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The Message of The Quran
translated and explained by Muhammad Asad

Foreword
READ in the name of thy Sustainer, who has created created man out of a germ-cell!
Read - for thy Sustainer is the Most Bountiful One
who has taught [man] the use of the pen taught man what he did not know.

With these opening verses of the ninety-sixth surah - with an allusion to man's humble biological
origin as well as to his consciousness and intellect - began, early in the seventh century of the
Chnstian era, the revelation of the Qur'an to the Prophet Muhammad, destined to continue during
the twenty-three years of his ministry and to end, shortly before his death, with verse 281 of the
second surah:
And be conscious of the Day on which you shall be brought back unto God,
whereupon every human being shall be repaid in full for what he has earned,
and none shall be wronged;

Between these first and last verses (the first and the last in the chronological order of their
revelation)1 unfolds a book which, more than any other single phenomenon known to us, has
fundamentally affected the religious, social and political history of the world. No other sacred
scripture has ever had a similarly immediate impact upon the lives of the people who first heard
its message and, through them and the generations that followed them, on the entire course of
civilization. It shook Arabia, and made a nation out of its perennially warring tribes; within a few
decades, it spread its world-view far beyond the confines of Arabia and produced the first
ideological society known to man; through its insistence on consciousness and knowledge, it
engendered among its followers a spirit of intellectual curiosity and independent inquiry,
ultimately resulting in that splendid era of learning and scientific research which distinguished
the world of Islam at the height of its cultural vigour; and the culture thus fostered by the Qur'an
penetrated in countless ways and by-ways into the mind of medieval Europe and gave rise to that
revival of Western culture which we call the Renaissance, and thus became in the course of time
largely responsible for the birth of what is described as the "age of science": the age in which we
are now living.

1 It is to be borne in mind that, in its final compilation, the Qur'an is
arranged in
accordance with the inner requirements of its message as a whole, and not
in the
chronological order in which the individual surahs or passages were
revealed.

All this was, in the final analysis, brought about by the message of the Qur'an: and it was brought
about through the medium of the people whom it inspired and to whom it supplied a basis for all
their ethical valuations and a direction for all their worldly endeavours: for, never has any book not excluding the Bible - been read by so many with a comparable intensity and veneration; and
never has any other book supplied to so many, and over so long a span of time, a similarly
comprehensive answer to the question, "How shall I behave in order to achieve the good life in
this world and happiness in the life to come?" However often individual Muslims may have
misread this answer, and however far many of them may have departed from the spirit of its
message, the fact remains that to all who believed and believe in it, the Qur'an represents the
ultimate manifestation of God's grace to man, the ultimate wisdom, and the ultimate beauty of
expression: in short, the true Word of God.
This attitude of the Muslims towards the Qur'an perplexes, as a rule, the Westerner who
approaches it through one or another of the many existing translations. Where the believer,
reading the Qur'an in Arabic, sees beauty, the non-Muslim reader often claims to discern
"crudeness"; the coherence of the Qur'anic world-view and its relevance to the human condition
escape him altogether and assume the guise of what, in Europe's and America's orientalist
literature, is frequently described as "incoherent rambling";2 and passages which, to a Muslim,
are expressive of sublime wisdom, often sound "flat" and "uninspiring" to the Western ear. And
yet, not even the most unfriendly critics of the Qur'an have ever denied that it did, in fact,
provide the supreme source of inspiration - in both the religious and cultural senses of this word to innumerable millions of people who, in their aggregate, have made an outstanding
contribution to man's knowledge, civilization and social achievement. How can this paradox be
explained?
2. Thus, for instance, Western critics of the Qur'an frequently point to
the allegedly
"incoherent" references to God - often in one and the same phrase - as
"He", "God",
"We" or "I", with the corresponding changes of the pronoun from "His" to
"Ours" or
"My", or from "Him" to "Us" or "Me". They seem to be unaware of the fact
that these
changes are not accidental, and not even what one might describe as
"poetic licence",
but are obviously deliberate, a linguistic device meant to stress the
idea that God is
not a "person" and cannot, therefore, be really circumscribed by the
pronouns applicable
to finite beings.

It cannot be explained by the too-facile argument, so readily accepted by many modern Muslims,
that the Qur'an has been "deliberately misrepresented" by its Western translators. For, although it

cannot be denied that among the existing translations in almost all of the major European
languages there is many a one that has been inspired by malicious prejudice and - especially in
earlier times - by misguided "missionary" zeal, there is hardly any doubt that some of the more
recent translations are the work of earnest scholars who, without being actuated by any conscious
bias, have honestly endeavoured to render the meaning of the Arabic original into this or that
European language; and, in addition, there exist a number of modern translations by Muslims
who, by virtue of their being Muslims, cannot by any stretch of the imagination be supposed to
have "misrepresented" what, to them, was a sacred revelation. Still, none of these translations whether done by Muslims or by non-Muslims - has so far brought the Qur'an nearer to the hearts
or minds of people raised in a different religious and psychological climate and revealed
something, however little, of its real depth and wisdom. To some extent this may be due to the
conscious and unconscious prejudice against Islam which has pervaded Western cultural notions
ever since the time of the Crusades - an intangible heritage of thought and feeling which has left
its mark on the attitude towards all things Islamic on the part not only of the Western "man in the
street" but also, in a more subtle manner, on the part of scholars bent on objective research. But
even this psychological factor does not sufficiently explain the complete lack of appreciation of
the Qur'an in the Western world, and this in spite of its undeniable and ever-increasing interest in
all that concerns the world of Islam.
It is more than probable that one of the main reasons for this lack of appreciation is to be found
in that aspect of the Qur'an which differentiates it fundamentally from all other sacred scriptures:
its stress on reason as a valid way to faith as well as its insistence on the inseparability of the
spiritual and the physical (and, therefore, also social) spheres of human existence: the
inseparability of man's daily actions and behaviour, however "mundane", from his spirltual life
and destiny. This absence of any division of reality into "physical" and "spiritual" compartments
makes it difficult for people brought up in the orbit of other religions, with their accent on the
"supernatural" element allegedly inherent in every true religious experience, to appreciate the
predominantly rational approach of the Qur'an to all religious questions. Consequently, its
constant interweaving of spiritual teachings with practical legislation perplexes the Western
reader, who has become accustomed to identifying "religious experience" with a thrill of
numinous awe before things hidden and beyond all intellectual comprehension, and is suddenly
confronted with the claim of the Qur'an to being a guidance not only towards the spiritual good
of the hereafter but also towards the good life - spiritual, physical and social - attainable in this
world. In short, the Westerner cannot readily accept the Qur'anic thesis that all life, being Godgiven, is a unity, and that problems of the flesh and of the mind, of sex and economics, of
individual righteousness and social equity are intimately connected with the hopes which man
may legitimately entertain with regard to his life after death. This, in my opinion, is one of the
reasons for the negative, uncomprehending attitude of most Westerners towards the Qur'an and
its teachings. But still another - and perhaps even more decisive - reason may be found in the fact
that the Qur'an itself has never yet been presented in any European language in a manner which
would make it truly comprehensible.
When we look at the long list of translations - beginning with the Latin works of the high Middle
Ages and continuing up to the present in almost every European tongue - we find one common
denominator between their authors, whether Muslims or non-Muslims: all of them were - or are people who acquired their knowledge of Arabic through academic study alone: that is, from

books. None of them, however great his scholarship, has ever been familiar with the Arabic
language as a person is familiar with his own, having absorbed the nuances of its idiom and its
phraseology with an active, associative response within himself, and hearing it with an ear
spontaneously attuned to the intent underlying the acoustic symbolism of its words and
sentences. For, the words and sentences of a language - any language - are but symbols for
meanings conventionally, and subconsciously, agreed upon by those who express their
perception of reality by means of that particular tongue. Unless the translator is able to reproduce
within himself the conceptual symbolism of the language in question - that is, unless he hears it
"sing" in his ear in all its naturalness and immediacy - his translation will convey no more than
the outer shell of the literary matter to which his work is devoted, and will miss, to a higher or
lesser degree, the inner meaning of the original: and the greater the depth of the original, the
farther must such a translation deviate from its spirit.
No doubt, some of the translators of the Qur'an whose works are accessible to the Western public
can be described as outstanding scholars in the sense of having mastered the Arabic grammar
and achieved a considerable knowledge of Arabic literature; but this mastery of grammar and
this acquaintance with literature cannot by itself, in the case of a translation from Arabic (and
especially the Arabic of the Qur'an), render the translator independent of that intangible
communion with the spirit of the language which can be achieved only by living with and in it.
Arabic is a Semitic tongue: in fact, it is the only Semitic tongue which has remained
uninterruptedly alive for thousands of years; and it is the only living language which has
remained entirely unchanged for the last fourteen centuries. These two factors are extremely
relevant to the problem which we are considering. Since every language is a framework of
symbols expressing its people's particular sense of life-values and their particular way of
conveying their perception of reality, it is obvious that the language of the Arabs - a Semitic
language which has remained unchanged for so many centuries - must differ widely from
anything to which the Western mind is accustomed. The difference of the Arabic idiom from any
European idiom is not merely a matter of its syntactic cast and the mode in which it conveys
ideas; nor is it exclusively due to the well-known, extreme flexibility of the Arabic grammar
arising from its peculiar system of verbal "roots" and the numerous stem-forms which can be
derived from these roots; nor even to the extraordinary richness of the Arabic vocabulary: it is a
difference of spirit and life-sense. And since the Arabic of the Qur'an is a language which
attained to its full maturity in the Arabia of fourteen centuries ago, it follows that in order to
grasp its spirit correctly, one must be able to feel and hear this language as the Arabs felt and
heard it at the time when the Qur'an was being revealed, and to understand the meaning which
they gave to the linguistic symbols in which it is expressed.
We Muslims believe that the Qur'an is the Word of God, revealed to the Prophet Muhammad
through the medium of a human language. It was the language of the Arabian Peninsula: the
language of a people endowed with that peculiar quick-wittedness which the desert and its - feel
of wide, timeless expanses bestows upon its children: the language of people whose mental
images, flowing without effort from association to association, succeed one another in rapid
progression and often vault elliptically over intermediate - as it were, "self-understood" sequences of thought towards the idea which they aim, conceive or express. This ellipticism
(called ijaz by the Arab philologists) is an integral characteristic of the Arabic idiom and,

therefore, of the language of the Qur'an - so much so that it is impossible to understand its
method and inner purport without being able to reproduce within oneself, instinctively,
something of the same quality of elliptical, associative thought. Now this ability comes to the
educated Arab almost automatically, by a process of mental osmosis, from his early childhood:
for, when he learns to speak his tongue properly, he subconsciously acquires the mould of
thought within which it has evolved and, thus, imperceptibly grows into the conceptual
environment from which the Arabic language derives its peculiar form and mode of expression.
Not so, however, the non-Arab who becomes acquainted with Arabic only at a mature age, in
result of a conscious effort, that is, through study: for, what he acquires is but a ready-made,
outward structure devoid of that intangible quality of ellipticism which gives to the Arabic idiom
its inner life and reality.
This does not, however, mean that a non-Arab can never understand Arabic in its true spirit: it
means no more and no less than that he cannot really master it through academic study alone, but
needs, in addition to philological learning, an instinctive "feel" of the language. Now it so
happens that such a "feel" cannot be achieved by merely living among the modern Arabs of the
cities. Although many of them, especially the educated ones, may have subconsciously absorbed
the spirit of their language, they can only rarely communicate it to an outsider - for the simple
reason that, however high their linguistic education, their daily speech has become, in the course
of centuries, largely corrupted and estranged from pristine Arabic. Thus, in order to obtain the
requisite "feel" of the Arabic language, a non-Arab must have lived in long and intimate
association with people whose daily speech mirrors the genuine spirit of their language, and
whose mental processes are similar to those of the Arabs who lived at the time when the Arabic
tongue received its final colouring and inner form. In our day, such people are only the bedouin
of the Arabian Peninsula, and particularly those of Central and Eastern Arabia. For,
notwithstanding the many dialectical peculiarities in which their speech may differ from the
classical Arabic of the Qur'an, it has remained - so far - very close to the idiom of the Prophet's
time and has preserved all its intrinsic characteristics.3 In other words, familiarity with the
bedouin speech of Central and Eastern Arabia - in addition, of course, to academic knowledge of
classical Arabic - is the only way for a non-Arab of our time to achieve an intimate
understanding of the diction of the Qur'an. And because none of the scholars who have
previously translated the Qur'an into European languages has ever fulfilled this prerequisite, their
translations have remained but distant, and faulty, echoes of its meaning and spirit.
3 It is to be noted that under the impact of modern economic circumstances,
which have
radically changed the time-honoured way of life of the bedouin and
brought them, by means
of school education and the radio, into direct contact with the Levantine
culture of the
cities, the purity of their language is rapidly disappearing and may soon
cease to be a
living guide to students of the Arabic tongue.

THE WORK which I am now placing before the public is based on a lifetime of study and of
many years spent in Arabia. It is an attempt - perhaps the first attempt - at a really idiomatic,
explanatory rendition of the Qur'anic message into a European language.

None the less, I do not claim to have "translated" the Qur'an in the sense in which, say, Plato or
Shakespeare can be translated. Unlike any other book, its meaning and its linguistic presentation
form one unbreakable whole. The position of individual words in a sentence; the rhythm and
sound of its phrases and their syntactic construction, the manner in which a metaphor flows
almost imperceptibly into a pragmatic statement, the use of acoustic stress not merely in the
service of rhetoric but as a means of alluding to unspoken but clearly implied ideas: all this
makes the Qur'an, in the last resort, unique and untranslatable - a fact that has been pointed out
by many earlier translators and by all Arab scholars. But although it is impossible to "reproduce"
the Qur'an as such in any other language, it is none the less possible to render its message
comprehensible to people who, like most Westerners, do not know Arabic at all or - as is the case
with most of the educated non-Arab Muslims - not well enough to find their way through it
unaided.
To this end, the translator must be guided throughout by the linguistic usage prevalent at the time
of the revelation of the Qur'an, and must always bear in mind that some of its expressions especially such as relate to abstract concepts - have in the course of time undergone a subtle
change in the popular mind and should not, therefore, be translated in accordance with the sense
given to them by post-classical usage. As has been pointed out by that great Islamic scholar,
Muhammad 'Abduh,4 even some of the renowned, otherwise linguistically reliable Qur'an commentators have occasionally erred in this respect; and their errors, magnified by the
inadequacy of modern translators, have led to many a distortion, and sometimes to a total
incomprehensibility, of individual Qur'anic passages in their European renditions.
4 The reader will find in my explanatory notes frequent references to views
held by Muhammad
'Abduh (1849-1905). His imporiance in the context of the modern world of
Islam - can never
be sufficiently stressed. It may be stated without exaggeration that
every single trend
in contemporary Islamic thought can be traced back to the influence,
direct or indirect,
of this most outstanding of all modern Islamic thinkers. The Qur'ancommentary planned
and begun by him was interrupted by his death in 1905; it was continued
(but unfortunately
also left incomplete) by his pupil Rashid Rida under the title Tafsir alManar, and has
been extensively used by me. See also Rashid Rida, Ta'rikh al-Ustadh alImam ash-Shaykh
Muhammad 'Abduh (Cairo l35~l367 H.), the most authoritative biography of
'Abduh hitherto
published, as well as C. C. Adams, Islam and Modernism in Egypt (London
1933).

Another (and no less important) point which the translator must take fully into account is the ijaz
of the Qur'an: that inimitable ellipticism which often deliberately omits intermediate thoughtclauses in order to express the final stage of an idea as pithily and concisely as is possible within
the limitations of a human language. This method of ijaz is, as I have explained, a peculiar,
integral aspect of the Arabic language, and has reached its utmost perfection in the Qur'an. In
order to render its meaning into a language which does not function in a similarly elliptical

manner, the thought-links which are missing - that is, deliberately omitted - in the original must
be supplied by the translator in the form of frequent interpolations between brackets; for, unless
this is done, the Arabic phrase concerned loses all its life in the translation and often becomes a
meaningless jumble.
Furthermore, one must beware of rendering, in each and every case, the religious terms used in
the Qur'an in the sense which they have acquired after Islam had become "institutionalized" into
a definite set of laws, tenets and practices. However legitimate this "institutionalization" may be
in the context of Islamic religious history, it is obvious that the Qur'an cannot be correctly
understood if we read it merely in the light of later ideological developments, losing sight of its
original purport and the meaning which it had - and was intended to have - for the people who
first heard it from the lips of the Prophet himself. For instance, when his contemporaries heard
the words islam and muslim, they understood them as denoting man's "self-surrender to God"
and "one who surrenders himself to God", without limiting these terms to any specific
community or denomination - e.g., in 3:67, where Abraham is spoken of as having "surrendered
himself unto God" (kana musliman), or in 3:52, where the disciples of Jesus say, "Bear thou
witness that we have surrendered ourselves unto God (bi-anna muslimun)". In Arabic, this
original meaning has remained unimpaired, and no Arab scholar has ever become oblivious of
the wide connotation of these terms. Not so, however, the non-Arab of our day, believer and nonbeliever alike: to him, islam and muslim usually bear a restricted, historically circumscribed
significance, and apply exclusively to the followers of the Prophet Muhammad. Similarly, the
terms kufr ("denial of the truth") and kafir ("one who denies the truth") have become, in the
conventional translations of the Qur'an, unwarrantably simplified into "unbelief" and
"unbeliever" or "infidel", respectively, and have thus been deprived of the wide spiritual meaning
which the Qur'an gives to these terms; Another example is to be found in the conventional
rendering of the word kitab, when applied to the Qur'an, as "book": for, when the Qur'an was
being revealed (and we must not forget that this process took twenty-three years), those who
listened to its recitation did not conceive of it as a "book" - since it was compiled into one only
some decades after the Prophet's death but rather, in view of the derivation of the noun kitab
from the verb kataba ("he wrote" or, tropically, "he as a "divine writ" or a "revelation". The same
holds true with regard to the Qur'anic use of this term in its connotation of earlier revealed
scriptures: for the Qur'an often stresses the fact that those earlier instances of divine writ have
largely been corrupted in the course of time, and that the extant holy "books" do not really
represent the original revelations. Consequently, the translation of ahl al-kitab as "people of the
book" is not very meaningful; in my opinion, the term should be rendered as "followers of earlier
revelation".
In short, if it is to be truly comprehensible in another language, the message of the Qur'an must
be rendered in such a way as to reproduce, as closely as possible, the sense which it had for the
people who were as yet unburdened by the conceptual images of later Islamic developments: and
this has been the overriding principle which has guided me throughout my work.
With the exception of two terms, I have endeavoured to circumscribe every Qur'anic concept in
appropriate English expressions - an endeavour which has sometimes necessitated the use of
whole sentences to convey the meaning of a single Arabic word. The two exceptions from this
rule are the terms al-qur'an and surah, since neither of the two has ever been used in Arabic to

denote anything but the title of this particular divine writ and each of its sections or "chapters",
respectively: with the result that it would have been of no benefit whatsoever to the reader to be
presented with "translations" of these two terms.5
5 Etymologically, the word al-qur'an is derived from the verb qara'a ("he
read" or "recited"),
and is to be understood as "the reading [par excellence]", while the noun
surah might be
rendered as "a step [leading to another step]" and - tropically - as
"eminence in degree"
(cf. Lane IV, 1465). It should be noted, however, that when the noun
qur'an appears without
the definite article al, it usually has its primary meaning of
"recitation" or "discourse",
and may be rendered accordingly.

Apart from these linguistic considerations, I have tried to observe consistently two fundamental
rules of interpretation.
Firstly, the Qur'an must not be viewed as a compilation of individual injunctions and
exhortations but as one integral whole: that is, as an exposition of an ethical doctrine in which
every verse and sentence has an intimate bearing on other verses and sentences, all of them
clarifying and amplifying one another. Consequently, its real meaning can be grasped only if we
correlate every one of its statements with what has been stated elsewhere in its pages, and try to
explain its ideas by means of frequent cross-references, always subordinating the particular to the
general and the incidental to the intrinsic. Whenever this rule is faithfully followed, we realize
that the Qur'an is - in the words of Muhammad 'Abduh - "its own best commentary"
Secondly, no part of the Qur'an should be viewed from a purely historical point of view: that is to
say, all its references to historical circumstances and events - both at the time of the Prophet and
in earlier times - must be regarded as illustrations of the human condition and not as ends in
themselves. Hence, the consideration of the historical occasion on which a particular verse was
revealed - a pursuit so dear, and legitimately so, to the hearts of the classical commentators must never be allowed to obscure the underlying purport of that verse and its inner relevance to
the ethical teaching which the Qur'an, taken as a whole, propounds.
In order to bring out, to the best of my ability, the many facets of the Qur'anic message, I have
found it necessary to add to my translation a considerable number of explanatory notes. Certain
observations relating to the symbolism of the Qur'an as well as to its eschatology are separately
dealt with in Appendix I at the end of this work. In both the notes and the appendices I have tried
no more than to elucidate the message of the Qur'an and have, to this end, drawn amply on the
works of the great Arab philologists and of the classical commentators. If, on occasion, I have
found myself constrained to differ from the interpretations offered by the latter, let the reader
remember that the very uniqueness of the Qur'an consists in the fact that the more our worldly
knowledge and historical experience increase, the more meanings, hitherto unsuspected, reveal
themselves in its pages.

The great thinkers of our past understood this problem fully well. In their commentaries, they
approached the Qur'an with their reason: that is to say, they tried to explain the purport of each
Qur'anic statement in the light of their superb knowledge of the Arabic language and of the
Prophet's teachings - forthcoming from his sunnah - as well as by the store of general knowledge
available to them and by the historical and cultural experiences which had shaped human society
until their time. Hence, it was only natural that the way in which one commentator understood a
particular Qur'anic statement or expression differed occasionally - and sometimes very incisively
- from the meaning attributed to it by this or that of his predecessors. In other words, they often
contradicted one another in their interpretations: but they did this without any animosity, being
fully aware of the element of relativity inherent in all human reasoning, and of each other's
integrity. And they were fully aware, too, of the Prophet's profound saying, "The differences of
opinion (ikhtilaf) among the learned men of my community are [an outcome of] divine grace
(rahmah)" - which clearly implies that such differences of opinion are the basis of all progress in
human thinking and, therefore, a most potent factor in man's acquisition of knowledge.
But although none of the truly original, classical Qur'an-commentators ever made any claim to
"finality" concerning his own interpretations, it cannot be often enough stressed that without the
work of those incomparably great scholars of past centuries, no modern translation of the Qur'an
- my own included - could ever be undertaken with any hope of success; and so, even where I
differ from their interpretations, I am immeasurably indebted to their learning for the impetus it
has given to my own search after truth.
AS REGARDS the style of my translation, I have consciously avoided using unnecessary
archaisms, which would only tend to obscure the meaning of the Qur'an to the contemporary
reader. On the other hand, I did not see any necessity of rendering the Qur'anic phrases into a
deliberately "modern" idiom, which would conflict with the spirit of the Arabic original and jar
upon any ear attuned to the solemnity inherent in the concept of revelation. With all this,
however, I make no claim to having reproduced anything of the indescribable rhythm and
rhetoric of the Qur'an. No one who has truly experienced its majestic beauty could ever be
presumptuous enough to make such a claim or even to embark upon such an attempt.
And I am fully aware that my rendering does not and could not really "do justice" to the Qur'an
and the layers upon layers of its meaning: for,
if all the sea were ink for my Sustainer's words,
the sea would indeed be exhausted ere my Sustainer's
words are exhausted. (Qur'an 18:109).

The First Surah
Al-Fatihah (The Opening)
Mecca Period

THIS SURAH is also called Fatihat al-Kitab ("The Opening of the Divine Writ"), Umm al-Kitab
("The Essence of the Divine Writ"), Surat al-Hamd ("The Surah of Praise"), Asas al-Qur'an
("The Foundation of the Qur'an"), and is known by several other names as well. It is mentioned
elsewhere in the Qur'an as As-Sab' al-Mathani ("The Seven Oft-Repeated [Verses]") because it is

repeated several times in the course of each of the five daily prayers. According to Bukhari, the
designation Umm al-Kitab was given to it by the Prophet himself, and this in view of the fact
that it contains, in a condensed form, all the fundamental principles laid down in the Qur'an: the
principle of God's oneness and uniqueness, of His being the originator and fosterer of the
universe, the fount of all life-giving grace, the One to whom man is ultimately responsible, the
only power that can really guide and help; the call to righteous action in the life of this world
("guide us the straight way"); the principle of life after death and of the organic consequences of
man's actions and behaviour (expressed in the term "Day of Judgment"); the principle of
guidance through God's message-bearers (evident in the reference to "those upon whom God has
bestowed His blessings") and, flowing from it, the principle of the continuity of all true religions
(implied in the allusion to people who have lived - and erred - in the past); and, finally, the need
for voluntary self-surrender to the will of the Supreme Being and, thus, for worshipping Him
alone. It is for this reason that this surah has been formulated as a prayer, to be constantly
repeated and reflected upon by the believer. "The Opening" was one of the earliest revelations
bestowed upon the Prophet. Some authorities (for instance, 'Ali ibn Abi Talib) were even of the
opinion that it was the very first revelation; but this view is contradicted by authentic Traditions
quoted by both Bukhari and Muslim, which unmistakably show that the first five verses of surah
96 ("The Germ-Cell") constituted the beginning of revelation. It is probable, however, that
whereas the earlier revelations consisted of only a few verses each, "The Opening" was the first
surah revealed to the Prophet in its entirety at one time: and this would explain the view held by
'Ali.
1:1
In the name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:1
1:2
ALL PRAISE is due to God alone, the Sustainer of all the worlds,2 (1:3) the Most Gracious, the
Dispenser of Grace, (1:4) Lord of the Day of Judgment!
1:5
Thee alone do we worship; and unto Thee alone do we turn for aid.
1:6
Guide us the straight way (1:7) the way of those upon whom Thou hast bestowed Thy blessings,3
not of those who have been condemned [by Thee], nor of those who go astray!4
1 According to most of the authorities, this invocation (which occurs at
the beginning of every
surah with the exception of surah 9) constitutes an integral part of "The
Opening" and is,
therefore, numbered as verse 1. In all other instances, the invocation
"in the name of God"
precedes the surah as such, and is not counted among its verses. - Both
the divine epithets

rahman and rahim are derived from the noun rahmah, which signifies
"mercy", "compassion",
"loving tenderness" and, more comprehensively, "grace". From the very
earliest times, Islamic
scholars have endeavoured to define the exact shades of meaning which
differentiate the two
terms. The best and simplest of these explanations is undoubtedly the one
advanced by Ibn
al-Qayyim (as quoted in Manar I,48): the term rahman circumscribes the
quality of abounding
grace inherent in, and inseparable from, the concept of God's Being,
whereas rahim expresses
the manifestation of that grace in, and its effect upon, His creation in other words, an
aspect of His activity.
2 In this instance, the term "worlds" denotes all categories of existence
both in the physical
and the spiritual sense. The Arabic expression rabb - rendered by me as
"Sustainer" embraces a wide complex of meanings not easily expressed by a single term
in another language.
It comprises the ideas of having a just claim to the possession of
anything and, consequently,
authority over it, as well as of rearing, sustaining and fostering
anything from its inception
to its final completion. Thus, the head of a family is called rabb ad-dar
("master of the house")
because he has authority over it and is responsible for its maintenance;
similarly, his wife
is called rabbat ad-dar ("mistress of the house"). Preceded by the
definite article al, the
designation rabb is applied, in the Qur'an, exclusively to God as the
sole fosterer and
sustainer of all creation - objective as well as conceptual - and
therefore the ultimate
source of all authority.
3 i.e., by vouchsafing to them prophetic guidance and enabling them to
avail themselves thereof.
4 According to almost all the commentators, God's "condemnation" (ghadab,
lit., "wrath") is
synonymous with the evil consequences which man brings upon himself by
wilfully rejecting
God's guidance and acting contrary to His injunctions. Some commentators
(e.g., Zamakhshari)
interpret this passage as follows: "... the way of those upon whom Thou
hast bestowed Thy
blessings - those who have not been condemned [by Thee], and who do not
go astray": in
other words, they regard the last two expressions as defining "those
upon whom Thou hast
bestowed Thy blessings". Other commentators (e.g., Baghawi and Ibn
Kathir) do not subscribe
to this interpretation - which would imply the use of negative
definitions - and understand

the last verse of the surah in the manner rendered by me above. As
regards the two categories
of people following a wrong course, some of the greatest Islamic
thinkers (e.g., Al-Ghazali
or, in recent times, Muhammad 'Abduh) held the view that the people
described as having
incurred "God's condemnation" - that is, having deprived themselves of
His grace - are those
who have become fully cognizant of God's message and, having understood
it, have rejected it;
while by "those who go astray" are meant people whom the truth has
either not reached at all,
or to whom it has come in so garbled and corrupted a form as to make it
difficult for them
to recognize it as the truth (see 'Abduh in Manar 1,68 ff.).

The Second Surah
Al-Baqarah (The Cow)
Medina Period

THE TITLE of this surah is derived from the story narrated in verses 67-73. It is the first surah
revealed in its entirety after the Prophet's exodus to Medina, and most of it during the first two
years of that period; verses 275-281, however, belong to the last months before the Prophet's
death (verse 281 is considered to be the very last revelation which he received).
Starting with a declaration of the purpose underlying the revelation of the Qur'an as a whole namely, man's guidance in all his spiritual and worldly affairs - Al-Baqarah contains, side by side
with its constant stress on the necessity of God-consciousness, frequent allusions to the errors
committed by people who followed the earlier revelations, in particular the children of Israel.
The reference, in verse 106, to the abrogation of all earlier messages by that granted to the
Prophet Muhammad is of the greatest importance for a correct understanding of this surah and
indeed of the entire Qur'an. Much of the legal ordinances provided here (especially in the later
part of the surah) - touching upon questions of ethics, social relations, warfare, etc.- are a direct
consequence of that pivotal statement. Again and again it is pointed out that the legislation of the
Qur'an corresponds to the true requirements of man's nature, and as such is but a continuation of
the ethical guidance offered by God to man ever since the beginning of human history. Particular
attention is drawn to Abraham, the prophet-patriarch whose intense preoccupation with the idea
of God's oneness lies at the root of the three great monotheistic religions; and the establishment
of Abraham's Temple, the Ka'bah, as the direction of prayer for "those who surrender themselves
to God" (which is the meaning of the word musliman, sing. muslim), sets a seal, as it were, on
the conscious self-identification of all true believers with the faith of Abraham.
Throughout this surah runs the five-fold Qur'anic doctrine that God is the self-sufficient fount of
all being (al-qayyum); that the fact of His existence, reiterated by prophet after prophet, is
accessible to man's intellect; that righteous living - and not merely believing - is a necessary
corollary of this intellectual perception; that bodily death will be followed by resurrection and
judgment; and that all who are truly conscious of their responsibility to God "need have no fear,
and neither shall they grieve".

In the name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
2:1
Alif. Lam. Mim.1
2:2
HIS DIVINE WRIT - let there be no doubt about it is [meant to be] a guidance for all the Godconscious2 (2:3) who believe in [the existence of] that which is beyond the reach of human
perception,3 and are constant in prayer, and spend on others out of what We provide for them as
sustenance;4 (2:4) and who believe in that which has been bestowed from on high upon thee, [O
Prophet,] as well as in that which was bestowed before thy time:5 for it is they who in their
innermost are certain of the life to come!
1 Regarding the possible significance of the single letters called almuqatta 'at, which
occur at the beginning of some surahs of the Qur'an, see Appendix II,
where the various
theories bearing on this subject are discussed.
2 The conventional translation of muttaqi as "God-fearing" does not
adequately render
the positive content of this expression - namely, the awareness of His
all-presence
and the desire to mould one's existence in the light of this awareness;
while the
interpretation adopted by some translators, "one who guards himself
against evil" or
"one who is careful of his duty", does not give more than one particular
aspect of
the concept of God-consciousness.
3 Al-ghayb (commonly, and erroneously, translated as "the Unseen") is used
in the Qur'an
to denote all those sectors or phases of reality which lie beyond the
range of human
perception and cannot, therefore, be proved or disproved by scientific
observation or
even adequately comprised within the accepted categories of speculative
thought: as,
for instance, the existence of God and of a definite purpose underlying
the universe,
life after death, the real nature of time, the existence of spiritual
forces and their
interaction, and so forth. Only a person who is convinced that the
ultimate reality
comprises far more than our observable environment can attain to belief
in God and, thus,
to a belief that life has meaning and purpose. By pointing out that it
is "a guidance
for those who believe in the existence of that which is beyond human
perception", the

Qur'an says, in effect, that it will - of necessity - remain a closed
book to all whose
minds cannot accept this fundamental premise.
4 Ar-rizq ("provision of sustenance") applies to all that may be of
benefit to man, whether
it be concrete (like food, property, offspring, etc.) or abstract (like
knowledge, piety,
etc.). The "spending on others" is mentioned here in one breath with
God-consciousness and
prayer because it is precisely in such selfless acts that true piety
comes to its full
fruition. It should be borne in mind that the verb anfaqa (lit., "he
spent") is always
used in the Qur'an to denote spending freely on, or as a gift to,
others, whatever the
motive may be.
5 This is a reference to one of the fundamental doctrines of the Qur'an:
the doctrine
of the historical continuity of divine revelation. Life - so the Qur'an
teaches us - is
not a series of unconnected jumps but a continuous, organic process: and
this law applies
also to the life of the mind, of which man's religious experience (in its
cumulative sense)
is a part. Thus, the religion of the Qur'an can be properly understood
only against the
background of the great monotheistic faiths which preceded it, and which,
according to
Muslim belief, culminate and achieve their final formulation in the faith
of Islam.

2:5
It is they who follow the guidance [which comes] from their Sustainer; and it is they, they who
shall attain to a happy state!
2:6
BEHOLD, as for those who are bent on denying the truth6 - it is all one to them whether thou
warnest them or dost not warn them: they will not believe. (2:7) God; has sealed their hearts and
their hearing, and over their eyes is a veil;7 and awesome suffering awaits them.
2:8
And there are people who say, "We do believe in God and the Last Day," the while they do not
[really] believe. (2:9) They would deceive God and those who have attained to faith - the while
they deceive none but themselves, and perceive it not. (2:10) In their hearts is disease, and so
God lets their disease increase; and grievous suffering awaits them because of their persistent
lying.8

6 In contrast with the frequently occurring term al-kafirun ("those who
deny the truth"),
the use of the past tense in alladhina kafaru indicates conscious intent,
and is,
therefore, appropriately rendered as "those who are bent on denying the
truth". This
interpretation is supported by many commentators, especially Zamakhshari
(who, in his
commentary on this verse, uses the expression, "those who have
deliberately resolved upon
their kufr"). Elsewhere in the Qur'an such people are spoken of as having
"hearts with
which they fail to grasp the truth, and eyes with which they fail to see,
and ears with
which they fail to hear" (7:179). - For an explanation of the terms kufr
("denial of
the truth"), kafir ("one who denies the truth"), etc., see note 4 on
74:10, where this
concept appears for the first time in Qur'anic revelation.
7 A reference to the natural law instituted by God, whereby a person who
persistently
adheres to false beliefs and refuses to listen to the voice of truth
gradually loses
the ability to perceive the truth, "so that finally, as it were, a seal
is set upon
his heart" (Raghib). Since it is God who has instituted all laws of
nature - which, in
their aggregate, are called sunnat Allah ("the way of God") - this
"sealing" is
attributed to Him: but it is obviously a consequence of man's free
choice and not an
act of "predestination". Similarly, the suffering which, in the life to
come, is in
store for those who during their life in this world have wilfully
remained deaf and
blind to the truth, is a natural consequence of their free choice - just
as happiness
in the life to come is the natural consequence of man's endeavour to
attain to
righteousness and inner illumination. It is in this sense that the
Qur'anic references
to God's "reward" and "punishment" must be understood.
8 i.e., before God and man - and to themselves. It is generally assumed
that the people to
whom this passage alludes in the first instance are the hypocrites of
Medina who, during
the early years after the hijrah, outwardly professed their adherence to
Islam while
remaining inwardly unconvinced of the truth of Muhammad's message.
However, as is always
the case with Quranic allusions to contemporary or historical events, the
above and the
following verses have a general, timeless import inasmuch as they refer
to all people

who are prone to deceive themselves in order to evade a spiritual
commitment.

2:11
And when they are told, "Do not spread corruption on earth," they answer, "We are but
improving things!" (2:12) Oh, verily, it is they, they who are spreading corruption - but they
perceive it not?9
2:13
And when they are told, "Believe as other people believe," they answer, "Shall we believe as the
weak-minded believe?" Oh, verily, it is they, they who are weak-minded - but they know it not!
2:14
And when they meet those who have attained to faith, they assert, "We believe [as you believe]";
but when they find themselves alone with their evil impulses,10 they say, "Verily, we are with
you; we were only mocking!"
9 It would seem that this is an allusion to people who oppose any
"intrusion" of religious
considerations into the realm of practical affairs, and thus - often
unwittingly, thinking
that they are "but improving things" - contribute to the moral and social
confusion
referred to in the subsequent verse.
10 Lit., "their satans" (shayatin, pl. of shaytan). In accordance with
ancient Arabic usage,
this term often denotes people "who, through their insolent persistence
in evildoing
(tamarrud), have become like satans" (Zamakhshari): an interpretation of
the above verse
accepted by most of the commentators. However, the term shaytan - which is
derived from
the verb shatana, "he was [or 'became'] remote [from all that is good and
true]"
(Lisan al-'Arab, Taj al-'Arus) - is often used in the Qur'an to describe
the "satanic"
(i.e., exceedingly evil) propensities in man's own soul, and especially
all impulses which
run counter to truth and morality (Raghib).

2:15
God will requite them for their mockery,11 and will leave them for a while in their overweening
arrogance, blindly stumbling to and fro: (2:16) [for] it is they who have taken error in exchange
for guidance; and neither has their bargain brought them gain, nor have they found guidance
[elsewhere].

2:17
Their parable is that of people who kindle a fire: but as soon as it has illumined all around them,
God takes away their light and leaves them in utter darkness, wherein they cannot see: (2:18)
deaf, dumb, blind - and they cannot turn back.
2:19
Or [the parable] of a violent cloudburst in the sky, with utter darkness, thunder and lightning:
they put their fingers into their ears to keep out the peals of thunder, in terror of death; but God
encompasses [with His might] all who deny the truth. (2:20) The lightning well-nigh takes away
their sight; whenever it gives them light, they advance therein, and whenever darkness falls
around them, they stand still.
And if God so willed, He could indeed take away their hearing and their sight:12 for, verily, God
has the power to will anything.
11 Lit., "God will mock at them". My rendering is in conformity with the
generally accepted
interpretation of this phrase.
12 The obvious implication is: "but He does not will this" - that is, He
does not preclude
the possibility that "those who have taken error in exchange for
guidance" may one day
perceive the truth and mend their ways. The expression "their hearing and
their sight"
is obviously a metonym for man's instinctive ability to discern between
good and evil
and, hence, for his moral responsibility. - In the parable of the "people
who kindle a
fire" we have, I believe, an allusion to some people's exclusive reliance
on what is
termed the "scientific approach" as a means to illumine and explain all
the imponderables
of life and faith, and the resulting arrogant refusal to admit that
anything could be
beyond the reach of man's intellect. This "overweening arrogance", as the
Qur'an terms
it, unavoidably exposes its devotees - and the society dominated by them
- to the
lightning of disillusion which "well-nigh takes away their sight", i.e.,
still further
weakens their moral perception and deepens their "terror of death".

2:21
O MANKIND! Worship your Sustainer, who has created you and those who lived before you, so
that you might remain conscious of Him (2:22) who has made the earth a resting-place for you
and the sky a canopy, and has sent down water from the sky and thereby brought forth fruits for

your sustenance: do not, then, claim that there is any power that could rival God,13 when you
know [that He is One].
2:23
And if you doubt any part of what We have, bestowed from on high, step by step, upon Our
servant [Muhammad],14 then produce a surah of similar merit, and call upon any other than God
to bear witness for you15 - if what you say is true! (2:24) And if you cannot do it - and most
certainly you cannot do it - then be conscious of the fire whose fuel is human beings and stones16
which awaits all who deny the truth!
13 Lit., "do not give God any compeers" (andad, pl. of nidd ). There is
full agreement among
all commentators that this term implies any object of adoration to which
some or all of God's
qualities are ascribed, whether it be conceived as a deity "in its own
right" or a saint
supposedly possessing certain divine or semi-divine powers. This meaning
can be brought out
only by a free rendering of the above phrase.
14 i.e., the message of which the doctrine of God's oneness and uniqueness
is the focal point.
By the use of the word "doubt" (rayb), this passage is meant to recall
the opening sentence
of this surah : "This divine writ - let there be no doubt about it...",
etc. The
gradualness of revelation is implied in the grammatical form nazzalna which is important
in this context inasmuch as the opponents of the Prophet argued that the
Qur'an could not
be of divine origin because it was being revealed gradually, and not in
one piece (Zamakhshari).
15 Lit., "come forward with a surah like it, and call upon your witnesses
other than God" namely, "to attest that your hypothetical literary effort could be deemed
equal to any part
of the Qur'an." This challenge occurs in two other places as well (10:38
and 11:13, in
which latter case the unbelievers are called upon to produce ten chapters
of comparable
merit); see also 17:88.
16 This evidently denotes all objects of worship to which men turn instead
of God their powerlessness and inefficacy being symbolized by the lifelessness
of stones while the expression "human beings" stands here for human actions
deviating from the
way of truth (cf. Manar 1,197): the remembrance of all of which is bound
to increase

the sinner's suffering in the hereafter, referred to in the Qur'an as
"hell".

2:25
But unto those who have attained to faith and do good works give the glad tiding that theirs shall
be gardens through which running waters flow. Whenever they are granted fruits therefrom as
their appointed sustenance, they will say, "It is this that in days of yore was granted to us as our
sustenance!" - for they shall be given something that will recall that [past].17 And there shall they
have spouses pure, and there shall they abide.
2:26
Behold, God does not disdain to propound a parable of a gnat, or of something [even] less than
that.18 Now, as for those who have attained to faith, they know that it is the truth from their
Sustainer - whereas those who are bent on denying the truth say, "What could God mean by this
parable?"
In this way does He cause many a one to go astray, just as He guides many a one aright: but none
does He cause thereby to go astray save the iniquitous, (2:27) who break their bond with God
after it has been established [in their nature],19 and cut asunder what God has bidden to be joined,
and spread corruption on earth: these it is that shall be the losers.
17 Lit., "something resembling it". Various interpretations, some of them
of an esoteric and
highly speculative nature, have been given to this passage. For the manner
in which I have
translated it, I am indebted to Muhammad 'Abduh (in Manar I,232 f.), who
interprets the phrase,
"It is this that in days of yore was granted to us as our sustenance" as
meaning: "It is this
that we have been promised during our life on earth as a requital for
faith and righteous deeds."
In other words, man's actions and attitudes in this world will be mirrored
in their "fruits",
or consequences, in the life to come - as has been expressed elsewhere in
the Qur'an in the
verses, "And he who shall have done an atom's weight of good, shall behold
it; and he who shall
have done an atom's weight of evil, shall behold it" (99:7-8). As regards
the reference
to "spouses" in the next sentence, it is to be noted that the term zawj
(of which azwaj is
the plural) signifies either of the two components of a couple - that is,
the male as
well as the female.
18 Lit., "something above it", i.e., relating to the quality of smallness
stressed here as one would say, "such-and-such a person is the lowest of people, and
even more than

that" (Zamakhshari). The reference to "God's parables", following as it
does immediately
upon a mention of the gardens of paradise and the suffering through hellfire in the
life to come, is meant to bring out the allegorical nature of this
imagery.
19 The "bond with God" (conventionally translated as "God's covenant")
apparently refers here
to man's moral obligation to use his inborn gifts - intellectual as well
as physical in the way intended for them by God. The "establishment" of this bond
arises from the
faculty of reason which, if properly used, must lead man to a realization
of his own
weakness and dependence on a causative power and, thus, to a gradual
cognition of God's
will with reference to his own behaviour. This interpretation of the
"bond with God" seems
to be indicated by the fact that there is no mention of any specific
"covenant" in either
the preceding or the subsequent verses of the passage under
consideration. The deliberate
omission of any explanatory reference in this connection suggests that
the expression
"bond with God" stands for something that is rooted in the human
situation as such, and
can, therefore, be perceived instinctively as well as through conscious
experience: namely,
that innate relationship with God which makes Him "closer to man than his
neck-vein"
(50:16). For an explanation of the subsequent reference to "what God has
bidden to be
joined", see surah 13, note 43.

2:28
How can you refuse to acknowledge God, seeing that you were lifeless and He gave you life, and
that He will cause you to die and then will bring you again to life, whereupon unto Him you will
be brought back?
2:29
He it is who has created for you all that is on earth, and has applied His design to the heavens
and fashioned them into seven heavens;20 and He alone has full knowledge of everything.
2:30
AND LO!21 Thy Sustainer said unto the angels: "Behold, I am about to establish upon earth one
who shall inherit it."22

They said: "Wilt Thou place on it such as will spread corruption thereon and shed blood whereas it is we who extol Thy limitless glory, and praise Thee, and hallow Thy name?"
[God] answered: "Verily, I know that which you do not know."
20 The term sama' ("heaven" or "sky") is applied to anything that is spread
like a canopy above
any other thing. Thus, the visible skies which stretch like a vault above
the earth and form,
as it were, its canopy, are called sama: and this is the primary meaning
of this term in the
Qur'an; in a wider sense, it has the connotation of "cosmic system". As
regards the "seven
heavens", it is to be borne in mind that in Arabic usage - and apparently
in other Semitic
languages as well - the number "seven" is often synonymous with "several"
(see Lisan al-'Arab),
just as "seventy" or "seven hundred" often means "many" or "very many"
(Taj al-'Arus). This,
taken together with the accepted linguistic definition that "every sama'
is a sama' with
regard to what is below it" (Raghib), may explain the "seven heavens" as
denoting the
multiplicity of cosmic systems. - For my rendering of thumma, at the
beginning of this
sentence, as "and", see surah 7, first part of note 43.
21 The interjection "lo" seems to be the only adequate rendering, in this
context, of the
particle idh, which is usually - and without sufficient attention to its
varying uses in
Arabic construction - translated as "when". Although the latter rendering
is often justified,
idh is also used to indicate "the sudden, or unexpected, occurrence of a
thing"
(cf. Lane 1, 39), or a sudden turn in the discourse. The subsequent
allegory, relating as
it does to the faculty of reason implanted in man, is logically connected
with the preceding
passages.

22 Lit., "establish on earth a successor" or a "vice-gerent". The term khalffah - derived from the
verb khalafa, "he succeeded [another] " - is used in this allegory to denote man's rightful
supremacy on earth, which is most suitably rendered by the expression "he shall inherit the
earth" (in the sense of being given possession of it). See also 6:165, 27:62 and 35:39, where all
human beings are - spoken of as khala'if al-ard.
2:31
And He imparted unto Adam the names of all things;23 then He brought them within the ken of
the angels and said: "Declare unto Me the names of these [things], if what you say is true."24
2:32

They replied: "Limitless art Thou in Thy glory! No knowledge have we save that which Thou
hast imparted unto us. Verily, Thou alone art all-knowing, truly wise."
2:33
Said He: "O Adam, convey unto them the names of these [things]."
And as soon as [Adam] had conveyed unto them their names, [God] said: "Did I not say unto
you, 'Verily, I alone know the hidden reality of the heavens and the earth, and know all that you
bring into the open and all that you would conceal'?"
2:34
And when We told the angels, "Prostrate yourselves before Adam!"25 - they all prostrated
themselves, save Iblis, who refused and gloried in his arrogance: and thus he became one of
those who deny the truth.26
23 Lit., "all the names". The term ism ("name") implies, according to all
philologists,
an expression "conveying the knowledge [of a thing] ... applied to denote
a substance
or an accident or an attribute, for the purpose of distinction" (Lane IV,
1435): in
philosophical terminology, a "concept". From this it may legitimately be
inferred that
the "knowledge of all the names" denotes here man's faculty of logical
definition and,
thus, of conceptual thinking. That by "Adam" the whole human race is
meant here becomes
obvious from the preceding reference, by the angels, to "such as will
spread corruption
on earth and will shed blood", as well as from 7:11.
24 Namely, that it was they who, by virtue of their purity, were better
qualified to
"inherit the earth".
25 To show that, by virtue of his ability to think conceptually, man is
superior in this
respect even to the angels.
26 For an explanation of the name of the Fallen Angel, see surah 7, note
10. The fact of
this "rebellion", repeatedly stressed in the Qur'an, has led some of the
commentators to
the conclusion that he could not have been one of the angels, since these
are incapable
of sinning: "they do not bear themselves with false pride... and they do
whatever they
are bidden to do" (16:49-50). As against this, other commentators point
to the Qur'anic
phrasing of God's command to the angels and of Iblis' refusal to obey,
which makes it

absolutely clear that at the time of that command he was indeed one of
the heavenly host.
Hence, we must assume that his "rebellion" has a purely symbolic
significance and is,
in reality, the outcome of a specific function assigned to him by God
(see note 31 on 15:41).

2:35
And We said: "O Adam, dwell thou and thy wife in this garden,27 and eat freely thereof, both of
you, whatever you may wish; but do not approach this one tree, lest you become wrongdoers."28
2:36
But Satan caused them both to stumble therein, and thus brought about the loss of their erstwhile
state.29 And so We said: "Down with you, [and be henceforth] enemies unto one another; and on
earth you shall have your abode and your livelihood for a while!"30
27 Lit., "the garden". There is a considerable difference of opinion among
the commentators as
to what is meant here by "garden": a garden in the earthly sense, or the
paradise that awaits
the righteous in the life to come, or some special garden in the heavenly
regions? According
to some of the earliest commentators (see Manar I, 277), an earthly abode
is here alluded to namely, an environment of perfect ease, happiness and innocence. In any
case, this story of
Adam is obviously one of the allegories referred to in 3:7.
28 This tree is alluded to elsewhere in the Qur'an (20: 120) as "the tree
of life eternal",
and in the ...
29 Lit., "brought them out of what they had been in": i.e., by inducing
them to eat the
fruit of the forbidden tree.
30 With this sentence, the address changes from the hitherto-observed dual
form to the plural:
a further indication that the moral of the story relates to the human
race as a whole.
See also surah 7, note 16.

2:37
Thereupon Adam received words [of guidance] from his Sustainer, and He accepted his
repentance: for, verily, He alone is the Acceptor of Repentance, the Dispenser of Grace. (2:38)
[For although] We did say, "Down with you all from this [state]," there shall, none the less, most
certainly come unto you guidance from Me: and those who follow My guidance need have no
fear, and neither shall they grieve; (2:39) but those who are bent on denying the truth and giving
the lie to Our messages - they are destined for the fire, and therein shall they abide.

2:40
O CHILDREN of Israel!31 Remember those blessings of Mine with which I graced you, and
fulfil your promise unto Me, [whereupon] I shall fulfil My promise unto you; and of Me, of Me
stand in awe!
31 This passage connects directly with the preceding passages in that it
refers to the
continuous guidance vouchsafed to man through divine revelation. The
reference to the
children of Israel at this point, as in so many other places in the
Qur'an, arises
from the fact that their religious beliefs represented an earlier phase
of the monotheistic
concept which culminates in the revelation of the Qur'an.

2:41
Believe in that which I have [now] bestowed from on high, confirming the truth already in your
possession, and be not foremost among those who deny its truth; and do not barter away My
messages for a trifling gain;32 and of Me, of Me be conscious!
2:42
And do not overlay the truth with falsehood, and do not knowingly suppress the truth;33 (2:43)
and be constant in prayer, and spend in charity,34 and bow down in prayer with all who thus bow
down.
32 A reference to the persistent Jewish belief that they alone among all
nations have been
graced by divine revelation. The "trifling gain" is their conviction that
they are "God's
chosen people" - a claim which the Qur'an consistently refutes.
33 By "overlaying the truth with falsehood" is meant the corrupting of the
Biblical text, of
which the Qur'an frequently accuses the Jews (and which has since been
established by objective
textual criticism), while the "suppression of the truth" refers to their
disregard or
deliberately false interpretation of the words of Moses in the Biblical
passage, "The Lord
thy God will raise up unto thee a prophet from the midst of thee, of thy
brethren like
unto me; unto him ye shall hearken" (Deuteronomy xviii, 15), and the
words attributed to
God Himself, "I will raise them up a prophet from among thy brethren,
like unto thee, and
will put My words in his mouth" (Deuteronomy xviii, 18). The "brethren"
of the children
of Israel are obviously the Arabs, and particularly the musta'ribah
("Arabianized") group

among them, which traces its descent to Ishmael and Abraham: and since it
is to this group
that the Arabian Prophet's own tribe, the Quraysh, belonged, the above
Biblical passages
must be taken as referring to his advent.
34 In Islamic Law, zakah denotes an obligatory tax, incumbent on Muslims,
which is meant to
purify a person's capital and income from the taint of selfishness (hence
the name). The
proceeds of this tax are to be spent mainly, but not exclusively, on the
poor. Whenever,
therefore, this term bears the above legal implication, I translate it as
"the purifying dues".
Since, however, in this verse it refers to the children of Israel and
obviously implies only
acts of charity towards the poor, it is more appropriate to translate it
as "almsgiving"
or "charity". I have also adopted this latter rendering in all instances
where the term
zakah, though relating to Muslims, does not apply specifically to the
obligatory tax as
such (e.g., in 73:20, where this term appears for the first time in the
chronology of
revelation).

2:44
Do you bid other people to be pious, the while you forget your own selves - and yet you recite
the divine writ? Will you not, then, use your reason?
2:45
And seek aid in steadfast patience and prayer: and this, indeed, is a hard thing for all but the
humble in spirit, (2:46) who know with certainty that they shall meet their Sustainer and that
unto Him they shall return.
2:47
O children of Israel! Remember those blessings of Mine with which I graced you, and how I
favoured you above all other people; (2:48) and remain conscious of [the coming of] a Day when
no human being shall in the least avail another, nor shall intercession be accepted from any of
them, nor ransom taken from them,35 and none shall be succoured.
2:49
And [remember the time] when We saved you from Pharaoh's people, who afflicted you with
cruel suffering, slaughtering your sons and sparing [only] your women36 - which was an
awesome trial from your Sustainer; (2:50) and when We cleft the sea before you, and thus saved
you and caused Pharaoh's people to drown before your very eyes; (2:51) and when We appointed
for Moses forty nights [on Mount Sinai], and in his absence you took to worshipping the

[golden] calf, and thus became evildoers: (2:52) yet, even after that, We blotted out this your sin,
so that you might have cause to be grateful.37
35 The "taking of ransom ('adl)" is an obvious allusion to the Christian
doctrine of vicarious
redemption as well as to the Jewish idea that "the chosen people" - as
the Jews considered
themselves - would be exempt from punishment on the Day of Judgment. Both
these ideas are
categorically refuted in the Qur'an.
36 See Exodus i, 15-16, 22.
37 The story of the golden calf is dealt with at greater length in 7:148
ff. and 20:85 ff.
Regarding the crossing of the Red Sea, to which verse 50 above alludes,
see 20:77-78 and
26:63-66, as well as the corresponding notes. The forty nights (and days)
which Moses
spent on Mount Sinai are mentioned again in 7:142.

2:53
And [remember the time] when We vouchsafed unto Moses the divine writ - and [thus] a
standard by which to discern the true from the false38 - so that you might be guided aright; (2:54)
and when Moses said unto his people: "O my people! Verily, you have sinned against yourselves
by worshipping the calf; turn, then in repentance to your Maker and mortify yourselves;39 this
will be the best for you in your Maker's sight."
And thereupon He accepted your repentance: for, behold, He alone is the Acceptor of
Repentance, the Dispenser of Grace.
2:55
And [remember] when you said, "O Moses indeed we shall not believe thee unto we see God
face to face!" - whereupon the thunderbolt of punishment40 overtook you before your very eyes.
2:56
But We raised you again after you had been as dead,41 so that you might have cause to be
grateful.
38 Muhammad 'Abduh amplifies the above interpretation of al-furqan (adopted
by Tabari,
Zamakhshari and other great commentators) by maintaining that it applies
also to "human
reason, which enables us to distinguish the true from the false" (Manar
111, 160),
apparently basing this wider interpretation on 8:41, where the battle of
Badr is described

as yawm al-furqan ("the day on which the true was distinguished from the
false"). While
the term furgdn is often used in the Qur'an to describe one or another of
the revealed
scriptures, and particularly the Qur'an itself, it has undoubtedly also
the connotation
pointed out by 'Abduh: for instance, in 8:29, where it clearly refers to
the faculty of
moral valuation which distinguishes every human being who is truly
conscious of God.
39 Lit., "kill yourselves" or, according to some commentators, "kill one
another". This
literal interpretation (probably based on the Biblical account in Exodus
xxxii, 26-28)
is not, however, convincing in view of the immediately preceding call to
repentance and
the subsequent statement that this repentance was accepted by God. I
incline, therefore,
to the interpretation given by 'Abd al-Jabbar (quoted by Razi in his
commentary on this
verse) to the effect that the expression "kill yourselves" is used here
in a metaphorical
sense (majazan), i.e., "mortify yourselves".
40 The Qur'an does not state what form this "thunderbolt of punishment"
(as-sa'iqah) took.
The lexicographers give various interpretations to this word, but all
agree on the element
of vehemence and suddenness inherent in it (see Lane IV, 1690).
41 Lit., "after your death". The expression mawt does not always denote
physical death. Arab
philologists - e.g., Raghib - explain the verb mata (lit., "he died") as
having, in
certain contexts, the meaning of "he became deprived of sensation, dead
as to the senses";
and occasionally as "deprived of the intellectual faculty, intellectually
dead"; and sometimes
even as "he slept" (see Lane VII, 2741).

2:57
And We caused the clouds to comfort you with their shade, and sent down unto you manna and
quails. [saying,] "Partake of the good things which We have provided for you as sustenance."
And [by all their sinning] they did no harm unto Us - but [only] against their own selves did they
sin.
2:58
And [remember the time] when We said: "Enter this land,42 and eat of its food as you may desire
abundantly; but enter the gate humbly and say, 'Remove Thou from us the burden of our sins',43
[whereupon] We shall forgive you your sins, and shall amply reward the doers of good."

2:59
But those who were bent on evildoing substituted another saying for that which had been given
them:44 and so We sent down upon those evildoers a plague from heaven in requital for all their
iniquity.
42 The word qaryah primarily denotes a "village" or "town", but is also
used in the sense of
"land". Here it apparently refers to Palestine.
43 This interpretation of the word hittah is recorded by most of the
lexicographers
(cf. Lane II, 592) on the basis of what many Companions of the Prophet
said about it
(for the relevant quotations, see Ibn Kathir in his commentary on this
verse). Thus,
the children of Israel were admonished to take possession of the promised
land
("enter the gate") in a spirit of humility (lit., "prostrating
yourselves"), and
not to regard it as something that was "due" to them.
44 According to several Traditions (extensively quoted by Ibn Kathir), they
played, with a
derisive intent, upon the word hittah, substituting for it something
irrelevant or meaningless.
Muhammad 'Abduh, however, is of the opinion that the "saying" referred to
in verse 58 is
merely a metaphor for an attitude of mind demanded of them, and that,
correspondingly, the
"substitution" signifies here a wilful display of arrogance in disregard
of God's command
(see Manar I, 324 f.).

2:60
And [remember] when Moses prayed for water for his people and We replied, "Strike the rock
with thy staff!" - whereupon twelve springs gushed forth from it, so that all the people knew
whence to drink.45 [And Moses said:] "Eat and drink the sustenance provided by God, and do not
act wickedly on earth by spreading corruption."
2:61
And [remember] when you said: "O Moses, indeed we cannot endure but one kind of food; pray,
then, to thy Sustainer that He bring forth for us aught of what grows from the earth - of its herbs,
its cucumbers, its garlic, its lentils, its onions."
Said [Moses]: "Would you take a lesser thing in exchange for what is [so much] better?46 Go
back in shame to Egypt, and then you can have what you are asking for!"47

And so, ignominy and humiliation overshadowed them, and they earned the burden of God's
condemnation: all this, because they persisted in denying the truth of God's messages and in
slaying the prophets against all right: all this, because they rebelled [against God], and persisted
in transgressing the bounds of what is right.48
45 i.e., according to their tribal divisions.
46 i.e., "Would you exchange your freedom for the paltry comforts which you
enjoyed in
your Egyptian captivity?" In the course of their wanderings in the desert
of Sinai, many
Jews looked back with longing to the comparative security of their life
in Egypt, as has
been explicitly stated in the Bible (Numbers xi), and is, moreover,
evident from Moses'
allusion to it in the next sentence of the above Qur'anic passage.
47 The verb habata means, literally, "he went down a declivity"; it is also
used figuratively
in the sense of falling from dignity and becoming mean and abject (cf.
Lane VIII, 2876).
Since the bitter exclamation of Moses cannot be taken literally, both of
the above meanings
of the verb may be combined in this context and agreeably translated as
"go back in shame
to Egypt".
48 This passage obviously refers to a later phase of Jewish history. That
the Jews actually
did kill some of their prophets is evidenced, for instance, in the story
of John the Baptist,
as well as in the more general accusation uttered, according to the
Gospel, by Jesus:
"O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, thou that killest the prophets, and stonest them
which are sent
unto thee" (Matthew xxiii, 37). See also Matthew xxiii, 34-35, Luke xi,
51 - both of which,
refer to the murder of Zachariah - and I Thessalonians ii, 15. The
implication of continuity
in, or persistent repetition of, their wrongdoing transpires from the use
of the auxiliary
verb kanu in this context.

2:62
VERILY, those who have attained to faith [in this divine writ], as well as those who follow the
Jewish faith, and the Christians, and the Sabians49 - all who believe in God and the Last Day and
do righteous deeds - shall have their reward with their Sustainer; and no fear need they have, and
neither shall they grieve.50
2:63

AND LO! We accepted your solemn pledge, raising Mount Sinai high above you,51 [and saying;]
"Hold fast with [all your] strength unto what We have vouchsafed you, and bear in mind all that
is therein, so that you might remain conscious of God!"
49 The Sabians seem to have been a monotheistic religious group
intermediate between
Judaism and Christianity. Their name (probably derived from the Aramaic
verb tsebha',
"he immersed himself [in water]") would indicate that they were followers
of John the
Baptist - in which case they could be identified with the Mandaeans, a
community which
to this day is to be found in Iraq. They are not to be confused with the
so-called
"Sabians of Harran", a gnostic sect which still existed in the early
centuries of Islam,
and which may have deliberately adopted the name of the true Sabians in
order to obtain
the advantages accorded by the Muslims to the followers of every
monotheistic faith.
50 The above passage - which recurs in the Qur'an several times - lays down
a fundamental
doctrine of Islam. With a breadth of vision unparalleled in any other
religious faith,
the idea of "salvation" is here made conditional upon three elements
only: belief in God,
belief in the Day of Judgment, and righteous action in life. The
statement of this doctrine
at this juncture - that is, in the midst of an appeal to the children of
Israel - is
warranted by the false Jewish belief that their descent from Abraham
entitles them to
be regarded as "God's chosen people".
51 Lit., "and We raised the mountain (at-tur) above you": i.e., letting the
lofty mountain bear
witness, as it were, to their solemn pledge, spelled out in verse 83
below. Throughout my
translation of the Qur'an, I am rendering the expression at-tur as "Mount
Sinai", since it
is invariably used in this sense alone.

2:64
And you turned away after that! And had it not been for God's favour upon you and His grace,
you would surely have found yourselves among the lost; (2:65) for you are well aware of those
from among you who profaned the Sabbath, whereupon We said unto them, "Be as apes
despicable!" - (2:66) and set them up as a warning example for their time and for all times to
come, as well as an admonition to all who are conscious of God.52
2:67

AND LO! Moses said unto his people: "Behold, God bids you to sacrifice a cow."53 They said:
"Dost thou mock at us?" He answered: "I seek refuge with God against being so ignorant!"54
2:68
Said they: "Pray on our behalf unto thy Sustainer that He make clear to us what she is to be like."
[Moses] replied: "Behold, He says it is to be a cow neither old nor immature, but of an age inbetween. Do, then, what you have been bidden!"
2:69
Said they: "Pray on our behalf unto thy Sustainer that He make clear to us what her colour
should be." [Moses] answered: "Behold; He says it is to be a yellow cow, bright of hue, pleasing
to the beholder."
2:70
Said' they: "Pray on our behalf unto thy Sustainer that He make clear to us what she is to be like,
for to us all cows resemble one another; and then, if God so wills, we shall truly be guided
aright!"
2:71
[Moses] answered: "Behold, He says it is to be a cow not broken-in to plough the earth or to
water the crops, free of fault, without markings of any other colour."
Said they: "At last thou hast brought out the truth!" - and thereupon they sacrificed her, although
they had almost left it undone.55
52 For the full story of the Sabbath-breakers, and the metaphorical
allusion to "apes",
see 7:163-166. The expression ma bayna yadayhd, rendered here as "their
time", is
explained in surah 3, note 3.
53 As is evident from verse 72, the story related in this and the
subsequent passages
almost certainly refers to the Mosaic law which ordains that in certain
cases of unresolved
murder a cow should be sacrificed, and the elders of the town or village
nearest to the
place of the murder should wash their hands over it and declare, "Our
hands have not shed
this blood, neither have our eyes seen it" - whereupon the community
would be absolved of
collective responsibility. For the details of this Old Testament
ordinance, see Deuteronomy
xxi, 1-9.

54 Lit., "lest I be one of the ignorant". The imputation of mockery was
obviously due to the
fact that Moses promulgated the above ordinance in very general terms,
without specifying
any details.
55 i.e., their obstinate desire to obtain closer and closer definitions of
the simple commandment
revealed to them through Moses had made it almost impossible for them to
fulfil it. In his
commentary on this passage; Tabari quotes the following remark of Ibn
'Abbas: "If [in the
first instance] they had sacrificed any cow chosen by themselves, they
would have fulfilled
their duty; but they made it complicated for themselves, and so God made
it complicated
for them." A similar view has been expressed, in the same context, by
Zamakhshari. It
would appear that the moral of this story points to an important problem
of all (and,
therefore, also of Islamic) religious jurisprudence: namely, the
inadvisability of trying
to elicit additional details in respect of any religious law that had
originally been given
in general terms - for, the more numerous and multiform such details
become, the more
complicated and rigid becomes the law. This point has been acutely
grasped by Rashid Rida,
who says in his commentary on the above Qur'anic passage (see Manar I,
345 f.): "Its
lesson is that one should not pursue one's [legal] inquiries in such a
way as to make laws
more complicated ... This was how the early generations [of Muslims]
visualized the problem.
They did not make things complicated for themselves - and so, for them,
the religious law
(din) was natural, simple and liberal in its straightforwardness. But
those who came later
added to it [certain other] injunctions which they had deduced by means
of their own
reasoning (ijtihad); and they multiplied those [additional] injunctions
to such an extent
that the religious law became a heavy burden on the community." For the
sociological reason
why the genuine ordinances of Islamic Law - that is, those which have
been prima facie
laid down as such in the Qur'an and the teachings of the Prophet - are
almost always devoid
of details, I would refer the reader to my book State and Government in
Islam (pp. 11 ff.
and passim). The importance of this problem, illustrated in the above
story of the cow - and
correctly grasped by the Prophet's Companions - explains why this surah
has been entitled
"The Cow". (See also 5 : 101 and the corresponding notes 120-123.)

2:72
For, O children of Israel, because you had slain a human being and then cast the blame for this
[crime] upon one another - although God will bring to light what you would conceals56 - (73) We
said: "Apply this [principle] to some of those [cases of unresolved murder]:57 in this way God
saves lives from death and shows you His will, so that you might [learn to] use your reason."58
2:74
And yet, after all this, your hearts hardened and became like rocks, or even harder: for, behold,
there are rocks from which streams gush forth; and, behold, there are some from which, when
they are cleft, water issues; and, behold, there are some that fall down for awe of God59. And
God is not unmindful of what you do!
56 See note 53 above. The use of the plural "you" implies the principle of
collective, communal
responsibility stipulated by Mosaic Law in cases of murder by a person or
persons unknown.
God's bringing the guilt to light obviously refers to the Day of
Judgment.
57 The phrase idribuhu bi-ba'diha can be literally translated as "strike
him [or "it"]
with something of her [or "it"]" - and this possibility has given rise to
the fanciful
assertion by many commentators that the children of Israel were commanded
to strike the
corpse of the murdered man with some of the flesh of the sacrificed cow,
whereupon he was
miraculously restored to life and pointed out his murderer! Neither the
Qur'an, nor any
saying of the Prophet, nor even the Bible offers the slightest warrant
for this highly
imaginative explanation, which must, therefore, be rejected - quite apart
from the fact
that the pronoun hu in idribahu has a masculine gender, while the noun
nafs (here translated
as "human being") is feminine in gender: from which it follows that the
imperative
idribuhu cannot possibly refer to nafs. On the other hand, the verb
daraba (lit.,
"he struck") is very often used in a figurative or metonymic sense, as,
for instance, in
the expression daraba fi'l-ard ("he journeyed on earth"), or daraba 'shshay' bi'sh-shay'
("he mixed one thing with another thing"), or daraba mathal ("he coined a
similitude" or
"propounded a parable" or "gave an illustration"), or 'ala darb wahid
("similarly applied"
or "in the same manner"), or duribat 'alayhim adh-dhillah ("humiliation
was imposed on them"
or "applied to them"), and so forth. Taking all this into account, I am
of the opinion that

the imperative idribuhu occurring in the above Qur'anic passage must be
translated as
"apply it" or "this" (referring, in this context, to the principle of
communal responsibility).
As for the feminine pronoun ha in ba'diha ("some of it"), it must
necessarily relate to
the nearest preceding feminine noun - that is, to the nafs that has been
murdered, or the
act of murder itself about which (fiha) the community disagreed. Thus,
the phrase idribuhu
bi-ba'diha may be suitably rendered as "apply this [principle] to some of
those [cases of
unresolved murder]": for it is obvious that the principle of communal
responsibility for
murder by a person or persons unknown can be applied only to some and not
to all such cases.
58 Lit., "God gives life to the dead and shows you His messages" (i.e., He
shows His will by
means of such messages or ordinances). The figurative expression "He
gives life to the dead"
denotes the saving of lives, and is analogous to that in 5:32. In this
context it refers to
the prevention of bloodshed and the killing of innocent persons (Manor 1,
351), be it through
individual acts of revenge, or in result of an erroneous judicial process
based on no more
than vague suspicion and possibly misleading circumstantial evidence.
59 For an explanation of this allusion, see 7:143. The simile of "the rocks
from which streams
gush forth" or "from which water issues" serves to illustrate its
opposite, namely, dryness
and lack of life, and is thus an allusion to the spiritual barrenness
with which the Qur'an
charges the children of Israel.

2:75
CAN YOU, then, hope that they will believe in what you are preaching60 - seeing that a good
many of them were wont to listen to the word of God and then, after having understood it, to
pervert it knowingly?61 (2:76) For, when they meet those who have attained to faith. they say,
"We believe [as you believe]" - but when they find themselves alone with one another, they say.
"Do you inform them of what God has disclosed to you, so that they might use it in argument
against you, quoting the words of your Sustainer?62 Will you not then, use your reason?"
2:77
Do they not know, then, that God is aware of all that they would conceal as well as of all that
they bring into the open? (2:78) And there are among them unlettered people who have no real
knowledge of the divine writ,63 [following] only wishful beliefs and depending on nothing but
conjecture.

2:79
Woe, then, unto those who write down, with their own hands, [something which they claim to
be] divine writ, and then say. "This is from God," in order to acquire a trifling gain thereby;64
woe, then, unto them for what their hands have written, and woe unto them for all that they may
have gained!
60 Here the Muslims are addressed. In the early period of Islam - and
especially after their
exodus to Medina, where many Jews were then living - the Muslims expected
that the Jews,
with their monotheistic beliefs, would be the first to rally to the
message of the Qur'an:
a hope that was disappointed because the Jews regarded their own religion
as a kind of
national heritage reserved to the children of Israel alone, and did not
believe in the
necessity - or possibility - of a new revelation.
61 Cf. Jeremiah xxiii, 26 - "Ye have perverted the words of the living
God".
62 Lit., "before [or "in the sight of"] your Sustainer". Most of the
commentators '
(e.g , Zamakhshari, Baghawi, Razi) agree in that the expression "your
Sustainer" stands
here for "that which your Sustainer has revealed", namely, the Biblical
prophecy relating
to the: coming. of a prophet "from among the brethren" of the children of
Israel, and
that, therefore, the above phrase implies an argument on the basis of the
Jews' own
scriptures. (See also note 3} above).
63 In this case, the Old Testament.
64 The reference here is to the scholars responsible for corrupting the
text of the Bible
and thus misleading their ignorant followers. The "trifling gain" is
their feeling of
pre-eminence as the alleged "chosen people".

