
SURAH 43 

Al-Zukhruf 
(Gold) 

Prologue 

This sérah presents a detailed picture of what the Islamic message 
faced of problems, arguments and objections. It also shows how the 
Qur’an dealt with these and their effects on people, establishing at the 
same time its own truth in place of old, false, ignorant superstitions 
and values that had taken hold of people’s minds at the time. In fact, 
some people, everywhere, continue to hold elements of these as valid. 

Followers of pagan beliefs used to claim that the cattle God has created 
for the benefit of mankind are divided between God and their own alleged 
deities: “Out of the produce and the cattle He has created, they assign a 
portion to God, saying: ‘This is for God’ — or so they pretend — ‘and this is for 
the partners we associate [with Him]. Whatever they assign to their parmers 
never reaches God, but that which is assigned to God does reach their partners.” 
(6: 136) In fact, they believed in many legends and superstitions conceming 
cattle, and these were all the result of deviant practices. In this way, they 
claimed chat they were forbidden to ride some animals, while others were 
considered unlawful to eat: “They say: Such cattle and crops are forbidden. 
None may eat of them save those whom we permit’ — so they falsely claim. 
Other cattle they declare ta be forbidden to burden their backs; and there are 
cattle over which they do not pronounce Gods name, inventing [in all this] a 

ke against Him.” (6: 138) 
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This s#rah discusses such deviant beliefs pucting forward the original 
truth and demonstrating that cactle are God’s creatures, representing an 
aspect of life that is closely related to the creation of the heavens and the 
earth. God has made cattle subservient to man so that people can express 
their gratitude and give thanks to Him for such a blessing. They must 
neither attribute false partners to Him nor enact for themselves legislation 
that is at variance with what pleases God, when they recognize Him as 
the Creator. How absurd that they discard the natural result of this cruth, 
which they acknowledge, allowing superstition to get the better of them: 
“Yet if you ask them, ‘Who created the heavens and the earth?’ they are 
sure to answer, “The Almighty, the All-Knowing created them.’ It is He 
who has smoothed out the earth for you and has traced on it paths for you 
so that you can find your way. And He it is who sends down water from 
the sky in due measure. With it We raise dead land to life; and thus you 
will be raised from the dead. And He it is who created all living things in 
pairs, and provided for you the ships and animals on which you ride, so 
that when you are seated on their backs you remember your Lord’s blessings 
and say: ‘Limitless in His glory is He who has made all this subservient to 
our use. We could not have done it by ourselves. To our Lord we shall most 
certainly return.” (Verses 9-14) 

Ignorant paganism used to claim that angels were God’s daughters. 
Although they hated daughters being born to themselves, they 
nonetheless attributed daughters to God and worshipped these instead 
of Him. They alleged that they worshipped them by God’s will. Had 
He willed otherwise, they would not have worshipped them. Again, 

this was nothing but a legend arising from deviant beliefs. 
The sarah uses the unbelievers’ own logic as well as the logic of sound 

human nature to refute this baseless legend: “Yet they assign to Him some 
of His own servants as offspring. Surely man ts clearly bereft of all gratitude. 
Would He, out of all His creation, choose for Himself daughters and favour 
you with sons? If any of them is given the good news of the birth of what he 
so readily attributes to the Lord of Grace, his face darkens and he is filled 
with gloom. [Would they ascribe to God] someone who is brought up among 
trinkets and cannot put together a clear argument? They claim that the 
angels, who ave themselves but servants of the Lord of Grace, are femates! 
Did they witness their creation? Their testimony will be put on record and 
they will be questioned about it. They say: ‘Had it been the will of the 
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Lord of Grace, we should never have worshipped them.’ Of that they have 
no knowledge: they are blatantly lying. Or have We given them a book 
before this one to which they are still holding fast? No indeed! They say, 
‘We found our forefathers following this tradition and we find our guidance 
by following in their footsteps. (Verses 15—22) 
When they were told that they were only worshipping statues, idols 

and trees, and that everyone who worships anything other than God 
will be thrown into hell together with the object of their worship, 

they twisted this clear statement making it a subject of dispute. They 
referred to Jesus, pointing out that his followers worshipped him. So 
would he be thrown into hell? They also argued that the idols represented 
angels who were God’s daughters. Therefore, they postulated, “we are 
better worshipping them than the Christians who worship Jesus, a 
mere human being.” The stirah exposes such twisted logic, absolving 
Jesus of what the Chrisrians perpetrated after his time, since he did 
not sanction anything of the sort: “Whenever the son of Mary is cited as 
an example, your people raise an outcry, saying: ‘Who is better: our deities 
or he?’ They cite him only to challenge you. They are contentious people. 
He was but a servant of Ours whom We had favoured and made an 
example to the Children of Israel.” (Verses 57-59) 

They also claimed rhat they followed Abraham’s faith and, as such, 

were best guided, yet all the while they were immetsed in pagan 
ignorance. The sirah outlines the true nature of Abraham's faith, based 
on God’s absolute oneness. This principle continued and will continue 
among Abraham's descendants, Muhammad, God’s messenger, came 
to them with the same principle, but they received him with other 
than what Abraham's offspring should give: “Abraham said to his father 
and his people: T renounce what you worship, I worship none other than 
Him who brought me into being. It is He who will guide me.’ He made 
this an abiding precept among his descendants so that they might always 
return [to God]. I have allowed these people and their forefathers to 
enjoy their lives freely until the truth has come to them through a 
messenger who makes things clear. Now that the truth has come to them, 
they say, “This is all sorcery, and we reject it outright.” (Verses 26-30} 

They could not understand God’s wisdom in choosing His 
messenger. Their earthly values, the basis of the status they assigned to 
people, contributed to their unwillingness to accept him. The sarah 
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reports what they said in this respect, presenting the true values chat 
should be upheld in comparison to their trivial ones: “They atso say, 
‘Why was not this Qur Gn revealed to some great man of the two cities?’ 
Is it they who apportion your Lord’s grace? It is We who deal out to them 
their livelihood in the life of this world, and raise some in rank above 
others, so that some of them may take others into their service. Your Lord’s 
grace is better than all that they can amass. Were it not that all people 
would become one community [of unbelievers}, We would have provided 

those who now disbelieve in the Lord of Grace with roofs of silver for 
houses, stairways on which to ascend, gates, couches on which to recline, 
and gold ornaments. Yet all this would have been nothing but the fleeting 
enjoyment of life in this world. It is the life to come that your Lord 
reserves for the God-fearing.” (Verses 31-35) 

The sé#rah then recounts an episode from Moses’ life history, one 
that reflects Pharaoh's similarly false values. This account demonstrates 
how both these values and Pharaoh himself were unworthy. Ic tells 
us of the fate that awaits him and all chose with similar attitudes: 
“We sent Moses with Our message to Pharaoh and his nobles; and he 

said: I am a messenger of the Lord of all the worlds,’ but when he 
presented Our signs to them, they laughed at them, yet each sign We 
showed them was greater than the preceding one. We put them through 
suffering so that they might return [to the right path]. They said: 
‘Sorcerer, pray to your Lord for us on the strength of the covenant He 
has made with you. We shall now follow the right way.’ Yet when We 
removed their suffering they still broke their word. Pharaoh proclaimed 
to his people, saying: ‘My people, is the kingdom of Egypt not mine, 
with all these rivers flowing at my feet? Do you not see? Am I not 
better than this contemptible wretch who can hardly make his meaning 
clear? Why have no bracelets of gold been given to him? Why have no 
angels come to accompany him?’ Thus did he make fools of his people, 
and they obeyed him. They were people lost in evil. When they incurred 
Our anger, We inflicted Our retribution on them and drowned them 
all; and so We made them a thing of the past and an example for later 
generations,” (Verses 46-56) 
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Ignorance Based on Superstition 

Al-Zukbruf (Gold) 

In the Name of God, the Lord of 

Grace, the Ever Merciful 

Ha. Mim. (1) 

By the Book that makes things 
clear! (2) 

We have made the Qur'an a 

discourse in Arabic so that you 
may understand. (3) 

It originates in the source of 

revelation kept with Us; it is 
indeed sublime, full of wisdom. 

(4) 

Should We ignore you and take 
away this reminder from you 
because you are people who 
transgress beyond bounds? (5)   
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In the Shade of the Qur'an 

Many a prophet did We send to 
people of olden times; (6) 

bur they mocked at each prophet 
who came to them. (7) 

We destroyed them even though 
they were mightier than these. 
Thus their example has gone 
down in history. (8) 

Yet if you ask them, “Who created 
the heavens and the earth?’ they 
are sure to answer, “The Almighty, 
the All-Knowing created them.’ 

(9) 

It is He who has smoothed out 
the earth for you and has traced 
on it paths for you so that you 
can find your way. (10) 

And He it is who sends down 

water from the sky in due 
measure. With ic We raise dead 

land to life; and thus you will be 

raised from the dead. (11) 

And He it is who created all living 
things in pairs, and provided for 
you the ships and animals on 
which you ride, (12)   
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so that when you are seated on 
their backs you remember your 
Lord’s blessings and say: ‘Limitless 
in His glory is He who has made 
all this subservient to our use. We 

could not have done it by 
ourselves. (13) 

To our Lord we shall most 

certainly return.’ (14) 

Yet they assign to Him some of 
His own servants as offspring. 
Surely man is clearly bereft of all 
gratitude. (15) 

Would He, out of all His 

creation, choose for Himself 

daughters and favour you with 

sons? (16) 

If any of rhem is given the good 
news of the birth of what he so 

readily attributes to the Lord of 
Grace, his face darkens and he is 

filled with gloom. (17) 

[Would they ascribe to God] 
someone who is brought up 

among trinkets and cannot put 
together a clear argument? (18)   
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In the Shade of the Qur'an 

They claim that the angels, who 
are themselves but servants of the 
Lord of Grace, are females! Did 
they witness their creation? Their 
testimony will be put on record 
and they will be questioned about 
it. (19) 

They say: ‘Had it been the will 
of the Lord of Grace, we should 
never have worshipped them.’ OF 
that they have no knowledge: 
they are blatanrly lying. (20) 

Or have We given them a book 

before this one to which they are 

still holding fast? (21) 

No indeed! They say, “We found 
our forefathers following this 
tradition and we find our 
guidance by following in their 
footsteps.” (22) 

And thus it is: whenever, before 
your time, We sent a messenger 

to any community, the wealthy 
among them said: “We found 
our forefathers following this 
tradition and we are only 
following in their footsteps.’ (23)   
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He said: ‘Even though I bri Borne ah M8 ANG € Sai ven though I bring you Fae sinc ial Sa 5I5 aS) a guidance better than what you 
we Go, eh AS + ne 

saw your forefathers following?’ “& as CK GTG Saou ae 
s They replied: “We reject the QDS e 

message you have been sent Cert 

with,’ (24) 

Therefore, We inflicted Our AO re wh ict ae eect 

retribution on them. Reflect on iB aS sb aaa 

how those who rejecred the truth oy. S25 Zz in 

met their end. (25)     
An Address to the Mind 

The strah begins with the two separate letters Ha and Mim which 
are then followed by an oath by the book that makes things clear. 
Both the letters and the book are of the same nature: in its spoken 
form, the book is of the same type as the letters. Just like all letters in 
human language, the two letters, or sounds, are of God’s signs: it is He 
who created people and gave them the sounds of their languages. When 
such letters are mentioned, they carry more than a single meaning with 
reference to the Qur'an. 

God states this oath by the two letters and the clear book so as to 
confirm the purpose of making this Qur’4n in the form it was made 
when revealed to the Arabs: “We fave made the Quran a discourse in 

Arabic so that you may understand.” (Verse 3) The purpose, then, is 
that they should understand it as it is composed in their own tongue. 
The Qur'an is God’s revelation which He has made, in its spoken 
form, Arabic as He chose the Arabs to be the bearers of His message. 

We explained this purpose partly in commenting on the previous strah. 
Moreover, God made His choice on the basis of His knowledge that 
the Arabs were suitable message-bearers and that their language could 
best express it. God knows whom to entrust with His message. 

He then defines what position He has assigned for the Qur'an with 
Him and its value in His overall plan for the universe: “/t originates in 
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the source of revelation kept with Us; it is indeed sublime, full of wisdom.” 
(Verse 4) We will only in passing refer to the literal meaning of the 
phrase Umm al-Kitab, translated here as ‘the source of revelation’. Does 
it refer to the ‘imperishable tablet’ mentioned elsewhere in the Qur'an, 
or to God’s eternal knowledge? Both are the same in the sense that 
they do not have a specific meaning within our sphere of knowledge. 
Yet the verse transmits a definite impression that the Qur'an has an 
especially high value in God’s overall knowledge and planning. This is 
enough for us. The Qur'an is ‘sublime’, and ‘full of wisdom’. These two 
qualities give it a specific rationality, and indeed it is so! It is as if the 
Qur'an has a soul of its own, with special features and qualities, that 
respond to the souls of those who interact with it. With its sublime 
position and wisdom, it provides guidance to humanity, leading it 
according to its own nature and qualities, imparting to its rational 
understanding and to its life values, concepts and facts that are also 
sublime and bear wisdom. 

When this fact has been established it makes the people who speak 
the language in which the Qur’an has been revealed appreciate the great 
gift and blessing God has given them. It shows them the extent of 
their transgression when they turn away from ic in disdain. It is they 
who deserve to be treated with contempt. Therefore, they are told 
that they may well be ignored because of their transgression: “Should 
We ignore you and take away this reminder from you because you are 
people who transgress beyond bounds?” (Verse 5) 

It is indeed most remarkable that God, in His glory and sublimity, 
should care for such people, revealing to them a book in their own 
tongue, telling them about what they feel, explaining the inner aspects 
of their lives, showing them the path delineated by His guidance, 
relaring to them accounts of earlier communities and reminding them 
of God’s law that was in effect during ancient times. Yet they continue 
to ignore His guidance, turning away from it. For God to say that 
they will be deprived of His care and be ignored for their transgression 
sounds dreadful. 

  

1, Verse 22 of Stirah 85. 
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In addition to this threat, they are reminded of God's law that applied 
to earlier communities that denied the prophets sent to them: “Many 
a prophet did We send to people of olden times; but they mocked at each 
prophet who came to them. We destroyed them even though they were 
mightier than these. Thus their example has gone down in history.” (Verses 
6-8) What can they expect when God has already destroyed people 
that were much mightier than rhey because of their derision of the 
messengers sent to them? 

The Almighty Creator 

Amazingly, although the Arabs recognized that God was the Creator 
of the heavens and the earth, they did not follow this through to its 
logical conclusion, declaring His oneness and address all worship to 
Him. On the contrary, they attributed partners to Him, assigning to 
these some of the cattle He has created. They also alleged that the 
angels were God’s daughters whom they worshipped in the form of 
idols. The Qur'an reports their acknowledgement of God's creation, 
puts before them the logic of human nature which they discard, and 
outlines the behaviout they should adopt in response to His blessings, 
particularly ships and cattle. It then describes what they claim about 
the angels: 

Yet if you ask them, ‘Who created the heavens and the earth?’ they 
are sure to answer, “The Almighty, the All-Knowing created them.’ 
Tt is He who has smoothed out the earth for you and has traced on it 
paths for you so that you can find your way. And He it is who sends 
down water from the sky in due measure. With it We raise dead 
land to life; and thus you will be raised from the dead. And He it is 
who created all living things in pairs, and provided for you the ships 
and animals on which you ride, so that when you are seated on 
their backs you remember your Lord’ blessings and say: ‘Limitless in 
His glory is He who has made all this subservient to our use. We 
could not have done it by ourselves. To our Lord we shall most 
certainly return. (Verses 9-14) 
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The Arabs had a faith, which we can imagine as consisting of remnants 
of the original pure faith of Abraham, that had lost its original shining 
colours, intermingled with legends. What remained was something 
that human nature could not deny, namely that the universe has a 
Creator who is God: the universe could not have existed without a 
Creator and the Creator could only be God. Yet, the Arabs did not 
take this natural truth to its logical conclusion; they simply stopped at 
the bare fact: “Yet if you ask them, ‘Who created the heavens and the 
earth?’ they are sure to answer, ‘The Almighty, the All-Knowing created 
them.” (Verse 9) 

It is obvious that they did not verbalize God’s rwo attributes: the 
Almighty and the All-Knowing. They acknowledged that it was God 
who created the universe, but they did not know God according to 
His attributes detailed in the Islamic faith. These are positive attributes 
that produce a clear effect on people’s lives and the life of the universe. 
They admitted that God created them and the universe, but they also 
alleged that He had partners because they did not know God’s attributes 
that would have made the very concept of partnership with Him appear 
absurd. The Qur'an tells them now that the Creator they acknowledge 
is the One who is Almighty and who knows all. 

The si#rah takes them another step forward in outlining God’s 
attributes and the favours He has given them: “Jt is He who has smoothed 
out the earth for you and has traced on it paths for you so that you can 
Jind your way.” (Verse 10) Smoothing out the earth is a fact understood, 
in one way or another, by everyone. The people who were the first to 
be addressed by the Qur’an would have seen the earth smooth under 
their feet when they walked, ready for plants to grow. It is smoothed 
out generally for life to grow. However, we realize this today in a more 
profound way, taking into account what we have learnt about the nature 
of the earth and its history. Future generations will understand this 
fact in an even greater way; human knowledge will continue to expand 
and discover new facts that have so far remained unknown. 

Today, we understand that smoothing out the earth so as to enable 
the human race to survive on it and find ways and paths to ensure life 
progresses is a complex multi-faceted process. In fact, this planet has 
gone through a number of different stages that have allowed its surface 
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to change from a hard rocky one to plant-supporting soil. Water has 
been formed from oxygen and hydrogen. Its rotation speed has slowed 
down to ensure that it has moderate temperatures throughout its day 
and so as to allow objects to remain stable on its surface. Moreover, a 

proper measure of gravity has been placed on it to ensure that its 
atmosphere remains sufficiently stable to support life. Without such 
an atmosphere life cannot be sustained, as is the case on other planets 
with a gravity too weak to ensure stability. Moreover, the earth’s gravity 
has been made equal to movement and this equilibrium has protected 
objects and living things from being blown away, while at the same 
time allowing man and other living things to move on the surface of 
the earth. Had gravity increased above this sustainable level, all objects 
and living creatures would have been stuck to the earth and their 
movements would have become very hard or even impossible. 
Furthermore, air pressure would have increased so as to bind them 
firmly to the earth or crush them against it, just as we sometimes 
crush flies and mosquitoes with a strike that does not bring our hands 
into contact with them but rather increases the air pressure around 
them. By contrast, should air pressure decrease, our veins and breasts 
may burst. 

The smoothing of the earth to make it life supporting also refers to 
the fact that the Almighty, All-Knowing Creator has brought about 
numerous balances which together facilitate human life on earth. Had 
any of these been disturbed, life would have become very difficult, 
even impossible. We have already mentioned some of these. We may, 
however, refer to the fact that the great amount of water that covers 
much of the earth’s surface purges its atmosphere of much of the 
poisonous gases that result from the infinite number of interactions 
that take place all the time. Thus, its atmosphere remains life supporring. 
Plants also ensure that a proper balance is maintained between the 
oxygen living creatures breathe in and the oxygen breathed out during 
the process of assimilation plants perform. Unless this balance is 
maintained, all living things would have suffocated in a very short 
period of time. 

Indeed the significance of the Qur’anic statement, ‘/t is He who has 
smoothed out the earth for you and has traced on it paths for you, grows 
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wider every day. Every new addition to its significance testifies to both 
God’s might and knowledge. We see God’s able hand wherever we 
look and however far our imagination roams. It tells man that his life 
is not the result of blind coincidence nor has he been abandoned. 
Indeed, God’s hand defines man’s every step before, during and after 
his life on earth. 

“So that you can find your way.” (Verse 10) Reflection on what the 

universe contains and its natural laws inevitably leads the human mind 
to recognition of its Creator who established such accurate and perfectly 
harmonious systems. 

Blessings of Every Type 

The s#rah then looks a step further at the process of life and the 
emergence of living creatures: “And He it is who sends down water from 
the sky in due measure. With it We raise dead land to life; and thus you 
will be raised from the dead.” (Verse 11) Water comes down from the 

skies, as every person sees and knows, but most people are not moved 
by this remarkable phenomenon because of over familiarity. 
Muhammad, God’s messenger, (peace be upon him), however, held a 
different attitude. He looked at the drops of rain with love and 
welcoming delight, knowing that they came from God; in other words, 
his heart recognized God’s handiwork in these drops. Every heart chat 
is aware of its bond with God and the laws of nature He has set in 
operation should adopt this attitude. Every raindrop is the result of 
these laws of nature which operate under God’s eye and control. That 
tain originates from the vapour that rises from the earth and cools 
down in the atmosphere in no way diminishes the implication of these 
facts. Who has brought the earth into being, placed water on it, 
subjected it co heat, made water naturally evaporate and vapour rise 
and condense? Who has given the universe its other characteristics which 
give the condensing vapour an electrical charge so that when clouds 
gather, their electric charges cause rain to fall? Besides, what is electricity? 
What are these other characteristics that produce the combined effect 
of rain falling down? As we learn more about nature, however, our 
knowledge casts a heavy weight over our understanding. We no longer 
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appreciate the messages given by universal phenomena; we no longer 
allow these messages to refine our feelings and responses. 

“And He it is who sends down water from the sky in due measure.” 
(Verse 11) It is given in the right quantity, neither too much so as to 
flood large areas of land, nor too little to leave the land barren. Man 
has come to recognize the importance of maintaining this fine balance 
for the continuity of life. “With it We raise dead land to Life.” Life on 
earth flourishes where water is plentiful. It is from water that every 
living thing originates. “And thus you will be raised from the dead.” 
(Verse 11) The One who originated life in the first place will bring it 
back again. It is He who started life in a land that was dead, and He 

will raise all back to life on the Day of Resurrection. Nothing is difficult 
for Him. 

We learn from this sérah that the Arab unbelievers used to assign a 
portion of their cattle to God and another portion to other beings. 
God, however, created cattle as one of the favours He bestows on 

man: people ride cattle as they ride on ships and they should appreciate 
His blessings and give thanks: “And He it is who created all living things 
in pairs, and provided for you the ships and animals on which you ride, 
so that when you are seated on their backs you remember your Lords 
blessings and say: ‘Limitless in His glory is He who has made all this 
subservient to our use. We could not have done it by ourselves. To our 
Lord we shall most certainly return.” (Verses 12-14) 

Making things in pairs is a rule of life, as indicated in this verse. All 
living things are created in pairs; even the first living cell carries 
masculine and feminine characteristics. In fact, this rule perhaps applies 
to the universe in its entirety, if we consider its basic unit to be the 

atom which consists of a negative electron and a positive proton, as all 
research in physics has so far indicated. Be that as it may, thisguality is 
apparent throughout life. It is God who has created all pairs, human 
and non-human. 

Moreover, it is He who has “provided for you the ships and animals 

on which you ride.” (Verse 12) This is to remind man that God has 
placed him in charge of the earth, putting at his disposal its considerable 
and varied power and potential. It also invites man to show gratitude 
for God’s choice and blessings, reminds him of the One who grants 
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blessings every time such a blessing is enjoyed. Such expressions of 
gratitude for God's blessings is sure to keep our hearts alive to their 
bond with God at every turn in life: “So that when you are seated on 
their backs you remember your Lord's blessings and say: ‘Limitless in His 
glory is He who has made all this subservient to our use. We could not 
have done it by ourselves.” (Verse 13) We certainly cannot match His 
blessings. All that we can do is to be truly grateful and give due thanks 
for all that He has favoured us with. We should realize that we will 
eventually return to God after our term in charge of the earth comes 
to its end, He will then requite us for what we have done in life when 
we enjoyed His favours and what He placed at our service: “To our 
Lard we shall most certainly return.” (Verse 14) Such are the refined 

manners people should adopt towards God who has granted us 
countless favours and blessings. Yet we tend to forget Him even when 
we are enjoying His favours. Hence, this gentle reminder. 

These Islamic manners closely relate to the cultivation of the human 
conscience and people's education. This is not a mere ritual or empty 
phrase we say when mounting cattle or riding on ships and other means 
of transport. It is a deliberate action that aims to alert our feelings so 
that we are fully aware of the bond between God and His creatures. 
Furthermore, His blessings are granted to us freely; we cannot repay 
God in any way for any of His countless blessings. Hence, we should 
always remain in awe of Him, thinking of the day when we will meet 
Him and submit our account of what we did in life. Thus we should 
always remain conscious of God, aware that He is watching over us. 

An Absurd Superstition 

The s#rah then refers to the absurd legend that makes deities of 
angels, alleging that they are God’s daughters when they are no more 
than a different type of creature: 

Yet they assign to Him some of His own servants as offspring. Surely 
man is clearly bereft of all gratitude. Would He, out of all His creation, 
choose for Himself daughters and favour you with sons? If any of 
them i. given the good news of the birth of what he so readily 
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attributes to the Lord of Grace, his face darkens and he is filled 
with gloom. [Would they ascribe to God] someone who is brought 

up among trinkets and cannot put together a clear argument? They 
claim that the angels, who are themselves but servants of the Lord 
of Grace, are females! Did they witness their creation? Their 
testimony will be put on record and they will be questioned about 
it. They say: ‘Had it been the will of the Lord of Grace, we should 
never have worshipped them.’ Of that they have no knowledge: 
they are blatantly lying. Or have We given them a book before this 
one to which they are still holding fast? No indeed! They say, ‘We 
found our forefathers following this tradition and we find our 
guidance by following in their footsteps.” And thus it is: whenever, 
before your time, We sent a messenger to any community, the wealthy 
among them said: “We found our forefathers following this tradition 
and we are only following in their footsteps.’ He said: ‘Even though 
I bring you a guidance better than what you saw your forefathers 
following?’ They replied: ‘We reject the message you have been sent 
with.’ Therefore, We inflicted Our retribution on them. Reflect on 
how those who rejected the truth met their end. (Verses 15-25) 

The sirah addresses every aspect of this superstition, leaving no 
loophole unclosed. Throughout, the sirah uses the unbelievers’ own 
logic and draws on their own life situations. It places before them the 
fate of earlier communities that adopted a similar stand to theirs, 
making almost identical allegations. It begins by highlighting the 
absurdity of this superstition and what it means of blatant rejection of 
the truth: “Yet they assign to Him some of His own servants as offspring. 
Surely man is clearly bereft of all gratitude.” (Verse 15) The angels are 
God's servants. To allege that they are God’s offspring means that they 
are not His servants, but instead have a special relationship with Him. 
Since they are God’s servants, to give them any special relation to their 
Creator is meaningless. All God’s creatures are His servants. Such a 
claim, thus, brands man as a clear unbeliever: “Surely man is clearly 
bereft of all gratitude.” (Verse 15) 

Using their own logic and standards, the sérah ridicules their 
allegation that the angels are female and then their claim that they are 
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God's offspring: “Would He, out of all His creation, choose for Himself 
daughters and favour you with sons?” (Verse 16) If God were to take 

offspring for Himself, why would He choose females and give the 
males to them? This is nothing less than absurd and especially when 
they are so distressed when a daughter is born to them. “Jf any of them 
is given the good news of the birth of what he so readily attributes to the 
Lord of Grace, his face darkens and he ts filled with gloom.” (Verse 17) 

What sort of manners are these that make them attribute to God 
what would fill them with gloom? Indeed, they would be so distressed 
about parenting a daughter that they could not even face speaking 
about it. In their environment, it was only brave men who could 
fight hard in battle that were looked upon with esteem. How come, 

then, that they assign to God offspring of the type which only cares 
about jewellery and fine things, unable to refute an argument or fight 
a case? “{ Would they ascribe to God] someone who is brought up among 
trinkets and cannot put together a clear argument? (Verse 18) Here 
we see how the s#irah uses their own logic, making them ashamed of 
attributing to God what they themselves hate to father. Should they 
not, if at all, have attributed to Him what scores highly in their own 
estimation? 

The s#rah then refutes another of their absurd superstitions. They 
alleged that the angels were female. On what basis do they make such 
a Claim? “They claim that the angels, who are themselves but servants of 
the Lord of Grace, are females! Did they witness their creation? Their 
testimony will be put on record and they will be questioned about it.” 
(Verse 19) Were they present when the angels were created so as to 

know that they were female? Had they seen their creation, they would 
have had reliable evidence. They certainly cannot claim to have been 
present at the time, yet still they make chis ridiculous assertion. 
Therefore, they will be made responsible for claiming what they have 
no evidence to prove: “Their testimony will be put on record and they 
will be questioned about it.” (Verse 19) 

The unbelievers provide further argument to justify their absurdities, 
but once again the séirah exposes how flawed their statements are: “ They 
say: ‘Had it been the will of the Lord of Grace, we should never have 
worshipped them.” Of that they have no knowledge: they are blatantly 
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Lying.” (Verse 20) When they are faced with irrefutable argument based 
on solid evidence, they justify their action by claiming that it is God’s 
will, They allege that God accepts their worship of angels. Had He 
not been pleased with this, He would have prevented them from such 
worship! How devious! It is true that everything in the universe occurs 
by God’s will. Yet it is also God’s will that man has been given the 
ability to choose for himself which way to follow: true guidance or 
error, God has also required man to choose His guidance and follow 
it, telling man that this is the choice He will be pleased with. He is not 
pleased when man chooses error and disbelief, even though He has 
enabled him to do so. 
When they attribute their own choice to God’s will, this is nothing 

less than wild conjecture. They cannot be certain that God wants them 
to worship the angels. How can they achieve such certainty? “Of that 
they have no knowledge: they are blatantly lying.” (Verse 20) They simply 
indulge in guesswork and delusion. “Or have We given them a book 
before this one to which they are still holding fast?’ (Verse 21) Do they 
have such a book as a basis for their claims, giving them clear evidence 

in support of their worship? 
Thus we see how the sé#rah closes in on them, refuting every argument 

they make, and clearly indicating that faith cannot be based on 
guesswork or unsupported claims. Faith can only be based on a revealed 
book to which people should adhere. 

At this point, the sarah exposes the reality on which they rely when 
holding to their absurd superstition that makes them offer false 
worship: “No indeed! They say, ‘We found our forefathers following this 
tradition and we find our guidance by following in their footsteps.” (Verse 
22) This is a ludicrous and baseless argument. It shows them to be 
content to follow their ancestors without thinking about or looking 
into the basis of their actions. Thus, they are no more than a herd of 
cattle driven to where it does not know. They are totally unaware of 
their destination or whether they are following the road leading to it. 

Being a message that seeks to free the human mind of all shackles, 

Islam rejects such abject following in the footsteps of ancestors. Every 
action should be determined on the basis of deliberate thinking and 
conscious choice. 
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Ac the end of this passage, the unbelievers are shown the fates of 
earlier communities that argued in the same vein and blindly followed 
their forefathers’ footsteps, rejecting the truth clearly presented to them 
by God’s messengers: “And thus it is: whenever, before your time, We 
sent a messenger to any community, the wealthy among them said: ‘We 
found our forefathers following this tradition and we are only following 
in their footsteps.’ He said: ‘Even though I bring you a guidance better 
than what you saw your forefathers following?’ They replied: ‘We reject 
the message you have been sent with.’ Therefore, We inflicted Our 
retribution on them. Reflect on how those who rejected the truth met 
their end.” (Verses 23-25) 

Thus we see that those who turn away from Divine guidance are of 

a similar nature and use the same arguments. They are blind to 
everything other than following in their forefathers’ footsteps. They 
close their minds to any new evidence, rejecting any new way even 
though it may be better, rely on solid argument and bring better results. 
Such a persistently deviant nature, which will not open its eyes or 
mind to the truth, deserves nothing but destruction. Such is the fate 
put before the unbelievers so that, perchance, they will take heed. 

— 

—) 
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Blindness Out of Choice 

Abraham said to his father and 
his people: ‘I renounce what you 
worship, (26) 

I worship none other than Him 

who brought me into being. It is 
He who will guide me.’ (27) 

He made this an abiding precept 
among his descendants so that 
they might always return [to 
God]. (28) 

I have allowed these people 
and their forefathers to enjoy 
their lives freely until the truth 
has come to them through a 
messenger who makes things 

clear. (29) 

Now that the truth has come to 
them, they say, “This is all sorcery, 
and we reject it outright.’ (30)   
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They also say, “Why was not this 
Qur'an revealed to some great 
man of the rwo cities?” (31) 

Is it they who apportion your 
Lord’s grace? It is We who deal 
out to them their livelihood in 

the life of this world, and raise 

some in rank above others, so 

that some of them may take 
others into rheir service. Your 

Lord’s grace is better than all that 
they can amass. (32) 

Were it nor rhat all people would 

become one community [of 
unbelievers], We would have 

provided those who now 

disbelieve in the Lord of Grace 

with roofs of silyer for houses, 

stairways on which to ascend, 

(33) 

gates, couches on which to 
recline, (34) 

and gold ornaments. Yet all this 
would have been nothing but the 
fleeting enjoyment of life in this 
world. It is the life to come that 
your Lord reserves for the God- 
fearing. (35)   
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We shall assign to whoever 

chooses to remain blind to the 

remembrance of the Lord of 

Grace an evil one as a comrade. 

(36) 

These [evil ones} turn them away 
from the right path, making 
them think that they are rightly 
guided. (37) 

When such a person comes to Us, 
he will say [to his comrade]: 

“Would that I was as far away 
from you as the East is from the 
West.’ Evil indeed are you for a 
comrade! (38) 

Because of your wrongdoing, it 
will not be of any benefit to you 
that you are now fo share your 
suffering. (39) 

Can you [Prophet] make the 
deaf hear? Or guide the blind or 

those who are in manifest error? 

(40) 

If We take you away, We shall 
inflict retribution on them; (41) 

and if We show you the 
fulfilment of what We have 
promised them... We have full 
power over them. (42)   
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Therefore, hold fast to what has 

been revealed to you: you certainly 
are on a straight path; (43) 

and it is an honour for you and 

your people. In time, you will all 
be called to account. (44) 

Ask any of the messengers We sent 

before you: ‘Did We ever appoint 
deities to be worshipped other 

than the Lord of Grace?’ (45) 

We sent Moses with Our message 

to Pharaoh and his nobles; and he 

said: ‘I am a messenger of the Lord 
of all the worlds,’ (46) 

but when he presented Our signs 

to them, they laughed at them, 

(47) 

yet each sign We showed them 
was greater than the preceding 
one. We put them through 
suffering so that they might 
return [to the right path]. (48) 

They said: ‘Sorcerer, pray to your 
Lord for us on the strength of the 
covenant He has made with you. 
We shall now follow the right 
way.” (49)   
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Yet when We removed their 
suffering they still broke their 
word. (50) 

Pharaoh proclaimed to his 
people, saying: ‘My people, is the 
kingdom of Egypt not mine, 
with all these rivers flowing at my 
feet? Do you not see? (51) 

Am I not better than this 
contemptible wretch who can 
hardly make his meaning clear? 

(52) 

Why have no bracelets of gold 
been given to him? Why have no 
angels come to accompany him?’ 

(53) 

Thus did he make fools of his 
people, and they obeyed him. 
They were people lost in evil. 

(54) 

When they incurred Our anger, 

We inflicted Our retribution on 

them and drowned them all; (55) 

and so We made them a thing of 

the past and an example for later 
generations. (56)   
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In the Shade of the Qur’an 

Overview 

The Quraysh, the major Arabian tribe living in Makkah at the time 

of the revelation of the Qur'an, used to say that they were Abraham's 
descendants, which was true. They also claimed that they followed 
Abrahams faith, which was untrue. Abraham espoused monotheism, 

clear and undistorted. It was for his belief in the One God that he 
abandoned his father and his people, after he was subjected to execution 
by burning. His religion is based on this basic belief. He urged his 
children and descendants to remain true to it. Thus, no trace of 
polytheism is ever found in his faith. 

In this section of the s#rah the Arabs are made to see this historical 
fact so that they might check their claims against it. The sérah also 
reports their objections to the Prophet Muhammad's message: “ They 
also say, ‘Why was not this Qur'an revealed to some great man of the two 

cities?” (Verse 31) It shows the basic flaw in this argument: not only 
does it disregard the true values on which God wants human life to be 
based but it also espouses false values which turn them away from true 
guidance. Once the truth is outlined, the s#rah tells them of the fate 
of those who prefer to remain blind to God’s remembrance. It also 
explains why such a choice was made which boils down to nothing 
less than following what Satan whispers. At the end of this section, 
the sarah consoles God’s messenger, who is grieved by their choice. 
He is told that he cannot make the blind see nor the deaf hear. They 
will have their due requital, whether he lives to see how God punishes 
them or God chooses to delay such punishment. He is directed, 
therefore, to hold fast to what is revealed to him as it represents the 
truth preached by all former messengers: “Ask any of the messengers We 
sent before you: Did We ever appoint deities to be worshipped other than 
the Lord of Grace?’ (Verse 45) 

In this section we are also given an episode from Moses’ story, which 
reflects the Arabs’ attitude to God’s messenger. It seems that the same 

objections are repeated again: Pharaoh and his people adhered to the 
same false values upheld by the pagan Arabs. 
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The Principle Abraham Urged 

Abraham said to his father and his people: ‘I renounce what you 
worship, I worship none other than Him who brought me into 
being. It is He who will guide me.’ He made this an abiding precept 
among his descendants so that they might always return [to God]. 
(Verses 26—28) 

The precept of monotheism rejected by the Quraysh was nothing 
but the belief advocated by Abraham, from whom they descended. 
It was this great principle that Abraham declared to his own father 
and people, thus rejecting their false creed, disowning their traditional 
worship. He did not adopt falsehood simply because his father and 
people practised it. In fact, he did not pay them any courtesy when 
he declared his rejection of it in a clear and emphatic statement quoted 
in the Qur'an: “J renounce what you worship, I worship none other 
than Him who brought me into being. It is He who will guide me.” 
(Verses 26-27) 

It appears from Abraham’s statement that although his people did 
not deny God's existence, they nonetheless assigned partners to Him 
and worshipped others beside Him. Therefore, Abraham disowned all 
those they worshipped other than God. He described God by His 
attribute that makes Him the One to be worshipped, which is the fact 
that He initiates and originates. It is He who deserves to be worshipped 
because He is the One who creates. He also stated his firm belief that 
God would give him guidance. He created him and He knew how to 
grant him guidance. 

Abraham clearly stated this precept of God’s oneness to which the 
whole universe testifies. He said it and made it “an abiding precept 
among his descendants so that they might always return [to God].” (Verse 
28) It fell to Abraham to have the largest share in establishing this 
precept in life, delivering it to future generations through his seed. A 
number of his descendants were prophets and messengers, among whom 
three belong to the very select group of messengers endowed with the 
strongest resolve. These three are Moses, Jesus and Muhammad (peace 
be upon them all). Today, scores of centuries after Abraham, more 
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than a billion people who follow the three Divine religions are indebted 
to Abraham for their belief in the fundamenral principle of God’s 
oneness. It was he who made it an abiding precept among his 
descendants. Many of them may abandon it, but it remains firm, clear 
and undistorted. Thus, people will always have a chance to return to 
God, their Creator, and worship Him. This represents a return to the 
truth, understanding it and holding firm to it. 

Mankind knew the principle of God’s oneness before Abraham, 
through many prophets such as Noah, Hid, Salih and perhaps Idris, 
as also through other messengers who did not have a continuous line 
of descendants who could revive and advocate the principle. It was, 
therefore, with Abraham that this principle took firm root on earth. It 
continued to be advocated by his descendants, with a continuous line 
of prophethood, up to the last messenger, Muhammad (peace be upon 
him), who descended from Abraham through his son, Ishmael, and 
who bore the greatest similarity to him.? Muhammad stated the 
principle of God’s oneness in its final and most comprehensive form, 
a form that influences every human activity and life concept. 

How did those Arabs, descending from Abraham, receive this principle? 
They had after all been far removed from it for generations. Indeed, 
they had forgotten Abraham's faith to the extent that the principle of 
God’s oneness was alien to them, viewed as exceedingly singular. They 
gave the Prophet preaching it a very bad reception, judging the Divine 
message by earthly standards. Hence, their criteria were flawed: 

I have allowed these people and their forefathers to enjoy their lives 
freely until the truth has come to them through a messenger who 
makes things clear. Now that the truth has come to them, they say, 
‘This is all sorcery, and we reject it outright.’ They also say, ‘Why 
was not this Quran revealed to some great man of the two cities.’ Is 
it they who apportion your Lord’ grace? It is We who deal out to 

  

2, Jabir quotes the Prophet as saying: “I have been shown earlier prophets. I found Moses 
(peace be upon him) to be a tall, slim cype of man, as though he belonged to the men of Shanii’'ah 
[One of the tribes of Yemen]. I saw Jesus (peace be upon him) and the person I know who has the 
closest similarity to him is ‘Urwah ibn Mas‘id. J saw Abraham (peace be upon him) and the one 
who bears closest similarity co him is your man, [meaning himself].”— al-Bukhari 
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them their livelibood in the life of this world, and raise some in 
rank above others, so that some of them may take others into their 
service. Your Lord’ grace is better than all that they can amass. 
Were it not that all people would become one community [of 
unbelievers], We would have provided those who now disbelieve in 

the Lord of Grace with roofs of silver for houses, stairways on which 
to ascend, gates, couches on which to recline, and gold ornaments. 
Yet all this would have been nothing but the fleeting enjoyment of 
life in this world. It is the life to come that your Lord reserves for the 
God-fearing. (Verses 29-35) 

The sé#rah turns to speak of those people present at the time of 
revelation: “J have allowed these people and their forefathers to enjoy 
their lives freely until the truth has come to them through a messenger 
who makes things clear.” (Verse 29) It is as though the srah is saying: 
‘Let us not talk about Abraham, for these people have no relation to 
him. We will discuss their situation specifically, which has no relevance 

to Abraham and what he advocated. God says that He allowed these 
people and their ancestors to enjoy life, providing them with much, 
and allowing them a long life, until the truth came to them in the 
shape of the Qur’an, and there came to them a messenger who stated 
things clearly. Nevertheless, “Now that the truth has come to them, 
they say, ‘This is all sorcery, and we reject it outright.” (Verse 30) 

The truth, which is always clearly manifest, cannot be confused with 
sorcery. What they said was conjecture and they were the first to know 
that it was false. The elders of the Quraysh could not have been blind 
to the truth of the message of the Qur'an, yet they aimed to deceive 
the masses: first by alleging that it was sorcery and secondly by 
reaffirming their rejection of it: “This is all sorcery, and we reject it 
outright.” (Verse 30) In this way, they sought to impress the masses by 
showing themselves to be confident of what they said. Like all who 
are deluded, the masses would then follow them. What the Quraysh 

elders feared most was that they might lose their influence over people. 
Should the people see the truth of the principle of God’s oneness, no 
leader would have any influence except within the framework of 
worshipping God alone. 
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Whom to Entrust with God’s Message 

The Qur’an describes their confused values and standards as they 

objected to the choice of Muhammad (peace be upon him) as the one 
to bring them light and the message of the truth: “They also say: Why 
was not this Qurdn revealed to some great man of the two cities?” (Verse 
31) The two cities they referred to were Makkah and Ta’if. The Prophet 
belonged to the most distinguished family in the clan of Hashim of 
the Quraysh tribe, which were the elite among Arabs. He was also 
known to be a man of high principles and fine manners, even before 
he was chosen as God’s messenger. However, he was not a tribal chief, 

while his environment placed much store on such considerations. Hence 
their objection: “Why was not this Qur'an revealed to some great man 
of the two cities? (Verse 31) 

God certainly knows best whom to entrust with His message. He 
chose the man whom He knew to be best suited to the task. Limitless 
is God in His glory! He chose a man whose paramount qualities were 
his morality and dedication, both of which are part of the nature and 
essence of the Islamic message. For the delivery of His message, He 
chose neither a tribal chief nor a man of wealth or social influence. 
This because He did not wish any earthly value to cast a shadow over 
the message bestowed from on high. It should neither be adorned with 
an earthly jewel nor be influenced by any alien effect. Thus, no one 
would embrace it to achieve ambition, and no one would seek it for 
unfair gain. 

