions experienced a transition period from recognizing the numerous but lesser gods to the one and only God.  
The culture of the time allowed polygamy, and after the death in 619 of his first and most beloved wife, Khadija (she was 20 or more years older than Muhammad), he, too, became polygamous, and had a harem that enabled Muhammad have an intimate  relationship with wives of different tribes, but which also brought with it some scandal, even by the standards of those days.


There were two distinct phases in the life of Muhammad and the development of the Qu’ran and Islam: the first was in Mecca, from the time of the first revelations (610) until the Hijra (622), while the second or culminating phase was in Medina from 622 until the death of Muhammad in 632.  Muhammad’s participation in warfighting, political intrigue, and his harems dominated the second (Medina) phase.

In the first phase Muhammad resembled the Hebrew prophets in admonishing the Arab pagans, while in the second phase he resembled the Hebrew patriarchs and warriors (e.g. Joshua and King David) as he battled the pagans and consolidated political power in Arabia.  Muhammad came closest to Jesus in the first phase of his ministry, with the violence and political activities of the second phase in stark contrast to the teachings of Jesus, especially his massacre of a tribe of Jews in 627 who had betrayed him.
Armstrong rationalizes the massacre as being less brutal than others of that time, and no worse than King David’s massacre of 200 Philistines (not to mention Joshua’s massacre at Jericho); but she acknowledges that Muhammad’s actions cannot be a moral standard for modern times.

Therein lays the problem.  The suras of the Qu’ran seem inseparable from the life and actions of Muhammad, justifying his military and political actions as God’s will, much as the OT justified the actions of Joshua and King David as God’s will.  The teachings of Jesus condemn such actions as those of Satan, prince of the world’s powers.

The latter part of Muhammad’s life was peaceful, consolidating his power after defeating his enemies; but the peace was built on violence and political intrigue.  Jesus taught that violence (other than in self-defense) cannot be justified.  Armstrong rationalizes the actions of Muhammad as self-defense in the context of the Arab culture of the 7th century; but that is stretching the concept of self-defense beyond the breaking point, as did President Bush when he invaded Iraq in 2003.