2:80
And they say, "The fire will most certainly not touch us for more than a limited number of
days."65 Say [unto them]: "Have you received a promise from God - for God never breaks His
promise - or do you attribute to God something which you cannot know?"
2:81

Yea! Those who earn evil and by their sinfulness are engulfed - they are destined for the fire,
therein to abide; (2:82) whereas those who attain to faith and do righteous deeds - they are
destined for paradise, therein to abide.
2:83
AND LO! We accepted this solemn pledge from [you,] - the children of Israel:66 "You shall
worship none but God; and you shall do good unto your parents and kinsfolk, and the orphans,
and the poor; and you shall speak unto all people in a kindly way; and you shall be constant in
prayer; and you shall spend in charity."
And yet, save for a few of you, you turned away: for you are obstinate folk!68
65 According to popular Jewish belief, even the sinners from among the
children of Israel will
suffer only very limited punishment in the life to come, and will be
quickly reprieved by
virtue of their belonging to "the chosen people": a belief which the
Qur'an rejects.
66 In the preceding passages, the children of Israel have been reminded of
the favours that
were bestowed on them. Now, however, the Qur'an - reminds them of the
fact that the way
of righteousness has indeed been shown to them by means of explicit
social and moral
injunctions: and this reminder flows directly from the statement that the
human condition
in the life to come depends exclusively on the manner of one's life in
this world, and
not on one's descent.
67 see note 34 above.
68 The Old Testament contains many allusions to the waywardness and
stubborn rebelliousness
of the children of Israel - e.g., Exodus xxxii, 9, xxxii, 3, xxxiv, 9;
Deuteronomy by,
6-8, 23-24, 27.

2:84
And lo! We accepted your solemn pledge that you would not shed one another's blood, and
would not drive one another from your homelands - whereupon you acknowledged it; and thereto
you bear witness [even now]. (2:85) And yet, it is you who slay one another and drive some of
your own people from their homelands, aiding one another against them in sin and hatred; but if
they come to you as captives, you ransom them - although the very [act of] driving them away
has been made unlawful to you!69
Do you, then, believe in some parts of the divine writ and deny the truth of other parts? What,
then, could be the reward of those among you who do such things but ignominy in the life of this

world and, on the Day of Resurrection, commitment to most grievous suffering? For God is not
unmindful of what you do.
2:86
All who buy the life of this world at the price of the life to come - their suffering shall not be
lightened, nor shall they be succoured!
2:87
For, indeed, We vouchsafed unto Moses the divine writ and caused apostle after apostle to
follow him;70 and We vouchsafed unto Jesus, the son of Mary, all evidence of the truth, and
strengthened him with holy inspiration.71 [Yet] is it not so that every time an apostle came unto
you with something that was not to your liking, you gloried in your arrogance, and to some of
them you gave the lie, while others you would slay?72
2:88
But they say, "Our hearts are already full of knowledge."73 Nay, but God has rejected them
because of their refusal to acknowledge the truth: for, few are the things in which they believe.74
69 This is a reference to the conditions prevailing at Medina at the time
of the Prophet's
hijrah. The two Arab tribes of Medina - Al-Aws and Khazraj - were, in
pre-Islamic times
permanently at war with one another; and out of the three Jewish tribes
living there the Banu Qaynuqa', Banu 'n-Nadir and Banu Qurayzah - the first-named two
were allied
with Khazraj, while the third was allied with Al-Aws. Thus, in the course
of their
warfare, Jew would kill Jew in alliance with pagans ("aiding one another
in sin and
hatred"): a twofold crime from the viewpoint of Mosaic Law. Nevertheless,
they would
subsequently ransom their mutual captives in obedience to that very same
Law - and it
is this glaring inconsistency to which the Qur'an alludes in the next
sentence.
70 Lit., "We caused him to be followed, after his time, by [all] the other
apostles":
a stress upon the continuous succession of prophets among the Jews (see
Tabari, Zamakhshari,
Razi, Ibn Kathir), which fact deprives them of any excuse of ignorance.
71 This rendering of ruh al-qudus (lit., "the spirit of holiness") is based
on the recurring
use in the Qur'an of the term ruh in the sense of "divine inspiration".
It is also recorded
that the Prophet invoked the blessing of the ruh al-qudus on his
Companion, the poet Hassan

ibn Thabit (Bukhari, Muslim, Abu Da'ud and Tirmidhi): just as the Qur'an
(58: 22) speaks of
all believers as being "strengthened by inspiration (rah) from Him".
72 Lit., "and some you are slaying". The change from the past tense
observed throughout
this sentence to the present tense in the verb taqtulun ("you are
slaying") is meant to
express a conscious intent in this respect and, thus, a persistent, everrecurring trait
in Jewish history (Manor I, 377), to which also the New Testament refers
(Matthew xxiii,
34-35, 37), and I Thessalonians ii, 15).
73 Lit., "our hearts are repositories [of knowledge]"- an allusion to the
boast of the Jews that
in view of the religious knowledge which they already possess, they are
in no need of any
further preaching (Ibn Kathir, on the authority of Ibn 'Abbas; identical
explanations are
mentioned by Tabari and Zamakhshari).
74 i.e., all their beliefs are centred on themselves and their alleged
"exceptional" status
in the sight of God.

2:89
And whenever there came unto them a [new] revelation from God, confirming the truth already
in their possession - and [bear in mind that] aforetime they used to pray for victory over those
who were bent on denying the truth -: whenever there came unto them something which they
recognized [as the truth], they would deny it. And God's rejection is the due of all who deny the
truth.
2:90
Vile is that [false pride] for which they have sold their own selves by denying the truth of what
God has bestowed from on high, out of envy that God should bestow aught of His favour upon
whomsoever He wills of His servants:75 and thus have they earned the burden of God's
condemnation, over and over. And for those who deny the truth there is shameful suffering in
store.
2:91
For when they are told, "Believe in what God has bestowed from on high," they reply, "We
believe [only] in what has been bestowed on us" - and they deny the truth of everything else,
although it be a truth confirming the one already in their possession. Say "Why, then, did you
slay God's prophets aforetime, if you were (truly] believers?"76
2:92

And indeed, there came unto you Moses with all evidence of the truth - and thereupon in his
absence, you took to worshipping the (golden] calf, and acted wickedly.
2:93
And, lo, We accepted your solemn pledge, raising Mount Sinai high above you, [saying,] "Hold
fast with [all your] strength unto what We have vouchsafed you, and hearken unto it!" [But] they
say, "We have heard, but we disobey"77 - for their hearts are filled to overflowing with love of
the [golden] calf because of their refusal to acknowledge the truth.78
Say: "Vile is what this [false] belief of yours enjoins upon you - if indeed you are believers!"
2:94
Say: "If an afterlife with God is to be for you alone, to the exclusion of all other people,79 then
you should long for death - if what you say is true!"
2:95
But never will they long for it, because [they are aware] of what their hands have sent ahead in
this world: and God has full knowledge of evildoers. (2:96) And thou wilt most certainly find
that they cling to life more eagerly than any other people, even more than those who are bent on
ascribing divinity to other beings beside God: every one of them would love to live a thousand
years, although the grant of long life could not save him from suffering [in the hereafter]: for
God sees all that they do.
2:97
SAY [O Prophet]: "Whosoever is an enemy of Gabriel" - who, verily, by God's leave, has
brought down upon thy heart this [divine writ] which confirms the truth of whatever there still
remains [of earlier revelations], and is a guidance and a glad tiding for the believers -: (2:98)
"whosover is an enemy of God and His angels and His message-bearers, including Gabriel and
Michael, [should know that,] verily, God is the enemy of all who deny the truth."80
75 i.e., out of envy that God should bestow revelation upon anyone but a
descendant of Israel in this particular instance, upon the Arabian Prophet, Muhammad.
76 A reference to their assertion that they believe in what has been
revealed to them - i.e.,
the Law of Moses, which obviously prohibits the killing not only of
prophets but of any
innocent human being. See also the concluding sentences of verses 61 and
87, and the
corresponding notes.
77 It is obvious that they did not actually utter these words; their
subsequent behaviour,
however, justifies the above metonymical expression.

78 Lit., "into their hearts has been instilled the calf because of their
denial of the truth":
i.e., as soon as they turned away from the genuine message propounded by
Moses, they fell
into worshipping material goods, symbolized by the "golden calf".
79 An allusion to the Jewish belief that paradise is reserved for the
children of Israel
alone (cf. verse III of this surah ).
80 According to several authentic Traditions, some of the learned men from
among the Jews of
Medina described Gabriel as "the enemy of the Jews", and this for three
reasons: firstly,
all the prophecies of the misfortune which was to befall the Jews in the
course of their
early history were said to have been transmitted to them by Gabriel, who
thus became in
their eyes a "harbinger of evil" (in contrast to the angel Michael, whom
they regarded as
a bearer of happy predictions and, therefore, as their "friend");
secondly, because the
Qur'an states repeatedly that it was Gabriel who conveyed its message to
Muhammad,
whereas the Jews were of the opinion that only a descendant of Israel
could legitimately
claim divine revelation; and, thirdly, because the Qur'an - revealed
through Gabriel abounds in criticism of certain Jewish beliefs and attitudes and
describes them as
opposed to the genuine message of Moses. (For details of these
Traditions, see Tabari,
Zamakhshari, Baghawi, Razi, Baydawi, Ibn Kathir.) As regards my rendering
of ma bayna
yadayhi in verse 97 as "whatever there still remains of earlier
revelations", see
surah 3, note 3.

2:99
For, clear messages indeed have We bestowed upon thee from on high; and none denies their
truth save the iniquitous.
2:100
Is it not so that every time they made a promise [unto God], some of them cast it aside? Nay,
indeed: most of them do not believe.
2:101
And [even now,] when there has come unto them an apostle from God, confirming the truth
already in their possession, some of those who were granted revelation aforetime cast the divine

writ behind their backs as though unaware [of what it says],81 (2:102) and follow [instead] that
which the evil ones used to practice during Solomon's reign - for it was not Solomon who denied
the truth, but those evil ones denied it by teaching people sorcery82 -; and [they follow] that
which has come down through the two angels in Babylon, Harut and Mirut - although these two
never taught it to anyone without first declaring, "We are but a temptation to evil: do not, then,
deny [God's] truth!"83 And they learn from these two how to create discord between a man and
his wife; but whereas they can harm none thereby save by God's leave, they acquire a knowledge
that only harms themselves and does not benefit them - although they know; indeed, that he who
acquires this [knowledge] shall have no share in the good of the life to come.84 For, vile indeed is
that [art] for which they have sold their own selves - had they but known it!
81 The divine writ referred to here is the Torah. By disregarding the
prophecies relating to
the coming of the Arabian Prophet, contained in Deuteronomy xviii, 15, 18
(see note 33 above),
the Jews rejected, as it were, the whole of the revelation granted to
Moses (Zamakhshari;
also 'Abduh in Manar I, 397).
82 The expression ash-shayatin, here rendered as "the evil ones",
apparently refers to human
beings, as has been pointed out by Tabari, Razi, etc., but may also
allude to the evil,
immoral impulses within man's heart (see note 10 on verse 14 of this
surah). The above
parenthetic sentence constitutes the Qur'anic refutation of the Biblical
statement that
Solomon had been guilty of idolatrous practices (see I Kings xi, 1-10),
as well as of the
legend that he was the originator of the magic arts popularly associated
with his name.
83 This "declaration" circumscribes, metonymically, man's moral duty to
reject every attempt
at "sorcery" inasmuch as - irrespective of whether it succeeds or fails it aims at
subverting the order of nature as instituted by God. - As regards the
designation of
Harut and Marut, most of the readings of the Qur'an give the spelling
malakayn ("the
two angels"); but it is authentically recorded (see Tabari, Zamakhshari,
Baghawi, Razi,
etc.) that the great Companion of the Prophet, Ibn 'Abbas, as well as
several learned men
of the next generation - e.g., Al-Hasan al-Basri, Abu'l-Aswad and AdDahhak - read it as
malikayn ("the two kings"). I myself incline to the latter reading; but
since the other
is more generally accepted, I have adopted it here. Some of the
commentators are of the
opinion that, whichever of the two readings is followed, it ought to be
taken in a metaphorical
sense, namely, "the two kingly persons", or "the two angelic persons": in
this they rely

on a saying of Ibn 'Abbas to the effect that Harut and Marut were "two
men who practiced
sorcery in Babylon" (Baghawi; see also Manar I, 402). At any rate, it is
certain that from
very ancient times Babylon was reputed to be the home of magic arts,
symbolized in the
legendary persons - perhaps kings - Harut and Marut; and it is to this
legend that the
Qur'an refers with a view to condemning every attempt at magic and
sorcery, as well as
all preoccupation with occult sciences in general.
84 The above passage does not raise the question as to whether there is an
objective
truth in the occult phenomena loosely described as "magic", or whether
they are based on
self-deception: The intent here is no more and no less than to warn man
that any attempt
at influencing the course of events by means which - at least in the mind
of the person
responsible for it to have a "supernatural" connotation is a spiritual
offence, and
must inevitably result in a most serious damage to their author's
spiritual status.

2:103
And had they but believed and been conscious of Him, reward from God would indeed have
brought them good - had they but known it!
2:104
O YOU who have attained to faith! Do not say [to the Prophet], "Listen to us," but rather say,
"Have patience with us," and hearken [unto him], since grievous suffering awaits those who deny
the truth.85
2:105
Neither those from among the followers of earlier revelation who are bent on denying the truth,
nor those who ascribe divinity to other beings beside God, would like to see any good86 ever
bestowed upon you from on high by your Sustainer; but God singles out for His grace whom He
wills - for God is limitless in His great bounty.
2:106
Any message which, We annul or consign to oblivion We replace with a better or a similar
ones.87 Dost thou not know that God has the power to will anything? (2:107) Dost thou not know
that God's is the dominion over the heavens and the earth, and that besides God you have none to
protect you or bring you succour?

85 This admonition, addressed in the first instance to the contemporaries
of the Prophet,
has - as so often in the Qur'an - a connotation that goes far beyond the
historical
circumstances that gave rise to it. The Companions were called upon to
approach the
Prophet with respect and to subordinate their personal desires and
expectations to the
commandments of the Faith revealed through him: and this injunction
remains valid for
every believer and for all times.
86 i.e., revelation - which is the highest good. The allusion here is to
1he unwillingness of
the Jews and the Christians to admit that revelation could have been
bestowed on any community
but their own.
87 The principle laid down in this passage - relating to the supersession
of the Biblical
dispensation by that of the Qur'an - has given rise to an erroneous
interpretation by many
Muslim theologians. The word ayah ("message") occurring in this, context
is also used to
denote a "verse;" of the Qur'an (because every one of these verses
contains a message).
Taking this restricted meaning of the term ayah, some scholars conclude
from the above passage
that certain verses of the Qur'an have been "abrogated" by God's command
before the
revelation of the Qur'an was completed. Apart from the fancifulness of
this assertion which calls to mind the image of a human author correcting, on second
thought, the proofs
of his manuscript - deleting one passage and replacing it with another there does not
exist a single reliable Tradition to the effect that the Prophet ever,
declared a verse of
the Qur'an to have been "abrogated". At the root of the so-called
"doctrine of abrogation"
may lie the inability of some of the early commentators to reconcile one
Qur'anic passage
with another: a difficulty which was overcome by declaring that one of
the verses in
question had been "abrogated". This arbitrary procedure explains also why
there is no
unanimity whatsoever among the upholders of the "doctrine of abrogation"
as to which, and
how many, Qur'an verses have been affected by it; and, furthermore, as to
whether this
alleged abrogation implies a total elimination of the verse in question
from the context
of the Qur'an, or only a cancellation of the specific ordinance or
statement contained in it.
In short, the "doctrine of abrogation" has no basis whatever in
historical fact, and must

be rejected. On the other hand, the apparent difficulty in interpreting
the above Qur'anic
passage disappears immediately if the term ayah is understoood,
correctly, as "message",
and if we read this verse in conjunction with the preceding one, which
states that the Jews
and the Christians refuse to accept any revelation which might supersede
that of the Bible:
for, if read in this way, the abrogation relates to the earlier divine
messages and not to
any part of the Qur'an itself.

2:108
Would you, perchance, ask of the Apostle who has been sent unto you what was asked aforetime
of Moses? But whoever chooses to deny the [evidence of the] truth, instead of believing in it,88
has already strayed from the right path.
2:109
Out of their selfish envy, many among the followers of earlier revelation would like to bring you
back to denying the truth after you have attained to faith - [even] after the truth has become clear
unto them. None the less, forgive and forbear, until God shall make manifest His will: behold,
God has the power to will anything.
2:110
And be constant in prayer, and render the purifying dues; for, whatever good deed you send
ahead for your own selves, you shall find it with God: behold, God sees all that you do.
2:111
AND THEY claim,89 "None shall ever enter paradise unless he be a Jew" - or, "a Christian".
Such are their wishful beliefs! Say: "Produce an evidence for what you are claiming,90 if what
you say is true!"
88 Lit.. "whoever takes a denial of the truth in exchange for belief" i.e., whoever
refuses to accept the internal evidence of the truth of the Qur'anic
message and demands,
instead, an "objective" proof of its divine origin (Manor I, 416 f.).That which was "asked
of Moses aforetime" was the demand of the children of Israel to "see God
face to face"
(cf. 2:55). The expression rendered by me as "the Apostle who has been
sent unto you"
reads literally, "your Apostle", and obviously refers to the Prophet
Muhammad whose
message supersedes the earlier revelations.

89 This connects with verse 109 above: "Many among the followers of earlier
revelation would
like to bring you back to denying the truth", etc.
90 Lit., "produce your evidence" - i.e.. "from your own scriptures".

2:112
Yea, indeed: everyone who surrenders his whole being unto God,91 and is a doer of good withal,
shall have his reward with his Sustainer; and all such need have no fear, and neither shall they
grieve.92
2:113
Furthermore, the Jews assert, "The Christians have no valid ground for their beliefs," while the
Christians assert, "The Jews have no valid ground for their beliefs" - and both quote the divine
writ! Even thus, like unto what they say, have [always] spoken those who were devoid of
knowledge;"93 but it is God who will judge between them on Resurrection Day with regard to all
on which they were wont to differ.94
91 Lit., "who surrenders his face unto God". Since the face of a person is
the most expressive
part of his body, it is used in classical Arabic to denote one's whole
personality, or
whole being. This expression, repeated in the Qur'an several times,
provides a perfect
definition of islam, which derived from the root-verb aslama, "he
surrendered himself" means "self-surrender [to God]";: and it is in this sense that the terms
islam and muslim
are used throughout the Qur'an. (For a full discussion of this concept,
see my note on
68:35, where the expression muslim occurs for the first time in the
chronological order
of revelation.)
92 Thus, according to the Qur'an, salvation is not reserved for any
particular "denomination",
but is open to everyone who consciously realizes the oneness of God,
surrenders himself
to His will and, by living righteously, gives practical effect to this
spiritual attitude.
93 An allusion to all who assert that only the followers of their own
denomination shall
partake of God's grace in the hereafter.
94 In other words, "God will confirm the truth of what was true [in their
respective beliefs]
and show the falseness of what was false [therein]" (Muhammad 'Abduh in
Manar I, 428).
The Qur'an maintains throughout that there is a substantial element of
truth in all

faiths based on divine revelation, and that their subsequent divergencies
are the result
of "wishful beliefs" (2:111) and of a gradual corruption of the original
teachings.
(See also 22: 67-69.)

2:114
Hence, who could be more wicked than those who bar the mention of God's name from [any of]
His houses of worship and strive for their ruin, [although] they have no right to enter them save
in fear [of God]?95 For them, in this world, there is ignominy in store; and for them, in the life to
come, awesome suffering.
2:115
And God's is the east and the west: and wherever you turn, there is God's countenance. Behold,
God is infinite, all-knowing.
2:116
And yet some people assert, "God has taken unto Himself a son!" Limitless is He in His glory!96
Nay, but His is all that is in the heavens and on earth; all things devoutly obey His will. (2:117)
The Originator is He of the heavens and the earth: and when He wills a thing to be, He but says
unto it, "Be" - and it is.
2:118
AND [only] those who are devoid of knowledge say, "Why does God not speak unto us, nor is a
[miraculous] sign shown to us?" Even thus, like unto what they say, spoke those who lived
before their time97 their hearts are all alike. Indeed, We have made all the signs manifest unto
people who are endowed with inner certainty.
2:119
Verily, We have sent thee [O Prophet] with the truth, as a bearer of glad tidings and a warner:
and thou shalt not be held accountable for those who are destined for the blazing fire.
2:120
For, never will the Jews be pleased with thee nor yet the Christians, unless thou follow their own
creeds. Say: "Behold, God's guidance is the only true guidance." And, indeed, if thou shouldst
follow their errant views after all the knowledge that has come unto thee, thou wouldst have
none to protect thee from God, and none to bring thee succour.
2:121

Those unto whom We have vouchsafed the divine writ [and who] follow it as it ought to be
followed98- it is they who [truly] believe in it; whereas all who choose to deny its truth - it is
they, they who are the losers!
95 It is one of the fundamental principles of Islam that every religion
which has belief in God
as its focal point must be accorded full respect, however much one may
disagree with its
particular tenets. Thus, the Muslims are under an obligation to honour
and protect any
house of worship dedicated to God, whether it be a mosque or a church or
a synagogue
(cf. the second paragraph of 22:40); and any attempt to prevent the
followers of another
faith from worshipping God according to their own lights is condemned by
the Qur'an as
a sacrilege. A striking illustration of this principle is forthcoming
from the Prophet's
treatment of the deputation from Christian hijran in the year 10 H. They
were given free
access to the Prophet's mosque, and with his full consent celebrated
their religious
rites there, although their adoration of Jesus as "the son of God" and of
Mary as "the
mother of God" was fundamentally at variance with Islamic beliefs (see
Ibn Sa'd I/I, '84 f.).
96 I.e., far from any imperfection such as would be implied in the
necessity (or logical
possibility) of having "progeny" either in a literal or a metaphorical
sense. The
expression subhana - applied exclusively to God - connotes His utter
remoteness from
any imperfection and any similarity, however tenuous, with any created
being or thing.
97 I.e., people who were not able to perceive the intrinsic truth of the
messages conveyed to
them by the prophets, but rather insisted on a miraculous "demonstration"
that those messages
really came from God, and thus failed to benefit from them. - This verse
obviously connects
with verse 108 above and, thus, refers to the objections of the Jews and
the Christians to
the message of the Qur'an. (See also note 29 on 74:52.)
98 Or: "apply themselves to it with true application" - i.e. try to absorb
its meaning
and to understand its spiritual design.

2:122
O CHILDREN of Israel! Remember those blessings of Mine with which I graced you, and how I
favoured you above all other people; (2:123) and remain conscious of [the coming of] a Day

when no human being shall in the least avail another, nor shall ransom be accepted from any of
them, nor shall intercession be of any use to them, and none shall be succoured.99
2:124
And [remember this:] when his Sustainer tried Abraham by [His] commandments and the latter
fulfilled them,100 He said: "Behold, I shall make thee a leader of men." Abraham asked: "And
[wilt Thou make leaders] of my offspring as well?" [God] answered: "My covenant does not
embrace the evildoers."101
99 See 2:48. In the above context, this refers, specifically, to the belief
of the Jews that
their descent from Abraham would "ransom" them on the Day of Judgment - a
belief which is
refuted in the next verse.
100 The classical commentators have indulged in much speculation as to what
these commandments
(kalimat, lit., "words") were. Since, however, the Qur'an does not
specify them, it must be
presumed that what is meant here is simply Abraham's complete submission
to whatever
commandments he received from God.
101 This passage, read in conjunction with the two preceding verses,
refutes the contention
of the children of Israel that by virtue of their descent from Abraham,
whom God made "a
leader of men", they are "God's chosen people". The Qur'an makes it clear
that the exalted
status of Abraham was not something that would automatically confer a
comparable status
on his physical descendants, and certainly not on the sinners among them.

2:125
AND LO! We made the Temple a goal to which people might repair again and again, and a
sanctuary:102 take then, the place whereon Abraham once stood as your place of prayer."103 And
thus did We command Abraham and Ishmael: "Purify My Temple for those who will walk
around it,104 and those who will abide near it in meditation, and those who will bow down and
prostrate themselves [in prayer]."
2:126
And, lo, Abraham prayed: "O my Sustainer! Make this a land secure, and grant its people fruitful
sustenance - such of them as believe in God and the Last Day." [God] answered: "And whoever
shall deny the truth, him will I let enjoy himself for a short while - but in the end I shall drive
him to suffering through fire: and how vile a journey's end!"
2:127

And when Abraham and Ishmael were raising the foundations of the Temple, [they prayed:] "O
our Sustainer! Accept Thou this from us: for, verily, Thou alone art all-hearing, all-knowing!
2:128
"O our Sustainer! Make us surrender ourselves unto Thee, and make out of our offspring105 a
community that shall surrender itself unto Thee, and show us our ways of worship, and accept
our repentance: for, verily, Thou alone art the Acceptor of Repentance, the Dispenser of Grace!
102 The Temple (al-bayt)- lit., "the House [of Worship]"'- mentioned here
is the Ka'bah in
Mecca. In other places the Qur'an speaks of it as "the Ancient Temple"
(al-bayt al-'atiq),
and frequently also as "the Inviolable House of Worship" (al-masjid alharam ). Its
prototype is said to have been built by Abraham as the first temple ever
dedicated to
the One God (see 3:96), and which for this reason has been instituted as
the direction
of prayer (qiblah) for all Muslims, and as the goal of the annually
recurring pilgrimage
(hajj). It is to be noted that even in pre-Islamic times the Ka'bah was
associated with
the memory of Abraham, whose personality had always been in the
foreground of Arabian thought.
According to very ancient Arabian traditions, it was at the site of what
later became
Mecca that Abraham, in order to placate Sarah, abandoned his Egyptian
bondwoman Hagar and
their child Ishmael after he had brought them there from Canaan. This is
by no means improbable
if one bears in mind that for a camel-riding bedouin (and Abraham was
certainly one) a
journey of twenty or even thirty days has never been anything out of the
ordinary. At
first glance, the Biblical statement (Genesis xii, 14) that it was "in
the wilderness of
Beersheba" (i.e., in the southernmost tip of Palestine) that Abraham left
Hagar and Ishmael
would seem to conflict with the Qur'anic account. This seeming
contradiction, however,
disappears as soon as we remember that to the ancient, town-dwelling
Hebrews the term
"wilderness of Beersheba" comprised all the desert regions south of
Palestine, including
the Hijaz. It was at the place where they had been abandoned that Hagar
and Ishmael, after
having discovered the spring which is now called the Well of Zamzam,
eventually settled;
and it may have been that very spring which in time induced a wandering
group of bedouin
families belonging to the South-Arabian (Qahtani) tribe of Jurhum to
settle there. Ishmael
later married a girl of this tribe, and so became the progenitor of the
musta'ribah

("Arabianized") tribes - thus called on account of their descent from a
Hebrew father and
a Qahtani mother. As for Abraham, he is said to have often visited Hagar
and Ishmael; and
it was on the occasion of one of these periodic visits that he, aided by
Ishmael, erected
the original structure of the Ka'bah. (For more detailed accounts of the
Abrahamic
tradition, see Bukhari's Sahih, Kitab al-'Ilm, Tabari's Ta'rikh al-Umam,
Ibn Sad, Ibn
Hisham, Mas'fidi's Murai adh-Dhahab, Yaqut's Mu'jam al-Buldan, and other
early Muslim
historians.)
103 This may refer to the immediate vicinity of the Ka'bah or, more
probably (Manor I, 461 f.),
to the sacred precincts (haram) surrounding it. The word amn (lit.,
"safety") denotes in this
context a sanctuary for all living beings.
104 The seven-fold circumambulation (tawaf) of the Ka'bah is one of the
rites of the pilgrimage,
symbolically indicating that all human actions and endeavours ought to
have the idea of God
and His oneness for their centre.
105 The expression "our offspring" indicates Abraham's progeny through his
first-born son,
Ishmael, and is an indirect reference to the Prophet Muhammad, who
descended from the latter.

2:129
"O our Sustainer! Raise up from the midst of our offspring106 an apostle from among themselves,
who shall convey unto them Thy messages, and impart unto them revelation as well as wisdom,
and cause them to grow in purity: for, verily, Thou alone art almighty, truly wise!"
2:130
And who, unless he be weak of mind, would want to abandon Abraham's creed, seeing that We
have indeed raised him high in this world, and that, verily, in the life to come he shall be among
the righteous?
2:131
When his Sustainer said to him, "Surrender thyself unto Me!" - he answered, "I have surrendered
myself unto [Thee,] the Sustainer of all the worlds."
2:132

And this very thing did Abraham bequeath unto his children, and [so did] Jacob: "O my children!
Behold, God has granted you the purest faith; so do not allow death to overtake you ere you have
surrendered yourselves unto Him."
2:133
Nay, but you [yourselves, O children of Israel,] bear witness107 that when death was approaching
Jacob, he said unto his sons: "Whom will you worship after I am gone?"
They answered: "We will worship thy God, the God of thy forefathers Abraham and Ishmael108
and Isaac, the One God; and unto Him will we surrender ourselves."
106 Lit., "within them".
107 I.e., "in the religious traditions to which you adhere". It is to be
noted that the
conjunction am which stands at the beginning of this sentence is not
always used in the
interrogative sense ("is it that ...?"): sometimes - and especially when
it is
syntactically unconnected with the preceding sentence, as in this case it is an
equivalent of bal ("rather", or "nay, but"), and has no interrogative
connotation.
108 In classical Arabic, as in ancient Hebrew usage, the term ab ("father")
was applied
not only to the direct male parent but also to grandfathers and even
more distant
ancestors, as well as to paternal uncles: which explains why Ishmael,
who was Jacob's
uncle, is mentioned in this context. Since he was the first-born of
Abraham's sons,
his name precedes that of Isaac.

2:134
Now those people have passed away; unto them shall be accounted what they have earned, and
unto you, what you have earned; and you will not be, judged on the strength of what they did.109
2:135
AND THEY say, "Be Jews" - or, "Christians" - "and you shall be on the right path." Say: "Nay,
but [ours is] the creed of Abraham, who turned away from all that is false,110 and was not of
those who ascribe divinity to aught beside God."
2:136
Say: "We believe in God, and in that which has been bestowed from on high upon us, and that
which has been bestowed upon Abraham and Ishmael and Isaac and Jacob and their

descendants,111 and that which has been vouchsafed to Moses and Jesus; and that which has been
vouchsafed to all the [other] prophets by their Sustainer: we make no distinction between any of
them.112 And it is unto Him that we surrender ourselves."
109 Lit., "you will not be asked about what they did".
as verse 141 below,
stresses the fundamental Islamic tenet of individual
denies the Jewish
idea of their being "the chosen people" by virtue of
well as - by
implication - the Christian doctrine of an "original
human beings
are supposedly, burdened because of Adam's fall from

This verse, as well
responsibility, and
their descent, as
sin" with which all
grace.

110 The expression hanif is derived from the verb hanafa, which literally
means "he inclined
[towards a right state or tendency]" (cf. Lane II, 658). Already in preIslamic times,
this term had a definitely monotheistic connotation, and was used to
describe a man who
turned away from sin and worldliness and from all dubious beliefs,
especially idol-worship;
and tahannuf denoted the ardent devotions, mainly consisting of long
vigils and prayers,
of the unitarian God-seekers of pre-Islamic times. Many instances of this
use of the terms
hanif and tahannuf occur in the verses of pre-Islamic poets, e.g.,
Umayyah ibn Abi's Salt and Juan al-'Awd (cf. Lisan al-'Arab, art. hanafa).
111 Lit., "the grandchildren" (al-asbat, sing. sibt) - a term used in the
Qur'an to describe,
in the first instance, Abraham's, Isaac's and Jacob's immediate
descendants, and, consequently,
the twelve tribes which evolved from this ancestry.
112 Le., "we regard them all as true prophets of God".

2:137
And if [others] come to believe in the way you believe, they will indeed find themselves on the
right path; and if they turn away, it is but they who will be deeply in the wrong, and God will
protect thee from them: for He alone is all-hearing, all-knowing.
2:138
[Say: "Our life takes its] hue from God! And who could give a better hue [to life] than God, if we
but truly worship Him?"
2:139

Say [to the Jews and the Christians]: "Do you argue with us about God?113 But He is our
Sustainer as well as your Sustainer - and unto us shall be accounted our deeds, and unto you,
your deeds; and it is unto Him alone that we devote ourselves.
2:140
"Do you claim that Abraham and Ishmael and Isaac and Jacob and their descendants were 'Jews'
or 'Christians'?"114 Say: "Do you know more than God does? And who could be more wicked
than he who suppresses a testimony given to him by God?115 Yet God is not unmindful of what
you do.
113 I.e., about God's will regarding the succession of prophethood and
man's ultimate salvation.
The Jews believe that prophethood was a privilege granted to the children
of Israel alone,
while the Christians maintain that Jesus - who, too, descended from the
children of Israel was God's final manifestation on earth; and each of these two
denominations claims that
salvation is reserved to its followers alone (see 2:111 and 135). The
Qur'an refutes these
ideas by stressing, in the next sentence, that God is the Lord of all
mankind, and that
every individual will be judged on the basis of his own beliefs and his
own behaviour alone.
114 Regarding the term asbat (rendered here as well as in verse 136 as
"descendants"), see
note I li above. In the above words the Qur'an alludes to the fact that
the concept of
"Jewry" came into being many centuries after the time of the Patriarchs,
and even long
after the time of Moses, while the concepts of "Christianity" and
"Christians" were
unknown in Jesus' time and represent later developments.
115 A reference to the Biblical prediction of the coming of the Prophet
Muhammad
(see note 33 on verse 42 of this surah), which effectively contradicts
the Judaeo-Christian
claim that all true prophets, after the Patriarchs, belonged to the
children of Israel.

2:141
"Now those people have passed away; unto them shall be accounted what they have earned, and
unto you, what you have earned; and you will not be judged on the strength of what they did."
2:142

THE WEAK-MINDED among people will say, "What has turned them away from the direction
of prayer which they have hitherto observed?"116 Say: "God's is the east and the west; He guides
whom He wills onto a straight way."117
2:143
And thus have We willed you to be a community of the middle way,118 so that [with your lives]
you might bear witness to the truth before all mankind, and that the Apostle might bear witness
to it before you.119
And it is only to the end that We might make a clear distinction between those who follow the
Apostle and those who turn about on their heels that We have appointed [for this community] the
direction of prayer which thou [O Prophet] hast formerly observed: for this was indeed a hard
test for all but those whom God has guided aright.120 But God will surely not lose sight of your
faith - for, behold, God is most compassionate towards man, a dispenser of grace.
116 Before his call to prophethood, and during the early Meccan period of
his ministry, the
Prophet - and his community with him - used to turn in prayer towards the
Ka'bah. This
was not prompted by any specific revelation, but was obviously due to the
fact that the
Ka'bah - although it had in the meantime been filled with various idols
to which the
pre-Islamic Arabs paid homage - was always regarded as the first temple
ever dedicated
to the One God (cf. 3:96). Since he was aware of the sanctity of
Jerusalem - the other
holy centre of the unitarian faith - the Prophet prayed, as a rule,
before the southern
wall of the Ka'bah, towards the north, so as to face both the Ka'bah and
Jerusalem. After
the exodus to Medina he continued to pray northwards, with only Jerusalem
as his qiblah
(direction of prayer). About sixteen months after his arrival at Medina,
however, he
received a revelation (verses 142-150 of this surah) which definitively
established the
Ka'bah as the qiblah of the followers of the Qur'an. This "abandonment"
of Jerusalem
obviously displeased the Jews of Medina, who must have felt gratified
when they saw the
Muslims praying towards their holy city; and it is to them that the
opening sentence of
this passage refers. If one considers the matter from the historical
point of view, there
had never been any change in the divine commandments relating to the
qiblah: there had
simply been no ordinance whatever in this respect before verses 142-150
were revealed.
Their logical connection with the preceding passages, which deal, in the
main, with

Abraham and his creed, lies in the fact that it was Abraham who erected
the earliest
structure of the temple which later came to be known as the Ka'bah.
117 Or: "He guides onto a straight way him that wills [to be guided]".
118 Lit., "middlemost community" - i.e., a community that keeps an
equitable balance between
extremes and is realistic in its appreciation of man's nature and
possibilities, rejecting
both licentiousness and exaggerated asceticism. In tune with its oftrepeated call to
moderation in every aspect of life, the Qur'an exhorts the believers not
to place too great
an emphasis on the physical and material aspects of their lives, but
postulates, at the
same time, that man's urges and desires relating to this "life of the
flesh" are God-willed
and, therefore, legitimate. On further analysis, the expression "a
community of the middle
way" might be said to summarize, as it were, the Islamic attitude towards
the problem of
man's existence as such: a denial of the view that there is an inherent
conflict between
the spirit and the flesh, and a bold affirmation of the natural, Godwilled unity in this
twofold aspect of human life. This balanced attitude, peculiar to Islam,
flows directly
from the concept of God's oneness and, hence, of the unity of purpose
underlying all
His creation: and thus, the mention of the "community of the middle way"
at this place is
a fitting introduction to the theme of the Ka'bah, a symbol of God's
oneness.
119 I.e., "that your way of life be an example to all mankind, just as the
Apostle is an
example to you".
120 I.e., "whom He has given understanding" (Razi). The "hard test"
(kabirah) consisted in the
fact that ever since their exodus to Medina the Muslims had become
accustomed to praying
towards Jerusalem - associated in their minds with the teachings of most
of the earlier
prophets mentioned in the Qur'an - and were now called upon to turn in
their prayers towards
the Ka'bah, which at that time (in the second year after the hijrah) was
still used by
the pagan Quraysh as a shrine dedicated to the worship of their numerous
idols. As against
this, the Qur'an states that true believers would not find it difficult
to adopt the Ka'bah
once again as their qiblah: they would instinctively realize the divine
wisdom underlying
this commandment which established Abraham's Temple as a symbol of God's
oneness and a

focal point of the ideological unity of Islam. (See also note 116 above.)

2:144
We have seen thee [O Prophet] often turn thy face towards heaven [for guidance]: and now We
shall indeed make thee turn in prayer in a direction which will fulfil thy desire. Turn, then, thy
face towards the Inviolable House of Worship; and wherever you all may be, turn your faces
towards it [in prayer].
And, verily, those who have been vouchsafed revelation aforetime know well that this
[commandment] comes in truth from their Sustainer; and God is not unaware of what they do.
2:145
And yet, even if thou wert to place all evidence121 before those who have been vouchsafed earlier
revelation, they would not follow thy direction of prayer; and neither mayest thou follow their
direction of prayer, nor even do they follow one another's direction. And if thou shouldst follow
their errant views after all the knowledge that has come unto thee thou wouldst surely be among
the evildoers.
2:146
They unto whom We have vouchsafed revelation aforetime know it as they know their own
children: but, behold, some of them knowingly suppress the truth - (2:147) the truth from thy
Sustainer!122 Be not, then, among the doubters: (2:148) for, every community faces a direction of
its own, of which He is the focal point.123 Vie, therefore, with one another in doing good works.
Wherever you may be, God will gather you all unto Himself: for, verily, God has the power to
will anything.
2:149
Thus, from wherever thou mayest come forth, turn thy face [in prayer] towards the Inviolable
House of Worship - for, behold, this [commandment] comes in truth from thy Sustainer; and God
is not unaware of what you do. (2:150) Hence, from wherever thou mayest come forth, turn thy
face [in prayer] towards the Inviolable House of Worship; and wherever you all may be, turn
your faces towards it, so that people should have no argument against you unless they are bent
upon wrongdoing.124 And hold not them in awe, but stand in awe of Me, and [obey Me,] so that I
might bestow upon you the full measure of My blessings, and that you might follow the right
path.
121 Lit., "every sign (ayah)", i.e., of its being a revealed commandment.
122 This refers, in the first instance, to the fact that the Ka'bah was
Abraham's qiblah, as
well as to the Biblical prophecies relating to Ishmael as the progenitor
of a "great nation"
(Genesis xxi, 13 and 18) from whom a prophet "like unto Moses" would one
day arise: for

it was through Ishamel's descendant, the Arabian Prophet, that the
commandment relating to
the qiblah was revealed. (Regarding the still more explicit predictions
of the future advent
of the Prophet Muhammad, forthcoming from the canonical Gospels, see 61:6
and the
corresponding note.)
123 Lit., "everyone has a direction...", etc. Almost all of the classical
commentators, from
the Companions of the Prophet downwards, interpret this as a reference to
the various religious
communities and their different modes of "turning towards God" in
worship. Ibn Kathir, in
his commentary on this verse, stresses its inner resemblance to the
phrase occurring in 5:48:
"unto every one of you have We appointed a [different] law and way of
life". The statement
that "every community faces a direction of its own" in its endeavour to
express its submission
to God implies, firstly, that at various times and in various
circumstances man's desire to
approach God in prayer has taken different forms (e.g., Abraham's choice
of the Ka'bah as
his qiblah. the Jewish concentration on Jerusalem, the eastward
orientation of the early
Christian churches, and the Qur'anic commandment relating to the Ka'bah);
and, secondly,
that the direction of prayer however important its symbolic significance
may be - does not
represent the essence of faith as such: for, as the Qur'an says, "true
piety does not consist
in turning your faces towards the east or the west" (2:177), and, "God's
is the east and
the west" (2:115 and 142). Consequently, the revelation which established
the Ka'bah as
the qiblah of the Muslims should not be a matter of contention for people
of other faiths,
nor a cause of their disbelief in the truth of the Qur'anic revelation as
such (Manor 11, 21 f.).
124 Lit., "except such among them as are bent upon wrongdoing" (regarding
the intent implied
in the use of the past tense in expressions like alladhrna zalama or
alladhrna kafaru, see
note 6 on verse 6 of this surah). The Qur'an stresses repeatedly that the
Muslims are true
followers of Abraham. This claim, however, might have been open to
objection so long as
they prayed in a direction other than Abraham's qiblah, the Ka'bah. The
establishment of
the latter as the qiblah of the followers of the Qur'an would invalidate
any such argument
and would leave it only to "those who are bent upon wrongdoing" (in this
case, distorting
the truth) to challenge the message of the Qur'an on these grounds.

2:151
Even as We have sent unto you an apostle from among yourselves to convey unto you Our
messages, and to cause you to grow in purity, and to impart unto you revelation and wisdom, and
to teach you that which you knew not: (2:152) so remember Me, and I shall remember you; and
be grateful unto Me, and deny Me not.
2:153
O YOU who have attained to faith! Seek aid in steadfast patience and prayer: for, behold, God is
with those who are patient in adversity.
2:154
And say not of those who are slain in God's cause, "They are dead": nay, they are alive, but you
perceive it not.
2:155
And most certainly shall We try you by means125 of danger, and hunger, and loss of worldly
goods, of lives and of [labour's] fruits. But give glad tidings unto those who are patient in
adversity - (2:156) who, when calamity befalls them, say, "Verily, unto God do we belong and,
verily, unto Him we shall return." (2:157) It is they upon whom their Sustainer's blessings and
grace are bestowed, and it is they, they who are on the right path!
125 Lit., "with something".

2:158
[Hence,] behold, As-Safa and Al-Marwah are among the symbols set up by God;126 and thus, no
wrong does he who, having come to the Temple on pilgrimage or on a pious visit, strides to and
fro between these two:127 for, if one does more good than he is bound to do - behold, God is
responsive to gratitude, all-knowing.128
2:159
BEHOLD, as for those who suppress aught of the evidence of the truth and of the guidance
which We have bestowed from on high, after We have made it clear unto mankind through the
divine writ - these it is whom God will reject, and whom all who can judge will reject.129 (2:160)
Excepted, however, shall be they that repent, and put themselves to rights, and make known the
truth: and it is they whose repentance I shall accept - for I alone am the Acceptor of Repentance,
the Dispenser of Grace.
126 Lit., "God's symbols". The space between the two low outcrops of rock
called As-Safa and
Al-Marwah, situated in Mecca in the immediate vicinity of the Ka'bah, is
said to have

been the scene of Hagar's suffering when Abraham, following God's
command, abandoned her
and their infant son Ishmael in the desert (see note 102 above).
Distraught with thirst
and fearing for the life of her child, Hagar ran to and fro between the
two rocks and
fervently prayed to God for succour: and, finally, her reliance on God
and her patience
were rewarded by the discovery of a spring-existing to this day and known
as the Well of
Zamzam - which saved the two from death through thirst. It was in
remembrance of Hagar's
extreme trial, and of her trust in God, that As-Safa and Al-Marwah had
come to be regarded,
even in pre-Islamic times, as symbols of faith and patience in adversity:
and this explains
their mention in the context of the passages which deal with the virtues
of patience and
trust in God (Razi).
127 It is in commemoration of Hagar's running in distress between As-Safa
and Al-Marwah
that the Mecca pilgrims are expected to walk, at a fast pace, seven times
between these
two hillocks. Because of the fact that in pre-Islamic times certain idols
had been standing
there, some of the early Muslims were reluctant to perform a rite which
seemed to them to
be associated with recent idolatry (Razi, on the authority of Ibn
'Abbas). The above verse
served to reassure them on this score by pointing out that this symbolic
act of remembrance
was much older than the idolatry practiced by the pagan Quraysh.
128 From the phrase "if one does more good than he is bound to do", read in
conjunction with
no wrong does he who..." (or, more literally, "there shall be no blame
upon him who..."),
some of the great Islamic scholars - e.g., Imam Abu Hanifah - conclude
that the walking to
and fro between As-Safa and Al-Marwah is not one of the obligatory rites
of pilgrimage but
rather a supererogatory act of piety (see Zamakhshari and Razi). Most
scholars, however,
hold the view that it is an integral part of the pilgrimage.
129 Lit., "whom all who reject will reject" - i.e., all righteous persons
who are able to
judge moral issues. God's rejection (la'nah) denotes "exclusion from His
grace" (Manor II, 50).
In classical Arabic usage, the primary meaning of la'nah is equivalent to
ib'ad
("estrangement" or "banishment"); in the terminology of the Qur'an, it
signifies "rejection
from all that is good" (Lisan al-'Arab). According to Ibn 'Abbas and
several outstanding

scholars of the next generation, the divine writ mentioned here is the
Bible; thus, the
above verse refers to the Jews and the Christians.

2:161
Behold, as for those who are bent on denying the truth and die as deniers of the truth - their due
is rejection by God, and by the angels, and by all [righteous] men. (2:162) In this state shall they
abide; [and] neither will their suffering, be lightened, nor will they be granted respite.
2:163
AND YOUR GOD is the One God: there is no deity save Him, the Most Gracious, the Dispenser
of Grace. (2:164) Verily, in the creation of the heavens and of the earth, and the succession of
night and day: and in the ships that speed through the sea with what is useful to man: and in the
waters which God sends down from the sky, giving life thereby to the earth after it had been
lifeless, and causing all manner of living creatures to multiply thereon: and in the change of the
winds, and the clouds that run their appointed courses between sky and earth: [in all this] there
are messages indeed for people who use their reason.130
2:165
And yet there are people who choose to believe in beings that allegedly rival God,131 loving them
as [only] God should be loved: whereas those who have attained to faith love God more than all
else. If they who are bent on evildoing could but see - as see they will when they are made to
suffer132 [on Resurrection Day] - that all might belongs to God alone, and that God is severe in
[meting out] punishment!
2:166
[On that Day] it will come to pass that those who had been [falsely] adored133 shall disown their
followers, and the latter shall see the suffering [that awaits them], with all their hopes134 cut to
pieces! (2:167) And then those followers shall say: "Would that we had a second chance [in
life],135 so that we could disown them as they have disowned us!"
Thus will God show them their works [in a manner that will cause them] bitter regrets; but they
will not come out of the fire.136
130 This passage is one of the many in which the Qur'an appeals to "those
who use their reason"
to observe the daily wonders of nature, including the evidence of man's
own ingenuity
("the ships that speed through the sea"), as so many indications of a
conscious, creative
Power pervading the universe.
131 Lit., "there are among the people such as take [to worshipping]
compeers beside God".
Regarding the term andad, see note 13 on verse 22 of this surah.

132 Lit., "when they see the suffering" (or "chastisement").
133 Lit., "followed" - i.e., as saints or alleged "divine personalities".
134 Asbab (sing. sabab) denotes, in its primary meaning, "ties" or
"attachments", and in a
tropical sense, "means [towards any end]" (cf. Lisan al-'Arab, and Lane
IV, 1285). In
the above context, asbab obviously refers to means of salvation, and may
thus be rendered
as "hopes".
135 Lit., "Would that there were a return for us".
136 Sc., back to the life of this world, with a second chance before them
(Manar 11, 81).

2:168
O MANKIND! Partake of what is lawful and good on earth, and follow not Satan's footsteps:
for, verily, he is your open foe, (2:169) and bids you only to do evil, and to commit deeds of
abomination, and to attribute unto God something of which you have no knowledge.137
2:170
But when they are told, "Follow what God has bestowed from on high," some answer, "Nay, we
shall follow [only] that which we found our forefathers believing in and doing." Why, even if
their forefathers did not use their reason at all, and were devoid of all guidance?
2:171
And so, the parable of those who are bent on denying the truth is that of the beast which hears
the shepherd's cry, and hears in it nothing but the sound of a voice and a call.138 Deaf are they,
and dumb, and blind: for they do not use their reason.
137 This refers to an arbitrary attribution to God of commandments or
prohibitions in excess
of what has been clearly ordained by Him (Zamakhshari). Some of the
commentators (e.g.,
Muhammad 'Abduh in Manar 11, 89 f.) include within this expression the
innumerable supposedly
"legal" injunctions which, without being clearly warranted by the wording
of the Qur'an or
an authentic Tradition, have been obtained by individual Muslim scholars
through subjective
methods of deduction and then put forward as "God's ordinances". The
connection between this
passage and the preceding ones is obvious. In verses 165-167 the Qur'an
speaks of those
"who choose to believe in beings that supposedly rival God": and this
implies also a false

attribution, to those beings, of a right to issue quasi-religious
ordinances of their own,
as well as an attribution of religious validity to customs sanctioned by
nothing but ancient
usage (see next verse).
138 This is a very free rendering of the elliptic sentence which,
literally, reads thus: "The
parable of those who are bent on denying the truth is as that of him who
cries unto what
hears nothing but a cry and a call." The verb na'qa is mostly used to
describe the
inarticulate cry with which the shepherd drives his flock.

2:172
O you who have attained to faith! Partake of the good things which We have provided for you as
sustenance, and render thanks unto God, if it is [truly] Him that you worship.
2:173
He has forbidden to you only carrion, and blood, and the flesh of swine, and that over which any
name other than God's has been invoked;139 but if one is driven by necessity - neither coveting it
nor exceeding his immediate need - no sin shall be upon him: for, behold, God is muchforgiving, a dispenser of grace.
2:174
VERILY, as for those who suppress aught of the revelation140 which God has bestowed from on
high, and barter it away for a trifling gain - they but fill their bellies with fire. And God will not
speak unto them on the Day of Resurrection, nor will He cleanse them [of their sins]; and
grievous suffering awaits them.(2:175) It is they who take error in exchange for guidance, and
suffering in exchange for forgiveness: yet how little do they seem to fear the fire!
139 I.e., all that has been dedicated or offered in sacrifice to an idol or
a saint or a person
considered to be "divine". For a more comprehensive enumeration of the
forbidden kinds of
flesh, see 5:3.
140 This term is used here in its generic sense, comprising both the Qur'an
and the earlier
revelations.

2:176
Thus it is: since it is God who bestows141 the divine writ from on high, setting forth the truth, all
those who set their own views against the divine writ142 are, verily, most deeply in the wrong.
2:177

True piety does not consist in turning your faces towards the east or the west143 - but truly pious
is he who believes in God, and the Last Day; and the angels, and revelation,144 and the prophets;
and spends his substance - however much he himself may cherish it - upon his near of kin, and
the orphans, and the needy, and the wayfarer,145 and the beggars, and for the freeing of human
beings from bondage;146 and is constant in prayer, and renders the purifying dues; and [truly
pious are] they who keep their promises whenever they promise, and are patient in misfortune
and hardship and in time of peril: it is they that have proved themselves true, and it is they, they
who are conscious of God.
141 Lit., "has been bestowing". Since the form nazzala implies gradualness
and continuity
in the process of revelation, it can best be rendered by the use of the
present tense.
142 Lit., "who hold discordant views about the divine writ"- i.e., either
suppressing or
rejecting parts of it, or denying its divine origin altogether (Razi).
143 Thus, the Qur'an stresses the principle that mere compliance with
outward forms does
not fulfil the requirements of piety. The reference to the turning of
one's face in
prayer in this or that direction flows from the passages which dealt, a
short while ago,
with the question of the qiblah.
144 In this context, the term "revelation" (al-kitab) carries, according to
most of the
commentators, a generic significance: it refers to the fact of divine
revelation as such.
As regards belief in angels, it is postulated here because it is through
these spiritual
beings or force's (belonging to the realm of al-ghayb, i.e., the reality
which is beyond
the reach of human perception) that God reveals His will to the prophets
and, thus, to
mankind at large.
145 The expression ibn as-sabil (lit., "son of the road") denotes
person who is far from
his home, and especially one who, because of this circumstance,
have sufficient
means of livelihood at his disposal (cf. Lane IV, 1302). In its
sense it describes a
person who, for any reason whatsoever, is unable to return home
temporarily or
permanently: for instance, a political exile or refugee.

any
does not
wider
either

146 Ar-raqabah (of which ar-riqab is the plural) denotes, literally, "the
neck", and signifies
also the whole of a human person. Metonymically, the expression fi'rriqab denotes "in
the cause of freeing human beings from bondage", and applies to both the
ransoming of

captives and the freeing of slaves. By including this kind of expenditure
within the
essential acts of piety, the Qur'an implies that the freeing of people
from bondage - and,
thus, the abolition of slavery - is one of the social objectives of
Islam. At the time of
the revelation of the Qur'an, slavery was an established institution
throughout the world,
and its sudden abolition would have been economically impossible. In
order to obviate this
difficulty, and at the same time to bring about an eventual abolition of
all slavery, the
Qur'an ordains in 8:67 that henceforth only captives taken in a just war
(jihad) may be
kept as slaves. But even with regard to persons enslaved in this or before the revelation
of 8:67 - in any other way, the Qur'an stresses the great merit inherent
in the freeing of
slaves, and stipulates it as a means of atonement for various
transgressions (see, e.g.,
4:92, 5:89, 58:3). In addition, the Prophet emphatically stated on many
occasions that,
in the sight of God, the unconditional freeing of a human being from
bondage is among the
most praiseworthy acts which a Muslim could perform. (For a critical
discussion and analysis
of all the authentic Traditions bearing on this problem, see Nayl alAwtar VI, 199 ff.)

2:178
O YOU who have attained to faith! Just retribution is ordained for you in cases of killing: the
free for the free, and the slave for the slave, and the woman for the woman.147 And if something
[of his guilt] is remitted to a guilty person by his brother,148 this [remission] shall be adhered to
with fairness, and restitution to his fellow-man shall be made in a goodly manner.149
This is an alleviation from your Sustainer, and an act of His grace. And for him who, none the
less, 150 wilfully transgresses the bounds of what is right, there is grievous suffering in store:
(2:179) for, in [the law of] just retribution, O you who are endowed with insight, there is life for
you, so that you might remain conscious of God!151
147 After having pointed out that true piety does not consist in mere
adherence to outward
forms and rites, - the Qur'an opens, as it were, a new chapter relating
to the problem of
man's behaviour. Just as piety cannot become effective without righteous
action, individual
righteousness cannot become really effective in the social sense unless
there is agreement
within the community as to the social rights and obligations of its
members: in other words,
as to the practical laws which should govern the behaviour of the
individual within the

society and the society's attitude towards the individual and his
actions. This is the
innermost reason why legislation plays so great a role within the
ideology of Islam, and
why the Qur'an consistently intertwines its moral and spiritual
exhortation with ordinances
relating to practical aspects of social life. Now one of the main
problems facing any society
is the safeguarding of the lives and the individual security of its
members: and so it is
understandable that laws relating to homicide and its punishment are
dealt with prominently
at this place. (It should be borne in mind that "The Cow" was the first
surah revealed in
Medina, that is, at the time when the Muslim community had just become
established as an
independent social entity.)
As for the term qisas occurring at the beginning of the above passage, it
must be pointed out
that - according to all the classical commentators - it is almost
synonymous with musawah,
i.e., "making a thing equal [to another thing]": in this instance, making
the punishment
equal (or appropriate) to the crime - a meaning which is best rendered as
"just retribution"
and not (as has been often, and erroneously, done) as "retaliation".
Seeing that the Qur'an
speaks here of "cases of killing" (fi'l-qatla, lit., "in the matter of
the killed") in
general, and taking into account that this expression covers all possible
cases of homicide premeditated murder, murder under extreme provocation, culpable homicide,
accidental manslaughter,
and so forth - it is obvious that the taking of a life for a life
(implied in the term
"retaliation") would not in every case correspond to the demands of
equity. (This has been
made clear, for instance, in 4:92, where legal restitution for
unintentional homicide is
dealt with.) Read in conjunction with the term "just retribution" which
introduces this passage,
it is clear that the stipulation "the free for the free, the slave for
the slave, the woman
for the woman" cannot - and has not been intended to - be taken in its
literal, restrictive
sense: for this would preclude its application to many cases of homicide,
e.g., the killing
of a free man by a slave, or of a woman by a man, or vice-versa. Thus,
the above stipulation
must be regarded as an example of the elliptical mode of expression
(ijaz) so frequently employed
in the Qur'an, and can have but one meaning, namely: "if a free man has
committed the crime,
the free man must be punished; if a slave has commited the crime...",
etc.- in other words,

whatever the status of the guilty person, he or she (and he or she alone)
is to be punished
in a manner appropriate to the crime.
148 Lit., "and he to whom [something] is remitted by his brother". There is
no linguistic
justification whatever for attributing - as some of the commentators have
done - the pronoun
"his" to the victim and, thus, for assuming that the expression "brother"
stands for the
victim's "family" or "blood relations". The pronoun "his" refers,
unquestionably, to the
guilty person; and since there is no reason for assuming that by "his
brother" a real brother
is meant, we cannot escape the conclusion that it denotes here "his
brother in faith" of
"his fellow-man" - in either of which terms the whole community is
included. Thus, the
expression "if something is remitted to a guilty person by his brother"
(i.e., by the community
or its legal organs) may refer either to the establishment of mitigating
circumstances in a
case of murder, or to the finding that the case under trial falls within
the categories of
culpable homicide or manslaughter - in which cases no capital punishment
is to be exacted
and restitution is to be made by the payment of an indemnity called
diyyah (see 4:92) to
the relatives of the victim. In consonance with the oft-recurring
Qur'anic exhortation to
forgiveness and forbearance, the "remission" mentioned above may also
(and especially in
cases of accidental manslaughter) relate to a partial or even total
waiving of any claim
to indemnification.
149 Lit., "and restitution to him in a goodly manner", it being understood
that the pronoun
in ilayhi ("to him") refers to the "brother in faith" or "fellow-man"
mentioned earlier in
this sentence. The word ada (here translated as "restitution") denotes an
act of acquitting
oneself of a duty or a debt (cf. Lane I, 38), and stands here for the act
of legal reparation
imposed on the guilty person. This reparation or restitution is to be
made "in a goodly manner" by taking into account the situation of the accused and, on the latter's
part, by acquitting
himself of his obligation willingly and sincerely (cf. Manar II, 129).
150 Lit., "after this" - i.e., after the meaning of what constitutes "just
retribution" (qisas)
has been made clear in the above ordinance (Razi).
151 I.e., "there is a safeguard for you, as a community, so that you might
be able to live

in security, as God wants you to live". Thus, the objective of qisds is
the protection of
the society, and not "revenge".

2:180
IT IS ordained for you, when death approaches any of you and he is leaving behind much wealth,
to make bequests in favour of his parents and [other] near of kin in accordance with what is
fair:152 this is binding on all who are conscious of God. (2:181) And if anyone alters such a
provision after having come to know it, the sin of acting thus shall fall only upon those who have
altered it.153 Verily, God is all-hearing, all-knowing.
2:182
If, however, one has reason to fear that the testator has committed a mistake or a [deliberate]
wrong, and thereupon brings about a settlement between the heirs,154 he will incur no sin
[thereby]. Verily, God is much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace.
2:183
O YOU who have attained to faith! Fasting is ordained for you as it was ordained for those
before you, so that you might remain conscious of God: (2:184) [fasting] during a certain number
of days.155 But whoever of you is ill, or on a journey, [shall fast instead for the same] number of
other days; and [in such cases] it is incumbent upon those who can afford it to make sacrifice by
feeding a needy person.156
And whoever does more good than he is bound to do157 does good unto himself thereby; for to
fast is to do good unto yourselves - if you but knew it.
152 The word khayr occurring in this sentence denotes "much wealth" and not
simply "property":
and this explains the injunction that one who leaves much wealth behind
should make bequests
to particularly deserving members of his family in addition to - and
preceding the
distribution of - the legally - fixed shares mentioned in 4:11-12. This
interpretation of
khayr is supported by sayings of 'A'ishah and 'Ali ibn Abi Talib, both of
them referring to
this particular verse (cf. Zamakhshari and Baydawi).
153 Lit., "and as for him who alters it" - i.e., after the testator's death
- "after having
heard it, the sin thereof is only upon those who alter it": that is, not
on anyone who may
have unwittingly benefited by this alteration. It is to be noted that the
verb sami'a
(lit., "he heard") has also the connotation of "he came to know".
154 Lit., "between them" - i.e., a settlement overriding the testamentary
provisions which, by

common consent of the parties concerned, are considered unjust.
155 I.e., during the twenty-nine or thirty days of Ramadan, the ninth month
of the Islamic lunar
calendar (see next verse). It consists of a total abstention from food,
drink and sexual
intercourse from dawn until sunset. As the Qur'an points out, fasting has
been widely practiced
at all times of man's religious history. The extreme rigour and the long
duration of the Islamic
fast - which is incumbent on every healthy adult, man or woman - fulfils,
in addition to the
general aim of spiritual purification, a threefold purpose: (1) to
commemorate the beginning of
the Qur'anic revelation, which took place in the month of Ramadan about
thirteen years before
the Prophet's exodus to Medina; (2) to provide an exacting exercise of
self-discipline; and
(3) to make everyone realize, through his or her own experience, how it
feels to be hungry and
thirsty, and thus to gain a true appreciation of the needs of the poor.
156 This phrase has been subject to a number of conflicting and sometimes
highly laboured
interpretations. My rendering is based on the primary meaning of
alladhina yutiqunahu
("those who are capable of it" or "are able to do it" or "can afford
it"), with the pronoun
hu relating to the act of "feeding a needy person".
157 Some commentators are of the opinion that this refers to a voluntary
feeding of more
than one needy person, or to feeding the needy for more than the number
of days required
by the above ordinance. Since, however, the remaining part of the
sentence speaks of the
benefits of fasting as such, it is more probable that "doing more good
than one is bound
to do" refers, in this context, to supererogatory fasting (such as the
Prophet sometimes
undertook) apart from the obligatory one during the month of Ramadan.

2:185
It was the month of Ramadan in which the Qur'an was [first] bestowed from on high as a
guidance unto man and a self-evident proof of that guidance, and as the standard by which to
discern the true from the false. Hence, whoever of you lives to see158 this month shall fast
throughout it; but he that is ill, or on a journey, [shall fast instead for the same] number of other
days. God wills that you shall have ease, and does not will you to suffer hardship; but [He
desires] that you complete the number [of days required], and that you extol God for His having
guided you aright, and that you render your thanks [unto Him].
2:186

AND IF My servants ask thee about Me - behold, I am near; I respond to the call of him who
calls, whenever he calls unto Me: let them, then, respond unto Me, and believe in Me, so that
they might follow the right way.
2:187
IT IS lawful for you to go in unto your wives during the night preceding the [day's] fast: they are
as a garment for you, and you are as a garment for them. God is aware that you would have
deprived yourselves of this right,159 and so He has turned unto you in His mercy and removed
this hardship from you. Now, then, you may lie with them skin to skin, and avail yourselves of
that which God has ordained for you,160 and eat and drink until you can discern the white streak
of dawn against the blackness of night,161 and then resume fasting until nightfall; but do not lie
with them skin to skin when you are about to abide in meditation in houses of worship.162
These are the bounds set by God: do not, then, offend against them - [for] it is thus that God
makes clear His messages unto mankind, so that they might remain conscious of Him.
158 Lit., "witnesses" or "is present in".
159 Lit., "deceived" of "defrauded yourselves [in this respect]": an
allusion to the idea
prevalent among the early Muslims, before the revelation of this verse,
that during the
period of fasting all sexual intercourse should be avoided, even at
night-time, when
eating and drinking are allowed (Razi). The above verse removed this
misconception.
160 Lit., "and seek that which God has ordained for you": an obvious stress
on the God-willed
nature of sexual life.
161 Lit., "the white line of dawn from the black line [of night]".
According to all Arab
philologists, the "black line" (al-khayt al'-aswad) signifies "the
blackness of night"
(Lane II, 831); and the expression al-khaytan ("the two lines" or
"streaks") denotes
"day and night" (Lisan al-'Arab).
162 It was the practice of the Prophet to spend several days and nights
during Ramadan and occasionally also at other times - in the mosque, devoting himself to
prayer and
meditation to the exclusion of all worldly activities; and since he
advised his followers
as well to do this from time to time, seclusion in a mosque for the sake
of meditation,
called i'tikaf, has become a recognized though optional - mode of
devotion among Muslims,
especially during the last ten days of Ramadan.

2:188
AND DEVOUR NOT one another's possessions wrongfully, and neither employ legal artifices163
with a view to devouring sinfully, and knowingly, anything that by right belongs to others.164
2:189
THEY WILL ASK thee about the new moons. Say: "They indicate the periods for [various
doings of] mankind, including the pilgrimage."165
However, piety does not consist in your entering houses from the rear, [as it were,] but truly
pious is he who is conscious of God.166 Hence, enter houses through their doors, and remain
conscious of God, so that you might attain to a happy state.
163 Lit., "and do not throw it to the judges" - i.e., with a view to being
decided by them
contrary to what is right (Zamakhshari, Baydawi).
164 Lit., "a part of [other] people's possessions".
165 The reference, at this stage, to lunar months arises from the fact that
the observance of
several of the religious obligations instituted by Islam - like the fast
of Ramadan, or the
pilgrimage to Mecca (which is dealt with in verses 196-203)- is based on
the lunar calendar,
in which the months rotate through the seasons of the solar year. This
fixation on the lunar
calendar results in a continuous variation of the seasonal circumstances
in which those
religious observances are performed (e.g., the length of the fastingperiod between dawn and
sunset, heat or cold at the time of the fast or the pilgrimage), and thus
in a corresponding,
periodical increase or decrease of the hardship involved. In addition to
this, reckoning by
lunar months has a bearing on the tide and ebb of the oceans, as well as
on human physiology
(e.g., a woman's monthly courses - a subject dealt with later on in this
surah).
166 I.e., true piety does not consist in approaching questions of faith
through a "back door",
as it were - that is,'through mere observance of the forms and periods
set for the performance
of various religious duties (cf. 2:177). However important these forms
and time-limits may
be in themselves, they do not fulfil their real purpose unless every act
is approached through
its spiritual "front door", that is, through God-consciousness. Since,
metonymically, the
word bab ("door") signifies "a means of access to, or of attainment of, a
thing" (see Lane I,

272), the metaphor of "entering a house through its door" is often used
in classical Arabic
to denote a proper approach to a problem (Razi).

2:190
AND FIGHT in God's cause against those who wage war against you, but do not commit
aggression - for, verily, God does not love aggressors.167 (2:191) And slay them wherever you
may come upon them, and drive them away from wherever they drove you away - for oppression
is even worse than killing.168 And fight not against them near the Inviolable House of Worship
unless they fight against you there first;169 but if they fight against you, slay them: such shall be
the recompense of those who deny the truth.
2:192
But if they desist - behold, God is much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace.
2:193
Hence, fight against them until there is no more oppression and all worship is devoted to God
alone;170 but if they desist, then all hostility shall cease, save against those who [wilfully] do
wrong.
167 This and the following verses lay down unequivocally that only selfdefence (in the widest
sense of the word) makes war permissible for Muslims. Most of the
commentators agree in that
the expression la ta'tadu signifies, in this context, "do not commit
aggression"; while by
al-mu'tadin "those who commit aggression" are meant. The defensive
character of a fight
"in God's cause" - that is, in the cause of the ethical principles
ordained by God - is,
moreover, self-evident in the reference to "those who wage war against
you", and has been
still further clarified in 22:39 - "permission [to fight] is given to
those against whom war
is being wrongfully waged" - which, according to all available
Traditions, constitutes the
earliest (and therefore fundamental) Qur'anic reference to the question
of jihad, or
holy war (see Tabari and Ibn Kathir in their commentaries on 22:39). That
this early,
fundamental principle of self-defence as the only possible justification
of war has been
maintained throughout the Qur'an is evident from 60:8, as well as from
the concluding
sentence of 4:91, both of which belong to a later period than the above
verse.
168 In view of the preceding ordinance, the injunction "slay them wherever
you may come upon

them" is valid only within the context of hostilities already in progress
(Razi), on the
understanding that "those who wage war against you" are the aggressors or
oppressors (a
war of liberation being a war "in God's cause"). The translation, in this
context, of
fitnah as "oppression" is justified by the application of this term to
any affliction which
may cause man to go astray and to lose his faith in spiritual values (cf.
Lisan al-'Arab).
169 This reference to warfare in the vicinity of Mecca is due to the fact
that at the time
of the revelation of this verse the Holy City was still in the possession
of the pagan Quraysh,
who were hostile to the Muslims. However - as is always the case with
historical references
in the Qur'an - the above injunction has a general import, and is valid
for all times
and circumstances.
170 Lit., "and religion belongs to God [alone]" - i.e., until God can be
worshipped without
fear of persecution, and none is compelled to bow down in awe before
another human being.
(See also 22:40.) The term din is in this context more suitably
translated as "worship"
inasmuch as it comprises here both the doctrinal and the moral aspects of
religion: that
is to say, man's faith as well as the obligations arising from that
faith.

2:194
Fight during the sacred months if you are attacked:171 for a violation of sanctity is [subject to the
law of] just retribution. Thus, if anyone commits aggression against you, attack him just as he
has attacked you - but remain conscious of God, and know that God is with those who are
conscious of Him.172
2:195
And spend [freely] in God's cause, and let not your own hands throw you into destruction;173 and
persevere in doing good: behold, God loves the doers of good.
171 This is a free rendering of the phrase "the sacred month for the sacred
month", which
is interpreted by all commentators in the sense given above. The "sacred
months" during which,
according to ancient Arab custom, all fighting was deemed utterly wrong,
were the first,
seventh, eleventh and twelfth months of the lunar calendar.
172 Thus, although the believers are enjoined to fight back whenever they
are attacked,

the concluding words of the above verse make it clear that they must,
when fighting,
abstain from all atrocities, including the killing of non-combatants.
173 I.e., "you might bring about your own destruction by withholding your
personal and
material contribution to this common effort".

2:196
AND PERFORM the pilgrimage and the pious visit [to Mecca]174 in honour of God; and if you
are held back, give instead whatever offering you can easily afford. And do not shave your heads
until the offering has been sacrificed;175 but he from among you who is ill or suffers from an
ailment of the head shall redeem himself by fasting, or alms, or [any other] act of worship. And
if you are hale and secure,176 then he who takes advantage of a pious visit before the [time of]
pilgrimage shall give whatever offering he can easily afford;177 whereas he who cannot afford it
shall fast for three days during the pilgrimage and for seven days after your return: that is, ten
full [days]. All this relates to him who does not live near the Inviolable House of Worship.178
And remain conscious of God, and know that God is severe in retribution.179
174 The Mecca pilgrimage (hajj) takes place once a year, in the month of
Dhu'l-Hijjah,
whereas a pious visit ('umrah) may be performed at any time. In both hajj
and 'umrah,
the pilgrims are required to walk seven times around the Ka'bah and seven
times between
As-Safa and Al-Marwah (see notes 127 and 128 above); in the course of the
hajj, they
must, in addition, attend the gathering on the plain of 'Arafat on the
9th of Dhu'l-Hijjah
(see note 182 below) irrespective of whether they are performing a full
hajj or only an
'umrah, the pilgrims must refrain from cutting or even trimming the hair
on their heads
from the time they enter the state of pilgrimage (ihram) until the end of
the pilgrimage,
respectively the pious visit. As mentioned in the sequence, persons who
are ill or suffer
from an ailment which necessitates the cutting or shaving of one's hair
are exempted from
this prohibition.
175 Lit., "until the offering has reached its destination" - i.e., in time
or in place;
according to Razi, the time of sacrifice is meant here, namely, the
conclusion of the
pilgrimage, when those who participate in the hajj are expected provided they can afford
it - to sacrifice a sheep, a goat, or the like; and to distribute most of
its flesh in
charity.