With their narrow view of worldly pleasures and lack of awareness 

of the nature of the Divine message, the Arabs objected to the choice 
of Muhammad (peace be upon him) as God's messenger, suggesting 
that a recognized leader of either of the two cities would have been 
preferable. The sirah denounces their objections and reminds them of 
how God bestows His grace on whomever He chooses of His servants. 
It shows the flaw inherent in their concepts which confuse worldly 
values with Divine ones. It also makes clear to them how their values 
score in God’s accurate measure: “Js it they who apportion your Lord’ 
grace? It is We who deal out to them their livelihood in the life of this 
world, and raise some in rank above others, so that some of them may 
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take others into their service. Your Lord's grace is better than all that they 
can amass.” (Verse 32) 

How singular! What business do they have in apportioning God's 
grace when they cannot even determine their own provisions? Whatever 
comes their way of earthly provisions is determined by God, according 
to His wisdom and how He wants life on earth to progress: “Jt ts We 
who deal out to them their livelihood in the life of this world, and raise 
some in rank above others, so that some of them may take others into 
their service.” (Verse 32) 

People’s livelihood and provisions in this present life are influenced 
by their individual talents, life circumstances and social relations. The 
way they are shared out among individuals and communities is subject 
to all these factors. Its sharing, however, differs from one generation 
and society to another, according to the systems, relations and general 
circumstances of each. The one essential feature which has never been 
absent, even under the most government-controlled system, is that 

people’s shares are different. It has never happened that people receive 
equal shares, not even under artificial social orders claiming to enshrine 
absolute equality. 

The result is that some people are raised in rank above others; a 
situation that occurs in all societies and generations. The purpose for 
such difference is that “some of them may take others into their service.” 
(Verse 32) When the wheel of life turns, some people will inevitably 
be made to serve others. What is meant here is not that one class or 
one person should behave arrogantly towards another. This is a naive 
understanding that is unsuited to the Divine pronouncement. The 
significance of the statement is longer lasting than any change or 
development in human society. All mankind serve one another as the 
wheel of life turns with them all. The one whose provisions are stinted 
serves the one who is affluent, but the reverse is crue as well. Those 
who have plenty accumulate wealth, using it for their living and employ 
others who will then receive their provisions by virtue of their work. 
Each one thus serves another, and it is the difference in their livelihoods 

and their provisions that enable them to use one another in the course 
of life. Thus, a wotker is in the service of the engineer and the employer, 
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while the engineer is in the service of the employer and the worker, 
and the employer, in turn, serves both engineer and worker in like 
manner. All contribute to man’s assignment on earth through their 
differences in abilities, talents, livelihoods and incomes. 

I know that many advocates of government-controlled systems cite 

this verse in their criticism of Islam and its social and economic systems. 
I also think that some Muslims feel uneasy about this statement. They 
feel that they need to defend Islam against the charge of establishing 
distinction between people in their provisions so that some of them 
can take others into service. It is time, however, that the advocates of 
Islam should stand firm, feeling absolutely proud of their faith. They 
need not defend it against a trivial accusation that will always remain 
unsubstantiated, Islam states permanent facts that remain part of the 

nature of the universe for as long as life continues. 
It is part of the nature of human life chat it relies on differences 

between individual human beings with respect to their abilities and 
talents, as well as to the type of work each one can do and the degree 
of excellence a man or a woman can achieve. These differences are 

necessary to ensure the fulfilment of a wide range of roles needed to 

discharge man’s mission on earth. Had all human beings been copies 
of the same model, life on earth could not have survived. Numerous 
types of work would not have had corresponding abilities. They would 
have remained undone because there would not have been people who 
could do them. The One who created life and willed that it should 
steadily progress also created people with different talents and abilities 
to correspond to the different tasks that needed fulfilling. It is through 
such differences in roles that differences of livelihood and provisions 
occur. Such is the rule. 

Greater than Life’s Riches 

So much for people’s livelihood in this present life. Beyond it, 
however, is something far greater: “Your Lord's grace is better than all 
that they can amass.” (Verse 32) God bestows His grace on those whom 
He selects, knowing that they deserve it. There is, however, no 
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connection whatsoever between God’s grace and what people have in 
this present life. Nor is there any connection between it and the values 
of this world. Such lots are worthless according to God’s measure. 
Hence, they are given to good and bad people, while God’s grace is 
preserved for those whom He chooses. 

Earthly values are so petty and insignificant that had God so willed, 
He would have given them in plenty to those who disbelieve in Him. 
The only reason behind not doing so is that such plenty would then 
become a source of delusion, preventing many people from accepting 
the Divine faith: 

Were it not that all people would become one community [of 
unbelievers], We would have provided those who now disbelieve in 

the Lord of Grace with roofs of silver for houses, stairways on which 
to ascend, gates, couches on which to recline, and gold ornaments. 
Yer all this would have been nothing but the fleeting enjoyment of 
life in this world. It is the life to come that your Lord reserves for the 
God-fearing. (Verses 33-35) 

It is God who knows man’s weaknesses best and whar effect wealth 
and affluence have on him. Had it not been for the fact that people 
would be lured by such luxuries, God would have given to those who 
disbelieve in the Lord of Grace abundance in this world. He would 
have given them homes with roofs of silver and staircases made of 
gold. He would also have given them houses with many doors, indeed 
palaces with many couches to recline upon and gold ornaments as decor. 
Giving such luxuries in plenty to disbelievers clearly shows how 
worthless these items are on Gad’s scales. “ Yer all this would have been 
nothing but the fleeting enjoyment of life in this world.” (Verse 35) Ic is 
all no more than a fleeting enjoyment that lasts no more than this 
present life. Moreover, it is all no more than a crifling suited to this 
lower life. 

“It is the life ta come that your Lord reserves for the God-fearing.” 
(Verse 35) These are the ones who are honoured by God because 

they are God-fearing. He stores for chem what is better, greater in 
value and more lasting. He grants them what is special. They are 
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thus distinguished over those who deny God, the Lord of Grace, for 

these are only given the trifling enjoyments of this worldly life, which 
animals also share. 

Worldly luxuries, examples of which are given in these verses, dazzle 

large numbers of people, particularly when they see unbelievers enjoying 
such commodities while believers are deprived of them. They may see 
good believers suffering hardship while unbelievers enjoy power, wealth 
and high position. God knows the effects of such situations on the 
majority of people. Therefore, He explains to them how worthless 
these luxuries are in His unerring scales and how truly worthy what 
He has in store for believers is. A believing heart is reassured that God 
chooses only what is right and suitable for each group. The Makkan 
unbelievers who objected to God’s choice of a man whe had not been 
given much wealth rated people according to what they have of money 
and position. These verses make clear how trifling these are in God’s 
sight, so much so that He gives them to the worst of His creatures, the 
people whom He dislikes most. Hence, affluence and its like does not 
indicate a person's position with God. 

Thus the Qur’an puts matters in their right perspective, showing 
the basis on which provisions are given in both this life and the life 
to come and stating those values that are true and consistent. In doing 
so, it lays down the basic principles that are unaffected by life’s 
circumstances, developments, different creeds, social systems or 
environments. Life has its consistent, unchanging rules that govern 
its development. People who look only at changing appearances and 
do not reflect on the permanent rules rend to overlook this God- 
made law. They think that change applies to the essence of things as 
well as their form and appearance. Hence, they allege that the ever 
continuing march of life precludes the existence of permanent rules 

and values. The only law that they believe to be unchanging is that 
whereby everything undergoes continuous change. We, who believe 
in Islam, see in what is around us the truth of what God has stated: 
consistency and change are present, side by side, in every corner and 
aspect of the universe. The most obvious example before us is the 
difference in livelihood and provisions between people, and their 
varied causes and rates. 
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Which Type of Comrade 

The séirah moves on to explain the fate of those who are given plenty 
of the luxuries of this world but who remain unmindful of their duty 
of obedience to God and glorifying Him so as to deserve the great 
prize He grants on the Day of Judgement to those who fear Him: 

We shall assign to whoever chooses to remain blind to the 
remembrance of the Lord of Grace an evil one as a comrade. These 
[evil ones] turn them away from the right path, making them think 

that they are rightly guided. When such a person comes to Us, he 
will say [to his comrade}: ‘Would that I was as far away from you as 
the East is from the West.’ Evil indeed are you for a comrade! Because 
of your wrongdoing, it will not be of any benefit to you that you are 
now to share your suffering. (Verses 36~39) 

The Arabic text uses the term ‘ashd as the choice of unbelievers. 
This term signifies a tiredness of the eyes that prevents them from 
seeing things. It mostly occurs when facing a glaring light which the 
human eye cannot look into, or in the evening as darkness begins to 
descend when a weak eye cannot see things clearly. It may also be the 
result of illness. Its usage here, signifies blindness and a wilful turning 
away from God, the Lord of Grace. 

“We shall assign to whoever chooses to remain blind to the remembrance 
of the Lord of Grace an evil one as a comrade.” (Verse 36) It has been 

God’s will that when man chooses to neglect His remembrance, Satan 
finds his way to him and becomes his comrade, whispering to him 
and making evil things seem goodly and attractive. In the Arabic text, 
this verse is stated in the conditional form to express a consistent rule 
that makes the result inevitable when rhe cause occurs. Thus the evil 
comrade will certainly turn his comrade away from the right path, 
even though such a person may continue to think that he is on the 
right track: “These [evil ones] turn them away from the right path, 
making them think that they are rightly guided.” (Verse 37) This is the 
worst thing that one comrade can do for another: turning him away 
from the right path and not allowing him to wake up or reflect on 
what he is doing. Instead, he keeps him deluded, thinking that he is 
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doing well, until he comes face to face with his inevitable end. Note, 

too, that the verse uses the present tense, implying that this is going 
on now before the eyes of onlookers, though those who are blind do 
Not see it. 

The end comes all of a sudden while they are still deluded: “When 
such a person comes to Us, he will say [to his comrade]: ‘Would that I was 
as far away from you as the East is from the West.” (Verse 38) In an 
instant we move from this present world to the next. Those who chose 
to be blind unexpectedly arrive at their destination and wake up like a 
drunken person regains his consciousness. They open their weak eyes 
and each one of them looks at his evil comrade who led him to ruin 
while assuring him of safety. He is so enraged with him that he says to 
him: “Would that I was as far away from you as the East is from the 
West. Evil indeed are you for a comrade? (Verse 38) I wish I had never 
met you and that a great gulf had existed between us. The s#rah then 
makes this comment on the exchange between the two comrades: “Evil 
indeed are you for a comrade! (Verse 38) 

As the curtain drops on them both, we hear a word that crushes all 
hope for them: “Because of your wrongdoing, it will not be of any benefit 
to you that you are now to share your suffering.” (Verse 39) The suffering 
of each is given in full measure. It is not something to share out among 
them so as to reduce its effect. 

Making the Deaf Hear 

The siirah now addresses the Prophet with a word of consolation so 
that he does not grieve about those who turned away from him, 

disbelieving in his message. It encourages him to hold on to the cruth 
revealed to him from on high, as it is the same word of truth given to 
every messenger of God: 

Can you [Prophet] make the deaf hear? Or guide the blind or those 
who are in manifest error? If We take you away, We shall inflict 
retribution on them; and if We show you the fulfilment of what We 
have promised them... We have full power over them. Therefore, 
hold fast to what has been revealed to you: you certainly are on a 
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straight path; and tt is an honour for you and your people. In time, 
you will all be called to account. Ask any of the messengers We sent 
before you: ‘Did We ever appoint deities to be worshipped other than 
the Lord of Grace?’ (Verses 40-45) 

This point is repeated several times in the Qur'an to comfort the 
Prophet and to explain the nature of guidance and error, arrributing 
them both to God’s will. They are part of the task assigned to God’s 
messengers, (peace be upon them all). Here the sé#rah puts clear lines 
between man’s limited power, even at its strongest level given to 
prophets, and God's free and unrestricted power. It emphasizes God’s 
oneness in one of the most inspiring images in the Quran. 

“Can you [Prophet] make the deaf hear? Or guide the blind or those 
who are in manifest error?’ (Verse 40) They are neither deaf nor blind, 

but akin to both in so far as they have chosen to turn away from 
Divine guidance and follow error. The task assigned to the Prophet is 
to put the facts before the ones who hear and to guide those who see. 
When people shut down their receptive faculties and refuse to listen to 
the discourse addressing their hearts and souls, the Prophet can do 

nothing for them. There is no way, then, that he can guide them to 
the truth. He should not grieve over their error, after having fulfilled 

his task to che best of his ability. 
When the Prophet has done his duty, God will now determine 

matters: “Jf We take you away, We shall inflict retribution on them; and 
if We show you the fulfilment of what We have promised them... We 
have full power over them.” (Verses 41-42) The case is resolved either 

way. Should the Prophet die first, God will determine the punishment 
of those who rejected his message. If, on the other hand, he remains 

alive uncil che fulfilment of what they were warned against, God is 
certainly able to mete out what His warnings contain. They cannot 
escape. What He determines will take place. In either case, the matter 
is subject to His will. The message is His, while the Prophet is only 
His messenger. 

“Therefore, hold fast to what has been revealed to you: you certainly 
are on @ straight path.” (Verse 43) Hold on to what you have been 
given and go along your way, reassured, caring little for them and what 
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they do. For, “you certainly are on a straight path.” It will neither bend 
nor deviate. This faith is closely related to the essential truth of the 
universe. It is consistent with the basic law that governs the universe. 
It leads its follower to the Lord Creator, safe from all error and 
deviation. God reassures His messenger, re-emphasizing this truth. The 
advocates of Islam in subsequent generations should find in it 
reassurance and comfort, even though they may suffer a great deal at 
the hands of those who have gone astray. 

“And it is an honour for you and your people. In time, you will all be 
called to account.” (Verse 44) This verse may be understood in two 
ways: this Qur'an is a reminder to you and your people, and you will 
be questioned about it on the Day of Judgement. Now that you have 
been given this reminder, you are left with no argument if you fail to 
follow it. Alternatively, it means that the Qur’an is an honour that 
raises the standing of the Prophet and his people. This is what has 
taken place in reality. As for the Prophet, hundreds of millions of 
people pray to God at all times of the day and night to bless him and 
grant him peace; this for more than fourteen centuries. Hundreds of 
millions of hearts will continue to love him and bless him until the 
end of time. As for his people, they were very much on the margin of 
life until the Qur’an was revealed, giving them the leading role in 
human history. When they carried its message to the world, they had 
its leadership, but only for as long as they held on to the Qur’an. 
When they abandoned it, they were reduced to the lowest level among 
humanity. They were left at the tail end after once having been 
distinguished leaders. Those people whom God has chosen to carry 
His message and to assume mankind’s leadership will face a great 
responsibility should they abandon their trust: “you will all be called to 
account.” (Verse 44) Of the two interpretations, I prefer this second 

meaning as it is broader in scope. 
“Ask any of the messengers We sent before you: ‘Did We ever appoint 

deities to be worshipped other than the Lord of Grace?” (Verse 45) God's 
oneness is the central point of Divine religion ever since the first of 
His messengers. On what basis, then, do those who worship other 
beings rely? The Qur'an states this truth here in a unique image that 
shows the Prophet asking the messengers before him whether God has 
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appointed deities to be worshipped other than Himself. The very 
question implies its definitive and categorical answer, given by each 
and every one of God’s messengers. It is a very pleasing image, one 
that employs a strong, inspiring and effective style. 

Needless to say, there are gulfs of time and place between the Prophet 
Muhammad (peace be upon him) and the messengers who went before 
him. There is also the gulf between life and death, which is far greater 
than the gulfs of time and place. Yet all these gulfs totally disappear 
before the essential truth of the unity of the Divine message based on 
God’s oneness. It is this truth that remains solidly present while 
considerations of time, place, life and death, as also of all changing 

phenomena, disappeat. The dead and the living all testify to it at all 
times, Such are the connotations of this remarkable Qur’anic statement. 

However, in relation to the Prophet and his brothers, the messengers 
of God sent before him, and their bond with their Lotd, nothing is 
considered far or near. At any Divine moment, all barriers are removed, 
and the essential, fundamental truth appears in full colour. It is the 
truth of all existence that transcends all barriers of time, place, shape 
and image. At this moment, the Prophet asks and receives the answer, 

as happened to him on his night journey when he led all earlier prophets 
in prayer. 

When we look at such a statement, it is better for us not to think of 
limitations in our life. What is familiar to us in life is by no means the 
total law governing the entire universe. We should remember that we 
only know some of the phenomena operating in the universe and see 
some of their effects when we recognize an aspect of its laws. There are 
barriers in our constitutional make-up and in our senses that limit our 
perception to what is familiar to us. Beyond that, there is a realm that 
we cannot fathom. . 

The Same Old Argument 

The szrah continues to console the Prophet in the face of the 
objections raised about God’s choice of him as the messenger by the 
chiefs of his people, people who upheld the false values of the present 
world. In this context, the s#rah relates an episode from Moses’ history 
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depicting how Pharaoh and his people also upheld the same values. 
The Quraysh elders said: “Why was not this Qur'an revealed to some 
great man of the two cities? (Verse 31) In former times, Pharaoh took 
pride in his power and kingdom, arrogantly asking: “Js the kingdom of 
Egypt not mine, with all these rivers flowing at my feet? Do you not see?” 
(Verse 51) Proud and arrogant, he pointed to Moses, God’s prophet 
and messenger, who had no great worldly wealth or position, and said: 
“Am I not better than this contemptible wretch who can hardly make his 
meaning clear?’ (Verse 52) Pharaoh also made a suggestion similar to 

the unbelieving Quraysh: “Why have no bracelets of gold been given to 
him? Why have no angels come to accompany him?” (Verse 53) It sounds 
like a musical recording, played over and over again. 

The sirah shows how the deluded masses responded, despite the 

miracles shown by Moses and the tests to which they were subjected. 
Every time a hardship befell chem, they would cry out to Moses to pray 
to his Lord to lift their affliction. The s#rah also explains the fate they 
suffered after they failed to heed the warning: “When they incurred Our 
anger, We inflicted Our retribution on them and drowned them all: and 
so We made them a thing of the past and an example for later generations.” 
(Verses 55—56) Yet these later unbelievers still do not take heed. 

Throughout this episode, the uniry of the Divine message is clearly 
apparent. Similarly, the nature of the tyrannical elders and their 
reception of the message of the truth is the same. They all cling to the 
trivial values of this world. We also see the nature of the masses who 
are easily led astray by their leaders. 

We sent Moses with Our message to Pharaoh and his nobles; and he 

said: IT am a messenger of the Lord of all the worlds,’ but when he 

presented Our signs to them, they laughed at them. (Verses 46-47) 

The episode starts with a very brief reference to the first meeting 
between Moses and Pharaoh, as a prelude to the main point intended 
here, which is to portray the similariry of the objections made by 
Pharaoh and the pagan Arabs, as also their similar values. It sums up 
the nature of Moses’ message in these words: “I am a messenger of the 
Lord of all the worlds.” (Verse 46) It is the same truth stated by every 
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messenger: that he is ‘a messenger’ sent by ‘the Lord of all the worlds’. 
The sérah then provides a very quick reference to the signs given to 
Moses, adding how the people received these: “When he presented Our 
signs to them, they laughed at them.” (Verse 47) The arrogant and the 

ignorant always behave this way. 
This is followed by a reference to the testing hardships God inflicted 

on Pharaoh and his people, which are detailed in other sérahs: 

Yet each sign We showed them was greater than the preceding one. 
We put them through suffering so that they might return [to the 
right path]. They said: ‘Sorcerer, pray to your Lord for us on the 
strength of the covenant He has made with you. We shall now follow 
the right way.’ Yet when We removed their suffering they still broke 
their word. (Verses 48-50) 

The signs shown by Moses did not provide enough motivation for 
people ro believe, yet each was greater than the one before it. This 
confirms what God says in several places that such signs do not provide 
guidance to a heart if it is not ready to listen, and that God’s messengers 
cannot make the deaf hear or the blind see. What is most singular in 
what God describes of Pharaoh's and his people's attitude is that when 
they spoke to Moses, they said: “Sorcerer, pray to your Lord for us on 
the strength of the covenant He has made with you. We shall now follow 
the right way.” (Verse 49) They appeal to him to do his best to lift 
their hardship, yet they address him as ‘sorcerer’. They also say, ‘Pray to 
your Lord while he tells them that he is ‘a messenger from the Lord of 
all the worlds, not his own special Lord to whom only he and a few 
followers submit. Neither miracles nor God’s messenger’s words 
touched their hearts, despite their promise: “We shall now follow the 
right way.” Such promises are often forgotten: “Yet when We removed 
their suffering they still broke their word.” (Verse 50) 

The masses may be influenced by miracles, and the truth may find 
its way to their hearts that have long been deceived. To forestall this, 
Pharaoh appeared before them in his full regalia, adorned in splendour. 
He tried to deceive them with a superficial argument, one that 
unfortunately appeals to those who have long endured ryranny: 
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Pharaoh proclaimed to his people, saying: ‘My people, is the kingdom 
of Egypt not mine, with all these rivers flowing at my feet? Do you 
not see? Am I not better than this contemptible wretch who can 
hardly make his meaning clear? Why have no bracelets of gold 
been given to him? Why have no angels come to accompany him?’ 
(Verses 51-53) 

The kingdom of Egypt and the rivers flowing at Pharaoh’s feet are 
there, before their very eyes. The masses are deluded by such apparent 
power and splendour. By contrast, the kingdom of the heavens and 
earth, and all that is between them, compared to which Egypt is no 
more than a little particle, requires believing hearts to perceive. Only 
such believers can draw the right comparison. Under the yoke of tyranny 
that has long subjugated them, the masses are dazzled by the glitter 
they see before them. They do not stretch their minds to reflect on the 
kingdom of the universe and to whom it belongs. 

Pharaoh knew how to manipulate his people’s hearts and delude 
them with his riches: “Am J not better than this contemptible wretch 
who can hardly make his meaning clear? (Verse 52) What he meant by 

referring to ‘this contemptible wretch’ was that Moses was not a king, a 
prince, or a man of power or wealth. Or perhaps he meant that Moses 
belonged to the Israelites, a wretched and enslaved community in Egypt. 
His other description of Moses as one ‘who can hardly make his meaning 
clear refers to his speech impediment. By the time of this encounter 
with Pharaoh, however, Moses was cured of this by God in answer to 
his prayer: “My Lord, open up my heart [to Your light], and make my 
mission easy for me, and free my tongue from its impediment, so that 
people may understand what I say.” (20: 25-28) Nothing now 
prevented him from making his meaning clear. In the eyes of the masses, 
Pharaoh, with his terrestrial kingdom, was better than Moses, even 

though he had the word of truth, was a prophet, and advocated the 
faith that ensured safety from hell. 

“Why have no bracelets of gold been given to him?’ (Verse 53) Is such 
a petty thing as a gold bracelet needed to confirm a Divine message? Is 
a mere trifling to be valued as greater than the miracles God gave to 
His messenger? Or, perhaps, Pharaoh meant chat Moses should have 
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been crowned as king to give him power as well as the message. “Why 
have no angels come to accompany him? (Verse 53) This is yet another 
deceptive objection, one that is often levelled at God’s messengers. 

“Thus did he make fools of his people, and they obeyed him. They 
were people lost in evil.” (Verse 54) That tyrants make fools of their 

people is a familiar story. First of all, they isolate their peopte from 
all sources of knowledge, withholding the facts until they are 
forgotten and no longer soughr after. They use all types of influences 
until their minds are fully convinced of them. Thereafter, it is easy 
to make fools of them and lead them wherever they want them to 
go. Yet no tyrant can do this to his people unless they are transgressors, 
turning away from God’s straight path after having abandoned the 
standards of His faith. Conversely, it is extremely difficult to try to 
delude believers or make fools of them. Hence, the Qur’dn gives the 
reason for the response Pharaoh received from his people: “Thus did 
he make fools of bis people, and they obeyed him. They were people lost 
in evil.” (Verse 54) 

The time of tests, warnings and education was over. God was fully 
aware that these people would not believe. The masses willingly 
obeyed Pharaoh, an arrogant tyrant, turning a blind eye to God’s 
light and His clear signs. Therefore, the warning had to be fulfilled 
and God’s word was issued: “When they incurred Our anger, We 
inflicted Our retribution on them and drowned them all; and so We 
made them a thing of the past and an example for later generations.” 
(Verses 55—56) 

Here, God is speaking about Himself in the context of retribution 
inflicted on people whom He destroyed. This is meant to highlight 
His limitless power. What the s#rah describes is a situation where these 
people were guilty of a great crime incurring God’s anger. Therefore, 
“We inflicted Our retribution on them and drowned them al? , meaning 

Pharaoh, the notables among his people and his army. In this way did 
they meet their end when they tried to pursue Moses and his people. 
God made of them the ancestors of every erring generation. He also 
set them as “an example for later generations” . (Verse 56) Hence, later 
communities should learn their story and benefit from the lessons it 
delivers. 

249



In the Shade of the Qur'an 

Thus, this episode of Moses’ story reflects similar attitudes to those 
of the pagan Arabs as they confronted God’s last messenger. It is 
mentioned here so as to comfort and support the Prophet and those 
who believed with him. It warns the unbelievers against a fate similar 
to that of earlier people. This is one example of how the Qur'an uses 
a historical account as an edifying narrative. The s#rah then gives us 
an episode from Jesus’ story against the backdrop of the Arabs’ 
argument in defence of their worship of angels and the comparison 
they cite, as some Christians worship Jesus. This is given in the last 
passage of the sarah. 
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When Friends Turn Enemies 

Whenever the son of Mary is 
cited as an example, your people 
raise an outcry, (57) 

saying: ‘Who is better: our 
deities or he?’ They cite him only 
to challenge you. They are 
contentious people. (58) 

He was but a servant of Ours 

whom We had favoured and 

made an example to the Children 
of Israel. (59) 

Had it been Our will, We could 

have made you angels, succeeding 
one another on earth. (60) 

He is a portent of the Last Hour. 
Have no doubt about it, but 
follow Me: this is a straight path. 

(61) 

Let not Satan debar you; for he 
is your sworn enemy. (62)   
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When Jesus came with clear signs, 
he said: ‘E have come to you with 
wisdom, and to make clear to 

you some of that on which you 
differ. Therefore, fear God and 

follow me. (63) 

God is my Lord and your Lord: 
so worship Him alone. This is a 
straight path.’ (64) 

Yet are the sects at variance 

among themselves. Woe, then, to 

the wrongdoers for the painful 

suffering that will befall them on 
a prievous day. (65) 

What are they waiting for other 
than the Last Hour, which will 

come upon them all of a sudden 

and take them unawares? (66) 

On that Day, friends wiill 
become enemies to one another, 

except for the God-fearing. (67) 

You, servants of Mine, no fear 
need you have today, nor shall 
you grieve. (68) 

You, who have believed in Our 

revelations and surrendered 

yourselves to Us, (69)   
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enter paradise, you and your 

spouses, in pure happiness. (70) 

They will be waited upon with 
trays and goblets of gold; and 
there will be found all that the 
souls may desire and the eyes may 
delight in. There you shall abide. 

(71) 

This is the garden that shall be 
your own on account of what 
you used to do. (72) 

You shall have there fruits in 

abundance, from which to eat. 

(73) 

The evildoers shall abide in the 

suffering of hell. (74) 

Tt will not be lightened for them; 
they will remain in utter despair. 

(75) 

We never wronged them; ir was 
they who have wronged them- 

selves. (76) 

They will cry, “Malik, if only 
your Lord would put an end to 
us!’ He will answer: “You are here 
to stay.” (77)   
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We have brought the truth to 
you, but most of you abhor the 
truth. (78) 

If they have resolved on some 
scheme, We have a scheme of 

Our own. (79) 

Or do they think that We do not 
hear their secret talk and their 

private counsel? Indeed We do, 
and Our messengers are with 
them, recording all. (80) 

Say: ‘If the Lord of Grace had a 
son, I would be the first to 
worship him.’ (81) 

Limitless in His glory is the Lord 
of the heavens and earrh, the 

Lord of the Throne: He is far 

above their false descriptions. 

(82) 

Leave them to indulge in idle talk 
and play until they face the Day 
they have been promised. (83) 

It is He alone who is God in 

heaven and God on earth; He 

alone is the Wise, the All- 

Knowing. (84)   
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Blessed is He to whom so- 
vereignty over the heavens and 
the earth and all that is berween 
them belongs, and with whom 

the knowledge of the Last Hour 
rests, and to whom you shall be 
brought back. (85) 

Those whom they invoke beside 
Him have no power of inter- 
cession, unlike those who know 

the truth and bear witness to it. 

(86) 

Yet if you ask them who created 
them they are sure to answer, 
‘God.’ How is it, then, that they 

are so misled? (87) 

And [the Prophet] says: ‘My 
Lord, these are people who will 

not believe.’ (88) 

Still, bear with them and say, 

‘Peace,’ for in time they will 
come to know. (89)   
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Overview 

In chis final passage, the s#rah picks up the legends the pagan Arabs 
weaved around their worship of angels. It refers to one of the arguments 
they used to defend their absurd beliefs. It was a futile argument that 
reflected no attempt to arrive at the truch; it was more an exercise in 
polemics. They had been told that both they and what they worshipped 
were bound for hell. The reference here being to their idols that were
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first intended as representations of angels, but which were later 
worshipped as deities. They were told that whoever worshipped anything 
other than God will be in hell together with the thing worshipped. In 
response, some of them cited the example of Jesus, who was worshipped 

by some of those who deviated from true Christianity. They asked 
whether Jesus would also be in hell? This was nothing but idle argument. 

They also claimed that they were better guided than the Christians who 
worshipped Jesus, a human being, while they worshipped the angels, 
God’s daughters. All this was no more than compounded falsehood. In 
connection with this, the s#rah gives an account of Jesus, explaining the 

truth about him and his message, and the differences that gripped his 

people both before and after him. 
Addressing all those who deviate from the true faith, the s#rah warns 

them against the sudden coming of the Last Hour. It moves on to 
portray a long scene of the Day of Judgement, giving an image of 
lasting happiness for the God-fearing and one of painful suffering for 
the guilty. Furthermore, the si#rah negates their legends concerning 
the angels, makes it clear that God is free of all that they allege 
concerning Him and outlines some of His attributes, including His 

complete ownership of both this life and the life to come. The sérah 
concludes with a directive to the Prophet to be forbearing and to turn 
away from the unbelievers. They will come to know what is there to 
be known. This is an implicit warning to those who continue to argue 
after things have been made very clear. 

Arguing About Jesus 

Whenever the son of Mary is cited as an example, your people raise 
an outcry, saying: ‘Who ts better: our deities or he? They cite him 
only to challenge you. They are contentious people. He was but a 
servant of Ours whom We had favoured and made an example to 
the Children of Israel. Had it been Our will, We could have made 
you angels, succeeding one another on earth. He is a portent of the 
Last Hour. Have no doubt about it, but follow Me: this is a straight 
path, Let not Satan debar you; for he is your sworn enemy. When 
Jesus came with clear signs, he said: ‘I have come to you with wisdom, 
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and to make clear to you some of that on which you differ. Therefore, 
fear God and follow me. God is my Lord and your Lord: so worship 
Him alone. This is a straight path. Yet are the sects at variance 
among themselves. Woe, then, to the wrongdoers for the painful 
suffering that will befall them on a grievous day. (Verses 57-65) 

In his biography of the Prophet, Ibn Ishaq gives the following 
report: 

The Prophet sat with al-Walid ibn al-Mughirah in the Sacred 
Mosque, and they were joined by al-Nadr ibn al-Harith. There 
were a few other men from the Quraysh. The Prophet spoke to 
them, but al-Nadr interrupted him. The Prophet argued with 
him until he silenced him. He then read to them a passage of the 
Qur'an that included the verse that says: “You and all that you 
were wont to worship instead of God are but the fuel of hell: that is 
what you are destined for.” (21: 98) The Prophet then left. 

Then came ‘Abdullah ibn al-Ziba ‘ri of the Tamim tribe who 
sat with them. Al-Walid said to him: ‘Al-Nadr was no match for 
Muhammad. Indeed Muhammad said that both we and the deities 

we worship will be the fuel of hell.’ Ibn al-Ziba ‘ri said: ‘Had I 
been the one who argued with him I would have won. Ask 
Muhammad wherher everyone worshipped other than God will 
be in hell together with those worshipping him. Well, we worship 
the angels, and the Jews worship Ezra, while the Christians worship 
Jesus, son of Mary.’ Al-Walid and those who were in the Mosque 
admired what Ibn al-Ziba ‘ri had said and felt that he put forward 
a winning argument. When this was mentioned to the Prophet, 
he said: ‘Anyone who likes to be worshipped in place of God will 
be joined to those who worship him. These people only worship 
Satan and whoever Satan orders them to worship.’ God then 
revealed the verse that says: “But those for whom [the decree of] 
ultimate good has already gone forth from Us will be kept far away 
from that hell.” (21: 101) This means that Jesus, Ezra and other 

rabbis and priests who were sincere in their fairh, but were then 
worshipped as deities by later people will be safe from hell. 
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Furthermore, concerning the argument about Jesus being 
worshipped and the admiration of the argument by al-Walid ibn 
al-Mughirah and others, God revealed the verse that says: 
“Whenever the son of Mary is cited as an example, your people raise 
an outcry.” (Verse 57) 

In al-Kashshaf, a commentary on the Qur'an, al-Zamakhshari gives 
a broadly similar report, without mentioning its source. Both reports 
show clearly how argumentative the pagan Arabs were. They were 
exactly as the Qur'an describes them: “They are contentious people”. 
(Verse 58) They were certainly skilful in dispute. They realized what 

the Qur'an and the Prophet meant, but they tried hard to twist its 
meaning, indulged in polemics, exploiting the fact that the Qur’anic 
statement was general in irs implication. This is characteristic of 
everyone who is devoid of sincerity, seeking to manipulate words and 
phrases in order to twist what was a clear meaning. Therefore, the 
Prophet strictly prohibited contentious arguments. Abii Umamah, a 
Companion of the Prophet, reports: “The Prophet came out once 
only to find some people involved in argument concerning the Qur'an. 
He was so angry that he looked as though vinegar had been poured 
over his face. He then said to them: ‘Do not argue about God’s book 
citing parts of it against other parts. No community strays into error 
unless they are given to contentious argument.’ He then quoted the 
Quranic verse that says: ‘They cite him only to challenge you. They are 
contentious people.’ (Verse 58) 

Another possible interpretation of the statement, “Who is better: our 
deities or he?” is supported by the general drift of the verses referring to 
their legend about the angels. What they meant is that their worship 
of the angels is better than the Christians’ worship of Jesus, because 
the angels are closer to God in their nature and descent. Exalted is God 
above all that they allege. Thus, the statement, ‘They cite him only to 
challenge you. They are contentious people’, serves as a reply to Ibn al- 
Ziba ‘ri as suggested earlier. Moreover, it means that their citing of 
what the Christians worship is invalid, because it deviates from the 
truth of God’s oneness. It is not right to compare one deviation from 
the truch with another; they are all false. This interpretation is reasonable. 
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Hence, the s#rah makes the following comment: “He was but a 
servant of Ours whom We had favoured and made an example to the 
Children of Israel.” (Verse 59) He was no deity to be worshipped, even 
though some Christians deviated from the true path and did worship 
him. He was only a favoured servant of God, and no blame attaches to 
him for the fact that people worshipped him. God granted him favours 
so that he would be an example for the Children of Israel to follow. 
However, they forgot the lesson and went astray. 

The si#rah discusses the Arabs’ legend about the angels, making it 
clear that they are part of God’s creation. Had God willed, He would 
have made the angels succeed them on earth, or He would have 
transformed. some people into angels to succeed them: “Had it been 
Our will, We could have made you angels, succeeding one another on 
earth.” (Verse 60) All questions of creation are determined by God; 

whatever He wills to create will surely come into existence. None of 
His creation has any relation to Him other than that of a created being 
with its Creator, a servant with its Master. 

Another statement about Jesus reminds them of the Last Hour 

which they denied: “He is a portent of the Last Hour. Have no doubt 
about it, but follow Me: this is a straight path. Let not Satan debar you; 
Jor he is your sworn enemy.” (Verses 61-62) A number of the Propher’s 

statements speak of Jesus’ second coming, a short time before the Last 
Hour. This is perhaps what is indicated in the statement: “He is a portent 
of the Last Hour.’ It means that he informs of its approach. Abi 
Hurayrah quotes the Prophet as saying: “By Him who holds my soul 
in His hand, the son of Mary is about to come back among you, 
serving as a just arbiter. He will break the cross, kill the pig and abolish 
tribute money. Wealth will be so abundant that no one will accept 
money. Indeed one prostration before God will be better than this 
whole world and all that it contains.” [Related by Malik, al-Bukhari, 
Muslim and Abi Dawiid.] Jabir quotes the Prophet as saying: “A group 
of my community will ever continue to fight, holding on to the truth, 
until the Day of Judgement. Jesus, son of Mary, will then come down 
and their commander will say to him: ‘Come and lead us in prayer.’ 
He will reply: “No. Some of you lead others.’ This is just an aspect of 
honour God has granted to this community.” [Related by Muslim.] 
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All this belongs to the realm beyond our perception. We are informed 
of it by the Prophet who tells the truth and references to it are given in 
the Qur’an. No human being has any say in this other than what has 
been stated in these two sources. 

“He is a portent of the Last Hour. Have no doubt about it, but follow 
Me: this is a straight path.” (Verse 61) They had strong doubts about 
the coming of the Last Hour, but the Qur'an calls on them to be 
certain of it. Likewise, they steered away from guidance and the Qur’an 
urges them, through God’s messenger, to follow him along the straight 
path which ensures that its travellers will not go astray. It makes it 
clear to them that their deviation is only the result of their following 
Satan when they would be better advised to follow God’s messenger: 
“Let not Satan debar you; for he is your sworn enemy.” (Verse 62) The 
Qur’an always reminds people of the on-going battle between them 
and Satan that has been raging since the time of Adam, their first father, 
and the first encounter in heaven. No one can be more heedless than 
one who knows that a watchful, sworn enemy is deliberately waiting 
for a chance to attack him and yet does not take care to protect himself. 
On the contrary, he moves closer to the determined enemy and even 
follows his lead. 

Islam places man in the midst of this ever-raging battle with Satan. 
It assigns to him gains that are beyond anyone’s imagination, should 
he be victorious. Likewise, his loss, should he be defeated, is beyond 
anyone's reckoning. Thus, Islam steers man’s fighting ability to this 
on-going battle which asserts the humanity of man, giving him his 
special position among the rest of creatures. Thus, the highest aim for 
man on earth is to achieve victory against his enemy, Satan. Once he 
does, he overcomes evil and wickedness and establishes firm roots of 
goodness and purity. 

The s#rah now speaks about Jesus, stating the truth about him and 
what he preached, and how his people differed about him, both before 
and after his time: 

When Jesus came with clear signs, he said: ‘I have come to you with 
wisdom, and to make clear to you some of that on which you differ. 
Therefore, fear God and follow me. God is my Lord and your Lord: 
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so worship Him alone. This is a straight path. Yee are the sects at 
variance among themselves. Woe, then, to the wrongdoers for the 
painful suffering that will befall them on a grievous day. (Verses 

63-65) 

Thus, Jesus came to his people wich clear signs, whether miracles 
God granted him or teachings that lead along the right way. He said to 
his people: ‘I have come to you with wisdom . Whoever is granted wisdom 
is indeed granted much of what is good, and he is safe and assuted of 
his way. Jesus’ mission also clarified for them some of the questions 
over which they differed. Indeed, they diffeted on many aspects of the 
law of Moses, allowing their variances to split them into hostile factions. 
Jesus also invited them to maintain their fear of God and to obey him 
in the Divine message he delivered to them. He declared the principle 
of God’s oneness in full clarity, admitting no compromise in it: “God 

is my Lord and your Lord: so worship Him alone.” (Verse 64) He never 
said that he was God, nor that he was God’s son. He never made any 
reference to any relationship between him and God other than that of 
his being God’s servant. Furthermore, he stated that his message 
demarcated a straight path without bend or error. Yet those who came 
after him disputed much, splitting into factions like those who preceded 
him. In this they were wrongdoers, relying on no sure information. 
Hence, the warning: “Woe, then, to the wrongdoers for the painful 
suffering that will befall them on a grievous day.” (Verse 65) 

Jesus’ message was addressed to the Children of Israel. They were 
awaiting his coming to save them from their humiliating bondage to 
the Romans. Yet when he came, they denied and opposed him. Indeed, 
they even plotted to get him crucified. Jesus found them divided into 
numerous sects, the most important of which were as follows: 

1. The Sadducees, named after Zadok, whose family retained 
custody of the Temple since the time of David and Solomon. 
According to their law, he must have been a descendant of Aaron, 
Moses’ brother. For, custody of the Temple belonged to Aaron's 
descendants. Holding such an office, they were vety strict on 
detailed worship rituals, denouncing any deviation. Nevertheless, 
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in personal matters, they were lax, enjoying life's pleasures. They 
denied the Day of Resurrection. 

2. The Pharisees. They were in dispute with the Sadducees, objecting 
to their strict observation of worship rituals while denying the 
Day of Resurrection. Their most common characteristic was their 
disregard of worldly pleasures, even though some of them took 
pride in their knowledge. Jesus denounced such an attitude. 

3. The Samaritans. They were a mixture of Jews and Assyrians. 
They believed only in the Pentateuch, or the first five books of 
the Old Testament. They denied the later books accepted by 
other Jews as part of their scripture. 

4. The Essenes, or Essenians. These were influenced by some 
philosophical doctrines, living in isolation of other Jewish sects. 
Theirs was an ascetic, strictly organized sect. 

In addition, there were numerous other sects that gave rise to much 
confusion in Jewish beliefs and traditions. The Jews at the time 

tolerated humiliation under the Romans, and awaited their deliverance 
at the hands of the Messiah. When the Messiah, Jesus Christ, came 

to them declaring that ‘God is my Lord and your Lord: so worship 
Him alone’, and preaching a law of tolerance and spiritualism, he 
was opposed by the professional clerics who gave paramount 
importance to rituals. He is reported to have said about them: “They 
make loads that are hard to carry and lay them on the shoulders of 
the people. However, they are not willing to lift a finger to move 
them. They do everything to attract people's attention. They make 
their headbands large and the tassels on their shawls long. They love 
the place of honour at dinners and the front seats in synagogues. 
They love to be greered in the marketplaces and to have people call 
them Rabbi.” (Matthew 23: 4-7) He is also quoted as addressing 

them thus: “You, blind guides! You strain gnats out of your wine, 
but you swallow camels. How horrible it will be for you, scribes and 
Pharisees! You hypocrites! You clean the outsides of cups and dishes. 
But inside they are full of greed and uncontrolled desires. You blind 
Pharisees! First clean the inside of the cups and dishes so that the 
outside may also be clean. How horrible it will be for you, scribes 
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and Pharisees! You hypocrites! You are like whitewashed graves that 
look beautiful on the outside but inside are full of dead people's 
bones and every kind of impurity.”? (Matthew 23; 24-27) 
When we read today these words of Jesus (peace be upon him) and 

similar texts, we realize how applicable they are to professional clerics 
of all religions. They are all of the same type. 

Jesus’ term on earth came to its end and he went to his Lord. Later, 

his followers split into groups and factions: some made him a deity; 
some made him the son of God; others make God a trinity of three 
one of whom is Jesus. The pure concept of God’s oneness preached by 
Jesus has, thus, been lost, as also his call on people to worship God 
alone, pure in their submission to Him.‘ 

“Yet are the sects at variance among themselves. Woe, then, to the 
wrongdoers for the painful suffering that will befall them on a grievous 
day.” (Verse 65) Then the pagan Arabs disputed with the Prophet 
concerning Jesus, basing their argument on what these different factions 
fabricated and weaved of legends about him. 

Waiting for the Last Hour 

When the si#rah refers to wrongdoers, it iucludes those factions that 
disputed about Jesus together with the pagan Arabs who argued with 
the Prophet on the basis of what those factions perpetrated. It draws a 
long, spectacular scene showing what happens to them on the Day of 
Judgement and adds an image of what happens to the God-fearing 

who receive His favours in heaven: 

What are they waiting for other than the Last Hour, which will 

come upon them all of a sudden and take them unawares? On 

that Day, friends will become enemies to one another, except for 
the God-fearing. 

  

3, The information given here about Jewish seces and the subsequent quotations are based 
on Al-Aqqgad, ‘Abbas Mahmid, ‘Adgariyyar al-Masth, Cairo, (n.d.). 

4, A more detailed discussion of this is given in Jn the Shade of the Qur'an, Vol. XIII, pp. 

178-180. 

