Prophethood In Islam

God, the most gracious, has provided man all that he needs in this world. Every new-born child arrives in this world endowed with eyes to see, ears to hear, nose to smell and breathe, hands to touch, feet to walk, mind to think. In short all those potentialities, powers and faculties that a child needs or will be in need of in its various stages of growth are most carefully foreseen and meticulously provided in its tiny body. 

Similar is the case with the world man lives in. Everything essential for the survival of man is carefully provided and is found in abundance. Viz, air, water, light and heat.
Over and above this man is in need of the knowledge about the purpose of his creation and the reality of this life and his function therein. From time immemorial man has gone in search of this knowledge. But has found it impossible to discover unaided. He longs to understand what the universe is, how our life began and what his end will be. He seeks to understand the true nature of good and evil and how mankind may be controlled. So far mans attempts to find answers to these age-old problems have met with utter failure. It has taken relatively short time to acquire a vast knowledge of the material world. But in the field of human sciences the most prolonged efforts on the part of the best brains in the world have failed to determine even the most basic factors in this field. What greater proof can there be that we would need the help and guidance of God? Without this we cannot arrive at the fundamental principles on which we should lead our lives, we cannot understand what is meant by religion, and we shall certainly never discover what is ultimately the truth.
Modern man has admitted that life is still a great unsolved mystery. He is, nevertheless, confident that one fine day he will unveil it. But the brains which are bent to the human sciences have yet to discover the reality, they are wandering adrift, in a world of their own fantasies. This is because the present environment developed by science and technology dos not suit man as a living creature, and is therefore hardly conducive to the reception of divine inspiration. The scientists concerned with inert matter have made immense progress but those concerned with living beings are still in a rudimentary state. The French Nobel Laureate, Dr Alexis Carrel states:  "The principles of the French revolution, the vision of Marx and Lenin, apply only to abstract men. It must be clearly realised that the laws of human relations are still unknown. Sociology and Economics are conjectural sciences-that is pseudo sciences." (Man The Unknown)
No doubt science has developed immensely in modern times but human confusion has not been helped by it. On limitations of science J.W.N. Sullivan points out that the universe that is in the process of discovery by science nowadays is the most mysterious issue in the entire history of intellectual thinking, and that although our present knowledge of nature is much richer than in any previous epoch, even this is insufficient because, no matter where we turn, we are faced with ambiguities and contradictions.
Attempts by material sciences to discover the secret of life have been such a pathetic failure that they leave us with the uncomfortable thought, finally that it is undiscoverable by man. If the reality of life is to remain unknown, how are we to ever function satisfactorily as individuals and as communities?  Our finest feelings demand to know it. The intellect, the most superior part of our being has an eternal craving for knowledge. The whole system of life is fast deteriorating and without it, there can be no improvement yet there appears to be no solving of this great mystery. It is the most urgent need of the hour, but it is something which we cannot achieve on our own. Is this state of affairs not proof enough that man is badly in need of help from God.
The indispensability of the knowledge of the reality of life and this knowledge remaining undiscoverable are clear indications that it must be provided from an external source, just as heat and kith in the form of the sun's rays are provided by nature. Will the Most Merciful, Most Gracious God who has provided all that is needed for human life leave man in the lurch without providing the above said necessities of life i.e. the knowledge of reality? Surely He will not.
Hence He has taken on Himself the responsibility of providing this knowledge. Says the Qur'an:  "Our Lord is He, who gave everything to its creation and then guided it."  (Translation & Meaning of the Qur'an Ch. 20: verse 50) 
For this purpose God the Most Merciful and Most Compassionate has revealed this knowledge through his chosen servants - prophets.
Now, but for Prophethood, there exists no means for man to acquire the knowledge about the reality of his life and the very purpose of His creation.  Hence Prophethood is as essential as food and water.
Apart from teaching man the purpose of his creation and conveying the guidance of God, prophets also gave men:  
a) The clean concept of God and His various attributes
b) The knowledge of the unseen viz, the life after death, the existence of Angels. Jinns. Heaven and Hell
c) The knowledge as to what will be the consequences of men's deeds
d) The knowledge about what is good and what is evil
e) The laws to govern social, economic, moral and political life
Above all the prophets presented before us a beautiful practical model of a noble way of living.
How to recognise a Prophet?
1. He is the best in his community.  He is morally sound and intellectually supreme.  Even his worst enemies will not dare to doubt his moral integrity; for instance in the case of the prophet Muhammad (PBUH), even the Jews who didn't believe in his message accepted him as their arbitrator in their personal disputes, on account of his scrupulous honesty. It is an essential condition for Prophethood because the prophet's life serves as a model for his followers. His personality should be a clear evidence to the fact that what he says is true and is from God.
2. He is supported by miracles to prove that he is not an impostor. These miracles are granted by the power and permission of God. These miracles are sanctioned by God to testify that fact that what the prophet brings forth is from God and not of his own. These miracles are granted in the field in which the people of the respective prophets excelled.
The people of Prophet Moses (PBUH) excelled in magic.  So Prophet Moses (PBUH) was given the major miracle to defeat even the best magicians of Egypt of his days.  The people of Prophet Jesus (PBUH) were recognised as skilful physicians. Therefore, he was bestowed the miracle of to raising the dead and curing the incurable diseases.  The Arabs, the contemporaries of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), were known for their eloquence and magnificent poetry.  So Prophet Muhammad's (PBUH) major miracle was the Qur'an, the equivalent of which the whole legion of the Arab poets and orators could not produce despite the repeated challenge from the Qur'an itself.  Apart from this, the miracle of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) - The Qur'an - has something special about it.  All previous miracles were limited by time and place, i.e., they were shown to specific people at a specific time.  Not so the miracle of Muhammad (PBUH), the Qur'an.  It is a universal and everlasting miracle.  Previous generations witnessed it and future generations will witness its miraculous nature in terms of its style, content and spiritual uplifting.