176 The expression idha amantum (lit., "when you are safe") refers here to
safety both from
external dangers (e.g., war) and from illness, and is, therefore, best
rendered as "hale
and secure" - the implication being that the person concerned is in a
position, and intends,
to participate in the pilgrimage.
177 This relates to an interruption, for the sake of personal comfort, of
the state of
pilgrimage (ihram) during the time intervening between the completion of
an 'umrah and
the performance of the hajj (cf. Manar 11, 222). The pilgrim who takes
advantage of this
facility is obliged to sacrifice an animal (see note 175 above) at the
termination of the
pilgrimage or, alternatively, to fast for ten days.
178 Lit., "whose people are not present at the Inviolable House of Worship"
- i.e., do not
permanently reside there: for, obviously, the inhabitants of Mecca cannot
remain permanently
in the state of ihram.
179 This refers not merely to a possible violation of the sanctity of the
pilgrimage but also,
in a more general way, to all deliberate violations of God's ordinances.

2:197
The pilgrimage shall take place in the months appointed for it.180 And whoever undertakes the
pilgrimage in those [months] shall, while on pilgrimage, abstain from lewd speech, from all
wicked conduct, and from quarrelling; and whatever good you may do, God is aware of it.
And make provision for yourselves - but, verily, the best of all provisions is God-consciousness:
remain, then, conscious of Me, O you who are endowed with insight! (2:198) [However,] you
will be committing no sin if [during the pilgrimage] you seek to obtain any bounty from your
Sustainer.181
And when you surge downward in multitudes from 'Arafat, 182 remember God at the holy place,
and remember Him as the One who guided you after you had indeed been lost on your way;183
(2:199) and surge onward together with the multitude of all the other people who surge
onward,184 and ask God to forgive you your sins: for, verily, God is much-forgiving, a dispenser
of grace.
180 Lit., "in the well-known months". Since the hajj culminates in one
particular month
(namely, Dhu'l-Hijjah), the plural apparently refers to its annual
recurrence. It should,
however, be noted that some commentators understand it as referring to
the last three
months of the lunar year.

181 I.e., by trading while in the state of ihram. Muhammad 'Abduh points
out (in Manar II, 231)
that the endeavour "to obtain any bounty from your Sustainer" implies
God-consciousness and,
therefore, constitutes a kind of worship-provided, of course, that this
endeavour does not
conflict with any other, more prominent religious requirement.
182 The gathering of all pilgrims on the plain of 'Arafat, east of Mecca,
takes place on the
9th of Dhu'l-Hijjah and constitutes the climax of the pilgrimage. The
pilgrims are required
to remain until sunset on that plain, below the hillock known as Jabal
ar-Rahmah ("the Mount
of Grace") - a symbolic act meant to bring to mind that ultimate
gathering on Resurrection Day,
when every soul will await God's judgment. Immediately after sunset, the
multitudes of pilgrims
move back in the direction of Mecca, stopping overnight at a place called
Muzdalifah, the
"holy place" referred to in the next clause of this sentence.
183 Lit., "and remember Him as He has guided you, although before that you
had indeed been among
those who go astray".
184 Lit., "surge onward in multitudes whence the people surge onward in
multitudes": thus the
pilgrims are called upon to submerge their individualities, at that
supreme moment of the
pilgrimage, in the consciousness of belonging to a community of people
who are all equal
before God, with no barrier of race or class or social status separating
one person from
another.

2:200
And when you have performed your acts of worship, [continue to] bear God in mind as you
would bear your own fathers in mind - nay, with a yet keener remembrance!185 For there are
people who [merely] pray, "O our Sustainer! Give us in this world" - and such shall not partake
in the blessings of the life to come. (2:201) But there are among them such as pray, "O our
Sustainer! Grant us good in this world and good in the life to come, and keep us safe from
suffering through the fire": (2:202) it is these that shall have their portion [of happiness] in return
for what they have earned. And God is swift in reckoning.
2:203
And bear God in mind during the appointed days;186 but he who hurries away within two days
shall incur no sin, and he who tarries longer shall incur no sin, provided that he is conscious of
God. Hence, remain conscious of God, and know that unto Him you shall be gathered.
2:204

NOW THERE IS a kind of man187 whose views on the life of this world may please thee greatly,
and [the more so as] he cites God as witness to what is in his heart and is, moreover, exceedingly
skillful in argument.188 (2:205) But whenever he prevails, he goes about the earth spreading
corruption and destroying [man's] tilth and progeny:189 and God does not love corruption.
(2:206) And whenever he is told, "Be conscious of God," his false pride drives him into sin:
wherefore hell will be his allotted portion - and how vile a resting-place!
185 Most of the commentators see in this passage a reference to the custom
of the pre-Islamic
Arabs to extol, on the occasion of various gatherings, the greatness and
the supposed virtues
of their ancestors. Some of the earliest Islamic scholars, however e.g., Ad-Dahhak, Ar-Rabi
and Abu Muslim - are of the opinion that what is meant here are actual
fathers (or, by
implication, both parents), whom a child usually considers to be the
embodiment of all that
is good and powerful (see Razi's commentary on this verse).
186 These are the days following the "Festival of Sacrifices" ('id aladha'), which takes place
on the 10th of Dhu'l-Hijjah. The pilgrims are obliged to spend at least
two of these days in
the valley of Mina, about half-way between 'Arafat and Mecca.
187 Lit., "among the people there is he" (or "such as"). Since there is no
valid reason to
suppose, as some commentators do, that this refers to a particular person
- a contemporary
of the Prophet - the most reliable authorities hold that the above
passage has a general
meaning (cf. Razi). As the context shows, it is a further elaboration of
the allusion, made
in 2:200-201, to two contrasting attitudes: the attitude of people whose
only real concern
is the life of this world, and that of people who are mindful of the
hereafter as well as,
or even more than, their present life.
188 Lit., "the most contentious of adversaries in a dispute". According to
Az-Zajjaj (quoted
by Razi), this signifies a person who is always able to defeat his
opponent in a controversy
by the use of extremely adroit and often misleading arguments. It is
obvious that this passage
refers to people who hold plausible and even admirable views regarding a
possible improvement
of human society and of man's lot on earth, but at the same time refuse
to be guided by what
they regard as "esoteric" considerations - like belief in a life after
death - and justify
their exclusive preoccupation with the affairs of this world by seemingly
sound arguments
and a stress on their own ethical objectives ("they cite God as witness
to what is in their

hearts"). There is an inescapable affinity between the mental attitude
described in the above
passage and the one spoken of in 2:8-12.
189 Lit., "he hastens about the earth [or "strives on earth"] to spread
corruption therein and
to destroy tilth and progeny". Most of the commentators see in this
sentence an indication of
a conscious intent on the part of the person thus described; but it is
also possible that the
particle li in li-yufsida (generally taken to mean "in order that he
might spread corruption")
plays in this context the role of what the grammarians call a lam aldqibah, "the [letter] lam
used to denote a consequence"- i.e., regardless of the existence or nonexistence of a conscious
intent. (By rendering the sentence the way I do it, both possibilities
are left open.) As regards
the expression harth (rendered by me as "tilth"), its primary
significance is "gain" or
"acquisition" through labour; and thus it often signifies "worldly goods"
(see Lane II, 542),
and especially the crops obtained by tilling land, as well as the tilled
land itself. If
harth is understood in this context as "tilth", it would apply,
metaphorically, to human endeavours
in general, and to social endeavours in particular. However, some
commentators - basing their
opinion on the Qur'anic sentence, "your wives are your tilth" (2:223)maintain that harth
stands here for "wives" (cf. Razi, and the philologist Al-Azhari, as
quoted in Manar II, 248):
in which case the "destruction of tilth and progeny" would be synonymous
with an upsetting
of family life and, consequently, of the entire social fabric. According
to either of these
two interpretations, the passage has the following meaning: As soon as
the mental attitude
described above is generally accepted and made the basis of social
behaviour, it unavoidably
results in widespread moral decay and, consequently, social
disintegration.

2:207
But there is [also] a kind of man who would willingly sell his own self in order to please God:190
and God is most compassionate towards His servants.
2:208
O you who have attained to faith! Surrender yourselves wholly unto God,191 and follow not
Satan's footsteps, for, verily, he is your open foe. (2:209) And if you should stumble after all
evidence of the truth has come unto you, then know that, verily, God is almighty, wise.

2:210
Are these people192 waiting, perchance, for God to reveal Himself unto them in the shadows of
the clouds, together with the angels - although [by then] all will have been decided, and unto
God all things will have been brought back?193
190 Lit., "there is such as would sell his own self out of a desire for
God's pleasure": i.e.,
would give up all his personal interests if compliance with God's will
were to demand it.
191 Lit., "enter wholly into self-surrender". Since self-surrender to God
is the basis of all
true belief, some of the greatest commentators (e.g., Zamakhshari, Razi)
hold that the
address, "O you who have attained to faith" cannot refer here to Muslims
- a designation
which, throughout the Qur'an, literally means "those who have surrendered
themselves to God" but must relate to people who have not yet achieved such complete selfsurrender: that is,
to the Jews and the Christians, who do believe in most of the earlier
revelations but do
not regard the message of the Qur'an as true. This interpretation would
seem to be borne
out by the subsequent passages.
192 Lit., "they"- obviously referring to the people addressed in the
preceding two verses.
193 I.e., it will be too late for repentance. All commentators agree in
that the "decision"
relates to the unequivocal manifestation of God's will on the Day of
Judgment, which is
alluded to in the words, "when unto God all things will have been
brought back". Since,
in the next verse, the children of Israel are addressed, it is possible
that this
rhetorical question is connected with their refusal, in the time of
Moses, to believe
in the divine message unless they "see God face to face" (cf. 2:55).

2:211
Ask the children of Israel how many a clear message We have given them! And if one alters
God's blessed message194 after it has reached him - verily, God is severe in retribution!
2:212
Unto those who are bent on denying the truth the life of this world [alone] seems goodly;195
hence, they scoff at those who have attained to faith: but they who are conscious of God shall be
above them on Resurrection Day. And God grants sustenance unto whom He wills, beyond all
reckoning.196

2:213
ALL MANKIND were once one single community; [then they began to differ - ] whereupon
God raised up the prophets as heralds of glad tidings and as warners, and through them bestowed
revelation from on high, setting forth the truth, so that it might decide between people with
regard to all on which they had come to hold divergent views.197 Yet none other than the
selfsame people who had been granted this [revelation] began, out of mutual jealousy, to
disagree about its meaning after all evidence of the truth had come unto them. But God guided
the believers unto the truth about which, by His leave, they had disagreed: for God guides onto a
straight way him that wills [to be guided].198
194 Lit., "God's blessing".
195 Lit., "has been made beauteous".
196 I.e., He cannot be called to account for the way in which He
distributes worldly benefits,
sometimes granting them to the morally deserving and sometimes to
sinners.
197 By using the expression ummah wahidah ("one single community") to
describe the original
state of mankind, the Qur'an does not propound, as might appear at first
glance, the
idea of a mythical "golden age" obtaining at the dawn of man's history.
What is alluded
to in this verse is no more than the relative homogeneity of instinctive
perceptions and
inclinations characteristic of man's primitive mentality and the
primitive social order
in which he lived in those early days. Since that homogeneity was based
on a lack of
intellectual and emotional differentiation rather than on a conscious
agreement among
the members of human society, it was bound to disintegrate in the measure
of man's
subsequent development. As his thought-life became more and more complex,
his emotional
capacity and his individual needs, too, became more differentiated,
conflicts of views
and interests came to the fore, and mankind ceased to be "one single
community" as regards
their outlook on life and their moral valuations: and it was at this
stage that divine
guidance became necessary. (It is to be borne in mind that the term alkitab refers here as in many other places in the Qur'an - not to any particular scripture
but to divine
revelation as such.) This interpretation of the above Qur'anic passage is
supported by
the fact that the famous Companion 'Abd Allah ibn Mas'ud used to read it
thus: "All
mankind were once one single community, and then they began to differ
(fakhtalafu)-

whereupon God raised up ...... etc. Although the word fakhtalafu
interpolated here by
Ibn Mas'ud does not appear in the generally-accepted text of the Qur'an,
almost all of
the authorities are of the opinion that it is implied in the context.
198 Or: "God guides whomever He wills onto a straight way." As is made
clear in the second
part of verse 253 of this surah, man's proneness to intellectual
dissension is not an
accident of history but an integral, God-willed aspect of human nature as
such: and it
is this natural circumstance to which the words "by His leave" allude.
For an explanation
of the phrase "out of mutual jealousy", see 23:53 and the corresponding
note 30.

2:214
[But] do you think that you could enter paradise without having suffered like those [believers]
who passed away before you?199 Misfortune and hardship befell them, and so shaken were they
that the apostle, and the believers with him, would exclaim, "When will God's succour come?"200
Oh, verily, God's succour is [always] near!
2:215
THEY WILL ASK thee as to what they should spend on others. Say: "Whatever of your wealth
you spend shall [first] be for your parents, and for the near of kin, and the orphans, and the
needy, and the wayfarer; and whatever good you do, verily, God has full knowledge thereof."
2:216
FIGHTING is ordained for you, even though it be hateful to you; but it may well be that you hate
a thing the while it is good for you, and it may well be that you love a thing the while it is bad for
you: and God knows, whereas you do not know.201
199 Lit., "while yet there has not come to you the like of [what has come
to] those who
passed away before you". This passage connects with the words, "God
guides onto a straight
way him that wills [to be guided]", which occur at the end of the
preceding verse. The
meaning is that intellectual cognition of the truth cannot, by itself,
be a means of
attaining to ultimate bliss: it must be complemented by readiness to
sacrifice and
spiritual purification through suffering.
200 The preceding reference to "those who passed away before you" makes it
obvious that the
term "the apostle" is used here in a generic sense, applying to all the
apostles (Manar II, 301).

201 Insofar as it relates to fighting, this verse must be read in
conjunction with 2:190-193
and 22:39: but it expresses, in addition, a general truth applicable to
many situations.

2:217
They will ask thee about fighting in the sacred month.202 Say: "Fighting in it is an awesome
thing; but turning men away from the path of God and denying Him, and [turning them away
from] the Inviolable House of Worship and expelling its people therefrom - [all this] is yet more
awesome in the sight of God, since oppression is more awesome than killing."
[Your enemies] will not cease to fight against you till they have turned you away from your faith,
if they can. But if any of you should turn away from his faith and die as a denier of the truth these it is whose works will go for nought in this world and in the life to come; and these it is
who are destined for the fire, therein to abide.
2:218
Verily, they who have attained to faith, and they who have forsaken the domain of evil203 and are
striving hard in God's cause - these it is who may look forward to God's grace: for God is muchforgiving, a dispenser of grace.
202 For an explanation of the "sacred months", see note 171 above.
203 The expression alladhina hajaru (lit., "those who have forsaken their
homelands") denotes,
primarily, the early Meccan Muslims who migrated at the Prophet's bidding
to Medina - which
was then called Yathrib - in order to be able to live in freedom and in
accordance with the
dictates of Islam. After the conquest of Mecca by the Muslims in the year
8 H., this exodus
(hijrah) from Mecca to Medina ceased to be a religious obligation. Ever
since the earliest days
of Islam, however, the term hijrah has had a spiritual connotation as
well-namely, a "forsaking
of the domain of evil" and turning towards God: and since this spiritual
connotation applies
both to the historical muhajirun ("emigrants") of early Islam and to all
believers of later
times who forsake all that is sinful and "migrate unto God", I am using
this expression frequently.

2:219
THEY WILL ASK thee about intoxicants and games of chance. Say: "In both there is great
evil204 as well as some benefit for man; but the evil which they cause is greater than the benefit
which they bring."205

And they will ask thee as to what they should spend [in God's cause]. Say: "Whatever you can
spare." In this way God makes clear unto you His messages, so that you might reflect (2:220) on
this world and on the life to come.
And they will ask thee about [how to deal with] orphans. Say: "To improve their condition is
best." And if you share their life, [remember that] they are your brethren:206 for God
distinguishes between him who spoils things and him who improves. And had God so willed, He
would indeed have imposed on you hardships which you would not have been able to bear:207
[but,] behold, God is almighty, wise!
2:221
AND DO NOT many women who ascribe divinity to aught beside God ere they attain to [true]
belief: for any believing bondwoman [of God]208 is certainly better than a woman who ascribes
divinity to aught beside God, even though she please you greatly. And do not give your women
in marriage to men who ascribe divinity to aught beside God ere they attain to [true] belief: for
any believing bondman [of God] is certainly better than a man who ascribes divinity to aught
beside God, even though he please you greatly. [Such as] these invite unto the fire, whereas God
invites unto paradise, and unto [the achievement of] forgiveness by His leave; and He makes
clear His messages unto mankind, so that they might bear them in mind.
2:222
AND THEY will ask thee about [woman's] monthly courses. Say: "It is a vulnerable condition.
Keep, therefore, aloof from women during their monthly courses, and do not draw near unto
them until they are cleansed; and when they are cleansed, go in unto them as God has bidden you
to do."209
Verily, God loves those who turn unto Him in repentance210 and He loves those who keep
themselves pure.
204 Lit., "sin", or anything that is conducive to sinning. As some of the
classical commentators
(e.g., Razi) point out, the term ithm is used in this verse as the
antithesis of manafi'
("benefits"); it can, therefore, be suitably rendered as "evil".
205 Lit., "their evil is greater than their benefit". For a clear-cut
prohibition of intoxicants
and games of chance, see 5:90-91 and the corresponding notes.
206 The implication is that if one shares the life of an orphan in his
charge, one is
permitted to benefit by such an association - for instance, through a
business partnership provided this does not damage the orphan's interests in any way.
207 I.e., "by putting you under an obligation to care for the orphans, and
at the same time
prohibiting you from sharing their life" (see preceding note).

208 Although the majority of the commentators attribute to the term amah,
occurring in this context,
its usual connotation of "slave-girl", some of them are of the opinion
that it stands here
for "God's bondwoman". Thus, Zamakhshari explains the words amah mu'minah
(lit., "a believing
bondwoman") as denoting "any believing woman, whether she be free or
slave; and this applies
to [the expression] 'believing bondman as well: for all human beings are
God's bondmen
and bondwoman". My rendering of the above passage is based on this
eminently plausible
interpretation.
209 This is one of the many references in the Qur'an to the positive, Godordained nature of sexuality.
210 I.e., if they have transgressed against the above restriction.

2:223
Your wives are your tilth; go, then, unto your tilth as you may desire, but first provide something
for your souls,211 and remain conscious of God, and know that you are destined to meet Him.
And give glad tidings unto those who believe.
2:224
AND DO NOT allow your oaths in the name of God to become an obstacle to virtue and Godconsciousness and the promotion of peace between men:212 for God is all-hearing, all-knowing.
(2:225) God will not take you to task for oaths which you may have uttered without thought, but
will take you to task [only] for what your hearts have conceived [in earnest]: for God is muchforgiving, forbearing.
2:226
Those who take an oath that they will not approach their wives shall have four months of grace;
and if they go back [on their oath]213 - behold, God is much-forgiving, a dispenseer of grace.
(2:227) But if they are resolved on divorce - behold, God is all-hearing, all-knowing.
211 In other words, a spiritual relationship between man and woman is
postulated as the
indispensable basis of sexual relations.
212 Lit., "do not make God, because of your oaths...", etc. As can be seen
from verse 226, this
injunction refers primarily to oaths relating to divorce but is,
nevertheless, general in
its import. Thus, there are several authentic Traditions to the effect
that the Prophet
Muhammad said: "If anyone takes a solemn oath [that he would do or
refrain from doing

such-and-such a thing], and thereupon realizes that something else would
be a more righteous
course, then let him do that which is more righteous, and let him break
his oath and then
atone for it" (Bukhari and Muslim; and other variants of the same
Tradition in other
compilations). As regards the method of atonement, see 5:89.
213 I.e., during this period of grace.

2:228
And the divorced women shall undergo, without remarrying,214 a waiting-period of three
monthly courses: for it is not lawful for them to conceal what God may have created in their
wombs,215 if they believe in God and the Last Day. And during this period their husbands are
fully entitled to take them back, if they desire reconciliation; but, in accordance with justice, the
rights of the wives [with regard to their husbands] are equal to the [husbands'] rights with regard
to them, although men have precedence over them [in this respect].216 And God is almighty,
wise.
214 Lit., "by themselves".
215 The primary purpose of this waiting-period is the ascertainment of
possible pregnancy, and
thus of the parentage of the as yet unborn child. In addition, the couple
are to be given
an opportunity to reconsider their decision and possibly to resume the
marriage. See also
65:1 and the corresponding note 2.
216 A divorced wife has the right to refuse a
relations even if the
husband expresses, before the expiry of the
willingness to have the
provisional divorce rescinded; but since it
responsible for the
maintenance of the family, the first option
divorce rests with him.

resumption of marital
waiting-period, his
is the husband who is
to rescind a provisional

2:229
A divorce may be [revoked] twice, whereupon the marriage must either be resumed in fairness or
dissolved in a goodly manner.217
And it is not lawful for you to take back anything of what you have ever given to your wives
unless both [partners] have cause to fear that they may not be able to keep within the bounds set
by God: hence, if you have cause to fear that the two may not be able to keep within the bounds
set by God, there shall be no sin upon either of them for what the wife may give up [to her
husband] in order to free herself.218

These are the bounds set by God; do not, then, transgress them: for they who transgress the
bounds set by God - it is they, they who are evildoers!
217 Lit., "whereupon either retention in fairness or release in a goodly
manner". In other
words, a third pronouncement of divorce makes it final and irrevocable.
218 All authorities agree in that this verse relates to the unconditional
right on the part
of the wife to obtain a divorce from her husband; such a dissolution of
marriage at the wife's
instance is called khul'. There exist a number of highly-authenticated
Traditions to the effect
that the wife of Thabit ibn Qays, Jamilah, came to the Prophet and
demanded a divorce from her
husband on the ground that, in spite of his irreproachable character and
behaviour, she
"disliked him as she would dislike falling into unbelief after having
accepted Islam". Thereupon
the Prophet ordained that she should return to Thabit the garden which he
has given her as
her dower (mahr) at the time of their wedding, and decreed that the
marriage should be dissolved.
(Several variants of this Tradition have been recorded by Bukhari,
Nasa'i, Tirmidhi, Ibn Majah
and Bayhaqi, on the authority of Ibn 'Abbas.) Similar Traditions, handed
down on the authority
of 'A'ishah and relating to a woman called Hubaybah bint Sahl, are to be
found in the Muwaya'
of Imam Malik, in the Musnad of Imam Ahmad, and in the compilations of
Nasa'i and Abu Da'ud
(in one variant, the latter gives the woman's name as Hafsah bint Sahl).
In accordance with
these Traditions, Islamic Law stipulates that whenever a marriage is
dissolved at the wife's
instance without any offence on the part of the husband against his
marital obligations, the
wife is the contract-breaking party and must, therefore, return the dower
which she received
from him at the time of concluding the marriage: and in this event "there
shall be no sin upon
either of them" if the husband takes back the dower which the wife gives
up of her own free
will. An exhaustive discussion of all these Traditions and their legal
implications is found
in Nayl al-Awtar VII, pp. 34-41. For a summary of the relevant views of
the various schools of
Islamic jurisprudence, see Biddyat al-Mujtahid 11, pp. 54-57.

2:230
And if he divorces her [finally], she shall thereafter not be lawful unto him unless she first takes
another man for husband; then, if the latter divorces her, there shall be no sin upon either of the
two if they return to one another - provided that both of them think that they will be able to keep

within the bounds set by God: for these are the bounds of God which He makes clear unto people
of [innate] knowledge.
2:231
And so, when you divorce women and they are about to reach the end of their waiting-term, then
either retain them in a fair manner or let them go in a fair manner. But do not retain them against
their will in order to hurt [them]: for he who does so sins indeed against himself.
And do not take [these] messages of God in a frivolous spirit; and remember the blessings with
which God has graced you, and all the revelation and the wisdom which He has bestowed on you
from on high in order to admonish you thereby; and remain conscious of God, and know that
God has full knowledge of everything.
2:232
And when you divorce women, and they have come to the end of their waiting-term, hinder them
not from marrying other men if they have agreed with each other in a fair manner. This is an
admonition unto every one of you who believes in God and the Last Day; it is the most virtuous
[way] for you, and the cleanest. And God knows, whereas you do not know.
2:233
And the [divorced] mothers may nurse their children for two whole years, if they wish to
complete the period of nursing; and it is incumbent upon him who has begotten the child to
provide in a fair manner for their sustenance and clothing. No human being shall be burdened
with more than he is well able to bear: neither shall a mother be made to suffer because of her
child, nor, because of his child, he who has begotten it. And the same duty rests upon the
[father's] heir.
And if both [parents] decide, by mutual consent and counsel, upon separation [of mother and
child],219 they will incur no sin [thereby]; and if you decide to entrust your children to fostermothers, you will incur no sin provided you ensure, in a fair manner, the safety of the child
which you are handing over.220 But remain conscious of God, and know that God sees all that
you do.
2:234
And if any of you die and leave wives behind, they shall undergo, without remarrying,221 a
waiting period of four months and ten days; whereupon, when they have reached the end of their
waiting-term, there shall be no sin222 in whatever they may do with their persons in a lawful
manner. And God is aware of all that you do.
219 Most of the commentators understand the word fisal as being synonymous
with "weaning"
(i.e., before the end of the maximum period of two years). Abu Muslim,
however, is of the

opinion that it stands here for "separation" - i.e., of the child from
its mother (Razi).
It appears to me that this is the better of the two interpretations
inasmuch as it provides
a solution for cases in which both parents agree that, for some reason or
other, it would
not be fair to burden the divorced mother with the upbringing of the
child despite the
father's obligation to support them materially, while, on the other hand.
it would not be
feasible for the father to undertake this duty single-handed.
220 Lit., "provided you make safe [or "provided you surrender"] in a fair
manner that which you
are handing over". While it cannot be denied that the verb sallamahu can
mean "he surrendered
it" as well as "he made it safe", it seems to me that the latter meaning
(which is the primary
one) is preferable in this context since it implies the necessity of
assuring the child's
future safety and well-being. (The commentators who take the verb
sallamtum in the sense
of "you surrender" interpret the phrase idha sallamtum ma ataytum bi'lma'ruf as meaning
"provided you hand over the agreed-upon [wages to the foster-mothers] in
a fair manner" which, to my mind, unduly limits the purport of the above injunction.)
221 Lit., "by themselves".
222 Lit., "you will incur no sin'". Since, obviously, the whole community
is addressed here
(Zamakhshari), the rendering "there shall be no sin" would seem
appropriate.

2:235
But you will incur no sin if you give a hint of [an intended] marriage-offer to [any of] these
women, or if you conceive such an intention without making it obvious: [for] God knows that
you intend to ask them in marriage.223 Do not, however, plight your troth with them in secret, but
speak only in a decent manner; and do not proceed with tying the marriage-knot ere the ordained
[term of waiting] has come to its end. And know that God knows what is in your minds, and
therefore remain conscious of Him; and know, too, that God is much-forgiving, forbearing.
2:236
You will incur no sin if you divorce women while you have not yet touched them nor settled a
dower upon them;224 but [even in such a case] make provision for them - the affluent according
to his means, and the straitened according to his means - a provision in an equitable manner: this
is a duty upon all who would do good.225
223 Lit., "if you conceal [such an intention] within yourselves: [for] God
knows that you will

mention [it] to them". In classical Arabic usage, the expression
dhakaraha ("he mentioned
[it] to her") is often idiomatically synonymous with "he demanded her in
marriage" (see
Lane III, 969). The above passage relates to a marriage-offer - or to an
intention of making
such an offer - to a newly-widowed or divorced woman before the expiry of
the prescribed
waiting-term.
224 The term faridah denotes the dower (often also called mahr) which must
be agreed upon by
bridegroom and bride before the conclusion of the marriage-tie. While the
amount of this
dower is left to the discretion of the two contracting parties (and may
even consist of no
more than a token gift), its stipulation is an essential part of an
Islamic marriage contract.
For exceptions from this rule, see 33:50 and the corresponding note 58.
225 Lit., "upon the doers of good" - i.e., all who are determined to act in
accordance with God's will.

2:237
And if you divorce them before having touched them, but after having settled a dower upon
them, then [give them] half of what you have settled - unless it be that they forgo their claim or
he in whose hand is the marriage-tie226 forgoes his claim [to half of the dower]: and to forgo
what is due to you is more in accord with God-consciousness. And forget not [that you are to act
with] grace towards one another: verily, God sees all that you do.
2:238
BE EVER mindful of prayers, and of praying in the most excellent way;227 and stand before God
in devout obedience. (2:239) But if you are in danger, [pray] walking or riding;228 and when you
are again secure, bear God in mind - since it is He who taught you what you did not previously
know.
226 According to some of the most prominent Companions of the Prophet
(e.g., 'Ali) and their
immediate successors (e.g., Said ibn al-Musayyab and Said ibn Jubayr),
this term denotes
the husband (cf. Tabari, Zamakhshari, Baghawi, Razi and Ibn Kathir).
227 Lit., "the midmost [or "the most excellent"] prayer". It is generally
assumed that this
refers to the mid-afternoon ('asr) prayer, although some authorities
believe that it denotes
the prayer at dawn (fajr). Muhammad 'Abduh, however, advances the view
that it may mean
"the noblest kind of prayer - that is, a prayer from the fullness of the
heart, with the

whole mind turned towards God, inspired by awe of Him, and reflecting
upon His word"
(Manor II, 438). - In accordance with the system prevailing throughout
the Qur'an, any
lengthy section dealing with social laws is almost invariably followed by
a call to
God-consciousness: and since God-consciousness comes most fully to its
own in prayer,
this and the next verse are interpolated here between injunctions
relating to marital
life and divorce.
228 This relates to any dangerous situation - for instance, in war - where
remaining for any
length of time at one place would only increase the peril: in such an
event, the obligatory
prayers may be offered in any way that is feasible, even without
consideration of the qiblah.

2:240
AND IF any of you die and leave wives behind, they bequeath thereby to their widows [the right
to] one year's maintenance without their being obliged to leave [the dead husband's home].229 If,
however, they leave [of their own accord], there shall be no sin in whatever they may do with
themselves in a lawful manner.230 And God is almighty, wise.
2:241
And the divorced women, too, shall have [a right to] maintenance in a goodly manner:231 this is a
duty for all who are conscious of God.
229 Lit., "[it is] a bequest to their wives [of] one year's maintenance
without being dislodged".
(As regards the justification of the rendering adopted by me, see Manor
II, 446 ff.). The
question of a widow's residence in her dead husband's house arises, of
course, only in the
event that it has not been bequeathed to her outright under the
provisions stipulated in 4:12.
230 For instance, by remarrying - in which case they forgo their claim to
additional maintenance
during the remainder of the year. Regarding the phrase "there shall be no
sin", see note 222 above.
231 This obviously relates to women who are divorced without any legal
fault on their part. The
amount of alimony - payable unless and until they remarry - has been left
unspecified since
it must depend on the husband's financial circumstances and on the social
conditions of the time.

2:242

In this way God makes clear unto you His messages, so that you might [learn to] use your
reason.
2:243
ART THOU NOT aware of those who forsook their homelands in their thousands for fear of
death whereupon God said unto them, "Die," and later brought them back to life?232
Behold, God is indeed limitless in His bounty unto man - but most people are ungrateful.
2:244
Fight, then, in God's cause,233 and know that God is all-hearing, all-knowing.
2:245
Who is it that will offer up unto God a goodly loan,234 which He will amply repay, with manifold
increase? For, God takes away, and He gives abundantly; and it is unto Him that you shall be
brought back.
2:246
Art thou not aware of those elders of the children of Israel, after the time of Moses, how they
said unto a prophet of theirs,235 "Raise up a king for us, [and] we shall fight in God's cause"?
Said he: "Would you, perchance, refrain from fighting if fighting is ordained for you?"
They answered: "And why should we not fight in God's cause when we and our children have
been driven from our homelands?"236 Yet, when fighting was ordained for them, they did turn
back, save for a few of them; but God had full knowledge of the evildoers.
232 After the conclusion of the injunctions relating to marital life, the
Qur'an returns here to
the problem of warfare in a just cause by alluding to people who obviously under a hostile
attack -"forsook their homelands for fear of death". Now, neither the
Qur'an nor any authentic
Tradition offers any indication as to who the people referred to in this
verse may have been.
The "historical" explanations given by some of the commentators are most
contradictory; they
seem to have been derived from Talmudic stories current at the time, and
cannot be used in
this context with any justification. We must, therefore, assume (as
Muhammad 'Abduh does in
Manar II, 455 ff.) that the above allusion is parabolically connected
with the subsequent call
to the faithful to be ready to lay down their lives in God's cause: an
illustration of the fact
that fear of physical death leads to the moral death of nations and
communities, just as their

regeneration (or "coming back to life") depends on their regaining their
moral status through
overcoming the fear of death. This is undoubtedly the purport of the
elliptic story of Samuel,
Saul and David told in verses 246-251.
233 I.e., in a just war in self-defence against oppression or unprovoked
aggression (cf. 2:190-194).
234 I.e., by sacrificing one's life in, or devoting it to, His cause.
235 The prophet referred to here is Samuel (cf. Old Testament, I Samuel
viii ff.).
236 Obviously a reference to the many invasions of their homelands by their
perennial enemies,
the Philistines, Amorites, Amalekites and other Semitic and non-Semitic
tribes living in and around Palestine; and, by implication, a reminder to believers of all
times that "fighting
in God's cause" (as defined in the Qur'an) is an act of faith.

2:247
And their prophet said unto those elders:237 "Behold, now God has raised up Saul to be your
king." They said: "How can he have dominion over us when we have a better claim to dominion
than he, and he has not [even] been endowed with abundant wealth?"
[The prophet] replied: "Behold, God has exalted him above you, and endowed him abundantly
with knowledge and bodily perfection. And God bestows His dominion238 upon whom He wills:
for God is infinite, all-knowing."
2:248
And their prophet said unto them: "Behold, it shall be a sign of his [rightful] dominion that you
will be granted a heart239 endowed by your Sustainer with inner peace and with all that is
enduring in the angel-borne heritage left behind by the House of Moses and the House of
Aaron.240 Herein, behold, there shall indeed be a sign for you if you are [truly] believers."
237 Lit., "to them" - but the next sentence shows that the elders were thus
addressed by Samuel.
238 An allusion to the Qur'anic doctrine that all dominion and all that may
be "owned" by man
belongs to God alone, and that man holds it only in trust from Him.
239 Lit., "that there will come to you the heart". The word tabut - here
rendered as "heart" has been conventionally interpreted as denoting the Ark of the Covenant
mentioned in the Old
Testament, which is said to have been a highly-ornamented chest or box.
The explanations

offered by most of the commentators who adopt the latter meaning are very
contradictory, and
seem to be based on Talmudic legends woven around that "ark". However,
several authorities
of the highest standing attribute to tabut the meaning of "bosom" or
"heart" as well: thus,
Baydawi in one of the alternatives offered in his commentary on this
verse, as well as
Zamakhshari in his Asas (though not in the Kashshaf ), Ibn al-Athir in
the Nihdyah, Raghib,
and Taj al-'Arus (the latter four in the article tabata ); see also Lane
I, 321, and IV, 1394
(art. sakfnah). If we take this to be the meaning of tabut in the above
context, it would
be an allusion to the Israelites' coming change of heart (a change
already indicated, in
general terms, in verse 243 above). In view of the subsequent mention of
the "inner peace"
in the tabut, its rendering as "heart" is definitely more appropriate
than "ark".
240 Lit., "and the remainder of that which the House (al) of Moses and the
House of Aaron
left behind. borne by the angels". The expression "borne by the angels"
or "angel-borne"
is an allusion to the God-inspired nature of the spiritual heritage left
by those two
prophets; while the "remainder" (baqiyyah) denotes that which is
"lasting" or "enduring"
in that heritage.

2:249
And when Saul set out with his forces, he said: "Behold, God will now try you by a river: he who
shall drink of it will not belong to me, whereas he who shall refrain from tasting it - he, indeed,
will belong to me; but forgiven shall be he241 who shall scoop up but a single handful." However,
save for a few of them, they all drank [their fill] of it.
And as soon as he and those who had kept faith with him had crossed the river, the others said:
"No strength have we today [to stand up] against Goliath and his forces!"
[Yet] those who knew with certainty that they were destined to meet God, replied: "How often
has a small host overcome a great host by God's leave! For God is with those who are patient in
adversity."
2:250
And when they came face to face with Goliath and his forces, they prayed: "O our Sustainer!
Shower us with patience in adversity, and make firm our steps, and succour us against the people
who deny the truth!"
2:251

And thereupon, by God's leave, they routed them. And David slew Goliath; and God bestowed
upon him dominion, and wisdom, and imparted to him the knowledge of whatever He willed.
And if God had not enabled people to defend themselves against one another,242 corruption
would surely overwhelm the earth: but God is limitless in His bounty unto all the worlds.
2:252
THESE are God's messages: We convey them unto thee, [O Prophet,] setting forth the truth - for,
verily, thou art among those who have been entrusted with a message. (2:253) Some of these
apostles have We endowed more highly than others: among them were such as were spoken to
by God [Himself], and some He has raised yet higher.'243 And We vouchsafed unto Jesus, the son
of Mary, all evidence of the truth, and strengthened him with holy inspiration.244
And if God had so willed, they who succeeded those [apostles] would not have contended with
one another after all evidence of the truth had come to them; but [as it was,] they did take to
divergent views, and some of them attained to faith, while some of them came to deny the truth.
Yet if God had so willed, they would not have contended with one another: but God does
whatever He wills.245
241 Lit., "excepting him". The symbolic implication is that faith - and,
thus, belief in the
justice of one's cause - has no value unless it is accompanied by
heightened self-discipline
and disregard of one's material interests.
242 Lit., "were it not that God repels some people by means of others": an
elliptic reference
to God's enabling people to defend themselves against aggression or
oppression. Exactly
the same phrase occurs in 22:40, which deals with fighting in selfdefence.
243 This appears to be an allusion to Muhammad inasmuch as he was the Last
Prophet and the
bearer of a universal message applicable to all people and to all times.
By "such as were
spoken to by God" Moses is meant (see the last sentence of 4: 164).
244 The mention, in this context, of Jesus by name is intended to stress
the fact of his
having been a prophet, and to refute the claims of those who deify him.
For an explanation
of the term ruh al-qudus (rendered by me as "holy inspiration"), see note
71 on verse
87 of this surah.
245 Once again - as in verse 213 above - the Qur'an alludes to the
inevitability of dissension
among human beings: in other words, it is the will of God that their way
to the truth should
be marked by conflicts and trial by error.

2:254
O YOU who have attained to faith! Spend [in Our way] out of what We have granted you as
sustenance ere there come a Day246 when there will be no bargaining, and no friendship, and no
intercession. And they who deny the truth - it is they who are evildoers!
246 Le., the Day of Judgment. With this exhortation the Qur'an returns to
the subject of verse 245:
"Who is it that will offer up unto God a goodly loan?" We may, therefore,
infer that the
"spending in God's way" relates here to every kind of sacrifice in God's
cause, and not merely
to the spending of one's possessions.

2:255
GOD - there is no deity save Him, the Ever-Living, the Self-Subsistent Fount of All Being.
Neither slumber overtakes Him, nor sleep. His is all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth.
Who is there that could intercede with Him, unless it be by His leave?
He knows all that lies open before men and all that is hidden from them,247 whereas they cannot
attain to aught of His knowledge save that which He wills [them to attain].
His eternal power248 overspreads the heavens and the earth, and their upholding wearies Him not.
And he alone is truly exalted, tremendous.
2:256
THERE SHALL BE no coercion in matters of faith.249 Distinct has now become the right way
from [the way of] error: hence, he who rejects the powers of evil250 and believes in God has
indeed taken hold of a support most unfailing, which shall never give way: for God is allhearing, all-knowing.
247 Lit., "that which is between their hands and that which is behind
them". The commentators
give most conflicting interpretations to this phrase. Thus, for instance,
Mujahid and 'Ata'
assume that "that which is between their hands" means "that which has
happened to them in
this world", while "that which is behind them" is an allusion to "that
which will happen to
them in the next world"; Ad-Dahhak and Al-Kalbi, on the other hand,
assume the exact opposite
and say that "that which is between their hands" refers to the next
world, "because they
are going towards it", while "that which is behind them" means this
world, "because they
are leaving it behind" (Razi). Another explanation is "that which took
place before them
and that which will take place after them" (Zamakhshari). It would seem,
however, that in

all these interpretations the obvious meaning of the idiomatic expression
ma bayna yadayhi
("that which lies open between one's hands") is lost sight of: namely,
that which is evident
or known, or perceivable; similarly, ma khalfahu means that which is
beyond one's ken or
perception. Since the whole tenor of the above Qur'an-verse relates to
God's omnipotence
and omniscience, the translation given by me seems to be the most
appropriate.
248 Lit., "His seat [of power]". Some of the commentators (e.g.,
Zamakhshari) interpret this
as "His sovereignty" or "His dominion", while others take it to mean
"His knowledge"
(see Muhammad 'Abduh in Manar III, 33); Razi inclines to the view that
this word denotes
God's majesty and indescribable eternal glory.
249 The term din denotes both the contents of and the compliance with a
morally binding law;
consequently, it signifies "religion" in the widest sense of this term,
extending over
all that pertains to its doctrinal contents and their practical
implications, as well as
to man's attitude towards the object of his worship, thus comprising also
the concept of
"faith". The rendering of din as "religion", "faith","religious law" or
"moral law"
(see note 3 on 109:6) depends on the context in which this term is used.
- On the strength
of the above categorical prohibition of coercion (ikrah) in anything that
pertains to faith
or religion, all Islamic jurists (fuqaha), without any exception, hold
that forcible
conversion is under all circumstances null and void, and that any attempt
at coercing
a non-believer to accept the faith of Islam is a grievous sin: a verdict
which disposes
of the widespread fallacy that Islam places before the unbelievers the
alternative of
"conversion or the sword".
250 At-taghut denotes, primarily, anything that is worshipped instead of
God and, thus, all
that may turn man away from God and lead him to evil. It has both a
singular and a
plural significance (Razi) and is, therefore, best rendered as "the
powers of evil".

2:257
God is near unto those who have faith, taking them out of deep darkness into the light - whereas
near unto those who are bent on denying the truth are the powers of evil that take them out of the
light into darkness deep: it is they who are destined for the fire, therein to abide.

2:258
ART THOU NOT aware of that [king] who argued with Abraham about his Sustainer, [simply]
because God had granted him kingship? Lo! Abraham said: "My Sustainer is He who grants life
and deals death." [The king] replied: "I [too] grant life and deal death!"
Said Abraham: "Verily, God causes the sun to rise in the east; cause it, then, to rise in the west!"
Thereupon he who was bent on denying the truth remained dumbfounded: for God does not
guide people who [deliberately] do wrong.[251]
2:259
Or [art thou, O man, of the same mind] as he[252] who passed by a town deserted by its people,
with its roofs caved in, [and] said, "How could God bring all this back to life after its
death?"[253]
Thereupon God caused him to be dead for a hundred years; whereafter He brought him back to
life [and] said: "How long hast thou remained thus?" He answered: "I have remained thus a day,
or part of a day."
Said [God]: "Nay, but thou hast remained thus for a hundred years! But look at thy food and thy
drink - untouched is it by the passing of years - and look at thine ass![254] And [We did all this
so that We might make thee a symbol unto men. And look at the bones [of animals and men] how We put them together and then clothe them with flesh!"[255]
And when [all this] became clear to him, he said: "I know [now] that God has the power to will
anything!"
251 According to Muhammad 'Abduh, the wrong (zulm) referred to here
consists in "one's
deliberately turning away from the light [of guidance] provided by God"
(Manor III, 47).
252 Lit., "Or like him". The words interpolated by me between brackets are
based on Zamakhshari's
interpretation of this passage, which connects with the opening of the
preceding verse.
253 The story told in this verse is obviously a parable meant to illustrate
God's power to bring
the dead back to life: and, thus, it is significantly placed between
Abraham's words in verse
258, "My Sustainer is He who grants life and deals death", and his
subsequent request, in
verse 260, to be shown how God resurrects the dead. The speculations of
some of the earlier
commentators as to the "identity" of the man and the town mentioned in
this story are without
any substance, and may have been influenced by Talmudic legends.

254 Sc., "and observe that it is alive": thus pointing out that God has the
power to grant
life indefinitely, as well as to resurrect the dead.
255 The Qur'an frequently points to the ever-recurring miracle of birth,
preceded by the gradual
evolution of the embryo in its mother's womb, as a visible sign of God's
power to create and therefore also to re-create life.

2:260
And, lo, Abraham said: "O my Sustainer! Show me how Thou givest life unto the dead!"
Said He: "Hast thou, then, no faith?" (Abraham) answered: "Yea, but [let me see it] so that my
heart may be set fully at rest."
Said He: "Take, then, four birds and teach them to obey thee;[256] then place them separately on
every hill [around thee]; then summon them: they will come flying to thee. And know that God is
almighty, wise."[257]
256 Lit., "make them incline towards thee" (Zamakhshari; see also Lane IV,
1744).
257 My rendering of the above parable is based on the primary meaning of
the imperative
surhunna ilayka ("make them incline towards thee", i.e., "teach them to
obey thee"). The
moral of this story has been pointed out convincingly by the famous
commentator Abu Muslim
(as quoted by Razi): "If man is able - as he undoubtedly is - to train
birds in such a
way as to make them obey his call, then it is obvious that God, whose
will all things obey,
can call life into being by simply decreeing, 'Be!'"

2:261
THE PARABLE of those who spend their possessions for the sake of God is that of a grain out
of which grow seven ears, in every ear a hundred grains: for God grants manifold increase unto
whom He wills; and God is infinite, all-knowing.
2:262
They who spend their possessions for the sake of God and do not thereafter mar[258] their
spending by stressing their own benevolence and hurting [the feelings of the needy] shall have
their reward with their Sustainer, and no fear need they have, and neither shall they grieve.
(2:263) A kind word and the veiling of another's want[259] is better than a charitable deed
followed by hurt; and God is self-sufficient, forbearing.
258 Lit., "do not follow up".

259 For the rendering of maghfarah (lit.; "forgiveness") in this context as
"veiling another's
want" I am indebted to Baghawi's explanation of this verse.

2:264
O you who have attained to faith! Do not deprive your charitable deeds of all worth by stressing
your own benevolence and hurting [the feelings of the needy], as does he who spends his wealth
only to be seen and praised by men, and believes not in God and the Last Day: for his parable is
that of a smooth rock with [a little] earth upon it - and then a rainstorm smites it and leaves it
hard and bare. Such as these shall have no gain whatever from all their [good] works: for God
does not guide people who refuse to acknowledge the truth.
2:265
And the parable of those who spend their possessions out of a longing to please God, and out of
their own inner certainty, is that of a garden on high, fertile ground: a rainstorm smites it, and
thereupon it brings forth its fruit twofold; and if no rainstorm smites it, soft rain [falls upon it].
And God sees all that you do.
2:266
Would any of you like to have a garden of date-palms and vines, through which running waters
flow, and have all manner of fruit therein - and then be overtaken by old age, with only weak
children to [look after] him - and then [see] it smitten by a fiery whirlwind and utterly scorched?
In this way God makes clear His messages unto you, so that you might take thought.
2:267
O you who have attained to faith! Spend on others out of the good things which you may have
acquired, and out of that which We bring forth for you from the earth; and choose not for your
spending the bad things which you yourselves would not accept without averting your eyes in
disdain. And know that God is self-sufficient, ever to be praised.
2:268
Satan threatens you with the prospect of poverty and bids you to be niggardly, whereas God
promises you His forgiveness and bounty; and God is infinite, all-knowing, (2:269) granting
wisdom unto whom He wills: and whoever is granted wisdom has indeed been granted wealth
abundant. But none bears this in mind save those who are endowed with insight.
2:270
For, whatever you may spend on others, or whatever you may vow [to spend], verily, God knows
it; and those who do wrong [by withholding charity] shall have none to succour them.

2:271
If you do deeds of charity openly, it is well; but if you bestow it upon the needy in secret, it will
be even better for you, and it will atone for some of your bad deeds. And God is aware of all that
you do.
2:272
It is not for thee [O Prophet] to make people follow the right path,[260] since it is God [alone]
who guides whom He wills.
And whatever good you may spend on others is for your own good, provided that you spend only
out of a longing for God's countenance: for, whatever good you may spend will be repaid unto
you in full, and you shall not be wronged.
260 Lit., "their guidance is not upon thee" - i.e., "thou art responsible
only for conveying
God's message to them, and not for their reaction to it": the people
referred to being the
needy spoken of in the preceding verses. It appears that in the early
days after his
migration to Medina, the Prophet - faced by the great poverty prevalent
among his own
community - advised his Companions that "charity should be bestowed only
on the followers
of Islam" - a view that was immediately corrected by the revelation of
the above verse
(a number of Traditions to this effect are quoted by Tabari, Razi and Ibn
Kathir, as well
as in Manar III, 82 f.). According to several other Traditions (recorded,
among others,
by Nasa'i and Abu Da'ud and quoted by all the classical commentators),
the Prophet thereupon
explicitly enjoined upon his followers to disburse charities upon all who
needed them,
irrespective of the faith of the person concerned. Consequently, there is
full agreement
among all the commentators that the above verse of the Qur'an - although
expressed in the
singular and, on the face of it, addressed to the Prophet - lays down an
injunction binding
upon all Muslims. Razi, in particular, draws from it the additional
conclusion that charity or the threat to withhold it - must never become a means of attracting
unbelievers to
Islam: for, in order to be valid, faith must be an outcome of inner
conviction and free
choice. This is in consonance with verse 256 of this surah: "There shall
be no coercion
in matters of faith."

2:273

[And give] unto [such of] the needy who, being wholly wrapped up in God's cause, are unable to
go about the earth [in search of livelihood].[261] He who is unaware [of their condition] might
think that they are wealthy, because they abstain [from begging]; [but] thou canst recognize them
by their special mark: they do not beg of men with importunity. And whatever good you may
spend [on them], verily, God knows it all.
2:274
Those who spend their possessions [for the sake of God] by night and by day, secretly and
openly, shall have their reward with their Sustainer; and no fear need they have, and neither shall
they grieve.
2:275
THOSE who gorge themselves on usury[262] behave but as he might behave whom Satan has
confounded with his touch; for they say, "Buying and selling is but a kind of[263] usury" - the
while God has made buying and selling lawful and usury unlawful. Hence, whoever becomes
aware of his Sustainer's admonition,[264] and thereupon desists [from usury], may keep his past
gains, and it will be for God to judge him; but as for those who return to it - they are destined for
the fire, therein to abide!
261 I.e., those who have devoted themselves entirely to working in the
cause of the Faith - be
it by spreading, elucidating or defending it physically or intellectually
- or to any of
the selfless pursuits extolled in God's message, such as search for
knowledge, work for
the betterment of man's lot, and so forth; and, finally, those who,
having suffered personal
or material hurt in such pursuits, are henceforth unable to fend for
themselves.
262 For a discussion of the concept of riba ("usury"), see note 35 on 30:
39, where this term
occurs for the first time in the chronological order of revelation. The
passage dealing
with the prohibition of riba, which follows here, is believed to have
been among the last
revelations received by the Prophet. The subject of usury connects
logically with the
preceding long passage on the subject of charity because the former is
morally the exact
opposite of the latter: true charity consists in giving without an
expectation of material
gain, whereas usury is based on an expectation of gain without any
corresponding effort
on the part of the lender.
263 Lit., "like".
264 Lit., "he to whom an admonition has come from his Sustainer".

2:276
God deprives usurious gains of all blessing, whereas He blesses charitable deeds with manifold
increase.[265] And God does not love anyone who is stubbornly ingrate and persists in sinful
ways.
2:277
Verily, those who have attained to faith and do good works, and are constant in prayer, and
dispense charity - they shall have their reward with their Sustainer, and no fear need they have,
and neither shall they grieve.
2:278
O you who have attained to faith! Remain conscious of God. and give up all outstanding gains
from usury, if you are [truly] believers;[266] (2:279) for if you do it not, then know that you are
at war with God and His Apostle. But if you repent, then you shall be entitled to [the return of]
your principal:[267] you will do no wrong, and neither will you be wronged. (2:280) If, however,
[the debtor] is in straitened circumstances, [grant him] a delay until a time of ease; and it would
be for your own good - if you but knew it - to remit [the debt entirely] by way of charity.
2:281
And be conscious of the Day on which you shall be brought back unto God, whereupon every
human being shall be repaid in full for what he has earned, and none shall be wronged.[268]
265 Lit., "whereas He causes [the merit of] charitable deeds to increase
with interest (yurbi)".
266 This refers not merely to the believers at the time when the
prohibition of usury was
proclaimed, but also to people of later times who may come to believe in
the Qur'anic
message.
267 I.e., without interest.
268 According to the uncontested evidence of Ibn 'Abbas, the above verse
was the last
revelation granted to the Prophet, who died shortly afterwards (Bukhari:
see also
Fath al-Bari VIII. 164 f.).

2:282
O YOU who have attained to faith! Whenever you give or take credit[269] for a stated term, set
it down in writing. And let a scribe write it down equitably between you; and no scribe shall
refuse to write as God has taught him:[270] thus shall he write. And let him who contracts the
debt dictate; and let him be conscious of God, his Sustainer, and not weaken anything of his

undertaking.[271] And if he who contracts the debt is weak of mind or body, or, is not able to
dictate himself,[272] then let him who watches over his interests dictate equitably. And call upon
two of your men to act as witnesses; and if two men are not available, then a man and two
women from among such as are acceptable to you as witnesses, so that if one of them should
make a mistake, the other could remind her.[273] And the witnesses must not refuse [to give
evidence] whenever they are called upon.
And be not loath to write down every contractual provision,[274] be it small or great, together
with the time at which it falls due; this is more equitable in the sight of God, more reliable as
evidence, and more likely to prevent you from having doubts [later]. If, however, [the
transaction] concerns ready merchandise which you transfer directly unto one another, you will
incur no sin if you do not write it down.
And have witnesses whenever you trade with one another, but neither scribe nor witness must
suffer harm;[275] for if you do [them harm], behold, it will be sinful conduct on your part. And
remain conscious of God, since it is God who teaches you [herewith] - and God has full
knowledge of everything.
269 The above phrase embraces any transaction on the basis of credit, be it
an outright
loan or a commercial deal. It relates (as the grammatical form tadayantum
shows) to both
the giver and taker of credit, and has been rendered accordingly.
270 I.e., in accordance with the laws promulgated in the Qur'an.
271 Lit., "and do not diminish anything thereof". Thus, the formulation of
the undertaking
is left to the weaker party, i.e., to the one who contracts the debt.
272 E.g., because he is physically handicapped, or does not fully
understand the business
terminology used in such contracts, or is not acquainted with the
language in which the
contract is to be written. The definition "weak of mind or body" (lit..
"lacking in
understanding or weak") applies to minors as well as to very old persons
who are no longer
in full possession of their mental faculties.
273 The stipulation that two women may be substituted for one male witness
does not imply
any reflection on woman's moral or intellectual capabilities: it is
obviously due to the
fact that, as a rule, women are less familiar with business procedures
than men and,
therefore, more liable to commit mistakes in this respect (see 'Abduh in
Manar 111, 124 f.).
274 Lit., "to write it down" - i.e., all rights and obligations arising
from the contract.

275 E.g., by being held responsible for the eventual consequences of the
contract as such,
or for the non-fulfilment of any of its provisions by either of the
contracting parties.

2:283
And if you are on a journey and cannot find a scribe, pledges [may be taken] in hand: but if you
trust one another, then let him who is trusted fulfil his trust, and let him be conscious of God, his
Sustainer. And do not conceal what you have witnessed[276] - for, verily, he who conceals it is
sinful at heart; and God has full knowledge of all that you do.
2:284
Unto God belongs all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth. And whether you bring into
the open what is in your minds or conceal it, God will call you to account for it; and then He will
forgive whom He wills, and will chastise whom He wills: for God has the power to will
anything.
2:285
THE APOSTLE, and the believers with him, believe in what has been bestowed upon him from
on high by his Sustainer: they all believe in God, and His angels, and His revelations, and His
apostles, making no distinction between any of His apostles;[277] and they say: "We have heard,
and we pay heed. Grant us Thy forgiveness, O our Sustainer, for with Thee is all journeys' end!
276 Lit., "do not conceal testimony". This relates not only to those who
have witnessed a
business transaction, but also to a debtor who has been given a loan on
trust - without
a written agreement and without witnesses - and subsequently denies all
knowledge of
his indebtedness.
277 Lit., "we make no distinction between any of His apostles": these words
are put, as
it were, in the mouths of the believers. Inasmuch as all the apostles
were true bearers
of God's messages, there is no distinction between them, albeit some of
them have been
"endowed more highly than others" (see verse 253).

2:286
"God does not burden any human being with more than he is well able to bear: in his favour shall
be whatever good he does, and against him whatever evil he does. "O our Sustainer! Take us not
to task if we forget or unwittingly do wrong!
"O our Sustainer! Lay not upon us a burden such as Thou didst lay upon those who lived before
us![278] O our Sustainer! Make us not bear burdens which we have no strength to bear!

"And efface Thou our sins, and grant us forgiveness, and bestow Thy mercy upon us! Thou art
our Lord Supreme: succour us, then, against people who deny the truth!"
278 A reference to the heavy burden of rituals imposed by the Law of Moses
upon the children
of Israel, as well as the world-renunciation recommended by Jesus to his
followers.

The Third Surah
Al-'Imran (The House of 'Imran)
Medina Period

THIS SURAH is the second or (according to some authorities) the third to have been revealed at
Medina, apparently in the year 3 H.; some of its verses, however, belong to a much later period,
namely, to the year preceding the Prophet's death (10 H.). The title "The House of 'Imran" has
been derived from references, in verses 33 and 35, to this common origin of a long line of
prophets.
Like the preceding surah, this one begins with the mention of divine revelation and men's
reactions to it. In Al-Baqarah the main stress is laid on the contrasting attitudes of those who
accept the truth revealed by God and those who reject it; the opening verses of Al-'Imran, on the
other hand, refer to the inclination of many misguided believers to interpret the allegorical
passages of the Qur'an - and, by implication, of the earlier revealed scriptures as well - in an
arbitrary manner, and thus to arrive at esoteric propositions which conflict with the true nature
and purpose of the divine message. Since the deification of Jesus by his later followers is one of
the most outstanding instances of such an arbitrary interpretation of a prophet's original message,
the surah relates the story of Mary and Jesus, as well as of Zachariah, the father of John the
Baptist, all of whom belonged to the House of 'Imran. Here the Qur'an takes issue with the
Christian doctrine of the divinity of Jesus: he himself is quoted as calling upon his followers to
worship God alone; his purely human nature and mortality are stressed again and again; and it is
described as "inconceivable that a human being unto whom God had granted revelation, and
sound judgment, and prophethood, should thereafter have said unto people, 'Worship me beside
God'" (verse 79).
The principle of God's oneness and uniqueness and of man's utter dependence on Him is
illumined from many angles, and leads logically to the problem of man's faith and to the
temptations, arising out of human frailty, to which that faith is continually exposed: and this
brings the discourse to the subject of the battle of Uhud - that near-disaster which befell the small
Muslim community in the year 3 H., and provided a wholesome, if bitter, lesson for all its future
development. More than one-third of Al-'Imran deals with this experience and the many-sided
moral to be derived from it.
In the name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
3:1

Alif. Lam. Mim.1
3:2
GOD - there is no deity save Him, the Ever-Living, the Self-Subsistent Fount of All Being!
3:3
Step by step has He bestowed upon thee from on high this divine writ,2 setting forth the truth
which confirms whatever there still remains [of earlier revelations]:3 for it is He who has
bestowed from on high the Torah and the Gospel (3:4) aforetime, as a guidance unto mankind,
and it is He who has bestowed [upon man] the standard by which to discern the true from the
false.4
Behold, as for those who are bent on denying God's messages - grievous suffering awaits them:
for God is almighty, an avenger of evil.
1 see Appendix II
2 The gradualness of the Qur'anic revelation is stressed here by means of
the grammatical
form nazzala.
3 Most of the commentators are of the opinion that ma bayna yadayhi - lit.,
"that which
is between its hands" - denotes here "the revelations which came before
it", i.e., before
the Qur'an. This interpretation is not, however, entirely convincing.
Although there is
not the least doubt that in this context the pronominal ma refers to
earlier revelations,
and particularly the Bible (as is evident from the parallel use of the
above expression in
other Qur'anic passages), the idiomatic phrase ma bayna yadayhi does not,
in itself, mean
"that which came before it" - i.e., in time - but, rather (as pointed out
by me in surah 2,
note 247), "that which lies open before it". Since, however, the pronoun
"it" relates here
to the Qur'an, the metaphorical expression "between its hands" or "before
it" cannot possibly
refer to "knowledge" (as it does in 2:255), but must obviously refer to
an objective reality
with which the Qur'an is "confronted": that is, something that was
coexistent in time with
the revelation of the Qur'an. Now this, taken together (a) with the fact
- frequently
stressed in the Qur'an and since established by objective scholarship that in the course
of the millennia the Bible has been subjected to considerable and often
arbitrary alteration,
and (b) with the fact that many of the laws enunciated in the Qur'an
differ from the laws

of the Bible, brings us forcibly to the conclusion that the
"confirmation" of the latter
by the Qur'an can refer only to the basic truths still discernible in the
Bible, and not to
its time-bound legislation or to its present text - in other words, a
confirmation of
whatever was extant of its basic teachings at the time of the revelation
of the Qur'an: and
it is this that the phrase ma bayna yadayhi expresses in this context as
well as in 5:46
and 48 or in 61:6 (where it refers to Jesus' confirming the truth of
"whatever there still
remained [i.e., in his lifetime] of the Torah").
4 It is to be borne in mind that the Gospel frequently mentioned in the
Qur'an is not
identical with what is known today as the Four Gospels, but refers to an
original, since
lost, revelation bestowed upon Jesus and known to his contemporaries
under its Greek name
of Evangelion ("Good Tiding"), on which the Arabicized form Injil is
based. It was probably
the source from which the Synoptic Gospels derived much of their material
and some of
the teachings attributed to Jesus. The fact of its having been lost and
forgotten is
alluded to in the Qur'an in 5:14. - Regarding my rendering of al-furqan
as "the standard
by which to discern the true from the false", see also note 38 on the
identical phrase
occurring in 2:53.

3:5
Verily, nothing on earth or in the heavens is hidden from God. (3:6) He it is who shapes you in
the wombs as He wills. There is no deity save Him, the Almighty, the Truly Wise.
3:7
He it is who has bestowed upon thee from on high this divine writ, containing messages that are
clear in and by themselves - and these are the essence of the divine writ - as well as others that
are allegorical.5 Now those whose hearts are given to swerving from the truth go after that part of
the divine writ6 which has been expressed in allegory, seeking out [what is bound to create]
confusion,7 and seeking [to arrive at] its final meaning [in an arbitrary manner]; but none save
God knows its final meaning.8 Hence, those who are deeply rooted in knowledge say:
"We believe in it; the whole [of the divine writ] is from our Sustainer - albeit none takes this to
heart save those who are endowed with insight.
5 The above passage may be regarded as a key to the understanding of the
Qur'an. Tabari
identifies the ayat muhkamat ("messages that are clear in and by
themselves") with what

the philologists and jurists describe as nass - namely, ordinances or
statements which
are self-evident (zahir) by virtue of their wording (cf. Lisan al-'Arab,
art. nass).
Consequently, Tabari regards as ayat muhkamat only those statements or
ordinances of the
Qur'an which do not admit of more than one interpretation (which does
not, of course,
preclude differences of opinion regarding the implications of a
particular ayah muhkamah).
In my opinion, however, it would be too dogmatic to regard any passage of
the Qur'an which
does not conform to the above definition as mutashabih ("allegorical"):
for there are
many statements in the Qur'an which are liable to more than one
interpretation but are,
nevertheless, not allegorical - just as there are many expressions and
passages which,
despite their allegorical formulation, reveal to the searching intellect
only one possible
meaning. For this reason, the ayat mutashabihat may be defined as those
passages of the
Qur'an which are expressed in a figurative manner, with a meaning that is
metaphorically
implied but not directly, in so many words, stated. The ayat muhkamat are
described as
the "essence of the divine writ" (umm al-kitab) because they comprise the
fundamental
principles underlying its message and, in particular, its ethical and
social teachings:
and it is only on the basis of these clearly enunciated principles that
the allegorical
passages can be correctly interpreted. (For a more detailed discussion of
symbolism and
allegory in the Qur'an. see Appendix 1.)
6 Lit., "that of it".
7 The "confusion" referred to here is a consequence of interpreting
allegorical passages
in an "arbitrary manner" (Zamakhshari).
8 According to most of the early commentators, this refers to the
interpretation of
allegorical passages which deal with metaphysical subjects - for
instance, God's attributes,
the ultimate meaning of time and eternity, the resurrection of the dead,
the Day of Judgment,
paradise and hell, the nature of the beings or forces described as
angels, and so forth all of which fall within the category of al-ghayb, i.e., that sector of
reality which is
beyond the reach of human perception and imagination and cannot,
therefore, be conveyed to
man in other than allegorical terms. This view of the classical
commentators, however, does

not seem to take into account the many Qur'anic passages which do not
deal with metaphysical
subjects and yet are, undoubtedly, allegorical in intent and expression.
To my mind, one
cannot arrive at a correct understanding of the above passage without
paying due attention
to the nature and function of allegory as such. A true allegory - in
contrast with a mere
pictorial paraphrase of something that could equally well be stated in
direct terms - is
always meant to express in a figurative manner something which, because
of its complexity,
cannot be adequately expressed in direct terms or propositions and,
because of this very
complexity, can be grasped only intuitively, as a general mental image,
and not as a series
of detailed "statements": and this seems to be the meaning of the phrase,
"none save God
knows its final meaning".

3:8
"O our Sustainer! Let not our hearts swerve from the truth after Thou hast guided us; and bestow
upon us the gift of Thy grace: verily, Thou art the [true] Giver of Gifts.
3:9
"O our Sustainer! Verily, Thou wilt gather mankind together to witness the Day about [the
coming of] which there is no doubt: verily, God never fails to fulfil His promise."
3:10
BEHOLD, as for those who are bent on denying the truth - neither their worldly possessions nor
their offspring will in the least avail them against God; and it is they, they who shall be the fuel
of the fire! (3:11) [To them shall - happen] the like of what happened to Pharaoh's people and
those who lived before them: they gave the lie to Our messages - and so God took them to task
for their sins: for God is severe in retribution.
3:12
Say unto those who are bent on denying the truth: "You shall be overcome and gathered unto hell
- and how evil a resting-place!"
3:13
You have already had a sign in the two hosts that met in battle, one host fighting in God's cause
and the other denying Him; with their own eyes [the former] saw the others as twice their own
number: but God strengthens with His succour whom He wills. In this, behold, there is indeed a
lesson for all who have eyes to see.9

3:14
ALLURING unto man is the enjoyment of worldly desires through women, and children, and
heaped-up treasures of gold and silver, and horses of high mark, and cattle, and lands. All this
may be enjoyed in the life of this world - but the most beauteous of all goals is with God.
3:15
Say: "Shall I tell you of better things than those [earthly joys]? For the God-conscious there are,
with their Sustainer, gardens through which running waters flow, therein to abide, and spouses
pure, and God's goodly acceptance." And God sees all that is in [the hearts of] His servants (3:16) those who say, "O our Sustainer! Behold, we believe [in Thee]; forgive us, then, our sins,
and keep us safe from suffering through the fire" - : (3:17) those who are patient in adversity, and
true to their word, and truly devout, and who spend [in God's way], and pray for forgiveness
from their innermost hearts.10
9 It is generally assumed that this is an allusion to the battle of Badr,
in the third
week of Ramadan, 2H., in which three hundred and odd poorly-equipped
Muslims, led by
the Prophet, utterly routed a well-armed Meccan force numbering nearly
one thousand men,
seven hundred camels and one hundred horses; it was the first open battle
between the
pagan Quraysh and the young Muslim community of Medina. According to some
commentators,
however (e.g., Manar III, 234), the above Qur'anic passage has a general
import and alludes
to an occurrence often witnessed in history - namely, the victory of a
numerically weak
and ill-equipped group of people, filled with a burning belief in the
righteousness of
their cause, over a materially and numerically superior enemy lacking a
similar conviction.
The fact that in this Qur'an-verse the believers are spoken of as being
faced by an enemy
"twice their number" (while at the battle of Badr the pagan Quraysh were
more than three
times the number of the Muslims) lends great plausibility to this
explanation - and
particularly so in view of the allusion, in the next verse, to material
riches and
worldly power.
10 The expression bi'l-ashar is usually taken to mean "at the times before
daybreak", or simply
"before daybreak". This is in agreement with the Prophet's recommendation
to his followers
(forthcoming from several authentic Traditions) to devote the latter part
of the night,
and particularly the time shortly before dawn, to intensive prayer. But
while the word sahar

(also spelled sahr and suhr), of which ashar is the plural, undoubtedly
denotes "the time
before daybreak", it also signifies - in the spellings sahar and suhr "the core of the
heart", "the inner part of the heart", or simply "heart" (cf. Lisan al'Arab; also Lane IV,
1316). It seems to me that in the context of the above Qur'an-verse - as
well as of 51:18 this latter rendering is preferable to the conventional one: for,
although the value of
praying before daybreak has undoubtedly been stressed by the Prophet, it
is not very
plausible that the Qur'an should have tied the prayer for forgiveness to
a particular
time of day.

3:18
GOD [Himself] proffers evidence11 - and [so do] the angels and all who are endowed with
knowledge - that there is no deity save Him, the Upholder of Equity: there is no deity save Him,
the Almighty, the Truly Wise.
3:19
Behold, the only [true] religion in the sight of God is [man's] self-surrender unto Him; and those
who were vouchsafed revelation aforetime12 took, out of mutual jealousy, to divergent views [on
this point] only after knowledge [thereof] had come unto them.13 But as for him who denies the
truth of God's messages - behold, God is swift in reckoning!
3:20
Thus, [O Prophet,] if they argue with thee, say, "I have surrendered my whole being unto God,
and [so have] all who follow me!" - and ask those who have been vouchsafed revelation
aforetime, as well as all unlettered people,14 "Have you [too] surrendered yourselves unto Him?"
And if they surrender themselves unto Him, they are on the right path; but if they turn away behold, thy duty is no more than to deliver the message: for God sees all that is in [the hearts of]
His creatures.
11 Lit., "bears witness" - i.e., through the nature of His creation, which
shows plainly that
it has been brought into being by a consciously planning Power.
12 Most of the classical commentators are of the opinion that the people
referred to are the
followers of the Bible, or of parts of it - i.e., the Jews and the
Christians. It is, however,
highly probable that this passage bears a wider import and relates to all
communities which
base their views on a revealed scripture, extant in a partially corrupted
form, with parts

of it entirely lost.
13 I.e., all these communities at first subscribed to the doctrine of God's
oneness and held
that man's self-surrender to Him (islam in its original connotation) is
the essence of all
true religion. Their subsequent divergencies were an outcome of sectarian
pride and mutual
exclusiveness.
14 According to Razi, this refers to people who have no revealed scripture
of their own.

3:21
Verily, as for those who deny the truth of God's messages, and slay the prophets against all right,
and slay people who enjoin equity15 - announce unto them a grievous chastisement. (3:22) It is
they whose works shall come to nought both in this world and in the life to come; and they shall
have none to succour them.
3:23
Art thou not aware of those who have been granted their share of revelation [aforetime]? They
have been called upon to let God's writ be their law16 - and yet some of them turn away [from it]
in their obstinacy, (3:24) simply because they claim, "The fire will most certainly not touch us
for more than a limited number of days":17 and thus the false beliefs which they invented have
[in time] caused them to betray their faith.18
15 See surah 2, note 48.
16 Lit., "decide [all disputes] between them" - the reference being to the
Torah.
17 Cf. 2:80, and the corresponding note.
18 Lit., "that which they were wont to invent has deluded them in their
faith".

3:25
How, then, [will they fare] when We shall gather them all together to witness the Day about [the
coming of] which there is no doubt, and every human being shall be repaid in full for what he
has done, and none shall be wronged?
3:26
SAY: "O God, Lord of all dominion! Thou grantest dominion unto whom Thou willest, and
takest away dominion from whom Thou willest; and Thou exaltest whom Thou willest, and
abasest whom Thou willest. In Thy hand is all good. Verily, Thou hast the power to will
anything.

3:27
"Thou makest the night grow longer by shortening the day, and Thou makest the day grow
longer by shortening the night. And Thou bringest forth the living out of that which is dead, and
Thou bringest forth the dead out of that which is alive. And Thou grantest sustenance unto whom
Thou willest, beyond all reckoning."
3:28
LET NOT the believers take those who deny the truth for their allies in preference to the
believers19 - since he who does this cuts himself off from God in everything - unless it be to
protect yourselves against them in this way.20 But God warns you to beware of Him: for with
God is all journeys' end.
3:29
Say: "Whether you conceal what is in your hearts21 or bring it into the open, God knows it: for
He knows all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth; and God has the power to will
anything."
19 I.e., in cases where the interests of those "deniers of the truth" clash
with the interests
of believers (Manar 111, 278). Regarding the deeper implications of the
term "allies" (awliya'),
see 4:139 and the corresponding note.
20 Lit., "unless you fear from them something that is to be feared".
Zamakhshari explains this
phrase as meaning, "unless you have reason to fear that they might do
something which ought
to be guarded against" - obviously referring to situations in which
"those who deny the truth"
are more powerful than the Muslims, and are therefore in a position to
damage the latter
unless they become their "allies" in a political or moral sense.
21 Lit., "breasts", This is a reference to the real motives underlying the
decision of a
Muslim group or power to form an alliance with "those who deny the truth"
in preference to,
or against the legitimate interests of, other believers.