263



AL-ZUKHRUF (Gold) 43 

desire. However, what comes over and above desire satisfaction is that 
it is all pleasant to the eye, adding beauty to gratification: “They will 
be waited upon with trays and goblets of gold; and there will be found 
all that the souls may desire and the eyes may delight in.” (Verse 71) Yet 
there is more to this blessed enjoyment: there is something greater and 
far more honourable. They are honoured by an address from on high: 
“There you shall abide. This is the garden that shall be your own on 
account of what you used to do. You shall have there fruits in abundance, 
from which to eat.” (Verses 71-73) 

What fate awaits the evildoers whom we left a little while ago in 
dispute, blaming one another? “The evildoers shall abide in the suffering 
of hell.” (Verse 74) It is a permanent, hard and severe suffering that 
allows no reduction or respite. No ray of hope will ever appear nor 
any chance of deliverance. They endure it, lost in despair: “Je will not 
be lightened for them; they will remain in utter despair.” (Verse 75) 
This is all their own doing. No one has wronged them: “We never 
wronged them; it was they who have wronged themselves.” (Verse 76) 

An outcry is heard from afar. It is an outcry of utter distress, born in 
despair: “They will cry, ‘Malik, if only your Lord would put an end to 
us!” (Verse 77) It comes from down below, from behind the closed 

doors of hell. The evildoers are not appealing for help or salvation; 
they have already despaired of that. All they are asking for is that they 
should be allowed to perish, their misery end. That is all that they can 

hope for. When all that one can hope for is to perish, one must be in 
extreme distress. This cry certainly comes from long-suffering souls 
and bodies whose endurance has gone beyond all limits. Hence they 
cry out: “Malik, ifonly your Lord would put an end to us!” The answer 
they are given adds to their despair, caring little for what they feel: “He 
will answer: ‘You are here to stay.” (Verse 77) No deliverance, no hope, 

no death, no end; they are there to stay. 
This distressing image is followed by an address to those who hate 

the truth and turn away from guidance. It portrays to all how singular 
their attitude is: 

We have brought the truth to you, but most of you abhor the truth. 
If they have resolved on some scheme, We have a scheme of Our 
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own. Or do they think that We do not hear their secret talk and 
their private counsel? Indeed We do, and Our messengers are with 
them, recording all. (Verses 78-80) 

It is their abhorrence of the truth that prevented them from 
following it. It is not that they did not realize that it is the truth. Nor 
did they doubt the honesty and sincerity of the Prophet; they had 
long known him, acknowledging that he never told a lie. How could 
he, then, lie to God saying about Him what was false? In most cases, 
those who oppose the truth are not unaware that it is the truth; they 
simply hate it because it conflicts with their desires. They are too weak 
to resist their desires, but they can always attempt to suppress the truth 
and persecute its advocates. It is from this, their weakness, that they 
derive the audacity to stand against the truth. 

Therefore, the Almighty who knows all their secrets and scheming 
warns them: “If they have resolved on some scheme, We have a scheme of 
Our own. Or do they think that We do not hear their secret talk and 
their private counsel? Indeed We do, and Our messengers are with them, 
recording all.” (Verses 79-80) Their persistent support of falsehood 
against the truth is countered by God’s clear will to establish and 
strengthen the truth; and their wicked scheming under the cover of 
darkness is countered by God’s knowledge of all secret whispering. 
When weak creatures stand against the Almighty, All-Knowing Creator, 
the outcome is a forgone conclusion. 

In Heaven and on Earth 

Now the Qur'an directs the Prophet to say something to them and 
to leave them to face the destiny which has already been described to 
them: 

Say: If the Lord of Grace had a son, I would be the first to worship 
him.’ Limitless in His glory is the Lord of the heavens and earth, 
the Lord of the Throne: He is far above their false descriptions. Leave 
them to indulge in idle talk and play until they face the Day they 
have been promised. (Verses 81-83) 
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They alleged that the angels whom they worshipped were God’s 
daughters. Had God had any offspring, the firsr one to know this and 
act on the basis of this knowledge was God’s Prophet and messenger. 
He was close to Him and was quick to comply with His orders. He 
would have been the first to offer his respects to His offspring, had He 

had any as they alleged. He, however, worships none but God. This in 
itselFis evidence confirming that their allegation has no basis. All glory 
belongs to God who is totally unlike what they allege. “Limitless in 
His glory is the Lord of the heavens and earth, the Lord of the Throne: 
He ts far above their false descriptions.” (Verse 82) 

When we contemplate the heavens and the earth, looking ar their 
systems and harmony, we feel rhe greatness and sublimity of the One 
who controls all this, referred to as, ‘the Lord of the Throne, and we 
realize the absurdity of any such claim. By our nature we know that 
the Maker of the universe can have no similarity to creatures who 
procreate. Therefore, attributing sonsand daughters to Him appears 
to be no more than idle talk and play, which deserve no answer. It only 
merits a stern warning of what happens on the Day of Resurrection, 
an image of which has already been given: “Leave them to indulge in 
idle talk and play until they face the Day they have been promised.” 
(Verse 83) 

The s#rzh continues its glorification of Gad, the Creator, attributing 

to Him what is worthy of His Lordship of the heavens and the earth 
as well as the mighty throne: 

It is He alone who is God in heaven and God on earth; He alone is 

the Wise, the All-Knowing. Blessed is He to whom sovereignty over 

the heavens and the earth and all that is between them belongs, 

and with whom the knowledge of the Last Hour rests, and to whom 
you shall be brought back. Those whom they invoke beside Him 
have no power of intercession, unlike those who know the truth and 
bear witness to it. (Verses 84-86) 

This statement confirms the unity of Godhead throughout the 
universe, making it clear that no one shares this with God Almighty 
who does everything according to His infinite wisdom and perfect 
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knowledge. The Arabic word tabarak, translated here as ‘blessed’, carries 
connotations of greatness and exaltedness above all their perceptions. 
It is He who is ‘the Lord of the heavens and the earth and all in between’. 
He alone knows the timing of the Last Hour and to Him all creation 
returns. On that day, when all return to Him, none of those whom 
they allege as His offspring or partners will have the power of 
intercession for anyone. None can intercede with Him other than one 
who knows the truth and bears witness to it. A person who testifies to 
the truth will not intercede on behalf of any who ever stood in 
Opposition to it. 

The sérah then confronts them with something that is ingrained in 
their nature and concerning which they have no doubt. That is, their 
Creator is God. How, then, can they associate partners with Him in 
their worship, and how can they expect thar anyone will intercede on 
behalf of anyone who associated partners with Him: “Yet if you ask 
them who created them they are sure to answer, ‘God’. How is it, then, 
that they are so misled? (Verse 87) How can they ignore the truth 
testified to by their own nature? How can they allow their behaviour 
to be in conflict with its inevitable result? 

As the sairah comes to its close, it highlights the fact that the Prophet 
turns to his Lord complaining of their rejection of the truth and their 
disbelief: “And [the Prophet] says: ‘My Lord, these are people who will 
not believe.” (Verse 88) This is given in a special form that implies 
how keenly the Prophet felt this and how well God received it. The 
answer from on high is a ditective to the Prophet to bear with them 
and not to care for their rejection. On the contrary, he should forbear 
and feel his heart content. To this is added an implicit warning to 
those determined opponents of the truth: “Still, bear with them and 
say, ‘Peace,’ for in time they will come to know.” (Verse 89) The time 

will come when everything is exposed and they will then know the 
dreadful fate that awaits them. 
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SURAH 44 

Al-Dukhan 
(Smoke) 

Prologue 

Characterized by its shott and rhyming verses, violent images and 
inspirational shades of meaning, this s#rah strikes like a hammer, its 

beat directed at making every human heart tremble. The entire sarah 
appears to be a single whole, wich one central theme to which all its 
elements are tied: the story the scene from the Day of Judgement, the 
fate of earlier communities, its depiction of the universe and the direct 

discussion of God’s oneness, people’s resurrection and God’s message. 

The st#rah begins with a reference to the Qur'an and its revelation 
on a blessed night when every matter of wisdom is made clear. Its 
revelation is an act of mercy for mankind, as well as a warning to 
them. Moreover, it tells people about their Lord, che Lord of the heavens 

and the earth and all between them, confirming His oneness. He is the 
One who gives life and deals death, the Lord of everyone who lived 
and everyone who will come to life. 

The s#rah abandons this thread in order to speak about the people 
addressed by the Qur'an: “Yer they remain in doubt, playing about.” 

(Verse 9) It issues a swift but stern warning against such doubt and 
play: “Wait, then, for the Day when the skies shall bring forth a kind of 
smoke which will make things clear. It will envelope the people. Grievous 
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is this suffering? (Vetses 10-11) On the day when this suffering befalls 
them, they will pray for it to be lifted, but once it comes it will not be 
removed. They are reminded that such suffering has not as yet been 
inflicted. They should, therefore, seize the opportunity now before 
they are returned to theit Lord when this fearful suffering falls due: 
“On that Day We shail deliver a mighty onslaught; We will indeed exact 
retribution.” (Verse 16) 

The sirah tells them about Pharaoh and the end he and his people 
met when a noble messenger from God came and appealed to them: 
“Give in to me, you servants of God! For, I am indeed a messenger sent to 
you, worthy of trust! Do not exalt yourselves against God.” (Verses 18-19) 
However, they refused to take heed until God’s messenger despaired 

of their ever responding. They were destroyed after having behaved 
with insolence: “How many gardens did they leave behind, and how 
many fountains, and fields of grain, and noble dwellings, and good things 
in which they used to delight! Thus it was. And We made other people 
inherit it all. Neither heaven nor earth shed tears over them, nor were 
they allowed a respite.” (Verses 25-29) 

Against this backdrop the s#rah reverts to their denial of the life to 
come. They said: “We shall die but one death, and we shall not be 
raised to life again. Bring back our forefathers, if what you claim be true.” 
(Verses 35-36) They are reminded of the fate suffered by the people 
of Tubba ‘ and are told that they are no beter than they were. Therefore, 
they will not be spared a similar fate. 

The stvah also makes it clear chat there is a link between resurrection 
and God’s wisdom manifested in the creation of the heavens and the 
earth: “We have not created the heavens and the earth and all that ss 
between them in mere idle play. We created them all for nothing other 
than a true purpose, but most of them do not understand.” (Verses 38— 
39) It then tells them about the Day of Decision, which is the time 
appointed for all of them. It adds here a violent scene depicting the 
suffering of the guilty who are made to eat of the Zaqqum tree. It 
shows them how a sinful person is dragged into the midst of the blazing 
fire, where scalding water is poured over his head in recompense for 

his sins: “Zaste this, you powerful and honourable man! This is the very 
thing you surely doubted.” (Verses 49-50) 
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Side by side with this scene is an image of the blessings enjoyed in 
heaven by the God-fearing. This is a profound image, one that contrasts 
with the great suffering endured by the other group, and fits wich the 
strong beat of the sirah. This then ends with another reference to the 
Qur'an, coupled with a strong and implicit warning: “We have made 
this Quran easy to understand, in your own language, so that they may 

take heed. Wait, then; they too are waiting.” (Verses 58-59) 

From start to finish the s#rah uses a continuous and fast bear, and 

puts before the human mind a succession of images and impressions 
that are characteristically powerful. Ir takes us on a long journey that 
includes the heavens and the earth, the present world and the next, 

heaven and hell, the past and the present, life and death, the laws of 
creation and those of the universe, of worlds that are perceptible as 
well as those char are imperceptible. Relatively short as it is, che s#rah 
provides a grand tour of the world around us and of that which lies 
beyond our perceptive faculties. 

a, 

~ 
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Smoke That Ushers Clarity 

ALDukhian (Smoke) 

In the Name of God, the Lord of 
Grace, the Ever Merciful 

Ha. Mim. (1) 

By the Book that makes things 
clear! (2) 

We have bestowed it from on 

high on a blessed night; for, 
indeed, We have always sent 

warnings. (3) 

On that night every matter of 
wisdom is made clear (4) 

by Our command; for, indeed, 

We have always sent messages [of 
guidance] (5)   
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as a mercy from your Lord. He 

alone is the One who hears all 

and knows all; (6) 

the Lord of the heavens and the 

earth and all that is between 

them, if only you were firm 
believers. (7) 

There is no deity other than Him; 
He gives life and deals death. He 
is your Lord and the Lord of 
your earliest ancestors. (8) 

Yet they remain in doubt, playing 
about. (9) 

Waic, then, for the Day when the 
skies shall bring forth a kind of 
smoke which will make things 
clear. (10) 

It will envelope the people. 
Grievous is this suffering! (11) 

[They will cry]: ‘Our Lord! 

Relieve us from this suffering; 
for, indeed, we are believers.” (12) 

How will this remembrance 

benefit them? A messenger who 

clearly explained things had 
previously come to chem; (13)   
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but chey turned their backs on 
him and said: “He is taught by 
others, a madman!’ (14) 

We shall remove this suffering for 

a while; but you are bound to 

revert [to your old ways]. (15) 

On that Day We shall deliver a 
mighty onslaught; We will 
indeed exact retribution. (16) 

We did, before their time, try 

Pharaoh's people: there came to 
them a noble messenger, (17) 

who said to them: “Give in to me, 

you servants of God! For, I am 

indeed a messenger sent to you, 

worthy of crust! (18) 

Do not exalt yourselves against 
God; for, indeed, I come to you 

with manifest authority. (19) 

I seek refuge with my Lord and 
your Lord lest you hurl stones at 
me. (20) 

If you do not believe me, stand 
away from me.’ (21)   
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He then called out to his Lord, 
saying: “These people are lost in 
sin.’ (22) 

And [Gad said]: ‘Set forth with 

My servants by night, for you 
will surely be pursued; (23) 

and leave the sea calm behind 

you; for their host are destined 
to be drowned.’ (24) 

How many gardens did they 
leave behind, and how many 
fountains, (25) 

and fields of grain, and noble 

dwellings, (26) 

and good things in which they 
used to delight! (27) 

Thus it was. And We made other 

people inherit it all. (28) 

Neither heaven nor earth shed 
rears over them, nor were they 
allowed a respite. (29) 

We saved the Children of Israel 

from humiliating suffering, (30) 

from Pharaoh, who was arrogant 
and a cransgressor. (31)   
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We chose them knowingly above 
all other people. (32) 

And We gave them signs in which 
there was a clear test. (33) 

Now these people assert: (34) 

“We shail die but one death, and 

we shall not be raised to life 

again. (35) 

Bring back our forefathers, if 

what you claim be true.’ (36) 

Are they better than the people 
of Tubba‘ and those before them, 

whom We destroyed because 

they were lost in sin? (37) 

We have not created the heavens 

and the earth and all that is 

between them in mere idle play. 

(38) 

We created them all for nothing 

other than a true purpose, but 
most of them do not under- 

stand. (39) 

The Day of Decision is the time 
appointed for all of them. (40)   
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it is a day when no friend shall 
be of the least avail to his friend, 

and when none shall receive 

support (41) 

except those upon whom God 
will have bestowed His grace and 
mercy. He alone is the Almighty, 
the Ever-Merciful. (42) 

The fruit of the Zaqqiim tree 

(43) 

will be the food of the sinful; 

(44) 

like molten lead will it boil in the 

belly, (45) 

like the boiling of scalding water. 

(46) 

“Take him, and drag him into the 

midst of the blazing fire; (47) 

then pour over his head the 

suffering of scalding water! (48) 

Taste this, you powerful and 
honourable man! (49) 

This is the very thing you surely 
doubted.’ (50)   
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AL-DUKHAN (Smoke) 44 

The God-fearing will certainly be 
in a safe position, (51) 

amid gardens and fountains, (52) 

wearing garments of silk and 

brocade, facing one another. 

(53) 

Thus shall it be. And We shall 

pair them with pure companions 

with most beautiful eyes. (54) 

There they can call for every kind 
of fruit, enjoying peace and 
security. (55) 

They shall not taste death there, 
having had their one death. He 

will have preserved them from 

suffering through rhe blazing 
fire, (56) 

an act of your Lord’s favour. That 
is the supreme triumph. (57) 

We have made this Qur'an easy 
to understand, in your own 
language, so that they may take 
heed. (58) 

Wait, then; they too are waiting. 

(59) 
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In the Shade of the Qur’an 

The Blessed Night 

Ha. Mim. By the book that makes things clear! We have bestowed 
it from on high on a blessed night; for, indeed, We have always sent 
warnings. On that night every matter of wisdom is made clear by 
Our command; for, indeed, We have always sent messages [of 
guidance] as a mercy from your Lord. He alone is the One who 
hears all and knows all; the Lord of the heavens and the earth and 
all that is between them, if only you were firm believers. There is no 
deity other than Him; He gives life and deals death, He is your 
Lord and the Lord of your earliest ancestors. (Verses 1-8) 

The sérah begins with the two separate letters, HZ Mim, making an 
oath by them and by the book composed of letters like them, making 
things clear. We have spoken elsewhere about these separate letters 
occurring at the beginning of a number of s#irahs in the Qur’an. The 
point to add here is that making them the subject of an oath is just 
like taking an oath on the book. Every single letter, representing a 
sound, is a true miracle, or one of God’s signs manifested in man’s 
make-up, giving him the ability to speak. They also identify the order 
in which alphabetical sounds occur along the vocal tract, the symbol 
representing the letter and its sound, as also man’s ability to gather 
information through them. All these are significant facts that grow in 
our minds when we seriously reflect on them. 

Whar the oath asserts is the revelation of the book on a blessed 
night: “We have bestowed it from on high on a blessed night; for, indeed, 
We have always sent warnings. On that night every matter of wisdom is 
made clear by Our command; for, indeed, We have always sent messages 
lof guidance] as a mercy from your Lord. He alone is the One who hears 
all and knows all.” (Verses 3-6) The reference to the night on which 

the Qur’an was bestowed from on high most probably means — 
although God knows best — the night when its revelation first started. 
It was a night during the month of Ramadan, which is described in the 
following words: “Jt was in the month of Ramadan that the Qur'an 
was revealed.” (2: 185) The Qur’an was not revealed in full on that 

night, nor was all the Qur’an revealed during Ramadan. It had only 
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started to make contact with the earth, and that night was the first 

time such contact was made. 
Blessed indeed is the night which brought such great goodness to 

mankind, allowing the Divine system to be implemented in human 
life, and providing people with a chance to be in touch with the major 
laws that govern the universe. These are given in easy translation in the 
Quran, enabling human nature to respond to them and implement 
them with ease and comfort. It then enables a human community to 
be established, one based on the rules and responses of the nature God 
placed in man, living in harmony with the universe around it. It 
establishes a system that is naturally clean and honourable, free of 
unnecessary restrictions, under which man lives on earth but by which 
he maintains his contact with heaven. 

Those who were the first to receive the Qur’an lived during a 
remarkable period of history when they were in direct contact with 
God. He told them what they felt in different situations, making them 
feel, time after time, that He was looking after them. For their part, 

they took all this into account, in every move and action they 
performed, and every thought they entertained. They appealed to Him 
at every turn, trusting thar He would always respond to them. 
When that generation passed away, the Qur'an remained an open 

book that directly addresses human hearts. When people open 
themselves to it, its effect surpasses magic. It rransforms their feelings 
in a way that is heard of only in great legends. The Qur'an has remained 
ever since a complete and clear system that can establish a model human 
community in any environment and at any time. What it creates is a 
type of human life that lives within its local environment and time 
and adopts the unique Islamic system with all its special qualities. This 
is the distinctive mark of the Divine system, and it applies to everything 
that God makes. Human beings make what suits them at a particular 
period of time and in a particular situation. God’s work, on the other 
hand, is perfect, fulfilling all needs, suited to all times and situations, 
combining permanent truths with variable forms, all in perfect 
harmony. 

God bestowed the Qur’an from on high on that remarkable night to 
warn people in the first place: “We have always sent warnings.” (Verse 3) 
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The very fact that the Qur'an was bestowed from on high on that 
blessed night makes this a deciding point: “Om that night every matter 
of wisdom is made clear.” (Verse 4) The Qur'an certainly set things 
apart, distinguishing the permanent truth from powerless falsehood. 
Limits were established and the road along which man should travel 
through life was charted. This is the road man should follow for the 
rest of life. Thus, none of the fundamental issues of human life are left 
ambiguous. Everything is made clear in the Divine message. All this 
has been accomplished by God’s command and by His will to send 
messengers to clarify matters for all mankind: “By Our command; for, 
indeed, We have always sent messages [of guidance].” (Verse 5) 

All this has been done as an act of mercy bestowed on mankind for 
all future generations up to the Day of Judgement: “As a mercy from 
your Lord. He alone is the One who hears all and knows ail.” (Verse 6) 

Nothing manifests God’s mercy like the revelation of the Qur'an. With 
consummate ease, it appeals directly to people’s hearts as easily as the 
blood flowing through their veins. In this way, it transforms man into 
a noble creature. With Quranic guidance, human society becomes 
more like a dream world, yet it is there for eyes to see. The faith the 
Quran outlines profoundly engages hearts and minds so as to be loved 
passionately. The question here is not one of meticulous perfection, 
goodness and suitability. It is much more than that. It is a scenario in 
which every one of these qualities is further enhanced until their 
perfection attains a beauty that permeates all details and combines and 
harmonizes them while at the same time maintaining their close links 
to the main body. 

“As a mercy from your Lord.” this is how the Qur'an was revealed on 
that blessed night. “He alone is the One who hears all and knows all.” 
(Verse 6) He hears and He knows. He reveals what He reveals to people 

on the basis of His knowledge of what they say and do, as well as what 
is suitable and beneficial for them of laws, regulations and directives. 
He is the One who is in control of the universe, taking care of all who 
live on it. He is “the Lord of the heavens and the earth and all that is 
between them, if only you were firm believers.” (Verse 7) The revelations 
He bestows from on high to mould people’s lives is part of His 
Lordship of the universe and of His laws that operate in the universe. 
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The reference in this verse to firm belief implies an allusion to the 
unbelievers’ confused beliefs. They recognized God as the Creator of 
the heavens and the earth but they, nevertheless, associated partners 
with Him. This means that the central principle of God’s oneness was 
blurred in their minds, and this precluded them from having firm and 
reassured beliefs. 

God is also the One who gives life and deals death, the Lord of all 
generarions of creation: “There is no deity other than Him; He gives life 
and deals death. He is your Lord and the Lord of your earliest ancestors.” 
(Verse 8) Both the initiation of life and its deathly end are witnessed 

by all and are recognized as being beyond the power of any creature. 
This is clear ar first sight and with simple consideration. The scene of 
death, like the scene of new life, touches the human heart and leaves a 

very strong influence on it, making it ready to respond. Hence, they 
are often mentioned in the Qur'an to attract people’s attention to them. 

Clarifying Smoke 

At this point, the s#rah refers to the unbelievers’ own situation, 
which was the opposite of the seriousness with which they should 
have dealt with God’s revelations: 

Yee they remain in doubt, playing about. Wait, then, for the Day 
when the skies shall bring forth a kind of smoke which will make 
things clear. It will envelope the people. Grievous is this suffering! 
[They will cry}: ‘Our Lord! Relieve us from this suffering; for, indeed, 
we are believers.’ How will this remembrance benefit them? A 
messenger who clearly explained things had previously come to them; 
but they turned their backs on him and said: ‘He is taught by others, 
@ madman!’ We shall remove this suffering for a while; but you are 
bound to revert [to your old ways}. On that Day We shall deliver a 
mighty onslaught; We will indeed exact retribution. (Verses 9-16) 

The s#rah tells the Prophet that they are playing about when the 
situation requires seriousness, and that they continue to be in doubt 
about God’s confirmed revelations. He is, therefore, instructed to 
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leave them until they face a day of great hardship: “Wait, then, for 
the Day when the skies shall bring forth a kind of smoke which will 
make things clear. It will envelope the people. Grievous is this suffering.” 
(Verses 10-11) 

Scholars during the early period of Islam differed in their views about 
what the smoke mentioned in this verse means. Some of them maintained 
that it will occur on the Day of Judgement, which makes the warning 
implied here similar to other warnings in the Qur'an about that day. 
They said that this will surely take place and that the Prophet awaited it. 
Others said that it actually did take place just as the Quran states. It was 
then lifted after the Prophet prayed God to so remove it.' 

We, though, are more in agreement with the view expressed by Ibn 
‘Abbas and explained by Ibn Kathir making it clear that the smoke 
will appear on the Day of Judgement. Similar warnings also occur 
elsewhere in the Qur’an. What it means here is that these people doubt 
and play. Leave them, then, in anticipation of that terrible day when 
the skies shall bring smoke that makes things clear. As it envelops 
people, their suffering will be particularly painful. Their appeals for 
help is described thus: “/They will cry}: ‘Our Lord! Relieve us from this 
suffering; for, indeed, we are believers.” (Verse 12) They are cold that a 
positive response to their appeal is impossible. It is now too late: “How 
will this remembrance benefit them? A messenger who clearly explained 
things had previously come to them; but they turned their backs on him 
and said: ‘He is taught by others, a madman!” (Verses 13-14) They 
claimed that a non-Arab person or people taught the Prophet the 
Quran, and they further alleged that Muhammad (peace be upon him) 
was a madman. 

Having given them this image of a time when they appeal in vain, 
they are told that they still have a chance, which they should not lose. 
While they are still in this life, their punishment is delayed. If they 
believe now, as they will later promise they would if returned, they 

  

1. The author adds here lengthy quotations from Hadith anthologies and from 
commenraries on the Qur'an in support of both views. To include these in full would 

pethaps be tedious for an English reader. They are no more than endorsements of each of the 
two views, showing the evidence on which each telies. Therefore, these quotations have 
been omitted in this edition. — Ediror’s note. 
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will have acted whilst they have the time to prove their sincetity. 
Nothing is lost yet, so they better act now before they are returned to 
God. When they are returned to Him: “On that Day We shall deliver 
a mighty onslaught,” when the smoke envelops people. “ We will indeed 
exact retribution,” for the play you indulge in and the falsehood you 
level at the Prophet describing him as ‘taught by others, a madman, 
when he is God’s trusted messenger. 

Drowning Pharaoh 

A very brief account of the history of Moses and Pharaoh is then 
added. It concludes with a mighty strike in this present life, 

corresponding to the mighty onslaught that will strike them on the 
day when the skies will bring forth their smoke: 

We did, before their time, try Pharaoh’ people: there came to them 
a noble messenger, who said to them: ‘Give in to me, you servants of 
God! For, I am indeed a messenger sent to you, worthy of trust! Do 
not exalt yourselves against God; for, indeed, 1 come to you with 
manifest authority. I seek refuge with my Lord and your Lord lest 
you hurl stones at me. If you do not believe me, stand away from 
me.’ He then called out to his Lord, saying: ‘These people are last in 
sin.’ And [God said]: ‘Set forth with My servants by night, for you 
will surely be pursued; and leave the sea calm behind you; for their 
host are destined to be drowned.’ How many gardens did they leave 
behind, and how many fountains, and fields of grain, and noble 
dwellings, and good things in which they used to delight! Thus it 
was. And We made other people inherit it all. Neither heaven nor 
earth shed tears aver them, nor were they allowed a respite. We 
saved the Children of Israel from humiliating suffering, from Pharaoh, 
who was arrogant and a transgressor. We chose them knowingly above 
all other people. And We gave them signs in which there was a clear 
test. (Verses 17—33) 

This round starts with a strong note alerting people to the facr that 
when God sends a messenger to a certain community, this may represent 
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a special test for them. Likewise, allowing those who oppose the 
messenger and reject his message a period of time during which they 
may persist in their arrogance, persecuting the messenger and those 
who believe in him, may also be a special sort of test. When a 
community exhausts the patience of God’s messenger, leaving him 
despairing of their ever being positive towards the Divine message, 
their action may incur a stern punishment: “We did, before their time, 
try Pharaoh’ people.” (Verse 17) We tested them with prosperity and 
power in the land, as well as all means of affluence and power. “There 
came to them a noble messenger.” (Verse 17) This was a part of their 
test, showing how they responded to God’s messenger who asked 
nothing for himself in return. He only called on them to believe in 
God and demonstrate their readiness to give everything to God, leaving 
nothing for themselves when it comes to sacrifice for His sake. Thus, 
the messenger said to them: “Give in to me, you servants of God! For, I 
am indeed a messenger sent to you, worthy of trust! Do not exalt yourselves 
against God; for, indeed, I come to you with manifest authority. I seek 
refuge with my Lord and your Lord lest you hurl stones at me. If you do 
not believe me, stand away from me.” (Verses 18-21) 

These are clear words, in short sentences, outlining what Moses asks 
of his people. He is advising them to make a complete response and 
submit totally to God. It does not behove God’s servants to exalt 
themselves against Him. As Moses gives them God’s message, together 
with clear and irrefutable proof that he is God’s messenger, he seeks 
God's help and protection should they attack him. If they persist in 
their erring ways, unwilling to believe in God, he asks them to leave 
him alone, move away from him. This is extremely fair behaviour. 
Tyranny, however, is rarely willing to deal in fairness. It fears should 
the truth remain free, approaching people peacefully. It, therefore, 
resorts to strong, hard tactics in its efforts to impose its absolute 
authority. It cannot afford for the truth to make any in-roads and thus 
win minds and hearts over to its side. Hence, tyranny and falsehood 
strike hard. They stone any advocate of the truth, seeking to persecute 
them in every possible way. 

The sirah leaves out several episodes of this story to pick up its 
thread as it approaches its end. Moses realizes that people will not 
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respond to him positively. Nor will they adopt either of the two options 
he offered them: accepting his status or moving away from him. He is 
certain that they are genuinely guilty, with no hope of their ever 
changing their ways. Therefore, he makes his ultimate appeal ro his 
Lord: “He then called out to his Lord, saying: These people are lost in 
sin.” (Verse 22) What means a messenger of God has other than to 

submit the outcome of his efforts to his Lord? Moses presents his 
account and leaves matters to God to deal with as He pleases. 

Moses received an endorsement from God with regard to his 
evaluation of his peoples’ status: they were truly guilty: “Set forth with 
My servants by night, for you will surely be pursued; and leave the sea 
calm behind you; for their host are destined to be drowned.” (Verses 23— 
24) That their flight was to occur at night comes in for stronger 
emphasis in the Arabic text: the verb asri, translated as ‘set forth’, implies 
that the march must be under cover of darkness, then the verse adds 
the word éaylan, meaning ‘by night’. Thus they set forth stealthily, at 

night, unseen by Pharaoh and his watchmen. Furthermore, they were 
instructed not to make any disturbance in the parted sea as they crossed 
through it. Thus, Pharaoh and his host would be tempted to pursue 

them and God’s will would then be as He had determined: “Their host 
are destined to be drowned.” (Verse 24) Thus, God’s will is done through 

apparent causes, but these causes are part and parcel of His will and 
how it is accomplished. 

The s#rah sums up the scene of this mass drowning in words that 
express God’s will, which inevitably comes to pass: “Their host are 
destined ta be drowned.” (Verse 24) This is followed with a comment 

highlighting Pharaoh’s humiliation as also of those who supported his 
atrogant tyranny. They are utterly humiliated in a world where they 
behaved with all arrogance. How fitting! Those vety people bowed 
their heads before Pharaoh, bewitched by his power, yet he is of no 
significance in this world. When his power is withdrawn, there is 
nothing he can do to regain it. No one mourns his oss. 

How many gardens did they leave behind, and how many fountains, 
and fields of grain, and noble dwellings, and good things in which 
they used to delight! Thus it was. And We made other people inherit 
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it all. Neither heaven nor earth shed tears over them, nor were they 
allowed a respite. (Verses 25-29) 

The scene begins with an image of the splendid comfort in which 
they dwelled: gardens, fountains, plants, high position, honour and 
blessings in which they revelled. Yet all this is taken away from them, 
or they are removed from it, so as to give it to others. In another 
stirah, the Qur'an says: “We bequeathed it all to the Children of Israel.” 
(26: 59) Whilst the Children of Israel did not inherit Pharaoh's kingdom 

per se, they were nonetheless given a similar kingdom in another land. 
What is meant, then, is that the same kind of kingdom and blessings 
that were taken away from Pharaoh and his people were given to the 
Children of Israel. 

What happened next? Those same tyranrs, who had gloried in their 
power and who were held in awe by people, were removed altogether. 
None grieved for them. Neither earth nor heaven felt their loss. Nor 
were they given any reprieve: “Neither heaven nor earth shed tears over 
them, nor were they allowed a respite.” (Verse 29) The statement carries 
connotations of humiliation and total disregard. No one on earth or 
in heaven was sorry about how these tyrants met their end. They were 

crushed like ants under foot. The whole universe hated them because 
they had split themselves away from it. This is a universe that believes 
in its Lord while they denied Him. Theirs were evil souls, untouchable 

by the universe in which they lived. Had these tyrants felt what these 
words imply, they would have foreseen their own humiliation and 
known that the universe looks upon them as creatures apart. 

This is then contrasted with an image of those who are saved and 
blessed with honour: 

We saved the Children of Israel from humiliating suffering, from 
Pharaoh, who was arrogant and a transgressor. We chose them 
knowingly above all other people. And We gave them signs in which 
there was a clear test. (Verses 30-33) 

It was from ‘humiliating suffering that the Children of Israel were 
saved. This contrasts with the humiliation that the Egyptian tyrants 
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and transgressors found themselves in. They were saved “from Pharaoh, 
who was arrogant and a transgressor.” (Verse 31) 

The sé#rah then mentions the fact that God chose the Children of 
Israel, knowing ail about them, with both their positive and negative 
qualities. Yet He chose them in preference to all other people in their 
own time. God knew that they were, at the time, the best people to be 
given the trust. This despite all that He has mentioned in the Qur'an 
about their deviation and slow response. Perhaps God made His choice 
on the basis that whilst they did not chen attain the high standard of 
faith He required, they would nonetheless be the best under a faithful 
leadership that led them along the straight path of faith and insight. 

“And We gave them signs in which there was a clear test.” (Verse 33) 
Thus, in turn, the Children of Israel were tested by means of these 

signs. When the test was over and their time in charge came to its end, 
God punished them for their deviation and evil. Ir was as a result of 
this test that God abandoned them; indeed, they were smashed by 
those who left them in their Diaspora. They were to suffer humiliation 
and were warned that God will re-punish them whenever they transgress 
and behave with arrogance. This warning remains true as long as human 
life continues. 

Doubting Resurrection 

Once more the siirah takes up the unbelievers’ doubts and denial of 
resurrection and accountability. Here, too, resurrection is linked to the 
fact that the srructure of the universe is raised on a foundation of truth 
and seriousness that requires accountability and requital after resurrection: 

Now these people assert: ‘We shall die but one death, and we shall 
not be raised to life again. Bring back our forefathers, if what you 
claim be true.’ Are they better than the people of Tubba‘ and those 
before them, whom We destroyed because they were lost in sin? We 
have not created the heavens and the earth and all that is between 
them in mere idle play. We created them all for nothing other 
than a true purpose, but most of them do not understand. The 
Day of Decision is the time appointed for all of them. It is a day 
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when no friend shall be of the least avail to his friend, and when 
none shall receive support except those upon whom God will have 
bestowed His grace and mercy. He alone is the Almighty, the Ever- 
Merciful. (Verses 34-42) 

The Arab idolaters used to say that people die once only and that is 
the end; no resurrection and no further life. They called this the first 
death, meaning that it precedes what they were promised of a second 
life after resurrection. To them, the proof of this assertion was contained 
in the fact that none of their forefathers who died had ever returned; 
none had been resurrected. They demanded that their forefathers should 
be brought back to life before their eyes if resurrection were indeed 
true. They thus betrayed their ignorance of the purpose of resurrection. 
They did not understand that it is a further stage of human life, with 
a definite purpose and a clear goal, which is the administration of 
requital for what was done in the first stage. Thus, God’s obedient 
servants reach rheir noble destination, which they have earned through 
acring well in their first lives, while hardened sinners arrive at the 
miserable and filthy end they deserve. This means that resurrection 
will come about after the entire first stage of life has ended, i.e. man’s 
time on earth has concluded. It precludes rhat resurrection should be 
the result of a human wish expressed by an individual or a community, 
so that they can believe in it. Indeed, faith is nor complete unless one 
believes in resurrection, which God’s messengers have confirmed, and 
which is apparent to anyone who reflects on the nature of life and 
God's wisdom in creating it in this way. Such reflection is sufficient 
on its own to believe in the Day of Judgement. 

Before the s#rah invites them to reflect on the design of the universe, 
it shakes their hearts strongly, reminding them of the fate suffered by 
the people of Tubba‘,? in South Arabia. This story must have been 
well known to the Arabs, as the si##rah makes only a brief reference to 
it, warning them against a similarly terrible fate: “Are they better than 
the people of Tubba‘ and those before them, whom We destroyed because 

  

2. Tubba‘ was the title given to the kings of Himyar, a major tribe that lived in southern 
Arabia. — Editor's note. 
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they were lost in sin?’ (Verse 37) As this reminder makes them shudder, 

they are called upon to reflect on the perfect design of the heavens and 
earth, and how the universe is finely balanced and well planned, 

indicating that it is deliberately made in this way for a particular 
purpose: “We have not created the heavens and the earth and all that is 
between them in mere idle play. We created them all for nothing other 
than a true purpose, but most of them do not understand. The Day of 
Decision is the time appointed for all of them. It is a day when no friend 
shall be of the least avail to his friend, and when none shall receive 
support except those upon whom God will have bestowed His grace and 
mercy. He alone is the Almighty, the Ever-Merciful.” (Verses 38-42) 
There is a fine and delicate relation between the creation of the heavens, 
the earth and all that is in between them on the one hand and the 
question of resurrection and accountability on the other. Human nature 

can easily understand this when attention is drawn to it in the way 
described here. 

Such reflection should take into account the creation of the universe, 
what it points to of elaborate planning, wise purpose, perfect balance 
and harmony, the creation of everything in accurate measure and 
quantity placing it thus in harmony with everything around it. Such 
reflection undoubtedly leads to the conclusion that everything is created 
on purpose. No coincidence or carelessness is allowed in any aspect, 
major or trivial, of the design of the huge celestial bodies or the small, 
fine creatures living on them. Thus, we realize thar the universe is created 
for a purpose, which means that nothing of it is the result of idle play; 
and that it is based on the truth, which means that no falsehood is 
allowed to infiltrate it. We further realize that it must have an end, 
which does not occur at the point of death after a short journey on 
earth. Logically speaking, a second life, when reward and punishment 
are administered, is inevitable, so that good and evil come to their 
natural ends. Man has been so created as to be susceprible to both 
tendencies of good and evil. It is through his will and effort that he 
chooses one or the other, making himself liable to ultimately receive 

its reward or punishment, as the case may be. 
That man is so created, with both tendencies, and that God's action 

cannot be mere idle play, means rhat man will have a specific fate 
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which he meets after his joutney on earth is over. This is the essence of 
the hereafter. Hence, it is mentioned after arrentions have been drawn 

to the wise purpose that lies beyond the creation of the univetse: “The 
Day of Decision is the time appointed for all of them. It is a day when no 
friend shall be of the least avail to his friend, and when none shall receive 
support except those upon whom God will have bestowed His grace and 
mercy. He alone is the Almighty, the Ever-Merciful.” (Vetses 40-42) 

This statement comes naturally at chis point, closely related as it is 

to what went before it. It is absolute wisdom that requires that creatures 
should have a day when judgemenr is made between those who follow 
true guidance and those who go astray; when goodness is rewarded 

and evil humiliated; when people have no support, bond or relation. 
They will return to their Creator as individuals, just like He created 
them, to be requited for what they did in life. No one will suppore 
them or offer a gesture of mercy, except for those on whom God 
bestows His grace. It is from Ged’s hand that they came out to work 

in life, and to His hand they will return to receive what their actions 
deserve. In between, they have a chance to act, just as they are being 
tested. 

Two Different Fates 

The final scene in the s#rah depicts the two different ends of the 

believers and the unbelievers. Again, the scene and its images are violent, 
in keeping with the s#rah’s general ambiance: 

The fruit of the Zaqqum tree will be the food of the sinful; like 
molten lead will it boil in the belly, like the boiling of scalding water. 
‘Take him, and drag him into the midst of the blazing fire; then 
pour over his head the suffering of scalding water! Taste this, you 
powerful and honourable man! This is the very thing you surely 
doubted.’ 

The God-fearing will certainly be in a safe position, amid gardens 
and fountains, wearing garments of silk and brocade, facing one 
another. Thus shall it be. And We shall pair them with pure 
companions with most beautiful eyes. There they can call for every 
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kind of fruit, enjoying peace and security. They shall not taste death 
there, having had their one death. He will have preserved them 
from suffering through the blazing fire, an act of your Lord’ favour. 
That is the supreme trinmph. (Verses 43-57) 

The scene begins with an image of the Zaqqiim tree, which is stated 
to provide the food of sinners. It is a powerful image that strikes fear 
and panic in the audience’s hearts. The closest thing we know to this 
food is the lees, the sediment that remains when oil has been long 
boiled. This lees continues to boil in their bellies like molten lead. 
The sinful person who behaved towards his Lord and His trusted 
messenger with arrogance will be standing there. An order is issued to 
the guards of hell to take him away in a brutal manner that suits his 
‘honourable’ position: “Take him, and drag him into the midst of the 
blazing fire; then pour over his head the suffering of scalding water.” 
(Verses 47-48) Drag him away so as to make him feel his humiliation, 

for there is no honour for such sinners! When he gets there, pour 
scalding water over his head so as to burn his skin. Then, added to alk 
this punishment is a strong rebuke: “Taste this, you powerful and 
honourable man? (Verse 49) This is indeed the fate best suited to the 

one who boasted of his power and honour. Now he has none of this, 
because his boasting was an affront to God and His messengers. “hes 
is the very thing you surely doubted.” (Verse 50) When you were warned 
against this fate, you received the warning with mockery, doubting 
that it would ever happen. 

Our eyes stretch to the other side to see the God-fearing who took 
the warning seriously and feared what may happen on this day of 
decision. We see them ‘in a safe position’, where there is nothing to fear 
and no harsh treatment. They revel in their splendour ‘amid gardens 
and fountains’, Their garments are made of silk and brocade. They 
take their positions facing one another talking about whatever is of 
concern to them. In addition, they are given pure companions with 
beautiful eyes to make their bliss perfect. There, in heaven, they are 
the ‘owners’ of the place. They can ask for whatever they want and it 
will be given: “There they can call for every kind of fruit, enjoying peace 
and security.” (Verse 55) They expect no end to this happiness, as death 
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does not occur here. They have already died once and they will not be 
made to taste death again. This contrasts with what the unbelievers 
used to say in this present world: “We shall die but one death, and we 
shall not be raised to life again.” (Verse 35) In the unbelievers’ case, the 
one death is followed by suffering in hell. The believers, who are in 
heaven, “shall not taste death there, having had their one death. He 
will have preserved them from suffering through the blazing fire.” (Verse 
56) This is yet another aspect of God’s favour which He bestows on 
believers. No one is saved from suffering on the Day of Judgement 
unless the Lord grants this favour. It is all through “an act of your Lords 
favour. That is the supreme triumph.” (Verse 57) 

The s#rah concludes with a reminder of the great blessing God has 
bestowed on us by sending His message to warn us against the 
consequences of disbelief: “We have made this Qur'an easy to 
understand, in your own language, so that they may take heed. Wait, 
then; they too are waiting.” (Verses 58-59) 

It is a fitting conclusion that sums up the message of the s#rah, 
reflects its ambiance, and fits with its beginning and line of discussion. 
It started with a reference to the book God revealed as a reminder for 
people so that they may take heed. It warned against what may happen 
on the Day of Judgement, with God saying: “On that Day We shall 
deliver a mighty onslaught; We will indeed exact retribution.” (Verse 

16) The two short verses at the end remind them of the favour God 

granted them by giving them the Qur'an in the Arabic tongue, which 
they understand. They are finally given an implicit but nonetheless 
fearful warning: “Wait, then; they too are waiting.” (Verse 59) 

a 

a 
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SORAH 45 

Al-Jathiyah 
(Kneeling Down) 

Prologue 

This sérah, revealed in Makkah, describes some aspects of the 
reception Islam received from the idolaters. It reports their facile answers 
to its arguments and signs, states their stubborn rejection of the truth 
and shows how they unashamedly pursued desire. The Qur'an also 
portrays their minds as sealed to Divine guidance, straying in whatever 
direction their fancies led them. Yet the Qur'an continued to confront 
them with God's signs, reminded them of God’s punishment and 
described His reward and His laws that operate in the universe. 