3. Every prophet states clearly that what he teaches is not his own but from the creator of the universe. He also confirms what was revealed before him and what will be revealed after him. A prophet does this to show that he is simply conveying the message of God.
The message of all prophets is one, i.e. man should understand the reality of life and lead a life in complete submission to the will of the Creator. And that man should be conscious that he will be called to account before God for all of his words and deeds without any exception.
Brief History of Prophethood
Adam (PBUH), the first man on earth was the first Prophet of the One True God; Allah.  Allah revealed His guidance to Adam (PBUH) and enjoined him to convey this to his descendants.  Those of his descendants who were good strictly followed the straight path shown to them. But those who were bad abandoned their fathers teachings i.e. the guidance conveyed through the first prophet. As Adams progeny got spread over the globe, they formed different races and nations.  Every nation had a different religion for itself, each with formalities and rituals of its own.  Allah, the One Lord and Creator of mankind was gradually neglected that descendants of Adam (PBUH) not only forgot the way of life which Allah had revealed for them but also followed their own whims and fancies. So every kind of evil custom grew.
At this stage Allah began to raise prophets among every people...the Qur'an says:  "There was never a community but a warner has passed in it's midst." (Translation & Meaning of the Qur'an Ch. 35: verse 24) 
"And indeed with every community we have raised an apostle."  (Translation & Meaning of the Qur'an Ch. 16: verses 36) 
All these prophets were entrusted with this same message of calling the people to lead life in complete submission to the will of God.
The Qur'an commands the believers that they should accept and believe in all the prophets of God and should not make any distinction between them. Allah ordains:  "Say: We believe in Allah and in what has been revealed to us and to Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob and the descendants (of Jacob) and in what was given to Moses and Jesus and in what the other prophets received from their Lord. We make no distinction between any of them, and we are those who submit to Allah."  (Translation & Meaning of the Qur'an Ch. 2: verse 136) 
The Prophethood Of Muhammad (PBUH)
Muhammad (PBUH) was born on (approximately) 29 August 570CE (the Islamic Calendar being based on lunar months, it would be slightly inaccurate to place an exact day in the Gregorian Solar Calendar, used here in the Modern Western World.  The day in the Islamic Calendar is 12 Rabi ul-Awwal) in Makkah (Mecca).  But it was not until he attained the mature age of 40 that he announced that Allah has chosen him as His last prophet, that He revealed His message and has entrusted him the duty of conveying it to all mankind.  Whoever obeyed him would be amply rewarded and whoever disobeyed him will be destroyed.
The whole period of his life prior to this was so markedly of a high moral character that he had earned for himself the titles of "The Truthful" and "The Trust Worthy". Throughout the entire region, wherever he lived he was highly though of by everyone, being considered the most honest, possible person and incapable of telling a lie.
After being entrusted with the divine mission the prophet Muhammad (PBUH) called his people together for the first time, near Mount Safe. Before conveying his message to the people assembled there, he first asked them, "What is your opinion about me?" They all replied in unison, "We have never seen anything but truth in you."
When Abu Jihad, the Prophet's worst opponent said, "Muhammad, I don't say that you are a liar; but I hold the message you are propagating is not true."
Similarly Abu Sufyan who had not yet embraced Islam and who was leading the delegation against the followers of Islam, in the court of the Byzantine ruler Heraculius testified that he had never heard him (Muhammad) telling a lie nor he (Muhammad) failed to keep his words. Upon which Heraculius remarked, "When it has been experienced he never tells lies, when the matter is between men then how can it be said that he can concoct such a great lie in the matter of God?"
The fact that even his deadliest enemies could recognise his virtues is itself ample evidence of his being a prophet of God. In the words of Bosworth Smith:  "What more crowning proof of his sincerity is needed? Muhammad to the end of his life claimed for himself the title only with which he had begun. I venture to believe everyone will agree in yielding to the claim that he (Muhammad) was a prophet and a true prophet of God."
Finality Of The Prophethood
The revelation to Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) was complete in every aspect and it is a comprehensive code of life. The Qur'an confirms this fact thus:  "Today I have perfected your religion for you and have bestowed upon you the full measure of my blessings and willed that self-surrender unto me (Islam) shall be your religion."  (Translation & Meaning of the Qur'an Ch. 5: verse 3) 
Hence man has to seek the true guidance from this source only.
For obvious reasons there will not be another prophet after Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) and there will not be any revelation after the Qur'an, because:
1. The guidance revealed through Prophet Muhammad is free from all types of corruption and interpolation. The Qur'an says:  "Verily ourselves have revealed this reminder to you and verily we shall truly guard it (from all corruption's)."  (Translation & Meaning of the Qur'an Ch. 15: verse 9) 
2. This guidance is complete in every respect and is sufficient till Doomsday.
3. Unlike the earlier prophets the last prophet of God was raised for the whole of mankind and not for any particular country or people. The Qur'an declares:  "We have not sent thee but as a universal (messenger) to men, giving them glad tidings, and warning them against sin."  (Translation & Meaning of the Qur'an Ch. 34: verse 28) 
Now it is incumbent on every human being to procure, practice and preach the divine guidance revealed through the last prophet of God, prophet Muhammad (PBUH).
Now in order to lead a peaceful life in this world and attain success and salvation in the life after death man has to turn to the Last Prophet of God - Muhammad (PBUH) and the last revelation - The Holy Qur'an.