3:30
On the Day when every human being will find himself faced with all the good that he has done,
and with all the evil that he has done, [many a one] will wish that there were a long span of time
between himself and that [Day]. Hence, God warns you to beware of Him; but God is most
compassionate towards His creatures.
3:31

Say [O Prophet]: "If you love God, follow me, [and] God will love you and forgive you your
sins; for God is much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace."
3:32
Say: "Pay heed unto God and the Apostle."
3:33
BEHOLD, God raised Adam, and Noah, and the House of Abraham, and the House of 'Imran
above all mankind, (3:34) in one line of descent.22 And God was all-hearing, all-knowing23
(3:35) when a woman of [the House of] 'Imran prayed: "O my Sustainer! Behold, unto Thee do I
vow [the child] that is in, my womb, to be devoted to Thy service. Accept it, then, from me:
verily, Thou alone art all-hearing, all-knowing!"
22 Lit., "offspring of one another" - an allusion not merely to the
physical descent of
those prophets but also to the fact that all of them were spiritually
linked with one
another and believed in one and the same fundamental truth (Tabari).
Thus, the above
passage is a logical sequence to verses 31-32, which make God's approval
contingent upon
obedience to His chosen message-bearers. The names which appear in this
sentence
circumscribe, by implication, all the prophets mentioned in the Qur'an
inasmuch as most
of them were descendants of two or more of these patriarchs. The House of
'Imran
comprises Moses and Aaron, whose father was 'Imran (the Amram of the
Bible), and
Aaron's descendants, the priestly caste among the Israelites - thus
including John the
Baptist, both of whose parents were of the same descent (cf. the
reference, in Luke i,
5, to John's mother Elisabeth as one "of the daughters of Aaron"), as
well as Jesus,
whose mother Mary - a close relation of John - is spoken of elsewhere in
the Qur'an
(19:28) as a "sister of Aaron": in both cases embodying the ancient
Semitic custom of
linking a person's or a people's name with that of an illustrious
forebear. The reference
to the House of 'Imran serves as an introduction to the stories of
Zachariah, John,
Mary, and Jesus.
23 My joining of this phrase with the following passage is in agreement
with the interpretation
advanced by Muhammad 'Abduh and Rashid Rida' (Manar III, 289).

3:36

But when she had given birth to the child,24 she said: "O my Sustainer! Behold, I have given
birth to a female" - the while God had been fully aware of what she would give birth to, and
[fully aware] that no male child [she might have hoped for] could ever have been like this
female25 - "and I have named her Mary. And, verily, I seek Thy protection for her and her
offspring against Satan, the accursed."
3:37
And thereupon her Sustainer accepted the girl-child with goodly acceptance, and caused her to
grow up in goodly growth, and placed her in the care of Zachariah.26 Whenever Zachariah visited
her in the sanctuary, he found her provided with food. He would ask: "O Mary, whence came
this unto thee?"
She would answer: "It is from God; behold, God grants sustenance unto whom He wills, beyond
all reckoning."27
24 Lit., "to her" - implying that it was a girl.
25 Lit., "and the male is not [or "could not be"] like the female".
Zamakhshari reads these words
as forming part of the parenthetic sentence relating to God's knowledge,
and explains them
thus: "The male [child] which she had prayed for could not have been like
the female which
she was granted" - which implies that Mary's excellence would go far
beyond any hopes which
her mother had ever entertained.
26 As is evident from verse 44 of this surah, the guardianship of Mary was
entrusted to
Zachariah - who was not only her relative but also a priest attached to
the Temple - after
lots had been drawn to decide which of the priests should have the
responsibility for this
girl who, in consequence of her mother's vow, was to be dedicated to
Temple service (Tabari).
27 In spite of all the legends quoted in this connection by most of the
commentators, there
is no indication whatsoever either in the Qur'an or in any authentic
Tradition that these
provisions were of a miraculous origin. On the other hand, Tabari quotes
a story to the
effect that when, in his old age, Zachariah became unable to support Mary
by his own means,
the community decided to assume this responsibility through another of
its members, who
thereupon provided her daily with food. Whether this story is authentic
or not, Mary's
answer to Zachariah reflects no more and no less than her deep
consciousness of God as
the ultimate Provider.

3:38
In that self-same place, Zachariah prayed unto his Sustainer, saying: "O my Sustainer! Bestow
upon me [too], out of Thy grace, the gift of goodly offspring; for Thou, indeed, hearest all
prayer."
3:39
Thereupon, as he stood praying in the sanctuary, the angels called out unto him: "God sends thee
the glad tiding of [the birth of] John, who shall confirm the truth of a word from God,28 and
[shall be] outstanding among men, and utterly chaste, and a prophet from among the righteous."
3:40
[Zachariah] exclaimed: "O my Sustainer! How can I have a son when old age has already
overtaken me, and my wife is barren?" Answered [the angel]: "Thus it is: God does what He
wills."
3:41
[Zachariah] prayed: "O my Sustainer! Appoint a sign for me!"
Said [the angel]: "Thy sign shall be that for three days thou wilt not speak unto men other than
by gestures.29 And remember thy Sustainer unceasingly, and extol His limitless glory by night
and by day."
3:42
AND LO! The angels said: "O Mary! Behold, God has elected thee and made thee pure, and
raised thee above all the women of the world. (3:43) O Mary! Remain thou truly devout unto thy
Sustainer, and prostrate thyself in worship, and bow down with those who bow down [before
Him]."
3:44
This account of something that was beyond the reach of thy perception We [now] reveal unto
thee:30 for thou wert not with them when they drew lots as to which of them should be Mary's
guardian,31 and thou wert not with them when they contended [about it] with one another.
28 In view of the fact that the expression kalimah is often used in the
Qur'an to denote an
announcement from God, or a statement of His will, or His promise (e.g.,
4:171, 6:34 and
115, 10:64, 18:27, and so forth), we must conclude that in the above
passage, too, the
"word from God" which would be confirmed by the birth of John (described
in the Gospels as

"John the Baptist") refers to a divine promise given through revelation:
and this, indeed,
is the interpretation adopted by the famous philologist Abu 'Ubaydah
Ma'mar ibn al-Muthanna,
who lived in the second century H. and devoted most of his labours to the
study of rare
expressions in the Arabic language; his identification, in the context
under discussion,
of kalimah with kitab ("revelation" or "divine writ") has been quoted by
Razi in his
commentary on this verse and is, moreover, agreeable with a similar
announcement conveyed
to Mary regarding the birth of Jesus (see verse 45 of this surah).
29 According to Abu Muslim (quoted with approval by Razi), Zachariah was
merely enjoined not
to speak to anyone during the period of three days, and not struck dumb
as in the New
Testament narrative (Luke i, 20-22): thus the "sign" was purely
spiritual, and was to
consist in Zachariah's utter self-abandonment to prayer and
contemplation.
30 This parenthetic passage, addressed to the Prophet, is meant to stress
the fact that the
story of Mary, as narrated in the Qur'an, is a direct outcome of
revelation and, therefore,
inherently true in spite of all the differences between this account and
that given in
the scriptures regarded by the Christians as authentic (Muhammad 'Abduh
in Manar III, 301 f.).
31 See note 26 above. The phrase rendered above as "they drew lots" reads
literally, "they cast
their reeds" - obviously a reference to an ancient Semitic custom,
perhaps similar to the
divination by means of blunt arrows practiced by the pre-Islamic Arabs
and comprehensively
described in Lane III, 1247. The pronoun "they" relates to the priests,
of whom Zachariah
was one.

3:45
Lo! The angels said: "O Mary! Behold, God sends thee the glad tiding, through a word from
Him, [of a son] who shall become known as the Christ32 Jesus, son of Mary, of great honour in
this world and in the life to come, and [shall be] of those who are drawn near unto God. (3:46)
And he shall speak unto men in his cradle,33 and as a grown man, and shall be of the righteous."
32 Lit., "whose name shall be 'the Anointed' (al-masih)". The designation
al-masih is the
Arabicized form of the Aramaic meshiha which, in turn, is derived from
the Hebrew mahsiah,
"the anointed" - a term frequently applied in the Bible to the Hebrew
kings, whose accession

to power used to be consecrated by a touch with holy oil taken from the
Temple. This anointment
appears to have been so important a rite among the Hebrews that the term
"the anointed"
became in the course of time more or less synonymous with "king". Its
application to Jesus
may have been due to the widespread conviction among his contemporaries
(references to which
are found in several places in the Synoptic Gospels) that he was
descended in direct - and
obviously legitimate - line from the royal House of David. (It is to be
noted that this
could not have related to his mother's side, because Mary belonged to the
priestly class
descending from Aaron, and thus to the tribe of Levi, while David
descended from the tribe
of Judah.) Whatever may have been the historical circumstances, it is
evident that the
honorific "the Anointed" was applied to Jesus in his own lifetime. In the
Greek version of
the Gospels - which is undoubtedly based on a now-lost Aramaic original this designation
is correctly translated as Christos (a noun derived from the Greek verb
chriein, "to anoint"):
and since it is in this form - "the Christ" - that the designation almasih has achieved
currency in all Western languages, I am using it throughout in my
translation.
33 A metaphorical allusion to the prophetic wisdom which was to inspire
Jesus from a very
early age. As regards the expression min al-muqarrabin ("of those who are
drawn near",
i.e., unto God), see 56:11, where the most excellent among the inmates of
paradise are
thus described.

3:47
Said she: "O my Sustainer! How can I have a son when no man has ever touched me?"
[The angel] answered: "Thus it is: God creates what He wills:34 when He wills a thing to be, He
but says unto it, 'Be' - and it is. (3:48) And he will impart unto thy son35 revelation, and wisdom,
and the Torah, and the Gospel, (3:49) and [will make him] an apostle unto the children of
Israel."36
"I HAVE COME unto you with a message from your Sustainer. I shall create for you out of clay,
as it were, the shape of [your] destiny, and then breathe into it, so that it might become [your]
destiny by God's leave;37 and I shall heal the blind and the leper, and bring the dead back to life
by God's leave;38 and I shall let you know what you may eat and what you should store up in
your houses.39 Behold, in all this there is indeed a message for you, if you are [truly] believers.

34 See 19:16-22 and the corresponding notes. In the context of the story of
Mary in Al-'Imran,
the announcement made to her, as well as the parallel one to Zachariah
(verses 39-40 above),
is meant to stress God's unlimited power of creation - specifically, in
both cases, His
power to create the circumstances in which His will is to manifest itself
- and thus to
bring about any event, however unexpected or even improbable it might
seem at the time
of the announcement.
35 Lit., "to him".
36 The passage which follows here - up to the end of verse 51 - may be
understood in either
of two ways: as part of the announcement made to Mary (implying that he
would thus speak
in the future) or, alternatively, as a statement of what, at a later
time, he actually did
say to the children of Israel. In view of the narrative form adopted in
verses 52 ff.,
the second of these two alternatives seems preferable.
37 Lit., "[something] like the shape of a bird (tayr); and then I shall
breathe into it,
so that it might [or "whereupon it will"] become a bird...". The noun
tayr is a plural of
ta'ir ("flying creature" or "bird"), or an infinitive noun ("flying")
derived from the
verb tara ("he flew"). In pre-Islamic usage, as well as in the Qur'an,
the words ta'ir
and tayr often denote "fortune" or "destiny", whether good or evil (as,
for instance, in
7:131, 27:47 or 36:19, and still more clearly in 17:13). Many instances
of this idiomatic
use of tayr and ta'ir are given in all the authoritative Arabic
dictionaries; see also Lane
V, 1904 f. Thus, in the parabolic manner so beloved by him, Jesus
intimated to the children
of Israel that out of the humble clay of their lives he would fashion for
them the vision
of a soaring destiny, and that this vision, brought to life by his Godgiven inspiration,
would become their real destiny by God's leave and by the strength of
their faith (as pointed
out at the end of this verse).
38 It is probable that the "raising of the dead" by Jesus is a metaphorical
description of
his giving new life to people who were spiritually dead; cf. 6:122 - "Is
then he who was dead
[in spirit], and whom We thereupon gave life, and for whom We set up a
light whereby he can
see his way among men - [is then he] like unto one [who is lost] in
darkness deep, out of which

he cannot emerge?" If this interpretation is - as I believe - correct,
then the "healing of
the blind and the leper" has a similar significance: namely, an inner
regeneration of people
who were spiritually diseased and blind to the truth.
39 I.e., "what good things you may partake of in the life of this world,
and what good deeds
you should lay up as a treasure for the life to come".

3:50
"And [I have come] to confirm the truth of whatever there still remains40 of the Torah, and to
make lawful unto you some of the things which [aforetime] were forbidden to you. And I have
come unto you with a message from your Sustainer; remain, then, conscious of God, and pay
heed unto me.
40 Lit., "whatever there is between my hands": for an explanation, see note
3 on verse 3 of this surah.

3:51
"Verily, God is my Sustainer as well as your Sustainer; so worship Him [alone]: this is a straight
way."
3:52
And when Jesus became aware of their refusal to acknowledge the truth,41 he asked: "Who will
be my helpers in God's cause?"
The white-garbed ones42 replied: "We shall be [thy] helpers [in the cause] of God! We believe in
God: and bear thou witness that we have surrendered ourselves unto Him! (3:53) O our
Sustainer! We believe in what Thou hast bestowed from on high, and we follow this Apostle;
make us one,43 then, with all who bear witness [to the truth]!"
3:54
And the unbelievers schemed [against Jesus];44 but God brought their scheming to nought: for
God is above all schemers.
41 This relates to a later time, when Jesus was being opposed by the
majority of his people,
and particularly the Pharisees.
42 Al-hawariyyun (sing. hawari) is the designation applied in the Qur'an to
the disciples of
Jesus. Many interpretations of this term (derived from hawar,
"whiteness") are given by the
commentators, ranging from "one who whitens clothes by washing them"
(because this was

allegedly the occupation of some of Jesus' disciples) to "one who wears
white garments",
or "one whose heart is white", i.e., pure (cf. Tabari, Razi, Ibn Kathir).
It is, however,
most probable - and the evidence provided by the recently discovered Dead
Sea Scrolls strongly
supports this view - that the term hawari was popularly used to denote a
member of the Essene
Brotherhood, a Jewish religious group which existed in Palestine at the
time of Jesus, and
to which, possibly, he himself belonged. The Essenes were distinguished
by their strong
insistence on moral purity and unselfish conduct, and always wore white
garments as the
outward mark of their convictions; and this would satisfactorily explain
the name given to
them. The fact that the Prophet once said, "Every prophet has his hawari
" (Bukhari and
Muslim) does not conflict with the above view, since he obviously used
this term figuratively,
recalling thereby Jesus' "helpers in God's cause".
43 Lit., "write us down" or "inscribe us". It must, however, be borne in
mind that the verb kataba
means also "he drew together" or "brought together": hence the noun
katibah, "a body of men".
44 Lit., "they schemed" - here referring to those among the Jews who
refused to acknowledge
Jesus as a prophet and tried to destroy him.

3:55
Lo! God said: "O Jesus! Verily, I shall cause thee to die, and shall exalt thee unto Me, and
cleanse thee of [the presence of] those who are bent on denying the truth; and I shall place those
who follow thee [far] above those who are bent on denying the truth, unto the Day of
Resurrection. In the end, unto Me you all must return, and I shall judge between you with regard
to all on which you were wont to differ.45
3:56
"And as for those who are bent on denying the truth, I shall cause them to suffer a suffering
severe in this world and in the life to come, and they shall have none to succour them; (3:57)
whereas unto those who attain to faith and do good works He will grant their reward in full: for
God does not love evildoers."
3:58
THIS MESSAGE do We convey unto thee, and this tiding full of wisdom:46
3:59

Verily, in the sight of God, the nature of Jesus is as the nature of Adam, whom He created out of
dust and then said unto him, "Be" - and he is.47 (3:60) [This is] the truth from thy Sustainer; be
not, then, among the doubters!
3:61
And if anyone should argue with thee about this [truth] after all the knowledge that has come
unto thee, say: "Come! Let us summon our sons and your sons, and our women and your women,
and ourselves and yourselves; and then let us pray [together] humbly and ardently, and let us
invoke God's curse upon those [of us] who are telling a lie."48
45 This refers to all who revere Jesus (i.e., the Christians, who believe
him to be "the son
of God", and the Muslims, who regard him as a prophet) as well as to
those who deny him
altogether. Regarding God's promise to Jesus, "I shall exalt thee unto
Me", see surah 4,
note 172.
46 Lit., "This We convey unto thee of the messages and of the wise tiding."
The expression
"this of the messages" bears, to my mind, the connotation of one
particular message - namely,
the one which follows immediately after this sentence.
47 Lit., "The parable of Jesus is as the parable of Adam...", etc. The
expression mathal
(rendered above as "nature") is often metaphorically employed to denote
the state or condition
(of a person or a thing), and is in this sense - as the commentators have
pointed out synonymous with sifah (the "quality" or "nature" of a thing). As is
evident from the sequence,
the above passage is part of an argument against the Christian doctrine
of the divinity of
Jesus. The Qur'an stresses here, as in many other places, the fact that
Jesus, like Adam by which name, in this context, the whole human race is meant - was only
a mortal "created
out of dust", i.e., out of substances, both organic and inorganic, which
are found in their
elementary forms on and in the earth. Cf. also 18:37, 22:5, 30:20, 35:11,
40:67, where the
Qur'an speaks of all human beings as "created out of dust". That "Adam"
stands here for the
human race is clearly implied in the use of the present tense in the last
word of this sentence.
48 I.e., regarding the true nature of Jesus. According to all the reliable
authorities, verses
59-63 of this surah were revealed in the year 10 H., on the occasion of a
dispute between the
Prophet and a deputation of the Christians of Najran who, like all other
Christians, maintained

that Jesus was "the son of God" and, therefore, God incarnate. Although
they refused the
"trial through prayer" (mubahalah) proposed to them by the Prophet, the
latter accorded to
them a treaty guaranteeing all their civic rights and the free exercise of
their religion.

3:62
Behold, this is indeed the truth of the matter, and there is no deity whatever save God; and,
verily, God - He alone - is almighty, truly wise. (3:63) And if they turn away [from this truth] behold, God has full knowledge of the spreaders of corruption.
3:64
Say: "O followers of earlier revelation! Come unto that tenet which we and you hold in
common:49 that we shall worship none but God, and that we shall not ascribe divinity to aught
beside Him, and that we shall not take human beings for our lords beside God."50 And if they
turn away, then say: "Bear witness that it is we who have surrendered ourselves unto Him."
3:65
O FOLLOWERS of earlier revelation! Why do you argue about Abraham,51 seeing that the
Torah and the Gospel were not revealed till [long] after him? Will you not, then, use your
reason? (3:66) Lo! You are the ones who would argue about that which is known to you; but why
do you argue about something which is unknown to you?52 Yet God knows [it], whereas you do
not know: (3:67) Abraham was neither a "Jew" nor a "Christian", but was one who turned away
from all that is false, having surrendered himself unto God; and he was not of those who ascribe
divinity to aught beside Him.
49 Lit., "a word [that is] equitable between you and us". The term kalimah,
primarily meaning
"word" or "utterance", is often used in the philosophical sense of
"proposition" or "tenet".
50 Lit., "that we shall not take one another for lords beside God". Since
the personal pronoun
"we" obviously applies to human beings, the expression "one another"
necessarily bears the
same connotation. In its wider implication, the above call is addressed
not merely to
the Christians, who attribute divinity to Jesus and certain aspects of
divinity to their
saints, but also to the Jews, who assign a quasi-divine authority to Ezra
and even to some
of their great Talmudic scholars (cf. 9:30-31).
51 I.e., as to whether the principles he followed were those of the Jewish
faith, according
to which the Torah is considered to be the final Law of God, or of the
Christian faith,

which conflicts with the former in many respects.
52 I.e., as to what was the true creed of Abraham. "That which is known to
you" is an allusion
to their knowledge of the obvious fact that many of the teachings based
on the extant
versions of the Torah and the Gospels conflict with the teachings of the
Qur'an (Razi).

3:68
Behold, the people who have the best claim to Abraham are surely those who follow him - as
does this Prophet and all who believe [in him] - and God is near unto the believers.
3:69
Some of the followers of earlier revelation would love to lead you astray: yet none do they lead
astray but themselves, and perceive it not.
3:70
O followers of earlier revelation! Why do you deny the truth of God's messages to which you
yourselves bear witness?53
3:71
O followers of earlier revelation! Why do you cloak the truth with falsehood and conceal the
truth of which you are [so well] aware?
3:72
And some of the followers of earlier revelation say [to one another]: "Declare your belief in what
has been revealed unto those who believe [in Muhammad] at the beginning of the day, and deny
the truth of what came later,54 so that they might go back [on their faith]; (3:73) but do not
[really] believe anyone who does not follow your own faith."
Say: "Behold, all [true] guidance is God's guidance, consisting in one's being granted [revelation]
such as you have been granted."55 Or would they contend against you before your Sustainer?
Say: "Behold, all bounty is in the hand of God; He grants it unto whom He wills:56 for God is
infinite, all-knowing, (3:74) singling out for His grace whom He wills. And God is limitless in
His great bounty."
53 Lit., "when you [yourselves] bear witness": an allusion to the Biblical
prophecies
relating to the coming of the Prophet Muhammad.
54 Most of the commentators, relying on views current among some of the
tabi'un (i.e.,

the generation that came after the Companions of the Prophet), understand
this passage
thus: "Declare at the beginning of the day your belief in what has been
revealed unto
those who believe in Muhammad, and deny the truth [thereof] in its latter
part." This
rendering would imply that the Judaeo-Christian attempts at confusing the
Muslims, to
which the above verse refers, consisted in alternatingly declaring belief
and disbelief
in the Qur'anic message. On the other hand, the rendering adopted by me
(and supported by
Al-Asam, whose interpretation has been quoted by Razi in his commentary
on this verse)
implies that some Jews and Christians have been and are hoping to achieve
this end by
admitting, however reluctantly, that there may be "some truth" in the
early Qur'anic
revelations ("that which has been revealed at the beginning of the day"),
while they
categorically reject its later parts inasmuch as they clearly contradict
certain
Biblical teachings.
55 This refers to the Jews and the Christians, who are not prepared to
accept the Qur'anic
message on the ground that it conflicts with parts of their own
scriptures.
56 In this context, the term fadl ("bounty") is synonymous with the
bestowal of divine revelation.

3:75
AND AMONG the followers of earlier revelation there is many a one who, if thou entrust him
with a treasure, will [faithfully] restore it to thee; and there is among them many a one who, if
thou entrust him with a tiny gold coin, will not restore it to thee unless thou keep standing over
him - which is an outcome of their assertion,57 "No blame can attach to us [for anything that we
may do] with regard to these unlettered folk": and [so] they tell a lie about God, being well aware
[that it is a lie]."58
3:76
Nay, but [God is aware of] those who keep their bond with Him,59 and are conscious of Him:
and, verily, God loves those who are conscious of Him.
57 Lit., "this, because they say". In Arabic usage, the verb qala (lit.,
"he said") often
signifies "he asserted" or "expressed an opinion". As is evident from
many Traditions,
the people referred to are the Jews.

58 I.e., they falsely claim that God Himself has exempted them from all
moral responsibility
towards non-Jews (contemptuously described as "unlettered folk"), knowing
well that their
own scriptures provide no basis whatever for such a claim.
59 Some of the commentators relate the personal pronoun in 'ahdihi to the
person or persons
concerned, and therefore take 'ahd as meaning "promise" - thus: "[as for]
him who fulfils
his promise ...", etc. It is, however, obvious from the next verse that
the pronoun in
'ahdihi refers to God; consequently, the phrase must be rendered either
as "those who fulfil
their duty towards Him", or "those who keep their bond with Him" - the
latter being, in
my opinion, preferable. (For the meaning of man's "bond with God", see
surah 2, note 19.)

3:77
Behold, those who barter away their bond with God and their own pledges for a trifling gain they shall not partake in the blessings of the life to come; and God will neither speak unto them
nor look upon them on the Day of Resurrection, nor will He cleanse them of their sins; and
grievous suffering awaits them.
3:78
And, behold, there are indeed some among them who distort the Bible with their tongues, so as
to make you think that [what they say] is from the Bible, the while it is not from the Bible; and
who say, "This is from God," the while it is not from God: and thus do they tell a lie about God,
being well aware [that it is a lie].60
3:79
It is not conceivable that a human being unto whom God had granted revelation, and sound
judgment, and prophethood, should thereafter have said unto people,61 "Worship me beside
God"; but rather [did he exhort them], "Become men of God62 by spreading the knowledge of the
divine writ, and by your own deep study [thereof]." (3:80) And neither did he bid you to take the
angels and the prophets for your lords:63 [for] would he bid you to deny the truth after you have
surrendered yourselves unto God?
60 Most of the commentators assume that this refers specifically to the
Jews, whom the Qur'an
frequently accuses of having deliberately corrupted the Old Testament.
However, since the
next two verses clearly relate to Jesus and to the false beliefs of the
Christians regarding
his nature and mission, we must conclude that both Jews and Christians
are referred to in

this passage. For this reason, the term al-kitab, which occurs three
times in this sentence,
has been rendered here as "the Bible". - According to Muhammad 'Abduh
(Manar III, 345), the
above-mentioned distortion of the Bible does not necessarily presuppose a
corruption of the
text as such: it can also be brought about "by attributing to an
expression a meaning other
than the one which was originally intended". As an example, 'Abduh quotes
the metaphorical
use, in the Gospels, of the term "my Father" with reference to God - by
which term, as is
evident from the Lord's Prayer, was obviously meant the "Father" - i.e.,
the Originator and
Sustainer - of all mankind. Subsequently, however, some of those who
claimed to be followers
of Jesus lifted this expression from the realm of metaphor and
"transferred it to the realm
of positive reality with reference to Jesus alone": and thus they gave
currency to the idea
that he was literally "the son of God", that is, God incarnate.
61 This obvious reference to Jesus reads, literally, "It is not [possible]
for a human being that
God should grant him... and that thereafter he should say ...".
Zamakhshari regards the term
hukm ("judgment" or "sound judgment") occurring in the above sentence as
synonymous, in this
context, with hikmah ("wisdom").
62 According to Sibawayh (as quoted by Razi), a rabbani is "one who devotes
himself exclusively
to the endeavour to know the Sustainer (ar-rabb) and to obey Him": a
connotation fairly close
to the English expression "a man of God".
63 I.e., to attribute divine or semi-divine powers to them: a categorical
rejection of the
adoration of saints and angelic beings.

3:81
AND, LO, God accepted, through the prophets, this solemn pledge [from the followers of earlier
revelation]:64 "If, after all the revelation and the wisdom which I have vouchsafed unto you, there
comes to you an apostle confirming the truth already in your possession, you must believe in him
and succour him. Do you" - said He - "acknowledge and accept My bond on this condition?"
They answered: "We do acknowledge it." Said He: "Then bear witness [thereto], and I shall be
your witness.65 (3:82) And, henceforth, all who turn away [from this pledge] - it is they, they
who are truly iniquitous!"
3:83

Do they seek, perchance, a faith other than in God,66 although it is unto Him that whatever is in
the heavens and on earth surrenders itself, willingly or unwillingly, since unto Him all must
return?67
64 Lit., "the solemn pledge of the prophets". Zamakhshari holds that what
is meant here
is a pledge taken from the community as a whole: a pledge consisting in
their acceptance
of the messages conveyed through the prophets.
65 Lit., "and I am with you among the witnesses".
66 Lit., "[any] other than God's religion".
67 Lit., "will be returned". For an explanation of this sentence, see 13:15
and the corresponding notes.

3:84
Say: "We believe in God, and in that which has been bestowed from on high upon us, and that
which has been bestowed upon Abraham and Ishmael and Isaac and Jacob and their descendants,
and that which has been vouchsafed by their Sustainer unto Moses and Jesus and all the [other]
prophets: we make no distinction between any of them.68 And unto Him do we surrender
ourselves."
3:85
For, if one goes in search of a religion other than self-surrender unto God, it will never be
accepted from him, and in the life to come he shall be among the lost.
3:86
How would God bestow His guidance upon people who have resolved to deny the truth after
having attained to faith, and having borne witness that this Apostle is true, and [after] all
evidence of the truth has come unto them?69 For, God does not guide such evildoing folk. (3:87)
Their requital shall be rejection by God, and by the angels, and by all [righteous] men. (3:88) In
this state shall they abide; [and] neither will their suffering be lightened, nor will they be granted
respite.
68 See 2:136 and the corresponding note 112.
69 The people referred to are the Jews and the Christians. Their acceptance
of the Bible,
which predicts the coming of the Prophet Muhammad, has made them
"witnesses" to the truth
of his prophethood. See also verses 70 and 81 above.

3:89

But excepted shall be they that afterwards repent and put themselves to rights: for, behold, God
is much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace.
3:90
Verily, as for those who are bent on denying the truth after having attained to faith, and then
grow [ever more stubborn] in their refusal to acknowledge the truth, their repentance [of other
sins] shall not be accepted:70 for it is they who have truly gone astray.
3:91
Verily, as for those who are bent on denying the truth and die as deniers of the truth - not all the
gold on earth could ever be their ransom.71 It is they for whom grievous suffering is in store; and
they shall have none to succour them.
3:92
[But as for you, O believers,] never shall you attain to true piety unless you spend on others out
of what you cherish yourselves; and whatever you spend - verily, God has full knowledge
thereof.72
3:93
ALL FOOD was lawful unto the children of Israel, save what Israel had made unlawful unto
itself [by its sinning] before the Torah was bestowed from on high.73 Say: "Come forward, then,
with the Torah and recite it, if what you say is true!"
70 My interpolation, between brackets, of the words "of other sins" is
based on Tabari's
convincing explanation of this passage.
71 Lit., "there shall not be accepted from any of them the earth full of
gold, were he to
proffer it in ransom". The meaning of this sentence is obviously
metaphorical; but in view
of the mention of "ransom", some of the commentators are of the opinion
that what is meant
here are otherwise good actions in this world (and, in particular,
efforts and possessions
spent for the sake of helping one's fellow-men), on the strength of which
such stubborn
"deniers of the truth" might plead for God's clemency on the Day of
Judgment - a plea
that would be rejected on the ground of their deliberate denial of
fundamental truths.
72 After telling those who deliberately deny the truth that even their
benevolent spending
of efforts and possessions during their lifetime will be of no avail to
them on the Day

of Judgment, the Qur'an reminds the believers that, on the other hand,
their faith in God
cannot be considered complete unless it makes them conscious of the
material needs of
their fellow-beings (cf. 2:177).
73 Up to this point, most of this surah dealt with the divine origin of the
Qur'an and was
meant to establish the true nature of the mission entrusted to the
Prophet - namely, his
call to an acknowledgement of God's oneness and uniqueness. Now, verses
93-97 are devoted
to a refutation of two objections on the part of the Jews to what they
consider to be an
infringement, by the Qur'an, of Biblical laws, in spite of the oftrepeated Qur'anic claim
that this revelation confirms the truth inherent in the teachings of the
earlier prophets.
These two objections relate to (a) the Qur'anic annulment of certain
dietary injunctions and
prohibitions laid down in the Torah, and (b) the alleged "substitution"
of Mecca for
Jerusalem as the direction of prayer (qiblah)- see surah 2, note 116. In
order to answer
the objection relating to Jewish food laws, the Qur'an calls to mind that
originally all
wholesome foods were lawful to the children of Israel, and that the
severe restrictions
subsequently imposed upon them in the Torah were but a punishment for
their sins (cf. 6:146),
and were, therefore, never intended for a community that truly surrenders
itself to God.
For an answer to the second objection, see verse 96.

3:94
And all who henceforth invent lies about God - it is they, they who are evildoers!74
3:95
Say: "God has spoken the truth: follow, then, the creed of Abraham, who turned away from all
that is false, and was not of those who ascribe divinity to aught beside God."
3:96
Behold, the first Temple ever set up for mankind was indeed the one at Bakkah:75 rich in
blessing, and a [source of] guidance unto all the worlds, (3:97) full of clear messages.76 [It is] the
place whereon Abraham once stood; and whoever enters it finds inner peace.77 Hence,
pilgrimage unto the Temple is a duty owed to God by all people who are able to undertake it.
And as for those who deny the truth - verily, God does not stand in need of anything in all the
worlds.

74 This is a reference to the unwarranted Jewish belief that the Mosaic
food restrictions
were an eternal law decreed by God. As against this claim, the Qur'an
stresses that no
food restrictions had been imposed before the time of Moses and,
secondly, that the
restrictions arising from the Mosaic Law were imposed on the children of
Israel alone.
To claim that they represent an eternal divine law is described here as
"inventing lies
about God".
75 All authorities agree that this name is synonymous with Mecca (which,
correctly transliterated,
is spelt Makkah). Various etymologies have been suggested for this very
ancient designation;
but the most plausible explanation is given by Zamakhshari (and supported
by Razi): in some
old Arabic dialects the labial consonants b and m, being phonetically
close to one another,
are occasionally interchangeable. The mention, in this context, of the
Temple in Mecca that is, the Ka'bah - arises from the fact that it is the direction of
prayer (qiblah)
stipulated in the Qur'an. Since the prototype of the Ka'bah was built by
Abraham and Ishmael
(see 2:125 ff.) - and is, therefore, much older than the Temple of
Solomon in Jerusalem its establishment as the qiblah of the followers of the Qur'an does not
only not imply any
break with the Abrahamic tradition (on which, ultimately, the whole Bible
rests), but, on
the contrary, re-establishes the direct contact with that Patriarch: and
herein lies the
answer to the second of the two Jewish objections mentioned in note 73
above.
76 Lit., "in it [are] clear messages" - such as the messages relating to
God's oneness and
uniqueness (symbolized by the Ka'bah), to the continuity of mankind's
religious experience
("the first Temple set up for mankind") and, finally, to the brotherhood
of all believers
(who, wherever they may be, turn their faces in prayer towards this one
focal point).
77 Or: "is secure" - i.e., in the original sense of amn, which implies
"ease of mind and
freedom from fear" (cf. Lane I, 100 f.).

3:98
SAY: "O followers of earlier revelation! Why do you refuse to acknowledge the truth of God's
messages, when God is witness to all that you do?"

3:99
Say: "O followers of earlier revelation! Why do you [endeavour to] bar those who have come to
believe [in this divine writ] from the path of God by trying to make it appear crooked, when you
yourselves bear witness78 [to its being straight]? For, God is not unaware of what you do."
3:100
O you who have attained to faith! If you pay heed to some of those to whom revelation was
vouchsafed aforetime, they might cause you to renounce the truth after you have come to believe
[in it]. (3:101) And how could you deny the truth when it is unto you that God's messages are
being conveyed, and it is in your midst that His Apostle lives? But he who holds fast unto God
has already been guided onto a straight way.
3:102
O you who have attained to faith! Be conscious of God with all the consciousness that is due to
Him, and do not allow death to overtake you ere you have surrendered yourselves unto Him.
3:103
And hold fast, all together, unto the bond with God, and do not draw apart from one another.
And remember the blessings which God has bestowed upon you: how, when you were enemies,
He brought your hearts together, so that through His blessing you became brethren; and [how,
when] you were on the brink of a fiery abyss.79 He saved you from it. In this way God makes
clear His messages unto you, so that you might find guidance, (3:104) and that there might grow
out of you a community [of people] who invite unto all that is good, and enjoin the doing of what
is right and forbid the doing of what is wrong: and it is they, they who shall attain to a happy
state!
78 I.e., "through your own scriptures" (see note 69 above, as well as note
33 on 2:42). This is an
allusion to the attempts of Jews and Christians to "prove" that Muhammad
had "borrowed" the main
ideas of the Qur'an from the Bible and twisted them out of context so as
to suit his own alleged
"ambitions".
79 Lit., "a pit of fire" - a metaphor of the sufferings which are the
inescapable consequence
of spiritual ignorance. The reminder of their one-time mutual enmity is
an allusion to man's
lot on earth (cf. 2:36 and 7:24), from which only God's guidance can save
him (see 2:37-38).

3:105
And be not like those who have drawn apart from one another and have taken to conflicting
views after all evidence of the truth has come unto them:80 for these it is for whom tremendous

suffering is in store (3:106) on the Day [of Judgment] when some faces will shine [with
happiness] and some faces will be dark [with grief]. And as for those with faces darkened, [they
shall be told:] "Did you deny the truth after having attained to faith? Taste, then, this suffering
for having denied the truth!" (3:107) But as for those with faces shining, they shall be within
God's grace, therein to abide.
3:108
These are God's messages: We convey them unto thee, setting forth the truth, since God wills no
wrong to His creation.81
3:109
And unto God belongs all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth; and all things go back to
God [as their source].
3:110
YOU ARE indeed the best community that has ever been brought forth for [the good of]
mankind: you enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid the doing of what is wrong, and you
believe in God. Now if the followers of earlier revelation had attained to [this kind of] faith, it
would have been for their own good; [but only few] among them are believers, while most of
them are iniquitous: (3:111) [but] these can never inflict more than a passing hurt on you; and if
they fight against you, they will turn their backs upon you [in flight], and will not be succoured.82
80 I.e., like the followers of the Bible, who became "Jews" and
"Christians" in spite of the fact
that their beliefs have a common source and are based on the same
spiritual truths
(see also 6:159 and the corresponding note).
81 Lit., "to the worlds". For an explanation of this sentence, see 6:131132 and note 117.
82 As is obvious from the opening sentence of verse 110, this promise to
the followers of the
Qur'an is conditional upon their being, or remaining, a community of
people who "enjoin the
doing of what is right and forbid the doing of what is wrong, and [truly]
believe in God";
and - as history has shown - this promise is bound to lapse whenever the
Muslims fail to
live up to their faith.

3:112
Overshadowed by ignominy are they wherever they may be, save [when they bind themselves
again] in a bond with God and a bond with men;83 for they have earned the burden of God's
condemnation, and are overshadowed by humiliation: all this [has befallen them] because they
persisted in denying the truth of God's messages and in slaying the prophets against all right: all

this, because they rebelled [against God], and persisted in transgressing the bounds of what is
right.84
3:113
[But] they are not all alike: among the followers of earlier revelation there are upright people,85
who recite God's messages throughout the night, and prostrate themselves [before Him]. (3:114)
They believe in God and the Last Day, and enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid the doing
of what is wrong, and vie with one another in doing good works: and these are among the
righteous. (3:115) And whatever good they do, they shall never be denied the reward thereof: for,
God has full knowledge of those who are conscious of Him.
3:116
[But,] behold, as for those who are bent on denying the truth - neither their worldly possessions
nor their children will in the least avail them against God: and it is they who are destined for the
fire, therein to abide.
3:117
The parable of what they spend on the life of this world is that of an icy wind which smites the
tilth of people who have sinned against themselves, and destroys it: for, it is not God who does
them wrong, but it is they who are wronging themselves.86
83 I.e., if they return to the concept of God as the Lord and Sustainer of
all mankind, and
give up the idea of being "God's chosen people" which creates a barrier
between them and all
other believers in the One God.
84 The above passage - as the very similar one in 2:61 - relates
specifically to the children
of Israel, although this section as a whole (verses 110-115) obviously
refers to the followers
of the Bible in general, that is, to both the Jews and the Christians.
85 Lit., "an upright community": a reference to those among the followers
of the Bible who
are truly believers (cf. the last sentence of verse 110 above) and
observe the "bond with
God and with men" (verse 112).
86 In a marginal note connected with hit commentary on this verse,
Zamakhshari explains this
parable thus: "If the 'tilth' [i.e., the gainful achievement] of those
who deny the truth
is lost, it is lost in its entirety, with nothing remaining to them in
this world and in
the life to come; while, on the other hand, the 'tilth' of a believer is
never lost in its

entirety: for even if it is seemingly lost, there remains to him the
expectation of a reward,
in the life to come, for his patience in adversity." In other words, the
above Qur'anic
phrase is meant to stress the completeness of loss of all efforts in the
case of those who
are bent on denying the truth.

3:118
O YOU who have attained to faith! Do not take for your bosom-friends people who are not of
your kind.87 They spare no effort to corrupt you; they would love to see you in distress.88
Vehement hatred has already come into the open from out of their mouths, but what their hearts
conceal is yet worse. We have indeed made the signs [thereof] clear unto you, if you would but
use your reason.
3:119
Lo! It is you who [are prepared to] love them, but they will not love you, although you believe in
all of the revelation.89 And when they meet you, they assert, "We believe [as you believe]"; but
when they find themselves alone, they gnaw their fingers in rage against you.
Say: "Perish in your rage! Behold, God has full knowledge of what is in the hearts [of men]!"
87 Lit., "from among others than yourselves". Some of the commentators
incline to the view that
this expression comprises all non-Muslims: but this view obviously
conflicts with 60:8-9,
where the believers are expressly allowed to form friendships with such
of the non-believers
as are not hostile to them and to their faith. Moreover, the sequence
makes it clear that by
"those who are not of your kind" are meant only people whose enmity to
Islam and its followers
has become apparent from their behaviour and their utterances (Tabari).
The rendering adopted
by me, "people who are not of your kind", implies that their outlook on
life is so fundamentally
opposed to that of the Muslims that genuine friendship is entirely out of
the question.
88 Lit., "they love that which causes you distress".
89 I.e., including the revelation of the Bible.

3:120
If good fortune comes to you, it grieves them; and if evil befalls you, they rejoice in it. But if you
are patient in adversity and conscious of God, their guile cannot harm you at all: for, verily, God
encompasses [with His might] all that they do.

3:121
AND [remember, O Prophet, the day] when thou didst set out from thy home at early morn to
place the believers in battle array.90 And God was all-hearing, all-knowing (3:122) when two
groups from among you were about to lose heart,91 although God was near unto them and it is in
God that the believers must place their trust: (3:123) for, indeed, God did succour you at Badr,
when you were utterly weak.92 Remain, then, conscious of God, so that you might have cause to
be grateful.
90 This reference to the battle of Uhud, to which many verses of this surah
are devoted,
connects with the exhortation implied in the preceding verse, "if you are
patient in
adversity and conscious of God, their guile cannot harm you at all".
Since this and the
subsequent references cannot be fully understood without a knowledge of
the historical
background, a brief account of the battle would seem to be indicated.
In order to avenge their catastrophic defeat at Badr in the second year
after the hijrah,
the pagan Meccans - supported by several tribes hostile to the Muslims mustered in the
following year an army comprising ten thousand men under the command of
Abu Sufyan and
marched against Medina. On hearing of their approach, in the month of
Shawwal 3 H., the
Prophet held a council of war at which the tactics to be adopted were
discussed. In view
of the overwhelming cavalry forces at the disposal of the enemy, the
Prophet himself was
of the opinion that the Muslims should give battle from behind the
fortifications of Medina
and, if need be, fight in its narrow streets and lanes; and his plan was
supported by some
of the most outstanding among his Companions. However, the majority of
the Muslim leaders
who participated in the council strongly insisted on going forth and
meeting the enemy
in the open field. In obedience to the Qur'anic principle that all
communal affairs must be
transacted on the basis of mutually-agreed decisions (see verse 159 of
this surah, as well
as 42:38), the Prophet sorrowfully gave way to the will of the majority
and set out with
his followers towards the plain below the mountain of Uhud, a little over
three miles from
Medina. His army consisted of less than one thousand men; but on the way
to Mount Uhud this
number was still further reduced by the defection of some three hundred
men led by the
hypocritical 'Abd Allah ibn Ubayy, who pretended to be convinced that the
Muslims did not
really intend to fight. Shortly before the battle, two other groups from
among the Prophet's

forces - namely, the clans of Banu Salamah (of the tribe of Al-Aws) and
Banu Harithah (of
the tribe of Khazraj) almost lost heart and were about to join the
defectors (3:122) on the
plea that because of their numerical weakness the Muslims must now avoid
giving battle; but
at the last moment they decided to follow the Prophet. Having less than
seven hundred men
with him, the Prophet arrayed the bulk of his forces with their backs to
the mountain and
posted all his archers - numbering fifty - on a nearby hill in order to
provide cover against
an outflanking manoeuvre by the enemy cavalry; these archers were ordered
not to leave
their post under any circumstances. In their subsequent, death-defying
assault upon the
greatly superior forces of the pagan Quraysh, the Muslims gained a
decisive advantage over
the former and almost routed them. At that moment, however, most of the
archers, believing
that the battle had been won and fearing lest they lose their share of
the spoils, abandoned
their covering position and joined the melee around the encampment of the
Quraysh. Seizing
this opportunity, the bulk of the Meccan cavalry under the command of
Khalid ibn al-Walid
(who shortly after this battle embraced Islam and later became one of the
greatest Muslim
generals of all times) veered round in a wide arc and attacked the Muslim
forces from the
rear. Deprived of the cover of the archers, and caught between two fires,
the Muslims retreated
in disorder, with the loss of many lives. The Prophet himself and a
handful of his most
stalwart Companions defended themselves desperately; and the Prophet was
seriously injured
and fell to the ground. The cry immediately arose, "The Apostle of God
has been killed!"
Many of the Muslims began to flee; some among them were even prepared to
throw themselves
upon the mercy of the enemy. But a few of the Companions - among them
'Umar ibn al-Khattab
and Talhah - called out, "What good are your lives without him, O
believers? Let us die as
he has died!" - and threw themselves with the strength of despair against
the Meccans.
Their example at once found an echo among the rest of the Muslims, who in
the meantime had
learnt that the Prophet was alive: they rallied and counter-attacked the
enemy, and thus
saved the day. But the Muslims were now too exhausted to exploit their
chances of victory,
and the battle ended in a draw, with the enemy retreating in the
direction of Mecca. On
the next day the Prophet started in pursuit of them at the head of
seventy of his Companions.

But when the Muslims reached the place called Hamra' al-Asad, about eight
miles south of
Medina, it became obvious that the Meccans were in no mood to risk
another encounter and
were rapidly marching home; and thereupon the tiny Muslim army returned
to Medina.
91 I.e., the clans of Banu Salamah and Banu Harithah, who had almost joined
the deserters
led by 'Abd Allah ibn Ubayy (see preceding note).
92 A reference to the battle of Badr, in 2 H., which is dealt with
extensively in surah 8.

3:124
[And remember] when thou didst say unto the believers: "Is it not enough for you [to know] that
your Sustainer will aid you with three thousand angels sent down [from on high]? (3:125) Nay,
but if you are patient in adversity and conscious of Him, and the enemy should fall upon you of a
sudden, your Sustainer will aid you with five thousand angels swooping down!"93
3:126
And God ordained this [to be said by His Apostle94] only as a glad tiding for you, and that your
hearts should thereby be set at rest - since no succour can come from any save God, the
Almighty, the Truly Wise - (3:127) [and] that [through you] He might destroy some of those who
were bent on denying the truth, and so abase the others95 that they would withdraw in utter
hopelessness.
93 As is evident from the next verse, the Prophet's allusion to God's
aiding the believers
with thousands of angels signifies, metaphorically, a strengthening of
the believers'
hearts through spiritual forces coming from God (Manar IV, 112 ff., and
IX, 612 ff.).
A very similar announcement - relating to the battle of Badr - occurs in
8:9-10, where
"one thousaand" angels are mentioned. As regards these varying numbers
(one, three and
five thousand), they would seem to indicate the unlimited nature of God's
aid to those
who are "patient in adversity and conscious of Him". It is reasonable to
assume that the
Prophet thus exhorted his followers immediately before the battle of
Uhud, that is, after
three hundred men under the leadership of 'Abd Allah ibn Ubayy had
deserted him and some
of the others "almost lost heart" in the face of the greatly superior
enemy forces.
94 According to many commentators (see Manar IV, 112), this interpolation
is justified by the

preceding two verses, which show that it was the Prophet who, under
divine inspiration,
made this promise to his followers. See also 8: 9, where a similar
promise is voiced on
the occasion of the battle of Badr.
95 Lit., "that He might destroy some ... or [so] abase them". It is obvious
that the particle
aw ("or") does not, in this context, denote an alternative but, rather, a
specification
(tanwi') - as, for instance, in the phrase "ten persons were killed or
injured": meaning
that some of them were killed and others injured.

3:128
[And] it is in no wise for thee [O Prophet] to decide whether He shall accept their repentance or
chastise them - for, behold, they are but wrongdoers, (3:129) whereas unto God belongs all that
is in the heavens and all that is on earth: He forgives whom He wills, and He chastises whom He
wills; and God is much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace.96
3:130
O YOU who have attained to faith! Do not gorge yourselves on usury, doubling and re-doubling
it97 - but remain conscious of God, so that you might attain to a happy state; (3:131) and beware
of the fire which awaits those who deny the truth!
3:132
And pay heed unto God and the Apostle, so that you might be graced with mercy. (3:133) And
vie with one another to attain to your Sustainer's forgiveness and to a paradise as vast as the
heavens and the earth, which has been readied for the God-conscious (3:134) who spend [in His
way] in time of plenty and in time of hardship, and hold in check their anger, and pardon their
fellow-men because God loves the doers of good; (3:135) and who, when they have committed a
shameful deed or have [otherwise] sinned against themselves, remember God and pray that their
sins be forgiven - for who but God could forgive sins? - and do not knowingly persist in doing
whatever [wrong] they may have done.
3:136
These it is who shall have as their reward forgiveness from their Sustainer, and gardens through
which running waters flow, therein to abide: and how excellent a reward for those who labour!
3:137
[MANY] WAYS of life have passed away before your time.98 Go, then, about the earth and
behold what happened in the end to those who gave the lie to the truth: (3:138) this [should be] a
clear lesson unto all men, and a guidance and an admonition unto the God-conscious.

96 As recorded in several authentic Traditions, the Prophet invoked, during
the battle of Uhud,
God's curse upon the leaders of the pagan Quraysh (Bukhari, Tirmidhi,
Nasa'i and Ahmad ibn
Hanbal); and when he lay on the ground severely injured, he exclaimed,
"How could those
people prosper after having done this to their prophet, who but invites
them to [acknowledge]
their Sustainer?" - whereupon the above two verses were revealed (Muslim
and Ibn Hanbal).
97 For a definition of riba ("usury"), see note 35 on 30: 39, the earliest
Qur'anic reference
to this term. As for the connection of the above verse with the subjectmatter dealt with
in the foregoing, the best explanation is, to my mind, the one offered by
Qiffal (as
quoted by Razi): Since it was mainly through usurious gains that the
pagan Meccans had
acquired the wealth which enabled them to equip their powerful army and
almost to defeat
the poorly-armed Muslims at Uhud, the latter might have been tempted to
emulate their
enemies in this respect; and it was to remove this temptation - from them
as well as from
later generations of believers - that the prohibition of usury was once
again stressed
through revelation.
98 The word sunnah (of which sunan is the plural) denotes a "way of life"
or "conduct"
(hence its application, in Islamic terminology, to the way of life of the
Prophet as an
example for his followers). In the above passage, the term sunan refers
to the "conditions
(ahwal) characteristic of past centuries" (Razi), in which, despite all
the continuous
changes, an ever-recurring pattern can be discerned: a typically Qur'anic
reference to the
possibility, and necessity, of learning from man's past experiences.

3:139
Be not, then, faint of heart, and grieve not:99 for you are bound to rise high if you are [truly]
believers.
3:140
If misfortune100 touches you, [know that] similar misfortune has touched [other] people as well;
for it is by turns that We apportion unto men such days [of fortune and misfortune]: and [this] to
the end that God might mark out those who have attained to faith, and choose from among you
such as [with their lives] bear witness to the truth101 - since God does not love evildoers - (3:141)
and that God might render pure of all dross those who have attained to faith, and bring to nought
those who deny the truth.

3:142
Do you think that you could enter paradise unless God takes cognizance of your having striven
hard [in His cause], and takes cognizance of your having been patient in adversity? 102 (3:143)
For, indeed, you did long for death [in God's cause] before you came face to face with it; and
now you have seen it with your own eyes!103
99 A reference to the near-disaster at Uhud and the heavy loss of lives
(about seventy men)
which the Muslims had suffered.
100 Lit., "a wound" (qarh) or, according to some philologists, "pain caused
by a wound".
101 I.e., "His decision to let some of you die as martyrs in His cause is
not due to love of
the sinful enemies who oppose you, but to His love for you." The term
shuhada' (pl. of shahid)
denotes "witnesses" as well as "martyrs". The rendering adopted by me
comprises both the
concepts of "bearing witness to the truth" and of "martyrdom" in God's
cause.
102 Lit., "while God has not yet taken cognizance of those of you who have
striven ... and
those who are patient in adversity". Since God is all-knowing, His "not
taking cognizance"
implies, of course, that the thing or happening referred to has not come
about or is
non-existent (Zamakhshari).
103 In Zamakhshari's opinion, this is a twofold reproach addressed to the
majority of the
Companions who took part in the battle of Uhud: firstly, on account of
their insistence,
against the Prophet's advice, on giving battle to the enemy in the open
field and thereby
unnecessarily courting a deadly danger; and, secondly, on account of
their failure to live
up to their faith during the earlier part of the battle (see note 90
above). This passage
may have yet another, more positive implication: namely, a reference to
the lesson which
the believers should draw from their near-defeat, and a reminder of the
fact that their
future depends on the strength of their faith in God (cf. verse 139
above) and not on a
fleeting desire for self-sacrifice.

3:144
AND MUHAMMAD is only an apostle; all the [other] apostles have passed away before him: if,
then, he dies or is slain, will you turn about on your heels?104 But he that turns about on his heels
can in no wise harm God - whereas God will requite all who are grateful [to Him].

104 This stress on the mortality of the Prophet - and that of all the other
prophets who preceded
him in time - connects, in the first instance, with the battle of Uhud
and the rumour of
his death, which caused many Muslims to abandon the fight and even
brought some of them
close to apostasy (Tabari; see also note 90 above). In its wider
implication, however,
the above verse re-states the fundamental Islamic doctrine that adoration
is due to God alone,
and that no human being - not even a prophet - may have any share in it.
It was this very
passage of the Qur'an which Abu Bakr, the first Caliph, recited
immediately after the
Prophet's death, when many faint-hearted Muslims thought that Islam
itself had come to
an end; but as soon as Abu Bakr added, "Behold, whoever has worshipped
Muhammad may know
that Muhammad has died; but whoever worships God may know that God is
ever-living, and
never dies" (Bukhari), all confusion was stilled. - The expression
"turning about on
one's heels" denotes - according to circumstances - either actual
apostasy or a deliberate
withdrawal from efforts in the cause of God.

3:145
And no human being can die save by God's leave, at a term pre-ordained. And if one desires the
rewards of this world, We shall grant him thereof; and if one desires the rewards of the life to
come, We shall grant him thereof; and We shall requite those who are grateful [to Us].
3:146
And how many a prophet has had to fight [in God's cause], followed by many God-devoted men:
and they did not become faint of heart for all that they had to suffer in God's cause, and neither
did they weaken, nor did they abase themselves [before the enemy], since God loves those who
are patient in adversity; (3:147) and all that they said was this: "O our Sustainer! Forgive us our
sins and the lack of moderation in our doings! And make firm our steps, and succour us against
people who deny the truth!" - (3:148) whereupon God granted them the rewards of this world, as
well as the goodliest rewards of the life to come: for God loves the doers of good.
3:149
O YOU who have attained to faith! If you pay heed to those who are bent on denying the truth,
they will cause you to turn back on your heels, and you will be the losers.
3:150
Nay, but God alone is your Lord Supreme, and His is the best succour.105

3:151
Into the hearts of those who are bent on denying the truth We shall cast dread in return for their
ascribing divinity, side by side with God, to other beings - [something] for which He has never
bestowed any warrant from on high;106 and their goal is the fire - and how evil that abode of
evildoers!
105 Lit., "He is the best of all who bring succour".
106 I.e., something which He never permits. The use of the adverb "never"
in my rendering is
based on the grammatical form lam yunazzil (lit., "He has not been
sending down" or
"bestowing from on high"), which implies continuity in time.

3:152
AND, INDEED, God made good His promise unto you when, by His leave, you were about to
destroy your foes107 - until the moment when you lost heart and acted contrary to the [Prophet's]
command,108 and disobeyed after He had brought you within view of that [victory] for which you
were longing. There were among you such as cared for this world [alone], just as there were
among you such as cared for the life to come:109 whereupon, in order that He might put you to a
test, He prevented you from defeating your foes.110 But now He has effaced your sin: for God is
limitless in His bounty unto the believers.
3:153
[Remember the time] when you fled, paying no heed to anyone, while at your rear the Apostle
was calling out to you - wherefore He requited you with woe in return for [the Apostle's] woe, so
that you should not grieve [merely] over what had escaped you, nor over what had befallen you:
for God is aware of all that you do.111
107 Lit., "when you were destroying them": a reference to the opening
stages of the battle of Uhud.
Regarding the promise alluded to, see verses 124-125 of this surah.
108 Lit., "you disagreed with one another regarding the [Prophet's]
command" - an allusion to
the abandonment of their post by most of the archers at the moment when
it seemed that victory
had been won (see note 90 above).
109 Out of the fifty Muslim archers less than ten remained at their post,
and were killed by
Khalid's cavalry. It is to them, as well as the few Companions who went
on fighting after
the bulk of the Muslims had fled, that the second part of the above
sentence refers.
110 Lit., "He turned you away from them".

111 I.e., the realization of how shamefully they had behaved at Uhud (see
note 90 above) would
be, in the end, more painful to them than the loss of victory and the
death of so many of their
comrades: and this is the meaning of the "test" mentioned in the
preceding verse.

3:154
Then, after this woe, He sent down upon you a sense of security, an inner calm which enfolded
some of you,112 whereas the others, who cared mainly for themselves, entertained wrong
thoughts about God - thoughts of pagan ignorance - saying, "Did we, then, have any power of
decision [in this matter]?"113
Say: "Verily, all power of decision does rest with God"114 - [but as for them,] they are trying to
conceal within themselves that [weakness of faith] which they would not reveal unto thee, [O
Prophet, by] saying, "If we had any power of decision, we would not have left so many dead
behind."115
Say [unto them]: "Even if you had remained in your homes, those [of you] whose death had been
ordained would indeed have gone forth to the places where they were destined to lie down."
And [all this befell you] so that God might put to a test all that you harbour in your bosoms, and
render your innermost hearts116 pure of all dross: for God is aware of what is in the hearts [of
men].
3:155
Behold, as for those of you who turned away [from their duty] on the day when the two hosts
met in battle - Satan caused them to stumble only by means of something that they [themselves]
had done.117 But now God has effaced this sin of theirs: verily, God is much-forgiving,
forbearing.
112 I.e., those who had remained steadfast throughout the battle. According
to some commentators in particular Raghib - the term nu'as (lit., "the drowsiness which
precedes sleep") is used
here metaphorically, and denotes "inner calm".
113 I.e., in the matter of victory or defeat. The "thoughts of pagan
ignorance" is obviously
an allusion to the initial reluctance of those faint-hearted people to
admit their moral
responsibility for what had happened, and to their excusing themselves by
saying that their
failure to live up to their faith had been "predestined". See also surah
5, note 71.
114 I.e., while it is for God alone to apportion actual success or failure
to whomever He

wills, "nought shall be accounted unto man but what he is [or "was"]
striving for" (53:39).
115 Lit., "we would not have been killed here".
116 Lit., "all that is in your hearts".
117 This is an illustration of a significant Qur'anic doctrine, which can
be thus summarized:
"Satan's influence" on man is not the primary cause of sin but its first
consequence: that
is to say, a consequence of a person's own attitude of mind which in
moments of moral crisis
induces him to choose the easier, and seemingly more pleasant, of the
alternatives open to
him, and thus to become guilty of a sin, whether by commission or
omission. Thus, God's
"causing" a person to commit a sin is conditional upon the existence, in
the individual
concerned, of an attitude of mind which makes him prone to commit such a
sin: which, in
its turn, presupposes man's free will - that is, the ability to make,
within cerrtain
limitations, a conscious choice between two or more possible courses of
action.

3:156
O you who have attained to faith! Be not like those who are bent on denying the truth and say of
their brethren [who die] after having set out on a journey to faraway places118 or gone forth to
war, "Had they but remained with us, they would not have died," or, "they would not have been
slain" - for God will cause such thoughts to become119 a source of bitter regret in their hearts,
since it is God who grants life and deals death. And God sees all that you do.
3:157
And if indeed you are slain or die in God's cause, then surely forgiveness from God and His
grace are better than all that one120 could amass [in this world]: (3:158) for, indeed, if you die or
are slain, it will surely be unto God that you shall be gathered.
3:159
And it was by God's grace that thou [O Prophet] didst deal gently with thy followers:121 for if
thou hadst been harsh and hard of heart, they would indeed have broken away from thee. Pardon
them, then, and pray that they be forgiven. And take counsel with them in all matters of public
concern; then, when thou hast decided upon a course of action, place thy trust in God: for, verily,
God loves those who place their trust in Him.122
118 Lit., "when they travel on earth".
119 Lit.; "so that God causes this to be": but since the particle li in liyaj'al is obviously

a lam al-aqibah (i.e., the letter lam denoting a causal sequence), it is
best rendered in
this context by the conjunctive particle "and", combined with the future
tense.
120 Lit., "they".
121 Lit., "with them" - i.e., with those of his followers who had failed in
their duty before
and during the disaster at Uhud. According to all available accounts, the
Prophet did not
even reproach any of them for what they had done.
122 This injunction, implying government by consent and council, must be
regarded as one of
the fundamental clauses of all Qur'anic legislation relating to
statecraft. The pronoun
"them" relates to the believers, that is, to the whole community; while
the word al-amr
occurring in this context - as well as in the much earlier-revealed
phrase amruhum shura
baynahum in 42:38 - denotes all affairs of public concern, including
state administration.
All authorities agree in that the above ordinance, although addressed in
the first instance
to the Prophet, is binding on all Muslims and for all times. (For its
wider implications
see State and Government in Islam, pp. 44 ff.) Some Muslim scholars
conclude from the
wording of this ordinance that the leader of the community, although
obliged to take counsel,
is nevertheless free to accept or to reject it; but the arbitrariness of
this conclusion
becomes obvious as soon as we recall that even the Prophet considered
himself bound by
the decisions of his council (see note 90 above). Moreover, when he was
asked - according
to a Tradition on the authority of 'Ali ibn Abi Talib - to explain the
implications of the
word 'azm ("deciding upon a course of action") which occurs in the above
verse, the Prophet
replied, "[It means] taking counsel with knowledgeable people (ahl arra'y) and thereupon
following them [therein]" (see Ibn Kathir's commentary on this verse).

3:160
If God succours you, none can ever overcome you; but if He should forsake you, who could
succour you thereafter? In God, then, let the believers place their trust!
3:161

AND IT IS not conceivable that a prophet should deceive123 - since he who deceives shall be
faced with his deceit on the Day of Resurrection, when every human being shall be repaid in full
for whatever he has done, and none shall be wronged.
3:162
Is then he124 who strives after God's goodly acceptance like unto him who has earned the burden
of God's condemnation125 and whose goal is hell? - and how vile a journey's end! (3:163) They
are on [entirely] different levels in the sight of God; for God sees all that they do.
3:164
Indeed, God bestowed a favour upon the believers when he raised up in their midst an apostle
from among themselves, to convey His messages unto them, and to cause them to grow in purity,
and to impart unto them the divine writ as well as wisdom - whereas before that they were
indeed, most obviously, lost in error.
3:165
AND DO YOU, now that a calamity has befallen you after you had inflicted twice as much [on
your foes],126 ask yourselves, "How has this come about?" Say: "It has come from your own
selves."127
Verily, God has the power to will anything: (3:166) and all that befell you on the day when the
two hosts met in battle happened by God's leave, so that He might mark out the [true] believers,
(3:167) and mark out those who were tainted with hypocrisy and, when they were told, "Come,
fight in God's cause" - or, "Defend yourselves"128 - answered, "If we but knew [that it would
come to a] fight, we would indeed follow you." Unto apostasy were they nearer on that day than
unto faith, uttering with their mouths something which was not in their hearts,129 the while God
knew fully well what they were trying to conceal: (3:168) they who, having themselves held
back [from fighting, later] said of their [slain] brethren, "Had they but paid heed to us, they
would not have been slain." Say: "Avert, then, death from yourselves, if what you say is true!"
123 I.e., by attributing his own opinions to God, and then appealing to the
believers to place
their trust in Him alone. However contrary to reason such deceit may be,
it is a common
view among non-believers that the Prophet himself "composed" the Qur'an
and thereupon falsely
attributed it to divine revelation.
124 An allusion, in this case, to the Prophet Muhammad as well as to
prophets in general.
125 I.e., by falsely attributing his own views to God or distorting His
messages by
arbitrary interpolations and deliberate changes in the wording of a
revelation - an

accusation often levelled in the Qur'an (e.g., 2: 79 and 3:78) against
the followers
of earlier revelations.
126 I.e., at the battle of Badr, in the year 2 H.
127 Many of the followers of the Prophet had been convinced that, whatever
the circumstances,
God would grant them victory on account of their faith alone. The bitter
experience at
Uhud came as a shock to them; and so the Qur'an reminds them that this
calamity was a
consequence of their own doings.
128 Only a fight in self-defence - in the widest meaning of this term - can
be considered a
"fight in God's cause" (see 2: 190-194, and the corresponding notes);
and, thus, the
particle "or" between these two phrases is almost synonymous with the
expression "in other
words".
129 This is an allusion to the three hundred men who, on the way from
Medina to Mount Uhud,
forsook the Prophet on the specious plea that he did not really intend to
give battle
(see note 90 above). But since they knew in their hearts that it would
come to a fight,
their defection from God's cause almost amounted to a denial of Him
(kufr, here rendered
as "apostasy").

3:169
But do not think of those that have been slain in God's cause as dead. Nay, they are alive! With
their Sustainer have they their sustenance, (3:170) exulting in that [martyrdom] which God has
bestowed upon them out of His bounty. And they rejoice in the glad tiding given to those [of
their brethren] who have been left behind and have not yet joined them, that no fear need they
have, and neither shall they grieve: (3:171) they rejoice in the glad tiding of God's blessings and
bounty, and [in the promise] that God will not fail to requite the believers (3:172) who responded
to the call of God and the Apostle after misfortune had befallen them.130 A magnificent requital
awaits those of them who have persevered in doing good and remained conscious of God:
(3:173) those who have been warned by other people,131 "Behold, a host has gathered against
you; so beware of them!" - whereupon this only increased their faith, so that they answered,
"God is enough for us; and how excellent a guardian is He!" (3:174) - and returned [from the
battle] with God's blessings and bounty, without having been touched by evil:132 for they had
been striving after God's goodly acceptance - and God is limitless in His great bounty.
3:175
It is but Satan who instils [into you] fear of his allies:133 so fear them not, but fear Me, if you are
[truly] believers!

130 Lit., "after injury had afflicted them". Most of the commentators
assume that this is an
allusion to the losses sustained by the Muslims at the battle of Uhud. It
is, however,
probable that the implication is much wider, the more so since this
passage connects
directly with the preceding verses which speak, in general terms, of the
martyrs who die
in God's cause. There is a distinct tendency on the part of most of the
classical
commentators to read minute historical references into many Qur'anic
passages which express
ideas of a far wider import and apply to the human condition as such.
Verses 172-175 are
an instance of this. Some commentators are of the opinion that they refer
to the fruitless
expedition to Hamra' al-Asad on the day following the battle of Uhud,
while others see in
it an allusion to the Prophet's expedition, in the following year, known
to history as
the "Little Badr" (Badr as-Sughra ); others, again, think that verse 172
refers to the
former and verses 173-174 to the latter. In view of this obvious lack of
unanimity - due
to the absence of a really authoritative support, either in the Qur'an
itself or in authentic
Traditions, for any of these speculative assumptions - there is every
reason for concluding
that the whole passage under consideration expresses a general moral,
rounding off, as it
were, the historical references to the battle of Uhud and the lessons to
be drawn therefrom.
131 Lit., "those to whom people said".
132 I.e., the moral evil arising out of weakness of faith and loss of
courage: an allusion to what
happened to many Muslims at Uhud.
133 I.e., people who "ally themselves with Satan" by deliberately doing
wrong.

3:176
And be not grieved by those who vie with one another in denying the truth: verily, they can in no
wise harm God. It is God's will that they shall have no share134 in the [blessings of the] life to
come; and tremendous suffering awaits them.
3:177
Verily, they who have bought a denial of the truth at the price of faith can in no wise harm God,
whereas grievous suffering awaits them. (3:178) And they should not think - they who are bent
on denying the truth - that Our giving them rein is good for them: We give them rein only to let
them grow in sinfulness; and shameful suffering awaits them.135

3:179
It is not God's will [O you who deny the truth] to abandon the believers to your way of life:136
[and] to that end He will set apart the bad from the good. And it is not God's will to give you
insight into that which is beyond the reach of human perception: but [to that end] God elects
whomsoever He wills from among His apostles.137 Believe, then, in God and His apostles; for if
you believe and are conscious of Him, a magnificent requital awaits you.
134 Lit., "that He will not assign to them a share".
135 This is an allusion to the doctrine of natural law (in Qur'anic
terminology, sunnat Allah,
"God's way") to which man's inclinations and actions - as well as all
other happenings in
the universe - are subject. The above verse says, as it were, "Since
these people are bent
on denying the truth, Our giving them rein [that is, freedom of choice
and time for a
reconsideration of their attitude] will not work out for their benefit
but will, on the
contrary, cause them to grow in false self-confidence and, thus, in
sinfulness." As in many
similar passages in the Qur'an, God attributes here their "growing in
sinfulness" to His own
will because it is He who has imposed on all His creation the natural law
of cause and effect.
(See also note 4 on 14:4.)
136 Some commentators (e.g., Razi) assume that the expression ma antum
'alayhi (lit.. "that upon
which you are") denotes here "the condition in which you are" - i.e., the
state of weakness
and confusion in which the Muslim community found itself after the battle
of Uhud - and that,
therefore, this passage is addressed to the believers. This
interpretation, however, is not
plausible. Apart from the fact that the believers are here referred to in
the third person,
while ma antum 'alayhi is in the second person plural, the latter
expression denotes almost
invariably, both in the Qur'an and in the Traditions, people's mode of
life and beliefs.
Moreover, we have reliable reports to the effect that Ibn 'Abbas,
Qatadah, Ad-Dahhak, Muqatil
and Al-Kalbi unhesitatingly declared that the people addressed here are
"those who deny the
truth" to whom the preceding passages refer (see Tabari's and Baghawi's
commentaries on
this verse). Read in this sense, the above passage implies that the
believers would, in
time, differ from the unbelievers not only in their convictions but also
in their social
aims and their manner of living.

137 I.e., it is through these apostles that God vouchsafes to man a partial
glimpse of the reality
of which He alone has full knowledge.

3:180
AND THEY should not think - they who niggardly cling to all that God has granted them out of
His bounty - that this is good for them: nay, it is bad for them.138 That to which they [so]
niggardly cling will, on the Day of Resurrection, be hung about their necks: for unto God [alone]
belongs the heritage of the heavens and of the earth; and God is aware of all that you do.
3:181
God has indeed heard the saying of those who said, "Behold, God is poor while we are rich!"139
We shall record what they have said, as well as their slaying of prophets against all right,140 and
We shall say [unto them on Judgment Day]: "Taste suffering through fire (3:182) in return for
what your own hands have wrought - for never does God do the least wrong to His creatures!"
3:183
As for those who maintain, "Behold, God has bidden us not to believe in any apostle unless he
comes unto us with burnt offerings"141 - say [unto them, O Prophet]: "Even before me there came
unto you apostles with all evidence of the truth, and with that whereof you speak: why, then, did
you slay them, if what you say is true?"142
138 This is an allusion to the way of life of the unbelievers mentioned in
verse 179 above:
a way of life characterized by extreme attachment to the material things
of this world a materialism based on a lack of belief in anything that transcends the
practical
problems of life.
139 According to several authentic Traditions, the Jews of Medina were
given to satirizing
the phraseology of the Qur'an, and especially 2:245 - "Who is it that
will offer up unto
God a goodly loan, which He will amply repay, with manifold increase?"
140 Regarding this accusation levelled against the Jews, see surah 2, note
48.
141 Lit., "with an offering which the fire consumes" - in other words,
unless he conforms to
Mosaic Law, which prescribes burnt offerings as an essential part of
divine services.
Although this aspect of the Law had been left in abeyance ever since the
destruction of
the Second Temple in Jerusalem, the Jews of post-Talmudic times were
convinced that the
Messiah promised to them would restore the Mosaic rites in their
entirety; and so they

refused to accept as a prophet anyone who did not conform to the Law of
the Torah in
every detail.
142 At the time of the martyrdom of John the Baptist and of Zachariah, of
Jesus' exclamation,
"O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, thou that killest the prophets" (Matthew xxiii,
37), and of the
reference of Paul of Tarsus to the Jews "who killed their own prophets"
(I Thessalonians ii, 15),
the Second Temple was still in existence, and burnt offerings were a
daily practice: thus,
the refusal of the Jews to accept the prophets alluded to, culminating in
their killing,
could not be attributed to those prophets' lack of conformity with Mosaic
Law.