As the sttrah describes those who opposed the message in Makkah, 
we see a group of people who insisted on going astray, who stubbornly 
rejected the truth and who were rude in their description of God and 
His revelations. Such people are described in the s#rah in the terms 
they deserve. They are also warned against God's grievous and 
humiliating punishment: “Woe betide every lying, sinful person who 
hears God's revelations being recited to him, and yet persists in his haughty 
disdain, as though he had not heard them. So, give him the news of 
painful suffering. When be learns something of Our revelations, he ridicules 
it. For such people there is humiliating suffering in store. Hell lurks behind 
them; and all that they may have gained shall be of no avail whatsoever 
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to them, nor shall any of those which they took for their protectors beside 
God. Grievous suffering awaits them.” (Verses 7—10) 

We also see a group of people, perhaps belonging to those who 
received earlier revelations but who were given to ill thoughts and 
misjudgement. They paid little attention to the truth of faith and saw 
little difference between those who did evil and those who did good 
works. The s#rah makes it abundantly clear to them that there is a 
huge difference between these two types on God’s scales, It describes 
them as ill-judging and makes it clear that God judges all on the basis 
of absolute justice, which has been ingrained within the core of the 

universe since the beginning of creation: “Do those who indulge in sinful 
deeds think that We shall place them, both in their life and their death, 
on an equal footing with those who believe and do righteous deeds? Flawed 
is their judgement. God has created the heavens and the earth in 
accordance with the truth, so that every soul shall be recompensed 
according to its deeds. None shall be wronged.” (Verses 21-22) 

We also see the person who has no criterion other than his own 
desire for judging anything. For this type, desire is the deity he worships 
and obeys. The si#rah wonders at such people and publicizes the fact 
that they are blind to the truch: “Consider the one who takes his own 
desires as his deity, and whom God has [therefore] let go astray despite 
his knowledge [of the truth}, sealing his ears and heart and placing a 
cover on his eyes: who can guide such a person after God [has abandoned 

him]? Will you not, then, take heed? (Verse 23) Such people deny the 
life to come altogether, express grave doubts about the issue of 
resurrection and accountability and they stubbornly reject che truth 
asking for proofs that cannot be given in this life. The Qur'an directs 
such people to consider the signs and proofs already in place. They, 
however, remain oblivious to these: “They say: ‘There is nothing beyond 
our life in this world. We die, we live, nothing but time destroys us.’ Of 
this they have no knowledge whatsoever. They merely guess. Whenever 
Our revelations are recited to them in all their clarity, their only argument 
is to say: ‘Bring back our forefathers, if what you claim be true.’ Say: ‘Tt is 
God who gives you life, then causes you to die; and then He will gather 
you all on Resurrection Day of which there is no doubt, though most 
people do not understand.” (Verses 24-26) 
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It is possible to read all these descriptions as pointing to a single 
type of people. It is equally possible that they are different groups, 
all of which were opposed to the Islamic message during its period 
in Makkah. They would, thus, include some people to whom 

revelations were given in former times, but these would have been 
very small in number in Makkah at that time. Yet this reference to 
people of earlier revelations need not point to a particular group in 
Makkah; it may just be a pointer to a type of people rhat others 
should be made aware of. 

Be that as it may, the Qur'an confronts these people, highlighting as 
it does their qualities and behavioural patterns. It describes for them 
God’s signs ali over the universe and within themselves, warning them 

that they will have to face the reckoning on the Day of Judgement. It 
also cites what happened to communities before them when they 
abandoned Divine faith. 

In the first instance, God’s signs are put before them in a profound, 
effective and simple way: “Surely, in the heavens and the earth there 
are signs for those who believe. And in your own creation, and in the 
animals God scatters on earth there are signs for people of sure faith. And 
in the alternation of night and day, and in the means of subsistence God 
sends down from the skies, reviving with it the earth after it had been 
lifeless, and in the shifting of the winds there are signs for those who use 
their reason. Such are God's signs that We recount to you, setting forth 
the truth. In what discourse will they then believe, if they deny God and 
His revelations?” (Verses 3-6) 

The s#rah then refers to other signs, showing them as blessings and 
favours granted by God, but the rejecters are oblivious to the message 

these impart: “It is God who has subjected the sea for you, so that ships 
sail through it by His command, and that you may seek of His bounty, 
and that you give thanks. And He has subjected to you, as a gift from 
Himself, all that is in the heavens and on earth. In this there are signs for 
people who think.” (Verses 12-13) 

The s#rah also shows the unbelievers what they will be like on the 
Day of Resurrection, which is something they deny altogether: “When 
the Last Hour strikes, those who follow falsehood will on that Day lose 
all. You will see every community on its knees. Every community will be 
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summoned to its record: “Today you shall be requited for all that you 
did. This Our record speaks of you in all truth; for We have been 
recording everything you do.’ Those who believed and did righteous 
deeds will be admitted by their Lord into His grace. That will be the 
manifest triumph. And as for the unbelievers, [they will be asked]: 
‘When My revelations were recited to you, did you not glory in your 
arrogance and persist in your wicked ways? For when it was said, “God’s 
promise will certainly come true, and there can be no doubt about the 
Last Hour,” you would answer, “We know nothing of the Last Hour. 
We think it is all conjecture, and we are by no means convinced.” The 
evil of their deeds will become clear to them, and they will be 
overwhelmed by the very thing they used to deride. It will be said to 
them: “Today We shall be oblivious of you as you were oblivious of the 
coming of this your Day! The fire will be your abode, and you will have 
no one to help you. Thus it is, because you received God’ revelations 
with ridicule and allowed the life of this world to beguile you.’ Therefore, 
they will not be brought out of the Fire on that Day, nor will they be 
given a chance to make amends.” (Verses 27-35) 

The sérah leaves absolutely no doubt about the fairness of the 
requital or each person’s individual responsibility. This fundamental 
principle is shown to be central in the way the universe came into 
existence and in the way it is maintained: “Whoever does what is right 
benefits himself; and whoever does evil causes himself harm. In the 
end to your Lord you will all return.” (Verse 15) This is further clarified 
as the stirah responds to those who do evil yet consider that they will 
be on an equal footing with those who believe in God and do good 
deeds: “God has created the heavens and the earth in accordance with 
the truth, so that every soul shall be recompensed according to its deeds. 
None shall be wronged.” (Verse 22) 

In the way it addresses its subject matter, the sirah is one single 
whole, but we have divided it into two parts for easier srudy. It begins 
with the two separate letters, Had, Mim, adding a reference to the 

Quran: “This Book is bestowed from on high by God, the Almighty, 
the Wise.” (Verse 2) It concludes by addressing all praise to God, rhe 
absolute Lord of all the universe. This glorification of Him contrasts 
with the attitude of those who remain oblivious to His signs and 
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who ridicule His revelations: “All praise is due to God, the Lord of the 
heavens, the Lord of the earth and the Lord of all the worlds. His 
alone is all supremacy in the heavens and the earth. He alone is the 
Almighty, the Wise.” (Verses 36-37) 

The sérah is characterized by its easy flow and a soft beat that contrasts 
with the strong rhythm of the preceding sérah, Smoke. God, the 
Creator of people's hearts and the One who has bestowed this Qur'an 
from on high, sometimes addresses people in a strong and hard way, at 
other times with gentle touches, and then again sometimes with a soft 
and quiet beat. He takes into account rheir different conditions, 
circumstances, attitudes and responses. His knowledge is absolute and 
His wisdom infinite. 
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A Clear Way of Religion 

Al-Jathiyah (Kneeling Down) 

In the Name of God, the Lord of 
Grace, the Ever Merciful 

Ha. Mim. (1) 

This Book is bestowed from on 

high by God, the Almighty, the 

Wise. (2) 

Surely, in the heavens and the 
earth there are signs for those 
who believe. (3) 

And in your own creation, and 
in the animals God scatters on 
earth there are signs for people of 
sure faith, (4)   
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And in the alternation of night 
and day, and in the means of 

subsistence God sends down 

from the skies, reviving with it 

the earth after it had been lifeless, 

and in the shifting of the winds 
there are signs for those who use 

their reason. (5) 

Such are God’s signs that We 
recount to you, setting forth the 
truth. In what discourse will they 
then believe, if they deny God 
and His revelations? (6) 

Woe betide every lying, sinful 
person (7) 

who hears God’s revelations 
being recited to him, and yet 
persists in his haughty disdain, as 
though he had not heard them. 
So, give him the news of painful 
suffering. (8) 

When he learns something of Our 
revelations, he ridicules it. For 

such people there is humiliating 

suffering in store. (9)   
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Hell lurks behind them; and all 

that they may have gained shall 
be of no avail whatsoever to 
them, nor shall any of those 
which they took for their 

protectors beside God. Grievous 
suffering awaits them. (10) 

This is true guidance; those who 

reject their Lord’s revelations 

shall suffer abominable punish- 
ment. (11) 

It is God who has subjected the 
sea for you, so that ships sail 
through it by His command, and 
that you may seek of His bounty, 

and that you give thanks. (12) 

And He has subjected to you, as 
a gift from Himself, all that is in 

the heavens and on earth. In this 

there are signs for people who 
think. (13) 

Tell the believers that they should 
forgive those who do not look 

forward to the Days of God. It 
is for Him alone to require 

people for whatever they may 
have earned. (14) 
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Whoever does what is right 

benefits himself; and whoever 

does evil causes himself harm. In 

the end to your Lord you will all 
return. (15) 

To the Children of Israel We gave 

revelations, wisdom and pro- 

phethood; and We provided 

them with wholesome things and 

favoured them above all other 

nations. (16) 

We granted them clear indications 

in matters of faith. It was only 
after knowledge had been granted 
them that they began to differ 
maliciously among themselves. 
Your Lord will certainly judge 
between them on Resurrection 

Day regarding all chat on which 
they differed. (17) 

And now We have set you on a 
clear way of religion; so follow 

it, and do not follow the desires 

of those who do not know [the 

truth]. (18) 

They will be of no help to you 
against God. The wrongdoers 

have only one another to protect 

them, whereas God is the 

Protector of all who are God- 

fearing. (19)   
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AL-JATHIYAH (Kneeling Down) 45 

This [revelation] is a means of 

insight for mankind, and a source 

of guidance and grace for people 

of sure faith. (20) 

Do those who indulge in sinful 

deeds think that We shall place 

them, both in their life and their 

death, on an equal footing with 
those who believe and do 

righteous deeds? Flawed is their 

judgement, (21) 

God has created the heavens and 

the earth in accordance with the 

truth, so that every soul shall be 

recompensed according to its 

deeds. None shall be wronged. 

(22) 

Consider the one who takes his 
own desires as his deity, and 
whom God has [therefore] let go 

astray despite his knowledge [of 
the truth], sealing his ears and 

heart and placing a cover on his 
eyes: who can guide such a person 
after God [has abandoned him]? 

Will you not, then, take heed? 

(23) 
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In the Shade of the Qur'an 

Signs Everywhere 

Ha. Mim. This book is bestowed from on high by God, the Almighty, 
the Wise. Surely, in the heavens and the earth there are signs for 
those who believe. And in your own creation, and in the animals 
God scatters on earth there are signs for people of sure faith. And in 
the alternation of night and day, and in the means of subsistence 
God sends down from the skies, reviving with it the earth after it 
had been lifeless, and in the shifting of the winds there are signs for 
those who use their reason. (Verses 1-5) 

The s#rah mentions the revelation of this book, the Qur’an, by 

God, the Almighty, the Wise after having introduced the two separate 
Arabic letters Ha, Mim, co point to this book's source. In speaking 
about the separate letters introduced at the beginning of a number of 
siirahs, we have mentioned elsewhere that they highlight the fact chat 

the Qur'an is composed of the letters forming the Arab’s own 
language, yet they cannot produce even a very small portion like it. 
This, chen, constitutes permanent evidence that the Qur'an is 
bestowed from on high by God, the Almighry who can do whatever 
He wishes, the Wise who creates everything according to a certain 
measure and to serve a particular purpose. This is an apt comment 
that fits the ambience of the s#rah and its discussion of different 
types of people. 

Before speaking about the unbelievers and their attitude towards 
the Qur'an, the sirah refers to signs pointing to the Creator that are 
available everywhere in the world around them. Alone, these signs 
should have been enough to direct them to believe in God. Now, the 
siirah turns their minds to such signs so that they may open their hearts 
to them and realize that it is God who has bestowed this book from 
on high and that it is He who has created this great universe: “Surely, 
in the heavens and the earth there are signs for those who believe.” (Verse 
3) The signs scattered everywhere in the heavens and the earth are not 

limited to any area or situation. Wherever we look around us we find 
signs. Is there anything in this wonderful universe that is not a sign 
pointing to its great Maker? 
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Look at the skies and the gteat celestial bodies that are scattered like 
small particles in space; it is such an awesome expanse, yet so pleasant 
to the eye. Consider these celestial bodies as they move in their tespective 
orbits with unfailing accuracy and harmony. We are never tired of 
contemplating this perfect harmony which is conspicuous everywhere 
around us. Then look at the earth: how big it is in comparison to the 
humans who dwell on it, yet it is no more than a tiny particle compared 
to the huge stars or to the expanse in which it floats. It would have 
been lost in that expanse, had it not been for the hand of God placing 

it in its appointed position within the overall universal system. Nothing 
is lost sight of. Consider also how God gave this earth the necessary 
conditions that allow the emergence of life on it. This has required 
that many fine elements have been brought together in absolute accuracy 
of measure and qualiry. Should any of these qualities be in the wrong 
measure or be inaccurate in their function, life on earth would not 
have been possible nor would it have lasted.? 

Everything on earth and every living thing, indeed every part of 
every living thing, large or small, is a sign. This applies to fine, little 
things in the same way as it applies to the large and huge: a small leaf 
in a great high tree or a frail plant is a sign when we contemplate its 
shape, size, colour and feel. A hair on the body of man or animal and 
a bird’s feather are equally signs whether in terms of qualiry, length, 
material or function. Wherever man stretches his eyes to look at the 
skies or the eatth, he will find a great multitude of signs that stand 
clear before him. Yet, who looks at these signs and understands their 
message? To whom are they addressed? In short, these are “signs for 
those who believe.” (Verse 3) 

It is faith that opens people’s hearts to receive the messages that 
emanate from the numerous great signs disseminated throughout the 
heavens and the earth. When faith touches hearts, they soften and 
become far more receptive. The message everything around us gives is 
to indicate the distinctive nature of whatever God’s hand has made of 
objects, whether these be animate or inanimate. Indeed, everything 

1. For further discussion of this point, please refer to the commentary on Verse 2 of 
Sirah 25, in Vol. XII, pp. 379-383. 

307



In the Shade of the Qur’an 

God has created is miraculous in nature. No one else can create anything 
similar to it. 

The sé#rah then points out that God’s signs can also be seen within 
people themselves. They feel these close at hand: “And in your own 
creation, and in the animals God scatters on earth there are signs for 
people of sure faith.” (Vetse 4) Man’s wonderful constitution, unique 
qualities, varied and fine functions are all miraculous indeed, but we 

tend to forget this because of long familiaricy. Indeed the physical 
make-up of any human organ fills us with wonder. In its most simple 
and primitive form, in the amoeba and even smaller forms, life is a 
miracle. If this is apparent in man’s highly complex constitution how 
much more complex then is his psychological and emotional 
constitution? 

Around man, countless creatures walk on earth: different kinds with 
a great variety of shape, size and form. Only God knows them all, The 

smallest is the same as the largest: they are all miraculous in their creation 
and in the way they fit with the overall pattern of life. No species 
increases beyond certain limits to the extinction of other species. Only 

the mighty hand of God controls them all, increasing or decreasing 
them according to a perfect measure, giving them the qualities and 
functions that ensure proper balance. 

Eagles are birds of prey that enjoy longevity, but who lay only a 
small number of eggs and so procreate on a small scale, as compared 
with swallows and other small birds. What would the world of birds 
be like had eagles procreated at the same rate as swallows and swifts? 
Needless to say, all other types of birds would have vanished. The 
same applies to lions who are ferocious hunters. What would animal 
life be ike, had they procreated at the same rates as sheep and deer? No 
other animal species would have survived in any jungle or forest. Again, 
the hand of God controls the number of lions to ensure continuity, 

and increases the numbers of sheep and deer for an easily recognized 
purpose. A fly lays hundreds of thousands of eggs during its life cycle, 
yet flies live for only around two weeks. What would happen if flies 
were left to live for months or years? 

Thus we see that in the very act of creation and its management, the 
qualities of different creatures of all kinds and cypes, there are endless 
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signs that deliver the same message, but only to those who make the 
effort to see and contemplate these signs. These are “signs for people of 
sure faith.” Certainty of faith is the condition that makes hearts receptive 
and interacting. It gives them reassurance so that they can look at the 
facts the universe presents with ease, confidence and calm. This enables 
our minds to draw great conclusions from simple facts. 

The s#rah then highlights a number of natural phenomena and 
their effects on human life and on the lives of other creatures: “And 
in the alternation of night and day, and in the means of subsistence 
God sends down from the skies, reviving with it the earth after it had 
been lifeless, and in the shifting of the winds there are signs for those 
who use their reason.” (Verse 5) The alternation of day and night is a 

phenomenon that has lost its significance in the minds of most people 
because of its regular frequency. Yet, what wonder would fill the 
heart of anyone who sees the approach of night or the creeping of 
the day for the first time? An alert mind and an open heart will 
always see this great wonder and marvel at it as they see in it God's 
hand that controls the universe. 

As human knowledge of some natural phenomena increased, man 
came to know that the night and day result from the earth revolving 
in its posirion opposite the sun once every 24 hours. Yet the wonder is 
in no way diminished. Indeed, similarly wonderful is the fact that rhe 
earth revolves with such regular speed while floating in space, with 
nothing to hold it in place other than God’s hand that has set the laws 
of nature in place, thus allowing life to emerge on this planet. Human 
knowledge broadens and people begin to recognize the great importance 
of the alternation of night and day for life on our planet. They 
understand that dividing time into night and day is essential for the 
emergence of life and its continuity. Without such alternation, 
everything on earth would be different, particularly human life. Thus 
the more we know, the better we fee! the remarkable wonder that is 

this great phenomenon. 
“And in the means of subsistence God sends down from the skies, 

reviving with it the earth after it had been lifeless.” (Verse 5) The 

“means of subsistence may refer to rain pouring down, as people 
understood in the past. Yet the term may refer to other things that 
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come from the skies and have similarly important roles to play in 
sustaining life on earth. The rays that come from the skies provide 
an example. These rays are actually essential for rain, because it is the 
heat of the sun that causes sea water to evaporate. It then gathers in 
clouds that produce the rain in a process of condensation. Rain water 
then forms reservoirs that allows rivers to flow and springs to gush 
forth. Thus, after being lifeless, the earth is revived through water, 

heat and light. 
“And in the shifting of the winds.” The winds blow east or west, 

north or south, straight or at an angle, hot and cold, but always in 
accordance with the accurate, synchronized system that operates in the 
universe, where everything is meticulously calculated leaving nothing 
to coincidence. The blowing of the wind has a definite relation to the 
movement of the earth, the alternation of day and night as also to the 
means of subsistence sent down from the skies. They all cooperate to 
fulfil God’s will and how it operates in the universe. All these are signs 
we see in the universe, but who understands their message? It is 
understood only by “those who use their reason.” (Verse 5) Man's mind, 

thus, has a role, one that it should fulfil. 

Those Deaf to the Qur’4n 

The Qur'an, revealed by God, highlights these universal signs in a 
way that inspires believers who have certainty of faith and who use 
their reason. In this way, it touches hearts and minds and addresses 

people’s natures. The profound link berween human nature and the 
universe means that it only requires some inspiring words, such as the 
verses of the Qur’an, for senses to be alerted and made responsive. 
Anyone who does not believe as a result of contemplating these signs 
is totally unlikely to believe in some other way; and the one who is 
not fully alerted by the inspiring verses of the Qur'an will not be alerted 
by loud outcries from any orher source: “Such are God's signs that We 
recount to you, setting forth the truth. In what discourse will they then 
believe, if they deny God and His revelations?” (Verse 6) 

No words will be as effective as the Qur'an, God’s word. Nor will 
any creation be equal to God’s creation in the universe. Likewise, no 
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truth will be as clear and confirmed as the truth of God: “Jn what 

discourse will they then believe, if they deny God and His revelations?” 

{Verse 6) 

The only requital fit to be given to an unbeliever is severe punishment: 

Woe betide every lying, sinful person who hears God’s revelations 
being recited to him, and yet persists in his haughty disdain, as 
though he had not heard them. So, give him the news of painful 
suffering. When he learns something of Our revelations, he ridicules 
it. For such people there is humiliating suffering in store. Hell 
lurks behind them; and all that they may have gained shall be of 
no avail whatsoever to them, nor shall any of those which they 
took for their protectors beside God. Grievous suffering awaits them. 
(Verses 7-10) 

These verses describe, in part, the unbelievers’ reception of the Islamic 
message in Makkah, their stubborn refusal to listen to the clear word 
of truth and their insistence on falsehood. They take a hostile attitude 
to the truth, as if it has never even been presented to them. These 

verses also mention the unbelievers’ rudeness and impudence as they 
speak of God and His word. The Qur’an severely rebukes them for 
this, putting before them the grievous and humiliating suffering they 
are certain to endure. 

“Woe betide every lying, sinful person.” (Verse 7) This verse threatens 
every habitual liar who frequently indulges in sin. The threat is issued 
by God Almighty who is able to bring about the total destruction of 
any community, and whose promises and warnings always come true. 
This makes the warning all the more serious and frightening. 

The mark of such a lying, sinful person is that he persistently holds 
on to what is false, looks with disdain on the truth, feels too proud to 

respond to God's revelations and behaves with insolence towards God. 
He thus: “hears God's revelations being recited to him, and yet persists in 
his haughty disdain, as though he had not heard them.” (Verse 8) 
Although this hateful type of person could be found among the 
idolaters in Makkah, the same type is seen in every jahiliyyah society, 
immersed in ignorance, whether in the past, present or future. Many 
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are those all over the world, including some who are described as 
Muslims, who behave with disdain when they hear God’s revelations 
being recited and who persist in their erring ways as though they have 
never heard such revelations. They do so because what God has revealed 
is contrary to their desire and will not approve the evil and false practices 
in which they indulge. 

“So, give him the news of painful suffering.” (Verse 8) This statement 
describes the punishment such a person will receive, but the Arabic 
text uses the word bashshir for ‘giving news’, even though the word is 
only used for giving good news. As used in this verse to bring news of 
painful suffering, it thus carries connotations of ridicule. If this person 
does not listen to the warning, let him receive the news of his suffering 
in a voice that signals good news. What mockery! 

“When he learns something of Our revelations, he ridicules it,” after 
learning their source. This is a far more serious and grave response. Yet 
it describes an oft found situation in every community that lives in a 
state of ignorance, or jahiliyyah. How many are those, including some 
described as Muslims, who ridicule God’s revelations, mocking them 
and those who believe in them. “For such people there is humiliating 
suffering in store.” (Verse 9) Humiliation is the fitting requital for 
everyone who ridicules God’s revelations. 

This suffering is ready and close at hand. It may not be time for it 
yet, but ic is nevertheless present: “Hell lurks behind them” . (Verse 10) 
The phrase, ‘behind them,’ has connotations that are specifically 
intended. Since the suffering is ‘behind’ them, they do not see it and 
remain oblivious to it. Therefore, they do not try to avoid it. Yet it 
will surely engulf them. “Ai that they may have gained shall be of no 
avail whatsoever to them, nor shall any of those which they took for their 
protectors beside God.” (Verse 10) Nothing that they might have done 
or gained is of any use to them. Even if some of their deeds are good, 
they cannot benefit from them because they have been scattered by 
the wind like dust. Their deeds were not founded on a solid basis of 
faith. Likewise, their possessions will be of no use to them. Nor can 

their deities, friends, supporters or soldiers offer them help or 
protection. Nor can they intercede on their behalf. “Grievous suffering 
awaits them.” (Verse 10) Their punishment is not only humiliating, as 
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fits their offence for mocking God’s revelations, it is also grievous to 
suit the magnitude of that offence. 

This section concludes with a word that describes, in general terms, 

the true nature of God’s revelations and the punishment to be meted 
out to those who disbelieve them: “ This is true guidance; those who reject 
their Lord’ revelations shall suffer abominable punishment.” (Verse 11) It 

is a fact that this Qur'an is true and pure guidance that admits no error 
whatsoever. Therefore, anyone who denies its truth deserves such grievous 
suffering. The nature of the pain is described here as abominable, which 

serves to emphasize its description in the previous verses. 

Will They Reflect? 

Once again the sérah reminds them of the great favours and blessings 
God has given them in this world, so that their hearts may soften and 
reflect: 

It is God who has subjected the sea for you, so that ships sail through 
it by His command, and that you may seek of His bounty, and that 
you give thanks. And He has subjected to you, as a gift from Himself, 
all that is in the heavens and on earth. In this there are signs for 
people who think. (Verses 12-13) 

Man, an insignificant creature in this great universe, receives a large 
share of God’s care, which allows him to make use of greater creatures in 
the universe, benefiting by them in a variety of ways when he understands 
a part of the secret, Divine law that controls all. Had man remained 
ignorant of this part of God’s law, he could not, weak as he is, have 
benefited by such great forces. He would not even be able to live with 
them, considering his small stature and strength compared with theirs. 

The sea is one such huge force which God has subjected to man by 
revealing to him a portion of its secret make-up and qualities. Thus, 
man has been able to make ships sail through the huge oceans without 
fear of its strong waves: “so that ships sail through it by His command.” 
(Verse 12) It is God who has given the sea and the material from which 

ships are made their qualities and made atmospheric pressure, the speed 
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of winds, earth's gravity and other universal features in the way they 
are. Thus, they combine to allow ships to sail through the sea. God 
further guided man to understand all this and make use of it for his 
own benefit, whether it be by fishing, trade, gaining knowledge, or 
sports and pleasure: “And that you may seek of His bounty.” It behoves 
man, then, to turn to God in gratitude for all these favours: “and that 
you give thanks.” (Verse 12) The Qur'an directs man to attend ro this 

duty and to understand the close relationship between him and che 
universe. Everything has been originated by God and everything will 
ultimately return to Him. 

Having specified the sea, the s#rzh makes a general reference to Gad’s 
favours. He has made all the forces, potentials and blessings in the 
universe that have a bearing on man’s task on earth subservient to him: 
“And He has subjected to you, as a gift from Himself, all that is in the 
heavens and on earth.” (Verse 13) Everything in the universe is created 
by God. He controls it and determines its operation. Man, a small 

creature in the universe, is given the ability to understand a part of the 
laws of nature that operate, by God’s will, in this universe. This enables 
him to make use of powers and forces that are immeasurably greater 
than his own. Withour God’s grace, he would not have been able to 
do so. In all this, there are signs to reflect upon: “Jn this there are signs 
for people who think.” (Verse 13) 

Forgiveness of Offenders 

Now the sérah calls on believers to show magnanimity and 
forbearance to those who are weak because their hearts do not open to 
the great source of power. They are urged to show kindness to those 
who are blind to the grear truths, and as a result, do not look forward 
to God's great days when some aspects of His majesty are clearly shown: 

Tell the believers that they should forgive those who do not look 
forward to the Days of God. It is for Him alone to requite people for 
whatever they may have earned. Whoever does what is right benefits 
himself; and whoever does evil causes himself harm. In the end to 
your Lord you will all return, (Verses 14-15) 
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This directive is issued to the believers, requiring them to be 
forbearing towards those who do not look forward to God’s days. 
Theirs should be an attitude of forgiveness that combines generosity 
with power and dignity. The truth is that such people deserve pity and 
sympathy because they are deprived of the benefit of believing in God, 
which is a rich treasure of grace, strength, wealth, reassurance and 
kindness. It provides true protection in moments of stress and weakness, 
They are also deprived of true knowledge that understands the nature 
of universal laws and what they can bring of power and riches for 
man’s benefit. Those who enjoy the wealth of grace and benefits that 
come with faith are the ones who should be forbearing. They should 
forgive the slips and errors of the ones who are deprived of them. 

On the other hand, the believers should leave the matter to God 
and He will requite all as they deserve. He will then credit them with 
their forbearing attitude and reward them for it as a deed of goodness. 
Such forgiveness naturally applies to what does not spread corruption 
on earth and does not constitute a transgression of the bounds set by 
God: “ft is for Him alone to requite people for whatever they may have 
earned.” (Verse 14) This is followed by an assertion about every person's 
individual responsibilicy and about fair judgement for all. It further 
confirms that all will return to God: “Whoever does what is right 
benefits himself; and whoever does evil causes himself harm. In the end 
to your Lord you will all return.” (Verse 15) When this is made clear, a 

believer is able to be forbearing and to overlook personal offences, but 
this forbearance is not out of weakness. Instead, he is the one who is 
strong and magnanimous. He holds the torch of guidance to enable 
the ones deprived of light to see. He comes forward with the cure for 
those who are ill. He will be rewarded according to his deeds, unharmed 
by those who do evil. All matters are ultimately judged by God, to 
whom all shall return. 

The Leaders of Humanity 

The srah then speaks of the leadership of humanity and how it has 
ultimately been assigned to believers in the Islamic message. It refers 
to the divisions that split the Children of Israel after God had given 
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them scriptures, wisdom and prophethood. The mantle of leadership 
has now been given to the messenger advocating God’s final message. 
This was clearly stated when the Prophet was still in Makkah, suffering 
with his followers from persecution by the unbelievers. Yet this tells 
us something about the nature of the Islamic message, right from its 
very beginning, and the mission it is expected to fulfil: 

To the Children of Israel We gave revelations, wisdom and 
prophethood; and We provided them with wholesome things and 
favoured them above all other nations. We granted them clear 
indications in matters of faith. It was only after knowledge had 
been granted them that they began to differ maliciously among 
themselves. Your Lord will certainly judge between them on 
Resurrection Day regarding all that on which they differed. And 
now We have set you on a clear way of religion; so follow it, and do 
not follow the desires of those who do not know [the truth]. They 
will be of no help to you against God. The wrongdoers have only 
one another to protect them, whereas God is the Protector of all 
who are God-fearing. This [revelation] is a means of insight for 
mankind, and a source of guidance and grace for people of sure 
faith. (Verses 16-20) 

Before the advent of Islam, the leadership of mankind was assigned 
to the Children of Israel. They were the communiry entrusted with 
the Divine faith God laid down for a certain period of time. Mankind 
needs a leadership enlightened with Divine guidance. When human 
leadership is based on earthly considerations alone, with no reference 
to Divine guidance, it is pulled in different directions whether by desire, 
ignorance or commonplace failings. God alone, the Creator of 
mankind, is the One who gives people a law that is free from the 
pressures of desire, ignorance or failing. He is the One who knows 
best what suits His creation. 

“To the Children of Israel We gave revelations, wisdom and 
prophethood.” (Verse 16) They were given the Torah, containing God's 
law, and they had a state where they were required to implement this 
law. They were also given prophethood after Moses so as to ensure the 
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continued and right implementation of this Divine law. Prophets were 
sent to chem in succession over a relatively long period of history. “We 
provided them with wholesome things and favoured them above all other 
nations.” (Verse 16) Their kingdom was in the holy land, which yielded 
rich harvests of all types, stretching from the Nile to the Euphrates. 

“We granted them clear indications in matters of faith.” (Verse 17) 
What they were given of the Divine law was clear and decisive, free of 

ambiguity, confusion and contradiction. There was absolutely no reason 
for them to differ over this clear law. There was no obscuriry over any 
question of their faith or its laws, and they were certainly aware of the 
cight judgement on all matters of importance. Nevertheless, “it was 

only after knowledge had been granted them that they began to differ 
matlictously among themselves.” (Verse 17) Such disputes were motivared 
by mutual envy, malice and injustice, despite their knowing the truth. 

Therefore, their leadership of mankind was terminated, and their case 
is left to God, who will judge them on the Day of Resurrection: “Your 
Lord will certainly judge between them on Resurrection Day regarding 
all that on which they differed.” (Nerse 17) 

God then assigned a new leadership, imparted a new message to a 
different messenger, put His Divine law back on its right course and 
gave back to Divine faith its absolute clariry. This new leadership is 
thus guided by God’s law, not by any human desire: “And now We 
have set you on a clear way of religion; so follow it, and do not follow 
the desires of those who do not know [the truth].” (Verse 18) Thus 

matters are defined in absolute clarity: it is either God’s law or people's 
changing desires that are devoid of knowledge. There can be no third 
alternative and no middle way. No one abandons Divine law unless 
they choose to pursue human desires. Everything that differs with 
God’s law is the expression of desire that pleases those who lack 
knowledge. God warns His messenger against following the desires 
of those who have no knowledge of the truth, as they will be of no 
avail co him. They only try to protect one another. Thus, they cannot 

harm him in any way as God will support and protect him: “They 
will be of no help to you against God. The wrongdoers have only one 
another to protect them, whereas God is the Protector of all who are 
God-fearing.” (Verse 19) 
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This verse and the one before it charts the way for the advocates of 
the Divine message, leaving no need for any comment or further detail: 
“And now We have set you on a clear way of religion; so follow it, and do 
not follow the desires of those who do not know [the truth]. They will be 
of no help to you against God. The wrongdoers have only one another to 
protect them, whereas God is the Protector of all who are God-fearing.” 
(Verses 18-19) There is only one law that fits this description; 

everything else is the result of desire and ignorance. Every advocate of 
the Divine faith must follow only that. Those who espouse desire 
cannot help a believer: they only help one another and will not abandon 
their course. Yet they are too weak to be able to cause a believer any 
harm, since God is the One who protects the God-fearing, How can 
humans who, in theit ignorance and weakness, have only one another 
for support be compared to one who advocates God's law and is 
protected by Him? 

Commenting on this decisive clarification, the s#rah mentions the 
certainry of faith and what the Qur'an provides of insight, guidance 
and Divine grace: “This [revelation] is a means of insight for mankind, 
and a source of guidance and grace for people of sure faith.” (Verse 20) 
Describing the Qur'an as a means of insight emphasizes its role of 
providing enlightenment. The Qur'an provides insight, and insight 
makes matters clear, Moreover, the Qur'an itself is guidance and mercy, 

but all this is dependent on certainry of faith which admits no doubt 
or worry. With such certainty, we know the way as it appears before us 
clear, straight, leading to a well defined goal. We go along this way 
sure of step and without hesitation. The Qur'an is our source of light 
and guidance. It is indeed the embodiment of God’s grace. 

Totally Unequal 

The s#rah clearly distinguishes between those who commit evil and 
those who do good as a result of being believers. There is no way that 
they can be judged in the same way. They are different in God’s sight. 
Furthermore, God has established His universal law on the basis of 
truth and justice: 
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Do those who indulge in sinful deeds think that We shall place 
them, both in their life and their death, on an equal footing with 
those who believe and do righteous deeds? Flawed is their judgement. 
God has created the heavens and the earth in accordance with the 
truth, so that every soul shall be recompensed according to its deeds. 
None shall be wronged. (Verses 21-22) 

The first of these verses may be understood to refer to those among 
the people of earlier revelations who deviated from their scriptures 
and indulged in sin, but who nonetheless continued to think of 

themselves as believers. They might have thought themselves ro be on 
the same level as Muslims who do good deeds. They might also have 
considered that the two groups are equal in God’s sight, both in this 
life and in the life after death when people are given their reward or 
punishment. These verses may also be taken as a general discourse 
defining how people are judged on God's scales. It shows that believers 
who do good deeds are definitely iu a higher position. It says chat 
putting the evildoers and the righteous on the same level, either in this 

life or in rhe next, conflicts with the basic and permanenr rule upon 
which the universe is founded, namely, the truth. Thus the cruth is 

fundamental to both the universe and the Divine law. Consequently, 
both the universe and human life are set to progress by means of this 
truth. This manifests itself in the distinction between evildoers and 

those who do good in all respects, and in the individual judging of 
people on the basis of what each has earned through life. Justice is, 
thus, administered to all: “None shall be wronged.” (Verse 22) This is 

the constant truth, the foundational stone of the entire universe. 
The sé#rah then refers to desire, which is by nature changing and 

fleeting. Yet some people make of desire a deity and thus they are 
unable to recognize true guidance: 

Consider the one who takes his own desires as his deity, and whom 
God has [therefore] let go astray despite his knowledge [of the truth], 
sealing his ears and heart and placing a cover on his eyes: who can 
guide such a person after God [has abandoned him]? Will you not, 

then, take heed? (Verse 23) 
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The inimitable Qur’anic style draws here an extraordinary image of 
the human soul when it abandons the basic and permanent rule of 
truth in order to follow fleeting desires, making of them a deity from 
which concepts, rules, feelings and actions are derived. In this way 
does man submit to desire and obey its dictates. This extraordinary 
situation is painted in a tone that invites strong censure. 

“Consider the one who takes his own desires as his deity? Such an 
example should be carefully considered. A person of this ilk deserves 
to be abandoned by God so that he goes even further astray: no light 
of guidance will be given to him by Divine mercy. After all, he has left 
no room in his heart for such guidance when he worships his own 
desires: “And whom God has [therefore] let go astray despite his knowledge 
lof the truth].” The Arabic phrase, ‘ala ‘ilm, may be translated as, ‘in 

full knowledge’, in which case it refers to God’s knowledge that such 
a person deserves to be left astray. Alternatively, it can be translated as 
we have rendered here as ‘despite his knowledge’. In other words, his 
knowledge of the truth does not deter him from pursuing his desires. 
Such a person deserves to be left straying in blindness: “sealing his ears 
and heart and placing a cover on his eyes.” His receptive faculties are 
sealed, allowing no light or guidance to seep through. His judgement 
is, thus, fundamentally impaired. 

“Who can guide such a person after God [has abandoned him]? 

(Verse 23) All guidance comes from God. No one can provide anyone 

with guidance or error, not even His chosen messengers. It is all 
determined by God alone. “Will you not, then, take heed? (Verse 

23) When a person takes heed, he will break the chains of desire and 

return to the straight path of truth. No one who treads this path will 
ever go astray. 
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To Whom Supremacy Belongs 

They say: ‘There is nothing 
beyond our life in this world. We 
die, we live, nothing but time 
destroys us.’ Of this they have no 
knowledge whatsoever. They 
merely guess. (24) 

Whenever Our revelations are 
recited to them in all their clarity, 
their only argument is to say: 
‘Bring back our forefathers, if 
what you claim be true.’ (25) 

Say: ‘It is God who gives you life, 
then causes you to die; and then 

He will gather you all on 
Resurrection Day of which there 
is no doubt, though most people 
do not understand.’ (26) 

To God belongs the dominion 

over the heavens and the earth. 

When the Last Hour strikes, 

those who follow falsehood will 

on that Day lose all. (27)   
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You will see every community on 
its knees. Every community will 

be summoned to its record: 
“Today you shall be requited for 
all that you did. (28) 

This Our record speaks of you 
in all truth; for We have been 
recording everything you do.’ 

(29) 

Those who believed and did 

righteous deeds will be admitted 

by their Lord into His grace. That 
will be the manifest criumph. 

(30) 

And as for the unbelievers, {they 

will be asked]: “When My 
revelations were recited to you, 

did you not glory in your 
arrogance and persist in your 
wicked ways? (31) 

For when it was said, “God’s 

promise will cercainly come true, 
and there can be no doubt about 

the Last Hour,” you would 

answer, “We know nothing of 
the Last Hour. We think it is all 

conjecture, and we are by no 

means convinced.” (32)   
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The evil of their deeds will 
become clear to them, and they 
will be overwhelmed by the very 
thing they used to deride. (33) 

It will be said to them: “Today 
We shall be oblivious of you as 
you were oblivious of the coming 
of this your Day! The fire will 
be your abode, and you will have 
no one to help you. (34) 

Thus it is, because you received 
God’s revelations with ridicule 

and allowed the life of this world 
to beguile you.’ Therefore, they 
will not be brought out of the 
Fire on that Day, nor will they 
be given a chance to make 

amends. (35) 

All praise is due to God, the Lord 
of the heavens, the Lord of the 

earth and the Lord of all the 

worlds. (36) 

His alone is all supremacy in the 
heavens and the earth. He alone 
is the Almighty, the Wise. (37)   
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In che Shade of the Qur'an 

Overview 

This last passage of the stirah presents what the idolaters used to say 
about the hereafter, resurrection and accountability on the Day of 
Judgement. It refutes their arguments, citing irrefutable evidence drawn 
from their own particular situation. It then portrays a scene from the 
Day of Judgement which they see as closing in upon them, even though 
it is not as yet due. This is because the Quranic style presents it as if it 
is there before their very eyes. 

The séirah then concludes with praises of God, the only Lord of the 
heavens and the earth and all those who live within them. His glory is 
extolled and no one can aspire to His position of absolute power. 

A Narrow View of Life 

They say: ‘There is nothing beyond our life in this world. We die, 
we live, nothing but time destroys us.’ Of this they have no 
knowledge whatsoever. They merely guess. Whenever Our revelations 
are recited to them in all their clarity, their only argument is to say: 
‘Bring back our forefathers, if what you claim be true.’ Say: Tt is 
God who gives you life, then causes you to die; and then He will 
gather you all on Resurrection Day of which there is no doubt, though 
most people do not understand.’ (Verses 24-26) 

So short-sighted were they that they considered life to be nothing 
beyond what they saw before their very eyes: one generation dies and 
another replaces it in life. Apparently, no hand deals death; it is all a 
question of days that pass and time that elapses bringing death to all. 
It is time, then, that ends their lives, making them die. This is a 
superficial outlook that does not go beyond appearances to discover 
subtle reasons and causes. They do not ask what brings them life; or, 
when it is there, what takes it away? They see that death does not 
occur according to a defined system or after a certain number of days 
and years. Instead, they think that only the passage of time deprives 
them of life. Death comes to all: children and the elderly, the healthy 
and the ill, the strong and the weak. Therefore, when we carefully 
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consider the reason behind all this, time is an inadequate explanation. 
Therefore, God says of them: “Of this they have no knowledge 
whatsoever. They merely guess.” (Verse 24) Their guesses are wild, lack 
proper reflection, sound knowledge and an understanding of cause 
and effect. They do not look carefully ar the two phenomena of life 
and death to realize that they are the result of a will other than that of 
man and a reason other than the passage of time. 

“Whenever Our revelations are recited to them in ail their clarity, 
their only argument is to say: ‘Bring back our forefathers, if what you 
claim be true.” (Verse 25) This is a similarly superficial outlook devoid 

of any understanding of the laws of creation, God's wisdom or the 
secret that lies beyond life and death. People live on this planet so that 
they have a chance to work towards their ultimate destiny. Thus, God 
tests them by means of what He places at their disposal in this life. 
They then die and await the time of reckoning determined by Him. 
They will account for what they did in this life. Therefore, when they 
die, they do not return to this world. No purpose is served by such a 
return before the appointed time. They will noc return merely because 
a group of human beings suggest they should. The major laws God 
has set in operation in the universe are not changed as a result of human 
suggestion. There is no question whatsoever of their naivety in answer 
to God's revelations being taken up: “Bring back our forefathers, if what 
you claim be true.” (Werse 25) 

Why should God bring back their forefathers before the time He, 

in His infinite wisdom, has determined? To convince them rhat God 

is able to bring the dead back to life? How amazing! Do they not see 
that God initiates life at every moment before their very eyes, in 
accordance with the law He has set for life? “Say: /t is God who gives 
you life, then causes you to die; and then He will gather you all on 
Resurrection Day of which there is no doubt.” (Verse 26) The very miracle 

they want to see done to their fathers occurs before their very eyes. It is 
God who grants life and causes death. There is nothing surprising, 
then, that He will bring the dead back to life, gathering them all on 
Resurrection Day. Why should they entertain any doubt about this, 
when they see it occurring before them: “Though most people do not 

understand,” (Verse 26) 
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The Quran's comment on this visible fact cites the origin of all: “7o 
God belongs the dominion over the heavens and the earth.” (Verse 27) He 

is the One who makes and controls everything in the universe, and He is 
the One able to originate and reinstate everything and everyone. 

The Record of All Deeds 

They are now presented with a scene from the day that they doubt 
will ever come: 

When the Last Hour strikes, those who follow falsehood will on that 
Day lose all. You will see every community on its knees. Every 
community will be summoned to its record: ‘Today you shall be requited 
for all that you did. This Our record speaks of you in all truth; for We 
have been recording everything you do. (Verses 27-29) 

In the first of these verses they are told of the fate of those who 
follow falsehood. They are the ones who end up in utter loss. Then we 
are given a panoramic view, with all the generarions that have dwelled 
on the surface of this planet throughout the ages gathered together. 
They all sit on their knees, each communiry distinguished from the 
next, but all awaiting their dreaded accountabiliry. The atmosphere is 
one of awe and fear. How can it be otherwise, when the assembly 
brings together everyone from all generations, and they are all on their 
knees? Greater fear is inspired by what lies ahead of people having to 
account for their deeds. What generates most fear, however, is that 
they have to face God Almighty, the Most Gracious, whose blessings 
were not met with gratitude, on earth, by most of those gathered before 
Him. 

All those waiting on their knees look anxiously, breathless and with 

dry mouths. They are told: “Today you shall be requited for all that you 
did. This Our record speaks of you in all truth; for We have been recording 
everything you do.” (Verses 28-29) All of them, belonging to different 

communities, races and generations, are split into two groups — believers 
and unbelievers — for there is no other banner to raise on that occasion. 
One is God’s party and the other is Satan's. 
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“Those who believed and did righteous deeds will be admitted by 
their Lord into His grace. That will be the manifest triumph.” (Verse 

30) They are the ones who are given comfort to dispel all worry and 
anxiety. The outcome of their situation is given straightaway, easily 
and without delay, so as to spread over them a pleasant air. But what 
do we find as we stretch our eyes through the words of the text to 
look at the other party? We hear a long and shameful rebuke one that 
reminds them of their worst sayings and deeds: 

And as for the unbelievers, [they will be asked]: When My 
revelations were recited to you, did you not glory in your arrogance 
and persist in your wicked ways? For when it was said, “God’s 
promise will certainly come true, and there can be no doubt about 
the Last Hour,’ you would answer, ‘We know nothing of the Last 
Hour. We think it is all conjecture, and we are by no means 
convinced.” (Verses 31—32) 

How do you view your situation now? Are you convinced? Then 
the s#rah turns away for a moment to give us a glimpse of what happens 
to them: “The evil of their deeds will become clear to them, and they 
will be overwhelmed by the very thing they used to deride.” (Verse 33) 
Further reproach is heaped upon their heads, and rhey are told that 
their lot will be nothing other than total disregard, humiliation as well 
as painful doom: 

It will be said to them: ‘Today We shall be oblivious of you as you 
were oblivious of the coming of this your Day! The fire will be your 
abode, and you will have no one to help you. Thus it is, because you 
received God’ revelations with ridicule and allowed the life of this 
world to beguile you.’ (Verses 34-35) 

As their ultimate fate is announced, the curtains are drawn leaving 
them in hell from which they cannot hope to leave and where they 
are not asked for excuses or justification: “Therefore, they will not be 
brought out of the Fire on that Day, nor will they be given a chance to 
make amends.” (Verse 35) As we listen, we almost hear the doors of 
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hell as they are finally closed. The scene is completed; nothing of it 
will change. 

The sérah concludes with voices praising and glorifying God: 

All praise is due to God, the Lord of the heavens, the Lord of the 
earth and the Lord of all the worlds. His alone is all supremacy in 
the heavens and the earth. He alone is the Almighty, the Wise. 
(Verses 36-37) 

The praising voice declares God’s Lordship over the universe: earth 
and heaven, mankind and jinn, birds and beasts, as well as everyone 
and everything. They are all under the care of one Lord who is totally 
in control. Praised is He for the care He takes of them all. The glorifying 
voice declares that all supremacy in the universe belongs to God alone. 
To Him bows every exalted ryrant, and to His power submits every 
rebellious nature. Furthermore, to Him belongs the supreme power 
and absolute wisdom. Praise and glory to God, the Lord of all the 
worlds. 
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Al-Ahgaf 
(Sand Dunes) 

Prologue 

The present szrah, revealed in Makkah, addresses the question of 
faith: belief in God’s oneness and His absolute Lordship of che universe. 
As in other Makkan sirahs, faith here also includes belief in the 

revelation of the Divine message to Muhammad, God’s messenger, 
who was preceded by other messengers, and to whom the Qur’an was 
bestowed from on high, confirming earlier scriptures. It also includes 
belief in the resurrection and accountability for all that is done in this 
present life, whether good or evil. 

These are the fundamental principles upon which Islam builds its 
whole structure. Hence, the Qur’an elaborates on these principles in 
all che Makkan sérahs. It also touches upon these aspects in the strahs 
revealed later in Madinah, and specifically whenever it lays down 
legislation or addresses a directive to the Muslim community. Part of 
the nature of the Islamic faith is that it considers belief in God’s oneness, 
Muhammad's message and accountability in the life to come the pivot 
upon which all its principles, systems, laws and morality turn. All are 
closely telated to this belief. Therefore, they remain proactive. 

The sarah treats this question of faith in every possible way, 
presenting it against different backdtops and adding universal, 
psychological and historical effects. It makes faith a question for all 
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existence, not merely the human race. It gives us a glimpse of how 
some of the ji listened to the Qur'an, and refers to the attitude of 
some of the Children of Israel to it, presenting one testimony from 
uncorrupted human nature and another from some Israelites. It takes 
us on a journey so that we can look at the expanse of the heavens and 
the earth, and it also presents images from the Day of Judgement. It 
further shows us the fate of the people of Had, and touches on the 
fates of some of the townships around Makkah. According to the 
séirah, both the universe itself and the Qur’an are books stating the 
same truth. 

The sérah consists of four inter-related parts that can be seen as a 
single whole. The first part begins with the two separate letters Ha 
Mim, that also began the six sé#rahs preceding this one. These two 
letters are immediately followed by a reference to the book of the 
Qur'an and its being a revelation from God: “This book is bestowed 
from on high by God, the Almighty, the Wise.” (Verse 2) The siirah 
follows this with a reference to the book of the universe, which is 
established on the basis of His truth and created according to elaborate 
planning. “We have not created the heavens and the earth and all 
that is between them otherwise than in accordance with the truth, 
and for an appointed term.” (Verse 3) Thus, the recited book of the 
Qur’an and the book of the universe we behold confirm the cruth as 
well as the elaborate planning: “Yet the unbelievers ignore the warnings 
they have been given.” (Verse 3) 

After this powerful and comprehensive opening, the sarah begins to 
present the question of faith, starting with a denunciation of 
polytheism, upheld by the pagan Arabs, demonstrating that it lacks all 
basis in the universe, and that it further lacks true pronouncement and 
inherited knowledge: “Say: Have you thought of those whom you invoke 
besides God? Show me what part of the earth they have created, or which 
share of the heavens they own. Bring me a book revealed before thts, or 
some other vestige of knowledge, if what you claim is true.” (Verse 4) It 
shows the error of the one who worships instead of God someone or 
thing who cannot hear or respond to its worshipper and who disputes 
with him on the Day of Judgement dissociating itself from all such 
worship. 
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It then speaks of the appalling reception they gave to the truth as 
presented by Muhammad (peace be upon him), describing it as plain 
sorcery. (Verse 7) They even had the temerity to go further than this 
and alleged that the Prophet had fabricated it all. The s#rah instructs 
the Prophet to give them a reply that suits his position as a messenger 
of God, one that reflects his fear of God and accepts His judgement 
both in this world and the next: “Say: Tf] have invented it, you cannot 
be of the least help to me against God. He is fully aware of what you say 
amongst yourselves about it. Sufficient is He as a witness between me 
and you. He is Much-Forgiving, Ever-Merciful.’ Say: ‘I am not the first 
of God's messengers. I do not know what will be done with me or with 
you. I only follow what is being revealed to me. I am only a plain warner.” 
(Verses 8-9) It also cites the atticude of some of the Children of Israel 

who accepted the Qur'an as true guidance when they found in it what 
confirmed the scriptures given to Moses (peace be upon him). Such a 
person “has believed in it while you glory in your arrogance.” (Verse 10) 
They are, thus, denounced for their wrongdoing, for their disbelief, 
despite the testimony of those endowed with greater knowledge: “God 
does not guide wrongdoers.” (Verse 10) 

The stirah also mentions the unbelievers’ flimsy justification of their 
attitude as they said in reference to the believers: “Jf this [message] were 
any good, these people would not have preceded us in accepting it.” (Verse 
11) This explains their true stance: “Since they refuse to be guided by it, 
they will always say, “This is an ancient falsehood.” (Verse 11) The 
strah also refers to the book of Moses and the fact that the Qur’an 

confirms it, highlighting its role: “to warn the wrongdoers and to give 
good news to those who do good.” (Verse 12) This part concludes with 

details of the good news given to those who believe in God and follow 
the right course: “Those who say, ‘Our Lord is God,’ and follow the 
straight path shall have nothing to fear, nor shall they grieve. They are 
the ones destined for paradise where they shall abide as a reward for 
what they do.” (Verses 13-14) 

The second part of the sarah portrays two patterns of human nature, 
one upright and the other deviant, highlighting their different attitudes 
to the question of faith. It depicts both natures as they commence 
their lives, reared by their parents. It describes their respective attitudes 
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when they come of age and are able to make their own choices. The 
first recognizes God’s blessings, is dutiful towards his parents, eager 
to give thanks, and seeking forgiveness for slips and mistakes: “/e is 
from such people that We shall accept the best that they ever did, and 
whose bad deeds We shail overlook. [They shall be] among the people 
destined for paradise. True is the promise that has been given them.” 
(Verse 16) The other is disobedient of both his parents and God, 

denies the Day of Resurrection, and creates tremendous distress for 
his parents: “Such are the ones upon whom the verdict is passed, 
together with other communities of jinn and humans that have passed 
away before their time. They will be utterly lost.” (Verse 18) This part 
of the stra concludes with a swift scene of the Day of Judgement 
portraying the fate of this second type of person: “On the Day when 
the unbelievers will be brought before the fire, they will be told: You 
have exhausted your share of good things in your worldly life and took 
your fill of pleasure. So, today you shall be requited with the suffering 
of humiliation for having been arrogant on earth without any right, 
and for all your transgression.” (Verse 20) 

In the third part, the sarah speaks of the destruction of the ‘Ad after 
they had rejected ali warnings. It highlights the great wind which they 
had expected to give them rain and growth. Instead, it brought them 
ruin and the punishment they had hastened. “When they saw a cloud 
approaching their valleys, they said: ‘This cloud will bring us rain.’ ‘No, 
indeed. It is the very thing you wanted to hasten: a stormwind bearing 
painful suffering which will destroy everything by the command of its 
Lord.’ When the morning came, there was nothing to see of them except 
their ruined dwellings. Thus do we requite guilty people.” (Verses 24— 
25) In this way, the s#ra# aims to heighten the unbelievers’ feelings by 

showing them the fate of the ‘Ad, who they are reminded were stronger 
and wealthier than they. “We had securely established them in a manner 
in which We have never established you; and We had endowed them 
with hearing, and sight, and hearts. Yet nothing did their hearing, sight 
and hearts avail them since they persisted in denying God’ revelations. 
They were overwhelmed by the very thing which they had mocked.” 
(Verse 26) As this part comes to an end, the siirah also reminds them 
of the fate suffered by the townships around them and how their alleged 
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deities could not provide any support. Thus, their fabrications were 
clear for everyone to sce. 

The fourth and final part gives us the story of a group of jinn who 
were directed by God to listen to a recitation of the Quran. They 
were highly moved by it, immediately declaring that ir speaks the truth 
and confirms “what came before it. It guides to the truth and to a straight 
path.” (Verse 30) They went straight back to their people warning 
them and cailing on them ro believe: “Our people! Respond to God’ call 
and have faith in Him. He will forgive you your sins and deliver you 
from grievous suffering. He who does not respond to God’ call cannot 
elude Him on earth, nor will they have any protector against Him. They 
are indeed in manifest error.” (Verses 31—32) The jinn also refer to the 
open book of the universe which testifies to God’s power of initiation 
and resurrection: “Are they not aware that God, who has created the 
heavens and the earth and was not wearied by their creation, has the 
power to bring the dead back to life? Yes, indeed. He has power over all 
things.” (Verse 33) At rhis point the sirah adds a touching scene, 

showing the unbelievers as they are brought before the fire. They will 
then admit what they used to deny, but it is all toe late. 

The sérah concludes with a directive to the Prophet to remain patient 
and not to hasten the unbelievers’ punishment. They are only given 
respite for a short while, and God’s punishment will inevitably catch 
up with them: “Remain, then, patient in adversity, just as all messengers 
endowed with firm resolve bore themselves with patience. Do not seek to 
hasten their punishment. On the Day when they see what they were 
promised, it will seem to them as though they had dwelt [on earth] no 

more than an hour in a single day. This has been made clear. Will, then, 
any be destroyed except the evildoers? (Verse 35) 

= 

— 
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One Universe, One Creator 

Al-Ahgaf (Sand Dunes) 

In the Name of God, the Lord of 
Grace, the Ever Merciful 

Ha. Mim. (1) 

This book is bestowed from on 

high by God, the Almighty, the 

Wise. (2) 

We have not created the heavens 

and the earth and all that is 

between them otherwise than in 

accordance with the truth, and 

for an appointed term. Yet the 
unbelievers ignore the warnings 
they have been given. (3) 

Say: “Have you thought of those 
whom you invoke besides God? 

Show me what part of the earth 
they have created, or which share 

of the heavens they own. Bring   
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In the Shade of the Qur'an 

me a book revealed before this, 

or some other vestige of knowl- 
edge, if what you claim is true.” 

(4) 

Who is in greater error than one 

who invokes, instead of God, 

such as will not respond to him 
till the Day of Resurrection, and 

are not even conscious of being 
invoked? (5} 

When all mankind are gathered 

[for judgement], these will be 

enemies to them and will disown 

their worship. (6) 

Whenever Our revelations are 

recited to them in all their clarity, 

the unbelievers describe the truth 

when it is delivered to them: 

“This is plain sorcery.’ (7) 

Do they say: “He has invented it 
himself’? Say: ‘If I have invented 
it, you cannot be of the least help 
to me against God. He is fully 
aware of what you say amongst 
yourselves about it. Sufficient is 

He as a witness between me and 
you. He is Much-Forgiving, Ever- 
Merciful.’ (8)   
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AL-AHQAF (Sand Dunes) 46 

Say: ‘I am not the first of God’s 
messengers. I do not know what 

will be done with me or with 

you. I only follow what is being 
revealed to me. I am only a plain 
warner,’ (9) 

Say: “Have you thought: what if 
this Qur’an is really from God 
and you reject it? What if a 
witness from among the Children 
of Israel testifies to its similarity 
[to earlier scriptures], and has 

believed in it while you glory in 
your arrogance? God does not 
guide wrongdoers.’ (10) 

The unbelievers say of those who 
believe: ‘If this [message] were 

any good, these people would not 
have preceded us in accepting it.’ 
Since they refuse to be guided by 
it, they will always say, “This is 
an ancient falsehood.’ (11) 

Yet before this the book of Moses 
was revealed as a guide and a [sign 

of God’s] grace. This book 
confirms it in the Arabic tongue, 
to warn the wrongdoers and to 
give good news to those who do 

good. (12)   
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In the Shade of the Qur'an 

Those who say, ‘Our Lord is (seb Bete i 
God’, and follow the straight HE eos oy 
path shall have nothing to fear, 
nor shall they grieve. (13) 

ober od Awe fr hee ve 

reine Se 

They are the ones destined for “AA oa AA 

paradise where they shall abide as doe \ags 
a reward for what they do. (14) RPS Kae       

In Line with the Truth 

Ha. Mim. This book is bestowed from on high by God, the Almighty, 
the Wise. We have not created the heavens and the earth and all 

that is between them otherwise than in accordance with the truth, 

and for an appointed term. Yet the unbelievers ignore the warnings 
they have been given. (Verses 1-3) 

As the s#rah opens it touches on the link between the letters of the 
Arabic language they speak and the Qur'an, a book composed of the 
same letters but unlike anything people say or write. This, in itself, is 
sufficient evidence to testify to the fact that the Qur’an is revealed 
from on high by Ged, the Almighty, the Wise. It also touches on the 
relationship between God’s recited book and the book of the universe 
we behold and which He made. Both books are made with the truth 
and according to careful planning. The fact that the Quran is bestowed 
from on high by the Almighty testifies to His power and absolute 
wisdom. Likewise, the creation of the universe is an act of truth: “We 
have not created the heavens and the earth and all that is between 
them otherwise than in accordance with the truth.” (Verse 3) It is subject 

to elaborate planning: “and for an appointed term.” (Verse 3) Thus, 
God’s purpose behind creation is fulfilled and all that He has willed 
through the process of creation is accomplished. 

Both books are open, available to ears and eyes to contemplate. Each 
testifies to God’s power and wisdom, indicating His planning. Indeed 
the book of the universe affirms the truth of the revealed book and its 
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promises and warnings. “Yer the unbelievers ignore the warnings they 
have been given.” (Verse 3) This is indeed most singular. 

The revealed book states that the Godhead is One and that He is 
the Lord of everything, since He is the Creator who controls and 
determines all. The book of the universe also affirms this same truth: 
its system, balance and harmony confirm that the Maker is the One 
who makes everything on the basis of comprehensive and unerring 
knowledge. Indeed, everything bears the same mark of the One Maker. 
How can anyone then claim that there are deities other than Him? 
What have such alleged deities created? What share do they have in the 
universe? “Say: Have you thought of those whom you invoke besides God? 
Show me what part of the earth they have created, or which share of the 
heavens they own. Bring me a book revealed before this, or some other 
vestige of knowledge, if what you claim is true.” (Verse 4) 

Thus, God instructs His messenger to put before people the 
testimony of the book of the universe, as it admits no dispute and 
addresses human nature according to its own logic. “Show me what 
part of the earth they have created.” No one will ever say that such 
worshipped deities, be they statues made of stone, trees, jinn, angels 
or any other, ever created any part of the earth or anything that lives 
on earth. Human nature flies in the face of anyone making such a 
suggestion. “Or which share of the heavens they own? (Verse 4) Nor 

will any human being claim chat any worshipped deiry has ever had 
any share in the creation of the heavens, or that they own any share in 

them. A glance at the sky is sufficient to fill our hearts with a clear 
sense of the Creator’s greatness and oneness, and to discard all deviant 
beliefs and absurdities. God, who bestowed the Qur'an from on high, 

knows the effect of contemplating the universe on people’s minds and 
hearts. Therefore, He directs us to look at the book of the universe 
and listen to its message. 

Some people, however, make assertions that rely on neither proof 
nor evidence. The Qur’an does not allow them much leeway in this 
respect. Instead it requires that they provide evidence and proof in 
support of their claims and teaches them the method of proof putting 
before them a complete system of consideration, reflection and 
conclusion drawing: “Bring me a book revealed before this, or some other 
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vestige of knowledge, if what you claim is true.” (Verse 4) Thus, they 
have to rely either on a true book revealed by God, or a proved piece 
of evidence rhat has survived over time. All books revealed before the 
Qur'an emphatically assert the oneness of God, the Creator. None of 
them assigns even a shred of validity to the legends that speak of 
multiple deities, or suggests that they have any share in the creation of 
the earth or the ownership of the heavens. Nor is there any vestige of 
knowledge to support such absurd claims. 

Thus the Qur’an puts before them the testimony of the universe, 
which is clear and decisive, discounts any claim that has no supporting 
evidence and teaches them the method of proof; all this in one verse 
using a small number of words, but with strong rhythm and sound 
argument. 

The Qur'an also invites them to take an objective look ar those beings 
alleged to be deities. It points to the obvious error behind such claims 
when these entities can neither respond to them nor show any awareness 
of them in this present life. Furthermore, they will srand against the 

unbelievers on the Day of Resurrection, denying all cheir claims: 

Who is in greater error than one who invokes, instead of God, such 
as will not respond to him till the Day of Resurrection, and are not 
even conscious of being invoked? When all mankind are gathered 
[for judgement], these will be enemies to them and will disown 
their worship. (Verses 5—6) 

Some of the unbelievers considered their idols to be deities, either 
in themselves or as statues representing the angels. Others worshipped 
trees while still others worshipped the angels directly or even Saran. 
Yet none of these so-called deities respond to those invoking them, or 
at least make a useful response. Statues and trees give no response 

whatsoever, angels do not respond to anyone who associates partners 
with God, while the devils’ response is only one of whispering and 

leading people astray. Then, on the Day of Resurrection, when all are 
gathered before their Lord, all alleged deities disown cheir errant 
worshippers. Even Satan disowns them, as clearly stated in another 
siirah: “And when everything will have been decided, Satan will say: 
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‘God has made you a true promise. I, too, made promises to you, but I did 
not keep them. Yet I had no power at all over you, except that I called 
you and you responded to me. Hence, do not now blame me, but blame 
yourselves, It is not for me to respond to your cries, nor for you to respond 
to mine. I have already disclaimed your associating me with God.’ Indeed, 
for all wrongdoers there is grievous suffering in store.” (14: 22) 

Thus, after having explained to them the universal truth that rejects 
their claims, the Qur’an puts their own claims before their eyes, 
showing them what effect these claims have in this world and in the 
life to come. In both, the truth of God’s oneness is clearly seen as the 
book of the universe proves it. The idolaters should espouse this if 
they care about what happens to them in this life and in the life to 

come. 

This strong denunciation of idolatry referred, at the time of Qur’anic 
revelation, to the deities worshipped by different communities during 
different periods of history. However, the Qur'anic statements in this 
case have a broader significance and farther application than the 
historical situation then pertaining. What error is greater than one 
creature invoking another instead of God, at any time and place? Every 
crearure thus invoked, regardless of its identity and status, will not 
and cannot make any response to those who invoke it. It is God alone 
who does what He wants. Polytheism is not limited to the naive form 
practised by the idolaters of old. Many are those who associate with 
God partners from among people who have power, influence, wealth 
or position; they appeal to them for help. Yet these are also too weak 
to make any significant response to their appealers. None has any power 
to cause benefit or harm even to themselves. Appealing to them, placing 
hope in them and fearing them are all forms of subtle idolatry, which 
is unfortunarely practised by many even though they do not recognize 

it as such, 

A Wild Claim 

The stirah now discusses their attitude towards the Prophet and his 

true message, establishing the truth of revelation as it has already 

established the truth of God’s oneness: 
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Whenever Our revelations are recited to them in all their clarity, the 
unbelievers describe the truth when it is delivered to them: ‘This is 
plain sorcery” Do they say: ‘He has invented it himself? Say: ‘If I 
have invented it, you cannot be of the least help to me against God. 
He is fully aware of what you say amongst yourselves about it. Sufficient 
is He as a witness between me and you. He is Much-Forgiving, Ever- 
Merciful. Say: T am not the first of God's messengers. I do not know 
what will be done with me or with you. I only follow what is being 
revealed to me. I am only a plain warner. Say: Have you thought: 
what if this Quran is really from God and you reject it? What if a 
witness from among the Children of Israel testifies to its similarity [to 
earlier scriptures], and has believed in it while you glory in your 
arrogance? God does not guide wrongdoers.’ The unbelievers say of 
those who believe: ‘If this [message] were any good, these people would 
not have preceded us in accepting it.’ Since they refuse to be guided by 
it, they will always say, ‘This is an ancient falsehood.’ Yet before this 
the book of Moses was revealed as a guide and a {sign of God] grace. 
This book confirms it in the Arabic tongue, to warn the wrongdoers 
and to give good news to those who do good. (Verses 7-12) 

The séirah first rebukes them for the reception they gave to God's 
revelations when it is given ‘in all clarity’, free of ambiguity, leaving 
no room for doubt. Besides, it presents the indisputable truth. Yet 
they desctibe this revelation as ‘plain sorcery’. As we all know, truth is 

vastly different from sorcery; the two cannot be confused or viewed in 
the same way. Thus the s#rah begins its discussion by tefuting their 
ridiculous claims. 

It then picks up on their other claim alleging that the Prophet had 
‘invented it. It states this in the form of a question, not a report, 

giving the impression that such a thing cannot be made or at least is 
unlikely to be made: “De they say: ‘He has invented it himself? (Verse 
8) What a shameless claim! The Prophet is instructed to reply to chem 
in all the politeness that fits his position as a prophet of God, reflecting 
his understanding of his Lord and his mission, as well as his knowledge 
of the true power and values in the universe: “Say: If] have invented tt, 
you cannot be of the least help to me against God. He is fully aware of 
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what you say amongst yourselves about it. Sufficient is He as a witness 
between me and you. He is Much-Forgiving, Ever-Merciful.” (Verse 8) 

Essentially, the Prophet is instructed to ask them: how, for whose 

interest and for what objective would I invent it? Would I invent it so 
that you can believe in and follow me? If this is the case, you cannot 
help me in the least against God. He will surely hold me to account. 
What use would it be to me if you follow me, when you cannot give 
me rhe slightest support or protection when God punishes me for 
such invention? 

This is a fit response from a Prophet who is instructed by God, and 
who recognizes no power in the universe other rhan His. Besides, it is 
a logical response which, when objectively considered, appears to the 
addressees to be truly valid. The Prophet makes this response and leaves 
them to God for judgement: “He ts fully aware of what you say amongst 
yourselves about it.” (Verse 8) He is a witness to all that they say and 
do, and this is enough to ensure a fair judgement: “Sufficient is He as a 
witness between me and you.” Yet, “He is Much-Forgiving, Ever-Merciful.” 
(Verse 8) He may treat you with compassion, bestow His grace on you 

and guide you, forgiving you your earlier error. It is a response, then, 
that combines warning with persuasion. It gently touches hearts and 
makes people realize that the matter is far too serious to be left to their 
absurdities. 

Yet another argument is provided, this time drawing on realities. 
Why do they reject the idea of a Divine message being given through 
revelation? Why are they so quick to denounce it as sorcery or as an 
invention, when there is nothing strange or unusual about it? “Say: J 
am not the first of God's messengers. I do not know what will be done 
with me or with you. I only follow what is being revealed to me. I am 
only a plain warner.” (Verse 9) 

The Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) was not a totally new 
phenomenon: he was one in a line of God's messengers. His situation 
was the same as all messengers who preceded him. He was an ordinary 
human being whom God knew ro be suited to deliver His message. 
Therefore, He gave him His revelations and the Prophet carried out 
God’s orders. This is what a Divine message is like. When a messenger 
of God feels this bond, he does not ask God for proof, nor does he 
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request anything special for himself; he simply moves on to deliver 
God’s message as it is revealed to him. “J do not know what will be 
done with me or with you. I only follow what is being revealed to me.” 
He gets on with the task of delivering his message, not because of any 
knowledge he has of the realm rhat lies beyond human perception, 
nor because of any information given to him about what will happen 
to him, his people or his message. He simply follows instructions, 
trusting his Lord, submitting himself to Him. The fucure is unknown 
to him; its secrets are with his Lord and he does not seek to know 
them. He has all the reassurance he needs, and he realizes that the proper 
attitude for him is not to look beyond the limits of the mission he has 
been assigned: “J am only a plain warner.” (Verse 9) 

Those advocates of Islam endowed with profound insight into its 
message follow in the footsteps of the Prophet and find the same 
reassurance. They carry on with their advocacy of the Divine message 
seeking neirher personal gain nor self interest. They do not know what 
the future holds for it or for them. They do not ask their Lord for 
evidence; they have all the evidence they need in their hearts. Nor do 
they pray for any special favour; it is sufficient favour for them chat 
they follow this line. They discharge their duty, and this is enough for 
them. They do not overstep the fine line God has demarcated for them. 

The sérah then puts before the unbelievers a witness who is close at 
hand and whose testimony is particularly relevant because he belongs 
to an earlier Divine religion whose followers are aware of the nature of 
revelation: 

Say: ‘Have you thought: what if this Qur'an ts really from God and 
you reject it? What if a witness from among the Children of Israel 
testifies to its similarity [to earlier scriptures], and has believed in it 

while you glory in your arrogance? God does not guide wrongdoer.’ 
(Verse 10) 

This verse may refer to one or more of the Jews who, knowing the 
nature of the Torah, recognized that the Qur’an had the same nature as 
earlier revealed books and, therefore, declared themselves believers in 
Islam. There are reports that it refers specifically to ‘Abdullah ibn 
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Sallam. However, this srah was revealed in Makkah, and ‘Abdullah 

ibn Sallam only adopted Islam when the Prophet later migrated to 
Madinah. Other reports suggest that this verse was revealed in Madinah, 
thus confirming that it refers to this particular individual. Still other 
reports suggest that the verse was revealed in Makkah and hence would 
not refer to him. It may also be that the verse refers to a different 
situation that took place when the Prophet was still advocating his 
message in Makkah, when a small number of followers of earlier Divine 
religions adopted Islam. This would have been particularly significant 
for the idolater Arabs. Hence, the Qur'an refers to it more than once, 
delivering a strong counter argument to chose idolaters who rejected 
the Divine message without any basis. 

The stirah uses a special style in presenting its argument to them: 
“Have you thought: what if this Qur Gn is really from God and you reject 
i?...” (Verse 10) It aims to shake their stubborn rejection and raise a 

fear within them concerning the eventual result. Since there is a 
possibility that rhe Qur'an may really be from God, as Muhammad 
(peace be upon him) says, should they not take precautions lest their 
rejection of it brings them to a terrible end? Could all che warnings it 
provides come true? Would they not be better advised co reflect on the 
whole matter lest they leave themselves open to all that it warns them 
against? Taking such precautions is all the wiser, considering that one 
or more of the people of Divine faiths confirmed that the Qur'an is of 
the same nature as earlier revealed scriptures, and foliowed this by 
declaring their belief in it. By contrast, they, whose language the Qur’an 
speaks, persist with their rejection. This is indeed blatant wrongdoing 
as it suppresses the truth. It deserves God’s punishment: “God does not 
guide wrongdoers.” (Verse 10) 

The s#rah continues to report what the pagan Arabs said about the 
Qur'an and Islam. It specifically mentions their arrogance as they try 
to show themselves as superior to the believers: 

The unbelievers say of those who believe: Tf this [message] were any 

good, these people would not have preceded us in accepting it.’ Since 
they refuse to be guided by it, they will always say, ‘This is an ancient 
falsehood.’ (Verse 11) 
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Among the earliest Muslims were those who were poor and weak in 
Makkan society. To the arrogant elders of the Quraysh, this was a 
point of weakness. They boasted: “had Islam been good, we would 
have been the first to recognize its goodness. Those others could not 
have preceded us in following ir. Given our positions, knowledge and 
understanding, we are better equipped to determine what is good.’ 

Yet this was not so. What stopped them from accepting Islam was 
not any doubr that they had about it or that they did not recognize 
how good and sound it was, but rather the fact that they were too 
proud to follow Muhammad’s lead. They especially feared any loss of 
their social position or their economic privileges. Moreover they were 
proud of their ancestors and what they believed in. By contrast, those 
who were quick to respond to the call of Islam paid little attention to 
such considerations. Pride always prevents the arrogant from listening 
to the voice of sound nature; it precludes them from accepting the 
truth. Pride and arrogance always make people stubborn, urging them 
ro seek hollow excuses and make false claims about the truth and its 
advocates. They wiil never acknowledge that they are wrong. Indeed, 
they put themselves at the centre of life, as if they were the pivot around 
which life itself turns: “Since they refuse to be guided by it, they will 
always say, ‘This is an ancient falsehood.” (Verse 11) Since they have 
not acknowledged the truth, then there must be something wrong 
with it. They could not make a mistake. They cry to impress on the 
masses what they feel of their own infallibility! 

The case for revelation concludes with a reference to Moses’ scriptures: 

Yet before this the book of Moses was revealed as a guide and a [sign of 
God's} grace. This book confirms it in the Arabic tongue, to warn the 
wrongdoers and to give good news to those who do good. (Verse 12) 

The Qur’an repeatedly refers to its bond with earlier Divine books, 

particularly the one given to Moses, considering that the one given to 
Jesus was a complement to the Torah, which contains the basic faith 

and legislation. Hence, Moses’ book is defined as ‘a guide’, or imdm in 

Arabic, and described as ‘grace’. Indeed, all Divine messages are signs 
of His grace bestowed on earth and its inhabitants, in every sense of 
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the word. It is grace and mercy extended throughout this life and in 
the life to come. This present book, the Qur'an, “confirms it in the 
Arabic tongue.” It confirms the original source that forms the basis of 
all Divine religions and also the Divine code of life advocated by all 
religions. It confirms the true direction shown to humanity to ensure 
that it remains in contact with its Lord. The reference to its being in 
Arabic serves to remind the Arabs of God’s favour in choosing them 
to be the bearers of His message to humanity and choosing their 
language for the Qur'an. The verse also speaks of the nature and 
function of the message: “Jo warn the wrongdoers and to give good 
news to those who do good.” (Verse 12) 

What Reward for Believers? 

At the end of this first part, the sirah describes the reward of those 
who do good, explaining the good news the Qur'an gives them, making 
clear its necessary condition, which is acknowledgement of God’s 
Lordship and its implementation in human life: 

Those who say, ‘Our Lord is God,’ and follow the straight path shall 
have nothing to fear, nor shall they grieve. They are the ones destined 
jor paradise where they shall abide as a reward for what they do. 
(Verses 13-14) 

What is required of them is that they say: ‘Our Lord is God.’ These 
are not idle words; indeed, rhey represent more than belief. They 
embody a complete system that applies to every step, action and feeling 
in life. They set up a criterion to judge every thought, event, action, 
relation, bond and person. Our Lord is God: to Him do we address 
our worship, it is Him that we seek and it is on Him alone thar we 
rely. Our Lord is God: no one else matters; all our hopes look up to 
Him, and we fear none but He. Our Lord is God: in every thought, 
judgement and action we seek His pleasure. Our Lord is God: His is 
the law we implement, and from Him alone we receive guidance. Our 
Lord is God: all our bonds with anyone or thing in the whole world 
are subject to our relation with Him. 
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“And follow the straight path.” (Verse 13) This is the next step that 
defines a straight line that we should follow with reassurance and steady 
feelings, entertaining neither doubts nor fears. Thus, actions and 

behaviour will always be in line with God’s code, avoiding pitfalls and 
resisting all temptations. 

So, the statement, ‘Our Lord is God,’ outlines a system, and following 
this system after having consciously chosen it is a higher grade still. 
Those whom God guides to have both are indeed the best people. 
Hence, they “shall have nothing io fear, nor shall they grieve.” (Verse 
13) Why would they fear anything or grieve over anything when they 
have a system that leads to God and following it is the best assurance 
to be with Him? 

“They are the ones destined for paradise where they shall abide as a 
reward for what they do.” (Verse 14) The phrase ‘for what they do’ 
explains the meaning of the statement, ‘eur Lord is God’ and diligent 
following of the system it outlines. It tells us that there is a type of 
action rhat earns the reward of abiding in heaven. It is the type of 
action that results from this particular system and its conscientious 
implementation. Thus we realize that the words and phrases of faith 
in Islam are not mere statements to be made verbally. The basic 
statement, ‘I bear witness that there is no deity other than God’, denotes 
a complete system. If it remains no more than a statement, it cannot 
be the cornerstone of Islam, as it always should be. 

Millions of people repeat this declaration today, but it remains no 
more than words rhey utter. It produces no effect on their lives. They 
continue to lead a life based on a system that is akin to paganism while 
they repeat a declaration that for them remains hollow. To say, ‘I bear 
witness that there is no deity other than God’, or ‘our Lord is God’, is 

to denote a system of life. This must he clear in our minds so chat we 
can identify this system and follow it. 
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Two Types of Offspring 

We have enjoined upon man to 
show kindness to his parents: in 
pain did his mother bear him, 
and in pain did she give him 
birth. His bearing and weaning 
takes thirty months. And so, 
when he attains to full manhood 

and reaches the age of forty, he 
prays: ‘My Lord! Grant me that 

I may be grateful for the blessings 
with which You have graced me 
and my parents, and that I may 
do good work that will meet 
with Your goodly acceptance. 
Grant me good descendants. To 
You I turn in repentance. | am 
indeed one of those who submit 
themselves to You.’ (15) 

Ic is from such people that We 
shall accept the best thar they ever 
did, and whose bad deeds We 
shall overlook. [They shall be] 

among the people destined for 
paradise. True is the promise that 
has been given them. (16)   
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But there is one who says to his 
parents; ‘Fie on you both! Do you 
promise me that I shall be 
resurrected, when generations 
have passed away before me?’ And 
while they both implore God for 
help, [and say to him]: ‘Alas for 

you! Believe! God’s promise 
always comes true,’ he answers: 
‘All this is nothing but fables of 
ancient times.’ (17) 

Such are the ones upon whom 
the verdict is passed, together 
with other communities of jinn 
and humans that have passed 
away before their time. They will 
be utterly lost. (18) 

They all shall have their grades 
in accordance with their deeds; 

and so, He will repay them in full 

for their doings, and none shall 
be wronged. (19) 

On the Day when the unbelievers 

will be brought before the fire, 

they will be told: ‘You have 
exhausted your share of good 

things in your worldly life and 
took your fill of pleasure. So, 
today you shall be requited with 
the suffering of humiliation for 
having been arrogant on earth 
without any right, and for all 

your transgression.’ (20)   
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AL-AHQAF (Sand Dunes) 46 

Overview 

In this part the sérah speaks of human nature when it sticks to the 
right track and when it deviates, and at what end it arrives in either 
case. It begins by urging man to remain dutiful to his parents. This 
instruction often comes in the Qur’4n after it speaks about faith or in 
conjunction with such discourses. The reason for this is that the bond 
between children and parents is che strongest and most important after 
the bond of faith. It is the one that deserves to be honoured. 
Furthermore, grouping the two bonds together in this way in the 
Qur'an makes it clear that the bond of faith takes precedence in human 
life. It is followed though by the family bond in its closest form. 

This part of the sérah gives us a scene portraying two types of human 
nature. In the first, the two bonds of faith and the one between parent 
and offspring work together in the same direction, seeking God’s 
acceptance. In the second, the two bonds separate and have no meeting 
point. In the first case, the children concerned are given the good news 
of being admitted into heaven, while in the second, they are destined 

to suffer in hell. An image of the punishment meted out in hell is 
given, describing the end suffered by the arrogant who are guilty of 
transgression. 

Dutiful to Parents 

“We have enjoined upon man to show kindness to his parents.” (Verse 
15) This is an order given to all mankind, based on the very fact of 
their being human with no need for any further qualification. They 
are all enjoined to show kindness in its absolute, unrestricted sense. 
Mere parenthood requires such absolute kindness. This order comes 
from the Creator of man, and it appears to apply to the human race in 
particular. It is unknown among birds, animals or insects for the young 
to take care of the old. What is clearly observed among these creatures 
is that by nature the old take care of the young. Nevertheless, this 
applies only to some species. Hence, the Divine order seems to apply 
only to man. 

This instruction to be kind to one’s parents is repeated several times 
in the Qur'an and in the Prophet’s pronouncements. By contrast, 
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kindness by parents to children occurs only rarely, addressing particular 
situations. Human nature itself ensures that parents take good care 
of their children, without the need for any other motivation. Parents 

often show a remarkable readiness to sacrifice whatever they have for 
their children, to the point of being willing to die for them. They 
show no hesitation in all this, seek no recompense, press no favour 
and expect no thanks. The new generation, however, rarely turns back 
to take care of the older one who had made such great sacrifices. 
Indeed, the younger generation moves forward to bring up another 
new generation and take care of it, making similar sacrifices in the 

process. 
Islam considers the family the basic unit in its social structure. It 

is the nest where the young are reared, receiving their share of love, 

and learning the value of mutual cooperation and care. A child who 
does not have a family to look after it often suffers deprivation in 
some aspects of its life, even though all sorts of comfort remain 
available in its environment. The first thing such a child lacks as it 
grows up in an environment other than that of a family is love. It 
has been proven that by nature a child loves to have its mother's 
complete attention during its first two years of life. This cannot be 
provided in a non-family environment where one carer has to look 
after several children. In this situation, jealousy is bound to surface, 
and a grudging seed replaces that of love. Similarly, a child needs to 
be under one supervisory authority during a certain period of its life; 
this so that its character remains stable. Again, this cannot be provided 
anywhere other than the family environment. In a children’s home, 
such an authority is lacking because supervisors work in shifts. 
Therefore, their charges can only but lack stability. Hence, we can 
see the wisdom behind making the family the basic unit of the Islamic 
social structure that meets all the needs of sound human nature. 

The Quran describes the mother’s willing sacrifice, which cannot 
be compensated for by her children no matter how well they fulfil 
God’s order to be kind to parents: “in pain did his mother bear him, 
and in pain did she give him birth. His bearing and weaning takes 
thirty months.” (Verse 15) Here the very words and their rhythm 
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gives us a clear sense of the difficulty and hard times the mother has to 
go through: “in pain did his mother bear him, and in pain did she give 
him birth.” In Arabic this sounds akin to a great sigh, made by someone 
bearing a heavy burden and breathing with difficulty. It, thus reflects 
the latter stages of pregnancy, as also of labour and birth. 

As embryology advances, it reveals to us more and more of the great 
sacrifice the mother makes during pregnancy. When the egg is fertilized, 
it clings to the uterus. As it needs to feed, it begins to tear the tissues 
around it and feed on it. Blood runs to it so that the egg begins now to 
swim in a pool of the mother’s blood, which is rich in nutrients. The 
egg needs more and more of this blood to grow and develop, and thus 
it continues to feed on the mother. This means that the mother eats 
food, digests it and as it enters her blood stream, this, with all its 
nutrients, feeds the developing embryo. When the embryo begins to 
develop its bones, it increasingly absorbs calcium from its mother who 
may suffer a shortage of the same. All this is merely a fraction of what 
the mother gives to the embryo. 

Childbirth is another very difficult process, but its great pain dwindles 
before natural instinct. The mother is delighted with the fruit it yields, 
which means giving life to a new shoot of an old tree: a child that 
starts life as its mother moves on. 

Now that the child is born, it needs to be breast-fed and taken much 
care of. By her milk, the mother gives of her own constitution, and as 
she takes care of her child, she gives much of her heart and feelings. Yet 
in giving all of this, she is nothing less than delighted. She is never fed 
up with all the trouble her child gives her. The best reward she aspires 
to is to see her child grow in good health. How can anyone compensate 
a mother for all her sacrifice? “One of the Prophet's Companions was 
carrying his mother as they did the trawa@f, walking around the Ka ‘bah, 
[a ritual of pilgrimage]. He asked the Prophet: “Have I discharged my 
duty to her?’ The Prophet said: “No, not even for one sigh she made.” 
[Related by al-Bazzar.] 

Having given this example of what parents, particularly the mother, 
do for their children, the s#rah now paints an image of a child that 
has attained maturicy, nurturing sound nature and following right 
guidance: 
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And so, when he attains to full manhood and reaches the age of 
forty, be prays: ‘My Lord! Grant me that I may be grateful for the 
blessings with which You have graced me and my parents, and that 
I may do good work that will meet with Your goodly acceptance. 
Grant me good descendants. To You I turn in repentance. 1 am indeed 
one of those who submit themselves to You.’ (Verse 15) 

Here, the Arabic text uses the term ashudd, translated here as full 
manhood, which is between 30 and 40. Indeed at 40, man attains full 

maturity, when all talents and potentials are at their best and man 
tends to think and reflect in a relaxed atmosphere. Then, sound human 
nature begins to reflect on life and what comes after life, thinking of 
the eventual destiny. 

The Qur’an describes the thoughts and feelings of a person with 
sound nature as he stands at the end of one half of life and the beginning 
of another half with an almost apparent end. He, therefore, turns to 
God with this prayer: “My Lord! Grant me that I may be grateful for 
the blessings with which You have graced me and my parents.” (Verse 
15) It is a prayer from a heart that appreciates the great grace God has 
bestowed on him, feeling thar it is far more than he deserves. He 
recognizes that such grace was also bestowed in abundance on his 
parents. He feels that all his efforts are insufficient expression of 
gratitude for such grace. Therefore, he prays that God will enable him 
to perform his duty of thanksgiving and not allow his efforts to be 
wasted on distractions. 

In this same prayer, the person who enjoys sound nature prays that 
God will enable him to “do good work that will meet with Your goodly 
acceptance.” What he wishes for is to be able to do some work that is so 
good as to meet with God’s pleasure and acceptance. His utmost aim is 

to earn his Lord’s acceptance, for it is in Him that he places all his hopes. 
He goes on with his prayer: “Grant me good descendants.” This prayer 

issues from a believer's heart who hopes that his good work will continue 
with his children and their children and so on. He would love to be 
sure that his offspring will continue to worship God alone and seek 
His pleasure. Such goodly descendants are more precious to a believer 
than the greatest of material treasures. Such a prayer expresses a hope 
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that children take over from parents in obeying God across many 
generations. 