3:184
And if they give thee the lie - even so, before thy time, have [other] apostles been given the lie
when they came with all evidence of the truth, and with books of divine wisdom, and with lightgiving revelation.
3:185
Every human being is bound to taste death: but only on the Day of Resurrection will you be
requited in full [for whatever you have done] - whereupon he that shall be drawn away from the
fire and brought into paradise will indeed have gained a triumph: for the life of this world is
nothing but an enjoyment of self-delusion.
3:186
You shall most certainly be tried in your possessions and in your persons; and indeed you shall
hear many hurtful things from those to whom revelation was granted before your time, as well as
from those who have come to ascribe divinity to other beings beside God. But if you remain
patient in adversity and conscious of Him - this, behold, is something to set one's heart upon.
3:187
AND LO, God accepted a solemn pledge from those who were granted earlier revelation [when
He bade them]: "Make it known unto mankind, and do not conceal it!"143 But they cast this
[pledge] behind their backs, and bartered it away for a trifling gain: and how evil was their
bargain!144
3:188
Think not that those who exult in what they have thus contrived, and who love to be praised for
what they have not done145 - think not that they will escape suffering: for grievous suffering does
await them [in the life to come].

143 This connects with verses 183-184, where the Jews are spoken of as
refusing to accept the
message of the Qur'an. The implication of verse 187 above is that the
advent of the Prophet
Muhammad was predicted in both the Old and New Testaments, and that the
followers of the
Bible had been called upon to spread this prophecy and not - as they
actually have done to suppress it.
144 Lit., "that which they are buying" - an allusion to the belief of the
Jews that they are
"God's chosen people", and to the conviction of the Christians that their
belief in Jesus'
"vicarious atonement" automatically assures to them salvation: the
"bargain" being, in
both cases, an illusion of immunity in the life to come.
145 I.e., they have not, in spite of all their claims, preserved the
integrity of the Bible and
of Abraham's faith (Razi).

3:189
AND UNTO GOD belongs the dominion over the heavens and the earth: and God has the power
to will anything.
3:190
Verily, in the creation of the heavens and the earth, and in the succession of night and day, there
are indeed messages for all who are endowed with insight, (3:191) [and] who remember God
when they stand, and when they sit, and when they lie down to sleep,146 and [thus] reflect on the
creation of the heavens and the earth:
"O our Sustainer! Thou hast not created [aught of] this without meaning and purpose.147
Limitless art Thou in Thy glory! Keep us safe, then, from suffering through fire!
3:192
"O our Sustainer! Whomsoever Thou shalt commit to the fire, him, verily, wilt Thou have
brought to disgrace [in this world];148 and such evildoers will have none to succour them.
3:193
"O our Sustainer! Behold, we heard a voice149 call [us] unto faith, 'Believe in your Sustainer!' and so we came to believe. O our Sustainer! Forgive us, then, our sins, and efface our bad deeds;
and let us die the death of the truly virtuous!
3:194

"And, O our Sustainer, grant us that which Thou hast promised us through Thy apostles, and
disgrace us not on Resurrection Day! Verily, Thou never failest to fulfil Thy promise!"
3:195
And thus does their Sustainer answer their prayer:
"I shall not lose sight of the labour of any of you who labours [in My way], be it man or woman:
each of you is an issue of the other.150 Hence, as for those who forsake the domain of evil,151 and
are driven from their homelands, and suffer hurt in My cause, and fight [for it], and are slain - I
shall most certainly efface their bad deeds, and shall most certainly bring them into gardens
through which running waters flow, as a reward from God: for with God is the most beauteous of
rewards."
146 Lit., "and [lying] on their sides".
147 Lit., "in vain" (batilan): see note 11 on 10:5.
148 I.e., the suffering which a sinner will have to undergo in the life to
come will be a
consequence of the spiritual disgrace which he has already brought upon
himself by his
actions in this world.
149 Lit., "a caller".
150 I.e., "you all are members of one and the same human race, and
therefore equal to one another".
151 See surah 2, note 203, and surah 4, note 124.

3:196
LET IT NOT deceive thee that those who are bent on denying the truth seem to be able to do as
they please on earth: (3:197) it is [but] a brief enjoyment, with hell thereafter as their goal - and
how vile a resting-place! - (3:198) whereas those who remain conscious of their Sustainer shall
have gardens through which running waters flow, therein to abide: a ready welcome from God.
And that which is with God is best for the truly virtuous.
3:199
And, behold, among the followers of earlier revelation there are indeed such as [truly] believe in
God, and in that which has been bestowed from on high upon you as well as in that which has
been bestowed upon them. Standing in awe of God, they do not barter away God's messages for
a trifling gain. They shall have their reward with their Sustainer - for, behold, God is swift in
reckoning!
3:200

O you who have attained to faith! Be patient in adversity, and vie in patience with one another,
and be ever ready [to do what is right], and remain conscious of God, so that you might attain to
a happy state!

The Fourth Surah
An-Nisa (Women)
Medina Period

THE TITLE An-Nisa' has been given to this surah because many of its passages deal with the
rights of women and with questions relating to family life in general, including laws of
inheritance, prohibition of marriage within certain degrees of consanguinity, marital relations,
and so forth. The opening verse stresses the essential unity of the human race and the mutual
obligations, arising from this kinship, of men and women towards one another. A large part of
the surah is devoted to practical legislation bearing on problems of peace and war, as well as to
relations of believers with unbelievers, especially with hypocrites. Verses 150-152 refute the
possibility of believing in God without believing in His prophets: and this, in turn, leads to the
subject of the Jews, who deny the prophethood not only of Muhammad but also of Jesus, as well
as of the Christians, who deny Muhammad and deify Jesus although he "never felt too proud to
be God's servant" (verse 172). And, finally, as if to stress the inseparability of man's beliefs from
his social behaviour, the last verse refers, again, to laws of inheritance.
There is no doubt that this surah belongs in its entirety to the Medina period. In the order of
revelation it either follows immediately upon Al 'Imran or - according to some authorities - is
separated from the latter, in point of time, by Al-Ahzab and Al-Mumtahanah. On the whole,
however, it is most probable that it was revealed in the fourth year after the hijrah, although a
few of its verses may belong to an earlier, and verse 58 to a later, period.
In the name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
4:1
O MANKIND! Be conscious of your Sustainer, who has created you out of one living entity, and
out of it created its mate, and out of the two spread abroad a multitude of men and women.1 And
remain conscious of God, in whose name you demand [your rights] from one another, and of
these ties of kinship. Verily, God is ever watchful over you!
4:2
Hence, render unto the orphans their possessions, and do not substitute bad things [of your own]
for the good things [that belong to them], and do not consume their possessions together with
your own:2 this, verily, is a great crime.
4:3

And if you have reason to fear that you might not act equitably towards orphans, then marry
from among [other] women such as are lawful to you3 - [even] two, or three, or four: but if you
have reason to fear that you might not be able to treat them with equal fairness, then [only] one or [from among] those whom you rightfully possess.4 This will make it more likely that you will
not deviate from the right course.
1 Out of the many meanings attributable to the term nafs - soul, spirit,
mind, animate being,
living entity, human being, person, self (in the sense of a personal
identity), humankind,
life-essence, vital principle, and so forth - most of the classical
commentators choose
"human being", and assume that it refers here to Adam. Muhammad 'Abduh,
however, rejects
this interpretation (Manar IV, 323 ff.) and gives, instead, his
preference to "humankind"
inasmuch as this term stresses the common origin and brotherhood of the
human race (which,
undoubtedly, is the purport of the above verse), without, at the same
time, unwarrantably
tying it to the Biblical account of the creation of Adam and Eve. My
rendering of nafs, in
this context, as "living entity" follows the same reasoning - As regards
the expression
zawjaha ("its mate"), it is to be noted that, with reference to animate
beings, the term
zawj ("a pair", "one of a pair" or "a mate") applies to the male as well
as to the female
component of a pair or couple; hence, with reference to human beings, it
signifies a woman's
mate (husband) as well as a man's mate (wife). Abu Muslim - as quoted by
Razi - interprets
the phrase "He created out of it (minha) its mate" as meaning "He created
its mate [i.e.,
its sexual counterpart] out of its own kind (min jinsiha)", thus
supporting the view of
Muhammad 'Abduh referred to above. The literal translation of minha as
"out of it" clearly
alludes, in conformity with the text, to the biological fact that both
sexes have originated
from "one living entity".
2 This relates to the legal guardians of orphans during the latter's
minority.
3 Lit., "such as are good for you" - i.e., women outside the prohibited
degrees enumerated
in verses 22-23 of this surah (Zamakhshari, Razi). According to an
interpretation suggested
by A'ishah, the Prophet's widow, this refers to the (hypothetical) case
of orphan girls whom
their guardians might wish to marry without, however, being prepared or
able to give them
an appropriate marriage-portion - the implication being that they should
avoid the temptation

of committing such an injustice and should marry other women instead (cf.
Bukhari, Kitab
at-Tafsir, as well as Muslim and Nasai). However, not all of A'ishah's
contemporaries
subscribed to her explanation of this verse. Thus, according to Said ibn
Jubayr, Qatadah,
and other successors of the Companions, the purport of the above passage
is this: "Just as
you are, rightly, fearful of offending against the interests of orphans,
you must apply the
same careful consideration to the interests and rights of the women whom
you intend to marry."
In his commentary on this passage, Tabari quotes several variants of the
above interpretation
and gives it his unequivocal approval.
4 Lit., "whom your right hands possess" - i.e., from among the captives
taken in a war in God's
cause (regarding which see notes on surah 2, notes 167 and 168, and surah
8, note 72). It is
obvious that the phrase "two, or three, or four: but if you have reason
to fear...", etc. is
a parenthetic clause relating to both the free women mentioned in the
first part of the
sentence and to female slaves - for both these nouns are governed by the
imperative verb
"marry". Thus, the whole sentence has this meaning: "Marry from among
[other] women such as
are lawful to you, or [from among] those whom you rightfully possess [even] two, or three,
or four: but if you have reason to fear that you might not be able to
treat them with equal
fairness, then [only] one" - implying that, irrespective of whether they
are free women or,
originally, slaves, the number of wives must not exceed four. It was in
this sense that
Muhammad 'Abduh understood the above verse (see Manar IV, 350). This view
is, moreover,
supported by verse 25 of this surah as well as by 24:32, where marriage
with female slaves
is spoken of. Contrary to the popular view and the practice of many
Muslims in the past
centuries, neither the Qur'an nor the life-example of the Prophet
provides any sanction for
sexual intercourse without marriage.
As regards the permission to marry more than one wife (up to the maximum
of four), it is so
restricted by the condition, "if you have reason to fear that you might
not be able to treat
them with equal fairness, then [marry only] one", as to make such plural
marriages possible
only in quite exceptional cases and under exceptional circumstances (see
also the first clause
of 24:32 and the corresponding note). Still, one might ask why the same
latitude has not been

given to women as well; but the answer is simple. Notwithstanding the
spiritual factor of
love which influences the relations between man and woman, the
determinant biological reason
for the sexual urge is, in both sexes, procreation: and whereas a woman
can, at one time,
conceive a child from one man only and has to carry it for nine months
before she can conceive
another, a man can beget a child every time he cohabits with a woman.
Thus, while nature would
have been merely wasteful if it had produced a polygamous instinct in
woman, man's polygamous
inclination is biologically justified. It is, of course, obvious that the
biological factor
is only one - and by no means always the most important - of the aspects
of marital love:
none the less, it is a basic factor and, therefore, decisive in the
institution of marriage
as such. With the wisdom that always takes human nature fully into
account, Islamic Law
undertakes no more than the safeguarding of the socio-biological function
of marriage (which
includes also care of the progeny), allowing a man to have more than one
wife and not
allowing a woman to have more than one husband at one time; while the
spiritual problem of
marriage, being imponderable and therefore outside the scope of law, is
left to the discretion
of the partners. In any event - since marriage in Islam is a purely civil
contract - recourse
to divorce is always open to either of the two partners. (Regarding the
dissolution of a
marriage at the wife's instance, see note on surah 2, verse 229.)

4:4
And give unto women their marriage portions in the spirit of a gift;5 but if they, of their own
accord, give up unto you aught thereof, then enjoy it with pleasure and good cheer.
4:5
And do not entrust to those who are weak of judgment the possessions which God has placed in
your charge6 for [their] support; but let them have their sustenance therefrom, and clothe them,
and speak unto them in a kindly way. (4:6) And test the orphans [in your charge] until they reach
a marriageable age; then, if you find them to be mature of mind, hand over to them their
possessions; and do not consume them by wasteful spending, and in haste, ere they grow up. And
let him who is rich abstain entirely [from his ward's property]; and let him who is poor partake
thereof in a fair manner. And when you hand over to them their possessions, let there be
witnesses on their behalf - although none can take count as God does.
5 The expression nihlah signifies the giving of something willingly, of
one's own accord,

without expecting a return for it (Zamakhshari). It is to be noted that
the amount of the
marriage-portion, or dower which the bridegroom has to give to the bride
has not been
circumscribed by the Law: it depends entirely on the agreement of the two
parties, and
may consist of anything, even a mere token. According to several
authentic Traditions
recorded in most of the compilations, the Prophet made it clear that
"even an iron ring"
may be enough if the bride is willing to accept it, or, short of that,
even "the imparting
to thy bride of a verse of the Qur'an".
6 Lit., "your possessions which God has assigned to you". The context makes
it obvious that
this relates to the property of orphans who have not yet reached the age
of discretion and
are, therefore, "weak of judgment" (lit., "weak-minded").

4:7
MEN SHALL have a share in what parents and kinsfolk leave behind, and women shall have a
share in what parents and kinsfolk leave behind, whether it be little or much - a share ordained
[by God]. (4:8) And when [other] near of kin and orphans and needy persons7 are present at the
distribution [of inheritance], give them something thereof for their sustenance, and speak unto
them in a kindly way. (4:9) And let them stand in awe [of God], those [legal heirs] - who, if they
[themselves] had to leave behind weak offspring, would feel fear on their account - and let them
remain conscious of God, and let them speak [to the poor] in a just manner.
4:10
Behold, those who sinfully devour the possessions of orphans but fill their bellies with fire: for
[in the life to come] they will have to endure a blazing flame!
4:11
CONCERNING [the inheritance of] your children, God enjoins [this] upon you:8 The male shall
have the equal of two females' share; but if there are more than two females, they shall have twothirds of what [their parents] leave behind; and if there is only one daughter, she shall have onehalf thereof.
And as for the parents [of the deceased], each of them shall have one-sixth of what he leaves
behind, in the event of his having [left] a child; but if he has left no child and his parents are his
[only] heirs, then his mother shall have one-third; and if he has brothers and sisters, then his
mother shall have one-sixth after [the deduction of] any bequest he may have made, or any debt
[he may have incurred]. As for your parents and your children - you know not which of them is
more deserving of benefit from you: [therefore this] ordinance from God. Verily, God is allknowing, wise.

7 I.e., people who do not have any legal claim to the inheritance, but
nevertheless deserve
to be considered.
8 In my notes on verses 11-12, which spell out the legal shares of
inheritance due to the next
of kin, no attempt has been made to analyze all the legal implications of
this ordinance. The
laws of inheritance are the subject of a special, and very elaborate,
branch of Islamic
jurisprudence, and their full elucidation would go far beyond the scope
of explanatory notes
which aim at no more than making the text of the Qur'an accessible to the
understanding of
the non-specialized reader.

4:12
And you shall inherit one-half of what your wives leave behind, provided they have left no child;
but if they have left a child, then you shall have one-quarter of what they leave behind, after [the
deduction of] any bequest they may have made, or any debt [they may have incurred]. And your
widows9 shall have one-quarter of what you leave behind, provided you have left no child; but if
you have left a child, then they shall have one-eighth of what you leave behind, after [the
deduction of] any bequest you may have made, or any debt [you may have incurred].
And if a man or a woman has no heir in the direct line, but has a brother or a sister, then each of
these two shall inherit one-sixth; but if there are more than two,10 then they shall share in onethird [of the inheritance], after [the deduction of] any bequest that may have been made, or any
debt [that may have been incurred], neither of which having been intended to harm [the heirs].11
[This is] an injunction from God: and God is all-knowing, forbearing.
4:13
These are the bounds set by God. And whoever pays heed unto God and His Apostle, him will
He bring into gardens through which running waters flow, therein to abide: and this is a triumph
supreme. (4:14) And whoever rebels against God and His Apostle and transgresses His bounds,
him will He commit unto fire, therein to abide; and shameful suffering awaits him.
4:15
AND AS FOR those of your women who become guilty of immoral conduct, call upon four from
among you who have witnessed their guilt; and if these bear witness thereto, confine the guilty
women12 to their houses until death takes them away or God opens for them a way [through
repentance]. (4:16) And punish [thus] both of the guilty parties;13 but if they both repent and
mend their ways, leave them alone: for, behold, God is an acceptor of repentance, a dispenser of
grace.14
9 Lit., "they".

10 Lit., "more than that". According to most of the classical commentators,
this passage
refers to half-brothers and half-sisters. The inheritance of full
brothers and sisters is
dealt with at the end of this surah (verse 176).
11 This refers to bequests and fictitious debts meant to deprive the heirs
of their legal
shares. According to several authentic Traditions, the Prophet forbade,
in cases where there
are legal heirs, the making of bequests to other persons in excess of
one-third of one's
estate (Bukhari and Muslim). If, however, there are no near of kin
legally entitled to a
share of the inheritance, the testator is free to bequeath his fortune in
any way he desires.
12 Lit., "them".
13 Lit., "and the two from among you who become guilty thereof, punish them
both". According to
most of the commentators, this refers to immoral conduct on the part of
a man and a woman
as well as to homosexual relations.
14 Some of the commentators attribute to the term fahishah (here rendered
as "immoral conduct")
the meaning of "adultery" or "fornication" and are, consequently, of the
opinion that this
verse has been "abrogated" by 24:2, which lays down the punishment of one
hundred stripes
for each of the guilty parties. This unwarranted assumption must,
however, be rejected. Quite
apart from the impossibility of admitting that any passage of the Qur'an
could have been
"abrogated" by another of its passages (see note on surah 2 verse 106),
the expression
fahishah does not, by itself, connote illicit sexual intercourse: it
signifies anything that
is grossly immodest, unseemly, lewd, indecent or abominable in word or in
deed (cf. Lane VI,
2344 f.), and is by no means restricted to sexual transgressions. Read in
this context, and
in conjunction with 24:2, this expression obviously denotes here immoral
conduct not necessarily
amounting to what is termed zina (i.e., "adultery" or "fornication"), and
therefore redeemable
by sincere repentance (in contrast to a proven act of zina, which is
punishable by flogging).It is noteworthy that in all cases of alleged sexual transgressions or
misbehaviour the
Qur'an stipulates the direct evidence of four witnesses (instead of the
two required in all
other judicial cases) as a sine qua non of conviction. For the reasons
underlying this
injunction, as well as for its judicial implications, see note on 24:4.

4:17
Verily, God's acceptance of repentance relates only to those who do evil out of ignorance and
then repent before their time runs out:15 and it is they unto whom God will turn again in His
mercy - for God is all-knowing, wise; (4:18) whereas repentance shall not be accepted from
those who do evil deeds until their dying hour and then say,16 "Behold, I now repent"; nor from
those who die as deniers of the truth: it is these for whom We have readied grievous suffering.
4:19
O YOU who have attained to faith! It is not lawful for you to [try to] become heirs to your wives
[by holding onto them] against their will;17 and neither shall you keep them under constraint with
a view to taking away anything of what you may have given them, unless it be that they have
become guilty, in an obvious manner, of immoral conduct.18
And consort with your wives19 in a goodly manner; for if you dislike them, it may well be that
you dislike something which God might yet make a source of20 abundant good.
15 The expression min qarib, which here implies nearness in time, could
also be rendered as
"soon", i.e., soon after having committed the evil deed; most of the
classical commentators,
however, hold that in this context it denotes the time before the actual
approach of death.
This interpretation is borne out by the next verse.
16 Lit., "until, when death approaches one of them, he says".
17 According to one of the interpretations advanced by Zamakhshari, this
refers to a man's
forcibly keeping an unloved wife - and thus preventing her from marrying
another man - in
the hope of inheriting her property under the provisions specified in the
first sentence
of verse 12 above. Some authorities, however, are of the opinion that the
meaning is:
"It is not lawful for you to inherit women against their will" - thus
expressing a
prohibition of the pre-Islamic custom of inheriting the wives of deceased
near relatives.
But in view of the fact that Islam does not permit the "inheriting" of
women under any
circumstances (and not only "against their will"), the former
interpretation is infinitely
more plausible.
18 In the event that a wife's immoral conduct has been proved by the direct
evidence of four
witnesses, as stipulated in verse 15 above, the husband has the right, on
divorcing her,
to demand the return of the whole or of part of the dower which he gave
her at the time

when the marriage was contracted. If - as is permissible under Islamic
Law - the dower has
not been actually handed over to the bride at the time of marriage but
has taken the form
of a legal obligation on the part of the husband, he is absolved of this
obligation in the
case of proven immoral conduct on the part of his wife.
19 Lit., "with them".
20 Lit., "and God might place in it".

4:20
But if you desire to give up a wife and to take another in her stead, do not take away anything of
what you have given the first one, however much it may have been.21 Would you, perchance,
take it away by slandering her and thus committing a manifest sin?22 (4:21) And how could you
take it away after you have given yourselves to one another, and she has23 received a most
solemn pledge from you?
4:22
AND DO NOT marry women whom your fathers have previously married - although what is
past is past:24 this, verily, is a shameful deed, and a hateful thing, and an evil way.
21 Lit., "if you desire the exchange of a wife in place of a wife, and you
have given one of
them a treasure (qintar), do not take away anything thereof". The
allusion to the "exchange"
of one wife for another is a clear indication of the Qur'anic view that a
monogamous marriage
is the desirable norm.
22 I.e., by falsely accusing her of immoral conduct in the hope of
regaining her dower
(see note on verse 19 above).
23 Lit., "they have" - the reference being to all married women.
24 Lit., "except what has come to pass earlier" - i.e., forgiven shall be
he who did it before
the promulgation of this Qur'anic ordinance or (in the case of a
conversion in later times)
before one's acceptance of Islam.

4:23
Forbidden to you are your mothers, and your daughters, and your sisters, and your aunts paternal
and maternal, and a brother's daughters, and a sister's daughters; and your milk-mothers, and
your milk-sisters; and the mothers of your wives; and your step-daughters - who are your foster
children - born of your wives with whom you have consummated your marriage; but if you have
not consummated your marriage, you will incur no sin [by marrying their daughters]; and

[forbidden to you are] the spouses of the sons who have sprung from your loins; and [you are
forbidden] to have two sisters [as your wives] at one and the same time - but what is past is
past:25 for, behold, God is indeed much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace.
4:24
And [forbidden to you are] all married women other than those whom you rightfully possess
[through wedlock]:26 this is God's ordinance, binding upon you. But lawful to you are all
[women] beyond these, for you to seek out, offering them of your possessions,27 taking them in
honest wedlock, and not in fornication. And unto those with whom you desire to enjoy marriage,
you shall give the dowers due to them; but you will incur no sin if, after [having agreed upon]
this lawful due, you freely agree with one another upon anything [else]:28 behold, God is indeed
all-knowing, wise.
25 See preceding note.
26 The term muhsanah signifies literally "a woman who is fortified [against
unchastity]", and
carries three senses: (1) "a married woman", (2) "a chaste woman", and
(3) "a free woman".
According to almost all the authorities, al-muhsanat denotes in the above
context "married
women". As for the expression ma malakat aymanukum ("those whom your
right hands possess",
i.e., "those whom you rightfully possess"), it is often taken to mean
female slaves captured
in a war in God's cause (see in this connection 8:67, and the
corresponding note). The
commentators who choose this meaning hold that such slave-girls can be
taken in marriage
irrespective of whether they have husbands in the country of their origin
or not. However,
quite apart from the fundamental differences of opinion, even among the
Companions of the
Prophet, regarding the legality of such a marriage, some of the most
outstanding commentators
hold the view that ma malakat aymanukum denotes here "women whom you
rightfully possess through
wedlock"; thus Razi in his commentary on this verse, and Tabari in one of
his alternative
explanations (going back to 'Abd Allah ibn 'Abbas, Mujahid, and others).
Razi, in particular,
points out that the reference to "all married women" (al-muhsanat min annisa'), coming as
it does after the enumeration of prohibited degrees of relationship, is
meant to stress the
prohibition of sexual relations with any woman other than one's lawful
wife.

4:25

And as for those of you who, owing to circumstances, are not in a position29 to marry free
believing women, [let them marry] believing maidens from among those whom you rightfully
possess.30 And God knows all about your faith; each one of you is an issue of the other.31 Marry
them, then, with their people's leave, and give them their dowers in an equitable manner - they
being women who give themselves in honest wedlock, not in fornication, nor as secret lovecompanions.32 And when they are married, and thereafter become guilty of immoral conduct,
they shall be liable to half the penalty to which free married women are liable.33 This [permission
to marry slave-girls applies] to those of you who fear lest they stumble into evil.34 But it is for
your own good to persevere in patience [and to abstain from such marriages]: and God is muchforgiving, a dispenser of grace.
27 Lit., "with your possessions" - i.e., offering them, as the Law demands,
an appropriate dower.
28 Cf. verse 4 of this surah, and the corresponding note.
29 The phrase lam yastati tawlan is often taken to mean "he is not in a
position to afford", i.e.,
in the financial sense; but Muhammad 'Abduh very convincingly expresses
the view that it
applies to all manner of preventive circumstances, be they of a material,
personal or
social nature (Manar V, 19).
30 In this context, ma malakat aymanukum (lit., "those whom your right
hands possess") denotes
women who were captured in a holy war and have subsequently embraced
Islam. In the above
phrase, the pronoun "you" refers to the community as a whole.
31 I.e., since all human beings - whatever their outward "social status" are members of one
and the same human family, and are therefore equal to one another in the
sight of God
(cf. 3:195), it is only the strength or weakness of faith which makes one
person superior
or inferior to another.
32 Lit., "and not taking unto themselves secret love-companions". This
passage lays down in
an unequivocal manner that sexual relations with female slaves are
permitted only on the basis
of marriage, and that in this respect there is no difference between them
and free women;
consequently, concubinage is ruled out.
33 The weaker social status of a slave makes her, obviously, more
accessible to temptation
than a free married woman is presumed to be.
34 I.e., to those who for one reason or another are unable to marry free
women and are,
at the same time, not equal to the temptations arising from celibacy. As
is made clear in

the next sentence, the Qur'an discourages such marriages - obviously with
a view to removing
a major attraction from the institution of slavery as such, and thus
promoting its abolition.

4:26
God wants to make [all this] clear unto you, and to guide you onto the [righteous] ways of life of
those who preceded you,35 and to turn unto you in His mercy: for God is all-knowing, wise.
(4:27) And God wants to turn unto you in His mercy, whereas those who follow [only] their own
lusts want you to drift far away from the right path.36
4:28
God wants to lighten your burdens:37 for man has been created weak.
35 An allusion to the genuine religious teachings of the past, which aimed
at bringing about
a harmony between man's physical nature and the demands of his spirit - a
harmony which
is destroyed whenever asceticism is postulated as the only possible
alternative to licentiousness
(see also note on surah 2, verse 143). This allusion arises from the
discussion of sexual
morality in the preceding passages devoted to marital relations.
36 Lit., "want you to deviate with a

tremendous deviation".

37 I.e., to remove, by means of His guidance, all possibility of conflict
between man's spirit
and his bodily urges, and to show him a way of life in which these two
elements of human
nature can be harmonized and brought to full fruition.

4:29
O YOU who have attained to faith! Do not devour one another's possessions wrongfully - not
even by way of trade based on mutual agreement38 - and do not destroy one another: for, behold,
God is indeed a dispenser of grace unto you! (4:30) And as for him who does this with malicious
intent and a will to do wrong39 - him shall We, in time, cause to endure [suffering through] fire:
for this is indeed easy for God.
4:31
If you avoid the great sins, which you have been enjoined to shun, We shall efface your [minor]
bad deeds, and shall cause you to enter an abode of glory.40
4:32

Hence, do not covet the bounties which God has bestowed more abundantly on some of you than
on others. Men shall have a benefit from what they earn, and women shall have a benefit from
what they earn. Ask, therefore, God [to give you] out of His bounty: behold, God has indeed full
knowledge of everything.
4:33
And unto everyone have We appointed heirs to what he may leave behind: parents, and near
kinsfolk, and those to whom you have pledged your troth:41 give them, therefore, their share.
Behold, God is indeed a witness unto everything.
38 If the particle illa preceding the above clause is given its usual
meaning of "except" or
"unless it be", the phrase ought to be rendered thus: "unless it be [an
act of] trade based
on mutual agreement". This formulation, however, has baffled many a
commentator: for, if
taken literally, it would imply that wrongful profits from trading based
on mutual agreement
are excepted from the general prohibition, "Devour not one another's
possessions wrongfully"a supposition impossible to maintain in view of the ethics postulated by
the Qur'an. To obviate
this difficulty, most of the commentators express the opinion that the
particle illa has in
this context the meaning of "but", and that the clause ought to be
understood as follows:
"but it is lawful for you to profit from one another's possessions by way
of legitimate trade
based on mutual agreement". However, quite apart from the fact that this
interpretation is
highly laboured and artificial, it does not explain why "legitimate
trade" should have been
singled out here as a sole means of lawfully deriving economic benefits
from one another - for,
as Razi rightly points out in his commentary on this verse, "it is no
less lawful to benefit
economically through a gift, a bequest, a legal inheritance, alms, a
dower, or an indemnity
for injuries received: for there are, aside from trade, many ways of
acquiring possessions
[lawfully]". Why, then, should trade alone have been stressed? - and,
moreover, stressed in
a context not particularly devoted to matters of trade? A really
satisfactory answer to this
puzzle can, in my opinion, be obtained only through a linguistic
consideration of the particle
illa. Apart from its usual connotation of "except" or "unless it be", it
has sometimes - as
has been pointed out in both Qamus and Mughni - the meaning of the simple
conjunction "and"
(wa); similarly, if it is preceded by a negative clause, it can be
synonymous with "nor" or

"and neither" (wa-la): as, for instance, in 27:10-11, "no fear need the
message-bearers have
in My Presence, and neither (illa) need he who...", etc. Now if we apply
this particular use
of illa to the passage under consideration, we arrive at the reading,
"nor [shall you do it]
by means of trade based on mutual agreement", or simply, "not even by way
of trade based on
mutual agreement" - whereupon the meaning immediately becomes obvious:
the believers are
prohibited from devouring another person's possessions wrongfully even if
that other person being the weaker party - agrees to such a deprivation or exploitation
under the stress of
circumstances. The reading adopted by me logically connects, moreover,
with verse 32, which
admonishes the believers not to covet one another's possessions.
39 Lit., "by way of [deliberate] transgression and wrongdoing" ('udwanan
wa-zulman).
40 I.e., paradise. However, according to some of the commentators, the
expression mudkhal
denotes not the place but the manner of "entering" (Razi) - in which case
the above phrase
may be rendered thus: "We shall cause you to enter [upon your afterlife]
in a state of glory".
41 I.e., wives and husbands (Abu Muslim, as quoted by Razi).

4:34
MEN SHALL take full care of women with the bounties which God has bestowed more
abundantly on the former than on the latter,42 and with what they may spend out of their
possessions. And the righteous women are the truly devout ones, who guard the intimacy which
God has [ordained to be] guarded.43
And as for those women whose ill-will44 you have reason to fear, admonish them [first]; then
leave them alone in bed; then beat them;45 and if thereupon they pay you heed, do not seek to
harm them. Behold, God is indeed most high, great!
42 Lit., "more on some of them than on the others".- The expression qawwam
is an intensive
form of qa'im ("one who is responsible for" or "takes care of" a thing or
a person). Thus,
qama 'ala l-mar'ah signifies "he undertook the maintenance of the woman"
or "he maintained
her" (see Lane VIII, 2995). The grammatical form qawwam is more
comprehensive than qa'im,
and combines the concepts of physical maintenance and protection as well
as of moral
responsibility: and it is because of the last-named factor that I have
rendered this phrase
as "men shall take full care of women".

43 Lit., "who guard that which cannot be perceived (al-ghayb) because God
has [willed it
to be] guarded".
44 The term nushuz (lit., "rebellion"- here rendered as "ill-will")
comprises every kind of
deliberate bad behaviour of a wife towards her husband or of a husband
towards his wife,
including what is nowadays described as "mental cruelty"; with reference
to the husband,
it also denotes "ill-treatment", in the physical sense, of his wife (cf.
verse 128 of this
surah). In this context, a wife's "ill-will" implies a deliberate,
persistent breach of
her marital obligations.
45 It is evident from many authentic Traditions that the Prophet himself
intensely detested
the idea of beating one's wife, and said on more than one occasion,
"Could any of you beat his
wife as he would beat a slave, and then lie with her in the evening?"
(Bukhari and Muslim).
According to another Tradition, he forbade the beating of any woman with
the words, "Never
beat God's handmaidens" (Abu Da'ud, Nasa'i, Ibn Majah, Ahmad ibn Hanbal,
Ibn Hibban and
Hakim, on the authority of Iyas ibn 'Abd Allah; Ibn Hibban, on the
authority of 'Abd Allah
ibn 'Abbas; and Bayhaqi, on the authority of Umm Kulthum). When the above
Qur'an-verse
authorizing the beating of a refractory wife was revealed, the Prophet is
reported to have
said: "I wanted one thing, but God has willed another thing - and what
God has willed must
be best" (see Manar V, 74). With all this, he stipulated in his sermon on
the occasion of
the Farewell Pilgrimage, shortly before his death, that beating should be
resorted to only
if the wife "has become guilty, in an obvious manner, of immoral
conduct", and that it should
be done "in such a way as not to cause pain (ghayr mubarrih)"; authentic
Traditions to this
effect are found in Muslim, Tirmidhi, Abu Da'ud, Nasa'i and Ibn Majah. On
the basis of these
Traditions, all the authorities stress that this "beating", if resorted
to at all, should
be more or less symbolic - "with a toothbrush, or some such thing"
(Tabari, quoting the
views of scholars of the earliest times), or even "with a folded
handkerchief" (Razi); and
some of the greatest Muslim scholars (e.g., Ash-Shafi'i) are of the
opinion that it is just
barely permissible, and should preferably be avoided: and they justify
this opinion by the
Prophet's personal feelings with regard to this problem.

4:35
And if you have reason to fear that a breach might occur between a [married] couple, appoint an
arbiter from among his people and an arbiter from among her people; if they both want to set
things aright, God may bring about their reconciliation. Behold, God is indeed all-knowing,
aware.
4:36
AND WORSHIP God [alone], and do not ascribe divinity, in any way, to aught beside Him.46
And do good unto your parents, and near of kin, and unto orphans, and the needy, and the
neighbour from among your own people, and the neighbour who is a stranger,47 and the friend by
your side, and the wayfarer, and those whom you rightfully possess.48 Verily, God does not love
any of those who, full of self-conceit, act in a boastful manner; (4:37) [nor] those who are
niggardly, and bid others to be niggardly, and conceal whatever God has bestowed upon them
out of His bounty; and so We have readied shameful suffering for all who thus deny the truth.
4:38
And [God does not love] those who spend their possessions on others [only] to be seen and
praised by men, the while they believe neither in God nor in the Last Day; and he who has Satan
for a soul-mate, how evil a soul-mate has he!49
46 The expression shay'an (here rendered as "in any way") makes it clear
that shirk ("the
ascribing of divinity to anything beside God") is not confined to a
worship of other
"deities", but implies also the attribution of divine or quasi-divine
powers to persons
or objects not regarded as deities: in other words, it embraces also
saint-worship, etc.
47 I.e., "whether he belongs to your own or to another community". That the
expression "your
own people" (dhu l-qurba) refers to the community and not to one's actual
relatives is obvious
from the fact that "the near of kin" have already been mentioned earlier
in this sentence.
The Prophet often stressed a believer's moral obligation towards his
neighbours, whatever
their faith; and his attitude has been summed up in his words, "Whoever
believes in God and
the Last Day, let him do good unto his neighbour" (Bukhari, Muslim, and
other compilations).
48 According to 'Ali ibn Abi Talib, 'Abd Allah ibn Mas'ud and other
Companions, "the friend
by your side" (as-sahib bi'l-janb) is one's wife or husband (Tabari). By
"those whom you

rightfully possess" (lit., "whom your right hands possess") are meant, in
this context,
slaves of either sex. Since this verse enjoins the "doing of good"
towards all people with
whom one is in contact, and since the best that can be done to a slave is
to free him, the
above passage calls, elliptically, for the freeing of slaves (Manar V,
94). See also surah 2,
verse 177, as well as 9:60, where the freeing of human beings from
bondage is explicitly
mentioned as one of the objectives to which zakah funds are to be
dedicated.
49 An allusion to 2:268, where Satan is spoken of as "threatening you with
the prospect of
poverty and bidding you to be niggardly", the implication being that
those who obey him
"have Satan for their soul-mate (qarin)". For the derivation of this
term, see note on 41:25.

4:39
And what would they have to fear50 if they would but believe in God and the Last Day, and
spend [in His way] out of what God has granted them as sustenance - since God has indeed full
knowledge of them?
4:40
Verily, God does not wrong [anyone] by as much as an atom's weight; and if there be a good
deed, He will multiply it, and will bestow out of His grace51 a mighty reward.
4:41
How, then, [will the sinners fare on Judgment Day,] when We shall bring forward witnesses
from within every community,52 and bring thee [O Prophet] as witness against them? (4:42)
Those who were bent on denying the truth and paid no heed to the Apostle will on that Day wish
that the earth would swallow them:53 but they shall not [be able to] conceal from God anything
that has happened.
50 Lit., "what is it that would be upon them". This seems to be a reference
to the oft-repeated
Qur'anic statement that those who believe in God and live righteously
"need have no fear"
(la khawf alayhim - lit., "no fear [shall be] upon them").
51 Lit., "from
have merited.

himself "- i.e., far in excess of what the doer of good may

52 I.e., the earlier apostles, of whom every community or civilization has
had a share.

53 Lit., "become level with them". The term "the apostle" is probably used
here in its
generic sense, and refers to all the apostles who preached God's message
at one time
or another.

4:43
O YOU who have attained to faith! Do not attempt to pray while you are in a state of
drunkenness,54 [but wait] until you know what you are saying; nor yet [while you are] in a state
requiring total ablution,55 until you have bathed - except if you are travelling [and are unable to
do so]. But if you are ill, or are travelling, or have just satisfied a want of nature,56 or have
cohabited with a woman, and can find no water - then take resort to pure dust, passing
[therewith] lightly over your face and your hands.57 Behold, God is indeed an absolver of sins,
much-forgiving.
54 The reference to prayer at this place arises from the mention, in the
preceding verses, of
the Day of Judgment, when man will have to answer before God for what he
did during his life
in this world: for it is in prayer that man faces God, spiritually,
during his earthly life,
and reminds himself of his responsibility towards the Creator. As regards
the prohibition of
attempting to pray "while in a state of drunkenness", some of the
commentators assume that
this ordinance represented the first stage of the total prohibition of
intoxicants, and
has been, consequently, "abrogated" by the promulgation of the law of
total abstinence from
all intoxicants (5:90). However, quite apart from the fact that the
doctrine of "abrogation"
is entirely untenable (see surah 2, verse 106), there is no warrant
whatever for regarding
the above verse as a "first step" which has become redundant, as it were,
after total
prohibition was ordained. It is, of course, true that the Qur'an forbids
the use of intoxicants
at all times, and not merely at the time of prayer; but since "man has
been created weak"
(4:28), his lapse from the way of virtue is always a possibility: and it
is to prevent him
from adding the sin of praying while in a state of drunkenness to the sin
of using intoxicants
as such that the above verse was promulgated. Moreover, the expression
"while you are in a
state of drunkenness (sukara)" does not apply exclusively to alcoholic
intoxication, since
the term sukr, in its wider connotation, signifies any state of mental
disequilibrium which
prevents man from making full use of his intellectual faculties: that is
to say, it can apply
also to a temporary clouding of the intellect by drugs or giddiness or
passion, as well as

to the state metaphorically described as "drunk with sleep"- in brief, to
any condition in
which normal judgment is confused or suspended. And because the Qur'an
insists throughout
on consciousness as an indispensable element in every act of worship,
prayer is permitted
only when man is in full possession of his mental faculties and "knows
what he is saying".
55 I.e., after sexual intercourse. The term junub (rendered by me as "in a
state requiring
total ablution") is derived from the verb janaba, "he made (a thing)
remote", and signifies
one's remoteness from prayer because of immersion in sexual passion.
56 Lit., "if one of you comes from the place in which one satisfies...",
etc.
57 This symbolic ablution, called tayammum, consists in touching the earth,
or anything
supposed to contain dust, with the palms of one's hands and then passing
them lightly over
face and hands. Whenever water is not within reach - or cannot be used
because of illness the tayammum takes the place of both the total ablution after sexual
intercourse (ghusl)
and the partial ablution before prayers (wudu).

4:44
ART THOU NOT aware of those who, having been granted their share of the divine writ,58 now
barter it away for error, and want you [too] to lose your way? (4:45) But God knows best who
are your enemies: and none can befriend as God does, and none can give succour as God does.
4:46
Among those of the Jewish faith there are some who distort the meaning of the [revealed] words,
taking them out of their context and saying, [as it were,] "We have heard, but we disobey," and,
"Hear without hearkening,"59 and, "Hearken thou unto us, (O Muhammad)" - thus making a play
with their tongues, and implying that the [true] Faith is false.60 And had they but said, "We have
heard, and we pay heed," and "Hear [us], and have patience with us," it would indeed have been
for their own good, and more upright: but God has rejected them because of their refusal to
acknowledge the truth - for it is in but few things that they believe.61
58 The people referred to are the followers of the Bible. Thus, after
having touched in the
preceding verse upon the question of prayer, the Qur'an resumes its
cardinal theme: man's
responsibility for his actions and, in particular, for the manner in
which he responds to
the guidance offered to him through God's revelations.

59 Cf. 2:93. figure of speech "hear without hearkening" addressed, as it
were, by the Jews to
themselves, describes their attitude towards both their own scriptures
and the message of
the Qur'an.
60 Lit., "making a thrust (ta'n) against the Faith" - i.e., attributing to
it a fundamental
defect. The saying "Hearken thou unto us" is meant to convey the
conviction of the Jews that
they had nothing to learn from the teaching propounded by the Prophet
Muhammad, and that
he should rather defer to their views on religious matters. See, in this
connection, their
assertion, "Our hearts are already full of knowledge", in 2:88.
61 See surah 2, verse 88.

4:47
O you who have been granted revelation [aforetime]! Believe in what We have [now] bestowed
from on high in confirmation of whatever [of the truth] you already possess, lest We efface your
hopes and bring them to an end62 - just as We rejected those people who broke the Sabbath: for
God's will is always done.63
4:48
VERILY, God does not forgive the ascribing of divinity to aught beside Him, although He
forgives any lesser sin64 unto whomever He wills: for he who ascribes divinity to aught beside
God has indeed contrived an awesome sin.65
62 Lit., "lest We obliterate the faces"turns, or that which
one faces, with expectation ('Abduh in
them back to their
ends". It is to be noted that the term
plural) does not
always signify the "back" of a thing - but often stands
for its "last part" or "end" (cf. Lane

i.e., that towards which one
Manar V, 144 ff.) - "and bring
dubur (of which adbar is the
as most of the translators assume
III, 846).

63 This is an allusion to the story of the Sabbath-breakers (lit., "the
people of the Sabbath")
referred to in 2:65 and fully explained in 7:163-166.
64 Lit., "anything below that".
65 The continuous stress, in the Qur'an, on God's transcendental oneness
and uniqueness aims at
freeing man from all sense of dependence on other influences and powers,
and thus at
elevating him spiritually and bringing about the "purification" alluded
to in the next verse.

Since this objective is vitiated by the sin of shirk ("the ascribing of
divine qualities to
aught beside God"), the Qur'an describes it as "unforgivable" so long as
it is persisted in,
i.e., unless and until the sinner repents (cf. verses 17 and 18 of this
surah).

4:49
Art thou not aware of those who consider themselves pure?66 Nay, but it is God who causes
whomever He wills to grow in purity; and none shall be wronged by as much as a hair's
breadth.67
4:50
Behold how they attribute their own lying inventions to God - than which there is no sin more
obvious.68
66 I.e., the Jews, who consider, themselves to be "God's chosen people"
and, therefore, a priori
destined for God's grace, and the Christians, who believe in Jesus'
"vicarious atonement"
for the sins of mankind. There is also an obvious connection between this
observation and
the reference to shirk in the preceding verse, inasmuch as the Jews and
the Christians, while
not actually believing in the existence of any deity apart from God,
ascribe divine or
semi-divine qualities, in varying degrees, to certain human beings: the
Christians by their
elevation of Jesus to the status of a manifestation of God in human form
and their open
worship of a hierarchy of saints, and the Jews by their attribution of
law-giving powers
to the great Talmudic scholars, whose legal verdicts are supposed to
override, if need be,
any ordinance of the scriptures (cf. in this respect 9: 31). It goes
without saying that
this condemnation applies also to those Muslims who have fallen into the
sin of worshipping
saints and according them something of the reverence which is due to God
alone. Consequently,
the expression "those who consider themselves pure" comprises, in this
context, all who
think of themselves as believing in the One God (simply because they do
not consciously
worship a plurality of deities) but are, nevertheless, guilty of the sin
of shirk in the
deeper sense of this term.
67 According to most of the philological authorities (e.g., Qamus), a
'fatil' is any

"slender thread which one rolls between one's fingers" - a term which is
also, but by
no means exclusively, applied to the tiny fibre adhering to the cleft of
the date-stone
(cf. Lane VI, 2334). Idiomatically, it is best rendered as "a hair's
breadth". The above
passage implies, firstly, that spiritual purity is not the privilege of
any particular
group or community, and, secondly, that one can become or remain pure
only by God's
grace, for "man has been created weak" (verse 28 above). See also note on
the second
paragraph of 53:32.
68 Lit., "and this is enough as an obvious sin". This passage refers to
various theological
statements of an arbitrary nature, such as the Jewish assertion that they
are "the chosen
people" and, thus, immune from God's condemnation; the Christian doctrine
of "vicarious
atonement"; the definition of God as a "trinity" with Jesus as its
"second person"; and
so forth.

4:51
Art thou not aware of those who, having been granted their share of the divine writ, [now]
believe in baseless mysteries and in the powers of evil,69 and maintain that those who are bent on
denying the truth are more surely guided than those who have attained to faith? (4:52) It is they
whom God has rejected: and he whom God rejects shall find none to succour him.
4:53
Have they, perchance, a share in [God's] dominion?70 But [if they had], lo, they would not give
to other people as much as [would fill] the groove of a date-stone!
4:54
Do they, perchance, envy other people for what God has granted them out of His bounty? 71 But
then, We did grant revelation and wisdom unto the House of Abraham, and We did bestow on
them a mighty dominion: (4:55) and among them are such as [truly] believe in him,72 and among
them are such as have turned away from him. And nothing could be as burning as [the fire of]
hell:
4:56
for, verily, those who are bent on denying the truth of Our messages We shall, in time, cause to
endure fire: [and] every time their skins are burnt off, We shall replace them with new skins, so
that they may taste suffering [in full]73 Verily, God is almighty, wise.

69 The word al-jibt - rendered by me as "baseless mysteries" - is probably,
as the Lisan al-'Arab
points out, of non-Arabic origin. It denotes, according to some
authorities, "something which
is worthless in itself" or "something in which there is no good" (Qamus,
Baydawi); according
to others, it signifies "enchantment" (Umar ibn al-Khattab, Mujahid and
Sha'bi as quoted
by Tabari; also Qamus); others, again, interpret it as "anything that is
worshipped instead
of God" (Zamakhshari), and consequently apply it also to idols and idolworship (Qamus,
Lisan al-'Arab) and - according to a Tradition quoted by Abu Da'ud - to
all manner of
superstitious divination and soothsaying as well. Taking all these
interpretations into
account, al-jibt may be defined as "a combination of confusing ideas
(dijl), fanciful
surmises (awham) and fictitious stories (khurafat)" (Manar V, 157) - in
other words, abstruse
mysteries without any foundation in fact. - As regards the expression
"the powers of evil"
(at-taghut), it seems to refer here to superstitious beliefs and
practices - like soothsaying,
foretelling the future, relying on "good" and "bad" omens, and so forth all of which are
condemned by the Qur'an. See also surah 2, verse 256.
70 An allusion to the Jewish belief that they occupy a privileged position
in the sight of God.
71 I.e., revelation, which - according to the Jews - has been reserved to
them alone.
72 I.e., in Abraham - implying that they are faithful to his message. It is
to be borne in
mind that the Prophet Muhammad, too, was a direct-line descendant of
Abraham, whose message
is confirmed and continued in the Qur'an.
73 This awesome allegory of suffering in the life to come is obviously
meant to bring out the
long-lasting nature of that suffering (Razi).

4:57
But those who attain to faith and do righteous deeds We shall bring into gardens through which
running waters flow, therein to abide beyond the count of time; there shall they have spouses
pure: and [thus] We shall bring them unto happiness abounding.74
4:58

BEHOLD, God bids you to deliver all that you have been entrusted with unto those who are
entitled thereto, and whenever you judge between people, to judge with justice.75 Verily, most
excellent is what God exhorts you to do: verily, God is all-hearing, all-seeing!
4:59
O you who have attained to faith! Pay heed unto God, and pay heed unto the Apostle and unto
those from among you76 who have been entrusted with authority; and if you are at variance over
any matter, refer it unto God and the Apostle,77 if you [truly] believe in God and the Last Day.
This is the best [for you], and best in the end.78
74 The primary meaning of zill is "shade", and so the expression zill zalil
could be rendered
as "most shading shade"- i.e., "dense shade". However, in ancient Arabic
usage, the word
zill denotes also "a covering" or "a shelter" and, figuratively,
"protection" (Raghib); and,
finally, "a state of ease, pleasure and plenty" (cf. Lane V, 1915 f.), or
simply "happiness" and in the combination of zill zalil, "abundant happiness" (Razi) - which
seems to agree
best with the allegorical implications of the term "paradise".
75 I.e., in the judicial sense, as well as in the sense of judging other
people's motives,
attitudes and behaviour. - The term amanah denotes anything one has been
entrusted with,
be it in the physical or moral sense (Razi). If one reads this ordinance
in the context of
the verses that precede and follow it, it becomes obvious that it relates
to the message or in view of the plural form amanat - to the truths which have been
conveyed to the believers
by means of the divine writ, and which they must regard as a sacred
trust, to be passed on
to "those who are entitled thereto" - i.e., to all mankind, for whom the
message of the
Qur'an has been intended. This, of course, does not preclude the
ordinance from having a
wider scope as well - that is, from its being applied to any material
object or moral
responsibility which may have been entrusted to a believer - and, in
particular, to the
exercise of worldly power and political sovereignty by the Muslim
community or a Muslim
state, to which the next verse refers.
76 I.e., from among the believers.
77 I.e., to the Qur'an and to the sunnah (the sayings and the practice) of
the Prophet. See
also verse 65 of this surah.

78 Read in conjunction with 3:26, which speaks of God as "the Lord of all
dominion" - and
therefore the ultimate source of all moral and political authority - the
above passage lays
down a fundamental rule of conduct for the individual believer as well as
the conceptual
basis for the conduct of the Islamic state. Political power is held in
trust (amanah) from
God; and His will, as manifested in the ordinances comprising the Law of
Islam, is the
real source of all sovereignty. The stress, in this context, on "those
from among you who
have been entrusted with authority" makes it clear that the holders of
authority (ulu l-amr)
in an Islamic state must be Muslims.

4:60
ART THOU NOT aware of those who claim that they believe in what has been bestowed from
on high upon thee, [O Prophet,] as well as in what was bestowed from on high before thee, [and
yet] are willing to defer to the rule of the powers of evil79 - although they were bidden to deny it,
seeing that Satan but wants to lead them far astray? (4:61) And so, whenever they are told,
"Come unto that which God has bestowed from on high, and unto the Apostle," thou canst see
these hypocrites turn away from thee with aversion.80
4:62
But how [will they fare] when calamity befalls them [on the Day of Judgment] because of what
they have wrought in this world81 - whereupon they will come to thee, swearing by God, "Our
aim was but to do good, and to bring about harmony"?82
4:63
As for them - God knows all that is in their hearts; so leave them alone, and admonish them, and
speak unto them about themselves in a gravely searching manner: (4:64) for We have never sent
any apostle save that he should be heeded by God's leave.83 If, then, after having sinned against
themselves, they would but come round to thee and ask God to forgive them - with the Apostle,
too, praying that they be forgiven - they would assuredly find that God is an acceptor of
repentance, a dispenser of grace.
79 Lit., "who summon one another to the judgment [or "rule"] of the powers
of evil (at-taghut):
an allusion to people like those mentioned in verse 51 above, who, by
their deference to what
the Qur'an describes as at-taghut (see surah 2, verse 256), nullify all
the good that they
could derive from guidance through revelation.
80 The classical commentators see in verses 60-64 a reference to the
hypocrites of Medina who,

at the time of the Prophet, outwardly professed to be his followers but
did not really
believe in his teachings. It seems to me, however, that this passage goes
far beyond the
possible historical occasion of its revelation, inasmuch as it touches
upon an often-encountered
psychological problem of faith. People who are not fully convinced that
there exists a
reality beyond the reach of human perception (al-ghayb, in the sense
explained in surah 2,
verse 3) find it, as a rule, difficult to dissociate their ethical views
from their personal
predilections and morally questionable desires - with the result that
they are only too
often "willing to defer to what the powers of evil tell them". Although
they may half-heartedly
concede that some of the moral teachings based on revelation (in this
case, the Qur'an)
contain "certain verities", they instinctively recoil from those
teachings whenever they
conflict with what their own idiosyncrasies represent to them as
desirable: and so they
become guilty of hypocrisy in the deepest, religious connotation of this
word.
81 Lit., "what their hands have sent ahead": an allusion to their
ambivalent attitude and
the confusion which it may have created in others.
82 I.e., they will plead that their aim was no more than a harmonization of
the Qur'anic ethics
with a "humanistic" (that is, man-centred) world-view: a plea which the
Qur'an implicitly
rejects as being hypocritical and self-deceptive (cf. 2:11-12). As
regards the phrase
"whereupon they will come to thee", see verse 41 of this surah.
83 The expression "by God's leave" is to be understood, in this context, as
"with God's help"
or "by God's grace" (Zamakhshari, Razi). As so often in the Qur'an, the
sudden change,
within one and the same sentence, from the pronoun "We" or "I" to "He",
or from "We" to
"God", is meant to impress upon the listener or reader of the Qur'an the
fact that God
is not a "person" but an all-embracing Power that cannot be defined or
even adequately
referred to within the limited range of any human language.

4:65
But nay, by thy Sustainer! They do not [really] believe unless they make thee [O Prophet] a
judge of all on which they disagree among themselves, and then find in their hearts no bar to an
acceptance of thy decision and give themselves up [to it] in utter self-surrender.84

4:66
Yet if We were to ordain for them,85 "Lay down your lives," or, "Forsake your homelands," only
a very few of them would do it86 - although, if they did what they are admonished to do, it would
indeed be for their own good and apt to strengthen them greatly [in faith], (4:67) whereupon We
should indeed grant them, out of Our grace, a mighty reward, (4:68) and indeed guide them onto
a straight way.
4:69
For, all who pay heed unto God and the Apostle shall be among those upon whom God has
bestowed His blessings: the prophets, and those who never deviated from the truth, and those
who [with their lives] bore witness to the truth, and the righteous ones: and how goodly a
company are these!
4:70
Such is the bounty of God - and none has the knowledge which God has.
4:71
O YOU who have attained to faith! Be fully prepared against danger, whether you go to war in
small groups or all together.87
84 This verse lays down in an unequivocal manner the obligation of every
Muslim to submit
to the ordinances, which the Prophet, under divine inspiration,
promulgated with a view
to exemplifying the message of the Qur'an and enabling the believers to
apply it to actual
situations. These ordinances constitute what is described as the sunnah
(lit., "way")
of the Prophet Muhammad, and have (whenever they are authenticated beyond
any possibility
of doubt) full legal force side by side with the Qur'an: see verse 80 of
this surah.
85 I.e., by means of the God-inspired commands issued by the Prophet (see
preceding note).
86 Lit., "they would not do it, save for a few of them": the pronoun
obviously relates
to the half-hearted, who are not prepared to undergo the sacrifices which
their faith
demands of them. The reference to laying down one's life in the defence
of faith and
freedom and, if necessary, abandoning one's homeland, introduces, as it
were, the long
passage beginning with verse 71, which deals with fighting in God's
cause.

87 Lit., "and then go forth, [be it] in small detachments or all together"
- the latter
expression applying to what nowadays is called "total war". The term
hidhr connotes not
merely an effort to guard oneself against imminent danger but also the
making of all
necessary preparations with regard to (in this context) military
organization, equipment,
etc. The problem of war as such arises from the principles of ideological
statehood
postulated in verse 59 of this surah. Since the Muslims are expected to
organize their
communal life within the framework of a state based on the ideological
premises laid
down in the Qur'an, they must be prepared for hostility on the part of
groups or nations
opposed to the world-view and the social system of Islam and,
conceivably, bent on its
destruction: consequently, the concept of a defensive war in God's cause
(jihad) plays
a very prominent role in the socio-political scheme of Islam and is
frequently alluded
to throughout the Qur'an.

4:72
And, behold, there are indeed among you such as would lag behind, and then, if calamity befalls
you, say, "God has bestowed His favour upon me in that I did not accompany them." (4:73) But
if good fortune comes to you from God, such a person88 is sure to say - just as if there had never
been any question of love between you and him - : "Oh, would that I had been with them, and
thus had a [share in their] mighty triumph!"
4:74
Hence, let them fight in God's cause - all who are willing to barter the life of this world for the
life to come: for unto him who fights in God's cause, whether he be slain or be victorious, We
shall in time grant a mighty reward.
4:75
And how could you refuse to fight89 in the cause of God and of the utterly helpless men and
women and children who are crying, "O our Sustainer! Lead us forth [to freedom] out of this
land whose people are oppressors, and raise for us, out of Thy grace, a protector, and raise for us,
out of Thy grace, one who will bring us succour!"
4:76
Those who have attained to faith fight in the cause of God, whereas those who are bent on
denying the truth fight in the cause of the powers of evil. Fight, then, against those friends of
Satan: verily, Satan's guile is weak indeed!90

88 Lit., "he".
89 Lit., "what is amiss with you that you do not fight" - implying that
they have no moral
excuse for such a refusal.
90 Thus the Qur'an implies that "evil" is not an independent, esoteric
factor of life,
but rather a result of man's succumbing to the temptations arising from
his own moral
weakness and thereby "denying the truth". In other words, the "power" of
the negative
principle symbolized by Satan has no intrinsic reality ("Satan's guile is
weak indeed"):
it becomes real only through man's wilfully choosing a wrong course of
action.

4:77
ART THOU NOT aware of those who have been told, "Curb your hands,91 and be constant in
prayer, and render the purifying dues"? But as soon as fighting [in God's cause] is ordained for
them, lo, some of them stand in awe of men as one should stand in awe of God - or in even
greater awe - and say, "O our Sustainer! Why hast Thou ordained fighting for us? If only Thou
hadst granted us a delay for a little while!"
Say: "Brief is the enjoyment of this world, whereas the life to come is the best for all who are
conscious of God - since none of you shall be wronged by as much as a hair's breadth. (4:78)
Wherever you may be, death will overtake you - even though you be in towers raised high.
"Yet, when a good thing happens to them, some [people] say, "This is from God," whereas when
evil befalls them, they say, "This is from thee [O fellowman]!"92 Say: "All is from God."
What, then, is amiss with these people that they are in no wise near to grasping the truth of what
they are told?93
4:79
Whatever good happens to thee is from God; and whatever evil befalls thee is from thyself.94
AND WE have sent thee [O Muhammad] as an apostle unto all mankind: and none can bear
witness [thereto] as God does. (4:80) Whoever pays heed unto the Apostle pays heed unto God
thereby; and as for those who turn away - We have not sent thee to be their keeper.
91 I.e., from unrighteous violence, to which man so often inclines. The
fact that most people
have to be told to refrain from violence is contrasted, in the next
sentence, with the
unwillingness on the part of many of them to expose themselves to
physical danger in a
righteous cause.

92 I.e., they do not realize that the evil happening may possibly be a
consequence of their
own actions or their own wrong choice between several courses open to
them, but are prone
to attribute it to the failings of others.
93 Lit., "something [which they are] told" - i.e., a truth which their own
reason as well as
the teachings of all the prophets should have made obvious to them.
94 There is no contradiction between this statement and the preceding one
that "all is from God".
In the world-view of the Qur'an, God is the ultimate source of all
happening: consequently,
all good that comes to man and all evil that befalls him flows, in the
last resort, from
God's will. However, not everything that man regards as "evil fortune" is
really, in its
final effect, evil - for, "it may well be that you hate a thing the while
it is good for you,
and it may well be that you love a thing the while it is bad for you: and
God knows,
whereas you do not know" (2:216). Thus, many an apparent "evil" may
sometimes be no more
than a trial and a God-willed means of spiritual growth through
suffering, and need not
necessarily be the result of a wrong choice or a wrong deed on the part
of the person thus
afflicted. It is, therefore, obvious that the "evil" or "evil fortune" of
which this verse
speaks has a restricted connotation, inasmuch as it refers to evil in the
moral sense of
the word: that is to say, to suffering resulting from the actions or the
behaviour of the
person concerned, and this in accordance with the natural law of cause
and effect which
God has decreed for all His creation, and which the Qur'an describes as
"the way of God"
(sunnat Allah). For all such suffering man has only himself to blame,
since "God does not
wrong anyone by as much as at atom's weight" (4:40).

4:81
And they say, "We do pay heed unto thee"95 - but when they leave thy presence, some of them
devise, in the dark of night, [beliefs] other than thou art voicing;96 and all the while God records
what they thus devise in the dark of night. Leave them, then, alone, and place thy trust in God:
for none is as worthy of trust as God.
4:82
Will they not, then, try to understand this Qur'an? Had it issued from any but God, they would
surely have found in it many an inner contradiction!97

4:83
AND IF any [secret] matter pertaining to peace or war comes within their ken, they98 spread it
abroad - whereas, if they would but refer it unto the Apostle and unto those from among the
believers99 who have been entrusted with authority, such of them as are engaged in obtaining
intelligence100 would indeed know [what to do with] it. And but for God's bounty towards you,
and His grace, all but a few of you would certainly have followed Satan.
4:84
Fight thou,101 then, in God's cause - since thou art but responsible for thine own self - and inspire
the believers to overcome all fear of death.102 God may well curb the might of those who are bent
on denying the truth: for God is stronger in might, and stronger in ability to deter.
95 Lit., "And they say, 'Obedience'" - a reference to the hypocrites of
Medina, in the time
of the Prophet, and - by implication - the hypocritical "admirers" and
half-hearted followers
of Islam at all times.
96 I.e., they surreptitiously try to corrupt the message of God's Apostle.
The verb bata
denotes "he spent the night"; in the form bayyata it signifies "he
meditated by night
[upon something, or upon doing something]", or "he devised (something) by
night"
(Lisan al-'Arab), i.e., in secrecy, which is symbolized by "the dark of
night".
97 I.e., the fact that it is free of all inner contradictions - in spite of
its having been
revealed gradually, over a period of twenty-three years - should convince
them that it
has not been "composed by Muhammad" (an accusation frequently levelled
against him not
only by his contemporaries but also by non-believers of later times), but
could only have
originated from a supra-human source. See also 25:32 and 39:23.
98 I.e., the half-hearted followers of Islam spoken of in the preceding
verses (Zamakhshar).
The above reference to peace or war - lit., "security or danger (khawf)"is connected,
firstly, with the basic principles of statecraft mentioned in verse 59 of
this surah and,
secondly, with the discourse on fighting in God's cause beginning with
verse 71.
99 Lit., "from among them".
100 Lit., "those from among them who elicit [the truth]", i.e., the special
organs of the
state entrusted with gathering and evaluating political and military
intelligence.

101 Although primarily addressed to the Prophet, the "thou" in this
sentence relates to every
believer. The above exhortation is to be understood in the context of a
war already in
progress, and not as an incitement to war.
102 The term harad signifies "corruption of body or mind" or "corruption in
one's conduct",
as well as "constant disquietude of mind" (Qamus). According to Raghib,
the verbal form
harradahu means "he rid him of all harad" - analogous to the expression
marradahu, "he rid
him of illness (marad)". In the two instances where this verb occurs in
the Qur'an (in this
verse as well as in 8:65), it has the imperative form: "Render the
believers free of all
disquietude of mind" or, tropically, "of all fear of death" - and may,
thus, be suitably
expressed as "inspire the believers to overcome all fear of death". The
usual rendering of
the phrase harrid al-mu minin as "urge (or "rouse" or "stir up") the
believers" does not
convey the full meaning of the verb harrada, notwithstanding the fact
that it has been
suggested by some of the classical philologists (cf. Lane II, 548).

4:85
Whoever rallies to a good cause shall have a share in its blessings;103 and whoever rallies to an
evil cause shall be answerable for his part in it: for, indeed, God watches over everything.104
4:86
But when you are greeted with a greeting [of peace], answer with an even better greeting, or [at
least] with the like thereof.105 Verily, God keeps count indeed of all things.
103 Lit., "shall have a share (nasib) therefrom". Since the term nasib has
here a positive
meaning, it can be suitably rendered as "a share in its blessings".
104 The noun kifl is derived from the root-verb kafala, "he made himself
responsible (for a thing)".
Tabari explains it in this context as denoting "a share in the
responsibility and the sin".
The expression minha ("out of it") indicates the part played by the
transgressor in the evil
enterprise, to which the pronoun ha ("it") refers.
105 Lit., "greet with better than it, or return it". In the above context,
this obviously refers
to an offer of peace by people with whom the believers are at war as well
as to individual

persons who, while possibly belonging to the enemy, have, to all outward
appearances,
peaceful intentions. In accordance with the injunctions, "if they incline
to peace, incline
thou to it as well" (8:61), and "if they desist (from fighting), then all
hostility shall
cease" (2:193), the believers are obliged to make peace with an enemy who
makes it clear that
he wants to come to an equitable understanding; similarly, they must show
every consideration
to individual persons from among the enemies who do not actively
participate in the hostilities
(see also verse 94 of this surah).

4:87
God - save whom there is no deity - will surely gather you all together on the Day of
Resurrection, [the coming of] which is beyond all doubt: and whose word could be truer than
God's?
4:88
How, then, could you be of two minds106 about the hypocrites, seeing that God [Himself] has
disowned them because of their guilt?107 Do you, perchance, seek to guide those whom God has
let go astray - when for him whom God lets go astray thou canst never find any way? (4:89)
They would love to see you deny the truth even as they have denied it, so that you should be like
them. Do not, therefore, take them for your allies until they forsake the domain of evil108 for the
sake of God; and if they revert to [open] enmity, seize them and slay them wherever you may
find them. And do not take any of them109 for your ally or giver of succour, (4:90) unless it be
such [of them] as have ties with people to whom you yourselves are bound by a covenant, or
such as come unto you because their hearts shrink from [the thought of] making war either on
you or on their own folk - although, if God had willed to make them stronger than you, they
would certainly have made war on you.110 Thus, if they let you be, and do not make war on you,
and offer you peace, God does not allow you to harm them.111
106 Lit., "two parties".
107 Lit., "seeing that God has thrown them back in result of what they have
earned". There
are various conjectures, almost all of them of a historical nature, as to
the identity of
these hypocrites. Some of the commentators think that the verse refers to
the hypocrites
at Medina in the early years after the hijrah; others (e.g., Tabari)
prefer the view
expressed by Ibn 'Abbas, according to whom this refers to certain people
of Mecca who,
before the hijrah, outwardly accepted Islam but secretly continued to
support the pagan
Quraysh. It seems to me, however, that there is no need to search after
"historical"

interpretations of the above verse, since it can easily be understood in
general terms.
The preceding verse speaks of God, and stresses His oneness and the
obvious truth inherent
in His revealed message, as well as the certainty of judgment on
Resurrection Day. "How,
then," continues the argument, "could you be of two minds regarding the
moral stature of
people who go so far as to pay lip-service to the truth of God's message
and are, nevertheless,
not willing to make a sincere choice between right and wrong?"
108 See surah 2, verse 218, as well as note on verse 97 of this surah.
109 I.e., any of those who have not "forsaken the domain of evil" and are
wavering between
belief and disbelief.
110 Lit., "if God had so willed, He would indeed have given them power over
you, whereupon...",
etc.- implying that only the lack of requisite power, and not true good
will, causes them to
refrain from making war on the believers.
111 Lit., "God has given you no way against them": a reference to the
ordinance laid down
in verse 86 above.

4:91
You will find [that there are] others who would like to be safe from you as well as safe from their
own folk, [but who,] whenever they are faced anew with temptation to evil, plunge into it
headlong.112 Hence, if they do not let you be, and do not offer you peace, and do not stay their
hands, seize them and slay them whenever you come upon them: for it is against these that We
have clearly empowered you [to make war].113
4:92
AND IT IS not conceivable that a believer should slay another believer, unless it be by
mistake.114 And upon him who has slain a believer by mistake there is the duty of freeing a
believing soul from bondage and paying an indemnity to the victim's relations,115 unless they
forgo it by way of charity. Now if the slain, while himself a believer, belonged to a people who
are at war with you,116 [the penance shall be confined to] the freeing of a believing soul from
bondage; whereas, if he belonged to a people to whom you are bound by a covenant, [it shall
consist of] an indemnity to be paid to his relations in addition to the freeing of a believing soul
from bondage.117 And he who does not have the wherewithal shall fast [instead] for two
consecutive months.118 (This is) the atonement ordained by God: and God is indeed all-knowing,
wise.
4:93

But whoever deliberately slays another believer, his requital shall be hell, therein to abide; and
God will condemn him, and will reject him, and will prepare for him awesome suffering.
4:94
[Hence,] O you who have attained to faith, when you go forth [to war] in God's cause, use your
discernment, and do not - out of a desire for the fleeting gains of this worldly life - say unto
anyone who offers you the greeting of peace, "Thou art not a believer"119 for with God there are
gains abundant. You, too, were once in the same condition120 - but God has been gracious unto
you. Use, therefore, your discernment: verily, God is always aware of what you do.
112 Lit., "whenever they are returned to temptation (fitnah), they are
thrown back into it"
or thrown headlong into it".
113 Lit., "that We have given you clear authority (sultan)" - a solemn
reiteration of the
ordinance which permits war only in self-defence (cf. 2:190 ff. as well
as the corresponding
notes).
114 On the strength of this verse, read in conjunction with verse 93, some
of the Mutazilite
scholars are of the opinion that a believer who deliberately kills
another believer must
be considered an unbeliever (Razi). This does not, of course, apply to
the execution of
a death sentence passed in due process of law.
115 Lit., "his people" - i.e., the heirs or dependants of the victim. The
"freeing of a
believing soul from bondage", mentioned three times in this verse, refers
in the first
instance to persons who have been taken captive in war (see note on 8:67
and also note
on 58:3).
116 Lit., "who are hostile to you" - implying that they are in an actual
state of war.
117 This relates to cases where the victim is a non-Muslim belonging to a
people with whom
the Muslims have normal, peaceful relations; in such cases the penalty is
the same as
that imposed for the killing, under similar circumstances, of a fellowbeliever.
118 I.e., in the way prescribed for fasting during the month of Ramadan
(see 2:183-187).
This alleviation applies to a person who cannot afford to pay the
indemnity and/or
purchase the freedom of a slave (Razi), or cannot find a slave to be
freed, as may
be the case in our times (Manar V, 337).

119 Sc., "and therefore one of the enemies". This verse prohibits the
treating of noncombatants
as enemies and using their supposed unbelief as a pretext for plundering
them. The
injunction "use your discernment" (tabayyanu) imposes on the believers
the duty of making
sure, in every case, whether the persons concerned are actively engaged
in hostilities or
not.
120 Lit., "thus have you [too] been aforetime". Since the preceding
injunction refers to the
whole community, it would seem that the above clause, too, bears the same
implication:
namely, a reference to the time when the Muslim community was, because of
its weakness
and numerical insignificance, at the mercy of enemies endowed with
greater power. Thus,
the believers are told, as it were: "Remember your erstwhile weakness,
and treat the
peacefully-minded among your enemies with the same consideration with
which you yourselves
were once hoping to be treated."