What he presents in support of his sincere prayer is a request for 
repentance of any sins and errors and a statement of his full submission 
to God’s will: “To You I turn in repentance. I am indeed one of those 
who submit themselves to You.” 

Thus is the attitude of a good servant of God, one equipped with 
sound, uncorrupted nature. The Qur’an tells us of how God looks 
upon such people: 

It is from such people that We shall accept the best that they ever 
did, and whose bad deeds We shall overlook. [They shall be] among 

the people destined for paradise. True is the promise that has been 
given them. (Verse 16) 

The reward is granted on the basis of the best of one’s deeds, while 
bad ones are overlooked. The destination to which such people go is 
heaven where they join its rightful dwellers. All this is in fulfilment of 
the true promise they were given in this present life. God’s promise is 
always fulfilled. 

To the Other Place 

The converse of all this is error and transgression: 

But there is one who says to his parents: ‘Fie on you both! Do you 
promise me that I shall be resurrected, when generations have passed 
away before me?’ And while they both implore God for help, [and 
say to him]: Alas for you! Believe! God's promise always comes true,’ 
he answers: All this is nothing but fables of ancient times.’ Such are 
the ones upon whom the verdict is passed, together with other 

communities of jinn and humans that have passed away before their 
time. They will be utterly lost. (Verses 17-18) 

The parents are believers, but the child is disobedient. His first 
characteristic is chat of being undutiful to them, addressing them with 
arrogance and insolence, hurting their feelings: “Fie on you both.” He 
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then denies the resurrection, citing the hollow argument that no one 
from past generations has ever come back to life: “Do you promise me 
that I shall be resurrected, when generations have passed away before 
me?’ (Verse 17) The time of resurrection is determined by God, when 

all will be resurrected at the same time after this present world has 
completed its term. No one has ever said that resurrection will take 
place in instalments, with one generation resurrected during the lifetime 
of a later one. It is not a game; rather, it is a submitting of final accounts 
once the journey has come to its final destination. 

The parents are shocked by their son’s words that mark him out to 
be a clear disbeliever. They fear the outcome of what he says to God 
and to them. Therefore, they appeal to him and pray to God for help: 
“they both implore God for help, [and say to him]: Alas for you! Believe! 
God’ promise always comes true.” (Verse 17) These words give us a 
clear impression of their dread at the outcome of all this. The child, 
for his part, however, persists with disbelief and denial, saying: “Ai 
this is nothing but fables of ancient times.” (Verse 17) His inevitable end 
overwhelms him: “Such are the ones upon whom the verdict is passed, 
together with other communities of jinn and humans that have passed 
away before their time. They will be utterly lost.” (Verse 18) The verdict 
passed on this person and others like him is the punishment incurred 
by unbelievers. There are large numbers of these across many generations 
of humans and jinn. God’s promise which always comes true states 
that these ‘will be utterly lost’. What greater loss is there than the loss 
of faith in this life and the loss of God’s pleasure in the life to come! 
Such a loss means inevitable suffering for such unbelievers. 

Having given a general idea of the outcome that awaits the two 
groups, the s#rah gives us an image of the accurate accountability of 
every individual: “They all shall have their grades in accordance with 
their deeds; and so, He will repay them in full for their doings, and none 
shall be wronged.” (Verse 19) Every single one has their own grade, 
according to their deeds. 

These two types of people are very common. Indeed, the description 
almost identifies two particular people to heighten the effect and make 
each mirror a life situation. There are reports suggesting that each 
example does refer to a particular case, but none of these carries any 
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degree of authenticity. It is better, therefore, to consider that they refer 
to two types rather than two individuals. This is endorsed by the way 
the s#rah comments on their situations. After describing the first type, 
the stirah says: “It is from such people that We shall accept the best that 
they ever did, and whose bad deeds We shall overlook. [They shall be] 

among the people destined for paradise. True is the promise that has been 
given them.” (Verse 16) It refers to the second type with a similarly 
telling comment: “Such are the ones upon whom the verdict is passed, 
together with other communities of jinn and humans that have passed 
away before their time. They will be utterly lost.” (Verse 18) It finally 
comments on both types together: “They all shall have their grades in 
accordance with their deeds; and so, He will repay them in full for their 
doings, and none shall be wronged.” (Verse 19) 

Submitting the Final Account 

The siérah then puts before the unbelievers their own fate as they 
face the reckoning on the Day of Resurrection which they were wont 
to deny: 

On the Day when the unbelievers will be brought before the fire, 
they will be told: ‘You have exhausted your share of good things in 
your worldly life and took your fill of pleasure. So, today you shall 
be requited with the suffering of humiliation for having been 
arrogant on earth without any right, and for all your transgression. 
(Verse 20) 

This is a fast moving scene, yet it has a profound, telling effect. The 
scene brings them before the fire, but just before they are driven into 
it, they are told the reasons which determined their fate in this way: 
“You have exhausted your share of good things in your worldly life and 
took your fill of pleasure.” They had their fair share of good things, but 
they used them all up in the life of this world, keeping nothing back 
for their fucure life. In fact, they did not reckon that there would even 
be a future life. Therefore, they enjoyed these good things to the full, 
showing no gratitude for them and expressing no thanks to God for 
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granting them. They did not refrain from committing what is forbidden 
in order to enjoy such pleasures. Therefore, they had their full share of 
good things in this world, leaving themselves nothing in the life to 
come. They exchanged the endless life of the hereafter for the short 
span of life on earth. Therefore, “today you shall be requited with the 
suffering of humiliation for having been arrogant on earth without any 
right, and for all your transgression.” (Verse 20) Everyone who behaves 
with arrogance on earth does so without any right. All pride belongs 
to God; none belongs to any creature, no matter what position he 
holds. To suffer humiliation is, therefore, a just reward for arrogance 
and deviation from the path God has charted. 

= 

~ 
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3 

When Prophets Are Challenged 

Remember that brother of the 
‘Ad who warned his people who 
lived in the Valley of the Sand 
Dunes. Other warners have come 
and gone both before and after 
him. He said: “Worship none but 
God. I fear lest suffering befall 
you on a terrible day.’ (21) 

They said to him: “Have you 
come to turn us away from our 

gods? Bring, then, upon us that 
with which you threaten us, if 
what you say is true.” (22) 

He said: ‘Only God knows when 
it will come. I only convey to 
you the message I am entrusted 
with; but I see that you are 
insolent people.’ (23) 

When they saw a cloud approach- 
ing their valleys, they said: “This 
cloud will bring us rain.’ “No, 

indeed. It is the very thing you 
wanted to hasten: a stormwind 
bearing painful suffering (24)   
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which will destroy everything by 
the command of its Lord.’ When 

the morning came, there was 

nothing to see of them except 

their ruined dwellings. Thus do 
We requite guilty people. (25) 

We had securely established them 
in a manner in which We have 
never established you; and We 
had endowed them with hearing, 
and sight, and hearts. Yet nothing 

did their hearing, sight and hearts 

avail them since they persisted in 
denying God’s revelations. They 
were overwhelmed by the very 
thing which they had mocked. 

(26) 

We have also destroyed other 
communities that once lived 
around you, and We gave Our 
message in various ways so that 
they might return to the right 
way. (27) 

Why did those whom they had 
set up as deities beside God, 
hoping that they would bring 
them nearer to Him, give them 

no help? Indeed, they utterly failed 
them. Such were their lies and 
such their false inventions. (28)   
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AL-AHQAF (Sand Dunes) 46 

Overview 

This third part of the sérah addresses its central question in a different 
way co that of its earlier parts. It speaks of the fate of the ‘Ad and 
other townships around Makkah. Towards Had, their brother, whom 

God sent as His messenger, they adopted a similar attitude to that of 
the idolaters in Makkah towards Muhammad, their brother and God’s 

messenger. Both raised the same objections. Hid answered them in 
the splendid manner of prophets, but within the limits of his human 
ability and the mission assigned to him. When they paid no heed to 
his warnings, they were smitten by God’s punishment that left them 

utterly destroyed. Although they were more powerful, wealthy and 
intelligent than the Makkan unbelievers, none of this was of any avail 
to them. Nor did their alleged deities, which they claimed would bring 
them closer to God, avail them of anything. 

The Makkan unbelievers are also reminded of the fate their own 
ancestors met, given they too had adopted the same attitude. They are 
told in no uncertain terms that they will suffer the same fate. The s#rah 
also shows them the line the Divine message follows: it is consistent and 
unchanging. Likewise, God’s law applies to all and does not change. We 
see the tree of faith with firm roots, its branches stretched wide across 
the generations. It is che same faith for all times and communities. 

At the Sand Dunes 

Remember that brother of the ‘Ad who warned his people who lived 
in the Valley of the Sand Dunes. Other warners have come and 
gone both before and after him. He said: ‘Worship none but God. I 
fear lest suffering befall you on a terrible day.’ (Verse 21) 

The brother of the ‘Ad is the Prophet Hiid (peace be upon him) 
who is mentioned here by his position as a brother to his people. This 
highlights the relation of mutual love and care that existed between 
him and his people, which should have made them more responsive 
to his call and motivated them to think well of him and what he 
taught. The same bond existed between Muhammad (peace be upon 
him) and his people who similarly opposed him. 
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The ‘Ad used to build their homes on the high sand dunes in a valley 
in the south of the Arabian Peninsula, said to be near Hadramawt.' God 
in His glory directs His messenger to remember Hid and how he warned 
his people at the Valley of the Sand Dunes. This to give him 
encouragement as he realizes that Hud was similarly rejected by his people. 
Such remembrance also serves to temind the Makkan unbelievers of the 
fate of those earliet communities chat rejected God’s messages. 

Hiid warned his people, but he was not the first messenger to warn 
his communiry. Other messengers did the same before him: “Osher 
warners have come and gone both before and after him.” Those 
messengers came close to him in time and place as also far from him. 
The chain of God’s messages is a continuous one, and the warnings are 
given at all times. This whole issue is familiar to all. Hiid gave them 
the same warnings given by all messengers to their communities: 
“Worship none but God. I fear lest suffering befall you on a terrible day.” 
(Verse 21} Worshipping God means faith at heart and a code of living. 
To discard all this inevitably leads to terrible suffering in this present 
life, or in the life to come, or in both. When refetence is made to a 
day, as it is made here, it means the Day of Judgement when the suffering 
is far gteater and more terrible. 

What response did Hiid’s people give him for his caring instructions 
and warnings? “They said to him: ‘Have you come to turn us away from 
our gods? Bring, then, upon us that with which you threaten us, if what 
you say is true.” (Verse 22) Their response betrays mistrust, lack of 
understanding, rejection of the warning, hastening the punishment he 
warned them against, arrogance and a persistent adherence to false beliefs. 

For his part, Hid receives all this with patience, showing the manners 

that behove a prophet. He makes no personal claims as he oudines his 
attitude and makes his limits clear to them: “He said: ‘Only God knows 
when it will come. I only convey to you the message I am entrusted with; 
but I see that you are insolent people.” (Verse 23) | am giving you this 

  

1. Recent reports based on sarellite pictures suggest that a whole city is buried at a place 
close to Oman in the Empty Quarter, which means that it is to the west of Hadramout, a 
large province in Yemen. From the description given, this city might well be where the ‘Ad 
lived. — Editor's note. 
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warning as ] was commanded to do, but J do not know when such 

punishment falls, or what form it will take. All this is known to God 
alone. I am only delivering a message entrusted to me, making no 
further claim. “But J see that you are insolent people.” (Verse 23) What 

could be more foolish and insolent than to give such a hostile reception 
to a brother who is only offering sincere and honest advice? 

The s#rah gives no further details of the long argument that took 
place between Hiid and his people, moving straight to report on the 
fate they suffered. This is intended here as a reply to their challenge 
and hastening of punishment: 

When they saw a cloud approaching their valleys, they said: ‘This 
cloud will bring us rain.’ ‘No, indeed. It is the very thing you wanted 
to hasten: a stormwind bearing painful suffering which will destroy 
everything by the command of its Lord.’ When the morning came, 
there was nothing to see of them except their ruined dwellings. Thus 
do We requite guilty people. (Verses 24-25) 

Reports suggest that the ‘Ad suffered a period of intense heat, 
coupled with absence of rain. They endured this unbearable climate 
for some time. Then God sent them clouds, and they were delighted. 
They went into the surrounding valleys hoping that rain would quickly 
ensue. Yet the truth of what the clouds brought signified their ulrimate 
demise: “No, indeed, It is the very thing you wanted to hasten: a 
stormwind bearing painful suffering which will destroy everything by the 
command of its Lord.” Elsewhere in the Qur'an, this stormwind is 

described as “furiously raging.” (69: 6) Another description of it states 
that it “spared nothing of what it came upon, but caused it all to become 
like bones dead and decayed.” (51: 42) 

The Quranic text depicts the wind as if it was alive, aware of what 

it was doing, fulfilling its orders to destroy everything in its wake: 
“which will destroy everything by the command of its Lord.” This is a 
universal fact which the Qur’an is wont to impress on people. This 
universe is alive, and every force in it is aware of what God wants of it, 

proceeding to fulfil it. Man is one of these forces. When he is a true 
believer, his heart becomes open to greater knowledge and he becomes 
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able to understand more of the universal forces around him and respond 
to them. This opens the way to a mutual response that differs from 
what people generally know of life and understanding. Everything 
around us has life, but we do not appreciate this because shapes and 
forms limit our understanding. The universe around us is full of secrets 
which are appreciated by faculties of understanding, even though they 
cannot be seen by our eyes. 

The stormwind fulfilled the task assigned to it, destroying 
everything. Thus, “when the morning came, there was nothing to see 
of them except their ruined dwellings.” (Verse 25) No trace of the 
‘Ad was left behind, not even their animals or belongings. Everything 
disappeared. All that was left were desolate dwellings, empty, lacking 
all signs of life: “Thus do We requite guilty people.” (Verse 25) This 
rule applies to all guilty people. 

Useless Power 

With this image of death and destruction, the sérah addresses the 
present generation who follow in the ‘Ad’s footsteps, giving them a 
telling reminder: 

We had securely established them in a manner in which We have 
never established you; and We had endowed them with hearing, and 
sight, and hearts. Yet nothing did their hearing, sight and hearts avail 
them since they persisted in denying God’s revelations. They were 
overwhelmed by the very thing which they had mocked, (Verse 26) 

Those very people who were destroyed by the stormwind had once 
been established in the land in a way that had not been granted to the 
Arabs of Makkah. This is a general reference to what they had been 
given of power, wealth, knowledge and life’s luxuries. They were also 
endowed with sharp faculties of hearing and sight, as well as hearts. 
The Qur'an uses different ways of referring to the faculty of 
understanding, citing it alternatively as heart, mind or brain, when all 
refer to rhe same abiliry. Yet none of these faculties was of any use as 
the ‘Ad rendered them useless when “they persisted in denying Gods 
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revelations.” (Verse 26) Denying God's revelations suppresses senses 
and faculties and screens them from His source of light and 
understanding, blunting them altogether. “They were overwhelmed by 
the very thing which they had mocked. (Verse 26) This refers to the 
punishment they were warned about and which they derided. 

The lesson to be drawn here is that no one should ever be too proud 
of his power, wealth or knowledge, thinking that these can afford him 
absolute protection. We see in what happened to the ‘Ad a natural power 
being used against people, destroying them and all that they enjoyed. 
Nothing was left of them except their empty and desolate dwellings. 

Winds are a universal power operating all the time in accordance 
with the system God has placed in the universe. He may use them to 
destroy certain places as part of His overall scheme of things. There is 
no need, then, within this context, to upset or disrupt the universal 
system, as some people mistakenly suggest. The One who has put the 
system in place is the One who has determined the fates of individuals 
and communities. Every single thing, event, movement and person 

are taken into account within the overall system and the operation of 
His law. Like all other universal powers, winds are controlled by God, 
fulfilling the role He has assigned to them and to the universe. The 
same applies to humans at whose disposal God has placed certain 
universal powers. When people undertake something, they are in fact 
fulfilling the role assigned to them by God, for His purpose. Their 
freedom of action and choice is part of the overall law that ensures 
universal harmony. Indeed everything is set according to a fine measure, 
with nothing falling short or causing disruption. 

This part of the sérah concludes by drawing people’s attention to 
the lessons learnt from the fates suffered by the communities in the 
areas not far from around Makkah: 

We have also destroyed other communities that once lived around 
you, and We gave Our message in various ways so that they might 

return to the right way. Why did those whom they had set up as 
deities beside God, hoping that they would bring them nearer to 
Him, give them no help? Indeed, they utterly failed them. Such 
were their lies and such their false inventions. (Verses 27-28) 
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God destroyed the communities who rejected the messengers sent 
to them, such as the ‘Ad in the Valley of the Sand Dunes in rhe south 

of Arabia, the Thamad at Hijr in the north, the people of Sheba in 
Yemen, the Madyan whose former homes the Makkans passed on their 

way to Syria and the people of Lor whose dwellings were along the 
route the Arabs took on their summer journey to the north. God gave 
His message to these people in different ways so as to give such erring 
communities a chance to repent and change their ways. They, however, 
persisted with their errors and so incurred God’s punishment, which 
was inflicted on them in various ways. Whar happened to them was so 
serious that it became part of the history one generation reports to the 
next. The idolaters in Makkah were aware of this, given they passed by 
these areas on their travels. 

Their attentions are thus drawn to the real facts. God destroyed the 
unbelievers before them while their deities, whom they claimed drew 
them nearer to God, were utterly unable to save them: “Why did those 

whom they had set up as deities beside God, hoping that they would 
bring them nearer to Him, give them no help? (Verse 28) They could 
not furnish rhem with any support. “[ndeed, they utterly failed them.” 
They left them to their fare. Indeed, they did not know how to reach 
them, let alone spare them God’s punishment. “Such were their lies 
and such their false inventions. (Verse 28) All their claims about so- 

called deities are lies and fabrications. These too will inevitably be 
destroyed. What end, then, did those Arabs who took false deities for 
themselves expect? 

366
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Jinn Listening to the Qur’an 

We sent to you a group of jinn 
to listen to the Qur'an. When 
they heard it, they said to one 
another, ‘Listen in silence! When 
the recitation ended, they 
returned to their people to warn 
them. (29) 

‘Our people,’ they said, ‘we have 
been listening to revelation 
bestowed from on high after 

Moses, confirming what came 

before it. It guides to the truth 

and to a straight path. (30) 

‘Our people! Respond to God’s 
call and have faith in Him. He 
will forgive you your sins and 
deliver you from grievous 
suffering. (31) 

“He who does not respond ro 
God’s call cannot elude Him on 
earth, nor will they have any 
protector against Him. They are 

indeed in manifest error.” (32)   
367 
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Are they not aware that God, who 
has created the heavens and the 

earth and was not wearied by 

their creation, has the power to 

bring the dead back to life? Yes, 
indeed. He has power over all 
things. (33) 

On the Day when the unbelievers 
will be brought before the fire, 
[they will be asked): ‘Is this nor 

the truth?’ They will answer: “Yes, 

by our Lord.’ He will say: “Taste, 
then, this suffering, for you were 

unbelievers.’ (34) 

Remain, then, patient in adversity, 

just as all messengers endowed 
with firm resolve bore themselves 

with patience. Do not seek to 

hasten their punishment. On the 

Day when they see what they were 
promised, it will seem to them as 
though they had dwelt [on earth] 
no more than an hour in a single 

day. This has been made clear. 
Will, then, any be destroyed excepr 

the evildoers? (35)   
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Overview 

This last part of the s#rah presents a different way of tackling the 
basic question of faith. Ic cells us the story of a group of jinn who 
heard the Qur'an being recited and who listened to it. They felt, at 

heart, that it was the word of truth and believed in it instantly. They 
then rushed to their own people calling on them to believe, giving
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them the good news of earning forgiveness for their past sins and warning 
them against turning away and persisting in error. The effect of the 
Qur’an on this group of jinn is clearly indicated in their advice to each 
other to hearken to its recitation, as well as the report they gave to 
their people about it, urging them to believe too. Reporting the story 
in this way should touch the hearts of human beings to whom the 
message of the Qur'an is firstly addressed. It should have a telling and 
profound effect on them. At the same time, a reference to the link 
between the book given to Moses and the Qur'an is mentioned by the 
jinn. This is a fact ignored by humans but highlighted by the jinn. 
Again this has a profound effect which is consistent with the message 
of the stirah, 

The jinn’s discourse also refers to the open book of the universe, 
testifying to God’s great power manifested in the creation of the heavens 
and the earth and His ability to bring the dead back to life. Needless 
to say, people argue endlessly about this, often denying it altogether. 

In the context of resurrection, the siirah portrays a scene from the 
Day of Judgement speaking of the time when the unbelievers are 
brought before the fire of hell. Finally, the Prophet is instructed to 
remain patient in adversity and not to hasten their punishment. Rather, 
he should leave them to live their lives until the appointed time, which 
is bound to come soon, in no more than an hour of a day, during 
which the message is given. 

The Jinn Listening to the Qur’an 

We sent to you a group of jinn to listen to the Quran. When they 
heard it, they said to one another, ‘Listen in silence!’ When the 
recitation ended, they returned to their people to warn them. ‘Our 
people,’ they said, ‘we have been listening to revelation bestowed 
from on high after Moses, confirming what came before it. It guides 
to the truth and to a straight path. Our people! Respond to God’ 
calland have faith in Him. He will forgive you your sins and deliver 
you from grievous suffering. He who does not respond to God’ call 
cannot elude Him on earth, nor will they have any protector against 
Him. They are indeed in manifest error. Are they not aware that 
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God, who has created the heavens and the earth and was not wearied 

by their creation, has the power to bring the dead back to life? Yes, 
indeed. He has power over all things. (Verses 29-33) 

Those jinn who listened to the Qur’an in silence made a comment 
that embraced faith in its entirety: belief in God’s revelation; the unity 
of the message given in the Torah and the Qur'an; acknowledging the 
truth to which the Qur’an guides; belief in the Day of Resurrection 
and which actions earn forgiveness and which incur punishment; 
acknowledging God’s power of creation and His overall authority over 
all creatures, and recognizing the link between creation in the first 
place and bringing the dead back to life. These are the principles the 
siirah discusses from start to finish. They are presented here by the 
jinn, in a voice that comes from beyond man’s world. 

The fact that the Qur'an mentions how a number of jinn were sent 

to listen to the Qur'an as the Prophet recited it, and reports what they 
did and said afterwards, is sufficient to confirm the existence of the 
jinn and the event related. It further confirms that they were able to 
listen to the Qur'an in its Arabic wording as pronounced by the Prophet. 
It also makes clear that the jinn are able to accept faith or deny it, that 
they have the choice to follow guidance or continue in error. There is 
no need for any further confirmation. No person can add anything to 
the reliability of a fact stated by God in the Qur'an. We, however, 
merely try to clarify it in our human perception. 

The universe around us is full of secrets, as well as powers and 
creatures of which we know nothing: neither their nature, nor their 
shape, form or effect. We live in the midst of all these powers and 

secrets and every day discover some of these getting to know some of 
such creatures or their qualities and how they make their effect on the 
world around us. We are still, however, at the beginning of the road, 

leading to knowledge of the universe. We should bear in mind that all 
past generations of mankind, the present one and all future generations 
dwell on no more than a small particle in the vast universe, which is 
planet earth. When compared to human knowledge five centuries ago, 
what we now know when we are still just at the beginning of the road 
is considered stranger by far than the remarkable creatures known as 
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the jinn. Had someone told people five centuries ago anything about 
atomic energy, they would have considered him crazy, or at least 
considered his views far stranger than the jinn. 

The secrets we discover and the knowledge we acquire remain within 
the limits of our human power, which is granted to us so that we can 
discharge our task of building life on earth, in accordance with the 
terms of reference set for us by God. Moreover, what we learn remains 
within what God has made available or subservient to us for use in 
fulfilment of our task. No matter how long human life on earth 
extends, human knowledge and discoveries will remain within this 
framework; i.e. the framework of what we need for the mission assigned 
to us when we were placed in charge of the earth, according to God’s 

purpose and wisdom. We will discover and learn much more of the 
wonderful secrets and powers in the universe, compared to which the 
secrets of the atom may appear like child’s play, but we will remain 
within the limited area of knowledge assigned to man. We will remain 
within the limits of the Qur’anic statement: “You, {mankind}, have 

been granted but little knowledge.” (17: 85) It remains little compared 

to what the universe contains of secrets and facts known only to its 
Creator who controls all. We need to contrast this against God’s 
representation of His limitless knowledge: “Were all the trees on earth 
to be made into pens, and the sea ink, with seven more seas yet added to 
it, the words of God would not be exhausted.” (31: 27) 

Therefore, we cannot say that something belonging to the realm 
that lies beyond our perception, or some secret or power in the universe, 
certainly exists or not, or is possible or impossible, merely because it is 
beyond our familiar world or our human experience. We have not yet 
discovered all the secrets of our own physical constitution, its systems 
and potentials, let alone the secrets of our minds and spirits. 

There may be secrets that are beyond what is meant to be revealed 
to us, and secrets that we are not meant to understand, even though 

we get to learn about their qualities or effects, or even only their 
existence. What is withheld from us will not, should we learn about 

it, benefit us in the fulfilment of our assignment on earth. Therefore, 
when God tells us in His words, not through our experience and 
acquired knowledge, about these secrets and powers, we should accept 
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His gift with gratitude and take it as He gives it to us, adding nothing 

and omitting nothing. Such knowledge comes to us directly from God, 

and He has chosen to give it to us in a particular measure. There is 

simply no other source to give us mote. 
On the basis of the account given in this s#ra4 and that given in 

Surah 72, The Jinn, (which most probably speaks of the same event), 

and from other references to the jinn in the Qur'an as well as authentic 
abadith cefetring to this event, we can understand certain facts about 

the jinn. We will add nothing further. 
To sum up these facts we say that there is a type of God’s creation 

named the jinn, which is created out of fire. This is evidenced by the 

Quranic reports of /6/is’s statement in reference to Adam: “/ am nobler 
than he: You created me out of fire, while You created him out of clay.” 
(7: 12) Ibézs, or Satan, belongs to the jinn, as God says: “When We said 

to the angels: ‘Prostrate yourselves before Adam,’ they all prostrated 
themselves. Not so Iblis, who belonged to the jinn and he disobeyed his 
Lord’ command.” (18: 50) This type of creation has different qualities 

to those of humans. One of these is that it is created out of fire, and 

another is that the ji can see humans while humans cannot see them. 
In reference to fbi, who belongs to the jinn, God says: “Surely, he 
and his tribe watch you from where you cannot perceive them.” (7: 27) 
This last statement also tells us that the jinn have their own groupings 

and communities, which are similar to human communities. 

The jinn can live on earth, although we do not know where. When 

He turned them out of heaven, God said to both Adam and /6éis: “Get 

you down. You shall be enemies to one another. On earth you shall have 
an abode and sustenance, for a while.” (2: 36) The jinn who were made 

subservient to Solomon performed for him certain works on land 
which, by necessity, meant that they had whatever was necessary for 
them to live on earth. Likewise, they can live and survive away from 
this planet. The Qur'an reports a statement made by some of the jinn 
which says: “We ascended to high heaven and found it filled with mighty 
guards and flames. We used to sit eavesdropping, but now eavesdroppers 
find flames lying in wait for them.” (72: 8-9) 

The jinn can also influence the understanding of humans, and they 
are given leave to lead such humans as go astray, but not those who are 
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God’s true servants. In the Qur’anic account of the exchange between 
God and /b/is, the latter said: “J swear by Your very might: I shall certainly 
tempt them all except Your true servants.” (38; 82-83) Other texts also 

confirm this, but we do not know how the jinn whisper to humans 
and influence them, nor what tools they use in the process. They can 
hear man and understand his language. This is clearly the case when 
this group of jinn listened to the Qur'an, understood it and were 
influenced by it. Like humans, the jinn can follow Divine guidance or 
go astray. As reported in S#rah 72, this group of jinn said: “Some of us 
surrender themselves to God and some are wrongdoers. Those that 
surrender themselves have attained to consciousness of what is right; 
whereas the wrongdoers are indeed the fuel of hell.” (72: 14-15) 
Moteover, those of them who listened to the Qur’an went straight to 
their people and called on them to accept the message of Islam, having 
themselves accepted it and learnt what their people had not yet learnt. 

This is all that we can say with certainty about the jinn. We should 
not add to it anything that lacks supporting evidence. The event to 
which the present verses of the siirah refer, as does, in all probability, 
Sirah 72, The jinn, is confirmed by several reports. Here, we will 

quote the most authentic of these. 
“Ibn ‘Abbas said: The Prophet neither recited anything to the jinn, 

nor did he see them. The Prophet went with a number of his 
Companions aiming for the ‘Ukaz Market. By that time, the jinn 

were blocked from eavesdropping in the skies and flames were set 
against them. When they went to their people, they told them of the 
situarion. Some of them said: ‘You have been stopped from 
eavesdropping for something that must have taken place. Travel, 
therefore, throughout the earth and try to find out what has happened 
to cause this.’ Groups of them travelled in every direction, searching 
for the cause that blocked rhem from eavesdropping. The company 
that went to Tihamah drew close to the Prophet as he was at the 
Nakhlah Valley, aiming for ‘Ukaz Market. He was leading the dawn 
prayer, with his Companions in the congregation. They listened to 
him reciting the Qur'an in his prayer. Then they said to one another: 
“This is indeed what blocked you from eavesdropping in the skies.’ 
They then went to their people and said to them: ‘We have heard a 
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wondrous discourse, guiding towards consciousness of what is right, and 
so we have come to believe in it. (72: 1-2) God subsequently revealed 
this s#rah to the Prophet which included what the jinn said.” [Related 
by Ahmad, al-Bukhari, Muslim and others.] 

Ibn Mas ‘iid was asked whether any of the Prophet's Companions 
was with him on the night when the jinn listened to the Qur'an. He 
replied: “None of us accompanied him. We were with him one night 
when we missed him. We looked for him in the nearby valleys and 
paths. When we did not find him we thought that he might have been 
carried away or assassinated. Ours was an extremely terrible night then. 
In the morning we saw him coming towards us from the direction of 
Hira’. We said to him: ‘messenger of God! We missed you and searched 
for you. When we could not find you we had a terrible night.’ He 
said: ‘Someone came to me with a call from the jinn, and I went with 
him and read the Qur'an to them.’ He then took us to show us their 
traces and where they had their fires. They asked him for food and he 
said to them: “You may have the bones of all animals at the slaughter 
of which God’s name is invoked. When you hold a bone in your hand, 
it will be to you as though it has all the meat it can carry. Every 
dropping serves as fodder for your cattle.’ The Prophet said to us: “Do 
not, then, use these to clean yourself when you go to do stools.” 

[Related by Muslim, Abi Dawid and al-Tirmidhi.] 

In his biography of the Prophet, Ibn Ishaq narrates the jinn story 
after the Prophet’s journey to Ta if where he went to visit the Thaqif 
tribe, seeking their support to deliver his message. By that time, Abi 
Talib, his uncle who had provided him with protection against attack 
had died and the Prophet was now subjected to much harm and 
hostiliry. The Thaqif, however, answered him very rudely and set their 
young lads and servants against him. In this way, the Prophet was 
stoned to the extent that both his feet bled. At this point, he prayed to 
God, making the following passionate appeal: 

To You, My Lord, I complain of my weakness, lack of support 
and the humiliation I am made to receive. 

Most compassionate and merciful! You are the Lord of the 
weak, and You are my Lord. To whom do You leave me? To a 
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distant person who receives me with hostility? Or to an enemy to 

whom You have given power over me? 
If You are not displeased with me, I do not care what I face. I 

would, however, be much happier with Your mercy. 
I seek refuge in the light of Your face by which all darkness is 

dispelled and both this life and the life to come are put on their 
right courses against incurring Your wrath or being the subject of 
Your anger. To You I submit, until I earn Your pleasure. Everything 
is powerless without Your support.’ 

After his account of the Prophet's trip to Ta’if, Ibn Ishaq adds: “When 
the Prophet gave up hope of any positive response from the Thagif, 
he returned to Makkah. When he was at the valley of Nakhlah, he rose 
up in the middle of the night to pray. It was then that the group of 
jinn God mentioned in the Qur'an came to him. They were, as I was 
told, seven in number and came from among the jinn of Nusaybin. 
They listened to his recitation. When he finished his prayer, they went 
straight to their people to warn them, having believed in Islam and the 
Qur'an. God then related what happened to the Prophet in verses 29— 
32 of Sarah 46, The Sand Dunes, and also in Sarah 72, The jinn.” 

Ibn Kathir comments on this last report by Ibn Ishaq, saying: “This 
is correct, but the time at which Ibn Ishaq says it occurred is 
questionable. The jinn listened to the Qur’an in the early days of its 
revelation, as indicated by the sadith reported by Ibn ‘Abbas, while 
the Prophet went on his journey to Ta’if after his uncle’s death, which 
means only one or two years before the Prophet’s migration to 
Madinah, as indicated by Ibn Ishaq himself and others. However, God 

knows best.” 
There are many other reports concerning this event. From all these, 

we rely on the first by Ibn ‘Abbas, mentioned above, because it is the 
one that fits most perfectly with the Qur’anic texts speaking about the 
event. Moreover, it clearly states that the Prophet learnt of what took 
place through what was revealed to him and that he neither saw nor 

  

2, The story is given in detail in: Salahi, Adil, Mubammad: Man and Prophet, The Islamic 
Foundation, Leicester, 2002, pp- 178-182. - Editor's note. 
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felt the presence of the jinn. Moreover, this /adith is the most authentic 
of all these reports, having the most reliable chain of transmission. As to 
the point that the Prophet learnt of the event through the Qur'an, Ibn 
Ishaq’s version agrees with this. ft is further supported by what the Qur'an 
mentions about the jinn being able to see us but not the reverse: “Surely, 
he and his tribe watch you from where you cannot perceive them.” (7: 27) 

A Telling Warning 

We sent to you a group of jinn to listen to the Qur'an. When they 
heard it, they said to one another, ‘Listen in silence!’ When the 
recitation ended, they returned to their people to warn them. 

(Verse 29) 

It was, then, a purposeful act of God’s that He sent this group of 
jinn wo listen to the Qur'an; in other words, it was not mere coincidence. 
God wanted the jinn to know about His final message, just as they 
had earlier learnt about Moses’ message. According to His design, some 
of them will then believe and spare themselves punishment in hell, 
which is the abode of unbelievers whether jinn or humans. 

The sirah draws before our eyes an image of this group, berween 
three and ten jinn, as they listened to the Qur’an. It paints for us their 
feelings as it was being recited: an overwhelming awe leading to 
submission and action, “When they heard it, they said to one another, 
‘Listen in silence?” This short sentence gives a clear impression of their 
attitude as they hearkened to the Qur’anic recitation. Then, “When 
the recitation ended, they returned to their people to warn them.” (Verse 
29) This sentence confirms the effect the Qur'an had on them, They 
listened in complete silence, attentions focused throughout the 
recitation. When it was over, they returned at speed to their own people. 
They felt that what they had heard must be immediately told and 
passed on. Their people needed to know so that they could be warned. 
It is a situation where one is highly influenced by something which 
motivates him to immediate action that seeks to spread the benefit 
and to get others to adopt the same serious attitude: “Our people, they 
said, we have been listening to revelation bestowed from on high after 
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Moses, confirming what came before it. It guides to the truth and to a 
straight path.” (Verse 30) 

The first thing they said to their people was that the revelation they 
had heard had been bestowed from on high after the book of Moses 
and that it confirmed the scriptures before it. Thus, they knew about 
Moses’ book and recognized, once they heard the Qur’an, that it was 
closely related to the Torah. What they heard of the Qur'an might not 
have mentioned Moses or his book, but its very nature suggested that 
it came from the same source. This acknowledgement by the jinn, 

who are relatively unaffected by factors that operate in human life, has 

a clear and profound import. 
They give expression to their feelings as they listened to the Qur'an: 

“Tt guides to the truth and to a straight path.” (Verse 30) The truth and 

the guidance provided by the Qur'an have a profound effect on people. 
Only a sealed heart and an arrogant, stubborn soul, motivated by selfish 

interests, will resist it. Hence, it had an immediate and telling effect 
on the hearts of those jinn, prompting them to give this testimony of 
its trnch. They proceeded with their warning to their people, full of 

enthusiasm and expressing their firm conviction of the truth they had 
learnt. In other words, this recitation of the Qur'an placed a duty on 
them to inform and warn others: “Our people! Respond to Gods call 
and have faith in Him. He will forgive you your sins and deliver you 
from grievous suffering.” (Verse 31) They considered the revelation of 
the Qur'an a call on everyone who learned of it, whether human or 

jinn, to believe. They also considered Muhammad, (peace be upon 
him), to be the one who called them to believe in God merely by 
reciting the Qur’an. Hence their appeal to their people: “Respond w 
God's call and have faith in Him.” (Verse 31) They also believed in the 
Day of Judgement and learnt that belief and positive response to the 
Divine call ensured forgiveness of sins and deliverance from punishment. 
So they imparted this news to their people. 

Ibn Ishaq considers that this concludes what the jinn said to their 
people, but the context suggests that the next two verses were also 
stated by them. We think that this is more likely, particularly che next 

verse: “He who does not respond to God's call cannot elude Him on earth, 
nor will they have any protector against Him. They are indeed in manifest 
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error.” (Verse 32) This is a logical complement to the warning given by 
the jinn to their people whom they advised to believe in the new 
message. It is also likely that they explained that a negative response 

leads to dire consequences. No one who rejects the Divine call can 
escape God: He is always able to inflict punishment. The unbeliever 
will find none to support him against God or protect him from His 
punishment. He is, therefore, indeed in manifest error. 

Likewise, the next verse most probably reports more of what the 
jinn said, as they wondered at those who reject God’s call, thinking 
that they are immune from punishment or that there will be neither 
reckoning nor requital: “Are they not aware that God, who has created 
the heavens and the earth and was not wearied by their creation, has 
the power to bring the dead back to life? Yes, indeed. He has power over 
all things.” (Verse 33) 

This is a reference to the book of the universe mentioned at the 
stirah’s outset. The Qur’an often provides such a close connection 
between a direct statement and a similar one occurring within a story 
or historical account, ensuring the confirmation of the same fact from 
two sources. The book of the universe testifies to His great might. It 
imparts to us the feeling that bringing the dead back to life is easy. 
This is what is intended here. That this point is made here in the 
form of a question and a reply makes it more emphatic. This is 
followed by the general comment that God has power over all things. 
Thus, bringing the dead back to life is included within His limitless 
power. 

As Resurrection Takes Place 

Having referred to bringing the dead back to life, the s#rah paints a 
picture of reckoning and accountability as though we see all this before 
our eyes: 

On the Day when the unbelievers will be brought before the fire, 
[they will be asked]: Ts this not the truth?’ They will answer: ‘Yes, 
by our Lord.’ He will say: “Taste, then, this suffering, for you were 
unbelievers. (Verse 34) 
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The scene here begins with a narrative, or an introduction to a 
narrative: “On the Day when the unbelievers will be brought before the 
fire...” The audience are waiting for the narrative describing what will 
happen, but instead of a description, the scene is present before our 

eyes, with a dialogue taking place: “Js this not the truth?” What a 
question! It falls like a hammer on the heads of those who used to 
reject the truth, ridicule the message and hasten the punishment they 
were warned against. Now they are face ro face with the truth they 
used to deny. They arrive at an answer, in fear and humility: “Yes, by 
our Lord.” Now they swear ‘by our Lord’, the very Lord whose messenger 
they rejected and whose Lordship they denied. Now they swear by 
Him affirming the truth they once denied. 

At this point, the matter reaches maximum rebuke. The dialogue is 

over and the issue is settled: “He wil say: “Taste, then, this suffering, for 
you were unbelievers.” (Verse 34) It is just an answer to a simple 

question: the crime is seen in full clarity and the criminal admits his 
guilt. The outcome is settled. 

This scene is portrayed very speedily. This is deliberate because the 
confrontation is decisive. There is no room for argument. They used 

to deny the truth; now they acknowledge it and are made to suffer the 
consequences. 

Following this scene that decisively spells out the fate of the 
unbelievers, and the one that touches the hearts of a group from a 
different world, the s#rabh makes its final statement. It instructs the 
Prophet to remain patient with them and not to hasten their 
punishment. He has seen what awaits them, which is close at hand: 

Remain, then, patient in adversity, just as all messengers endowed 
with firm resolve bore themselves with patience. Do not seek to hasten 

their punishment. On the Day when they see what they were 
promised, it will seem to them as though they had dwelt [on earth] 

no more than an hour in a single day. This has been made clear. 

Will, then, any be destroyed except the evildoers? (Verse 35) 

Every word in this verse is charged with meaning; every phrase draws 
a whole world of images and impressions and refers to great issues and 
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values. “Remain, then, patient in adversity, just as all messengers endowed 
with firm resolve bore themselves with patience. Do not seek to hasten 
their punishment.” (Verse 35) This is a directive given to Muhammad 

(peace be upon him) who had shown more patience than anyone can 
tolerate while suffering persecution at the hands of his people. He grew 
up an orphan in their midst, then lost his guardian as well as every human 
support, one by one, losing his father, mother, grandfather, uncle as well 
as the wife who was the symbol of loving care. Thus he was free of all 
preoccupations, dedicating himself totally to his message. Yet he received 
at the hands of his unbelieving relatives more trouble than at the hands 
of others untelated to him. He had to approach tribe after tribe, as well 
as individuals, seeking support in delivering his message but only meeting 
with rejection time after time. Some even set their henchmen against 
him and he was stoned and injured. His response was nothing more 
than a passionate appeal to his Lord, as quoted earlier. 

Yet after all this, the Prophet is given this directive by his Lord: “Remain, 
then, patient in adversity, just as all messengers endowed with firm resolve 
bore themselves with patience. Do not seek to hasten their punishment.” 
(Verse 35) This shows just how hard and difficult the call to Islam is. A 

man like Muhammad, the symbol of dedication, unshakeable belief and 
purity of heart, still needs this Divine directive to remain patient and 
not to hasten God’s punishment of the adversaries of his message. The 
hardships he met along this road required that he be comforted and 
counselled to remain patient. He also needed a sweet dose of Divine 
compassion, followed by reassurance: “On the Day when they see what 
they were promised, it will seem to them as though they had dwelt [on 
earth] no more than an hour in a single day.” (Verse 35) It is all a short 

duration, an hour of a day. This whole life is so short and trivial that all 
the effects it has on hearts and souls is no more than the effect of an 
hour in a day. Then they will meet their inevitable fate and abide endlessly. 

This hour of a life serves only to make things clear before the fate is 
sealed: “This has been made clear. Will, then, any be destroyed except 
the evildoers?’ (Verse 35) Cettainly not. God wishes no injustice for 
anyone. Every advocate of the Divine message must temain patient in 
adversity. Last as much as it may, the adversity will be no longer than 
an hour of a day, and then everything is settled. 
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Muhammad 

Prologue 

This s#rah, Muhammad, was revealed in Madinah. It also goes by 

another name, a/-Qitd/, meaning ‘Fighting’. This secondary title is very 
apt because fighting is the s#zah’s subject matter providing most of its 
images and giving it its distinctive beat. It begins with an explanation 
of che true nature of both the unbelievers and the believers which takes 
the form of a moral attack on the former and a monologue of praise 
of the latter, The clear implication is that God is the enemy of the 
unbelievers and the protector of those who have faith. Furthermore, 
this is a true fact in God’s sight. Thus, the opening of the sé#7ah serves 
as a declaration of war by God against His enemies who are hostile to 

His faith: “Those who disbelieve and debar others from God’ path will 
have their deeds brought to nothing by Him, whereas those who have 
faith and do righteous deeds, and believe in what has been revealed to 
Muhammad, for it is indeed the truth from their Lord — He will forgive 
them their bad deeds and bring them to a happy state. This is because 
the unbelievers follow falsehood, whereas those who believe follow the 
truth from their Lord. Thus does God lay down for mankind their rules 

of conduct.” (Verses 1—3) 
Once this declaration of war against the unbelievers is made, an 

express, resounding order is given to the believers to join this war against 
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them. This order is followed by an outline of the rules that apply to 
captives of war once the bloody battle is over: “Now when you meet 
the unbelievers in battle, smite their necks. Then when you have 
thoroughly subdued them, bind them firmly. Thereafter, set them free 
either by an act of grace or against ransom, until war shall lay down its 
burden.” (Verse 4) Added to this order is an explanation about the 

purpose of fighting and encouragement to the believers to join with it 
and do well, and a promise of honour for those who fall as martyrs. A 
further promise of help is given to those who join the fighting in 
support of Gad’s cause, with an added rejoinder making clear that the 
unbelievers will be destroyed and their deeds will come to nothing: 
“Thus [shall it be]. Had God so willed, He could have punished them 

Himself, but it is His will that He tests you all by means of one another. 
And as for those who are slain in God'’s cause, never will He let their 
deeds go to waste. He will grant them guidance, and bring them to a 
happy state, and will admit them to the Garden He has already made 
known to them. Believers! If you support [the cause of] God, He will 
support you and will make your steps firm; but as for the unbelievers, ill 
fortune awaits them as He will bring their deeds to nothing. This is 
because they hate what God has bestowed from on high, and thus He 
causes their deeds to go to waste.” (Verses 4-9) 

A strong warning is issued to the unbelievers, coupled with a 
declaration from God about His protection of the believers. The 
unbelievers will, thus, lose all; they will remain weak and lack support 
from any quarter: “Have they never travelled through the land and 
seen what was the end of those who lived before their time? God destroyed 
them utterly. A similar fate awaits the unbelievers. This is because God 
protects the believers, while the unbelievers have no one to protect them.” 
(Verses 10-11) A further warning singles out the city which drove the 
Prophet out: “How many cities of greater power than this your city which 
has driven you out have We destroyed, and they had none to help them.” 
(Verse 13) 

Having opened with such a strong attack on the unbelievers, the 
stéirah adds a varied discourse on faith and unbelief, describing the 
states of the believers and the unbelievers both in chis world and in 
the life to come. It distinguishes berween a believer's enjoyment of 
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goodly things and the way unbelievers enjoy the pleasures of this 
world in a way that does not differ from that of cattle: “God will 
indeed admit those who believe and do righteous deeds into gardens 
through which running waters flow, while those who disbelieve will 
enjoy their life [in this world] and eat as cattle eat; but the fire shall be 
their abode.” (Verse 12) It describes what the believers will drink in 

heaven, variously pure water, milk with unaltered taste, delightful 
wine and pure, clarified honey. These drinks are so plentiful that 
they flow like rivers. Moreover, they have plenty of every type of 
fruit, together with God's forgiveness and His being pleased with 
them. A rhetorical question is then added: “Are they to be compared 
to those who are to abide in the fire and be given a drink of scalding 
water that tears their bowels?’ (Verse 15) 

This first round in the ever-raging battle between the believers and 
the unbelievers over, the s#irah starts another round with the hypocrites 
who, together with the Jews in Madinah, represented a danger to the 
Muslim community. The problem they posed was no less serious than 
that of the idolaters who were waging open war on Islam from Makkah 
and its surrounding areas. The events to which the sirah refers suggest 
that it talks about the period that followed the Battle of Badr but 
prior to the Encounter of the Moat.' The latter heralded a crushing 
defeat for the Jews and a serious setback for the hypocrites, as explained 
in our commentary on S#rah 33, Volume XIV. 

References to the hypocrites are made in the same confrontational 
and fighting manner as the rest of the siérah. This is noticeable right 
from their first menrion, which describes how they are absent minded 
when they sit with the Prophet and its comment that describes them 
as being far astray, following their desires: “Some of them listen to you, 
but no sooner do they leave your presence than they {scornfully] say to 
those endowed with knowledge: ‘What is it that he said just now?’ Such 
are the ones whose hearts God has sealed, and who follow their desires.” 
(Verse 16) They are warned that the Last Hour will inevitably come, 

  

1, The Battle of Badr took place during Ramadan, year 2 of the Islamic calendar, while the 
Encounter of the Moat occured towards the end of year 5, (623 and 626 CE respectively) - 

Editor's notre. 
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and, then, they will not even be able to take heed: “Are they waiting for 
the Last Hour to come upon them of a sudden? Its portents have already 
come; but once it has arrived, what benefit will it then be to them if they 
take heed” (Verse 18) 

The srah then describes their panic when they are confronted with 
an express Quranic order to fight. They have pretended to be believers, 
and here we see how the s#rah makes abundantly clear the difference 
between them and true believers: “The believers say: ‘Would that a 
surah had been revealed.’ Yet when a siixah of clear import is revealed, 
and fighting is mentioned in it, you see those who are sick at heart staring 
at you like one who is about to faint for fear of death.” (Verse 20) While 
they are urged to obey God and His messenger and to be truthful and 
firm, the sé#rah condemns their behaviour and declares war againsr them. 

They are expelled from God’s mercy: “Far better for them would be 
obedience and an appropriate word. Moreover, when fighting is decided 
upon, it ts better for them to be true to God. If you turn away now, is it 

to be expected of you that you will spread corruption in the land and 
break your ties of kinship? It is such as these whom God rejects, leaving 
them deaf and blind.” (Verses 20-23) 

The hypocrites’ schemes are exposed: they listen to Satan and befriend 
the Jews and conspire with them against the believers. Therefore, they 
are warned about torture that would be inflicted on them at the point 
of death. They are also warned about exposure within the Muslim 
community to which they pretend to belong when they are not really 
part of it. On the contrary, they scheme against it: “ Those who turn their 
backs after guidance has been given to them are seduced by Satan who fills 
them with false hopes. That is because they say to those who abhor all that 
God has revealed, ‘We will obey you in some matters,’ but God knows all 
their secret schemes. How will they feel when the angels gather them in 
death, striking their faces and their backs? That is because they follow what 
incurs God’ anger, and hate what pleases Him. Therefore, He will surely 
make all their deeds come to nothing. Do those who are sick at heart assume 
that God will never bring their malice to light? Had We so willed, We 
could have pointed them out to you, and you would have recognized them 
by their marks; but you will most certainly recognize them by the tone of 
their speech. God knows all that you people do. Most certainly We shall put 
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you to the proof to see who of you strive hard and remain firm; and We 
shall test the truth of your assertions.” (Verses 25-31) 

The s#raé’s third and final round again takes up the attack against 
the unbelievers from among the Quraysh and the Jews: “Those who 
disbelieve and debar others from the path of God, and take a hostile 
stand against the Prophet afier they have seen the light of guidance, can 
in no way harm God; but He will surely make all their deeds come to 
nothing.” (Verse 32) It warns the believers against falling into the same 
traps as their enemies: “Believers, obey God and obey the messenger, and 

do not let your deeds come to nothing. Those who disbelieve and debar 
others from the path of God, and in the end die unbelievers shall not be 
granted forgiveness by God.” (Verses 33-34) They are encouraged to 
remain firm during the fighr: “Therefore, do nor lose heart or sue for 
peace. It is you who have the upper hand, and God is with you. He will 
never let your deeds go to waste.” (Verse 35) 

The life of this world is shown to be trivial. Believers are urged to 
spend some of their money to support God's cause. They are not meant 
to give away all they have; God knows their human nature and that 
they would find it too difficult to make such a sacrifice should it be 
asked of them: “The life of this world is but play and amusement, but if 
you believe and are God-fearing, He will grant you your reward. He does 
not ask you to give up all your possessions. If He were to ask you all and 
press you hard, you would grow tight-fisted, and He would bring your 
malice to light.” (Verses 36-37) The sé#rah concludes with a note of 
warning to the Muslims, should they be niggardly, unwilling to spend 
some of their money for God’s cause: “You are called upon to give in 
God’ cause, but some among you will turn out to be niggardly. Whoever 
is niggardly fin God’ cause] is niggardly towards himself. God ts the 
source of all wealth, whereas you are the ones in need. If you turn away, 
He will substitute other people for you, and they will not be like you.” 
(Verse 38) 

The air of battle colours the séra4 from srart to finish; it is 

characteristic of its every section. The ending of its verses sound like 
heavy bombardments. When such endings are given a softer tone, they 
seem like swords branded in the air. The images the stra draws are as 
hard as the words expressing them. When referring to actual fighting, 
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the s#rah says: “when you meet the unbelievers in battle, smite their 
necks.” (Verse 4) The actual killing and the taking of prisoners is 
described graphically: “Then when you have thoroughly subdued them, 
bind them firmly.” (Verse 4) The condemnation of the unbelievers is 

expressed in equally powerful words: “As for the unbelievers, ill fortune 
awaits them as He will bring their deeds to nothing.” (Verse 8) The 

fate of earlier communities is also documented in a highly resounding 
way, both in words and connotations: “Ged destroyed them utterly. 
A similar fate awaits the unbelievers.” (Verse 10) As they are made to 

suffer in hell the unbelievers are shown as being “given a drink of 
scalding water that tears their bowels” (Verse 15) Likewise, the state 

of panic that overtakes the hypocrites is drawn intensely: “you see 
those who are sick at heart staring at you like one who is about to faint 
for fear of death.” (Verse 20) Even the gentle warning to the believers 

against turning away is given in the form of a decisive threat: “Jf you 
turn away, He will substitute other people for you, and they will not be 
like you.” (Verse 38) 

Thus we see perfect harmony permeating the s#raé: its subject matter, 
images, connotations and rhythm, 
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Captives of War 

Muhammad 

In the Name of God, the Lord of 
Grace, the Ever Merciful 

Those who disbelieve and debar 

others from God’s path will have 

their deeds brought to nothing 
by Him, (1) 

whereas those who have faith and 

do righteous deeds, and believe 
in what has been revealed ro 
Muhammad, for it is indeed the 

truth from their Lord — He will 

forgive them their bad deeds and 
bring them to a happy state. (2) 

This is because the unbelievers 

follow falsehood, whereas those 

who believe follow the truth 

from their Lord. Thus does God 

lay down for mankind their rules 

of conduct. (3)   
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Now when you meet the un- 
believers in battle, smite their 
necks. Then when you have 
thoroughly subdued them, bind 
them firmly. Thereafter, set chem 
free either by an act of grace or 
against ransom, until war shall lay 
down its burden. Thus [shall it 

be]. Had God so willed, He could 

have punished them Himself, but 

it is His will that He tests you all 
by means of one another. And as 

for those who are slain in God's 

cause, never will He ler their deeds 

go to waste. (4) 

He will grant them guidance, and 

bring them to a happy state, (5) 

and will admit them to the 

Garden He has already made 
known to them. (6) 

Believers! If you support [the 

cause of] God, He will support 

you and will make your steps 
firm; (7) 

but as for the unbelievers, ill 

fortune awaits them as He will 

bring their deeds to nothing. (8) 

This is because they hate what 
God has bestowed from on high, 

and thus He causes their deeds to 

go to waste. (9)   
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Have they never travelled through 
the land and seen what was the 
end of those who lived before 
their time? God destroyed them 
utterly, A similar fate awaits the 
unbelievers. (10) 

This is because God protects the 
believers, while the unbelievers 
have no one ro protect them. 

(11) 

God will indeed admit those who 

believe and do righteous deeds 

into gardens through which 
running waters flow, while those 

who disbelieve will enjoy their 
life [in this world] and eat as cartle 

eat; but the fire shall be their 

abode. (12) 

How many cities of greater power 
than this your city which has 
driven you out have We destroy- 
ed, and they had none to help 
them. (13) 

Is he who takes his stand on a 

clear evidence from his Lord like 

one to whom the evil of his own 

deeds seems goodly, or like those 
who follow their own desires? 

(14)   
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Such is the paradise which the 
God-fearing are promised: In it 
are rivers of water for ever pure, 
rivers of milk the taste of which 
never alters, rivers of wine, a 
delight for those who drink, and 
rivers of honey pure and clarified. 
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forgiveness by their Lord. Are 
they to be compared to those 
who are to abide in the fire and 
be given a drink of scalding water 
that tears their bowels? (15) 

OA 

  
  

Belief in Muhammad’s Revelations 

The s#irah opens with a straightforward attack against the unbelievers, 
without any introduction or preparatory remarks. These unbelievers, 
who debar others from God’s path, are faced with the prospect of 
their deeds going astray and ending up with nothing. This applies to 
all unbelievers whether they are those who debar others on their own 
initiative, or they themselves are debarred and then debar others from 

God’s path, At the outset, the s#irah gives us a sense of deeds being 

animated, physically on the move, but their movements are erroneous, 
far astray, and without any defining goal. The result brings utter loss 
and destruction. Such animation is employed to provide an image of a 
battle in which the deeds separate themselves from the people who 
perform them: the result is that both go further astray from each other, 
and all ends in ruin, 

These deeds that are brought to nothing may refer, in particular, to 
the ones that the unbelievers hoped would bring them good results; in 

other words, they appeared to them as good deeds. However, a good 
deed thar is not based on faith loses its value; its goodness is superficial. 
What is important is the motive that gives rise to the deed, not the form 
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of the deed. Even if the motive is good, unless it relies on faith it may be 
only temporary or the result of sudden impulse. Faith, on the other 
hand, links all man’s actions and feelings to a solid base. This gives deeds 

their meaning and aim, bringing them consistency and ensuring that 
their effects are in line with the Divine system that links all parts of the 
universe together. Thus, every action is seen to contribute to the overall 
progress of the universe, fulfilling a role and serving an end. 

On the other side stand “those who have faith and do righteous deeds, 
and believe in what has been revealed to Muhammad, for it is indeed 
the truth from their Lord.” (Verse 2) These people are described as having 
faith, which certainly includes believing in Muhammad’s revelations, 
but this aspect of belief is specifically highlighted in order to give it 
prominence since “it is indeed the truth from their Lord.” Faith that is 
established in one’s heart and conscience must be accompanied by action 
that is clearly seen in life. Such action is the fruit of faith that indicates 
its presence. Such people have a special status: “He wll forgive them 
their bad deeds.” (Verse 2) This contrasts with what happens to the 

deeds of the unbelievers: they go astray, even though they may initially 
seem to be good. Thus, while even good deeds done by unbelievers 
end up in nothing, the bad deeds of the believers are forgiven. The 
contrast here is perfect and absolute, emphasizing the value of faith in 
God’s sight and in real life. Yet their reward goes further than this as 
God will “bring them to a happy state.” (Verse 2) This is a great blessing 
which is second to faith in importance and effect. The verse gives here 
connotations of perfect comfort, assurance, peace and happiness. When 
a person is in such a happy state, his thoughts are sound, his heart is 
reassured, his feelings are at ease, and his soul enjoys a sense of peace 
and security. What other blessing would anyone want? 
Why do things go in these two opposite directions? There is no 

question of favouritism or coincidence in all this. Instead, it all relies 
on the fundamental law upon which the universe was established when 
God created the heavens and the earth in accordance with the truth, 
making the truth its basic foundation: “This is because the unbelievers 
follow falsehood, whereas those who believe follow the truth from their 
Lord.” (Verse 3) Falsehood cannot put down deep roots in the universe. 
Therefore, it ends up in nothing, as does everything founded upon it. 
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Since the unbelievers follow falsehood, their deeds go astray and are 
brought to nothing. By contrast, the truth is the foundation on which 
the structure of the universe is built. Therefore, everything related to 
it stays on. Since the believers follow the truth from their Lord, He 

will forgive them their sins and bring them to a happy state. It is all 
clear, based on solid principles. “Thus does God lay down for mankind 
their rules of conduct.” (Verse 3) The believers are clear about these 
rules, they know the basis around which they should make their choices. 

An Order to Fight 

The principle stated in the first verse of the stirah is made the basis 
of the directive to the believers to fight the unbelievers. The believers 
are the ones who follow the truth that must be established in human 
life on earth. It, truth, should be given the power to conduct life’s 
affairs. Thus, human life becomes based on the truth and refers 
everything to it. The unbelievers, on the other hand, follow falsehood. 
This should be removed with all its effects on human life: “Now when 
you meet the unbelievers in battle, smite their necks. Then when you 
have thoroughly subdued them, bind them firmly. Thereafter, set them 
free either by an act of grace or against ransom, until war shall lay down 
its burden.” (Verse 4) This verse refers specifically to meeting in battle, 
not any other meeting between believers and unbelievers. Up to the 
revelation of this s#rah, idolaters lived in the Arabian Peninsula, some 
of whom were at war with the believers and some bound by peace 
treaties. Sarah 9, Repentance, had not as then been revealed giving 
notice that treaties specifying dates of expiry would not be renewed. 
On the other hand, treaties without a specific term were given a four- 
month notice of termination. Thereafter, idolaters were to be killed if 
they were found anywhere in the Arabian Peninsula. The aim of these 
tules was to make the Peninsula the permanent base of Islam.’ 

The verse tells the believers specifically to smite the unbelievers’ necks, 
but this only occurs after Islam is explained to them and they reject 
the call to accept it. The order is given in a way thar describes the 

  

2. This rule does not apply to idolaters outside the Arabian Peninsula; they could 
continue to live in che Muslim state but only in accordance with Islamic rules. 
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actual killing and the action it requires, so as to fit with the general 
ambience of the sirah. 

“Then when you have thoroughly subdued them, bind them firmly.” 
(Verse 4) The Arabic verb ‘“athkhana’, translated here as ‘subdue’, also 

connotes strong fighting involving killing of opponents. The situation 
the verse envisages as a result of fighting is the total collapse of the 
enemy’s power so as to leave the enemy incapable of putting up any 
defence, let alone launching a counterattack. Ac this point only, captives 
are taken. While che enemy stil! has substantial force, the fight goes on 
to remove the danger it presents. 

Thus, like most commentarors on the Qur’an, we see no conflict 

between this verse and the one in S#rah 8, The Spoils of War, which 

remonstrates with the Prophet and the Muslims for taking many 
captives of war during the Battle of Badr. At the time, continuing the 
battle to kill more of the unbelievers was a better option. The relevant 
verses state: “Jt does not behove a Prophet to have captives unless he has 
battled strenuously in the land. You may desire the fleeting gains of this 
world, but God desires for you the good of the life to come. God is Almighty, 
Wise. Had it not been for a decree from God that had already gone forth, 
you would have been severely punished for what you have taken.”* (8: 
67-68) This means that killing che enemy and breaking its power comes 
first. When this has been accomplished, captives may be taken, The 
wisdom in all this is clearly apparent. To remove agpression by forces 
hostile to Islam must be the first objective of fighting, particularly 
when the numerical strength of the Muslim community is well below 
that of the unbelievers. In such circumstances as prevailed at the time 
of the Battle of Badz, killing an enemy fighter was far more important 
in the balance of power between the two sides. However, this ruling 
remains valid in general, and it should be applied in any armed conflict 
with the aim of making the enemy powerless. 

The Ruling on Captives of War 

The verse then sets the ruling concerning those who are taken captive 

in war. This is the only Qur’anic text stating a ruling on such caprives: 

  

3. These verses are explained in Vol. VII, pp. 198-202. 
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“Thereafter, set them free either by an act of grace or against ransom.” 
(Verse 4) This means that captives of war are to be set free gratis, without 
any compensation. No specified ransom or exchange of prisoners is 
required. The Quranic verse does not mention any third option, such 
as putting idolater captives ro death or binding them into slavery. 
Nevertheless, what happened in practice was that the Prophet and the 
caliphs succeeding him put some war captives into slavery, and killed 
specifically named individuals. We will quore what Imam Aba Bakr 
al-Jassas, of the Hanafi school of Islamic law, says about this verse in 
his book Abkdm al-Qur an, making some comments as necessary. We 
will then conclude by stating our view of the relevant rulings: 

God says in this verse: “Now when you meet the unbelievers in 
battle, smite their necks.’ On the surface, che statement makes it 

clear that killing the unbelievers is the only option until they have 
been thoroughly subdued. This is consistent with what God says 
in the other verse: “Jt does not behove a Prophet to have captives 
unless he has battled strenuously in the land.” (8: 67) Ibn ‘Abbas 

is quoted as saying that this last statement applied to the Battle of 
Badr, when the Muslims were a small minority. When their 
numbers increased and they became more powerful, God 
established the ruling: “Thereafter, set them free either by an act of 
grace or against ransom.” Thus, God allowed the Prophet and the 
believers all options: to kill their prisoners, enslave them or set 

them free. However, the transmitter of this Aadith doubts whether 

Ibn ‘Abbas mentioned enslaving prisoners. 

Since the reporter was uncertain that Ibn ‘Abbas mentioned slavery 
in this context, we discard that option altogether. As for killing such 
prisoners of war, we see no basis for this in the verse under discussion. 
The verse mentions only freeing them either as an act of grace or against 
ransom.’ 

  

4, The author makes several comments on this lengthy quotation. We have included 
his comments in separate paragraphs so as co distinguish them from che quoted text. — 
Editor's note. 
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Al-Suddi is reported to have commented on the ruling, “set them 
free either by an act of grace or against ransom,” saying that it has 
been abrogated by the subsequent verse in Sarah 9, stating: “slay 
the idolaters wherever you find them.” (9: 5) However, we say 
that the Qur’anic statements: “Now when you meet the 
unbelievers in battle, smite their necks,” and “It does not behove a 
Prophet to have captives unless he has battled strenuously in the 
land,” and “Should you meet them in battle, make of them a 
fearsome example for those who follow them,” are most probably 
outlining valid rulings, none of which has been abrogated. God 
commanded His messenger to kill rhe unbelievers and not to 
take captives from among them until they had been thoroughly 
subdued. This was the case when the Muslims were small in 
number, compared with their enemy. In that situation, only 
when the unbelievers were subdued after being killed in numbers 
and were made an example of to those who followed them, was 
it then permissible to take some of them captive, keeping them 
alive. This should be a permanent rule, applicable at any time 
when the Muslims are in a similar situation to that which 
prevailed in the early days of Islam. 

In comment, we say that the order to kill the idolaters wherever 
they were found applied specifically to the idolaters in the Arabian 
Peninsula. The verse in the present s#rah is general in its import. When 
the enemy is thoroughly subdued and its power is smashed, it is 
permissible to take prisoners. This was the practice followed by the 
caliphs after the Prophet. Prisoners were killed only in particular cases 
which we will explain presently. 

The statement, “set them free either by an act of grace or against 
ransom,” provides for one of two alternatives: freeing the prisoners 
either by an act of grace or against ransom, which suggests that 
killing them was prohibited. However, early scholars differ on 
this point. Al-Hasan is reported to have objected to killing 
prisoners of war, saying that they should be freed against ransom 
or indeed without it. ‘Ara’ is also reported to have held this view. 
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When asked what to do with prisoners, al-Hasan answered: ‘Do 
with them what the Prophet did with the prisoners taken in the 
Battle of Badr: they were freed by an act of grace or against 
ransom.’ Ibn ‘Umar was given a prisoner, a man of high position 
from the city of Istakhr, so that he could kill him, but he refused 
to do so citing the Qur’anic statement: “set them free either by an 
act of grace or against ransom.” Likewise, Mujahid and Ibn Sirin 
are reported to have spoken against killing prisoners of war. We 
have already mentioned al-Suddi’s view that this ruling was 
abrogated by the other Quranic instruction: “slay the idolaters 
wherever you find them.” (9: 5) Likewise, Ibn Jurayj is of this 
view. He cited the case of ‘Uqbah ibn Abi Mu ‘ayr whom the 
Prophet ordered to be killed after he was taken prisoner during 
the Battle of Badr. 

Scholars from all provinces are unanimous that a prisoner of 
war may be killed, and we do not know of any taking a different 
view. Reports are numerous that the Prophet sanctioned such 
killing. He ordered the execution of ‘Uqbah ibn Abi Mu ‘ayt and 
al-Nadr ibn al-Harith after the Bartle of Badr, and Aba ‘Azzah, 
the poet, after the Battle of Uhud. He also put the Qurayzah 
prisoners to death when they accepted Sa‘d ibn Mu “adh’s 
judgement to the effect that their men must be executed and their 
offspring be enslaved. From among them, he set al-Zubayr ibn 
Bata free by an act of grace. When he conquered Khaybar, partly 
by war and partly by peaceful agreement, he stipulared a clear 
condition on Ibn Abi al-Huqayg, but when his treachery was 
exposed, he ordered his execution. When he larer entered Makkah, 
he ordered the killing of a number of people, stating that they 
should be killed, ‘even if found clinging to the robes of the 
Ka ‘bah.’ However, he freed the people of Makkah and took 
nothing of their property. 

Aba Bakr is quoted to have said: “I wish I had not ordered al- 
Fuja’ah to be burnt when he was brought to me. I wish I had 
ordered his execution normally or set him free.” Aba: Misa al- 
Ash ‘ari mentions that he executed the chief priest of al-Siis, after 

he had given him a guarantee of safety for a number of people 
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whom the priest named. However, he forgot to include himself, 
and therefore, the guarantee of safety did not apply to him. So, 
Abii Miisa ordered his execution. 

All these reports and ahadith confirm, without any doubt, that 
the Prophet and his Companions approved the execution of 
prisoners of war or setting them free. This is the consensus of 
scholars in all regions. 

The permissibiliry of executing prisoners of war cannot, however, 
just be based on the Quranic statement. It should instead be viewed 
against the actions of the Prophet and some of his Companions. When 
we carefully consider all the cases where prisoners were killed, we find 
that they were all special; in other words, there were additional 
militating factors other than merely fighting against Muslims and 
subsequent caprivity. The men killed after the Battles of Badr and 
Uhud, namely, ‘Ugbah, al-Nadr and Aba ‘Azzah, respectively, were 
all hostile opponents who were determined to harm the Prophet. The 
case of the Qurayzah Jews was also special, given they had agreed, in 
advance, for judgement to be passed on them by Sa‘d ibn Mu ‘adh. In 
all these cases we find special reasons placing them outside the general 
rule on prisoners of war stated in this verse: “set them free either by an 
act of grace or against ransom.” (Verse 4) 

Scholars differed on setting prisoners free against ransom. Those 
of our school, the Hanafi, maintain that a prisoner cannot be set 
free against financial ransom, and cannot be sold to the enemy so 
as to join them again in fighting. Abii Hanifah also states that a 
prisoner of war cannot be set free in exchange for Muslim 
prisoners. In no way should he ever be returned to join an enemy 
army. Abi Yasuf and Muhammad ibn al-Hasan differ with Abi 
Hanifah on this point, allowing the exchange of prisoners of war 
between Muslims and non-Muslims. This last view is subscribed 
to by major scholars like al-Thawri and al-Awza‘T. Al-Awza ‘I adds 
that it is permissible to sell prisoners of war to the enemy, but the 
men among them may not be sold except in an exchange of 
prisoners. On the other hand, al-Muzni quotes al-Shafi 4 as saying 
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that a Muslim ruler may set male prisoners of war free by an act 
of grace or against ransom after their defeat. 

Those who approve of exchange of prisoners and setting 
enemy prisoners free against financial ransom cite in support of 

their view the Qur’anic statement: “set them free either by an act 

of grace or against ransom.” This apparently permits setting them 
free against ransom and in exchange for Muslim prisoners. They 
also cite the fact that the Prophet set Quraysh prisoners from 

the Battle of Badr free against financial ransom. As for the 
permissibility of an exchange of prisoners, they cite in support a 
hadith reported by ‘Imran ibn Husayn: “The Thaqif tribe took 
two Companions of the Prophet prisoner, and the Muslims took 

a man from the tribe of ‘Amir ibn Sa‘sa‘ah prisoner. The Prophet 
passed by this prisoner when he was tied up, and the man called 
him. The Prophet went to him. He asked: “Why am I taken 
prisoner?’ The Prophet said: “Because of your allies’ offence.’ 
The man said: ‘But I am a Muslim.’ The Prophet replied: “Had 
you said this when you were free, you would have greatly 

prospered.’ The Prophet moved away, but the man called him 
again. When the Prophet went to him, he said: ‘Feed me, for I 

am hungry.’ The Prophet said: “This is what you need.’ The 
Prophet then exchanged him for the two men taken captive by 
the Thagif.” 

In our view, the evidence in support of those who say that prisoners 
of war may be set free against ransom is weightier and more valid than 
that stated in support of the view of al-Jassas’s school. This is true even 
though they differ concerning the form of ransom and whether ic is 
financial or in exchange with Muslim prisoners of war. Imam al-Jassas 
concludes his discussion by endorsing the view of his Hanaft school of 
Islamic law: 

As for the mention in this verse of freeing prisoners as an act of 

grace or against ransom, along with what is reported of the action 
concerning the prisoners dnring the Battle of Badr, all this is 
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abrogated by the Qur’anic verse that says: “Slay the idolaters 
wherever you find them, and take them captive, besiege them, and 
lie in wait for them at every conceivable place. Yet if they should 
repent, take to prayer and pay the zakat, let them go their way.” (9: 
5) We have mentioned that this is the view of al-Suddi and Ibn 
Jurayj. Further confirmation of the abrogation is seen in the verse 
that says: “Fight against those who — despite having been given 
Scriptures — do not truly believe in God and the Last Day, and do 
not treat as forbidden that which God and His messenger have 
forbidden, and do not follow the religion of truth, till they [agree 
to] pay the submission tax with a willing hand, after they have 
been humbled.” (9: 29) Both verses speak of the duty to fight 

against the unbelievers until they accept Islam or pay tribute, or 
jizyah. To free them against ransom runs contrary to this. All 
commentators on the Qur’an and scholars of badith agree that 
Sérah 9, Repentance, was revealed Jater than Surah 47, 
Muhammad, which means chat rhe rulings it states abrogate the 

earlier ones including that of freeing them against ransom. 

We have already stated that this ruling to kill idolaters unless they 
adopt Islam is specific to idolaters living in the Arabian Peninsula. 
Others living outside it can live in the Muslim state and pay a tribute, 
just like the payment of tribute is accepted from followers of earlier 
religions. That the tribute is accepted from them when they submit to 
the rule of the Muslim state does not preclude that some of them may 
fall prisoner before such submission. What ruling applies to such 
prisoners, then? We say that a Muslim ruler may free them by an act of 
grace if he determines that this serves the interests of the Muslim 
community. He may also free them against financial ransom or in 
exchange for Muslim prisoners, when their people continue to have a 
fighting force and remain hostile. When the enemy renounces hostility 
by agreeing to pay tribute to the Muslim state, a different situation 
applies with clearly specified rulings. This means that che ruling 
concerning prisoners of war continues to be valid in cases that are not 
settled by the payment of tribute. 
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What We Say 

To sum up, this is the only Qur’anic text providing a ruling on 
prisoners of war. All other texts relate to situations other than that of 
taking prisoners. Therefore, this represents the permanent basis for 
dealing with this question. In those cases where the practice differed, 
this was the result of specific and temporary situations. Putting some 
prisoners to death applied only in individual cases, which could be 
similar to future ones. Those individuals were executed for actions 
they committed before being taken prisoner. They were not killed 
merely for fighting the Muslims. A spy, for example, may be taken 
prisoner and tried. In this case, he is tried for spying, not for being an 
enemy soldier taken prisoner in open battle. His captiviry merely 
brought him under the authoriry of the Muslim state. 

A word needs to be said about placing prisoners of war in slavery. 
We have already stated on more than one occasion that this was in 
response to prevalent universal situations and common practices in 
war. These situations made it impossible for Islam to implement in all 
circumstances the general statement “set them free either by an act of 
grace or against ransom,” when enemy camps used to put any Muslim 
taken prisoner into slavery. Therefore, this ruling was applied by the 
Prophet in certain situations: he set free some prisoners in acts of grace, 

while in other cases he exchanged prisoners and in still other cases, he 
accepted financial ransom. In some cases prisoners were made slaves in 
order to deal with situations that could not be otherwise dealt with. 

Should all camps agree not to treat prisoners of war as slaves, Islam 
reverts to its single posirive ruling in the matter: “ser them free either 
by an act of grace or against ransom.” Putting prisoners into slavery is 

not an Islamic rule; it is a procedure dealing with special circumstances. 
This is the view that we derive from this clear Quranic statement and 

from carefully studying different cases, events and situarions. 
I should perhaps make it clear that 1 support this view because the 

Quranic statements and the study of events and cases support it. It 
does not occur to me that I should defend Islam against the accusation 
that it puts prisoners inro slavery. Such a thought | never entertain. 
Had Islam adopted this practice, it would have been the right and 
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better one. No human being with any degree of good manners would 
ever say that his view is better than God’s ruling. I only look at the 
Qur’anic text, its wording and spirit. It is on this basis chat I have 
formulated my view. 

All this, i.e fighting, smiting the necks of unbelievers, binding them 
firmly and dealing with the captives according to this rule, continues 
“until war shall lay down its burden.” (Verse 4) This means until war is 

over between Islam and its opponents. It remains the permanent Islamic 
tule. According to a hadith related by Abi Dawiid on Anas’s authority, 
the Prophet says: “/ibdd shall continue until the Day of Judgement.” 
Its purpose is to ensure that God’s word remains supreme. 

The Purpose of Jihad 

God does not require believers to fight and go on jihad because He 
needs their help against the unbelievers. Far be it from Him to need 
help. He is able, should He wish, to destroy those unbelievers utterly. 
It is all a tesr for mankind which determines everyone's position: 

Thus [shall it be]. Had God so willed, He could have punished 

them Himself, but it is His will that He tests you all by means of 
one another. And as for those who are slain in God’ cause, never 
will He let their deeds go to waste. He will grant them guidance, 
and bring them to a happy state, and will admit them to the Garden 
He has already made known to them. (Verses 4-6) 

Those unbelievers who debar people from God’s path, and their ilk 
throughout the earth, at all rimes, and those despots who exercise power 

unjustly and appear to command force and authority, behaving in all 
arrogance, are no more than a handful of creatures living on earth. The 

earth is norhing but a tiny little planet floating in the midst of countless 
other planets, srars, celestial systems and galaxies whose sizes and 

numbers are known only to God. In the universal expanse, worlds and 
galaxies appear merely as scattered points, and as though they float 
aimlessly. None other than God controls them all and ensures harmony 
between them. 
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Despots, their entourages and followers, indeed all people on earth, 
are no more than small ants when compared with God's power. No 
indeed, they are not even like tiny particles blown everywhere by a 
light breeze. They are just nothing. When God commands believers to 
smite the necks of unbelievers and to bind them firmly after they have 
been utterly subdued, He only makes of them a tool of His power. 
Had He so willed, He would have dealt with them directly, as He did 
with those whom he destroyed by floods, a stunning blast or wind. 
He can indeed punish them Himself, without using any of these forces. 
God, however, wants the best for the believers. Therefore, He tests 
them and cultivates what is good in them, making it easier for them 
to do the best of good works. 

God wants to test the believers, bringing out the best potential in 
man. The highest level a human being attains is when the truth he 
believes in becomes so dear to him that he will fight for it, exposing 
himself to death, but also being willing to kill his opponents. He simply 
will not compromise on this truth he believes in, and cannot live or 
love life unless it be under such truth. God wants to cultivate the 
believers, so that every desire and aspiration pertaining to this transitory 
life on earth, dear as it may be normally to man, is progressively 
weakened. He wants to purge them of their weaknesses and compensate 
them for their shortcomings until all their desires respond to the call 
to jihad and the earning of His pleasure. God will thus know that 
those people have successfully passed the test and have been properly 
cultivated. They do not make their choices on impulse, but on the 
basis of careful consideration. 

God also wants to elevate the believers. When they go through the 
hardships of jihad, exposing themselves to the danger of death at every 
turn, they learn to care little for this danger. For most people, however, 

this is so frightening that they shed much of their moral values and 
dignity to avoid it. Yet it is of little consequence to those who are used 
to exposing themselves to it, whether they eventually avoid it or not. 
To turn to God alone at every moment of danger produces an effect 
which is best compared to an electric shock. Ir is like remoulding 
people’s hearts and souls in full clarity and purity. 
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Moreover, such a test provides the means to put the affairs of the 
whole community on the righr basis, placing its leadership in the hands 
of chose who strive so strenuously for God's cause ready to sacrifice 
themselves for it. Such people care little for worldly riches and luxuries. 
When they are the ones who have the leadership of human society, the 
whole world will be set on the right footing. Furthermore, it facilitates 
the way for people to earn God’s pleasure and His reward without 
having to face the reckoning. By contrast, those in the opposite camp 
find it easy to do what incurs God’s displeasure and exposes them to 
His punishment. Everyone will have his way made easy for him to 
follow, according to God’s knowledge of the true nature of all. 

Thus, God tells us about those who are killed, fighting for His 

cause: “And as for those who are slain in God’ cause, never will He let 
their deeds go to waste. He will grant them guidance, and bring them to 
a happy state, and will admit them to the Garden He has already made 
known to them. (Verses 4G) The first ching to note here is the contrast 

berween what happens to the deeds of martyrs and what happens to 
those of unbelievers. In the case of the unbelievers, the s#rah started 
with the statement that “thezr deeds [are] brought to nothing,” by God. 
Here the verse says of martyts: “never will He let their deeds go to 
waste.” Theirs are good deeds, done in accordance with Divine guidance, 
linked to the solid truth by which they are motivated and in defence 
of which they are undertaken. They will remain because the truth is 
permanent and will never be lost. 

We chen face the great truth of the continuing life of martyrs killed 
in God’s cause. This is a fact already stated in rhe Qur'an: “Do not say 
of those who are killed in God's cause, ‘They are dead.’ They are alive, 
although you do not perceive that.” (2: 154) This great truth is presented 
here in a new light. We see the life of the martyr extending and growing 
in the way it followed before it left this world, the way of obedience 
to God and sacrifice for His cause: “He will grant them guidance, and 
bring them to a happy state.” (Verse 5) It was for the cause of God that 

they were slain and so He will continue to guide them after cheir 
martyrdom, promising them that they will attain to a happy state, as 
their souls will be purged of any traces of earthly life's burdens. They 
will grow in purity so as to be suited to the absolute purity of the ones 
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on high to which they are raised. This means that theirs is a continuing, 
uninterrupted life except in an earthly sense. God takes care of their 
lives, increases them in guidance, purity and shining. Ultimately, He 
fulfils His promise to them, for He “will admit them to the Garden 
He has already made known to them. (Verse 6) 

A hadith related by Ahmad quotes the Prophet as saying: “A martyr 
is given six special privileges: with the first drop of his blood, he is 
forgiven every sin he has ever committed; he sees his position in heaven; 
and he is given his maiden companions, security from the greatest fear, 
torment in the grave and his adornment of true faith.” Another hadith 
related by al-Tirmidhi and Ibn Majah specifically states that a martyr 
is made to see his position in heaven. This is how God makes heaven 
known to martyrs, and such is the end of continuing guidance and the 
happy state they are brought into after departing life on earth. 

Purely for God’s Sake 

The sérah then urges the believers to dedicate themselves to God 
and the implementation of His code in human life. It promises them 
His support in battle as well as defeat and hardship for His and their 
enemies: 

Believers! If you support [the cause of] God, He will support you 
and will make your steps firm; but as for the unbelievers, ill fortune 
awaits them as He will bring their deeds to nothing. This is because 
they hate what God has bestowed from on high, and thus He causes 
their deeds to go to waste. (Verses 7-9) 

How do believers support God so as to fulfil the condition and 
receive what He has promised them of His support and steadying their 
step? What God requires of them is that they should be fully dedicated 
to Him, associating no partners with Him whatsoever, whether in a 
subtle or open way. They must love God more than they love themselves 
or their desires. They must refer to His rulings on everything they 
desire or wish for, as well as on their public and private actions, their 
thoughts and feelings. Such is the way to support God within ourselves. 
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Moreover, we know that God has laid down a complete code for life, 
based on certain rules and values; in short, a complete concept of life 
and the universe. In practical life, our supporting God is fulfilled when 
we make this code the arbiter of everything we do, when we implement 
His way of life in all aspects. 

We need to reflect for a moment on the two phrases: “those who are 
slain in God’s cause,” and “If you support God.” In both cases of being 
slain and giving support, the basic condition is that the action should 
be dedicated to God and serve His cause. Although this goes without 
saying, it is often blurred when faith suffers from deviation in one 
generation or another. In such cases we notice that words like 
martyrdom and jihad are twisted to serve cheap causes. It should be 
clear that there is no such thing as jihad, martyrdom or admission into 
heaven unless such jihad is for God’s cause only, death for His sake 
alone, and the support we give within ourselves and in society is to 
Him alone. The objective must be that His word should be supreme; 
that His law and code of living should rule over people’s consciences, 
morality, behaviour, laws and systems. Abi Misa al-Ash ‘ari reports: 
“The Prophet was asked about a person who fights to prove his bravery, 
support his people or to show off: which of these could be fighting in 
God’s cause? He answered: ‘Only the one who fights so that God’s 
word remains supreme fights for God’s cause.” [Related by al-Bukhari, 
Muslim, Abi Dawid, al-Nasa’i and al-Tirmidhi.] There can be no other 
banner or goal under or for which people can fight and fall martyrs to 
be included in God’s promise of admission to heaven other than His 
banner and His cause. This is true no matter what banner is raised and 
no matter what goals are defined under deviant systems and 
governments. 

Advocates of Divine faith are best advised to understand this truth 
and keep it in their minds pure of any deviant concept. They must 
never allow thoughts that are alien to the Islamic faith to creep into 
their minds. If people strive for any purpose other than making God’s 
word supreme, then their striving is not for Him, and when they are 
killed they do not earn martyr status. They cannot expect God’s help 
and cannot hope to be in heaven. Advocates of Divine faith must make 
their vision clear. If they find this hard, the least they can do is to free 
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their thoughts and feelings from the concepts of their environment 
which are in conflict with the essence of God’s conditional statement: 
“Believers! If you support [the cause of] God, He will support you and 
will make your steps firm.” (Verse 7) 

Such is the condition God requires to be fulfilled by believers, What 
He gives them in return is His support, ensuring victory and making 
their steps firm. This is God’s promise which never fails. If it is delayed 
at some point, its delay serves another purpose which is accomplished 
when God’s support, victory and firmness of step are fulfilled.* 

We need to reflect a little on the way God’s promise is stated: “He 
will support you and will make your steps firm.” The Arabic word, 
yansurkum, translated here as ‘support you’, also means ‘gives you victory’. 
We tend to chink first that firmness of step is necessary before victory 
can be achieved; in fact, it is an important element in gaining victory. 
This is so true. That it occurs second in this text indicates a different 
meaning. What is intended here is that believers remain firm when 
victory has been achieved so that they can shoulder the responsibilities 
that come with victory. Victoty is not the end of the battle between 
faith and unfaith, the truth and falsehood. Victory imposes certain 

duties within the minds of the victorious and in life generally. Those 
who achieve victory must not allow conceit to creep into their minds, 
nor should they grow complacent. Many people may remain steadfast 
when the going is tough and the hardships are plenty, but few are 
those who do not weaken after victory or when life is easy and 
comfortable. To remain steadfast, upholding the truth after victory, is 
an even higher grade than gaining victory. Perhaps this is the meaning 
intended in this verse, but God knows best. 

“As for the unbelievers, ill fortune awaits them as He will bring their 
deeds to nothing.” (Verse 8) This is the opposite of granting help and 
firmness of step. This is an invocation of ill fortune which means that 
they will inevitably have ill fortune, humiliation and lack of support. 
Furthermore, their deeds will come to nothing, which means utter 
loss. The reason for all this is stated: “This is because they hate what 

  

5. For further clarification of this point, see Vol. XII, pp. 134-142. 
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God has bestowed from on high, and thus He causes their deeds to go to 
waste. (Verse 9) 

This describes what they entertain of hatred to what God has 
revealed: the Qur'an containing His law and the code He lays down 
for human life. This is what prompts them to stubbornly reject che 
faith and entertain futile argument about it. Many are those with 
corrupt minds who hate the sound Divine code and find themselves, 

by nature, in conflict with it. We often meet such people and we 
sense their deep hatred of Islam and everything related to it. They are 
scared by the mere mention of it. In fact, such hatred is easily noticed 
these days. 

Because of their hatred of God’s revelations, He let their deeds go 
to waste. Again the Qur’an uses its preferred method of drawing images. 
The Arabic word, ahbata, translated here as ‘cause to go to waste’, 
normally describes cattle with swollen bellies as a result of feeding on 
poisoned grass, This ends in certain death. In the same way, those people 
who hate God’s revelations find their deeds swollen and apparently 
growing, only to end in waste and utter loss. It is a vivid image that 
shows motion, and an end corresponding to that of the ones who hate 
God’s revelations and admire their own works that appear to them 
great. Yet they are only swollen in the same way as the bellies of cattle 
grazing on poisonous grass. 