4:95
SUCH of the believers as remain passive121 - other than the disabled - cannot be deemed equal to
those who strive hard in God's cause with their possessions and their lives:122 God has exalted
those who strive hard with their possessions and their lives far above those who remain passive.
Although God has promised the ultimate good unto all [believers], yet has God exalted those
who strive hard above those who remain passive by [promising them] a mighty reward - (4:96)
[many] degrees thereof - and forgiveness of sins, and His grace; for God is indeed muchforgiving, a dispenser of grace.
4:97
Behold, those whom the angels gather in death while they are still sinning against themselves,
[the angels] will ask, "What was wrong with you?"123 They will answer: "We were too weak on
earth." [The angels] will say: "Was, then, God's earth not wide enough for you to forsake the
domain of evil?"124 For such, then, the goal is hell - and how evil a journey's end! (4:98) But
excepted shall be the truly helpless - be they men or women or children - who cannot bring forth
any strength and have not been shown the right way:125 (4:99) as for them, God may well efface
their sin - for God is indeed an absolver of sins, much-forgiving.
4:100
And he who forsakes the domain of evil for the sake of God shall find on earth many a lonely
road,126 as well as life abundant. And if anyone leaves his home, fleeing from evil unto God and
His Apostle, and then death overtakes him - his reward is ready with God: for God is indeed
much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace.

121 Lit., "who sit [at home]"- i.e., who do not participate in the struggle
in God's cause,
be it physical or moral.
122 The term mujahid is derived from the verb jahada, which means "he
struggled" or "strove
hard" or "exerted himself", namely, in a good cause and against evil.
Consequently, jihad
denotes "striving in the cause of God" in the widest sense of this
expression: that is to
say, it applies not merely to physical warfare (qital) but to any
righteous struggle in
the moral sense as well; thus, for instance, the Prophet described man's
struggle against
his own passions and weaknesses (jihad an-nafs) as the "greatest jihad"
(Bayhaqi, on the
authority of Jabir ibn 'Abd Allah).
123 Lit., "in what [condition] were you?"- i.e., while alive. This refers
to people who evade,
without valid excuse, all struggle in God's cause.
124 Lit., "was not God's earth wide, so that you could migrate therein?"
The term hijrah
(lit., "exodus"), derived from the verb hajara ("he migrated"), is used
in the Qur'an in
two senses: one of them is historical, denoting the exodus of the Prophet
and his Companions
from Mecca to Medina, while the other has a moral connotation - namely,
man's "exodus" from
evil towards God - and does not necessarily imply the leaving of one's
homeland in the
physical sense. It is this wider, moral and ethical meaning of the term
hijrah to which
the above passage refers - just as the preceding passage (verses 95-96)
referred to
"striving hard in God's cause" (jihad) in the widest sense of the term,
embracing both
physical and moral efforts and the sacrifice, if need be, of one's
possessions and even
one's life. While the physical exodus from Mecca to Medina ceased to be
obligatory for
the believers after the conquest of Mecca in the year 8 H., the spiritual
exodus from the
domain of evil to that of righteousness continues to be a fundamental
demand of Islam;
in other words, a person who does not "migrate from evil unto God" cannot
be considered
a believer - which explains the condemnation, in the next sentence, of
all who are
remiss in this respect.
125 Or: "cannot find the [right] way" - implying that they are helplessly
confused and cannot,
therefore, grasp this basic demand of Islam; or, alternatively, that the
message relating to
this demand has not been adequately conveyed and explained to them.

126 The word muragham is derived from the noun ragham ("dust") and is
connected with the
idiomatic expression raghima anfuhu, "his nose was made to cleave to
dust", i.e., he became
humbled and forced to do something against his will. Thus, muragham
denotes "a road by the
taking of which one leaves one's people against their will"
(Zamakhshari), it being
understood that this separation from one's familiar environment involves
what is described
as muraghamah, the "breaking off (from another)" or the "cutting off
from friendly or living
communion" (see Lane III, 1113). All this can best be rendered, in the
above context, as
"a lonely road" - a metaphor of that heartbreaking loneliness which
almost always accompanies
the first steps of one who sets forth on his "exodus from evil unto God".
(Regarding this
latter expression, see note on verse 97 above as well as surah 2, verse
218.)

4:101
AND WHEN you go forth [to war] on earth, you will incur no sin by shortening your prayers127
if you have reason to fear that those who are bent on denying the truth might suddenly fall upon
you:128 for, verily, those who deny the truth are your open foes. (4:102) Thus, when thou art
among the believers129 and about to lead them in prayer, let [only] part of them stand up with
thee, retaining their arms. Then, after they have finished their prayer, let them provide you
cover130 while another group, who have not yet prayed, shall come forward and pray with thee,
being fully prepared against danger and retaining their arms: (for) those who are bent on denying
the truth would love to see you oblivious of your arms and your equipment, so that they might
fall upon you in a surprise attack.131 But it shall not be wrong for you to lay down your arms
[while you pray] if you are troubled by rain132 or if you are ill; but [always] be fully prepared
against danger.
Verily, God has readied shameful suffering for all who deny the truth!
4:103
And when you have finished your prayer, remember God - standing and sitting and lying down;
and when you are once again secure, observe your prayers [fully]. Verily, for all believers prayer
is indeed a sacred duty linked to particular times [of day].
4:104
And be not faint of heart when you seek out the [enemy] host. If you happen to suffer pain,
behold, they suffer pain even as you suffer it: but you are hoping [to receive] from God what
they cannot hope for. And God is indeed all-knowing, wise.

4:105
BEHOLD, We have bestowed upon thee from on high this divine writ, setting forth the truth, so
that thou may judge between people in accordance with what God has taught thee.133 Hence, do
not contend with those who are false to their trust, (4:106) but pray God to forgive [them]:134
behold, God is indeed much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace.
127 Lit., "the prayer": a reference to the five obligatory daily prayers at dawn, noon,
afternoon, after sunset and late in the evening - which may be shortened
and combined
(the noon prayer with that of the afternoon, and the sunset prayer with
that of the late
evening) if one is travelling or in actual danger. While the extension of
this permission
to peaceful travel has been authorized by the Prophet's sunnah, the
Qur'an mentions it
only in connection with war situations; and this justifies the
interpolation, in the
opening sentence, of the words "to war". The prayer described in the next
verse - with
the congregation praying in shifts - is called salat al-khawf ("prayer in
danger").
128 Lit., "might cause you an affliction" - implying, according to almost
all the commentators,
a sudden attack.
129 Lit., "among them". The "thou" in this sentence refers, primarily, to
the Prophet and, by
implication, to the leader of every group of believers at war with "those
who deny the truth".
130 Lit., "when they have prostrated themselves, let them [i.e., the other
group] be behind
you". This idiomatic expression is not to be taken literally: in
classical Arabic usage, the
phrase kana min wara ika (lit., "he was behind thee") signifies "he
protected thee" or
(in military parlance) "he covered thee", and is not meant to describe
the physical relative
position of the two persons or groups.
131 Lit., "turn upon you in one turning".
132 I.e., if there is a risk of their weapons being damaged by exposure to
unfavourable
weather conditions, the warriors are exempted from the obligation of
keeping their arms with
them while praying. This exemption applies, of course, only to such of
the soldiers as are
in charge of particularly sensitive weapons; and the same applies to the
individual cases
of illness mentioned in the sequence. It must, however, be remembered
that the term matar

(lit., "rain") is often used in the Qur'an to denote "an affliction": and
if we adopt this
meaning, the above phrase could be rendered as "if you suffer from an
affliction"- thus
allowing for a wide range of possible emergencies.
133 The "thou" in this and the following two verses - as well as in verse
113 - refers, on the
face of it, to the Propheet; by implication, however, it is addressed to
everyone who has
accepted the guidance of the Qur'an: this is evident from the use of the
plural "you" in
verse 109. Consequently, the attempt on the part of most of the
commentators to explain
this passage in purely historical terms is not very convincing, the more
so as it imposes
an unnecessary limitation on an otherwise self-explanatory ethical
teaching of general purport.
134 This obviously refers to the hypocrites as well as to the half-hearted
followers of the
Qur'an spoken of earlier in this surah: both are accused of having
betrayed the trust reposed
in them, inasmuch as they pretend to have accepted the Qur'anic message
but, in reality,
are trying to corrupt it (see verse 81). Since they are already aware of
what the Qur'an
demands of them and are, nevertheless, bent on evading all real selfsurrender to its
guidance, there is no use in arguing with them.

4:107
Yet do not argue in behalf of those who are false to their own selves:135 verily, God does not love
those who betray their trust and persist in sinful ways. (4:108) They would conceal their doings
from men; but from God they cannot conceal them - for He is with them whenever they devise,
in the dark of night, all manner of beliefs136 which He does not approve. And God indeed
encompasses [with His knowledge] whatever they do.
4:109
Oh, you might well argue in their behalf in the life of this world: but who will argue in their
behalf with God on the Day of Resurrection, or who will be their defender?
4:110
Yet he who does evil or [otherwise] sins against himself, and thereafter prays God to forgive
him, shall find God much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace: (4:111) for he who commits a sin,
commits it only to his own hurt;137 and God is indeed all-knowing, wise. (4:112) But he who
commits a fault or a sin and then throws the blame therefore on an innocent person, burdens
himself with the guilt of calumny and [yet another] flagrant sin.

135 I.e., "you may ask God to forgive them, but do not try to find excuses
for their behaviour".
It is significant that the Qur'an characterizes a betrayal of trust,
whether spiritual or
social, as "being false to oneself" - just as it frequently describes a
person who deliberately
commits a sin or a wrong (zulm) as "one who sins against himself" or
"wrongs himself"
(zalim nafsahu) - since every deliberate act of sinning damages its author
spiritually.
136 Lit., "that of belief" (min al-qawl). It is to be remembered that the
noun qawl does not
denote merely "a saying" or "an utterance" (which is its primary
significance): it is also
employed tropically to denote anything that can be described as a
"conceptual statement" like an opinion, a doctrine, or a belief - and is often used in this
sense in the Qur'an.
137 Lit., "he who earns a sin, earns it only against himself".

4:113
And but for God's favour upon thee and His grace, some of those [who are false to themselves]
would indeed endeavour to lead thee astray; yet none but themselves do they lead astray. Nor can
they harm thee in any way, since God has bestowed upon thee from on high this divine writ and
[given thee] wisdom, and has imparted unto thee the knowledge of what thou didst not know.
And God's favour upon thee is tremendous indeed.
4:114
NO GOOD comes, as a rule, out of secret confabulations - saving such as are devoted to
enjoining charity, or equitable dealings, or setting things to rights between people:138 and unto
him who does this out of a longing for God's goodly acceptance We shall in time grant a mighty
reward.
4:115
But as for him who, after guidance has been vouchsafed to him, cuts himself off from the
Apostle and follows a path other than that of the believers - him shall We leave unto that which
he himself has chosen,139 and shall cause him to endure hell: and how evil a journey's end!
138 Lit., "There is no good in much of their secret confabulation (najwa) excepting him
who enjoins...", etc. Thus, secret talks aiming at positive, beneficial
ends - for instance,
peace negotiations between states or communities - are excepted from the
disapproval of
"secret confabulations" because premature publicity may sometimes be
prejudicial to the

achievement of those ends or may (especially in cases where charity is
involved) hurt the
feelings of the people concerned.
139 Lit., "him We shall [cause to] turn to that to which he [himself] has
turned" - a stress
on man's freedom of choice.

4:116
VERILY, God does not forgive the ascribing of divinity to aught beside Him, although He
forgives any lesser sin unto whomever He wills: for those who ascribe divinity to aught beside
God have indeed gone far astray. (4:117) In His stead, they invoke only lifeless symbols140 - thus
invoking none but a rebellious Satan (4:118) whom God has rejected for having said, "Verily, of
Thy servants I shall most certainly take my due share, (4:119) and shall lead them astray, and fill
them with vain desires; and I shall command them - and they will cut off the ears of cattle [in
idolatrous sacrifice]; and I shall command them - and they will corrupt God's creation!"141
But all who take Satan rather than God for their master do indeed, most clearly, lose all: (4:120)
he holds out promises to them, and fills them with vain desires: yet whatever Satan promises
them is but meant to delude the mind.142 (4:121)) Such as these have hell for their goal: and they
shall find no way to escape therefrom.
4:122
Yet those who attain to faith and do righteous deeds We shall bring into gardens through which
running waters flow, therein to abide beyond the count of time: this is, in truth, God's promise and whose word could be truer than God's?
4:123
It may not accord with your wishful thinking - nor with the wishful thinking of the followers of
earlier revelation143 - [that] he who does evil shall be requited for it, and shall find none to
protect him from God, and none to bring him succour, (4:124) whereas anyone - be it man or
woman - who does [whatever he can] of good deeds and is a believer withal, shall enter paradise,
and shall not be wronged by as much as [would fill] the groove of a date-stone.
140 The term inath (which is the plural of untha, "a female being") seems
to have been applied
by the pre-Islamic Arabs to their idols, probably because most of them
were considered
to be female. Hence, according to some philologists, the plural form
inath signifies
"inanimate things" (cf. Lane I, 112). Ibn Abbas, Qatadah and Al-Hasan alBasri explain
it as denoting anything that is passive and lifeless (Tabari); this
definition has been
adopted by Raghib as well. On the other hand, Tabari mentions a
Tradition, on the authority

of Urwah, according to which a copy of the Qur'an in the possession of
Aishah contained
the word awthan ("idols") instead of inath (cf. also Zamakhshari and Ibn
Kathir). The
rendering "lifeless symbols" is most appropriate in this context inasmuch
as it adequately
combines the concept of "idols" with that of "inanimate things".
141 Cf. 7:16-17. The pre-Islamic Arabs used to dedicate certain of their
cattle to one
or another of their idols by cutting off or slitting the ears of the
animal, which was
thereupon considered sacred (Tabari). In the above context, this
reference is used
metonymically to describe idolatrous practices, or inclinations, in
general. The allusion
to Satan's inducing man to "corrupt [lit., "change"] God's creation" has
a meaning to
which sufficient attention is but seldom paid: Since this creation, and
the manner in
which it manifests itself, is an expression of God's planning will, any
attempt at
changing its intrinsic nature amounts to corruption. - For the wider
meaning of the term
shaytan ("Satan" or "satanic force"), see the first half of the note on
15:17.
142 The term ghurur signifies anything by which the mind is beguiled or
deceived - for
instance, utter self-abandonment to earthly joys, or the absurd belief
that there is
no limit to man's aims and achievements.
143 An allusion to both the Jewish idea that they are "God's chosen people"
and, therefore,
assured of His grace in the hereafter, and to the Christian dogma of
"vicarious atonement",
which promises salvation to all who believe in Jesus as "God's son".

4:125
And who could be of better faith than he who surrenders his whole being unto God and is a doer
of good withal, and follows the creed of Abraham, who turned away from all that is false - seeing
that God exalted Abraham with His love?144
4:126
For, unto God belongs all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth; and, indeed, God
encompasses everything.
4:127

AND THEY will ask thee to enlighten them about the laws concerning women.145 Say: "God
[Himself] enlightens you about the laws concerning them" - for [His will is shown] in what is
being conveyed unto you through this divine writ about orphan women [in your charge], to
whom - because you yourselves may be desirous of marrying them - you do not give that which
has been ordained for them;146 and about helpless children; and about your duty to treat orphans
with equity. And whatever good you may do - behold, God has indeed full knowledge thereof.
144 Lit., "chose Abraham to be [His] beloved friend (khalil)".
145 I.e., the laws relating to marital relations, women's share in
inheritance, etc. A fatwa
or ifta denotes the "clarification of a legal injunction" given in reply
to a question;
correspondingly, the verb istaftahu means "he asked him to give a legal
decision", or
"to enlighten him about a [particular] law". Since the laws alluded to in
the above
passage have already been dealt with early in this surah, the repeated
reference to them
is meant to stress the great importance of the problems involved, as well
as the
responsibility which men bear towards their physically weaker
counterparts. In accordance
with the system prevailing throughout the Qur'an, a lengthy passage
dealing with purely
moral or ethical questions is usually - as in the present case - followed
by verses
relating to social legislation, and this with a view to bringing out the
intimate
connection between man's spiritual life and his social behaviour.
146 Cf. verse 3 of this surah, "If you have reason to fear that you might
not act equitably
towards orphans...", and Aishah's explanation quoted in the
corresponding note.

4:128
And if a woman has reason to fear ill-treatment from her husband, or that he might turn away
from her, it shall not be wrong for the two to set things peacefully to rights between themselves:
for peace is best, and selfishness is ever-present in human souls. But if you do good and are
conscious of Him - behold, God is indeed aware of all that you do.
4:129
And it will not be within your power to treat your wives with equal fairness, however much you
may desire it;147 and so, do not allow yourselves to incline towards one to the exclusion of the
other, leaving her in a state, as it were, of having and not having a husband.148 But if you put
things to rights and are conscious of Him - behold, God is indeed much-forgiving, a dispenser of
grace.

4:130
And if husband and wife149 do separate, God shall provide for each of them out of His
abundance: for God is indeed infinite, wise, (4:131) and unto God belongs all that is in the
heavens and all that is on earth.
AND, INDEED, We have enjoined upon those who were granted revelation before your time, as
well as upon yourselves, to remain conscious of God. And if you deny Him - behold, unto God
belongs all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth, and God is indeed self-sufficient, ever to
be praised.
147 This refers to cases where a man has more than one wife - a permission
which is conditional
upon his determination and ability to "treat them with equal fairness",
as laid down in verse
3 of this surah. Since a man who is fully conscious of his moral
responsibility might feel
that he is committing a sin if he loves one of his wives more than the
other (or others),
the above verse provides a "judicial enlightenment" on this point by
making it clear that
feelings are beyond a human being's control: in other words, that the
required equality of
treatment relates only to outward behaviour towards and practical
dealings with one's wives.
However, in view of the fact that a man's behaviour towards another
person is, in the long
run, almost inevitably influenced by what he feels about that person, the
above passage read in conjunction with verse 3, and especially its concluding sentence
- imposes a moral
restriction on plural marriages.
148 Lit., "do not incline with all inclination" - i.e., towards one of the
wives, implying
thereby an exclusion of the other from all affection - "leaving her, as
it were, in
suspense (kal-mu'allaqah)". Regarding my rendering of this phrase, see
Lane V, 2137.
149 Lit., "the two".

4:132
And unto God belongs all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth; and none is as worthy of
trust as God. (4:133) If He so wills, He can cause you, O mankind, to disappear, and bring forth
other beings [in your stead]: for God has indeed the power to do this.
4:134
If one desires the rewards of this world, [let him remember that] with God are the rewards of
[both] this world and the life to come: and God is indeed all-hearing, all-seeing.

4:135
O YOU who have attained to faith! Be ever steadfast in upholding equity, bearing witness to the
truth for the sake of God, even though it be against your own selves or your parents and kinsfolk.
Whether the person concerned be rich or poor, God's claim takes precedence over [the claims of]
either of them.150 Do not, then, follow your own desires, lest you swerve from justice: for if you
distort [the truth], behold, God is indeed aware of all that you do!
4:136
O you who have attained to faith! Hold fast unto your belief in God and His Apostle, and in the
divine writ which He has bestowed from on high upon His Apostle, step by step, as well as in the
revelation which He sent down aforetime:151 for he who denies God, and His angels, and His
revelations, and His apostles, and the Last Day, has indeed gone far astray.152
150 I.e., "do not allow the fact that a man is rich to prejudice you in his
favour or against
him, and do not, out of misplaced compassion, favour the poor man at the
expense of the truth".
151 What is meant here is belief in the fact of earlier revelation, and not
in the
earlier-revealed scriptures in their present form, which - as repeatedly
stated in the
Qur'an - is the outcome of far-reaching corruption of the original texts.
152 Since it is through the beings or forces described as angels that God
conveys His
revelations to the prophets, belief in angels is correlated with belief
in revelation
as such.

4:137
Behold, as for those who come to believe, and then deny the truth, and again come to believe,
and again deny the truth, and thereafter grow stubborn in their denial of the truth153 - God will
not forgive them, nor will He guide them in any way. (4:138) Announce thou to such hypocrites
that grievous suffering awaits them.
4:139
As for those who take the deniers of the truth for their allies in preference to the believers - do
they hope to be honoured by them when, behold, all honour belongs to God [alone]?154
4:140
And, indeed, He has enjoined upon you in this divine writ that whenever you hear people deny
the truth of God's messages and mock at them, you shall avoid their company until they begin to
talk of other things155 - or else, verily, you will become like them.

Behold, together with those who deny the truth God will gather in hell the hypocrites, (4:141)
who but wait to see what betides you: thus, if triumph comes to you from God, they say, "Were
we not on your side?" - whereas if those who deny the truth are in luck, they say [to them],
"Have we not earned your affection by defending you against those believers?"156
But God will judge between you all on the Day of Resurrection; and never will God allow those
who deny the truth to harm the believers.157
153 Lit., "increase in a denial of the truth".
154 See 3:28. However, the term "allies" (awliya, sing. wali) does not
indicate, in this
context, merely political alliances. More than anything else, it
obviously alludes to
a "moral alliance" with the deniers of the truth: that is to say, to an
adoption of their
way of life in preference to the way of life of the believers, in the
hope of being
"honoured", or accepted as equals, by the former. Since an imitation of
the way of life
of confirmed unbelievers must obviously conflict with the moral
principles demanded by
true faith, it unavoidably leads to a gradual abandonment of those
principles.
155 Lit., "you shall not sit with them until they immerse themselves in
talk other than this".
The injunction referred to is found in 6:68, which was revealed at a much
earlier period.
156 Lit., "did we not gain mastery over you [i.e., "over your hearts" - cf.
Lane II, 664] and
defend you against the believers?" The term "believers" has obviously a
sarcastic implication
here, which justifies the use of the demonstrative pronoun "those"
instead of the definite
article "the".
157 This announcement has, of course, a purely spiritual meaning, and does
not necessarily apply
to the changing fortunes of life - since (as this very verse points out)
"those who deny the
truth" may on occasion be "in luck", that is to say, may gain temporal
supremacy over the
believers.

4:142
Behold, the hypocrites seek to deceive God - the while it is He who causes them to be deceived
[by themselves]158 And when they rise to pray, they rise reluctantly, only to be seen and praised
by men, remembering God but seldom, (4:143) wavering between this and that, [true] neither to
these nor those. But for him whom God lets go astray thou canst never find any way.

4:144
O you who have attained to faith! Do not take the deniers of the truth for your allies in
preference to the believers! Do you want to place before God a manifest proof of your guilt? 159
4:145
Verily, the hypocrites shall be in the lowest depth of the fire, and thou wilt find none who could
succour them. (4:146) But excepted shall be they who repent, and live righteously, and hold fast
unto God, and grow sincere in their faith in God alone: for these shall be one with the believers and in time God will grant to all believers a mighty reward.
4:147
Why would God cause you to suffer [for your past sins] if you are grateful and attain to belief seeing that God is always responsive to gratitude, all-knowing?160
158 Some of the commentators (e.g., Razi) interpret the phrase huwa khadi
uhum (lit., "He is
their deceiver") as "He will requite them for their deception". However,
the rendering adopted
by me seems to be more in tune with 2:9, where the same type of hypocrisy
is spoken of:
"They would deceive God and those who have attained to faith - the while
they deceive none
but themselves, and are not aware of it." See also Manar,V, 469 f., where
both these
interpretations are considered to be mutually complementary.
159 Lit., "a manifest proof against yourselves". See note on verse 139
above.
160 The gratitude spoken of here is of a general nature - a feeling of
thankfulness for being
alive and endowed with what is described as a "soul": a feeling which
often leads man to
the realization that this boon of life and consciousness is not
accidental, and thus, in
a logical process of thought, to belief in God. According to Zamakhshari,
this is the
reason why "gratitude" is placed before "belief" in the structure of the
above sentence.

4:148
God does not like any evil to be mentioned openly, unless it be by him who has been wronged
(thereby)161 And God is indeed all-hearing, all-knowing, (4:149) whether you do good openly or
in secret, or pardon others for evil [done unto you]: for, behold, God is indeed an absolver of
sins, infinite in His power.
4:150

VERILY, those who deny God and His apostles by endeavouring to make a distinction between
[belief in] God and [belief in] His apostles, and who say, "We believe in the one but we deny the
other,"162 and want to pursue a path in-between - (4:151) it is they, they who are truly denying
the truth: and for those who deny the truth We have readied shameful suffering.
4:152
But as for those who believe in God and His apostles and make no distinction between any of
them163 - unto them, in time, will He grant their rewards [in full]. And God is indeed muchforgiving, a dispenser of grace.
161 As some of the commentators (e.g., Razi) point out, this may refer to
giving currency to
earlier sayings or deeds of the repentant sinners - both hypocrites and
outright deniers
of the truth - mentioned in the preceding two verses: an interpretation
which seems to be
borne out by the context. However, the above statement has a general
import as well: it
prohibits the public mention of anybody's evil deeds or sayings, "unless
it be by him who
has been wronged (thereby)" - which also implies that evil behaviour
which affects the
society as a whole may be made public if the interests of the wronged
party - in this case,
the society as such - demand it.
162 Or: "We believe in some and we deny the others"- that is, they believe
in God but not in
His apostles (Zamakhshari) or, alternatively, they believe in some of the
apostles and
deny others (Tabari and Zamakhshari). To my mind, the first of these two
interpretations
is preferable inasmuch as it covers not only a rejection of some of the
apostles but also
a total rejection of the idea that God may have revealed His will through
His chosen
message-bearers. In Islam, the rejection of any or all of God's apostles
constitutes almost
as grave a sin as a denial of God Himself.
163 I.e., in point of their being God's message-bearers.

4:153
THE FOLLOWERS of the Old Testament164 demand of thee [O Prophet] that thou cause a
revelation to be sent down to them from heaven.165 And an even greater thing than this did they
demand of Moses when they said, "Make us see God face to face" - whereupon the thunderbolt
of punishment overtook them for this their wickedness.166 After that, they took to worshipping
the [golden] calf - and this after all evidence of the truth had come unto them! None the less, We
effaced this [sin of theirs], and vouchsafed unto Moses a clear proof [of the truth], (4:154) raising
Mount Sinai high above them in witness of their solemn pledge. And We said unto them, "Enter

the gate humbly";167 and We told them, "Do not break the Sabbath-law"; and We accepted from
them a most solemn pledge.
164 As is evident from the sequence, the term ahl al-kitab ("followers of
earlier revelation")
refers here specifically to the Jews, which justifies its rendering as
"followers of the
Old Testament".
165 Sc., "in proof of thy prophethood". Alternatively, the sentence may be
understood thus:
"They ask thee to bring down unto them an [actual] book from heaven." In
view, however, of
the oft-repeated Qur'anic statement that the Jews were convinced that
they alone could be
granted divine revelation, it seems to me that the rendering adopted by
me is the more
appropriate.

4:155
And so, [We punished them168] for the breaking of their pledge, and their refusal to acknowledge
God's messages, and their slaying of prophets against all right, and their boast, "Our hearts are
already full of knowledge"- nay, but God has sealed their hearts in result of their denial of the
truth, and [now] they believe in but few things -;169 (4:156) and for their refusal to acknowledge
the truth, and the awesome calumny which they utter against Mary,170 (4:157) and their boast,
"Behold, we have slain the Christ Jesus, son of Mary, [who claimed to be] an apostle of God!"
However, they did not slay him, and neither did they crucify him, but it only seemed to them [as
if it had been] so;171 and, verily, those who hold conflicting views thereon are indeed confused,
having no [real] knowledge thereof, and following mere conjecture. For, of a certainty, they did
not slay him: (4:158) nay, God exalted him unto Himself172 - and God is indeed almighty, wise.
(4:159) Yet there is not one of the followers of earlier revelation who does not, at the moment of
his death, grasp the truth about Jesus; 173 and on the Day of Resurrection he [himself] shall bear
witness to the truth against them.
166 See 2:55 and the corresponding note.
167 See 2:58-59 and the corresponding notes.
168 The statement relating to their punishment - clearly implied here - is
made explicit in verse.
169 See 2:88 and the corresponding notes.
170 The calumny referred to is the popular Jewish assertion that Jesus was
an illegitimate child.
171 Thus, the Qur'an categorically denies the story of the crucifixion of
Jesus. There exist,
among Muslims, many fanciful legends telling us that at the last moment
God substituted for

Jesus a person closely resembling him (according to some accounts, that
person was Judas),
who was subsequently crucified in his place. However, none of these
legends finds the slightest
support in the Qur'an or in authentic Traditions, and the stories
produced in this connection
by the classical commentators must be summarily rejected. They represent
no more than confused
attempts at "harmonizing" the Qur'anic statement that Jesus was not
crucified with the
graphic description, in the Gospels, of his crucifixion. The story of the
crucifixion as such
has been succinctly explained in the Qur'anic phrase wa-lakin shubbiha
lahum, which I render
as "but it only appeared to them as if it had been so" - implying that in
the course of time,
long after the time of Jesus, a legend had somehow grown up (possibly
under the then-powerful
influence of Mithraistic beliefs) to the effect that he had died on the
cross in order to
atone for the "original sin" with which mankind is allegedly burdened;
and this legend became
so firmly established among the latter-day followers of Jesus that even
his enemies, the Jews,
began to believe it - albeit in a derogatory sense (for crucifixion was,
in those times,
a heinous form of death-penalty reserved for the lowest of criminals).
This, to my mind, is
the only satisfactory explanation of the phrase wa-lakin shubbiha lahum,
the more so as the
expression shubbiha li is idiomatically synonymous with khuyyila 1i, "[a
thing] became a
fancied image to me", i.e., "in my mind" - in other words, "[it] seemed
to me" (see Qamus,
art. khayala, as well as Lane II, 833, and IV, 1500).
172 Cf. 3:55, where God says to Jesus, "Verily, I shall cause thee to die,
and shall exalt
thee unto Me." The verb rafa ahu (lit., "he raised him" or "elevated
him") has always,
whenever the act of raf' ("elevating") of a human being is attributed to
God, the meaning
of "honouring" or "exalting". Nowhere in the Qur'an is there any warrant
for the popular
belief that God has "taken up" Jesus bodily, in his lifetime, into
heaven. The expression
"God exalted him unto Himself" in the above verse denotes the elevation
of Jesus to the realm
of God's special grace - a blessing in which all prophets partake, as is
evident from 19:57,
where the verb rafa nahu ("We exalted him") is used with regard to the
Prophet Idris.
(See also Muhammad 'Abduh in Manar III, 316 f., and VI, 20f.) The "nay"
(bal) at the
beginning of the sentence is meant to stress the contrast between the
belief of the Jews

that they had put Jesus to a shameful death on the cross and the fact of
God's having
"exalted him unto Himself".
173 Lit., "who does not believe in him before his death". According to this
verse, all
believing Jews and Christians realize at the moment of their death that
Jesus was truly
a prophet of God - having been neither an impostor nor "the son of God"
(Zamakhshari).

4:160
So, then, for the wickedness committed by those who followed the Jewish faith did We deny
unto them certain of the good things of life which [aforetime] had been allowed to them;174 and
[We did this] for their having so often turned away from the path of God,175 (4:161) and [for]
their taking usury - although it had been forbidden to them, and their wrongful devouring of
other people's possessions. And for those from among them who [continue to] deny the truth We
have readied grievous suffering.
4:162
But as for those from among them who are deeply rooted in knowledge,176 and the believers who
believe in that which has been bestowed upon thee from on high as well as that which was
bestowed from on high before thee, and those who are [especially] constant in prayer,177 and
spend in charity, and all who believe in God and the Last Day - these it is unto whom We shall
grant a mighty reward.
4:163
BEHOLD, We have inspired thee [O Prophet] just as We inspired Noah and all the prophets after
him - as We inspired Abraham, and Ishmael, and Isaac, and Jacob, and their descendants,
including Jesus and Job, and Jonah, and Aaron, and Solomon; and as We vouchsafed unto David
a book of divine wisdom;178 (4:164) and as [We inspired other] apostles whom We have
mentioned to thee ere this,179 as well as apostles whom We have not mentioned to thee; and as
God spoke His word unto Moses: (4:165) [We sent all these] apostles as heralds of glad tidings
and as warners, so that men might have no excuse before God after [the coming of] these
apostles: and God is indeed almighty, wise.
174 Most of the commentators assume that this refers to the severe dietary
restrictions imposed
on the Jews, which are alluded to in 3:93 and 6:146. Since, however, 3:93
clearly states
that these restrictions and prohibitions were a punishment for evil deeds
committed "before
the Torah was bestowed from on high", while the verse which we are now
discussing relates to
their sinful behaviour in later times, we must conclude that the
punishment spoken of here

has another meaning: namely, the age-long deprivation of the Jewish
people of the many
"good things of life" which other nations enjoy - in other words, the
humiliation and
suffering which they have had to undergo throughout most of their
recorded history, and
particularly after the time of Jesus. It is on the basis of this
interpretation that I have
rendered the expression harramna alayhim (lit., "We forbade them") as "We
denied to them".
175 The verb sadda ("he turned away") can be transitive as well as
intransitive, and the same
applies to the noun sadd derived from it. In the former case, the
sentence would read, "for
their having turned away many (others) from the path of God"; in the
latter case, "for their
having (so) often turned away from the path of God". In view of the
repeated stress, in the
Qur'an, on the refractory nature of the children of Israel - and the
abundant evidence to
this effect in the Old Testament - I prefer the intransitive rendering.
176 I.e., those from among the Jews who do not content themselves with a
mere observance of
rituals, but try to penetrate to the deepest meaning of faith.
177 According to the grammarians of the Basrah school, and especially
Sibawayh, the use of
the accusative (mansub) case in the expression al-muqimin as-salah
("those who are constant
in prayer") - instead of the nominative al-muqimun - is a legitimate
grammatical device
meant to stress the special, praiseworthy quality attaching to prayer
and to those who
are devoted to it (see Zamakhshari and Razi); hence my interpolation of
"especially" between
brackets.
178 I.e., the Psalms (see surah 21, verse 105).
179 I.e., before the revelation of this surah.

4:166
However it be, God [Himself] bears witness to the truth of what He has bestowed from on high
upon thee: out of His own wisdom has He bestowed it from on high, with the angels bearing
witness thereto - although none can bear witness as God does.
4:167
Behold, those who are bent on denying the truth and on turning others away from the path of
God have indeed gone far astray.

4:168
Behold, those who are bent on denying the truth and on evildoing - God will indeed not forgive
them, nor will He guide them onto any road (4:169) but the road that leads to hell, therein to
abide beyond the count of time: and this is indeed easy for God.
4:170
O mankind! The Apostle has now come unto you with the truth from your Sustainer: believe,
then, for your own good! And if you deny the truth - behold, unto God belongs all that is in the
heavens and all that is on earth, and God is indeed all-knowing, wise!
4:171
O FOLLOWERS of the Gospel! Do not overstep the bounds [of truth] in your religious
beliefs,180 and do not say of God anything but the truth. The Christ Jesus, son of Mary, was but
God's Apostle - [the fulfilment of] His promise which He had conveyed unto Mary - and a soul
created by Him.181 Believe, then, in God and His apostles, and do not say, "[God is] a trinity".
Desist [from this assertion] for your own good. God is but One God; utterly remote is He, in His
glory, from having a son: unto Him belongs all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth; and
none is as worthy of trust as God.
180 I.e., by raising Jesus to the rank of divinity. Since here the
Christians are addressed
specifically, I render the term kitab as "Gospel".
181 Lit., "His word which He conveyed unto Mary and a soul from Him".
According to Tabari,
the "word" (kalimah) was "the announcement (risalah) which God bade the
angels to convey
to Mary, and God's glad tiding to her" (a reference to 3:45) - which
justifies the rendering
of kalimatuhu as "[the fulfilment of] His promise". (See also note on
3:39.) As regards the
expression, "a soul from Him" or "created by Him", it is to be noted that
among the various
meanings which the word ruh bears in the Qur'an (e.g., "inspiration" in
2:87 and 253), it
is also used in its primary significance of "breath of life", "soul", or
"spirit": thus,
for instance, in 32:9, where the ever-recurring evolution of the human
embryo is spoken of:
"and then He forms him [i.e., man] and breathes into him of His spirit" that is, endows him
with a conscious soul which represents God's supreme gift to man and is,
therefore, described
as "a breath of His spirit". In the verse under discussion, which
stresses the purely human
nature of Jesus and refutes the belief in his divinity, the Qur'an points
out that Jesus,
like all other human beings, was "a soul created by Him".

4:172
Never did the Christ feel too proud to be God's servant, nor do the angels who are near unto Him.
And those who feel too proud to serve Him and glory in their arrogance [should know that on
Judgment Day] He will gather them all unto Himself: (4:173) whereupon unto those who
attained to faith and did good deeds He will grant their just rewards, and give them yet more out
of His bounty; whereas those who felt too proud and gloried in their arrogance He will chastise
with grievous suffering: and they shall find none to protect them from God, and none to bring
them succour.
4:174
O MANKIND! A manifestation of the truth has now come unto you from your Sustainer, and
We have sent down unto you a clear light. (4:175) And as for those who have attained to faith in
God and hold fast unto Him - He will enfold them within182 His grace and bounty, and guide
them unto Himself by a straight way.
4:176
THEY WILL ASK thee to enlighten them.183 Say: "God enlightens you [thus] about the laws
concerning [inheritance from] those who leave no heir in the direct line: If a man dies childless
and has a sister, she shall inherit one-half of what he has left, just as he shall inherit from her if
she dies childless. But if there are two sisters, both [together] shall have two-thirds of what he
has left; and if there are brothers and sisters,184 then the male shall have the equal of two females'
share."
God makes [all this] clear unto you, lest you go astray; and God knows everything.
182 Lit., "cause them to enter into".
183 I.e., about the laws of inheritance mentioned in the next sentence.
Regarding the meaning of
istifta ("a request for enlightenment about a [particular] law"), see
note on verse 127 of
this surah. The seemingly abrupt transition from the preceding passages dealing with
questions of theology - to this one is in accord with the Qur'anic
principle of deliberately
interweaving moral exhortation with practical legislation: and this in
pursuance of the
teaching that man's life - spiritual and physical, individual and social
- is one integral
whole, and therefore requires simultaneous consideration of all its
aspects if the concept
of "the good life" is to be realized. The above verse completes the
series of inheritance
laws dealt with early in this surah.
184 Lit., "brethren (ikhwah), men and women". It is to be noted that the
expression ikhwah

comprises either brothers, or sisters, or brothers and sisters.

The Fifth Surah
Al-Ma'idah (The Repast)
Medina Period

ACCORDING to all the available evidence, this surah constitutes one of the last sections of the
Qur'an revealed to the Prophet. The consensus of opinion places it in the period of his Farewell
Pilgrimage, in the year 10 H. It takes its title from the request for a "repast from heaven" made
by the disciples of Jesus (verse 112), and from Jesus' prayer in this connection (verse 114). The
surah begins with a call to the believers to fulfil their spiritual and social responsibilities, and
ends with a reminder, of man's utter dependence on God, whose is "the dominion over the
heavens and the earth and all that they contain". Being one of the last revelations vouchsafed to
the Prophet, it lays down a series of ordinances relating to religious rites and to various social
obligations; but, at the same time, it warns the followers of the Qur'an not to enlarge the area of
divine ordinances by means of subjective deduction (verse 101), since this might make it
difficult for them to act in accordance with God's Law, and might ultimately lead them to
denying the truth of revelation as such (verse 102). They are also warned not to take the Jews
and the Christians for their "allies" in the moral sense of the word: that is, not to imitate their
way of life and their social concepts at the expense of the principles of Islam (verses 51 ff.). This
latter warning is necessitated by the fact, repeatedly stressed in this surah, that both the Jews and
the Christians have abandoned and corrupted the truths conveyed to them by their prophets, and
thus no longer adhere to the genuine, original message of the Bible (verse 68). In particular, the
Jews are taken to task for having become "blind and deaf [of heart]" (verses 70-71, and passim),
and the Christians, for having deified Jesus in clear contravention of his own God-inspired
teachings (verses 72-77 and 116-118).
Addressing the various religious communities, the Qur'an states in verse 48: "Unto every one of
you have We appointed a [different] law and way of life .... Vie, then, with one another in doing
good works!" And once again, all true believers - of whatever persuasion - are assured that "all
who believe in God and the Last Day and do righteous deeds - no fear need they have, and
neither shall they grieve" (verse 69).
The crowning statement of the whole surah is found in verse 3, which was revealed to the
Prophet shortly before his death: "Today have I perfected your religious law for you, and have
bestowed upon you the full measure of My blessings, and willed that self-surrender unto Me (alislam) shall be your religion."
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
5:1
O YOU who have attained to faith! Be true to your covenants!1 Lawful to you is the [flesh of
every] beast that feeds on plants, save what is mentioned to you [hereinafter]2: but you are not
allowed to hunt while you are in the state of pilgrimage. Behold, God ordains in accordance with
His will.3

1 The term 'aqd ("covenant") denotes a solemn undertaking or engagement
involving more
than one party. According to Raghib, the covenants referred to in this
verse "are of
three kinds: the covenants between God and man [i.e., man's obligations
towards God],
between man and his own soul, and between the individual and his fellowmen" - thus
embracing the entire area of man's moral and social responsibilities.
2 I.e., in verse 3. Literally, the expression bahimat al-an'am
translated as
"a beast of the cattle"; but since this would obviously be a
tautology, many
commentators incline to the view that what is meant here is
which resembles
[domesticated] cattle - insofar as it feeds on plants and is
of prey"
(Razi; also Lisan al-'Arab, art. na'ma). I have adopted this
interpretation
in my rendering of the above phrase.

could be
needless
"any beast
not a beast
convincing

3 Lit., "whatever He wills" or "deems fit": i.e., in accordance with a plan
of which He
alone has full knowledge. Regarding the prohibition of hunting while on
pilgrimage, see
verses 94-96 of this surah.

5:2
O you who have attained to faith! Offend not against the symbols set up by God, nor against the
sacred month [of pilgrimage], nor against the garlanded offerings,4 nor against those who flock
to the Inviolable Temple, seeking favour with their Sustainer and His goodly acceptance; and
[only] after your pilgrimage is over5 are you free to hunt.
And never let your hatred of people who would bar you from the Inviolable House of Worship
lead you into the sin of aggression:6 but rather help one another in furthering virtue and Godconsciousness, and do not help one another in furthering evil and enmity; and remain conscious
of God: for, behold, God is severe in retribution!
4 Lit., "nor against the offerings, nor the garlands" - a reference to the
'animals which are
brought to Mecca at the time of pilgrimage, to be sacrificed there in the
name of God and
most of their flesh distributed among the poor. In order to mark out such
animals, and to
prevent their being inadvertently used for profane (e.g., commercial)
ends, garlands are
customarily hung around their necks. See also 2:196.- The term sha'a'ir
Allah (lit., "God's
symbols), occurring earlier in this sentence, denotes the places reserved
for particular
religious rites (e.g., the Ka'bah) as well as the religious rites
themselves. (Cf. 2 : 158,

where As-Safa and Al-Marwah are described as "symbols set up by God"). In
the above context,
the rites 'of pilgrimage, in particular, are alluded to.
5 Lit:, "when you have become free of the obligations attaching to the
state of pilgrimage"
(idha halaltum ).
6 Inasmuch as this surah was undoubtedly revealed in the year 10 H.
(Tabarf, Ibn Kathir), it
is difficult to accept the view of some of the commentators that the
above verse alludes to
the events culminating in the truce of Hudaybiyyah, in 6 H., when the
pagan Quraysh succeeded
in preventing the Prophet and his followers from entering Mecca on
pilgrimage. At the time
of the revelation of this surah Mecca was already in the possession of
the Muslims, and
there was no longer any question of their being barred from it by the
Quraysh, almost all of
whom had by then embraced Islam. We must, therefore, conclude that the
above injunction cannot
be circumscribed by a historical reference but has a timeless, general
import: in other
words, that it refers to anybody who might endeavour to bar the believers
- physically or
metaphorically - from the exercise of their religious duties (symbolized
by the "Inviolable
House of Worship") and thus to lead them away from their faith. In view
of the next
sentence, moreover, this interpretation would seem to be the only
plausible one.

5:3
FORBIDDEN to you is carrion, and blood, and the flesh of swine, and that over which any name
other than God's has been invoked,7 and the animal that has been strangled, or beaten to death, or
killed by a fall, or gored to death, or savaged by a beast of prey, save that which you [yourselves]
may have slaughtered while it was still alive; and [forbidden to you is] all that has been
slaughtered on idolatrous altars.8
And [you are forbidden] to seek to learn through divination what the future may hold in store for
you:9 this is sinful conduct.
Today, those who are bent on denying the truth have lost all hope of [your ever forsaking] your
religion: do not, then, hold them in awe, but stand in awe of Me!
Today have I perfected your religious law for you, and have bestowed upon you the full measure
of My blessings, and willed that self-surrender unto Me shall be your religion.'10
As for him, however, who is driven [to what is forbidden] by dire necessity11 and not by an
inclination to sinning - behold, God is much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace.

7 See 2 : 173.
8 The nusub (sing. nasibah) were the altar-stones set up in pre-Islamic
times around the
Ka'bah on which the pagan Quraysh used to sacrifice animals to their
idols. However, from
the story of Zayd ibn 'Amr ibn Nufayl (Bukhari) it appears that not only
sacrificial
animals but also such as were, destined for common consumption were often
slaughtered
there for the sake of a supposed "blessing" (see Fath al-Bari VII, 113).
Some philologists
consider the form nusub a singular, with ansab as its plural (cf. verse
90 of this surah).
In either case the term denotes an association with all manner of
practices which could
be described as "idolatrous", and should not be taken merely in its
literal sense. Cf.
in this respect also verse 90 of this surah, and the corresponding note
105.
9 Lit., "to aim at divining [the future] by means of arrows". This is a
reference to the
divining-arrows without a point and without feathers used by the preIslamic Arabs to
find out what the future might hold in store for them. (A comprehensive
description of
this practice may be found in Lane III, 1247.) As is usual with such
historical allusions
in the Qur'an, this one, too, is used metonymically: it implies a
prohibition of all manner
of attempts at divining or foretelling the future.
10 According to all available Traditions based on the testimony of the
Prophet's
contemporaries, the above passage - which sets, as it were, a seal on the
message of
the Qur'an - was revealed at 'Arafat in the afternoon of Friday, the 9th
of Dhu'l-Hijjah,
10 H., eighty-one or eighty-two days before the death of the Prophet. No
legal injunction
whatsoever was revealed after this verse: and this explains the reference
to God's having
perfected the Faith and bestowed the full measure of His blessings upon
the believers.
Man's self-surrender (islam) to God is postulated as the basis, or the
basic law, of all
true religion (din): This self-surrender expresses: itself not only in
belief in Him but
also in obedience to His commands: and this is the reason why the
announcement of the
completion of the Qur'anic message is placed within the context of a
verse containing the
last legal ordinances ever revealed to the Prophet Muhammad.
11 Lit., "in [a condition of] emptiness' (fi makhmasah). This is generally
taken to mean

"in extreme hunger"; but while this expression does, in the first
instance, signify
"emptiness caused by hunger", the reference to divination in the above
verse points to
a metonymical use of the term makhmasah as well: that is to say, it
covers here not merely
cases of actual, extreme hunger (which makes the eating of otherwise
prohibited categories
of meat permissible, as is explicitly stated in 2:173) but also other
situations in which
overwhelming; extraneous forces beyond a person's control may compel him,
against his will,
to do something that is normally prohibited by Islamic Law - as, for
instance, to use
intoxicating drugs whenever illness makes their use imperative and
unavoidable.

5:4
They will ask thee as to what is lawful to them.
Say: "Lawful to you are all the good things of life.12 And as for those hunting animals13 which
you train by imparting to them something of the knowledge that God has imparted to yourselves
- eat of what they seize for you, but mention God's name over it and remain conscious of God:
verily, God is swift in reckoning.
12 The implication is, firstly, that what has been forbidden does not
belong to the category
of "the good things of life" (at-tayyibat), and, secondly, that all that
has not been
expressly forbidden is allowed. It is to be noted that the Qur'an forbids
only those things
or actions which are injurious to man physically, morally or socially.
13 Lit., "such of the trained beasts of chase" (min al-jawarih mukallibin).
The term mukailib
signifies "trained like a [hunting) dog", and is applied to every animal
used for hunting a hound, a falcon, a cheetah, etc.

5:5
Today, all the good things of life have been made lawful to you. And the food of those who have
been vouchsafed revelation aforetime is lawful to you,14 and your food is lawful to them. And
[lawful to you are], in wedlock, women from among those who believe [in this divine writ], and,
in wedlock, women from among those who have been vouchsafed revelation before your time provided that you give them their dowers, taking them in honest wedlock, not in fornication, nor
as secret love-companions.15
But as for him who rejects belief [in God] - in vain will be all his works: for in the life to come
he shall be among the lost.16

14 This permission to partake of the food of the followers of other
revealed religions excludes,
of course, the forbidden categories of meat enumerated in verse 3 above.
As a matter of fact,
the Law of Moses, too, forbids them explicitly; and there is no statement
whatsoever in the
Gospels to the effect that these prohibitions were cancelled by Jesus: on
the contrary, he
is reported to have said, "Think not that I have come to destroy the Law
[of Moses]... :
I am not come to destroy, but to fulfil" (Matthew v, 17). Thus, the
latitude enjoyed by
post-Pauline followers of Jesus in respect of food does not correspond to
what he himself
practiced and enjoined.
15 Whereas Muslim men are allowed to marry women from among the followers
of another revealed
religion, Muslim women may not marry non-Muslims: the reason being that
Islam enjoins
reverence of all the prophets, while the followers of other religions
reject some of them e.g., the Prophet Muhammad or, as is the case with the Jews, both
Muhammad and Jesus. Thus,
while a non-Muslim woman who marries a Muslim can be sure that - despite
all doctrinal
differences - the prophets of her faith will be mentioned with utmost
respect in her Muslim
environment, a Muslim woman who would marry a non-Muslim would always be
exposed to an
abuse of him whom she regards as God's Apostle.
16 The above passage rounds off, as it were, the opening sentences of this
surah, "O you who
have attained to faith, be true to your covenants" - of which belief in
God and the
acceptance of His commandments are the foremost. It is immediately
followed by a reference
to prayer: for it is in prayer that man's dependence on God finds its
most conscious
and deliberate expression.

5:6
O YOU who have attained to faith! When you are about to pray, wash your face, and your hands
and arms up to the elbows, and pass your [wet] hands lightly over your head, and [wash] your
feet up to the ankles. And if you are in a state requiring total ablution, purify yourselves.17 But if
you are ill, or are travelling, or have just satisfied a want of nature, or have cohabited with a
woman, and can find no water - then take resort to pure dust, passing therewith lightly over your
face and your hands. God does not want to impose any hardship on you, but wants to make you
pure, and to bestow upon you the full measure of His blessings, so that you might have cause to
be grateful.

17 For an explanation of this and the following passage, see 4:43 and the
corresponding
notes. Here, the reference to prayer connects with the last sentence of
the preceding verse,
which speaks of belief in God.

5:7
And [always] remember the blessings which God has bestowed upon you, and the solemn pledge
by which He bound you to Himself18 when you said, "We have heard, and we pay heed." Hence,
remain conscious of God: verily, God has full knowledge of what is in the hearts [of men].
5:8
O YOU who have attained to faith! Be ever steadfast in your devotion to God, bearing witness to
the truth in all equity; and never let hatred of anyone19 lead you into the sin of deviating from
justice. Be just: this is closest to being God-conscious. And remain conscious of God: verily,
God is aware of all that you do.
5:9
God has promised unto those who attain to faith and do good works [that] theirs shall be
forgiveness of sins, and a mighty reward; (5:10) whereas they who are bent on denying the truth
and giving the lie to Our messages - they are destined for the blazing fire.
5:11
O you who have attained to faith! Remember the blessings which God bestowed upon you when
[hostile] people were about to lay hands on you20 and He stayed their hands from you. Remain,
then, conscious of God: and in God let the believers place their trust.
5:12
AND, INDEED, God accepted a [similar] solemn pledge21 from the children of Israel when We
caused twelve of their leaders to be sent [to Canaan as spies].22 And God said: "Behold, I shall be
with you! If you are constant in prayer, and spend in charity, and believe in My apostles and aid
them, and offer up unto God a goodly loan,23 I will surely efface your bad deeds and bring you
into gardens through which running waters flow. But he from among you who, after this, denies
the truth, will indeed have strayed from the right path!"
18 Lit., "His solemn pledge by which He bound you". Since this pledge is
given by the believers
to God and not by Him to them, the personal pronoun in "His pledge" can
have only one
meaning: namely, God's binding thereby the believers to Himself.
19 Lit., "of people".

20 Lit., "to stretch their hands towards you": an allusion to the weakness
of the believers
at the beginning of the Qur'anic revelation, and - by implication - to
the initial
weakness of every religious movement.
21 The interpolation of "similar" is justified by the obvious reference to
verse 7 above.
The pledge was similar in that it related to obedience to God's
commandments.
22 Lit., "when We sent out twelve leaders from among them". This is a
reference to the Biblical
story (in Numbers xiii), according to which God commanded Moses to send
out one leading
personality from each of the twelve tribes "to spy out the land of Canaan
- before the
children of Israel invaded it. (The noun naqib, here rendered as
"leader", has also the
meaning of "investigator" or "spy" inasmuch as it is derived from the
verb naqaba, which
signifies - among other things - "he scrutinized" or "investigated"). The
subsequent
near-revolt of the children of Israel - caused by their fear of the
powerful tribes which
inhabited Canaan (cf. Numbers xiv)- is briefly referred to in the first
sentence of verse
13 and more fully described in verses 20-26- of this surah.
23 I.e., by doing righteous deeds.

5:13
Then, for having broken their solemn pledge,24 We rejected them and caused their hearts to
harden - [so that now] they distort the meaning of the [revealed] words, taking them out of their
context;25 and they have forgotten much of what they had been told to bear in mind; and from all
but a few of them thou wilt always experience treachery. But pardon them, and forbear: verily,
God loves the doers of good.
5:14
And [likewise,] from those who say, "Behold, we are Christians."26 We have accepted a solemn
pledge: and they, too, have forgotten much of what they had been told to bear in mind wherefore We have given rise among them to enmity and hatred, [to last] until Resurrection
Day:27 and in time God will cause them to understand what they have contrived. (5:15) O
followers of the Bible! Now there has come unto you Our Apostle, to make clear unto you much
of what you have been concealing [from yourselves] of the Bible,28 and to pardon much. Now
there has come unto you from God a light, and a clear divine writ, (5:16) through which God
shows unto all that seek His goodly acceptance the paths leading to salvation29 and, by His grace,
brings them out of the depths of darkness into the light and guides them onto a straight way.
24 An allusion to their lack of trust in God and their persistent sinning.

25 See 4:46, where the same accusation is levelled against the children of
Israel.
26 Thus the Qur'an elliptically rejects their claim of being true followers
of Jesus:
for, by wrongfully elevating him to the status of divinity they have
denied the very
essence of his message.
27 I.e., their going astray from the genuine teachings of Jesus - and thus
from true faith
in God - is the innermost cause of the enmity and hatred which has so
often set the
so-called Christian nations against one another and led to unceasing wars
and mutual
persecution.
28 Inasmuch as verses 15-19 are addressed to the Jews and the Christians,
the term al-kitab
may suitably be rendered here as "the Bible". It is to be borne in mind
that the primary
meaning of the verb khafiya is "it became imperceptible" or "not
apparent" or "obscure"
and that the same significance attaches to the transitive form akhfa.
There is of course,
no doubt that in its transitive form the verb also denotes "he concealed
[something]".
i.e., from others: but in view of the preceding phrase, "there has come
unto you Our Apostle
to make clear unto you", it is obvious that what is alluded to in this
context is the
concealing of something from oneself: in other words, it is a reference
to the gradual
obscuring, by the followers of the Bible, of its original verities which
they are now
unwilling to admit even to themselves.

5:17
Indeed, the truth deny they who say, "Behold, God is the Christ, son of Mary." Say: "And who
could have prevailed with God in any way had it been His will to destroy the Christ, son of
Mary, and his mother, and everyone who is on earth - all of them? For, God's is the dominion
over the heavens and the earth and all that is between them; He creates what He wills: and God
has the power to will anything!"
5:18
And [both] the Jews and the Christians say, "We are God's children,30 and His beloved ones."
Say: "Why, then, does He cause you to suffer for your sins? Nay, you are but human beings of
His creating. He forgives whom He wills, and He causes to suffer whom He wills: for God's is
the dominion over the heavens and the earth and all that is between them, and with Him is all
journeys' end."

5:19
O followers of the Bible! Now, after a long time during which no apostles have appeared, there
has come unto you [this] Our Apostle to make [the truth] clear to you, lest you say, "No bearer of
glad tidings has come unto us, nor any warner": for now there has come unto you a bearer of
glad tidings and a warner - since God has the power to will anything.
29 The word salam, here rendered as "salvation", has no proper equivalent
in the English
language. It denotes inner peace, soundness and security from evil of any
kind, both physical
and spiritual, and the achievement of what, in Christian terminology, is
described as
"salvation": with the difference, however, that the Christian concept of
salvation presupposes
the existence of an a-priori state of sinfulness, which is justified in
Christianity by the
doctrine of "original sin", but is not justified in Islam, which does not
subscribe to this
doctrine. Consequently, the term "salvation" - which I am using here for
want of a better word does not adequately convey the full meaning of salam. Its nearest
equivalents in Western
languages would be the German Heil or the French salut, both of which
express the idea of
spiritual peace and fulfilment without being necessarily (i.e.,
linguistically) connected
with the Christian doctrine of salvation.
30 Cf. Exodus iv, 22-23 ("Israel is My son"), Jeremiah xxxi, 9 ("I am a
father to Israel"),
and the many parallel expressions in the Gospels.
31 With these words the Qur'an returns to the story of the children of
Israel alluded to
in verses 12 and 13 - namely, to an illustration of their having "broken
their solemn
pledge" and gone back on their faith in God. The following story is,
moreover, directly
connected with the preceding verse inasmuch as Moses appeals here to the
children of
Israel as "a bearer of glad tidings and a warner".

5:20
AND, LO, Moses said unto his people:" "O my people! Remember the blessings which God
bestowed upon you when he raised up prophets among you, and made you your own masters,
and granted unto you [favours] such as He had not granted to anyone else in the world. (5:21) O
my people! Enter the holy land which God has promised you; but do not turn back [on your
faith], for then you will be lost!"
5:22

They answered: "O Moses! Behold, ferocious people dwell in that land," and we will surrely not
enter it unless they depart therefrom; but if they depart therefrom, then, behold, we will enter it."
(5:23) [Whereupon] two men from among those who feared [God, and] whom God had blessed,
said: "Enter upon them through the gate34- for as soon as you enter it, behold, you shall be
victorious! And in God you must place your trust if you are [truly] believers!"
5:24
[But] they said: "O Moses! Behold, never shall we enter that [land] so long as those others are in
it. Go forth, then, thou and thy Sustainer, and fight, both of you! We, behold, shall remain here!"
(5:25) Prayed [Moses]: "O my Sustainer! Of none am I master but of myself and my brother
[Aaron]: draw Thou, then, a dividing-line between us and these iniquitous folk!"
32 Lit., "made you kings".
Tabari, Zamakhshari,
Razi), the "kingship" of
their freedom and
independence after their
equivalent here to "a free
man who is master of his
therefore, adopt any way
of life he chooses.

According to most of the commentators (e.g.,
the Israelites is a metaphorical allusion to
Egyptian bondage, the term "king" being
own affairs" (Manor VI, 323 f.) and can,

33 Lit., "are in it". See Numbers xiii, 32-33, and also the whole of ch.
xiv, which speaks of
the terror that overwhelmed the Israelites on hearing the report of the
twelve scouts
mentioned in verse 12 of this surah, and of the punishment of their
cowardice and lack
of faith.
34 I.e., by frontal attack. According to the Bible (Numbers xiv, 6-9, 24,
30, 38), the two
God-fearing men were Joshua and Caleb, who had been among the twelve
spies sent out to
explore Canaan, and who now tried to persuade the terror-stricken
children of Israel to
place their trust in God. As so often in the Qur'an, this story of the
Israelites serves
to illustrate the difference between real, selfless faith and worldly
self-love.

5:26
Answered He: "Then, verily, this [land] shall be forbidden to them for forty years, while they
wander on earth, bewildered, to and fro; and sorrow thou not over these iniquitous folk." (5:27)
And convey unto them, setting forth the truth, the story of the two sons of Adam 35- how each
offered a sacrifice, and it was accepted from one of them whereas it was not accepted from the
other. [And Cain] said: "I will surely slay thee!"

[Abel] replied: "Behold, God accepts only from those who are conscious of Him. (28) Even if
thou lay thy hand on me to slay me, I shall not lay my hand on thee to slay thee: behold, I fear
God, the Sustainer of all the worlds. (5:29) I am willing, indeed, for thee to bear [the burden of]
all the sins ever done by me as well as of the sin done by thee:36 [but] then thou wouldst be
destined for the fire, since that is the requital of evildoers!"
35 I.e., the story of Cain and Abel, mentioned in Genesis iv, 1-16. The
pronoun in "tell them"
refers to the followers of the Bible, and obviously connects with verse
15 of this surah,
"Now there has come unto you Our Apostle, to make clear unto you much of
what you have
been concealing [from yourselves] of the Bible", the meaning of which has
been explained
in note 28 above. The moral of this particular Biblical story - a moral
which the followers
of the Bible have been "concealing from themselves" - is summarized in
verse 32.
36 Lit., "my sin as well as thy sin". It is evident from several wellauthenticated ahadith
that if a person dies a violent death not caused, directly or indirectly,
by his own sinful
actions, his previous sins will be forgiven (the reason being, evidently,
that he had no
time to repent, as he might have done had he been allowed to live). In
cases of unprovoked
murder, the murderer is burdened - in addition to the sin of murder with the sins which
his innocent victim might have committed in the past and of which he (the
victim) is now
absolved: this convincing interpretation of the above verse has been
advanced by Mujahid
(as quoted by Tabari).

5:30
But the other's passion37 drove him to slaying his brother; and he slew him: and thus he became
one of the lost. (5:31) Thereupon God sent forth a raven which scratched the earth, to show him
how he might conceal the nakedness of his brother's body. [And Cain] cried out: "Oh, woe is me!
Am I then too weak to do what this raven did,38 and to conceal the nakedness of my brother's
body?" - and was thereupon smitten with remorse.39
37 Among the many meanings attributable to the noun nafs (primarily,
"soul", or "mind", or "self"),
there is also that of "desire" or "passionate determination" (Qamus; see
also Zamakhshari's
Asas); in this context, the best rendering seems to be "passion".
38 Lit., "to be like this raven".
39 Lit., "became of those who feel remorse". The thought of burying his
dead brother's body,

suggested to Cain by the raven's scratching the earth, brought home to
him the enormity
of his crime.

5:32
Because of this did We ordain unto the children of Israel that if anyone slays a human being
unless it be [in punishment] for murder or for spreading corruption on earth - it shall be as
though he had slain all mankind; whereas, if anyone saves a life, it shall be as though he had
saved the lives of all mankind.40
And, indeed, there came unto them41 Our apostles with all evidence of the truth: yet, behold,
notwithstanding all this, many of them go on committing all manner of excesses on earth.42
40 This moral truth is among those to which the first sentence of verse 15
of this surah
alludes, and its succinct formulation fully explains the reason why the
story of Cain and
Abel is mentioned in this context. The expression "We have ordained unto
the children of
Israel" does not, of course, detract from the universal validity of this
moral: it refers
merely to its earliest enunciation.
41 I.e., to the followers of the Bible, both the Jews and the Christians.
42 The present participle la-musrifun indicates their "continuously
committing excesses"
(i.e., crimes), and is best rendered as "they go on committing" them. In
view of the
preceding passages, these "excesses" obviously refer to crimes of
violence and, in
particular, to the ruthless killing of human beings.

5:33
It is but a just recompense for those who make war on God and His apostle,43and endeavour to
spread corruption on earth, that they are being slain in great numbers, or crucified in great
numbers, or have, in result of their perverseness, their hands and feet cut off in great numbers,44
or are being [entirely] banished from [the face of] the earth: such is their ignominy in this
world45 But in the life to come [yet more] awesome suffering awaits them -(5:34) save for such
[of them] as repent ere you [O believers] become more powerful than they:46 for you must know
that God is much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace.
43 The term "apostle" is evidently generic in this context. By "making war
on God and His
apostle" is meant a hostile opposition to, and wilful disregard of, the
ethical precepts
ordained by God and explained by all His apostles, combined with the
conscious endeavour
to destroy or undermine other people's belief in God as well.

44 In classical Arabic idiom, the "cutting off of one's hands and feet" is
often synonymous
with "destroying one's power", and it is possibly in this sense that the
expression has
been used here. Alternatively, it might denote "being mutilated", both
physically and
metaphorically - similar to the (metonymical) use of the expression
"being crucified" in
the sense of "being tortured". The phrase min khilaf - usually rendered
as "from opposite
sides"- is derived from the verb khalafahu, "he disagreed with him", or
"opposed him", or
"acted contrarily to him": consequently, the primary meaning of min
khilaf is "in result
of contrariness" or "of perverseness".
45 Most of the classical commentators regard this passage as a legal
injunction, and interpret
it, therefore, as follows: "The recompense of those who make war on God
and His apostle and
spread corruption on earth shall but be that they shall be slain, or
crucified, or that
their hands and feet be cut off on opposite sides, or that they shall be
banished from the
earth: such shall be their ignominy in this world." This interpretation
is, however, in
no way warranted by the text, and this for the following reasons:
(a) The four passive verbs occurring in this sentence - "slain",
"crucified", "cut off" and
"banished" - are in the present tense and do not, by themselves, indicate
the future or,
alternatively, the imperative mood.
(b) The form yuqattalu does not signify simply "they are being slain" or
(as the commentators
would have it) "they shall be slain", but denotes - in accordance with a
fundamental rule
of Arabic grammar - "they are being slain in great numbers"; and the same
holds true of the
verbal forms yusallabu ("they are being crucified in great numbers") and
tuqatta'a ("cut off
in great numbers"). Now if we are to believe that these are "ordained
punishments", it
would imply that great numbers - but not necessarily all - of "those who
make war on God
and His apostle" should be punished in this way: obviously an
inadmissible assumption of
arbitrariness on the part of the Divine Law-Giver. Moreover, if the party
"waging war on
God and His apostle" should happen to consist of one person only, or of a
few, how could a
command referring to "great numbers" be applied to them or to him?
(c) Furthermore, what would be the meaning of the phrase, "they shall be
banished from the

earth", if the above verse is to be taken as a legal injunction? This
point has, indeed,
perplexed the commentators considerably. Some of them assume that the
transgressors should
be "banished from the land [of Islam]": but there is no instance in the
Qur'an of such a
restricted use of the term "earth" (ard). Others, again, are of the
opinion that the guilty
ones should be imprisoned in a subterranean dungeon, which would
constitute their "banishment
from [the face of] the earth"!
(d) Finally - and this is the weightiest objection to an interpretation of
the above verse
as a "legal injunction" - the Qur'an places exactly the same expressions
referring to
mass-crucifixion and mass-mutilation (but this time with a definite
intent relating to
the future) in the mouth of Pharaoh, as a threat to believers (see 7:124,
20:71 and
26:49). Since Pharaoh is invariably described in the Qur'an as the
epitome of evil and
godlessness, it is inconceivable that the same Qur'an would promulgate a
divine law in
precisely the terms which it attributes elsewhere to a figure
characterized as an
"enemy of God".
In short, the attempt of the commentators to interpret the above verse as
a "legal injunction"
must be categorically rejected, however great the names of the persons
responsible for it.
On the other hand, a really convincing interpretation suggests itself to
us at once as soon
as we read the verse - as it ought to be read - in the present tense:
for, read in this way,
the verse reveals itself immediately as a statement of fact - a
declaration of the
inescapability of the retribution which "those who make war on God" bring
upon themselves.
Their hostility to ethical imperatives causes them to lose sight of all
moral values; and
their consequent mutual discord and "perverseness" gives rise to unending
strife among
themselves for the sake of worldly gain and power: they kill one another
in great numbers,
and torture and mutilate one another in great numbers, with the result
that whole communities
are wiped out or, as the Qur'an puts it, "banished from [the face of] the
earth". It is
this interpretation alone that takes full account of all the expressions
occurring in this
verse - the reference to "great numbers" in connection with deeds of
extreme violence, the
"banishment from the earth", and, lastly, the fact that these horrors are
expressed in
the terms used by Pharaoh, the "enemy of God".

46 I.e. before belief in God and in the ethical principles decreed by Him
becomes prevalent:
for, in that event, repentance on the part of "those who make war on God
and His apostle"
would be no more than an act of conforming to the dominant trend and,
therefore, of no
moral value whatever. It is to be noted that the exemption from suffering
relates to the
hereafter.

5:35
O YOU who have attained to faith! Remain conscious of God, and seek to come closer unto
Him, and strive hard in His cause, so that you might attain to a happy state. (5:36) Verily, if
those who are bent on denying the truth had all that is on earth, and twice as much,47 to offer as
ransom from suffering on the Day of Resurrection, it would not be accepted from them: for
grievous suffering awaits them. (5:37) They will wish to come out of the fire, but they shall not
come out of it; and long-lasting suffering awaits them.
5:38
NOW AS FOR the man who steals and the woman who steals, cut off the hand of either of them
in requital for what they have wrought, as a deterrent ordained by God:48 for God is almighty,
wise. (5:39) But as for him who repents after having thus done wrong, and makes amends,49
behold, God will accept his repentance: verily, God is much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace.
47 Lit., "and the like with it".
48 The extreme severity of this Qur'anic punishment can be understood only
if one bears in
mind the fundamental principle of Islamic Law that no duty (taklif) is
ever imposed on man
without his being granted a corresponding right (haqq); and the term
"duty" also comprises,
in this context, liability to punishment. Now, among the inalienable
rights of every member
of the Islamic society - Muslim and non-Muslim alike - is the right to
protection (in every
sense of the word) by the community as a whole. As is evident from
innumerable Qur'anic
ordinances as well as the Prophet's injunctions forthcoming from
authentic Traditions, every
citizen is entitled to a share in the community's economic resources and,
thus, to the
enjoyment of social security: in other words, he or she must be assured
of an equitable
standard of living commensurate with the resources at the disposal of the
community. For,
although the Qur'an makes it clear that human life cannot be expressed in
terms of physical
existence alone - the ultimate values of life being spiritual in nature the believers are

not entitled to look upon spiritual truths and values as something that
could be divorced
from the physical and social factors of human existence. In short, Islam
envisages and
demands a society that provides not only for the spiritual needs of man,
but for his bodily
and intellectual needs as well. It follows, therefore, that - in order to
be truly Islamic a society (or state) must be so constituted that every individual, man
and woman, may
enjoy that minimum of material well-being and security without which
there can be no human
dignity, no real freedom and, in the last resort, no spiritual progress:
for, there can
be no real happiness and strength in a society that permits some of its
members to suffer
undeserved want while others have more than they need. If the whole
society suffers privations
owing to circumstances beyond its control (as happened, for instance, to
the Muslim community
in the early days of Islam), such shared privations may become a source
of spiritual strength
and, through it, of future greatness. But if the available resources of a
community are so
unevenly distributed that certain groups within it live in affluence
while the majority of
the people are forced to use up all their energies in search of their
daily bread, poverty
becomes the 'most dangerous enemy of spiritual progress, and occasionally
drives whole
communities away from God-consciousness and into the arms of souldestroying materialism.
It was undoubtedly this that the Prophet had in mind when he uttered the
warning words
(quoted by As-Suyuti in Al-Jami' as-Saghir), "Poverty may well turn into
a denial of the
truth (kufr)." Consequently, the social legislation of Islam aims at a
state of affairs in
which every man, woman and child has (a) enough to eat and wear, (b) an
adequate home,
(c) equal opportunities and facilities for education, and (d) free
medical care in health
and in sickness. A corollary of these rights is the right to productive
and remunerative
work while of working age and in good health, and a provision (by the
community or the state)
of adequate nourishment, shelter, etc. in cases of disability resulting
from illness, widowhood,
enforced unemployment, old age, or under-age. As already mentioned, the
communal obligation
to create such a comprehensive social security scheme has been laid down
in many Qur'anic
verses, and has been amplified and explained by a great number of the
Prophet's commandments.
It was the second Caliph, 'Umar ibn al-Khattab, who began to translate
these ordinances into

a concrete administrative scheme (see Ibn Sad , Tabaqat III/1, 213-217);
but after his
premature death, his successors had neither the vision nor the
statesmanship to continue
his unfinished work.
It is against the background of this social security scheme envisaged by
Islam that the
Qur'an imposes the severe sentence of hand-cutting as a deterrent
punishment for robbery.
Since, under the circumstances outlined above, "temptation" cannot be
admitted as a justifiable
excuse, and since, in the last resort, the entire socio-economic system
of Islam is based
on the faith of its adherents, its balance is extremely delicate and in
need of constant,
strictly-enforced protection. In a community in which everyone is assured
of full security
and social justice, any attempt on the part of an individual to achieve
an easy, unjustified
gain at the expense of other members of the community must be considered
an attack against
the system as a whole, and must be punished as such: and, therefore, the
above ordinance which
lays down that the hand of the thief shall be cut off. One must, however,
always bear in mind
the principle mentioned at the beginning of this note: namely, the
absolute interdependence
between man's rights and corresponding duties (including liability to
punishment). In a
community or state which neglects or is unable to provide complete social
security for all
its members, the temptation to enrich oneself by illegal means often
becomes irresistible and, consequently, theft cannot and should not be punished as severely as
it should be
punished in a state in which social security is a reality in the full
sense of the word. If
the society is unable to fulfil its duties with regard to every one of
its members, it has
no right to invoke the full sanction of criminal law (hadd) against the
individual transgressor,
but must confine itself to milder forms of administrative punishment. (It
was in correct
appreciation of this principle that the great Caliph 'Umar waived the
hadd of hand-cutting
in a period of famine which afflicted Arabia during his reign.) To sum
up, one may safely
conclude that the cutting-off of a hand in punishment for theft is
applicable only within
the context of an already-existing, fully functioning social security
scheme, and in no
other circumstances.
49 I.e., by restituting the stolen goods before being apprehended by the
authorities (Manor VI, 382).