Superficial Enjoyment 

The unbelievers’ attention is forcibly drawn to the fates of earlier 
ignorant communities: 

Have they never travelled through the land and seen what was the 

end of those who lived before their time? God destroyed them utterly. 
A similar fate awaits the unbelievers. (Verse 10) 

This is a strong and forceful statement accompanied by loud noises 
and an image of the earlier communities witnessing the destruction of 
everything around them. All their possessions are amassed in heaps 
while chey themselves are buried under the debris; it is an image of 
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total destruction. They are told that such a fate awaits all unbelievers; 

they will reap nothing but devastation and ruin: “A similar fate awaits 
the unbelievers.” (Verse 10) This fearful prospect contrasts with that of 
the believers who will receive support and victory: “This is because 
God protects the believers, while the unbelievers have no one to protect 
them.” (Verse 11) The constant rule being that when God is his 

protector, man need not worry about anything. Whatever happens to 
him should be seen as a test that heralds something good. It is never a 
sign of being abandoned by God, nor can it be seen as failure by God 
to fulfil His promise to support His servants. The one who is not so 
protected by God, however, will have no protection, even if all of 
mankind and the jinn are his patrons and supporters. Ultimately, he 
will be lost even though all means of protection and all sources of 
power known to mankind are at his disposal. 

Having explained the lots of both believers and unbelievers when 
conflict and war erupt between them, the stra outlines their shares of 
enjoyment, making clear the distinction between the two: 

God will indeed admit those who believe and do righteous deeds 
into gardens through which running waters flow, while those who 
disbelieve will enjoy their life [in this world] and eat as cattle eat; 
but the fire shall be their abode. (Verse 12) 

Believers who do good may sometimes be given luxuries and 
comforts of the best type to enjoy, but the comparison here is drawn 
between the believers’ truly great share in heaven on the one hand and 

the total lot of the unbelievers on the other. The believers receive their 
share from God’s hand in the heavens through which running waters 
flow. It is God who admits them there. Hence, it is a great, noble 
share given to them in reward for their faith and good deeds. By 
contrast, the share of the unbelievers is merely some enjoyment and 
the partaking of food ‘as cattle eat’. This is a miserable image unfit for 
man. It is an image of vulgar enjoyment and an animal-like approach 
to food, lacking both taste and manners. It is an enjoyment that is 
subject to no control; man has neither will, choice nor conscience in 
ali this. Furthermore, it is unchecked by any sense of fear of God. 
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Regardless of their beliefs, people may have very fine culinary tastes 
and may be very selective in what they enjoy. This is certainly true of 
most people who grow up in wealthy families. This is not, however, 
what is referred to here. Rather, what the verse points to is that when 
man is in contro! of his will and has his values in place, he will choose 

only what is good in God's sight. He makes his choice using his will, 
free of the pressure of desire and cheap enjoyment. With such a will, 
he does not look at life as if it is a sumptuous feast of food and drink, 
or as though it is a chance for uncontrolled pleasure, paying litrle or 
no attention to what is lawful or unlawful. 

The essential difference becween man and animals is that man is 
equipped with free will and has a concept of life based on values stated 
by God, the Creator of all life. When man loses rhis, he sheds the 

most important qualities that distinguish him from other crearures 
and for which God has granted him special honour. 

This series of comparisons between believers and unbelievers is 
interrupted by a reference to the city that drove the Prophet out, 
comparing it with other cities and communities that perished even 
though they were far more powerful: “How many cities of greater power 
than this your city which has driven you out have We destroyed, and they 
had none to help them.” (Verse 13) This verse is reported to have been 
revealed when the Prophet was on his way from Makkah to Madinah, 
having been driven out by the unbelievers. Ir was revealed by way of 
consolation to him, reminding him that those unbelievers who had 
opposed his message so determinedly, until he and his followers had to 
abandon their land and property and migrate for the sake of their faith, 
are truly powerless. In the end, they are subject to Gad’s power. 

The Reward: a Physical Image 

The comparison berween the cwo groups continues. This by virtue 
of an explanation outlining why the believers are admitted into gardens 
of bliss in the life to come after they have been given support and 
honour in this present life. It also explains why the unbelievers who 
lived a life of animal enjoyment in this world, are subjected to 
punishment in the next life: 
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Is he who takes his stand on a clear evidence from his Lord like one 
to whom the evil of his own deeds seems goodly, or like those who 
follow their own desires? (Verse 14) 

There is a fundamental difference between the conditions, codes of 
life and behaviour of the two groups. The believers are equipped with 
clear evidence from their Lord. They recognize the truth and are certain 
of its source. They receive rheir directives and instructions from God 
and are sure of what they receive. No deception or error exists in their 
way of life. The unbelievers, by contrast, are deceived, thinking their 
deeds to be good when they are essentially bad. They do not make 
certain of what they receive nor whether it is true or good. They only 
‘follow their own desires with no standard of control to refer to and 
with no light to help them distinguish what is true and what is false. 
Are these two groups alike? The answer can only be in the negative for 
they are fundamentally different in their conditions and practices. 
Hence, they cannot be the same in their rewards and destinies. 

Then follows an image of the differences between the two in the 
ends to which they are heading: 

Such is the paradise which the God-fearing are promised: In it are 
rivers of water for ever pure, rivers of milk the taste of which never 
alters, rivers of wine, a delight for those who drink, and rivers of 
honey pure and clarified. In it they shall have all kinds of fruit. 
And they receive there forgiveness by their Lord. Are they to be 
compared to those who are to abide in the fire and be given a drink 
of scalding water that tears their bowels? (Verse 15) 

Such physical descriptions of reward and punishment in the hereafter 
occur in several places in the Qur'an. They may be accompanied with 
other mental images or given on their own. Likewise, mental images 
are ofren given on their own in the Qur'an. It is God who has created 
mankind, and He knows best what affects and influences them and 
what is conducive to cultivating the better elements in their nature. 
He also knows what enjoyment or suffering is best in bringing out the 
best in them. People possess different qualities and characteristics that 
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are all combined within human nature but differ in their manifestation 
in each individual. Hence, God has given us detailed accounts of the 
types of comfort and suffering, pleasure and pain, according to His 
absolute knowledge of His creatures. 

Some people are best motivated to good action and most contented 
with their reward when they are told that they shall have rivers of pure 
water, healthy milk, pure, clarified honey and delightful wine, as well 
as fruits of all kinds, together with forgiveness that ensures their 
admission to heaven. These people are given what is suitable to cultivate 
the best in them and ensure that they receive their fitting reward. There 
are others who worship God because they want to thank Him for the 
countless blessings He has given them, or because they love Him and 
try to draw closer to Him through their worship, just as lovers lean 
towards each other, or because they are too ashamed to be seen in any 
condition that does not please God. In their worship, they do not 
look up to heaven and hell, bliss or suffering. These are best motivated 
when they read God’s words: “As for those who believe and do righteous 
deeds, God will certainly bestow love on them.” (19: 96) They feel their 
greatest bliss when they learn that they will be “i @ seat of truth, in the 
presence of an all-powerful Sovereign.” (54: 55) 

It is reported that the Prophet used to stand up in night worship 
until his feet swelled. ‘A’ishah, his wife, asked him why he did so 
when God had assured him of total forgiveness for all his sins, past 
and future. He replied: “‘A’ishah! Should I not, then, be a grateful 

servant of God?” [Related by Muslim.] Rabi‘ah al-‘Adawiyyah 

wondered: “Would it be true that without heaven and hell, no one 
would have worshipped or feared God?” When Sufyan al-Thawri, a 
leading scholar of the 7@bi in generation, asked her about the nature of 
her faith in God, she said to him: “I do not worship God for fear of 
hell or craving for heaven. I would then be no better than a miserable 
hired servant. I worship Him because | yearn to meet Him.” 

In between these two types there is a wide range of different natures 
and mentalities. They all find in what God describes of bliss and 
suffering, reward and punishment, what ensures the cultivation of what 
is best in them in this present life and what is fitting as a reward in the 
life to come. It should be noted that the images of happiness and 
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suffering grow in sophistication as the listeners become more refined 
by greater exposure to the Qur'an, and according to the types of 
situations being addressed. This is true of all generations and 
communities. 

The requital is of two types: the first includes all these rivers together 
with plentiful and varied fruit as well as God’s forgiveness. The other 
is thus outlined: “Are they to be compared to those who are to abide in 
the fire and be given a drink of scalding water that tears their bowels? 
(Verse 15) Again, this is a physical image of fierce torture that fits the 
ambience of the sirah. It also fits the crude nature of the unbelievers, 

for they are the ones who approach rheir enjoyments and their food 
like animals. It is a crude atmosphere. Hence, they are requited with 
boiling water that tears ar their bowels and bellies. The two groups are 
torally different in their nature and code of life. Most certainly their 
requital will not be the same. 
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What Fate for Sealed Hearts 

Some of them listen to you, but 
no sooner do they leave your 
presence than they [scornfully] say 
to those endowed with knowl- 
edge: “What is it that he said just 
now?’ Such are the ones whose 
hearts God has sealed, and who 
follow their desires. (16) 

As for those who accept Divine 
guidance, God increases them in 
guidance and causes them to grow 
in the quality of God-fearing. (17) 

Are they waiting for the Last 
Hour to come upon them of a 

sudden? Its portents have already 

come; but once it has arrived, 

what benefit wil! ic then be to 

them if they take heed? (18) 

Know, then, that there is no deity 
other than God, and pray to 

Him to forgive you your sins, and 
to forgive all believing men and 
women. God knows all your 
comings and goings, as well as 
your abiding at rest. (19)   
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In the Shade of the Qur'an 

The believers say: “Would that a 
sarah had been revealed.’ Yet when 
a sérah of clear import is revealed, 

and fighting is mentioned in it, 
you see those who are sick at heart 
staring at you like one who is 
about to faine for fear of death, 
Far better for them would be (20) 

obedience and an appropriate 
word. Moreover, when fighting 
is decided upon, it is better for 
them to be true to God. (21) 

If you turn away now, is it to be 
expected of you that you will 
spread corruption in the land and 
break your ties of kinship? (22) 

It is such as these whom God 

rejects, leaving them deaf and 

blind. (23) 

Will they not, then, try to 
understand the Qur'an? Or are 
there locks on their hearts? (24) 

Those who turn their backs after 

guidance has been given to them 

are seduced by Satan who fills 
them with false hopes. (25) 
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MUHAMMAD 47 

That is because they say to those 
who abhor all that God has 

revealed, “We will obey you in 
some matters, but God knows 

all their secret schemes. (26) 

How will they feel when the 
angels gather them in death, 
striking their faces and their 
backs? (27) 

That is because they follow what 
incurs God's anger, and hate what 

pleases Him. Therefore, He will 
surely make all their deeds come 
to nothing. (28) 

Do those who are sick at heart 

assume that God will never bring 
their malice to light? (29) 

Had We so willed, We could have 

pointed them out to you, and 
you would have recognized them 
by their marks; but you will most 
certainly recognize them by the 
tone of their speech. God knows 
all that you people do. (30) 

Most certainly We shall put you 
to the proof to see who of you 
strive hard and remain firm; and 
We shall test the truth of your 
assertions. (31) 
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In the Shade of the Qur'an 

Overview 

In this passage the sarah speaks about the hypocrites. In the first 
instance it depicts their attitude towards the Prophet and the Qur'an, 
then their attitude to fighting which God requires Muslims to 
undertake in the service of His cause. Finally, it reveals their atticude 
towards the Jews and their conspiring with them against Islam and the 
Muslim community. 

It should be remembered that hypocrisy first started in Madinah. It 
did not exist in Makkah, as the situation there made it totally 
unnecessary. In Makkah, the Muslims suffered persecution and no one 
needed to appease them. When God facilitated support for Islam with 
its acceptance by the two tribes of Madinah, the Aws and the Khazraj, 
the new faith spread into all clans and families. There were Muslims in 
every home in Madinah. Some, however, hated to see the Prophet and 
Islam gaining power but dared not make their hostility public. 
Therefore, they pretended to be Muslim when in reality they were full 
of hatred for Islam. They were also keen for ill fortune to befall the 
Prophet and his Companions. Their chief was ‘Abdullah ibn Ubayy 

ibn Salal. 
A Jewish community also lived in Madinah. The Jews had a military 

and economic presence as well as organizational strength at the time 
the Prophet settled in Madinah. They also hated the Prophet, his faith 
and his followers. The presence of such Jews offered encouragement 
to the hypocrites: essentially, the two groups were united in their hatred 
of Islam and the Muslims. As a result, they conspired and exploited 
every opportunity to undermine the Muslim community. When the 
Muslim community experienced difficult circumstances, their 
opponents made their hostility all the more apparent; and when the 

Muslims enjoyed good times, they resorted to covert action and wicked 
conspiracy. Up to the middle of the Prophet’s stay in Madinah, these 
two groups represented a real danger to Islam and the Muslim 
community. 

Repeated mention of the hypocrites and their schemes occur in the 
stirahs revealed in Madinah, and in which they come in for clear 
denunciation. Their contacts with the Jews and cooperation with them 
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is also referred to in such revelations. In the present passage, we have 
such references to both the hypocrites and the Jews. 

How Divine Guidance Works 

Some of them listen to you, but no sooner do they leave your presence 
than they [scornfully] say to those endowed with knowledge: ‘What 
is it that he said just now?’ Such are the ones whose bearts God has 
sealed, and who follow their desires. (Verse 16) 

The phrase, ‘some of them’, may refer to the unbelievers who were 

the subject of discussion in the first passage of the s#rah. In this case, 
the hypocrites are considered as a group of unbelievers, although they 
conceal their reality. In this sense, the sirah is referring to their true 
status. On the other hand, the phrase may refer to the Muslims, 
considering that the hypocrites were integrated with them, pretending 
to belong to their community. They were indeed treated as Muslims, 
as Islam requires us to deal with people on the basis of what they 
profess to be. In either case, however, they are hypocrites as their 
description in the s#rah and their deeds indicate. 

The hypocrites’ question, after they had listened to the Prophet, 
shows how they only pretended to pay attention to what he was saying 
when their minds were inattentive, preoccupied with other things, or 
rather were sealed altogether. It also suggests an implicit ridicule. Since 
they address their question to people endowed with knowledge asking 
about the meaning of what they heard, they imply that what 
Muhammad said was incomprehensible. Despite having paid attention 
to it, they still could not understand its meaning. It further implies 
ridicule of those knowledgeable people who attended carefully to 
everything the Prophet said, making an effort to understand it fully 
and memorize it, as the Prophet's Companions used to do. In this 
way, using blatant or subtle mockery, these hypocrites asked them to 
repeat the Prophet's words. In all these possibilities we see wickedness, 
deep resentment and hatred: “Such are the ones whose hearts God has 
sealed, and who follow their desires.” (Verse 16) 
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Such is the condition of the hypocrites. Those who follow Divine 
guidance, however, are totally different: 

As for those who accept Divine guidance, God increases them in 

guidance and causes them to grow in the quality of God-fearing. 
(Verse 17) 

The order of reporting events in this verse calls for reflection. The 
believers start by accepting guidance, and God rewards them by 
increasing this guidance so that they do not err. He further gives them 
an even more profound reward, as He “causes them to grow in the 
quality of God-fearing.” This quality makes a person's heart always 
apprehensive, feeling that God is watching him, fearing that he might 
incur God’s displeasure whilst hoping to earn His pleasure, and ashamed 
thac God may see him in a situation of which He disapproves. Such a 
keen sensitivity is the essence of being God-fearing. It is a great prize 
which God grants to whomever He chooses of His servants when they 
accept His guidance and strive to earn His pleasure. Guidance, sensitivity 
and being God-fearing describe a condition that is the opposite of the 
hypocrisy described in the previous verse. 

The s#rah picks up its description of the hypocrites who leave the 
Prophet's presence having understood nothing of his teachings, which 

aim to enhance people’s fear of God, and remind them of what is 
certain to come of reckoning and requital: 

Are they waiting for the Last Hour to come upon them of a sudden? 
Its portents have already come; but once it has arrived, what benefit 
will it then be to them if they take heed? (Verse 18) 

What do these people who sit with the Prophet and later leave, 
having understood or learnt nothing, wait for? Are they waiting for 
the Last Hour to come upon them all of a sudden while they are 
preoccupied with worldly matters? Well, the portents of the Last Hour 
have already come, as have its signs. The revelation of the last Divine 
message is the clearest of all these portents. It announces that it is the 
last warning before the appointed time for the Last Hour. The Prophet 
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is quoted as saying: “I was sent with my message, nothing separates me 
from the Last Hour more than what separates my two fingers.” [Related 
by al-Bukhari and Muslim.] If time appears to have extended long 
since the Prophet's time, we should remember that God’s days are 
different from our days. According to God's reckoning, its firsr signs 
have already come. No reasonable person should allow it to come upon 
him all of a sudden, when he can no longer attend to a duty: “Once it 
has arrived, what benefit will it then be to them if they take heed?” 
This serves as a strong reminder to those who are oblivious. 

The sérah then addresses the Prophet and the well-guided people 
who follow him telling them to follow a different course based on 
true knowledge, remembrance of God and seeking His forgiveness 
and feeling that He watches over them and knows everything about 
them. They will then be on their guard as they await the Last Hour: 

Know, then, that there is no deity other than God, and pray to 
Him to forgive you your sins, and to forgive all believing men and 
women. God knows all your comings and goings, as well as your 
abiding at rest. (Verse 19) 

This directive points first of all to the need to always remember 
the first truth which the Prophet and those who follow him uphold: 
“Know, then, that there is no deity other than God.” Once this truth 
is firmly established in man’s conscience, other directives are given: 
“And pray to Him to forgive you your sins.” This is said to the Prophet 
whom God has already forgiven his past and future sins, because it is 
the ducy of every believer who is aware that his efforts fall short of 
fulfilling his ducy, no matter how hard he tries. In this way, every 
believer feels that his prayer for forgiveness serves as an aspect of 
glorifying God and thanking Him for His forgiveness. Moreover, it 
is a lesson to the Prophet’s Companions and followers who know 
his high position with his Lord, yet see that he is instrucred to 
remember God and to pray to Him for forgiveness for himself and 
all believers, men and women. They know that God always answers 
the Prophet's prayers. They then feel that God has bestowed on them 
a great blessing by sending them this noble Prophet and instructing 
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him to pray to Him to forgive them. Thus, they are sure that He 
will forgive them their sins. 

The final point in this directive is that “God knows all your comings 
and goings, as well as your abiding at rest.” (Verse 19) Thus a believer 
feels both reassurance and fear at the same time. He is reassured that he 
is under God’s care wherever he is, and he is in fear because God knows 
every feeling and thought he may have, and is aware of his every secret. 
This is all part of education that keeps a believer always on the look 
out, keen to remain always on the right crack. 

The Hypocrites and Jihad 

The sérah describes the attitude of the hypocrites to fighting for 
God’s cause and their utter cowardice when it is made obligatory upon 
Muslims. It exposes their crue feelings about the whole idea of fighting, 
and explains what awaits them if they persist with hypocrisy. It warns 
them that they have to purge their hearts of hypocrisy, be true in their 
response to God and join the Muslim ranks with sincerity of purpose: 

The believers say: ‘Would that a sirah had been revealed.’ Yet when 
a sarah of clear import is revealed, and fighting ts mentioned in it, 
you see those who are sick at heart staring at you like one who is 
about to faint for fear of death. Far better for them would be obedience 
and an appropriate word. Moreover, when fighting is decided upon, 
it is better for them to be true to God. If you turn away now, §8 tt to 
be expected of you that you will spread corruption in the land and 
break your ties of kinship? It is such as these whom God rejects, 
leaving them deaf and blind. Will they not, then, try to understand 
the Qur'an? Or are there locks on their hearts? (Verses 20-24) 

The believers express their wishes for a new s#rah to be revealed 
because they love the Qur'an and find in every part of it something 
that appeals to them and warms their hearts. Alternatively, this 
expression may be indicative of their desire to have certain aspects of 
jihad and fighting outlined to them. Therefore they say: “Would that 
a Sirah Aad been revealed.” (Verse 20) 
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We are then told that a s#rah with clear import that admits no 
divergence of opinion has been bestowed from on high. “Fighting is 
mentioned in it,” which means that this sarah gives an order to the 
Muslim community to fight for God’s cause, or outlines a ruling 
concerning those who disobey such an order. This is seen as a calamity 
by the hypocrites: they lose control of their feelings and their pretence 
is exposed. They appear weak, cowardly and spineless. Their pathetic 
condition is described in full colours: “you see those who are sick at 
heart staring at you like one who is about to faint for fear of death.” 
(Verse 20) This is a unique way of describing extreme fear, one that 

shows them shaking with fear, too weak to stand up. This inimitable 
image applies to everyone deprived of faith, crue courage and a sense 
of shame when they face the possibility of death in war. This is the 
true nature of the hypocrites who are sick at heart. 
When all false appearances are shed and the reality of cowardice is 

exposed, the hand of faith is stretched out to offer them what 

strengthens cheir resolve and gives them power if they would only 
take it with sincerity: “Far better for them would be obedience and an 
appropriate word. Moreover, when fighting is decided upon, it is better 
for them to be true to God.” (Verses 20-21) Undoubtedly, this is better 
for them than a scandal that exposes them as trembling, spineless 
cowards. It is better for them to be obedient to God’s order, reassured 

that it is for their benefit and the benefit of their community, and to 
say a good, appropriate word expressing sincerity and puricy of heart. 
When matters are resolved and fighting is decided upon, it is even 
better for them to be true to what they claim of commitment to His 
cause, manifesting this commitment with unwavering resolve and 
determined action. He will then give them added power and clear 
support that removes hardship, lightens the danger and ensures that 
they enjoy one of two noble prospects: either victory and safety on the 
one hand or martyrdom and admittance to heaven on the other. Such 
is the gift of faith that replaces fear with reassurance and weakness 
with courage and resolve. 

The s#irah then addresses them directly, threatening them with dire 
consequences should their cowardice persist to the point where they 
abandon Islam altogether and revert to outright unbelief: “Jf you turn 
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away now, is it to be expected of you that you will spread corruption in 
the land and break your ties of kinship?” (Verse 22) The interrogative 
form, “is it to be expected of you’, suggests that this is likely and gives 
a warning that this will lead them back into the ignorance that 
prevailed in rheir community before it was reformed by Islam. This 
is a state that makes people spread corruption and sever their ties of 
kinship. 

Having made this direct address, the sérah then speaks about them, 
rather than to them, showing what happens should matters reach the 
point they have been warned against: “Jt is such as these whom God 
rejects, leaving them deaf and blind. Will they not, then, try to 
understand the Qur'an? Or are there locks on their hearts?” (Verses 23— 
24) ‘It is such as these’ who persist with hypocrisy until they finally 
discard all pretence of belief in Islam who are the ones whom God 
rejects. He leaves them deprived of guidance, ‘deaf and blind, They 
have not lost their hearing or their eyesight, but they have put these 
faculties to no use. Alternatively, they have deliberately stopped 
themselves from understanding what they hear and see. Thus, their 
faculties no longer function. 

A rhetorical question is then asked: “Will they not, then, try to 
understand the Qur'an?’ (Verse 24) When people try to understand 
the Qur'an, they see things in full clarity. They see the light. Their 

hearts and feelings enjoy new vigour and their souls are full of life. “Or 
are there locks on their hearts?’ (Verse 24) When hearts are thus locked 

they are deprived of the light the Qur’an spreads; they are in complete 
darkness. 

Evil Conspiracy 

The sdirah then shows the reason that made the hypocrites turn away 
from faith after having come close to it. We learn that this was because 
they conspired with the Jews of Madinah and promised them help 
and support: 

Those who turn their backs after guidance has been given to them 
are seduced by Satan who fills them with false hopes. That is because 
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they say to those who abhor all that God has revealed, ‘We will 
obey you in some matters,’ but God knows all their secret schemes. 

(Verses 25-26) 

The first of these two verses gives a physical image ofthe hypocrites 
abandoning Divine guidance after they came to know it. It is an image 
which shows them turning their backs and going away. It tells of what 
lies behind all this: it is Satan whispering to them and delivering all 
manner of temptations. Thus we see their movement for what it is in 
reality and appearance. The s#rah then tells us why Satan has such 
power over them, making them turn their backs on the truth after 
they knew it: “That 1s because they say to those who abhor all that God 
has revealed, ‘We will obey you in some matters’ .” (Verse 26) 

The Jews of Madinah were the first to hate what God revealed. 
They expected that God’s final message would be given to them, with 
the last messenger chosen from among their own kind. They used to 
tell the pagan Arabs about this expected message and that its time was 
close to hand, saying thar the new prophet would lead them and ensure 
that they would have power and that they would regain their kingdom. 
God, however, chose His last messenger from a different branch of 

Abraham’s seed. This made them hate his message all the more. When 
the Prophet migrated to Madinah, they hated his arrival there because 
they felt it threatened their own position. Therefore, they were hostile 
towards him from his very first day in Madinah. When they realized 
that they were no match for the Muslims in open warfare, they resorted 
to wicked scheming and conspiracies. They were joined in this by all 
those bearing a grudge against Islam and every hypocrite. This war 
between them and the Prophet continued, going to and fro, until the 
Prophet removed them from Madinah and then ensured that the 
Arabian Peninsula would remain totally for Islam. 

Those hypocrites who turned their backs on Divine guidance said 
to the Jews: “We will obey you in some matters.” Most probably this 
refers to their wicked schemes and conspiracies against Islam and the 
Prophet. “But God knows all their secret schemes.” (Verse 26) This is a 

comment that implies a stern warning. What harm can their schemes 
produce when they are all known to God and exposed to His might? 
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This is followed by an open threat, one that puts them in the hands 
of God’s own troops as they approach the ends of their lives: “How will 
they feel when the angels gather them in death, striking their faces and 
their backs?” (Verse 27) Here, we have another image of the utter 

humiliation suffered by the hypocrites. They are at the point when they 
depart from this life. Weak and powerless, they are about to start their 
second life, but this commences with their faces and backs being smitten. 
This happens to them ar the point of death, when they are in utter 
distress. They are indeed completely forsaken: “That ts because they follow 
what incurs Gods anger, and hate what pleases Him. Therefore, He will 
surely make all their deeds come to nothing.” (Verse 28) They brought 

themselves to this end. It is they who have been hypocrites, disobeying 
God and conspiring with His enemies and the enemies of His messenger. 
It is they who hated what pleases God and adopted what incurs His 
displeasure. “Therefore, He will surely make all their deeds come to 
nothing.” (Verse 28) They used to admire their own deeds, thinking 
themselves clever as they schemed against the believers. Now they see 
how these deeds swell and grow only to be lost and to come to nothing. 

The Threat of Exposure 

At the end of this passage, they are warned that God may decide to 
expose them to the Prophet and the Muslims. They will then be known 
to all for what they really are: hypocrites living among Muslims, 
pretending to belong to them but conspiring against them: 

Do those who are sick at heart assume that God will never bring 
their malice to light? Had We so willed, We could have pointed 
them out to you, and you would have recognized them by their 
marks; but you will most certainly recognize them by the tone of 
their speech. God knows all that you people do. Most certainly We 
shall put you to the proof to see who of you strive hard and remain 
firm; and We shall test the truth of your assertions. (Verses 29-31} 

The hypocrites thought that they were adept in hiding their reality, 
making the Muslims think they were like them, true believers. The 
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stirah shows how naive their thinking is and threatens them with an 
exposure that makes all their grudges known to the Muslims. God 
says to His messenger: “Had We so willed, We could have pointed them 
out to you, and you would have recognized them by their marks.” (Verse 
30) This means that if God so wishes, He could point them out to the 
Prophet by name and position so he can recognize them from their 
features. This verse was revealed before God actually made some of 
them known to him by name. Nevertheless, the way they speak and 
their twisting of words and meanings, and the manner in which they 
address you tells you of their hypocrisy: “ut you will most certainly 
recognize them by the tone of their speech.” (Verse 30) A comment is 

then added emphasizing God’s knowledge of every deed and its 
motives: “God knows all that you people do.” (Verse 30) Nothing escapes 
His perfect knowledge. 

Then follows God's promise to test the Muslim community as a 
whole so as to distinguish those who strive for His cause and remain 
steadfast through all difficulties. These people will then be known 
to all, with everything about them made clear. No confusion will 
persist, and the whole issue of hypocrisy and the hypocrites will be 
sorted out: “Most certainly We shall put you to the proof to see who of 
you strive hard and remain firm; and We shall test the truth of your 
assertions.” (Verse 31) 

God is fully aware of everyone’s true nature, as well as of their 
thoughts and inner feelings. He knows all this just as He knows what 
happens and what will happen. What need is there, then, for such a 
test? Who needs to know what the test will prove? 

In His infinite wisdom, God deals with human beings on the basis 
of their nature, ability and potential. They do not know what He 
knows of inner facts. These must come into the open before they can 
know and understand them, and then make use of them. Testing people 
with what is good or bad, affluence and poverty, comfort and hardship 
certainly proves everyone's metal. Through such tests people may even 
come to know certain things about themselves of which they were 
otherwise unaware. As for God’s knowledge of what the test reveals of 
people’s nature, this refers only to His knowledge of their reality as it 
is exposed to people and they too are able to see it. It is when people 

425



In the Shade of the Qur'an 

see this in a form they can comprehend that they are influenced by it. 
It shapes their feelings and charts the direction in which their lives 
move according to the means available to them. In this way God’s 
purpose of testing people produces its results. 

Nevertheless, believers always hope that they will not be put to God’s 
tests and also hope that they will be spared such difficulties. Yet, should 
they be tested with hardship, they remain patient in adversity, aware 
that there is a good purpose behind this test. They submit to God’s 
will, assured of His wisdom, and looking forward to His grace that 
follows the test. One devoted person, named al-Fuday!, was said to be 
in tears whenever he read this verse. He would appeal to God, saying: 
“My Lord, do not test us, because if You do, the truth about us will be 
known and the curtains we put up will be drawn apart. We will then 
be in trouble.” 

426



3 

An Invitation to Sacrifice 

Those who disbelieve and debar 

others from the path of God, and 

take a hostile stand against the 

Prophet after they have seen the 
light of guidance, can in no way 
harm God; but He will surely 
make all their deeds come to 

nothing. (32) 

Believers, obey God and obey the 
messenger, and do not let your 
deeds come to nothing. (33) 

Those who disbelieve and debar 
others from the path of God, and 
in the end die unbelievers shall 
not be granted forgiveness by 
God. (34) 

Therefore, do not lose heart or 
sue for peace. It is you who have 
the upper hand, and God is with 
you. He will never let your deeds 
go to waste. (35)   
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The life of this world is but play 
and amusement, but if you 
believe and are God-fearing, He 
will grant you your reward. He 
does not ask you to give up all 
your possessions. (36) 

If He were to ask you all and 
press you hard, you would grow 
tight-fisted, and He would bring 
your malice to light. (37) 

You are called upon to give in 
God’s cause, but some among 

you will turn out to be niggardly. 
Whoever is niggardly [in God’s 
cause] is niggardly towards 
himself. God is the source of all 
wealth, whereas you are the ones 
in need. If you turn away, He will 
substitute other people for you, 
and they will not be like you. (38)   
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Overview 

This last part of the si#rab speaks first about the unbelievers who 
debar others from God’s way and are hostile to che Prophet despire 
being aware of the truth of his message. Most probably this refers to 
the idolaters the sirah spoke about earlier. They are the ones who fit 
the description of bearing arrogant hostilicy cowards the Islamic message. 
However, this new discourse may refer to all those who adopt such a 
hostile attitude including the Jews and the hypocrites in Madinah. In 
this light, rhe present verses may be seen as a warning to them, should 
they adopt such an attitude, in public or private. The first possibility 
is perhaps more likely.
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This part then devotes its final verses to an address to the believers, 
inviting them co carry on with their sihdd, being ready to sacrifice 
their lives and their property, never slackening or giving in to calls 
for a truce in the fight against unbelieving aggressors. They must not 
be influenced by any consideration of their apparent weakness, or 
immediate interest. Nor can they be niggardly when they are asked 
for financial sacrifice. After all, God who knows man’s natural instinct 
to hold tight to what he owns wants them to contribute only what 
they can easily afford. Should they fail to prove themselves worthy 
of advocating His message, God will deprive chem of this honour 
and put in their place some other people who will shoulder the 
responsibility and fulfil the task. This is a strong warning that fits 
the general ambience of the s#rah. It also suggests that it was needed 
to deal with certain cases within the Muslim communiry, among 
true Muslims, not hypocrites. There could have been those who found 
it hard to make financial contributions side by side with those who 
gave great examples of courage, dedication and preparedness to 
sacrifice their all for the cause of Islam. Both types existed, and the 
Qur'an aimed to motivate the lower group to rise and try to join the 
other in its sublime standards. 

They Cannot Harm God 

Those who disbelieve and debar others from the path of God, and 
take a hostile stand against the Prophet after they have seen the 
light of guidance, can in no way harm God; but He will surely 
make all their deeds come to nothing. (Verse 32) 

This verse states a true promise by God in relation to those who 
disbelieve and oppose the truth, trying to prevent it from being 
delivered to people, using their power, money and other means for the 
purpose. Such people are hostile to the Prophet, waging war against 
him and physically opposing him during his lifetime or suppressing 
his faith and code of life and persecuting the advocates of his message 
after his death. Yet such people have seen the light of guidance and 
recognized the truth embodied in the Islamic message, but they 
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stubbornly choose to remain blind to it and feel that their immediate 
interests are served by such an attitude. 

God’s true promise is that such people “can in no way harm God.” 
They are far too small and weak to be mentioned in the context of 
adversely affecting God. This is certainly not what is intended here. 
What the verse means is that they cannot harm God’s faith, the code 
He laid down for human life, or those who advocate His message. 
Powerful as such people may become, they cannot affect or disturb 
the laws of nature He has set in operation. They may be able to harm 
some of the Muslims for a period of time, but this is merely a test that 
takes place for a purpose God wants to be fulfilled. It constitutes no 
real harm to God’s laws or to His servants who advocate His faith and 
system. Moreover, the ultimate result of all the efforts of such hostile 
unbelievers is clearly set in advance: “He will surely make all their deeds 
come to nothing.” (Verse 32) 

At the same time, the believers are warned against doing anything 
that could lead them to a similar fate. They are urged to remain obedient 
to God and His messenger: “Believers, obey God and obey the messenger, 
and do not let your deeds come to nothing.” (Verse 33) This directive 

suggests that within the Muslim community there were some who 
might not have been fully obedient, or who might have found it hard 
to fulfil some of the duties and sacrifices that combating the different 
powerful groups opposing Islam required. Some might have been tied 
by bonds of kinship or common interests with others on the opposing 
side and found it hard to sever such ties. 

This directive had a profound effect on true believers. They were 
shaken by the implied threat that they might do something that would 
do away with their good deeds and bring them to nothing. Several 
reports speak of the way this verse was received. One of them mentions 
that “the Prophet’s Companions used to think that when a person 
truly believed in God’s oneness, then no sin he committed would harm 
him, in the same way as no good deed is of any use when done by a 
person who associates partners with God. However, when this verse 
was revealed, they feared that sins might ruin their good deeds: 
“Believers, obey God and obey the messenger, and do not let your deeds 
come to nothing.” 
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‘Abdullah ibn “Umar is quoted as saying: “We, the Prophet’s 
Companions, used to think that every good deed would inevitably 
be accepted by God until this verse was revealed. We wondered what 
thing could render our deeds worthless. We thought that it must be 
cardinal and grave sins. However, God revealed this verse: “For a 
certainty, God does not forgive that partners should be associated with 
Him, but He forgives any lesser sin to whomever He wills.” (4: 116) 
We stopped speaking about this issue. We only feared for those who 
committed cardinal sins and hoped for good reward for those who 
avoided them.” 

Such reports clearly show how true Muslims used to receive Quranic 
verses. They were profoundly affected by them, fearing every warning, 
careful lest it applied ro them and keen to do what the Qur’an required 
of them. With such sensitiviry, they achieved superb standards. 

The next verse explains what fate awaits those who are hostile to the 
Prophet. These are they who are determined not to obey him and who 
continue in their rejection of the truth until death overtakes them: 
“Those who disbelieve and debar others from the path of God, and in 
the end die unbelievers shall not be granted forgiveness by God.” (Verse 
34) The chance to ensure forgiveness of sins is available only in this 
present life. The gates of repentance, which ensure forgiveness, are open 
for both unbelievers and sinners up to the moment of death. When 
the spirit is at the point of departing the body, then the chance to 
repent and earn forgiveness is lost and can never be regained. 

Verses like this one address both believers and unbelievers. It warns 
the latter to take the right action before it is too late, to repent and 
tucn back to God before the chance is Jost and doors are closed. It tells 
the former to take care so as to avoid all causes that bring them nearer 
to such ill-fated ways. This is clearly understood from the fact that 
what the believers are cautioned against in the next verse are seen as 
reasons leading to the same fare of the unbelievers mentioned in the 
preceding verse: 

Therefore, do not lose heart or sue for peace. It is you who have the 
upper hand, and God is with you. He will never let your deeds go to 

waste. (Verse 35) 
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Such are the things believers are cautioned against. They are presented 
with the fate of the unbelievers who are hostile to the Prophet, so that 
they take care not to do anything that brings them nearer to such an 
outcome. This warning suggests that there might have been some 
individuals among the Muslims who felt the burden and strain of jihad 
to be too heavy. They might have weakened and advocated making 
some sort of a peace deal in order to avoid fighting. Some of them 
might have looked to their relarives in the ranks of the unbelievers, or 
had some financial interests with them. All such reasons may make a 
person prefer peaceful arrangements. Human beings are always the same 
and Islam deals with such weaknesses and natural tendencies in its own 
way, which has proven to be remarkably successful. This, however, 
does not preclude that there remained, particularly in that early period 
in Madinah, some traces of such tendencies and weaknesses. 

The present verse aims to deal with such elements. Let us look 
carefully at how the Qur’an progresses with its method of educating 
people and raising them to its standards: “Therefore, do not lose heart 
or sue for peace. It is you who have the upper hand, and Ged is with you. 
He will never let your deeds go to waste.” (Verse 35) You are the ones 
who are superior in faith and concept of life, because of your close link 
with the One who is the Most High. You have higher standards in 
your way of life, goals, objectives, feelings, morality, manners and 
behaviour. Therefore, you must not lose heart or sue for peace because 
you have the upper hand in strength, position and support. The Supreme 
Power grants you support: “God is with you.” You are not alone. God 
Almighty, with all His power, defends you and gives you help. How 
insignificant do your enemies appear when God is the One who helps 
you? Moreover, every effort you exert, everything you spend and every 
sacrifice you make is credited to you. Nothing is lost: “He will never 
let your deeds go to waste.” The reward for every iota of good work you 
do will certainly be yours. Why would anyone assured by God to have 
the upper hand, to be supported by Him and to have every effort 
rewarded lose heart? Why would he weaken when God tells him that 
he is honoured, victorious and rewarded? 

The life of this world is of little importance. Believers may have to 
make some sacrifices during their lives on earth, but they will have 
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their reward in full in the life to come. Moreover, they are not asked 
to pay heavily in order to ensure such rewards: 

The life of this world is but play and amusement, but if you believe 
and are God-fearing, He will grant you your reward. He does not 
ask you to give up all your possessions. (Verse 36) 

When life has no noble goal to achieve, and when people go through 
it heedless of the Divine code, it is no more than play and amusement. 
It is the code laid down by God that makes this life a prelude to a 
better and longer lasting life, makes of this life a period of action that 
yields its results in the life to come. Success in the life to come is, 
therefore, conditional upon good works in this present life. This is the 
message emphasized in the second sentence in the verse: “If you believe 
and are God-fearing, He will grant you your reward.” (Verse 36) Belief 
in God during this life and action based on fearing Him are the qualities 
that gives this present life an air of seriousness elevating it from being 
a time of play, amusement and material enjoyment to a standard 
fulfilling the assignment God has given man and for which He has 
provided proper and complete guidance. When man attends to his 
assignment in this way, he is a God-fearing believer. What he spends 
of worldly possessions to serve this cause will not be lost to him. In 
fact, it produces a far greater reward in the everlasting second life. 

Even then, God does not require people to sacrifice all their property. 
He knows that by nature, man is tight-fisted with what he owns. He 
does not require him to do whar is too hard for him. In fact, He does 
not charge anyone with more than what that person can reasonably 
attend to. He is too kind to ask people to sacrifice all they possess. If 
He were to ask them this, they would be troubled and their ill feelings 
would become apparent. 

He does not ask you to give up all your possessions. If He were to ask 
you all and press you hard, you would grow tight-fisted, and He 
would bring your malice to light. (Verses 36-37) 

We see here how kind God is to man and how, in His infinite 

wisdom, He only requires people to do what they can, taking human 
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nature, with all its facets, into consideration. Islam is a Divine faith 

which aims to establish a human system on a Divine basis. It is God 
who lays down its foundation and fundamental principles, but it is 

human abilities and needs that should be considered in determining 

its responsibilities. It is God who created man and He knows best 
what He has created. He is the One who knows all. 

Niggardly Man 

The final step in this approach deals with the believers’ prevailing 
conditions when they are called upon to make financial sacrifices for 
God’s cause. Their niggardly attitude is dealt with in the same way 
that the Qur'an dealt with the reluctance to make personal sacrifices 
when people are called upon to fight for His cause: 

You are called upon to give in God’ cause, but some among you will 
turn out to be niggardly. Whoever is niggardly [in God’ cause] ts 
niggardly towards himself. God is the source of all wealth, whereas 
you are the ones in need. If you turn away, He will substitute other 
people for you, and they will not be like you. (Verse 38) 

This verse provides an accurate description of the Muslim 
community at the time and how people in all communities react 
when they are called upon to make sacrifices. It says that some people 
will be niggardly. This means that others are not niggardly at all; 
they are prepared to sacrifice everything they have. This was certainly 
true as is authentically reported by several of the Prophet’s 
Companions. In fact, the Qur'an describes several such instances in 

different sérahs. In this respect, Islam produced miraculous examples 

of people coming forward, with apparent joy, and making really 
exemplary sacrifices. However, this does not mean that there were 
not individuals who found it hard to make sacrifices. Indeed, some 

people may find it easier to put their lives at risk than to make 
financial sacrifices. 

The present verse deals with this natural tendency: “Whoever is 
niggardly is niggardly towards himself.” Whatever contribution people 
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make is credited to them, and they need it on the Day when they are 
resurrected. Then, they will have nothing of whatever they owned in 

~ this life. All that is left for them is what is credited to their account. 
Therefore, when they are niggardly, they keep their balance low, 
depriving themselves of the great reward that financial sacrifice for 
God’s cause surely earns. Thus, they are niggardly towards themselves. 

This is absolutely true. God does not require them to make financial 
contributions for any reason other than the fact that He wants what is 
best for them. He benefits nothing by anything they spend on His 
cause. He is not in need of anything: “God is the source of all wealth, 
whereas you are the ones in need.” (Verse 38) It is He who gave you 
your money and possessions. He is also the One who saves for you 
whatever contributions you make. He does not need what He has 
given you in this life or the reward credited to you in the life to come. 
You are the ones who are in need of Him in both situations. You have 
nothing unless He grants it to you. Indeed, you will need all the reward 
He grants you in the hereafter. You cannot pay back to Him anything 
of what He has bestowed on you in this life, let alone have anything 
left in the hereafter. It is all given to you out of His grace. How can 
you be so niggardly? 

The last word is decisive. That God has chosen you to be the advocates 
of His message is an honour and a great favour He bestows on you. 
You have to prove yourselves worthy of this honour. Unless you so 
prove yourselves by fulfilling the trust assigned to you, appreciating 
its value by discarding anything that is contrary to it, God will take 
back what He has favoured you with, granting this honour to some 
other people: “Jf you turn away, He will substitute other people for you, 
and they will not be like you.” (Verse 38) 

Anyone who has experienced the great favour of faith, feeling the 
honour it represents and appreciating the great position he has in the 
universe as a result of being entrusted with this Divine mission recognizes 
this last statement in the s#rah as a very serious warning. As he walks 
on earth, such a person feels God’s power and experiences His light 
filling his soul. He bears the emblem of faith. Should such a believer 
be deprived of true faith, be expelled from Divine care, and find God’s 
door slammed in his face, he will not bear to live. Indeed, life would 
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become like hell for anyone who has experienced contact with his Lord 
and then been cut off. 

Faith is a great favour and honour, unequalled by anything in the 
universe. Life becomes so cheap and money so trivial when faith is put 
on the scales against anything else. Therefore, the warning this last 

statement in the sérah embodies is the most serious one a believer can 
receive from God Almighty. 
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