5:40
Dost thou not know that God's is the dominion over the heavens and the earth? He chastises
whom He wills, and He forgives whom He wills: for God has the power to will anything.
5:41
O APOSTLE! Be not grieved by those who vie with one another in denying the truth: such as
those50 who say with their mouths, "We believe," the while their hearts do not believe; and such
of the Jewish faith as eagerly listen to any falsehood, eagerly listen to other people without
having come to thee [for enlightenment].51 They distort the meaning of the [revealed] words,
taking them out of their context, saying [to themselves], "If such-and-such [teaching] is
vouchsafed unto you, accept it; but if it is not vouchsafed unto you, be on your guard!"52
[Be not grieved by them -] for, if God wills anyone to be tempted to evil, thou canst in no wise
prevail with God in his behalf.53
It is they whose hearts God is not willing to cleanse. Theirs shall be ignominy in this world, and
awesome suffering in the life to come -(5:42) those who eagerly listen to any falsehood, greedily
swallowing all that is evil!54 Hence, if they come to thee [for judgment],55 thou mayest either
judge between them or leave them alone: for, if thou leave them alone, they cannot harm thee in
any way. But if thou dost judge, judge between them with equity:56 verily, God knows those who
act equitably.56
50 Lit., "from among those".
51 Although this verse is, in the first instance, addressed to the Prophet,
it concerns
all followers of the Qur'an and is, therefore, valid for all times. The
same observation
applies to the people of whom this verse speaks: although it mentions
only the hypocrites
and the Jews, it refers, by implication, to all people who are prejudiced
against Islam
and willingly lend ear to any false statement about its teachings,
preferring to listen
to unfriendly non-Muslim "experts" rather than to turn to the Qur'an
itself for
enlightenment - which is the meaning of the phrase, "without having come
to thee
[O Muhammad]".
52 I.e., they are prepared to accept such of the Qur'anic teachings as
might suit their
preconceived notions, but are not prepared to accept anything that goes
against their
own inclinations.
53 This connects with the beginning of this verse; hence my interpolation.
For the meaning
of fitnah, see surah 8, note 25.

54 The noun suht is derived from the verb sahata, "he utterly destroyed [a
thing]", and
signifies, primarily, the "doing of anything that leads to destruction"
because it is
abominable and, therefore, forbidden (Lisan al-'Arab). Hence, it denotes
anything that
is evil itself. In the above context, the intensive expression akkalun
li's-suht may denote
"those who greedily devour all that is forbidden" (i.e., illicit gain),
or, more probably,
"those who greedily swallow all that is evil" - i.e., every false
statement made about
the Qur'an by its enemies with a view to destroying its impact.
55 I.e., as to what is right and what is wrong in the sight of God. Most of
the commentators
assume that this passage refers to a specific judicial case, or cases,
which the Jews of
Medina brought before the Prophet for decision; but in view of the
inherent Qur'anic
principle that every historical reference contained in it has also a
general import,
I rather believe that the "judgment" alluded to in this verse relates to
deciding as
to whether any of their beliefs - other than those which the Qur'an
explicitly confirms
or rejects - is right or wrong.
56 I.e., on the basis of the ethical laws revealed by God, and not
personal, arbitrary
likes or dislikes.

5:43
But how is it that they ask thee for judgment - seeing that they have the Torah, containing God's
injunctions - and thereafter turn away [from thy judgment]? Such as these, then, are no [true]
believers.57
5:44
Verily, it is We who bestowed from on high the Torah, wherein there was guidance and light. On
its strength did the prophets, who had surrendered themselves unto God, deliver judgment unto
those who followed the Jewish faith;58 and so did the [early] men of God and the rabbis,
inasmuch as some of God's writ had been entrusted to their care;59 and they [all] bore witness to
its truth.
Therefore, [O children of Israel,] hold not men in awe, but stand in awe of Me; and do not barter
away My messages for a trifling gain:60 for they who do not judge in accordance with what God
has bestowed from on high are, indeed, deniers of the truth!
5:45

And We ordained for them in that [Torah]: A life for a life, and an eye for an eye, and a nose for
a nose, and an ear for an ear, and a tooth for a tooth, and a [similar] retribution for wounds;61 but
he who shall forgo it out of charity will atone thereby for some of his past sins.62 And they who
do not judge in accordance with what God has revealed - they, they are the evildoers!
57 This verse illustrates the strange mentality of the Jews, who - despite
the fact that
they believe the Torah to contain all of the Divine Law - surreptitiously
turn to a
religious dispensation in which they do not believe in the hope that its
verdict on
certain ethical questions might confirm some of their own wishful beliefs
which happen
to run counter to the Torah. In other words, they are not really prepared
to submit to
the judgment of the Torah - although they assert their belief in it - nor
the judgment
of the Qur'an, which confirms some of the laws of the Torah and abrogates
others: for,
as soon as they come to realize that the Qur'an does not agree with their
preconceived
ideas, they turn away from it.
58 Implying that the Law of Moses (the Torah) was intended only for the
children of Israel,
and was never meant to have universal validity.
59 The expression "some of God's writ (kitab)" implies that the Torah did
not exhaust the
whole of God's revelation, and that more was yet to be revealed. For an
explanation of
the term rabbaniyun, see surah 3, note 62.
60 I.e., for the illusory feeling of superiority based on the spurious
belief that the
children of Israel are "God's chosen people" and, therefore, the sole
recipients of God's
grace and revelation. The "messages" referred to in this sentence relate
to the Qur'an
as well as to the Biblical prophecies concerning the advent of Muhammad.
61 See Exodus xxi, 23 ff., where details of the extremely harsh penalties
provided under
Mosaic Law are given.
62 Lit., "it shall be an atonement for him". The Pentateuch does not
contain this call to
forgiveness which is brought out with great clarity not only in the Qur'an
but also in
the teachings of Jesus; especially in the Sermon on the Mount: and this,
read in conjunction
with the following verses, would seem to be an allusion to the time-bound
quality of Mosaic
Law. Alternatively, the above admonition may have been part of the
original teachings of

the Torah which have been subsequently corrupted or deliberately abandoned
by its followers,
whom the Qur'an accuses of "distorting the meaning of the revealed words"
(see verse 41 above).

5:46
And We caused Jesus, the son of Mary, to follow in the footsteps of those [earlier prophets],
confirming the truth of whatever there still remained63 of the Torah; and We vouchsafed unto
him the Gospel, wherein there was guidance and light, confirming the truth of whatever there
still remained of the Torah, and as a guidance and admonition unto the God-conscious. (5:47)
Let, then, the followers of the Gospel judge in accordance with what God has revealed therein:
for they who do not judge in the light of what God has bestowed from on high - it is they, they
who are truly iniquitous!
5:48
And unto thee [O Prophet] have We vouchsafed this divine writ, setting forth the truth,
confirming the truth of whatever there still remains of earlier revelations and determining what is
true therein.64 Judge, then, between the followers of earlier revelation in accordance with what
God has bestowed from on high,65 and do not follow their errant views, forsaking the truth that
has come unto thee.
Unto every one of you have We appointed a [different] law and way of life.66 And if God had so
willed, He could surely have made you all one single community: but [He willed it otherwise] in
order to test you by means of what He has vouchsafed unto, you.67 Vie, then, with one another in
doing good works! Unto God you all must return; and then He will make you truly understand all
that on which you were wont to differ.68
5:49
Hence, judge between the followers of earlier revelation69 in accordance with what God has
bestowed from on high, and do not follow their errant views; and beware of them, lest they tempt
thee away from aught that God has bestowed from on high upon thee. And if they turn away
[from His commandments], then know that it is but God's will [thus] to afflict them for some of
their sins:70 for, behold, a great many people are iniquitous indeed. (5:50) Do they, perchance,
desire [to be ruled by] the law of pagan ignorance?71 But for people who have inner certainty,
who could be a better law-giver than God?
63 Regarding the meaning of ma bayna yadayhi (lit., "that which was between
his [or "its"]
hands") occurring twice in this verse, as well as in verse 48, see surah
3, note 3.
64 The participle muhaymin is derived from the quadriliteral verb haymana,
"he watched
[over a thing]" or "controlled [it]", and is used here to describe the
Qur'an as the

determinant factor in deciding what is genuine and what is false in the
earlier scriptures
(see Manar VI, 410 ff.).
65 Lit., "judge, then, between them...", etc. This apparently applies not
merely to judicial
cases but also to opinions as to what is right or wrong in the ethical
sense (see note 55
above). As is evident from the mention of the "followers of the Gospel" in
the preceding
verse, and of the Torah in the earlier passages, the people spoken of here
are both the Jews
and the Christians.
66 The expression "every one of you" denotes the various communities of
which mankind is
composed. The term shir'ah (or shari ah) signifies, literally, "the way to
a watering-place"
(from which men and animals derive the element indispensable to their
life), and is used in
the Qur'an to denote a system of law necessary for a community's social
and spiritual welfare.
The term minhaj, on the other hand, denotes an "open road", usually in an
abstract sense:
that is, "a way of life". The terms shir'ah and minhaj are more restricted
in their meaning
than the term din, which comprises not merely the laws relating to a
particular religion but
also the basic, unchanging spiritual truths which, according to the
Qur'an, have been preached
by every one of God's apostles, while the particular body of laws (shir'ah
or shari'ah)
promulgated through them, and the way of life (minhaj) recommended by
them, varied in accordance
with the exigencies of the time and of each community's cultural
development. This "unity
in diversity" is frequently stressed in the Qur'an (e.g., in the first
sentence of 2:148,
in 21:92-93, or in 23:52 ff.). Because of the universal applicability and
textual incorruptibility
of its teachings - as well as of the fact that the Prophet Muhammad is
"the seal of all prophets",
i.e., the last of them (see 33:40) - the Qur'an represents the culminating
point of all
revelation and offers the final, perfect way to spiritual fulfilment. This
uniqueness of the
Qur'anic message does not, however, preclude all adherents of earlier
faiths from attaining to
God's grace: for - as the Qur'an so often points out - those among them
who believe
uncompromisingly in the One God and the Day of Judgment (i.e., in
individual moral responsibility)
and live righteously "need have no fear, and neither shall they grieve".
67 I.e., "in order to test, by means of the various religious laws imposed
on you, your

willingness to surrender yourselves to God and to obey Him" (Zamakhshari,
Razi), "and thus
to enable you to grow, spiritually and socially, in accordance with the
God-willed law
of evolution" (Manar VI, 418 f.).
68 Lit., "inform you of that wherein you used to differ" (cf. surah 2, note
94). Thus, the
Qur'an impresses upon all who believe in God - Muslims and non-Muslims
alike - that the
differences in their religious practices should make them "vie with one
another in doing
good works" rather than lose themselves in mutual hostility.
69 Lit., "between them": see notes 55 and 65 above.
70 The implication is that a conscious disregard of God's commandments
brings with it
its own punishment: namely, a gradual corruption of the community's moral
values and,
thus, growing social disruption and internecine conflict.
71 By "pagan ignorance" (jahiliyyah) is meant here not merely the time
before the advent of
the Prophet Muhammad but, in general, a state of affairs characterized by
a lack of moral
perception and a submission of all personal and communal concerns to the
criterion of
"expediency" alone: that is, exclusively to the consideration as to
whether a particular
aim or action is useful or damaging (in the short-term, practical sense of
these words) to
the interests of the person concerned or of the community to which he
belongs. Inasmuch as
this "law of expediency" is fundamentally opposed to the concepts of
morality preached by
every higher religion, it is described in the Qur'an as "the law (hukm) of
pagan ignorance".

5:51
O YOU who have attained to faith! Do not take the Jews and the Christians for your allies: they
are but allies of one another72- and whoever of you allies himself with them becomes, verily, one
of them; behold, God does not guide such evildoers.73
5:52
And yet thou canst see how those in whose hearts there is disease vie with one another for their
good will,74 saying [to themselves], "We fear lest fortune turn against us." But God may well
bring about good fortune [for the believers] or any [other] event of His own devising,75
whereupon those [waverers] will be smitten with remorse for the thoughts which they had
secretly harboured within themselves - (5:53) while those who have attained to faith will say [to

one another], "Are these the self-same people who swore by God with their most solemn oaths
that they were indeed with you? In vain are all their works, for now they are lost!"
5:54
O you who have attained to faith! If you ever abandon your faith,76 God will in time bring forth
[in your stead] people whom He loves and who love Him - humble towards the believers, proud
towards all who deny the truth: [people] who strive hard in God's cause, and do not fear to be
censured by anyone who might censure them: such is God's favour, which He grants unto whom
He wills. And God is infinite, all-knowing.
72 According to most of the commentators (e.g., Tabari), this means that
each of these two
communities extends genuine friendship only to its own adherents - i.e.,
the Jews to the Jews,
and the Christians to the Christians - and cannot, therefore, be expected
to be really
friendly towards the followers of the Qur'an. See also 8:73, and the
corresponding note.
73 Lit., "the evildoing folk": i.e., those who deliberately sin in this
respect. As regards
the meaning of the "alliance" referred to here, see 3:28, and more
particularly 4:139 and
the corresponding note, which explains the reference to a believer's loss
of his moral
identity if he imitates the way of life of, or - in Qur'anic terminology
- "allies himself"
with, non-Muslims. However, as has been made abundantly clear in 60:7-9
(and implied in
verse 57 of this surah), this prohibition of a "moral alliance" with nonMuslims does not
constitute an injunction against normal, friendly relations with such of
them as are
well-disposed towards Muslims. It should be borne in mind that the term
wall has several
shades of meaning: "ally", "friend", "helper", "protector", etc. The
choice of the particular
term - and sometimes a combination of two terms - is always dependent on
the context.
74 Lit., "vie with one another concerning them" - the pronoun referring to
the hostile Jews
and Christians, for whose good-will the hypocrites within the Muslim
community vie with
one another by trying to imitate their way of life.
75 Lit., "from Himself". Some of the commentators assume that the word fath
(lit., "victory" or
"triumph") occurring in this sentence is a prophetic reference to the
conquest of Mecca by
the Muslims. This assumption, however, cannot be correct since Mecca was
already in the

hands of the Muslims at the time of the revelation of this surah. Hence,
the term fath
has obviously been used here in its primary significance of "opening" namely, the opening
of good fortune. (Cf. the idiomatic expression futiha 'aid fulan, "soand-so became fortunate"
or "possessed of good fortune", mentioned in Zamakhshari's Asas and in
the Taj al-'Arus.)
The "other event of God's own devising" may conceivably refer to a divine
punishment of the
hypocrites apart from the good fortune that might be in store for the
true believers.
76 Lit., "whosoever from among you abandons his faith" - i.e., in result of
having placed
his reliance on non-Muslims who are hostile to Islam, and having taken
them for his "allies"
and spiritual mentors.

5:55
Behold, your only helper shall be God, and His Apostle, and those who have attained to faith those that are constant in prayer, and render the purifying dues, and bow down [before God]:
(5:56) for, all who ally themselves with God and His Apostle and those who have attained to
faith - behold, it is they, the partisans of God, who shall be victorious!
5:57
O you who have attained to faith! Do not take for your friends such as mock at your, faith and
make a jest of it - be they from among those who have been vouchsafed revelation before your
time, or [from among] those who deny the truth [of revelation as such] - but remain conscious of
God, if you are [truly] believers: (5:58) for, when you call to prayer, they mock at it and make a
jest of it - simply because they are people who do not use their reason.
5:59
Say: "O followers of earlier revelation! Do you find fault with us for no other reason than that we
believe in God [alone], and in that which He has bestowed from on high upon us as well as that
which He has bestowed aforetime? - or [is it only] because most of you are iniquitous?"
5:60
Say: "Shall I tell you who, in the sight of God, deserves a yet worse retribution than these? They
whom God has rejected and whom He has condemned, and whom He has turned into apes and
swine because they worshipped the powers of evil:77 these are yet worse in station, and farther
astray from the right path [than the mockers].78
5:61

For, when they come unto you, they say, "We do believe": whereas, in fact, they come with the
resolve to deny the truth, and depart in the same state.79 But God is fully aware of all that they
would conceal. (5:62) And thou canst see many of them vie with one another in sinning and
tyrannical conduct and in their swallowing of all that is evil. (5:63) Why do not their men of God
and their rabbis80 forbid them to make sinful assertions and to swallow all that is evil? Vile
indeed is what they contrive!
77 Contrary to many of the commentators who take this reference to "apes
and swine" in a
literal sense, the famous tabi'i Mujahid explains it as a metaphorical
description (mathal)
of the moral degradation which such sinners undergo: they become wildly
unpredictable like
apes, and as abandoned to the pursuit of lusts as swine (Manor VI, 448).
This interpretation
has also been quoted by Tabari in his commentary on 2:65. - As regards
the expression
"powers of evil" (at-,taghut), see surah 2, note 250.
78 As is evident from the following verses, the sinners who are even worse
than the mockers
are the hypocrites, and particularly those among them who claim to be
followers of the Bible:
for the obvious reason that, having been enlightened through revelation,
they have no excuse
for their behaviour. Although in verse 64 the Jews are specifically
mentioned, the reference
to the Gospel in verse 66 makes it clear that the Christians, too, cannot
be exempted from
this blame.
79 Lit., "they come in with a denial of the truth and depart with it".
80 According to Baghawi', the rabbaniyun ("men of God" - see surah 3, note
62) stand, in this 156
context, for the spiritual leaders of the Christians, and the ahbar for
the Jewish scholars
("rabbis"). Regarding the "swallowing of evil", see note 54 above.

5:64
And the Jews say, "God's hand is shackled!" It is their own hands that are shackled; and rejected
[by God] are they because of this their assertion.81 Nay, but wide are His hands stretched out: He
dispenses [bounty] as He wills. But all that has been bestowed from on high upon thee [O
Prophet] by thy Sustainer is bound to make many of them yet more stubborn in their
overweening arrogance and in their denial of the truth.
And so We have cast enmity and hatred among the followers of the Bible,82 [to last] until
Resurrection Day; every time they light the fires of war, God extinguishes them;83 and they
labour hard to spread corruption on earth: and God does not love the spreaders of corruption.
5:65

If the followers of the Bible would but attain to [true] faith and God-consciousness, We should
indeed efface their [previous] bad deeds, and indeed bring them into gardens of bliss; (5:66) and
if they would but truly observe the Torah and the Gospel and all [the revelation] that has been
bestowed from on high upon them by their Sustainer, they would indeed partake of all the
blessings of heaven and earth. Some of them do pursue a right course; but as for most of them vile indeed is what they do!84
81 The phrase "one's hand is shackled" is a metaphorical expression
denoting niggardliness,
just as its opposite - "his hand is stretched out wide" - signifies
generosity (Zamakhshari).
However, these two phrases have a wider meaning as well, namely, "lack of
power" and "unlimited
power", respectively (Razi). It would appear that the Jews of Medina,
seeing the poverty of
the Muslims, derided the latters' conviction that they were struggling in
God's cause and
that the Qur'an was divinely revealed. Thus, the "saying" of the Jews
mentioned in this
verse, "God's hand is shackled", as well as the parallel one in 3:181,
"God is poor while
we are rich", is an elliptical description of their attitude towards
Islam and the Muslims an attitude of disbelief and sarcasm which could be thus paraphrased: "If
it were true that
you Muslims are doing God's will, He would have bestowed upon you power
and riches; but
your poverty and your weakness contradict your claim - or else this claim
of yours amounts,
in effect, to saying that God cannot help you." This outstanding example
of the elliptic
mode of expression (ijaz) so often employed in the Qur'an has, however, a
meaning that goes
far beyond the historical circumstances to which it refers: it
illustrates an attitude of
mind which mistakenly identifies worldly riches or power with one's
being, spiritually, "on
the right way". In the next sentence the Qur'an takes issue with this
attitude and declares,
in an equally elliptical manner, that all who see in material success an
alleged evidence of
God's approval are blind to spiritual truths and, therefore, morally
powerless and utterly
self-condemned in the sight of God.
82 Lit., "among them". The personal pronoun refers to the hypocritical
followers of the Bible both the Jews and the Christians - spoken of in verses 57-63 (Tabari);
cf. verse 14 of this
surah, which makes a similar statement with regard to such of the
Christians as "have
forgotten much of what they had been told to bear in mind".
83 I.e., He does not allow any of the warring parties to resolve their
conflicts through

a final victory, with the result that they continue to live in a state of
"enmity
and hatred".
84 The expression "partake of all the blessings of heaven and earth" (lit.,
"eat from above
them and from beneath their feet") is an allusion to the blessing which
accompanies the
realization of a spiritual truth, as well as to the social happiness which
is bound to
follow an observance of the moral principles laid down in the genuine
teachings of the
Bible. It should be borne in mind that the phrase "if they would but truly
observe
(law annahum aqdmu) the Torah and the Gospel", etc., implies an observance
of those
scriptures in their genuine spirit, free of the arbitrary distortions due
to that "wishful
thinking" of which the Qur'an so often accuses the Jews and the Christians
such as the
Jewish concept of "the chosen people", or the Christian doctrines relating
to the alleged
divinity of Jesus and the "vicarious redemption" of his followers.

5:67
O APOSTLE! Announce all that has been bestowed from on high upon thee by thy Sustainer: for
unless thou doest it fully, thou wilt not have delivered His message [at all]. And God will protect
thee from [unbelieving] men: behold, God does not guide people who refuse to acknowledge the
truth.
(68) Say: "O followers of the Bible! You have no valid ground for your beliefs - unless you
[truly] observe the Torah and the Gospel, and all that has been bestowed from on high upon you
by your Sustainer!85
Yet all that has been bestowed from on high upon thee [O Prophet] by thy Sustainer is bound to
make many of them yet more stubborn in their overweening arrogance and in their denial of the
truth. But sorrow not over people who deny the truth: (5:69) for, verily, those who have attained
to faith [in this divine writ], as well as those who follow the Jewish faith, and the Sabians,86 and
the Christians - all who believe in God and the Last Day and do righteous deeds - no fear need
they have, and neither shall they grieve.
5:70
INDEED, We accepted a solemn pledge from the children of Israel, and We sent apostles unto
them; [but] every time an apostle came unto them with anything that was not to their liking, [they
rebelled:] to some of them they gave the lie, while others they would slay,87 (5:71) thinking that
no harm would befall them; and so they became blind and deaf [of heart]. Thereafter God
accepted their repentance: and again many of them became blind and deaf. But God sees all that
they do.

85 I.e., all the other God-inspired books of the Old Testament which stress
the oneness of
God and are full of prophecies relating to the advent of the Prophet
Muhammad (Razi).
This must be understood in conjunction with the oft-repeated Qur'anic
statement that the
Bible, as it exists now, has undergone many textual changes and
corruptions.
86 See surah 2, note 49.
87 Lit., "and some they are slaying". Regarding the significance of the
change from the past
to the present tense (yaqtulun), see surah 2, note 72.

5:72
Indeed, the truth deny they who say, "Behold, God is the Christ, son of Mary" - seeing that the
Christ [himself] said, "O children of Israel! Worship God [alone], who is my Sustainer as well as
your Sustainer."88 Behold, whoever ascribes divinity to any being beside God, unto him will God
deny paradise, and his goal shall be the fire: and such evildoers will have none to succour them!
5:73
Indeed, the truth deny they who say, "Behold, God is the third of a trinity" - seeing that there is
no deity whatever save the One God. And unless they desist from this their assertion, grievous
suffering is bound to befall such of them as are bent on denying the truth. (5:74) Will they not,
then, turn towards God in repentance, and ask His forgiveness? For God is much-forgiving, a
dispenser of grace.
5:75
The Christ, son of Mary, was but an apostle: all [other] apostles had passed away before him;
and his mother was one who never deviated from the truth; and they both ate food [like other
mortals].89
Behold how clear We make these messages unto them: and then behold how perverted are their
minds!90 (5:76) Say: "Would you worship, beside God, aught that has no power either to harm or
to benefit you - when God alone is all-hearing, all-knowing?"
5:77
Say: "O followers of the Gospel! Do not overstep the bounds [of truth] in your religious
beliefs;91 and do not follow the errant views of people who have gone astray aforetime, and have
led many [others] astray, and are still straying from the right path."92
88 Cf. Matthew iv; 10; Luke iv, 8; John xx, 17.
89 The purport of this passage is that Jesus was but a mortal like all the
other apostles

who lived before him, and that Mary never claimed to be "the mother of
God".
90 Lit., "how turned away they are [from the truth]". Primarily, the verb
afaka signifies
"he turned [someone or something] away"; in an abstract sense it often
denotes "he uttered
a lie" (because it implies a turning away from the truth). The passive
form ufika has
frequently the meaning of "he was turned away from his opinion" (or "from
his judgment")
and, thus, "his mind became perverted" or "deluded". (Cf. Qamus and Taj
al-'Arus;
also Lane 1, 69.)
91 Cf.4:171. This passage, like the preceding ones, is obviously addressed
to the Christians,
whose love for Jesus has caused them to "overstep the bounds of truth" by
elevating him
to the rank of divinity; therefore my rendering, in this context, of ahl
al-kitab as
"followers of the Gospel".
92 Lit., "have gone astray from the right path": i.e., are persisting in
this condition until
now (Razi): an allusion to the many communities who, in the course of
time, have come to
attribute divinity to their spiritual leaders - a phenomenon frequently
encountered
in the history of religions.

5:78
THOSE of the children of Israel who were bent on denying the truth have [already] been cursed
by the tongue of David and of Jesus, the son of Mary?93 this, because they rebelled [against God]
and persisted in transgressing the bounds of what is right. (5:79) They would not prevent one
another from doing whatever hateful things they did: vile indeed was what they were wont to do!
5:80
[And now] thou canst see many of them allying themselves with those who are bent on denying
the truth! [So] vile indeed is what their passions make them do94 that God has condemned them;
and in suffering shall they abide. (5:81) For, if they [truly] believed in God and their Prophet95
and all that was bestowed upon him from on high, they would not take those [deniers of the
truth] for their allies: but most of them are iniquitous.
5:82
Thou wilt surely find that, of all people, the most hostile to those who believe [in this divine
writ] are the Jews as well as those who are bent on ascribing divinity to aught beside God; and
thou wilt surely find that, of all people,96 they who say, "Behold, we are Christians," come
closest to feeling affection for those who believe [in this divine writ]: this is so because there are

priests and monks among them, and because these are not given to arrogance.97 (5:83) For, when
they come to understand what has been bestowed from on high upon this Apostle, thou canst see
their eyes overflow with tears, because they recognize something of its truth;98 [and] they say:
"O our Sustainer! We do believe; make us one, then, with all who bear witness to the truth.
(5:84) And how could we fail to believe in God and in whatever truth has come unto us, when
we so fervently desire that our Sustainer count us among the righteous?"
93 Cf. Psalms lxxviii, 21-22, 31-33, and passim; also Matthew xii, 34, and
xxiii, 33-35.
94 Lit., "what their passions (anfusuhum) have proffered to them".
(Regarding the rendering
of nafs as "passion", see note 37 on verse 30 of this surah.) What is
alluded to here is
their stubborn belief that they are "God's chosen people" and,
consequently, their rejection
of any revelation that may have been vouchsafed to others.
95 Lit., "the Prophet". According to Zamakhshari and Razi, the prophet
referred to is Moses,
whom the Jews claim to follow - a claim which the Qur'an denies by
implication.
96 Lit., "of them".
97 I.e., they do not believe, as do the Jews, that revelation is God's
exclusive gift to the
children of Israel; and their "priests and monks" teach them that
humility is the essence
of all true faith. - It is noteworthy that the Qur'an does not in this
context include the
Christians among "those who are bent on ascribing divinity to aught
beside God" (alladhina
ashraku - the element of intent being expressed in the use of the past
tense, similar to
alladhina kafaru, alladhina zalamu, etc.): for although, by their
deification of Jesus,
they are guilty of the sin of shirk ("the ascribing of divinity to anyone
or anything beside
God"), the Christians do not consciously worship a plurality of deities
inasmuch as,
theoretically, their theology postulates belief in the One God, who is
conceived as manifesting
Himself in a trinity of aspects, or "persons", of whom Jesus is supposed
to be one. However
repugnant this doctrine may be to the teachings of the Qur'an, their
shirk is not based on
conscious intent, but rather flows from their "overstepping the bounds of
truth" in their
veneration of Jesus (see 4:171, 5:77). Cf. in this context Razi's remarks
mentioned in
note 16 on 6:23.
98 Regarding this rendering of the phrase mimma 'arafu min al-haqq, see
Zamakhshari and Razi;

also Manar VII, 12. As for my translation of the expression idha sami'u
as "when they come
to understand", it is to be noted that beyond its primary significance of
"he heard", the
verb sami'a has often the meaning of "he understood" or "came to
understand" (cf. Lane IV,
1427).

5:85
And for this their belief99 God will reward them with gardens through which running waters
flow, therein to abide: for such is the requital of the doers of good; (5:86) whereas they who are
bent on denying the truth and giving the lie to Our messages - they are destined for the blazing
fire.
5:87
O YOU who have attained to faith! Do not deprive yourselves of the good things of life which
God has made lawful to you,100 but do not transgress the bounds of what is right: verily, God
does not love those who transgress the bounds of what is right. (5:88) Thus, partake of the
lawful, good things which God grants you as sustenance, and be conscious of God, in whom you
believe.
5:89
GOD will not take you to task for oaths which you may have uttered without thought,101 but He
will take you to task for oaths which you have sworn in earnest. Thus, the breaking of an oath
must be atoned for by102 feeding ten needy persons with more or less the same food as you are
wont to give to your own families,103 or by clothing them, or by freeing a human being from
bondage; and he who has not the wherewithal shall fast for three days [instead]. This shall be the
atonement for your oaths whenever you have sworn [and broken them]. But be mindful of your
oaths!104
Thus God makes clear unto you His messages, so that you might have cause to be grateful.
99 Lit., "for what they have said" - i.e., expressed as their belief
(Zamakhshari).
100 Most of the commentators - including Tabari, Zamakhshari and Razi explain the expression
la tuharrimu (lit., "do not forbid" or "do not declare as forbidden") in
the sense given by
me above, and take it to refer to the self-mortification practiced, in
particular, by Christian
priests and monks. The term at-tayyibat comprises all that is good and
wholesome in life "the delightful things which human beings desire and towards which their
hearts incline"
(Tabari): hence my rendering, "the good things of life".

101 Lit., "for a thoughtless word (laghw) in your oaths". This refers
primarily to oaths aiming
at denying to oneself something which the Law of Islam does not prohibit
(i.e.. "the good
things of life"); and, generally, to all oaths uttered without
premeditation, e.g., under
the influence of anger (cf. 2:224-225; also 38:44 and the corresponding
note 4l).
102 Lit., "its atonement shall be" - the pronoun referring to the (implied)
sin of breaking
an oath. It is obvious from the context that this possibility of
atonement relates only to
"oaths uttered without thought", and not to deliberate undertakings
affecting other persons
which-as has been explicitly stated in the opening sentence of this surah
- a believer is
bound to observe faithfully to the best of his ability. Regarding
exceptions from this general
rule, see surah 2, note 212.
103 Lit., "the average of what you feed your families with".
104 Le., "do not make them lightly or often" (Razi).

5:90
O YOU who have attained to faith! Intoxicants, and games of chance, and idolatrous practices,
and the divining of the future are but a loathsome evil of Satan's doing:105 shun it, then, so that
you might attain to a happy state! (5:91) By means of intoxicants and games of chance Satan
seeks only to sow enmity and hatred among you, and to turn you away from the remembrance of
God and from prayer. Will you not, then, desist?106
5:92
Hence, pay heed unto God, and pay heed unto the Apostle, and be ever on your guard [against
evil]; and if you turn away, then know that Our Apostle's only duty is a clear delivery of the
message [entrusted to him].107
5:93
Those who have attained to faith and do righteous deeds incur no sin by partaking of whatever
they may,108 so long as they are conscious of God and [truly] believe and do righteous deeds, and
continue to be conscious of God and to believe, and grow ever more 109 conscious of God, and
persevere in doing good: for God loves the doers of good.
105 According to all the lexicographers, the word khamr (derived from the
verb khamara,
"he concealed" or "obscured") denotes every substance the use of which
obscures the intellect,
i.e., intoxicates. Hence, the prohibition of intoxicants laid down in
this verse comprises

not merely alcoholic drinks, but also drugs which have a similar effect.
The only exception
from this total prohibition arises in cases of "dire necessity" (in the
strictest sense of
these words), as stipulated in the last sentence of verse 3 of this
surah: that is to say,
in cases where illness or a bodily accident makes the administration of
intoxicating drugs
or of alcohol imperative and unavoidable. - As regards the expression
"idolatrous practices"
(ansab, lit., "idolatrous altars"), see note 8 of this surah. This term
has, I believe, been
used here metaphorically, and is meant to circumscribe all practices of
an idolatrous nature like saint-worship, the attribution of "magic" properties to certain
inanimate objects, the
observance of all manner of superstitious taboos, and so forth. - For an
explanation of the
expression rendered by me as "divining of the future" (al-azlam, lit.,
"divining-arrows"),
see note 9 on the second paragraph of verse 3 of this surah.
106 Lit., "Will you, then, desist?" - a rhetorical question implying the
necessity of desisting,
which can be expressed in English only by the use of the negative form.
107 This implies that he cannot force people to believe, and cannot,
therefore, be held responsible
for their failure to do so.
108 Lit., "in whatever they eat" or "taste" (fi-ma ta'imu). The verb
ta'ima, which primarily
signifies "he ate", applies to eating and drinking as well as metaphorically - to "partaking
of" anything thaat may be desirable. Most of the commentators assume that
this verse relates
to the believers who had died before the promulgation of the prohibitions
mentioned in verse
90 above. It seems to me, however, that it has a much wider meaning, and
relates to the
partaking of "the good things of life"- i.e., to those which have not
been prohibited by God
and which, therefore, the believers need not deny themselves (cf. verse
87 above).
109 Lit., "and then (thumma) are...": a sequence expressing growth and
intensification (Razi).
Hence, the particle thumma - occurring twice in this sentence - has been
rendered by me, in
the first instance, as "[they] continue to be" and, in the second
instance, as "[they] grow
ever more [conscious of God]".

5:94

O YOU who have attained to faith! Most certainly God will try you by means of the game which
may come within the reach of your hands and your weapons110 [while you are on pilgrimage], so
that God might mark out those who fear Him although He is beyond the reach of human
perception.111 And as for him who, after all this, transgresses the bounds of what is rightgrievous suffering awaits him!
5:95
O you who have attained to faith! Kill no game while you are in the state of pilgrimage. And
whoever of you kills it intentionally,112 [shall make] amends in cattle equivalent to what he has
killed - with two persons of probity giving their judgment thereon - to be brought as an offering
to the Ka'bah;113 or else he may atone for his sin by feeding the needy, or by the equivalent
thereof in fasting:114 [this,] in order that he taste the full gravity of his deed, [while] God shall
have effaced the past. But whoever does it again, God will inflict His retribution on him: for God
is almighty, an avenger of evil. (5:96) Lawful to you is all water-game, and what the sea brings
forth,115 as a provision for you [who are settled] as well as for travellers, although you are
forbidden to hunt on land while you are in the state of pilgrimage.116 And be conscious of God,
unto whom you shall be gathered.
110 Lit., "with something of the game which your hands and your lances
[may] reach".
111 With this verse, the Qur'an returns to the prohibition of hunting
during pilgrimage
enunciated in verse 1 of this surah. The "trial" arises from the fact
that hunting,
although lawful in itself (and therefore included among the things which
the believer,
according to the preceding verse, may normally partake of), is prohibited
in the state
of pilgrimage. - As regards the expression bi'l ghayb, rendered by me as
"although He
is beyond the reach of human perception", see surah 2,. note 3.
112 From the last sentence of this verse it appears that by the
"intentional" killing referred
to here only an isolated incident (or a first offence) can be meant, and
not a wilful,
persistent "transgressing of the bounds of what is right", which the
preceding verse condemns
so severely. It is to be borne in mind that the term "game" (sayd)
relates in this context
only to edible animals: for, according to several authentic Traditions,
the killing of a
dangerous or highly obnoxious animal - for instance, a snake, a scorpion,
a rabid dog, etc.is permitted even in the state of pilgrimage.
113 I.e., for distribution among the poor. In this context, the Ka'bah
signifies, metonymically,
the sacred precincts of Mecca, and not only the sanctuary itself (Razi).
The "two persons

of probity" are supposed to determine the approximate flesh-value of the
wild animal which
has been killed, and to decide on this basis as to what domestic animal
should be offered
in compensation.
114 Lit., "or [there shall be] an atonement by way of feeding the needy, or
an equivalent by
way of fasting". These two alternatives are open to a pilgrim who is too
poor to provide a
head or heads of cattle corresponding in value to the game which he has
killed, or - in the
last-named alternative - too poor even to feed other poor people. Since
neither the Qur'an
nor any authentic Tradition specifies the number of poor to be fed or the
number of days of
fasting, these details are obviously left to the conscience of the person
concerned.
115 Lit., "the game of the sea and its food". Since the term bahr denotes
any large accumulation
of water, the classical commentators and jurists agree in that the above
ordinance comprises
all water-game, whether derived from seas, rivers, lakes or ponds
(Tabari). The pronoun in
ta'amuhu (lit., "its food") relates to the word bahr, and thus indicates
the fish and other
marine animals which may have been cast forth by the waves onto the shore
(Tabari, Razi).
Zamakhshari, however, regards the pronoun as relating to the object of the
game (sayd) as
such, and, consequently, understands the phrase as meaning "the eating
thereof". Either of
these two readings is agreeable with the text inasmuch as the above verse
lays down that all
kinds of water-game are lawful to a believer - even if he is in the state
of pilgrimage whereas hunting on land (sayd al-barn) iis forbidden to the pilgrim.
116 According to Al-Hasan al-Basri (as quoted by Tabari), the "travellers"
are, in this
context, synonymous with "pilgrims": in other words, water-game of all
descriptions is
lawful to the believers irrespective of whether they are on pilgrimage or
not.

5:97
God has laid down that the Ka'bah, the Inviolable Temple, shall be a symbol for all mankind;117
and [so, too, is the sacred month [of pilgrimage] and the garlanded offerings [are symbols] meant
to make you aware118 that God is aware of all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth, and
that God has full knowledge of everything. (5:98) Know that God is severe in retribution - and
that God is much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace. (5:99) No more is the Apostle bound to do than

deliver the message [entrusted to him]: and God knows all that you do openly, and all that you
would conceal.
5:100
Say: "There is no comparison between the bad things and the good things,119 even though very
many of the bad things may please thee greatly. Be, then, conscious of God, O you who are
endowed with insight, so that you might attain to a happy state!"
117 All hunting, whether by pilgrims or non-pilgrims, is prohibited in the
vicinity of
the Ka'bah - i.e., within the precincts of Mecca and its environs because it is a sanctuary
(amn, see 2 : 125) for all living beings. For its association with
Abraham, see 2:125 ff.,
and the corresponding notes. The noun ka'bah, by which, owing to its
shape, the sanctuary
has always been known, denotes any "cubical building". It would seem that
he who first built
the Ka'bah (for, since the time of Abraham, it has been rebuilt several
times, always
in the same shape) consciously chose the simplest three-dimensional form
imaginable - a cube as a parable of man's humility and awe before the idea of God, whose
glory is beyond anything
that man could conceive by way of architectural beauty. This symbolism is
clearly expressed
in the term giyam (lit., "support" or "mainstay"), which - in its
abstract sense - signifies
"a standard by which [men's] affairs are made sound or improved" (Razi):
hence my rendering
of qiyam li'n-nas as "a symbol for all mankind".
118 Lit., "this, so that you may know". The "garlanded offerings" (lit.,
"offerings and garlands")
are a reference to the sacrificial animals (see note 4 of this surah).
Thus, the pilgrimage
and the rites connected, with it are stated to be symbols of man's selfsurrender to God.
119 Lit., "the bad things and the good things are not equal".

5:101
O YOU who have attained to faith! Do not ask about matters which, if they were to be made
manifest to you [in terms of law], might cause you hardship;120 for, if you should ask about them
while the Qur'an is being revealed, they might [indeed] be made manifest to you [as laws]. 121
God has absolved [you from any obligation] in this respect: for God is much-forgiving,
forbearing.122 (5:102) People before your time have indeed asked such questions - and in result
thereof have come to deny the truth.123

120 This verse connects directly with verse 99: "No more is the Apostle
bound to do than
deliver the message." Read in conjunction with the sentence, "Today have
I perfected your
religious law for you" (occurring in verse 3 of this surah), the above
statement implies
that the believers should not try to deduce "additional" laws from the
injunctions clearly
laid down as such by the Qur'an or by the Prophet, since this "might
cause you hardship that is, might (as has indeed happened in the course of the centuries)
impose additional
burdens on the believers above and beyond anything that has been
stipulated in terms of law
in the Qur'an or in the authentic commandments of the Prophet. On the
basis of this verse,
some of the greatest Muslim scholars have concluded that Islamic Law, in
its entirety,
consists of no more than the clear-cut injunctions forthcoming from the
self-evident (zahir)
wording of the Qur'an and the Prophet's commandments, and that,
consequently, it is not
permissible to extend the scope of such self-evident ordinances by means
of subjective methods
of deduction. (A most enlightening discussion of this problem is to be
found in the Introduction
to Ibn Hazm's Muhalla, vol. I, 56 ff.) This, of course, does not prevent
the Muslim community
from evolving, whenever necessary, any amount of additional, temporal
legislation in accordance
with the spirit of the Qur'an and the teachings of the Prophet: but it
must be clearly
understood that such additional legislation cannot be regarded as forming
part of Islamic
Law (the shari'ah) as such.
121 I.e., with possibly unfortunate consequences. An illustration of this
problem has been
provided in the following authentic Tradition, quoted by Muslim on the
authority of Abu
Hurayrah. In one of his sermons, the Prophet said: "O my people! God has
ordained the pilgrimage
(al-hajj) for you; therefore perform it." Thereupon somebody asked,
"Every year, O Apostle of
God?" The Prophet remained silent; and the man repeated his question
twice. Then the Prophet
said: "Had I answered 'yes', it would have become incumbent on you [to
perform the pilgrimage
every year]: and, indeed, it would have been beyond your ability to do
so. Do not ask me
about matters which I leave unspoken: for, behold, there were people
before you who went to
their doom because they had put too many questions to their prophets and
thereupon disagreed
[about their teachings]. Therefore, if I command you anything, do of it
as much as you are

able to do, and if I forbid you anything, abstain from it." Discussing
this Tradition,
Ibn Hazm observes: "It circumscribes all the principles of religious law
(ahkam ad-din)
from the first to the last - namely: what the Prophet has left unspoken neither ordering
nor forbidding it - is allowed (mubah), that is, neither forbidden nor
obligatory; whatever
he ordered is obligatory (fard), and whatever he forbade is unlawful
(haram); and whatever
he ordered us to do is binding on us to the extent of our ability alone"
(Muhalla I, 64).
It should be borne in mind that the term "the Prophet" comprises, in this
context, the Qur'an
as well, since it was through the Prophet that the Qur'anic message was
communicated to mankind.
122 I.e., by leaving certain matters unspoken, God has left them to man's
discretion, thus
enabling him to act in accordance with his conscience and the best
interests of the community.
123 Following -Ibn Hazm's principles of jurisprudence, Rashid Rida thus
explains the above
verse: "Many of our jurists (fugaha) have, by their subjective
deductions, unduly widened
the range of man's religious obligations (takalif), thus giving rise to
the very difficulties
and complications which the clear wording (of the Qur'an] had put an end
to; and this has
led to the abandonment, by many individual Muslims as well as by their
governments, of
Islamic Law in its entirety" (Manor VII, 138).

5:103
IT IS NOT of God's ordaining that certain kinds of cattle should be marked out by superstition
and set aside from the use of man;124 yet those who are bent on denying the truth attribute their
own lying inventions to God. And most of them never use their reason: (5:104) for when they are
told, "Come unto that which God has bestowed from on high, and unto the Apostle" - they
answer, "Enough for us is that which we found our forefathers believing in and doing." Why,
even though their forefathers knew nothing, and were devoid of all guidance?
5:105
O you who have attained to faith! It is [but] for your own selves that you are responsible: those
who go astray can do you no harm if you [yourselves] are on the right path. Unto God you all
must return: and then He will make you [truly] understand all that you were doing [in life].
5:106

O YOU who have attained to faith! Let there be witnesses to what you do when death
approaches you and you are about to make bequests:125 two persons of probity from among your
own people, or - if the pangs of death come upon you while you are travelling far from home126two other persons from [among people] other than your own. Take hold of the two after having
prayed; and if you have any doubt in your mind, let each of them swear by God, "We shall not
sell this [our word] for any price, even though it were [for the sake of] a near kinsman; and
neither shall we conceal aught of what we have witnessed before God127- or else, may we indeed
be counted among the sinful."
124 Lit., "God has not ordained anything [in the nature] of a bahirah, nor
a sa'ibah, nor
a wasilah, nor a ham." These expressions denote certain categories of
domestic animals which
the pre-Islamic Arabs used to dedicate to their various deities by
setting them free to
pasture and prohibiting their use or slaughter. They were selected mainly
on the basis of
the number, sex and sequence of their offspring; but the lexicographers
and commentators
are by no means unanimous in their attempts at definition. For this
reason - as well as
because of their inherent complexity the above four terms cannot be
translated into any
other language; consequently, I am rendering them in the text as "certain
kinds of cattle
marked out by superstition and set aside from the use of man": this
being, in the consensus
of all authorities, the common denominator of the four categories. It is
obvious that their
mention at this place (as well as, by implication, in 6:138-139 and 143144) serves as an
illustration of the arbitrary invention of certain supposedly "religious"
obligations and
prohibitions alluded to in the preceding two verses and explained in the
corresponding notes.
125 Lit., "[let there be] testimony between you" - i.e., between you and
your heirs "when death approaches any of you, at the time of [making a] bequest".
126 Lit., "travelling on earth". According to most of the commentators (cf.
Razi), the
expression minkum (lit., "from among you") signifies here "from among
your own people",
i.e., from among the Muslim community.
127 Lit., "we shall not conceal God's, testimony".

5:107
But if afterwards it should come to light that the two [witnesses] have become guilty of [this
very] sin, then two others - from among those whom the two former have deprived of their
right128 - shall take their place and shall swear by God, "Our testimony is indeed truer than the

testimony of these two, and we have not transgressed the bounds of what is right - or else, may
we indeed be counted among the evildoers!"
5:108
Thus it will be more likely that people will offer testimony in accordance with the truth - or else
they will [have cause to] fear that their oaths will be refuted by the oaths of others.129 Be, then,
conscious of God, and hearken [unto Him]: for God does not bestow His guidance upon
iniquitous folk.
5:109
ON THE DAY when God shall assemble all the apostles and shall ask, "What response did you
receive?" - they will answer, "We have no knowledge; verily, it is Thou alone who fully knowest
all the things that are beyond the reach of a created being's perception."130
5:110
Lo!131 God will say: "O Jesus, son of Mary! Remember the blessings which I bestowed upon
thee and thy mother - how I strengthened thee with holy inspiration,132 so that thou couldst speak
unto men in thy cradle, and as a grown man; and how I imparted unto thee revelation and
wisdom, including the Torah and the Gospel;133 and how by My leave thou didst create out of
clay, as it were, the shape of [thy followers'] destiny, and then didst breathe into it, so that it
might become, by My leave, [their] destiny;134 and how thou didst heal the blind and the leper by
My leave, and how thou didst raise the dead by My leave;135 and how I prevented the children of
Israel from harming thee when thou camest unto them with all evidence of the truth, and [when]
those of them who were bent on denying the truth were saying, 'This is clearly nothing but
deception!'"
128 Le., from among the rightful heirs of the deceased.
129 Lit., "lest [contradictory] oaths be proffered after their oaths".
130 Cf. verse 99 above: "No more is the Apostle bound to do than deliver
the message" - for,
neither can he force people to follow the right path, nor can he know
what is in their
hearts. (See also 4:41-42.)
131 Regarding my occasional rendering of idh (at the beginning of a
sentence) as "lo", see
surah 2, note 21. In the above context, this interjection connects with
the preceding passage,
which states, by implication, that the apostles are not responsible for
the reactions of
those to whom they communicate the divine message: a connection that is
brought out fully
in verses 116-117 below.
132 See surah 2, note 71.

133 Lit., "and the Torah and the Gospel". The conjunction "and" at the
beginning of this clause
is meant to stress the fact that both the Torah and the Gospel were
included in the revelation
(al-kitab) vouchsafed to Jesus. Although the Torah was an earlier
revelation, it is described
as "imparted to Jesus" because his own prophetic mission was based on the
Law of Moses, which
was only confirmed, and not abrogated, by the Gospel (cf. Matthew v, 1719). As regards the
expression "in thy cradle", see surah 3, note 33 (first sentence).
134 See 3 : 49, as well as the corresponding note 37.
135 See surah 3, note 38.

5:111
AND [remember the time] when I inspired the whitegarbed ones:136 "Believe in Me and in My
Apostle!" They answered: "We believe; and bear Thou witness that we have surrendered
ourselves [unto Thee]."
5:112
[And,] lo, the white-garbed ones said: "O Jesus, son of Mary! Could thy Sustainer send down
unto us a repast from heaven?"137 [Jesus] answered: "Be conscious of God, if you are [truly]
believers!" (5:113) Said they: "We desire to partake thereof, so that our hearts might be set fully
at rest, and that we might know that thou hast spoken the truth to us, and that we might be of
those who bear witness thereto!" (5:114) Said Jesus, the son of Mary: "O God, our Sustainer!
Send down upon us a repast from heaven: it shall be an ever-recurring feast for us - for the first
and the last of us - and a sign from Thee. And provide us our sustenance, for Thou art the best of
providers!"
5:115
God answered: "Verily, I [always] do send it down unto you:138 and so, if any of you should
henceforth deny [this] truth, on him, behold, will I inflict suffering the like of which I have never
[yet] inflicted upon anyone in the world!"
5:116
AND LO! God said:139 "O Jesus, son of Mary! Didst thou say unto men, 'Worship me and my
mother as deities beside God'?"
[Jesus] answered: "Limitless art Thou in Thy glory! It would not have been possible for me to
say what I had no right to [say]! Had I said this, Thou wouldst indeed have known it! Thou
knowest all that is within myself, whereas I know not what is in Thy Self. Verily, it is Thou
alone who fully knowest all the things that are beyond the reach of a created being's perception.

(5:117) Nothing did I tell them beyond what Thou didst bid me [to say]: 'Worship God, [who is]
my Sustainer as well as your Sustainer.' And I bore witness to what they did as long as I dwelt in
their midst; but since Thou hast caused me to die, Thou alone hast been their keeper:140 for Thou
art witness unto everything. (5:118) If thou cause them to suffer - verily, they are Thy servants;
and if Thou forgive them - verily, Thou alone art almighty, truly wise!"
136 I.e. the disciples of Jesus (see surah 3, note 42).
137 The relevant words. in the generally accepted reading of the Qur'an,
are hal yastafi'
rabbuka, meaning "can thy Sustainer", or "could thy Sustainer", or "is
thy Sustainer able".
Inasmuch as, on the face of it, this reading would imply a fundamental
doubt in God's power
to do anything that He wills (an imputation which does not agree with the
characterization,
in the Qur'an, of Jesus' disciples as firm believers), most of the
commentators see in the
query of the disciples something similar to one person's asking another,
"Could you go with me?" that is to say, not implying a doubt as to the other's ability to go but,
rather, an uncertainty
as to his willingness to do it (cf. in this respect, Tabari, Baghawi,
Razi, Raghib; also Manar
VII, 250 ff.). We have, however, positive evidence of the fact that
several of the most
outstanding Companions of the Prophet -'Ali, Ibn 'Abbas, 'A'ishah and
Mu'dah ibn Jabal read the words in question in the spelling hal yastafi 'rabbuka, which
might be rendered
as "Couldst thou prevail upon thy Sustainer?" (Tabari, Zamakhshari,
Baghawi, Razi, Ibn Kathir):
a reading which implies the disciples' uncertainty as to Jesus' ability
(in the spiritual
sense of this word) to make the above request of God. Thus, 'A'ishah,
refusing to accept
the more common reading hat yastafi' rabbuka ("can" or "could thy
Sustainer"), is reported
to have said: "The disciples of Jesus knew better than to ask whether God
is able to do
anything: they merely asked [of Jesus], 'Art thou able to request thy
Sustainer?' - (Razi).
Moreover, according to an authentic Tradition quoted in the Mustadrak.
Mu'adh ibn Jabal
stated unequivocally that the Prophet himself had imparted to him the
reading hal tastafi
'rabbaka ("Couldst thou prevail upon thy Sustainer?"). To my mind, the
weight of evidence
points to this second alternative; but in view of the more general
reading, I have rendered
the phrase as above.
As regards the disciples' request - and Jesus' subsequent prayer - for a
heavenly "repast"

(ma'idah, the word which gave the title to this surah), it might possibly
be an echo of the
request for daily bread contained in the Lord's Prayer (cf. Matthew vi,
11), since, in
religious terminology, every benefit that accrues to man is "sent down
from heaven" - that
is, by God - even if it comes into being through man's own efforts. But,
on the other hand,
the manner in which the disciples are said to have asked for the "repast"
- and particularly
their explanation given in the next verse - rather seems to point to a
request for a miracle
which would assure them of God's "acceptance" of their faith. (See also
next note.)
138 The grammatical form munazzil in the phrase inni munazziluha (lit., "I
am sending it down")
implies a continued recurrence of bestowal - a continuity which I have
expressed by interpolating
the word "always" between brackets. This stress on God's ever-recurrent
provision of sustenance,
both physical and spiritual, explains the extreme severity of His
condemnation of all who in their arrogant presumption that man is self-sufficient and independent
- deny this obvious
truth; and, in addition, it implies a condemnation of any demand for a
miracle as a "proof"
of God's existence.
139 Sc., "after Jesus' death": this is fully evident from Jesus' subsequent
reference, in the
past tense, to his own death ("since Thou hast caused me to die") in
verse 117. On the other
hand, the verb qala (lit., "He said") can also have the meaning of "He
will say" (see note
141 below).
140 The definite article in anta'r-raqib expresses God's exclusiveness in
His function as raqib
("keeper"), and can only be rendered by an interpolation of the
(elliptically implied) word
"alone". Similar expressions relating to God are very often met with in
the Qur'an - e.g., at
the end of the next verse.
141 Lit., "said" - but many of the classical commentators understand the
verb qala as denoting
here the future tense ("He will say"), sc., "on the Day of Judgment".

5:119
[AND on Judgment Day] God will say:' "Today, their truthfulness shall benefit all who have
been true to their word: theirs shall be gardens through which running waters flow, therein to
abide beyond the count of time; well-pleased is God with them, and well-pleased are they with
Him: this is the triumph supreme."

5:120
God's is the dominion over the heavens and the earth and all that they contain; and He has the
power to will anything.

The Sixth Surah
Al-An'am (Cattle)
Mecca Period

WITH the possible exception of two or three verses, the whole of this surah was revealed in one
piece, towards the close of the Mecca period - almost certainly in the last year before the
Prophet's exodus to Medina. The title Al-An'am ("Cattle") is derived from several references, in
verses 136 ff., to certain pre-Islamic superstitions concerning animals which the Arabs used to
dedicate to their various idols. However ephemeral those idolatrous beliefs and practices may
appear in the light of later Arabian history, they serve in the Qur'an as an illustration of man's
propensity to attribute divine or semi-divine qualities to created beings or imaginary powers. In
fact, most of this surah can be described as a many-sided argument against this tendency, which
is by no means confined to openly polytheistic beliefs. The core of the argument is an exposition
of God's oneness and uniqueness. He is the Prime Cause of all that exists, but "no human vision
can encompass Him" (verse 103), either physically or conceptually: and, therefore, "He is
sublimely exalted above anything that men may devise by way of definition" (verse 100).
Consequently, any endeavour to "define" God within the categories of human thought, or to
reduce Him to the concept of a "person", constitutes a blasphemous attempt at limiting His
infinite existence. (To avoid a conception of God as a "person", the Qur'an always varies the
pronouns relating to Him:
He is spoken of - frequently in one and the same sentence - as "He", "I" and "We"; similarly, the
possessive pronouns referring to God fluctuate constantly between "His", "My" and "Ours.)
One of the outstanding passages of this surah is the statement (in verse 50) to the effect that the
Prophet is a mere mortal, like all other human beings, not endowed with any supernatural
powers, and "following only what is revealed to him". And, finally, he is commanded to say (in
verses 162-163): "Behold, my prayer, and all my acts of worship, and my living and my dying
are for God alone ... in whose divinity none has a share."
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
6:1
ALL PRAISE is due to God, who has created the heavens and the earth, and brought into being
deep darkness as well as light:1 and yet, those who are bent on denying the truth regard other
powers as their Sustainer's equals! (6:2) He it is who has created you out of clay, and then has
decreed a term [for you] - a term known [only] to him.2 And yet you doubt - (3) although He is

God in the heavens and on earth, knowing all that you keep secret as well as all that you do
openly, and knowing what you deserve.
1 Both "darkness" and "light" are used here in their spiritual connotation.
As always in the
Qur'an, "darkness" is spoken of in the plural (zulumat) in order to
stress its intensity, and
is best translated as "deep darkness" or "depths of darkness".
2 Lit., "and a term is stated with Him" - i.e., known to Him alone (Manor
VII, 298). Some of
the authorities are of the opinion that the "term" refers to the end of
the world and the
subsequent resurrection, while others relate it to individual human
lives. Other commentators,
again, see in the first mention of this word a reference to individual
lives, and in the
second, to the Day of Resurrection; according to this latter
interpretation, the concluding
phrase might be rendered thus: "and there is [another] term...", etc.
However, in view of
several other occurrences of the expression ajal musamma in the Qur'an,
it is best rendered
here as "a term set [by Him]" or "known [to Him]", i.e., relating both to
individual lives
and to the world as a whole.

6:4
Yet whenever any of their Sustainer's messages comes unto them, they [who are bent on denying
the truth] turn their backs upon it:3 (6:5) and so they give the lie to this truth now that it has come
unto them. In time, however, they will come to understand what it was that they were wont to
deride.4
6:6
Do they not see how many a generation We have destroyed before their time - [people] whom
We had given a [bountiful] place on earth, the like of which We never gave unto you, and upon
whom We showered heavenly blessings abundant, and at whose feet We made running waters
flow? And yet We destroyed them for their sins, and gave rise to other people in their stead.5
6:7
But even if We had sent down unto thee [O Prophet] a writing on paper, and they had touched it
with their own hands - those who are bent on denying the truth would indeed have said, "This is
clearly nothing but a deception!"
6:8

They are saying, too, "Why has not an angel (visibly] been sent down unto him?" But had We
sent down an angel, all would indeed have been decided,6 and they would have been allowed no
further respite [for repentancel. (6:9) And (even] if We had appointed an angel as Our messagebearer,7 We would certainly have made him [appear as] a man - and thus We would only have
confused them in the same way as 8 they are now confusing themselves.
3 Lit., "there has not come unto them a message of their Sustainer's
messages without that
they turned their backs upon it".
4 Lit., "there will come to them information about that which they used to
mock at" or "deride" i.e., the continuation of life after death, in particular, and the
Qur'anic message, in general.
5 Lit., "a generation of others after them". However, in Qur'anic usage,
the term qarn does
not always denote "a generation", but - rather more frequently - "an
epoch", or "people
belonging to one particular epoch", as well as "a civilization" in the
historical sense
of this word.
6 I.e., Judgment Day would have come - for it is only then that the forces
described as angels
will manifest themselves to man in their true form and become
comprehensible to him.
(Cf. a similar passage in 2:210.)
7 Lit., "if We had made him an angel" - with the pronoun obviously
referring to the bearer of
God's message (Zamakhshari).
8 Lit., "We would have made confusing to them that which they are making
confused". Since it
is impossible for man to perceive angels as they really are, the
hypothetical angelic
message-bearer would have to assume the shape of a human being - and so
their demand for
a direct "verification" of the message would have remained unfulfilled,
and their
self-caused confusion unresolved.

6:10
And, indeed, [even] before thy time have apostles been derided - but those who scoffed at them
were [in the end] overwhelmed by the very thing which they were wont to deride.9 (6:11) Say:
"Go all over the earth, and behold what happened in the end to those who gave the lie to the
truth!"
6:12

Say: "Unto whom belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth?" Say: "Unto God, who has
willed upon Himself the law of grace and mercy."10
He will assuredly gather you all together on the Day of Resurrection, [the coming of] which is
beyond all doubt: yet those who have squandered their own selves - it is they who refuse to
believe [in Him], (6:13) although His is all that dwells in the night and the day, and He alone is
all-hearing, all-knowing.
6:14
Say: "Am I to take for my master anyone but God, the Originator of the heavens and the earth,
when it is He who gives nourishment and Himself needs none?"11
Say: "I am bidden to be foremost among those who surrender themselves unto God, and not to
be12 among those who ascribe divinity to aught beside Him."
9 Lit., "that which they were wont to deride enfolded those who scoffed at
them", (i.e., at
the apostles): the meaning being that a derisive rejection of spiritual
truths inexorably
rebounds on the scoffers and has not only a disastrous effect on their
individual lives after
death but also - if persisted in by the majority within a community destroys the moral basis
of their society and, thus; their earthly happiness and sometimes even
their physical existence.
10 The expression "God has willed upon Himself as a law" (kataba 'ala
nafsihi) occurs in the
Qur'an only twice - here and in verse 54 of this surah - and in both
instances with reference
to His grace and mercy (rahmah); none of the other divine attributes has
been similarly
described. This exceptional quality of God's grace and mercy is further
stressed in 7:156 "My grace overspreads everything" - and finds an echo in the authentic
Tradition in which,
according to the Prophet, God says of Himself, "Verily, My grace and
mercy outstrips My
wrath" (Bukhari and Muslim).
11 Lit., "when it is He who feeds [others] and is not fed".
12 Lit., "and be thou not" - an elliptic reference to the words in which
this commandment
has been expressed.

6:15

Say: "Behold, I would dread, were I [thus] to rebel against my Sustainer, the suffering [which
would befall me] on that awesome Day [of Judgment]." (6:16) Upon him who shall be spared on
that Day, He will indeed have bestowed His grace: and this will be a manifest triumph.
6:17
And if God should touch thee with misfortune, there is none who could remove it but He; and if
He should touch thee with good fortune - it is He who has the power to will anythiing: (6:18) for
He alone holds sway over His creatures, and He alone is truly wise, all-aware.
6:19
Say: "What could most weightily bear witness to the truth?" Say: "God is witness between me
and you; and this Qur'an has been revealed unto me so that on the strength thereof I might warn
you and all whom it may reach."
Could you in truth bear witness that there are other deities side by side with God? Say: "I bear no
[such] witness!" Say: "He is the One God; and, behold, far be it from me to ascribe divinity, as,
you do, to aught beside Him!"13
6:20
They unto whom We have vouchsafed revelation aforetime know this 14 as they know their own
children; yet those [of them] who have squandered their own selves - it is they who refuse to
believe. (6:21) And who could be more wicked than he who attributes his own lying inventions
to God or gives the lie to His messages?
Verily, such evildoers will never attain to a happy state: (6:22) for one Day We shall gather them
all together, and then We shall say unto those who ascribed divinity to aught beside God:
"Where, now, are those beings whom you imagined to have a share in God's divinity?"15
6:23
Whereupon, in their utter confusion, they will only [be able to] say: "By God, our Sustainer, we
did not [mean to] ascribe divinity to aught beside Him !"16 (6:24) Behold how they have lied to
themselves" - and [how] their false imagery has forsaken them!
13 Lit., "I am clear of that which you associate [with Him]."
14 I.e., the truth of God's transcendental uniqueness and oneness, which is
stressed in all
authentic scriptures.
15 Lit., "those [God-]partners of yours whom you supposed [to exist]".
Whenever the term
shuraka' (pl. of sharik) is used in the Qur'an with reference to beliefs,
it invariably

denotes real or imaginary beings or forces to whom one ascribes a share
in God's divinity:
consequently, this concept - and its utter condemnation in Islam relates not merely to
the worship of false deities but also to the attribution of semi-divine
qualities and
powers to saints (in the liturgical sense of this word), as well as to
abstract notions
like wealth, social status, power, nationality, etc., to which men so
often ascribe an
objective influence on human destinies.
16 This refers to beliefs which undoubtedly imply shirk ("the ascribing of
divinity or divine
qualities to beings or forces other than God") in the objective sense of
this concept, but
which the person. concerned does not subjectively visualize as denying
God's oneness (Razi):
for instance, the mystical dogma of, the "Trinity" which, in the
Christian view, does not
conflict with the principle of God's oneness inasmuch as it is supposed
to express a
"threefold aspect" of the One Deity, or the attribution of divine or
semi-divine qualities
to saints as supposed "mediators" between man and God, and so forth. All
such beliefs are,
of course, emphatically rejected by the Qur'an.
17 I.e., by allowing themselves to think, in their lifetime, that their
beliefs did not offend
against the principle of God's oneness (Razi). But see also 10:28 and the
corresponding
notes 45 and 46.

6:25
And there are among them such as [seem to] listen to thee [O Prophet]: but over their hearts We
have laid veils which prevent them from grasping the truth, and into their ears, deafness.18 And
were they to see every sign [of the truth], they would still not believe in it - so much so that when
they come unto thee to contend with thee, those who are bent on denying the truth say, "This is
nothing but fables of ancient times!" (6:26) And they bar others therefrom and go far away from
it: but they destroy none but themselves, and perceive it not.
6:27
If thou couldst but see [them] when they will be made to stand before the fire and will say, "Oh,
would that we were brought back [to life]: then we would not give the lie to our Sustainer's
messages, but would be among the believers!" (6:28) But nay - [they will say this only because]
the truth which they used to conceal [from themselves] in the past will have become obvious to
them; and if they were brought back [to life], they would return to the very thing which was
forbidden to them: for behold, they are indeed liars!19

6:29
And some [of the unbelievers] say, "There is nothing beyond our life in this world, for We shall
not be raised from the dead." (6:30) If thou couldst but see [them] when they shall be made to
stand before their Sustainer [and] He will say, "Is not this the truth?"
They will answer: "Yea, indeed, by our Sustainer!" [Whereupon] He will say: "Taste, then, the
suffering that comes from20 your having refused to acknowledge the truth!"
6:31
Lost indeed are they who consider it a lie that they will have to meet God - till the Last Hour
suddenly comes upon them, [and] they cry, "Alas for us, that we disregarded it!" - for they shall
bear on their backs the burden of their sins:21 oh, how evil the load with which they shall be
burdened! (6:32) And nothing is the life of this world but a play and a passing delight; and the
life in the hereafter is by far the better for all who are conscious of God. Will you not, then, use
your reason?
18 Regarding the problem of God's "causing" this spiritual blindness and
deafness, see 2:7
and the corresponding note, as well as note 4 on 14:4.
19 I.e., their longing for a "second chance" is not dictated by love of
truth for its own
sake but, rather, by their dread of the evil consequences of their
doings; and "faith is
useless unless it is desired for its own sake" (Razi).
20 Lit., "the suffering [or "chastisement"] because of" or "in consequence
of". The particle
bi-ma expresses here a causal connection between the denial of the truth
and the subsequent
suffering, and is best rendered as above.
21 Lit., "their burdens". My use of the words "the burden of their sins"
rests on the interpretation
given by Ibn 'Abbas, as quoted by Razi.

6:33
Well do We know that what such people say22 grieves thee indeed: yet, behold, it is not thee to
whom they give the lie, but God's messages do these evildoers deny. (6:34) And, indeed, [even]
before thy time have apostles been given the lie, and they endured with patience all those charges
of falsehood, and all the hurt done to them, till succour came unto them from Us: for there is no
power that could alter [the outcome of] God's promises. And some of the histories of those
apostles have already come within thy ken.23
6:35

And if it distress thee that those who deny the truth 24 turn their backs on thee - why, then, if thou
art able to go down deep into the earth or to ascend a ladder unto heaven in order to bring them a
[yet more convincing] message, [do so;] but [remember that] had God so willed, He would
indeed have gathered them all unto [His] guidance. Do not, therefore, allow thyself to ignore
[God's ways]. (6:36) Only they who listen [with their hearts] can respond to a call; and as for the
dead [of heart], God [alone] can raise them from the dead, whereupon unto Him they shall
return.27
6:37
And they say, "Why has no miraculous sign been bestowed on him28 from on high by his
Sustainer?" Say: "Behold, God has the power to bestow any sign from on high." Yet most human
beings are unaware of this29 -(6:38) although there is no beast that walks on earth and no bird
that flies on its two wings which is not [God's] creature30 like yourselves: no single thing have
We neglected in Our decree.
And once again:31Unto their Sustainer shall they [all] be gathered.
22 Lit., "what they say" - i.e., about life after death (which they regard
as a "fable") in
particular, and about the Qur'anic message in general.
23 Lit., "some of the information concerning the apostles has already come
to thee": a
reference to the fact that only a few of the earlier prophets and their
histories have
been specifically mentioned in the Qur'an (always in connection with a
particular moral
lesson), while the great majority of them are only alluded to in a
general manner, in
support of the divine statement that no community or civilization has
been left without
prophetic guidance.
24 Lit., "that they".
25 Lit., "to seek out an opening in the earth or a ladder to heaven".
26 Lit., "be not, therefore, of the ignorant".
27 Lit., "they shall be returned". Most of the classical commentators
(e.g., Tabari.
Zamakhshari, Razi, as well as the earlier authorities whom they quote)
interpret this
verse in the metaphorical sense in which it has been rendered by me. As
is so often the
case with Qur'anic diction, its elliptical meaning can only be brought
out by means
of interpolations.
28 I.e., on Muhammad to demonstrate that he is really a bearer of God's
message.

29 Lit., "most of them do not know", i.e., that God manifests Himself
always - as the next
verse points out - through the ever-recurring miracle of His creation.
30 Lit., "but they are [God's] creatures (umam)". The word ummah (of which
umam is the plural)
primarily denotes a group of living beings having certain characteristics
or circumstances in
common. Thus, it is often synonymous with "community", "people",
"nation", "genus",
"generation", and so forth. Inasmuch as every such grouping is
characterized by the basic
fact that its constituents (whether human or animal) are endowed with
life, the term ummah
sometimes signifies "[God's] creatures" (Lisan al-'Arab', with particular
reference to this
very Qur'an-verse; also Lane 1, 90). Thus, the meaning of the above
passage is this: Man can
detect God's "signs" or "miracles" in all the life-phenomena that
surround him, and should,
therefore, try to observe them with a view to better understanding "God's
way" (sunnat Allah) which is the Qur'anic term for what we call "laws of nature".
31 The particle thumma is mostly used as a conjunction indicating a
sequence in time or order
("then", "thereafter" or "thereupon."), and occasionally also as a simple
conjunction equivalent
to "and". But in yet another usage - of which there are frequent
instances in the Qur'an as
well as in pre-Islamic Arabian poetry - thumma has the significance of a
repetitive stress,
alluding to something that has already been stated and is now again
emphasized. This particular
usage of thumma is best rendered by the words "and once again", followed
by a colon.

6:39
And they who give the lie to Our messages are deaf and dumb, in darkness deep. Whomever God
wills, He lets go astray; and whomever He wills, He places upon a straight way.32
6:40
Say: "Can you see yourselves invoking any but God when God's chastisement befalls you [in this
world], or the Last Hour comes upon you? [Tell me this,] if you are men of truth! (6:41) Nay, but
it is Him alone that you will invoke - whereupon He may, if He so wills, remove that [ill] which
caused you to call unto Him; and you will have forgotten all that to which you [now] ascribe
divinity side by side with Him."
6:42

And, indeed, We sent Our messages unto people before thy time, [O Prophet,] and visited them
with misfortune and hardship so that they might humble themselves: (6:43) yet when the
misfortune decreed by Us befell them, they did not humble themselves, but rather their hearts
grew hard, for Satan had made all their doings seem goodly to them. (6:44) Then, when they had
forgotten all that they had been told to take to heart, We threw open to them the gates of all
[good] things,33 until - even as they were rejoicing in what they had been granted - We suddenly
took them to task: and lo! they were broken in spirit;34 (6:45) and [in the end,] the last remnant of
those folk who had been bent on evildoing was wiped out.35 For all praise is due to God, the
Sustainer of all the worlds.
32 See note 4 on 14:4.
33 I.e., to test them by happiness after the test by misery.
34 The verb ablasa signifies "he despaired of all hope" or "became broken
in spirit". (For
the linguistic connection of this word with the name of Iblis, the Fallen
Angel, see
Sarah 7, note 10.)
35 Lit., "cut off". The above passage illustrates a phenomenon well known
in history: namely,
the inevitable social and moral disintegration of communities which have
lost sight of
spiritual truths.

6:46
Say: "What do you think? If God should take away your hearing and your sight and seal your
hearts - what deity but God is there that could bring it all back to you?" Behold how many facets
We give to Our messages - and yet they turn away in disdain!
6:47
Say: "Can you imagine what your condition will be36 if God's chastisement befalls you, either
suddenly or in a [gradually] perceptible manner? [But then-] will any but evildoing folk [ever] be
destroyed?37
6:48
And We send [Our] message-bearers only as heralds of glad tidings and as warners: hence, all
who believe and live righteously - no fear need they have, and neither shall they grieve; (6:49)
whereas those who give the lie to Our messages - suffering will afflict them in result of all their
sinful doings. (6:50) Say [O Prophet]: "I do not say unto you, 'God's treasures are with me,'; nor
[do I say], 'I know the things that are beyond the reach of human perception'; nor do I say unto
you, 'Behold, I am an angel': I but follow what is revealed to me.38
Say: "Can the blind and the seeing be deemed equal?39 Will you not, then, take thought?"

6:51
And warn hereby those who fear lest they be gathered unto their Sustainer with none to protect
them from Him or to intercede with Him, so that they might become [fully] conscious of Him.40
36 Lit., "Can you see yourselves".
37 I.e., the righteous will never be really "destroyed" - for, even if they
should suffer
physical destruction, they are found to attain to spiritual bliss and
cannot,'therefore,
be said to have been "destroyed" like the evildoers, who, by their
actions, lose their
happiness both in this world and in the life to come (Razi).
38 This denial on the part of the Prophet of any claim to supernatural
powers refers,
primarily, to the demand of the unbelievers (mentioned in verse 37) that
he should prove
his prophetic mission by causing a "miraculous sign" to be bestowed on
him. Beyond this
specific reference, however, the above passage is meant to prevent any
deification of the
Prophet and to make it clear that he - like all other prophets before him
- was but a
mortal human being, a servant whom, God had chosen to convey His message
to mankind.
See also 7:188.
39 I.e., "Can those who remain blind and deaf to God's messages find their
way through life
equally well as those who have achieved a spiritual vision and guidance
through God's
revelation?"
40 It is obvious from the context that this verse refers to followers of
earlier scriptures such as the Jews and the Christians - who share with the followers of the
Qur'an the belief
in life after death (Zamakhshari), as well as to agnostics who, without
having definite beliefs
on this point, admit the possibility of life after death.

6:52
Hence, repulse not [any of] those who at morn and evening invoke their Sustainer, seeking His
countenance.41 Thou art in no wise accountable for them - just as they are in no wise accountable
for thee42 - and thou hast therefore no right to repulse them: for then thou wouldst be among the
evildoers.43
6:53

For it is in this way44 that We try men through one another - to the end that they might ask, "Has
God, then, bestowed His favour upon those others in preference to us?45 Does not God know best
as to who is grateful [to Him]? (6:54) And when those who believe in Our messages come unto
thee, say: "Peace be upon you. Your Sustainer has willed upon Himself the law of grace and
mercy46 - so that if any of you does a bad deed out of ignorance, and thereafter repents and lives
righteously, He shall be [found] much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace."
41 According to Traditions, this and the next verse were revealed when,
several years before
the Muslims' exodus to Medina, some of the pagan chieftains at Mecca
expressed their willingness
to consider accepting Islam on the condition that the Prophet would
dissociate himself from
the former slaves and other "lowly" persons among his followers - a
demand which the Prophet,
of course, rejected. This historical reference does not, however, provide
a full explanation
of the above 'passage. In accordance with the Qur'anic method, allusions
to historical events whether relating to contemporary occurrences or to earlier times - are
always made with a
view to expressing ethical teachings of a permanent nature; and the
passage under consideration
is no exception in this respect. As the wording shows, it relates not to
"lowly" followers of
Islam but to people who, while not being Muslims in the current sense of
this word, believe
in God and are always ("at morn and evening") "seeking His countenance"
(i.e., His grace and
acceptance): and, thus, verses 52-53 connect logically with verse 51.
Although primarily
addressed to the Prophet, the exhortation voiced in this passage is
directed to all followers
of the Qur'an: they are enjoined not to repulse anyone who believes in
God - even though his
beliefs may not fully answer to the demands of the Qur'an - but, on the
contrary, to try to
help him by means of a patient explanation of the Qur'anic teachings.
42 I.e., for whatever in their beliefs or actions does not coincide with
the teachings of the
Qur'an, and vice-versa. In, other words, all are accountable to God
alone.
43 Lit., "so that thou shouldst repulse them and thus be of the evildoers".
44 I.e., by endowing man with the power of reasoning and thus, indirectly,
giving rise to a
multiplicity of faiths.
45 Lit., "Is it those upon whom God has bestowed His favour from among us
(min baynina)?"
As mentioned by Zamakhshari, the expression min baynina is here
equivalent to min dunina,

which, in this context, may suitably be rendered as "in preference to
us". This would seem
to be an allusion to the sarcastic incredulity with which, as a rule,
non-Muslims receive
the claim of the Muslims that the Qur'an is the final formulation of
God's message to man.
The "trial" referred to above consists in the unwillingness of people of
other faiths to
accept this claim as valid, and so to renounce the prejudice against
Islam to which their
cultural and historical environment has made them, consciously or
subconsciously,
predisposed.
46 See note 10 above. Regarding the word salam, which has been translated
here as "peace",
see surah 5, note 29. The "peace" referred to in the above expression which occurs many
times in the Qur'an and has become the standard form of Muslim greeting has a spiritual
connotation comprising the concepts of ethical soundness, security from
all that is evil
and, therefore, freedom from all moral conflict and disquiet.

6:55
And thus clearly do We spell out Our messages: and [We do it] so that the path of those who are
lost in sin might be distinct [from that of the righteous].
6:56
SAY [to the deniers of the truth]: "Behold, I have been forbidden to worship those [beings]
whom you invoke instead of God."
Say: "I do not follow your errant views - or else I should have gone astray, and should not be
among those who have found the right path."
6:57
Say: "Behold, I take my stand on a clear evidence from my Sustainer - and [so] it is to Him that
you are giving the lie! Not in my power is that which [in your ignorance] you so hastily
demand:47 judgment rests with none but God. He shall declare the truth, since it is He who is the
best judge between truth and falsehood."
6:58
Say: "If that which you so hastily demand were in my power, everything would indeed have been
decided between me and you.48 But God knows best as to who is doing wrong." (6:59) For, with
Him are the keys to the things that are beyond the reach of a created being's perception: none
knows them but He.

And He knows all that is on land and in the sea; and not a leaf falls but He knows it; and neither
is there a grain in the earth's deep darkness, nor anything: living or dead,49 but is recorded in
[His] clear decree.
6:60
And He it is who causes you to be [like] dead50 at night, and knows what you work in daytime;
and He brings you back to life each day51 in order that a term set [by Him] be fulfilled. In the
end, unto Him you must return: and then He will make you understand all that you were doing
[in life]. (6:61) And He alone holds sway over His servants.
And He sends forth heavenly forces to watch over you52 until, when death approaches any of
you, Our messengers cause him to die: and they do not overlook [anyone]. (6:62) And they [who
have died] are thereupon brought before God,53 their true Lord Supreme. Oh, verily, His alone is
all judgment: and He is the swiftest of all reckoners!
47 Lit., "not with me is that which you would hasten": a reference to the
sarcastic demand
of the unbelievers, mentioned in 8:32, that God should chastise them
forthwith in proof of
the Prophet's claim to be His message-bearer.
48 I.e., "you would have been convinced that I am really a bearer of God's
message" the implication being that a conviction based solely on a "miraculous"
proof would have
no spiritual value.
49 Lit., "fresh or dry".
50 For a full explanation of the verb tawaffa - lit., "he took [something]
in full" - see note
44 on 39:42, which is the earliest instance of its use in the Qur'an.
51 Lit., "therein" - referring to the daytime. The polarity of sleep and
wakefulness contains
an allusion to life and death (cf. 78:9-11).
52 Lit., "sends forth guardians over you".
53 Lit., "brought back [or "referred"] to God" - i.e., placed before Him
for judgment.

6:63
(63) Say: "Who is it that saves you from the dark dangers 54 of land and sea [when] you call unto
Him humbly, and in the secrecy of your hearts, 'If He will but save us from this [distress], we
shall most certainly be among the grateful'?" (6:64) Say: "God [alone] can save you from this
and from every distress - and still you ascribe divinity to other powers beside Him!"
6:65

Say: "It is He alone who has the power to let loose upon you suffering from above you or from
beneath your feet,55 or to confound you with mutual discord and let you taste the fear of one
another."56
Behold how many facets We give to these messages, so that they might understand the truth;
(6:66) and yet, to all this thy peoples57 have given the lie, although it is the truth.
Say [then]: "I am not responsible for your conduct. (6:67) Every tiding [from God] has a term set
for its fulfilment: and in time you will come to know [the truth]."
6:68
NOW, whenever thou meet such as indulge in [blasphemous] talk about Our messages, turn thy
back upon them until they begin to talk of other things;58 and if Satan should ever cause thee to
forget [thyself], remain not, after recollection, in the company of such evildoing folk, (6:69) for
whom those who are conscious of God are in no wise accountable. Theirs, however, is the duty
to admonish [the sinners],59 so that they might become conscious of God.
6:70
And leave to themselves all those who, beguiled by the life of this world, have made play and
passing delights their religion;60 but remind [them] herewith that [in the life to come] every
human being shall be held in pledge for whatever wrong he has done, and shall have none to
protect him from God, and none to intercede for him; and though he offer any conceivable
ransom, it shall not be accepted from him. It is [people such as] these that shall be held in pledge
for the wrong they have done; for them there is [in the life to come] a draught of burning
despair,62 and grievous suffering awaits them because of their persistent refusal to acknowledge
the truth.
54 Lit., "the darknesses" or "the deep darkness".
55 Le., from any direction or by any means whatsoever.
56 Or: "the violence of one against another" - inner disintegration, fear,
violence and
tyranny being the inevitable consequences of a society's departure from
spiritual truths.
57 I.e., the unbelieving compatriots of the Prophet and, by implication,
all who deny the
truth.
58 Lit., "until they immerse themselves in talk other than this".
59 This is a paraphrase of the elliptic expression wa-lakin dhikra
("however, an admonition").
60 The phrase attakhadhu dinahum la'iban wa-lahwan can be understood in
either of two ways:

(1) "they have made their religion [an object of] play and fun", or (2)
"they have made play
and fun [or "passing delights"] their religion" - i.e., the main goal of
their lives. To
my mind, the latter reading is definitely preferable inasmuch as it
brings out the fact that
many of those who are "beguiled by the life of this world" devote
themselves to the pursuit
of what the Qur'an describes as "passing delights" - including the
pleasures which money and
power can provide - with something akin to religious fervour: an attitude
of mind which
causes them to lose sight of all spiritual and moral values.
61 Lit., "though he might [try to] ransom himself with all ransom" - i.e.,
though he might
proffer, after resurrection, any atonement whatever for his past sins.
62 Among the various meanings attributable to the word hamim are the
concepts of intense heat
as well as of painful cold (Qamus, Taj al-'Arus). In the eschatology of
the Qur'an it
invariably refers to the suffering of the sinners in the life to come;
and since all Qur'anic
references to life after death are, necessarily, allegorical, the term
hamim may be
rendered as "burning despair".

6:71
SAY: "Shall we invoke, instead of God, something that can neither benefit us nor harm us, and
[thus] turn around on our heels after God has guided us aright? - like one whom the satans have
enticed into blundering after earthly lusts, the while his companions, trying to guide him, call out
unto him [from afar],63 'Come thou to us!"'
Say: "Verily, God's guidance is the only guidance: and so we have been bidden to surrender
ourselves unto the Sustainer of all the worlds, (6:72) and to be constant in prayer and conscious
of Him: for it is He unto whom you all shall be gathered."
6:73
And He it is who has created the heavens and the earth in accordance with [an inner] truth" - and
whenever He says, "Be," His word comes true; and His will be the dominion on the Day when
the trumpet [of resurrection] is blown. He knows all that is beyond the reach of a created being's
perception, as well as all that can be witnessed by a creature's senses or mind:65 for He alone is
truly wise, all-aware.
63 Lit., "whom the satans have enticed with lusts on earth, [rendering him]
bewildered,
[while] he has companions who call him unto guidance". See in this
connection note 10 on
2:14, as well as note 31 on 14:22 and note 16 on 15:17.

64 See surah 10, note 11.
65 The term ash-shahadah (lit., "that which is [or "can be"] witnessed") is
used in this and
similar contexts as the exact antithesis of al-ghayb ("that which is
beyond the reach of a
created being's perception"). Thus, it circumscribes those aspects of
reality which can be
sensually or conceptually grasped by a created being.

6:74
AND, LO, [thus] spoke Abraham unto his father Azar:66 "Takest thou idols for gods? Verily, I
see that thou and thy people have obviously gone astray!" (6:75) And thus We gave Abraham
[his first] insight into [God's] mighty dominion over the heavens and the earth - and [this] to the
end that he might become one of those who are inwardly sure.
6:76
Then, when the night overshadowed him with its darkness, he beheld a star; [and] he exclaimed,
"This is my Sustainer!" - but when it went down, he said, "I love not the things that go down."
(6:77) Then, when he beheld the moon rising, he said, "This is my Sustainer!"- but when it went
down, he said, "Indeed, if my Sustainer guide me not. I will most certainly become one of the
people who go astray!"
6:78
Then, when he beheld the sun rising, he said, "This is my Sustainer! This one is the greatest [of
all]!" - but when it [too] went down, he exclaimed: "O my people! Behold, far be it from me to
ascribe divinity, as you do, to aught beside God! (6:79) Behold, unto Him who brought into
being the heavens and the earth have I turned my face, having turned away from all that is false;
and I am not of those who ascribe divinity to aught beside Him."
6:80
And his people argued with him. He said: "Do you argue with me about God, when it is He who
has guided me? But I do not fear anything to which you ascribe divinity side by side with Him,
[for no evil can befall me] unless my Sustainer so wills.67 All things does my Sustainer embrace
within His knowledge; will you not, then, keep this in mind? (6:81) And why should I fear
anything that you worship side by side with Him, seeing that you are not afraid of ascribing
divinity to other powers beside God without His ever having bestowed upon you from on high
any warrant therefor? [Tell me,] then, which of the two parties has a better right to feel secure - if
you happen to know [the answer]? (6:82) Those who have attained to faith, and who have not
obscured their faith by wrongdoing - it is they who shall be secure, since it is they who have
found the right path!"

66 The subsequent passage (verses 74 ff.) continues, by way of narrative,
the exposition of
God's oneness and uniqueness. - In the Bible, the name of Abraham's father
is given not as
Azar but as Terah (the Tarah or Tarakh of the early Muslim genealogists).
However, he seems
to have been known by other names (or designations) as well, all of them
obscure as to
origin and meaning. Thus, in various Talmudic stories he is called Zarah,
while Eusebius
Pamphili (the ecclesiastical historian who lived towards the end of the
third and the beginning
of the fourth century of the Christian era) gives his name as Athar.
Although neither the
Talmud nor Eusebius can be regarded as authorities for the purposes of a
Qur'an - commentary,
it is not impossible that the designation Azar (which occurs in the Qur'an
only once) is
the pre-Islamic, Arabicized form of Athar or Zarah.
67 Lit., "unless my Sustainer wills a thing".

6:83
And this was Our argument68 which We vouchsafed unto Abraham against his people: [for] We
do raise by degrees whom We will.69 Verily, thy Sustainer is wise, all-knowing.
6:84
And We bestowed upon him Isaac and Jacob; and We guided each of them as We had guided
Noah aforetime. And out of his offspring, [We bestowed prophethood upon] David, and
Solomon, and Job, and Joseph, and Moses, and Aaron: for thus do We reward the doers of good;
(85) and [upon] Zachariah, and John, and Jesus, and Elijah: every one of them was of the
righteous; (86) and [upon] Ishmael, and Elisha, and Jonah, and Lot.70 And every one of them did
We favour above other people; (6:87) and [We exalted likewise] some of their forefathers and their offspring and their brethren: We elected them [all], and guided them onto a straight way.
6:88
Such is God's guidance: He guides therewith whomever He wills of His servants. And had they
ascribed divinity to aught beside Him - in vain, indeed, would have been all [the good] that they
ever did: (6:89) [but] it was to them that We vouchsafed revelation, and sound judgment, and
prophethood.
And now, although the unbelievers may choose to deny these truths,71 [know that] We have
entrusted them to people who will never refuse to acknowledge them - (6:90) to those whom God
has guided. Follow, then, their guidance, [and] say: "No reward do I ask of you for this [truth]:
behold, it is but an admonition unto all mankind!"

68 The description of Abraham's reasoning as God's own argument implies
that it was divinely
inspired, and is therefore valid for the followers of the Qur'an as well.
69 This is evidently an allusion to Abraham's gradual grasp of the truth,
symbolized by his
intuitive progress from an adoration of celestial bodies - stars, moon
and sun - to a full
realization of God's transcendental, all-embracing existence.
Alternatively, the expression
"by degrees" may be taken to mean "by many degrees", signifying the great
spiritual dignity
to which this forerunner of a long line of prophets was ultimately raised
(see 4:125).
70 Although Lot was not a "descendant" of Abraham since he was his
brother's son, his name is
included here for two reasons: firstly, because he followed Abraham from
his earliest youth
as a son follows his father, and, secondly, because in ancient Arabian
usage a paternal
uncle is often described as "father" and, conversely, a nephew as "son".
- For the Hebrew
prophets Elijah (Ilyas) and Elisha (Al-Yasa'), see note 48 on 37:123.
71 Lit., "if these deny them" - i.e., the manifestations of God's oneness
and of the revelation
of His will through the prophets.

6:91
For, no true understanding of God have they when they say, "Never has God revealed anything
unto man." Say: "Who has bestowed from on high the divine writ which Moses brought unto
men as a light and a guidance, [and] which you treat as72 [mere] leaves of paper, making a show
of them the while you conceal [so] much - although you have been taught [by it] what neither
you nor your forefathers had ever known?"73 Say: "God [has revealed that divine writ]!" - and
then leave them to play at their vain talk.
6:92
And this, too, is a divine writ which We have bestowed from on high - blessed, confirming the
truth of whatever there still remains [of earlier revelations]74 - and [this] in order that thou
mayest warn the foremost of all cities and all who dwell around it.75 And those who believe in
the life to come do believe in this [warning]; and it is they who are ever-mindful of their prayers.
6:93
And who could be more wicked than he who invents a lie about God,76 or says, "This has been
revealed unto me," the while nothing has been revealed to him? - or he who says, "I, too, can
bestow from on high the like of what God has bestowed"?77

If thou couldst but see [how it will be] when these evildoers find themselves in the agonies of
death, and the angels stretch forth their hands [and call]: "Give up your souls! Today you shall be
requited with the suffering of humiliation for having attributed to God something that is not true,
and for having persistently scorned His messages in your arrogance!"
72 Lit., "which you make into": but it should be remembered that the verb
ja'lahu has also
the abstract meaning of "he considered it to be" or "regarded it as" or
"treated it as"
(Jawhari, Raghib, et al.): a significance often met with in the Qur'an.
73 This passage is obviously addressed to those followers of the Bible who
pay lip-service to
its sacred character as a revealed scripture but, in reality, treat it as
"mere leaves of
paper" - that is, as something that is of little consequence to their own
conduct: for, although
they pretend to admire the moral truths which it contains, they conceal
from themselves the
fact that their own lives have remained empty of those truths.
74 See surah 3, note 3.
75 "The foremost of all cities" (lit., "the mother of all towns") is an
epithet applied in the
Qur'an to Mecca because it is the place where the first temple ever
dedicated to the One God
was built (cf. 3":96) and subsequently became the qiblah (direction of
prayer) of all believers.
The expression "all who dwell around it" denotes all mankind (Tabari, on
the authority of Ibn
'Abbas; Razi).
76 In this context, the "lie" would seem to refer to the denial, spoken of
in verse 91, of the
fact of divine revelation as such.
77 Implying, in a sarcastic manner, that the purported revelation has in
reality been composed
by a human being and that, therefore, the like of it can be produced by
other men.

6:94
[And God shall say:] "And now, indeed, you have come unto Us in a lonely state, even as We
created you in the first instance; and you have left behind you all that We bestowed on you [in
your lifetime]. And We do not see with you those intercessors of yours whom you supposed to
have a share in God's divinity with regard to yourselves.78 Indeed, all the bonds between you
[and your earthly life] are now severed, and all your former fancies have forsaken you!"79
6:95

VERILY, God is the One who cleaves the grain and the fruit-kernel asunder, bringing forth the
living out of that which is dead, and He is the One who brings forth the dead out of that which is
alive. This, then, is God: and yet, how perverted are your minds!80. (6:96) [He is] the One who
causes the dawn to break; and He has made the night to be [a source of] stillness, and the sun and
the moon to run their appointed courses:81 [all] this is laid down by the will of the Almighty, the
All-Knowing.
6:97
And He it is who has set up for you the stars so that you might be guided by them in the midst of
the deep darkness of land and sea: clearly, indeed, have We spelled out these messages unto
people of [innate] knowledge! (6:98) And He it is who has brought you [all] into being out of
one living entity,82 and [has appointed for each of you] a time-limit [on earth] and a restingplace
[after death]:83 clearly, indeed, have We spelled out these messages unto people who can grasp
the truth!
78 Lit., "whom you supposed to be [God's] partners with regard to you i.e., being able, in
result of their alleged "share in God's divinity", to protect or help
you. See note 15 on
verse 22 of this surah.
79 Lit., "all that you were wont to assert [or "to suppose"] has gone away
from you" - i.e.,
all the imaginary intercessors or mediators between man and God.
80 See surah 5, note 90.
81 Lit., "to be [according to] a definite reckoning". 82 See surah 4, note
1.
83 The commentators differ widely as to the meaning of the terms mustaqarr
and mustawda'
in this context. However, taking into account the primary meaning of
musstagarr as "the
limit of a course" - i.e., the point at which a thing reaches its
fulfilment or end and of mustawda' as "a place of consignment" or "repository", we arrive
at the rendering
adopted by me above. This rendering finds, moreover, strong support in
11:6, where God
is spoken of as providing sustenance for every living being and knowing
"its time-limit
[on earth] and its resting-place [after death]" (mustagarraha wamustawda'aha), as well as
in verse 67 of the present surah, where mustaqarr is used in the sense of
"a term set for
the fulfilment [of God's tiding]".

6:99

And He it is who has caused waters to come down from the sky; and by this means have We
brought forth all living growth, and out of this have We brought forth verdure.84 Out of this do
We bring forth close-growing grain; and out of the spathe of the palm tree, dates in thick
clusters; and gardens of vines, and the olive tree, and the pomegranate: [all] so alike, and yet so
different!85 Behold their fruit when it comes to fruition and ripens! Verily, in all this there are
messages indeed for people who will believe!
6:100
And yet, some [people] have come to attribute to all manner of invisible beings86 a place side by
side with God - although it is He who has created them [all]; and in their ignorance they have
invented for Him sons and daughters!87
Limitless is He is His glory, and sublimely exalted above anything that men may devise by way
of definition:88 (6:101) the Originator of the heavens and the earth! How could it be that He
should have a child without there ever having been a mate for Him - since it is He who has
created everything, and He alone knows everything?
6:102
Such is God, your Sustainer: there is no deity save Him, the Creator of everything: worship, then,
Him alone - for it is He who has everything in His care. (6:103) No human vision can encompass
Him, whereas He encompasses all human vision: for He alone is unfathomable, all-aware.89
84 In contrast with its sequence, which is governed by the present tense,
the whole of the
above sentence is expressed in the past tense - thus indicating,
obliquely, the original,
basic aspect of God's creating life "out of water" (cf. 21:30 and the
corresponding note 39).
85 I.e., all so alike in the basic principles of their life and growth, and
yet so different
in physiology, appearance and taste.
86 The plural noun jinn (popularly, but incorrectly, taken to denote
"genii" or "demons") is
derived from the verb janna, "he was (or "became"] concealed" or "veiled
from sight"; thus,
the veiling darkness of night is called jinn (Jawhari). According to Arab
philologists,
the term jinn signifies, primarily, "beings that are concealed from
[man's] senses"
(Qamus, Lisan al-'Arab, Raghib), and is thus applicable to all kinds of
invisible beings
or forces. For a further discussion of this term and of its wider
implications, see
Appendix III.
87 Lit., "they have invented for Him [or "falsely attributed to Him'"] sons
and daughters

without [having any] knowledge": a reference to the beliefs of the preIslamic Arabs who
regarded the angels as "God's daughters" (a designation which they also
applied to certain
of their goddesses), as well as to the Christian view of Jesus as "the
son of God". See
also 19:92 and the corresponding note 77.
88 I.e., utterly remote is He from all imperfection and from the
incompleteness which is implied
in the concept of having progeny. The very concept of "definition"
implies the possibility
of a comparison or correlation of an object with other objects; God,
however, is unique,
there being "nothing like unto Him" (42:11) and, therefore, "nothing that
could be compared
with Him" (112:4) - with the result that any attempt at defining Him or
His "attributes"
is a logical impossibility and, from the ethical point of view, a sin.
The fact that He is
undefinable makes it clear that the "attributes" (sifat) of God mentioned
in the Qur'an do
not circumscribe His reality but, rather, the perceptible effect of His
activity on and
within the universe created by Him.
89 The term latif denotes something that is extremely subtle in quality,
and therefore intangible
and unfathomable. Whenever this term occurs in the Qur'an with reference
to God in conjunction
with the adjective khabir ("all-aware"), it is invariably used to express
the idea of His
inaccessibility to human perception, imagination or comprehension, as
contrasted with His
Own all-awareness (see, apart from the above verse, also 22:63, 31:16, 33
:34 and 67:14). In
the two instances where the combination of latif and khabir carries the
definite article
al (6:103 and 67:14), the expression huwa l'latif has the meaning of "He
alone is
unfathomable"- implying that this quality of His is unique and absolute.

6:104
Means of insight have now come unto you from your Sustainer [through this divine writ].
Whoever, therefore, chooses to see, does so for his own good; and whoever chooses to remain
blind, does so to his own hurt. And [say unto the blind of heart]: "I am not your keeper." (6:105)'
And thus do We give many facets to Our messages. And to the end that they might say, "Thou
hast taken [all this] well to heart,"90 and that We might make it clear unto people of [innate]
knowledge, (6:106) follow thou what has been revealed unto thee by thy Sustainer - save whom
there is no deity - and turn thy back upon all who ascribe divinity to aught beside Him.
6:107

Yet if God had so willed, they would not have ascribed divinity to aught beside Him;91 hence,
We have not made thee their keeper, and neither art thou responsible for their conduct. (6:108)
But do not revile those [beings] whom they invoke instead of God,92 lest they revile God out of
spite, and in ignorance: for, goodly indeed have We made their own doings appear unto every
community 93 In time, [however,] unto their Sustainer they must return: and then He will make
them [truly] understand all that they were doing.
6:109
Now they swear by God with their most solemn oaths that if a miracle were shown to them, they
would indeed believe in this [divine writ]. Say: "Miracles are in the power of God alone."94
And for all you know, even if one should be shown to them, they would not believe (6:110) so
long as We keep their hearts and their eyes turned [away from the truth],95 even as they did not
believe in it in the first instance: and [so] We shall leave them in their overweening arrogance,
blindly stumbling to and fro.
90 Lit., "thou hast learned [it well]"- i.e., God's message.
91 I.e., no mortal has it in his power to cause another person to believe
unless God graces
that person with His guidance.
92 This prohibition of reviling anything that other people hold sacred even in contravention
of the principle of God's oneness - is expressed in the plural and is,
therefore, addressed
to all believers. Thus, while Muslims are expected to argue against the
false beliefs of others,
they are not allowed to abuse the objects of those beliefs and to hurt
thereby the feelings
of their erring fellow-men.
93 Lit., "thus goodly have We made...", etc., implying that it is in the
nature of man to regard
the beliefs which have been implanted in him from childhood, and which he
now shares with his
social environment, as the only true and possible ones - with the result
that a polemic
against those beliefs often tends to provoke a hostile psychological
reaction.
94 Lit., "Miracles are only with God." It is to be noted that the Qur'anic
term ayah denotes not
only a "miracle" (in the sense of a happening that goes beyond the usual
- that is, commonly
observable - course of nature), but also a "sign" or "message": and the
last-mentioned significance
is the one which is by far the most frequently - met with in the Qur'an.
Thus, what is commonly
described as a "miracle" constitutes, in fact, an unusual message from
God, indicating sometimes

in a symbolic manner - a spiritual truth which would otherwise have
remained hidden from man's
intellect. But even such extraordinary, "miraculous" messages cannot be
regarded as "supernatural":
for the so-called "laws of nature" are only a perceptible manifestation
of "God's way" (sunnat
Allah) in respect of His creation - and, consequently, everything that
exists and happens, or
could conceivably exist or happen, is "natural" in the innermost sense of
this word,
irrespective of whether it conforms to the ordinary course of events or
goes beyond it. Now
since the extraordinary messages referred to manifest themselves, as a
rule, through the
instrumentality of those specially gifted and divinely elected
personalities known as "prophets",
these are sometimes spoken of as "performing miracles" - a misconception
which the Qur'an
removes by the words, "Miracles are in the power of God alone". (See also
17 :59 and the
corresponding note 71.)
95 I.e., so long as they remain blind to the truth in consequence of their
unwillingness to
acknowledge it - and this in accordance with the law of cause and effect
which God has
imposed on His creation (see surah 2, note 7).

6:111
And even if We were to send down angels unto them, and if the dead were to speak unto them96
and [even if] We were to assemble before them, face to face, all the things [that can prove the
truth], they would still not believe unless God so willed 97 But [of this] most of them are entirely
unaware.
6:112
AND THUS it is that against every prophet We have set up as enemies the evil forces from
among humans as well as from among invisible beings that whisper unto one another glittering
half-truths meant to delude the mind 98 But they could not do this unless thy Sustainer had so
willed: stand, therefore, aloof from them and from all their false imagery! (6:113) Yet, to the end
that the hearts of those who do not believe in the life to come might incline towards Him, and
that in Him they might find contentment, and that they might earn whatever they can earn [of
merit] - (6:114) [say thou:] "Am I, then, to look unto anyone but God for judgment99 [as to what
is right and wrong], when it is He who has bestowed upon you from on high this divine writ,
clearly spelling out the truth?"100
And those unto whom We have vouchsafed revelation aforetime know that this one, too, has
been bestowed from on high, step by step, by thy Sustainer.101 Be not, then, among the doubters (6:115) for, truly and justly has thy Sustainer's promise been fulfilled.102 There is no power that
could alter [the fulfilment of] His promises: and He alone is all-hearing, all-knowing.

96 Sc., of the fact that there is life after death.
97 See note 95 above.
98 Lit., "embellished speech" or "varnished falsehood" (Lane III, 1223 - oy
way of delusion" i.e., half-truths which entice man by their deceptive attractiveness and
cause him to overlook
all real spiritual values (see also 25 : 30-31). - Regarding my rendering
of jinn as
"invisible beings", see note 86 above and Appendix III. The term shayatin
(lit., "satans"),
on the other hand, is often used in the Qur'an in the sense of evil
forces inherent in
man as well as in the spiritual world (cf. 2:14, and the corresponding
note). According to
several well-authenticated Traditions, quoted by Tabari, the Prophet was
asked, "Are there
satans from among men?" - and he replied, "Yes, and they are more evil
than the satans from
among the invisible beings (al-jinn)." Thus, the meaning of the above
verse is that every
prophet has had to contend against the spiritual - and often physicalenmity of the evil ones
who, for whatever reason, refuse to listen to the voice of truth and try
to lead others astray.
99 Lit., "to seek a judge other than God".
100 The expression mufassalan could also be rendered as "in a manner that
brings out the distinction
(fail) between truth and falsehood" (Zamakhshari). The use of the plural
"you" indicates that
the divine writ is addressed to all who may come to know it.
101 See 2:146, and the corresponding note. The pronoun "it" may refer
either to the earlier divine
writ - the Bible - and to its prediction of the advent of a prophet
descended from Abraham, or,
more probably, to the Qur'an: in which case it must be rendered as "this
one, too". In either
case, the above phrase seems to allude to the instinctive (perhaps only
subconscious) awareness
of some of the followers of the Bible that the Qur'an is, in truth, an
outcome of divine revelation.
102 When related to God, the term kalimah (lit., "word") is often used in
the Qur'an in the
sense of "promise". In this instance it obviously refers to the Biblical
promise (Deuteronomy xviii,
15 and 18) that God would raise up a prophet "like unto Moses" among the
Arabs (see surah 2, note 33).

6:116

Now if thou pay heed unto the majority of those [who live] on earth, they will but lead thee
astray from the path of God: they follow but [other people's] conjectures, and they themselves do
nothing but guess.103 (6:117) Verily, thy Sustainer knows best as to who strays from His path,
and best knows He as to who are the right-guided.
6:118
EAT, then, of that over which God's name has been pronounced, if you truly believe in His
messages. 104 (6:119) And why should you not eat of that over which God's name has been
pronounced, seeing that He has so clearly spelled out to you what He has forbidden you [to eat]
unless you are compelled [to do so]? But, behold, [it is precisely in such matters that] many
people lead others astray by their own errant views, without [having any real] knowledge. Verily,
thy Sustainer is fully aware of those who transgress the bounds of what is right.
103 Le., regarding the true nature of human life and its ultimate destiny,
the problem of
revelation, the relationship between God and man, the meaning of good and
evil, etc. Apart
from leading man astray from spiritual truths, such guesswork gives rise
to the arbitrary rules
of conduct and self-imposed inhibitions to which the Qur'an alludes, by
way of example, in
verses 118 and 119.
104 The purpose of this and the following verse is not as might appear at
first glance, a
repetition of already-promulgated food laws but, rather, a reminder that
the observance of
such laws should not be made an end in itself and an object of ritual:
and this is the reason
why these two verses have been placed in the midst of a discourse on
God's transcendental
unity and the ways of man's faith. The "errant views" spoken of in verse
119 are such as
lay stress on artificial rituals and taboos rather than on spiritual
values.

6:120
But abstain from sinning,105 be it open or secret - for, behold, those who commit sins shall be
requited for all that they have earned. (6:121) Hence, eat not of that over which God's name has
not been pronounced: for this would be sinful conduct indeed.
And, verily, the evil impulses [within men's hearts] whisper unto those who have made them
their own 106 that they should involve you in argument [as to what is and what is not a sin]; and if
you pay heed unto them, lo! you will become [like] those who ascribe divinity to other beings or
forces beside God.107
6:122

IS THEN - HE who was dead [in spirit] and whom We thereupon gave life, and for whom We
set up a light whereby he might see his way among men108 - [is then he] like one [who is lost] in
darkness deep, out of which he cannot emerge?
[But] thus it is: goodly seem all their own doings to those who deny the truth. (6:123) And it is in
this way that We cause the great ones in every land to become its [greatest] evildoers,109 there to
weave their schemes: yet it is only against themselves that they scheme - and they perceive it not.
(6:124) And whenever a [divine] message comes to them, they say, "We shall not believe unless
we are given the like of what God's apostles were given!"110
[But] God knows best upon whom to bestow His message.
Abasement in the sight of God will befall those who have become guilty of evildoing, and
suffering severe for all the schemes which they were wont to weave.
105 This injunction connects with verse 118, thus: "Eat, then, of that over
which God's name
has been pronounced..., but abstain from sinning" - i.e., "do not go
beyond that which God
has made lawful to you".
106 Lit., "the satans whisper unto those who are near to them (ila
awliya'ihim)". For my
above rendering of shayatin as "evil impulses", see note 10 on 2:14 and
note 31 on 14:22.
107 I.e., "your own evil impulses are trying to draw you into argument as
to what does and what
does not constitute a sin in order to make you lose sight of God's clear
ordinances in this
respect; and if you follow their arbitrary, deceptive reasoning, you will
elevate them, as
it were, to the position of moral law-givers, and thus ascribe to them a
right that belongs
to God alone."
108 Lit., "whereby he walks among men". All the commentators agree in that
the expression "he
who was dead" is metaphorical, and that it refers to people who become
spiritually alive
through faith and are thereupon able to pursue their way through life
unerringly.
109 Because the consciousness of their importance makes them more or less
impervious to criticism,
the "great ones" are, as a rule, rather less inclined than other people
to question the moral
aspects of their own behaviour; and the resulting self-righteousness only
too often causes them
to commit grave misdeeds.
110 I.e., direct revelation.

6:125
And whomsoever God wills to guide, his bosom He opens wide with willingness towards selfsurrender [unto Him]; and whomsoever He wills to let go astray, his bosom He causes to be tight
and constricted, as if he were climbing unto the skies: it is thus that God inflicts horror upon
those who will not believe. (6:126) And undeviating is this thy Sustainer's way.111
Clearly, indeed, have We spelled out these messages unto people who [are willing to] take them
to heart! (6:127) Theirs shall be an abode of peace with their Sustainer; and He shall be near unto
them in result of what they have been doing.
6:128
AND ON THE DAY when He shall gather them [all] together, [He will say:] "O you who have
lived in close communion with [evil] invisible beings! A great many [other] human beings have
you ensnared!"112 And those of the humans who were close to them113 will say: "O our Sustainer!
We did enjoy one another's fellowship [in life]; but (now that] we have reached the end of our
term - the term which Thou hast laid down for us - (we see the error of our ways]!"
[But] He will say: "The fire shall be your abode, therein to abide - unless God wills it
otherwise."114 Verily, thy Sustainer is wise, all-knowing.
111 Lit., "and this thy Sustainer's way is straight" - i.e., unchanging in
its application of
the law of cause and effect to man's inner life as well.- The term rijs
occurring in the
preceding sentence, and rendered by me as "horror", signifies anything
that is intrinsically
loathsome, horrible or abominable; in this case, it would seem to denote
that awesome feeling
of utter futility which, sooner or later, overcomes everyone who does not
believe that life
has meaning and purpose.
112 According to most of the commentators, the invisible beings (al-jinn)
referred to here
are the "evil forces" (shayatin) among them, such as are spoken of in
verse 112 of this surah.
It is generally assumed that these very beings or forces are addressed
here; but the primary
meaning of the term ma'shar appearing in this context warrants, in my
opinion, a different
conclusion. It is true that this term is often used to denote a group or
community or genus
of sentient beings which have certain characteristics in common: a
conventional - and undoubtedly
justifiable - use based on the verb 'asharahu, "he consorted [or "was on
intimate terms"] with
him" or "lived in close communion with him". But it is precisely this
verbal origin of the term
ma'shar which gives us a clue as to what is really meant here. Since, in
its primary significance,

a person's ma'shar denotes those who are on intimate terms or in close
communion with him (cf.
Lisan al-'Arab: "A man's ma'shar is his family"), we may well assume that
it has a similar
significance in the above Qur'anic phrase. Thus, to my mind, the
allocution yd ma'shar al-jinn
does not denote, "O you community of [evil] invisible beings" but,
rather, "O you who are [or
"have lived"] in close communion with [evil] invisible beings": in other
words, it is addressed
to the misguided human beings - who have been seduced by "glittering
half-truths meant to delude
the mind" (verse 112). This interpretation is reinforced by the words,
"Have there not come
unto you apostles from among yourselves", occurring in verse 130 below:
for the Qur'an speaks
always only of apostles who belonged to the human race, and never of
apostles from among the
jinn. (As regards the wide significance of this latter term, see Appendix
III.)
113 Le., close to the evil invisible beings. It is to be remembered that
the primary meaning of
wali (of which awliya' is the plural) is "one who is close [to another]".
114 I.e., unless He graces them with His mercy (see verse 12 of this surah,
and the corresponding
note). Some of the great Muslim theologians conclude from the above and
from the similar phrase
occurring in 11:107 (as well as from several well-authenticated sayings
of the Prophet) that contrary to the bliss of paradise, which will be of unlimited duration the suffering of the
sinners in the life to come will be limited by God's mercy. (See in this
connection the hadith
quoted in note 10 on 40:12.)

6:129
And in this manner do We cause evildoers to seduce one another115 by means of their (evil]
doings. (6:130) [And thus will God continue:] "O you who have lived in close communion with
[evil] invisible beings and [like-minded] humans! Have there not come unto you apostles from
among yourselves, who conveyed unto you My messages and warned you of the coming of this
your Day [of Judgment]?"
They will answer: "We do bear witness against ourselves!" - for the life of this world had
beguiled them: and so they will bear witness against themselves that they had been denying the
truth.
6:131
And so it is that thy Sustainer would never destroy a community116 for its wrongdoing so long as
its people are still unaware [of the meaning of right and wrong]: (6:132) for all shall be judged

according to their [conscious] deeds117 - and thy Sustainer is not unaware of what they do.
(6:133) And thy Sustainer alone is self-sufficient, limitless in His grace. If He so wills, He may
put an end to you and thereafter cause whom He wills to succeed you - even as He has brought
you into being out of other people's seed.
6:134
Verily, that [reckoning] which you are promised is bound to come, and you cannot elude it!
(6:135) Say: "O my [unbelieving] people! Do yet all that may be within your power, [while] I,
behold, shall labour [in God's way]; and in time you will come to know to whom the future
belongs.118 Verily, never will evildoers attain to a happy state!"
6:136
AND OUT OF whatever He has created of the fruits of the field and the cattle, they assign unto
God a portion, saying, "This belongs to God"- or so they [falsely] claim119 - "and this is for those
beings who, we are convinced, have a share in God's divinity."120 But that which is assigned to
the beings associated in their minds with God does not bring [them] closer to God - whereas that
which is assigned to God brings [them but] closer to those beings to whom they ascribe a share
in His divinity."121 Bad, indeed, is their judgment!
115 Lit., "to be close to one another", or "get hold of one another". The
expression "in this
manner" (kadhalika), which introduces the above sentence, is an obvious
allusion to the manner
in which the evil ones "whisper unto one another glittering half-truths
meant to'delude the
mind" (verse 112 of this surah).
116 Lit., "communities". The term qaryah (lit., "town", "village" or
"land") denotes also the
people of a town or land - in short, a "community" - and it is in this
sense that this
term is mostly, though not always, used in the Qur'an.
117 Lit., "all shall have grades out of what they did", i.e., consciously since God does not
take people to task for any wrong they may have committed unless it was
done in conscious
contravention of a moral law already made clear to them by the prophets.
118 Lit., "to whom the [happy] end of the abode shall belong". The term
"abode" (dar) is used
in the Qur'an with reference to both the life of this world (dar addunya) and the life to
come (dar al-akhirah). Most of the commentators are of the opinion that
it refers here to the
life to come; Zamakhshari, however, relates it to life on earth. Since
either of these
interpretations is agreeable with the text, I have chosen the above
rendering which comprises
both.

119 Falsely - because everything that exists belongs, in the last resort,
to God alone.
120 Lit., "for our [God-]partners" -i.e., "those whom we consider to be
associated with God".
For an explanation of the term sharik, see note 15 on verse 22 of this
surah. The pre-Islamic
Arabs used to dedicate a part of their agricultural produce and cattle to
some of their deities,
and a part to God, whom they regarded as one - albeit the greatest - of
them. In consonance,
however, with the method of the Qur'an, the above verse does not allude
merely to this
historical aspect of pre-Islamic Arabian life but has a wider, more
general implication as well:
that is, it refers not only to the apportioning of devotional "shares"
between God and the
imaginary deities, but also to the attribution of any share in His
creative powers to anyone
or anything beside Him.
121 I.e., the fact that they assign a "share" of their devotions to God
does not strengthen
their belief in Him but, rather, implies a negation of His transcendental
uniqueness and,
thus, makes them more and more dependent on imaginary divine or semidivine "mediators".

6:137
And, likewise, their belief in beings or powers that are supposed to have a share in God's divinity
makes122 [even] the slaying of their children seem goodly to many of those who ascribe divinity
to aught beside God, thus bringing them to ruin and confusing them in their faith."123
Yet, unless God had so willed, they would not be doing all this:124 stand, therefore, aloof from
them and all their false imagery!
122 Lit., "their [God-]partners make". As pointed out by Razi, some early
commentators were
of the opinion that the expression shuraka'uhum (lit., "their
associates") denotes here the
"evil beings" or "forces" (shayatin) from among men and jinn referred to
in verses 112,
121, 128 and 130 of this surah. It seems to me, however, that what is
meant here - as in
the preceding verse - is the belief in the existence of anything that
could be "associated"
with God; hence my rendering of the above phrase as "their belief in
beings or powers that
are supposed...", etc.
123 This is a reference to the custom prevalent among the pre-Islamic Arabs
of burying alive

some of their unwanted children, mainly girls, and also to the occasional
offering of a
boy-child in sacrifice to one or another of their idols (Zamakhshari).
Apart from this
historical reference, the above Qur'an-verse seems to point out, by
implication, the
psychological fact that an attribution of divinity to anyone or anything
but God brings with
it an ever-growing dependence on all kinds of imaginary powers which must
be "propitiated"
by formal and often absurd and cruel rites: and this, in turn, leads to
the loss of all
spiritual freedom and to moral self-destruction.
124 I.e., He allows them to behave as they do because He wants them to make
use of their reason
and of the free will with which He has endowed man.

6:138
And they say, "Such-and-such cattle and fruits of the field are sacred; none may eat thereof save
those whom we will [to do so]" - so they [falsely] claim;125 and [they declare that] it is forbidden
to burden the backs of certain kinds of cattle; and there are cattle over which they do not
pronounce God's name126 - falsely attributing [the origin of these customs] to Him. [But] He will
requite them for all their false imagery.
6:139
And they say, "All that is in the wombs of such-and-such cattle is reserved for our males and
forbidden to our women; but if it be stillborn, then both may have their share thereof." [God] will
requite them for all that they [falsely] attribute [to Him]: behold, He is wise, all-knowing. (6:140)
Lost, indeed, are they who, in their weakminded ignorance, slay their children and declare as
forbidden that which God has provided for them as sustenance, falsely ascribing [such
prohibitions] to God: they have gone astray and have not found the right path.
6:141
For it is He who has brought into being gardens - [both] the cultivated ones and those growing
wild127 - and the date-palm, and fields bearing multiform produce, and the olive tree, and the
pomegranate: [all] resembling one another and yet so different!128 Eat of their fruit when it
comes to fruition, and give [unto the poor] their due on harvest day. And do not waste [God's
bounties]: verily, He does not love the wasteful! (6:142) And of the cattle reared for work and for
the sake of their flesh, eat whatever God has provided for you as sustenance, and follow not
Satan's footsteps:129 behold, he is your open foe!
125 The pre-Islamic Arabs falsely claimed that these taboos were ordained
by God, as is made
clear in the last part of this verse. One of these supposed, arbitrary
"ordinances" laid down

that only the priests of the particular idol and some men belonging to
the tribe could eat
the flesh of such dedicated animals, while women were not allowed to do
so (Zamakhshari).
126 I.e., while sacrificing them to their idols (see also 5:103 and the
corresponding note).
It would seem from this allusion that, as a rule, the pagan Arabs did
pronounce the name of
God - whom they regarded as the supreme deity - over the animals which
they slaughtered;
in the above-mentioned exceptional cases, however, they refrained from
doing so in the
belief that God Himself had forbidden it.
127 This is the generally-accepted explanation of the term ma'rushat and
ghavr ma'rushat
(lit., "those which are and those which are not provided with
trellises"). The mention of
"gardens" serves here to illustrate the doctrine that everything living
and growing like everything else in the universe - owes its existence to God alone,
and that it is,
therefore, blasphemous to connect it causally or devotionally with any
other power, be
it real or imaginary.
128 See note 85 on verse 99 of this surah.
129 I.e., by superstitiously declaring as forbidden what God has made
lawful to man. All the
references to pre-Islamic taboos given in verses 138-140 as well as 142144 are meant to
stress the lawfulness of any food (and, by implication, of any other
physical enjoyment)
which God has not expressly forbidden through revelation.

6:143
[His followers would have it that, in certain cases, any of these] four kinds of cattle of either sex
[is unlawful to man]: either of the two sexes of sheep and of goats."130 Ask [them]: "Is it the two
males that He has forbidden, or the two females, or that which the wombs of the two females
may contain? Tell me what you know in this respect,"131 if what you say is true."
6:144
And [likewise they declare as unlawful] either of the two sexes of camels and of bovine cattle. 132
Ask [them]: "Is it the two males that He has forbidden, or the two females, or that which the
wombs of the two females may contain? Is it, perchance, that you [yourselves] were witnesses
when God enjoined [all] this upon you?"

And who could be more wicked than he who, without any [real] knowledge, attributes his own
lying inventions to God, and thus leads people astray'?133 Behold, God does not grace [such]
evildoing folk with His guidance.
6:145
Say [O Prophet]: "In all that has been revealed unto me, I do not find anything forbidden to eat,
if one wants to eat thereof,134 unless it be carrion, or blood poured forth, or the flesh of swine for that, behold, is loathsome - or a sinful offering 135 over which any name other than God's has
been invoked. But if one is driven by necessity - neither coveting it nor exceeding his immediate
need - then [know that], behold, thy Sustainer iis much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace."136
130 Lit., "eight [in] pairs - of sheep two and of goats two" (the two other
pairs are mentioned
in the next verse). This is an outstanding example of the ellipticism
often employed in the
Qur'an: a mode of expression which cannot be correctly rendered in any
other language without
the use of explanatory interpolations. The term zawj denotes a pair of
things as well as each
of the two constituents of a pair: hence my rendering of thamaniyat azwa!
(lit., "eight [in]
pairs") as "four kinds of cattle of either sex". The particular
superstition to which this
and the next verse refer is probably identical with the one mentioned in
5:103.
131 Lit., "tell me with knowledge" - i.e., not on the basis of guesswork
but of knowledge acquired
through authentic revelation. The preceding and subsequent ironical
questions are meant to
bring out the vagueness and inconsistency which characterizes all such
superstitious,
self-imposed prohibitions.
132 Lit., "and of camels two, and of bovine cattle two" - thus completing
the enumeration of
the "eight kinds [i.e., four pairs] of cattle".
133 Lit., "[thus] to lead people astray". However, the conjunction li
prefixed to the verb
yudill ("he leads astray") does not denote here - as is usually the case
- an intent ("in
order that") but, rather, a logical sequel ("and thus..."): a use which
is described by
the grammarians as lam al-aqibah, "the letter lam signifying a causal
sequence".
134 Lit., "forbidden to an eater to eat thereof".
135 Lit., "a sinful deed" (fisq) - here signifying an idolatrous offering.

6:146

And [only] unto those who followed the Jewish faith did We forbid all beasts that have claws;137
and We forbade unto them the fat of both oxen and sheep, excepting that which is in their backs
or entrails or that which is within the bone:138 thus did We requite them for their evildoing - for,
behold, We are true to Our word!"139
6:147
And if they give thee the lie,140 say: "Limitless is your Sustainer in His grace; but His
punishment shall not be averted from people who are lost in sin."
6:148
THOSE who are bent on ascribing divinity to aught beside God will say, "Had God so willed, we
would not have ascribed divinity to aught but Him, nor would our forefathers [have done so];
and neither would we have declared as forbidden anything [that He has allowed]." Even so did
those who lived before them give the lie to the truth141 - until they came to taste Our punishment!
Say: "Have you any [certain] knowledge which you could proffer to us?142 You follow but [other
people's] conjectures, and you yourselves do nothing but guess." (6:149) Say: "[Know,] then,
that the final evidence [of all truth] rests with God alone; and had He so willed, He would have
guided you all aright.143
136 Cf. 2:173 and 5:3.
137 The construction of the above sentence makes it clear that this
prohibition was imposed
specifically on the Jews, to the exclusion of believers of later times
(Razi).
138 Cf. Leviticus vii, 23 (where, however, "all manner" of fat of ox, sheep
or goat is declared
forbidden).
139 See 3:93.
140 I.e., regarding the Qur'anic statement (in verse 145) that God forbids
only a few,
clearly-defined categories of food. The pronoun "they" refers to the Jews
as well as to
the pagan Arabs spoken of in the preceding verses - both of whom claim
that God has imposed
on man various complicated restrictions in the matter of food. According
to the Qur'an,
the Jews are wrong in their claim inasmuch as they overlook the fact that
the severe
Mosaic food laws were a punishment for their past misdeeds (see 3:93)
and, therefore,
intended for them alone; and the pagan Arabs are wrong because their
taboos have no divine
basis whatsoever and are due to mere superstition.

141 I.e., the truth that God has endowed man with the ability to choose
between right and
wrong. The above verse constitutes a categorical rejection of the
doctrine of "predestination"
in the commonly-accepted sense of this term.
142 I.e., knowledge regarding "predestination".
143 In other words, the real relationship between God's knowledge of the
future (and, therefore, 197
the ineluctability of what is to happen in the future) on the one side,
and man's free will,
on the other - two propositions which, on the face of it, seem to
contradict one another is beyond man's comprehension; but since both are postulated by God, both
must be true. The
very concept of "God" presupposes His omniscience; and the very concept
of morality and
moral responsibility presupposes free will on man's part. Had God so
willed, every human being
would have been forced to live righteously; but this would have amounted
to depriving man of
his free will, and morality of all its meaning.

6:150
Say: "Bring forward your witnesses who could bear witness that God has forbidden [all] this!"144
- and if they bear witness [falsely], do not bear witness with them; and do not follow the errant
views of those who have given the lie to Our messages, nor of those who believe not in the life to
come, and who regard other powers as their Sustainer's equals!145
6:151
Say: "Come, let me convey unto you what God has [really] forbidden to you:
"Do not ascribe divinity, in any way, to aught beside Him; and [do not offend against but,
rather,] do good unto your parents;146 and do not kill your children for fear of poverty - [for] it is
We who shall provide sustenance for you as well as for them;147 and do not commit any
shameful deeds, be they open or secret; and do not take any human being's life - [the life] which
God has declared to be sacred - otherwise than in [the pursuit of] justice: this has He enjoined
upon you so that you might use your reason;148 (152) and do not touch the substance of an
orphan - save to improve it - before he comes of age."149
And [in all your dealings] give full measure and weight,150 with equity: [however,] We do not
burden any human being with more than he is well able to bear;151 and when you voice an
opinion, be just, even though it be [against] one near of kin.152
And [always] observe your bond with God:153 this has He enjoined upon you, so that you might
keep it in mind. (6:153) And [know] that this is the way leading straight unto Me: follow it, then,
and follow not other ways, lest they cause you to deviate 154 from His way.

[All] this has He enjoined upon you, so that you might remain conscious of Him.
144 A reference to the arbitrary prohibitions mentioned in the preceding
passages.
145 Lit., "make [others] equal to their Sustainer": i.e., attribute divine
or almost-divine
qualities to certain ill-defined natural powers - e.g., believe in
"spontaneous" creative
evolution, or in a "self-created" universe, or in a mysterious,
impersonal elan vital that
supposedly underlies all existence, etc.
146 In the consensus of all the commentators, the phrase interpolated by me
between brackets
is clearly implied in the above commandment, since it is mentioned among
the things which God
has forbidden - and being good towards one's parents is not only not
forbidden but, on the
contrary, enjoined over and over in the Qur'an.
147 This may possibly refer to abortions dictated by economic
considerations.
148 Sc., "and not resort to brute force whenever your private interests are
involved". The
expression "otherwise than in (the pursuit of) justice" refers to the
execution of a legal
punishment or to killing in a just - that is, defensive-war, or to
individual, legitimate
self-defence.
149 I.e., after the orphan in one's charge has come of age, the former
guardian may "touch"
his property, legally, by borrowing from it or otherwise utilizing it
with the owner's consent.
The phrase rendered by me as "save to improve it" reads, literally, "in a
manner that is best",
which implies the intent of bettering it.
150 This refers metonymically to all dealings between men and not only to
commercial transactions:
hence my interpolation of "in all your dealings".
151 The meaning is that God does not expect man to behave with
"mathematical" equity which, in view of the many intangible factors involved, is rarely
attainable in human
dealings - but expects him to do his best towards achieving this ideal.
152 According to Razi, the phrase "when you voice an opinion" (lit., "when
you speak") applies
to expressing an opinion on any subject, whether it concerns one
personally or not; but
the subsequent reference to one's "near of kin" makes it probable that
the above injunction

relates, in particular, to the giving of evidence in cases under dispute.
153 See surah 2, note 19.
154 Lit., "to become scattered"

6:154
AND ONCE AGAIN:155 We vouchsafed the divine writ unto Moses in fulfilment [of Our favour]
upon those who persevered in doing good, clearly spelling out everything, 156 and [thus
providing] guidance and grace, so that they might have faith in the [final] meeting with their
Sustainer.
6:155
And this, too, is a divine writ which We have bestowed from on high, a blessed one: follow it,
then, and be conscious of God, so that you might be graced with His mercy. (6:156) (It has been
given to you] lest you say, "Only unto two groups of people, [both of them] before our time, has
a divine writ been bestowed from on high 157 - and we were indeed unaware of their teachings";
(6:157) or lest you say, "If a divine writ had been bestowed from on high upon us, we would
surely have followed its guidance better than they did."158
And so, a clear evidence of the truth has now come unto you from your Sustainer, and guidance,
and grace. Who, then, could be more wicked than he who gives the lie to God's messages, and
turns away from them in disdain?
We shail requite those who turn away from Our messages in disdain with evil suffering for
having thus turned away!
6:158
Do they, perchance, wait for the angels to appear unto them, or for thy Sustainer [Himself] to
appear, or for some of thy Sustainer's [final] portents to appear?159 [But] on the Day when thy
Sustainer's [final] portents do appear, believing will be of no avail to any human being who did
not believe before, or who, while believing, did no good works.160
Say: "Wait, [then, for the Last Day, O unbelievers:] behold, we [believers] are waiting, too!"
155 See note 31 on the last paragraph of verse 38 of this surah. In this
instance, the stress
implied in the use of thumma seems to point to verse 91 of this surah.
156 I.e., everything that they needed by way of laws and injunctions
appropriate to their time
and the stage of their development (Razi). See in this connection the
phrase, "Unto every one
of you have We appointed a [different] law and way of life", occurring in
5:48, and the
corresponding note 66.

157 I.e., to the Jews and the Christians, who were the only two communities
known to the
Arabs as possessing revealed scriptures.
158 Although this passage refers, in the first instance, to the Arabian
contemporaries of
the Prophet, its message is not restricted to them but relates to all
people, at all times,
who refuse to believe in revelation unless they themselves are its direct
recipients.
159 Le., the signs announcing the Day of Judgment.
160 Lit., "or [did not] earn good in his faith": thus, faith without good
works is here declared
to be equivalent to having no faith at all (Zamakhshari).

6:159
VERILY, as for those who have broken the unity of their faith and have become sects - thou hast
nothing to do with them 161 Behold, their case rests with God: and in time He will make them
understand what they were doing. (6:160) Whoever shall come [before God] with a good deed
will gain ten times the like thereof; but whoever shall come with an evil deed will be requited
with no more than the like thereof; and none shall be wronged.162
6:161
SAY: "Behold, my Sustainer has guided me onto a straight way through an ever-true faith - the
way of Abraham, who turned away from all that is false, and was not of those who ascribe
divinity to aught beside Him." (6:162) Say: "Behold, my prayer, and [all] my acts of worship,
and my living and my dying are for God [alone], the Sustainer of all the worlds, (6:163) in whose
divinity none has a share: for thus have I been bidden - and I shall [always] be foremost among
those who surrender themselves unto Him."
161 A reference primarily, to the Jews and the Christians, who have
departed from the fundamental
religious principles which they had originally shared in their entirety,
and have gone
different ways in respect of doctrine and ethics (cf. 3:105). Beyond this
"primary" reference,
however, the above verse connects logically with verse 153 above, "this
is the way leading
straight unto Me: follow if, then, and follow not other ways, lest they
cause you to deviate
from His way" - and thus relates prophetically to the followers of the
Qur'an as well: in
other words, it expresses a condemnation of all sectarianism arising out
of people's intolerant,
mutually-exclusive claims to being "the only true exponents" of the
Qur'anic teachings. Thus,
when asked about the implications of this verse, the Prophet's Companion
Abu Hurayrah is

reported to have answered, "It has been revealed with reference to this
[our] community"
(Tabari).
162 Lit., "and they shall not be wronged". See in this connection the
statement that God "has
willed upon Himself the law of grace and mercy", occurring in verse 12 of
this surah, and the
corresponding note 10.

6:164
Say: "Am I, then, to seek a sustainer other than God, when He is the Sustainer of all things?"
And whatever [wrong] any human being commits rests upon himself alone; and no bearer of
burdens shall be made to bear another's burden. 163 And, in time, unto your Sustainer you all
must return: and then He will make you. [truly] understand all that on which you were wont to
differ.164
6:165
For, He it is who has made you inherit the earth, 165 and has raised some of you by degrees above
others, so that He might try you by means of what He has bestowed upon you.166
Verily, thy Sustainer is swift in retribution: yet, behold, He is indeed much-forgiving, a dispenser
of grace.
163 This statement - which is also found in 17:15, 35:18. 39:7 and 53:38 constitutes a
categorical rejection of the Christian doctrines of "original sin" and
"vicarious atonement".
For the wider ethical implications of this statement, see 53:38, where it
occurs for the
first time in the chronological order of revelation.
164 See surah 2, note 94.
165 See 2:30, and the corresponding note 22.
166 I.e., by way of character, strength, knowledge, social position,
wealth, etc.

The Seventh Surah
Al-A'raf (The Faculty Of Discernment)
Mecca Period

THE TITLE of this surah is based on an expression which occurs in verses 46 and 48; its
meaning is explained in note 37. According to most of the authorities (and particularly Ibn
'Abbas), the whole of Al-A'raf was revealed shortly before the preceding surah - that is, in the
last year of the Prophet's stay at Mecca; the assertion of As-Suyuti and some other scholars to the

effect that verses 163-171 belong to the Medina period is the result of mere conjecture and
cannot, therefore, be accepted (Manar VIII, 294).
Although, in the chronological order of revelation, Al-A'raf precedes the sixth surah, it has been
placed after the latter because it elaborates the theme outlined therein. After the exposition of
God's oneness and uniqueness - which, as I have pointed out in the introductory note to AlAn'am, constitutes the main theme of the sixth surah - Al-A'raf proceeds with a reference to
revelation as a means by which God communicates His will to man: in other words, to the
mission of the prophets. The need for continued prophetic guidance arises from the fact of man's
weakness and his readiness to follow every temptation that appeals to his appetites, his vanity, or
his mistaken sense of self-interest: and this essential aspect of the human condition is illustrated
in the allegory of Adam and Eve and their fall from grace (verses 19-25), preceded by the
allegory of Iblis as man's eternal tempter (verses 16-18). Without the guidance which God offers
man through His prophets, the right way cannot be found; and, therefore, "unto those who give
the lie to Our messages and scorn them in their pride, the gates of heaven shall not be opened"
(verse 40). From verse 59 onwards, most of the surah is devoted to the histories of some of the
earlier prophets whose warnings were rejected by their people, beginning with Noah, continuing
with Hud, Salih, Lot and Shu'ayb, and culminating in a lengthy account of Shu'ayb's son-in-law,
Moses, and his experiences with the children of Israel. With verse 172 the discourse reverts to
the complex psychology of man, his instinctive ability to perceive God's existence and oneness,
and to "what happens to him to whom God vouchsafes His messages and who then discards
them: Satan catches up with him, and he strays, like so many others, into grievous error" (verse
175). This brings us to God's final message, the Qur'an, and to the role of the Last Prophet,
Muhammad, who is "nothing but a warner and a herald of glad tidings" (verse 188): a mortal
servant of God, having no "supernatural" powers or qualities, and - like all God-conscious men "never too proud to worship Him" (verse 206).
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
7:1
Alif. Lam. Mim. Sad.1
A DIVINE WRIT has been bestowed from on high upon thee - and let there be no doubt about
this in thy heart - in order that thou mayest warn [the erring] thereby, and [thus] admonish the
believers:2
1 See Appendix II.
2 The expression haraj (lit., "straitness" or "tightness") is often used
idiomatically to denote
"doubt": and this is, according to Ibn 'Abbas, Mujahid and Qatadah, the
meaning of the term
here (see Tabari', Zamakhshari, Baghawi, Razi, Ibn Kathir). The
construction of the whole
sentence makes it clear that the "doubt" does not relate to the origin of
the divine writ but
to its purpose: and thus, although ostensibly addressed to the Prophet,
the above passage

is meant to draw the attention of all whom the Qur'anic message may reach
to the fact that
it has a twofold objective - namely, to warn the rejectors of the truth
and to guide those
who already believe in it. Both the warning and the admonition are
summarized in the sequence.

7:3
"Follow what has been sent down unto you by your Sustainer, and follow no masters other than
Him.3 How seldom do you keep this in mind! (7:4) And how many a [rebellious] community
have We destroyed, with Our punishment coming upon it by night, or while they were resting at
noontide!4 (7:5) And when Our punishment came upon them, they had nothing to say for
themselves, and could only cry,5 "Verily, we were wrongdoers!"
7:6
Thus, [on Judgment Day] We shall most certainly call to account all those unto whom a [divine]
message was sent, and We shall most certainly call to account the message-bearers
[themselves];6 (7:7) and thereupon We shall most certainly reveal unto them Our knowledge [of
their doings]:7 for never have We been absent [from them].
7:8
And true will be the weighing on that Day; and those whose weight [of good deeds] is heavy in
the balance - it is they, they who shall attain to a happy state; (7:9) whereas those whose weight
is light in the balance - it is they who will have squandered their own selves by their wilful
rejection of Our messages!
YEA, INDEED, [O men,] We have given you a [bountiful] place on earth, and appointed thereon
means of livelihood for you: [yet] how seldom are you grateful! (7:11) Yea, indeed, We have
created you, and then formed you;9 and then We said unto the angels, "Prostrate yourselves
before Adam!" - whereupon they [all] prostrated themselves, save Iblis: he was not among those
who prostrated themselves.10
3 Some of the great Muslim thinkers, and particularly Ibn Hazm and Ibn
Taymiyyah, maintain
that the expression awliya' (here rendered as "masters") denotes, in this
context, "authorities"
in the religious sense of the word, implying a prohibition of attributing
legal validity - side
by side with Qur'anic ordinances - to the subjective opinions of any
person below the Prophet.
See in this connection 5:101, and the corresponding notes.
4 I.e., suddenly, when the people felt completely secure and at ease. This
passage connects with
the obligation, laid down in the preceding two verses, to follow God's
revealed messages.

5 Lit., "their plea was nothing but that they said". 6 Cf. 5:109.
7 Lit., "relate to them with knowledge".
8 Lit., "for that they were wont to act wrongfully with regard to Our
messages".
9 The sequence of these two statements - "We have created you [i.e.,
"brought you into being as
living organisms"] and then formed you" [or "given you your shape", i.e.,
as human beings]is meant to bring out the fact of man's gradual development, in the
individual sense, from
the embryonic stage to full-fledged existence, as well as of the
evolution of the human race
as such.
10 As regards God's allegorical command to the angels to "prostrate
themselves" before Adam,
see 2:30-34, and the corresponding notes. The reference to all mankind
which precedes the story
of Adam in this surah makes it clear that his name symbolizes, in this
context, the whole
human race.
Western scholars usually take it for granted that the name "Iblis" is a
corruption of the Greek
word diabolos, from which the English "devil" is derived. There is,
however, not the slightest
evidence that the pre-Islamic Arabs borrowed this or any other
mythological term from the Greeks while on the other hand, it is established that the Greeks derived a good
deal of their
mythological concepts (including various deities and their functions)
from the much earlier
South-Arabian civilization (cf. Encyclopaedia of Islam I, 379 f.). One
may, therefore, assume
with something approaching certainty that the Greek diabolos is a
Hellenized form of the
Arabic name for the Fallen Angel, which, in turn, is derived from the
root-verb ablasa, "he
despaired" or "gave up hope" or "became broken in spirit" (see Lane I,
248). The fact that
the noun diabolos ("slanderer" - derived from the verb diaballein, "to
throw [something] across")
is of genuinely Greek origin does not, by itself, detract anything from
this hypothesis: for
it is conceivable that the Greeks, with their well-known tendency to
Hellenize foreign names,
identified the name "Iblis" with the, to them, much more familiar term
diabolos. - As regards
Iblis' statement, in the next verse, that he had been created "out of
fire", see surah 38.
note 60.

7:12

[And God] said: "What has kept thee from prostrating thyself when I commanded thee?"
Answered [Iblis]: "I am better than he: Thou hast created me out of fire, whereas him Thou hast
created out of clay." (7:13) [God] said: "Down with thee, then, from this [state] - for it is not
meet for thee to show arrogance here! Go forth, then: verily, among the humiliated shalt thou
be!"
7:14
Said [Iblis]: "Grant me a respite till the Day when all shall be raised from the dead." (7:15) [And
God] replied: "Verily, thou shalt be among those who are granted a respite." (7:16) [Whereupon
Iblis] said: "Now that Thou hast thwarted me,11 I shall most certainly lie in ambush for them all
along Thy straight way, (7:17) and shall most certainly fall upon them openly as well as in a
manner beyond their ken,12 and from their right and from their left: and most of them Thou wilt
find ungrateful."
7:18
[And God] said: "Go forth from here, disgraced and disowned! [And] as for such of them as
follow thee - I will most certainly fill hell with you all!
11 Or: "allowed me to fall into error". The term aghwahu denotes both "he
caused [or "allowed"]
him to err" or "he caused him to be disappointed" or "to fail in
attaining his desire" (cf.
Lane VI, 2304 f.). Since. in this case, the saying of Iblis refers to the
loss of his erstwhile
position among the angels, the rendering adopted by me seems to be the
most appropriate.
12 Lit., "from between their hands and from behind them". Regarding this
idiomatic expression
and my rendering of it, see the similar phrase in 2:255 ("He knows all
that lies open before
men and all that is hidden from them"). The subsequent phrase "from their
right and from their
left" signifies "from all directions and by all possible means".

7:19
And [as for thee], O Adam, dwell thou and thy wife in this garden, and eat, both of you,
whatever you may wish; but do not approach this one tree, lest you become evildoers!"13 (7:20)
Thereupon Satan whispered unto the two with a view to making them conscious of their
nakedness, of which [hitherto] they had been unaware;14 and he said: "Your Sustainer has but
forbidden you this tree lest you two become [as] angels, or lest you live forever."15
7:21
And he swore unto them, "Verily, I am of those who wish you well indeed!16 (22) - and thus he
led them on with deluding thoughts.

But as soon as the two had tasted [the fruit] of the tree, they became conscious of their
nakedness; and they began to cover themselves with pieced-together leaves from the garden. And
their Sustainer called unto them: "Did I not forbid that tree unto you and tell you, 'Verily, Satan
is your open foe'?"
7:23
The two replied: "O our Sustainer! We have sinned against ourselves - and unless Thou grant us
forgiveness and bestow Thy mercy upon us, we shall most certainly be lost!" (7:24) Said He:
"Down with you,16 [and be henceforth] enemies unto one another, having on earth your abode
and livelihood for a while: (7:25) there shall you live" - He added - "and there shall you die, and
thence shall you be brought forth [on Resurrection Day]!"
13 See 2:35 and 20:120, as well as the corresponding notes.
14 Lit., "so as to make manifest to them that of their nakedness which
[hitherto] had been
imperceptible to them": an allegory of the state of innocence in which
man lived before his
fall from grace - that is, before his consciousness made him aware of
himself and of the
possibility of choosing between alternative courses of action, with all
the attending
temptations towards evil and the misery which must follow a wrong choice.
15 Lit., "or [lest] you become of those who are enduring": thus instilling
in them the desire
to live forever and to become in this respect, like God. (See note 106 on
20:120.)
16 Sc., "from this state of blessedness and innocence". As in the parallel
account of this parable
of the Fall in 2:35-36, the dual form of address changes at this stage
into the plural, thus
connecting once again with verse 10 and the beginning of verse 11 of this
surah, and making it
clear that the story of Adam and Eve is, in reality, an allegory of human
destiny. In his
earlier state of innocence man was unaware of the existence of evil and,
therefore, of the
ever-present necessity of making a choice between the many possibilities
of action and behaviour:
in other words, he lived, like all other animals, in the light of his
instincts alone.
Inasmuch, however, as this innocence was only a condition of his
existence and not a virtue,
it gave to his life a static quality and thus precluded him from moral
and intellectual
development. The growth of his consciousness - symbolized by the wilful
act of disobedience
to God's command - changed all this. It transformed him from a purely
instinctive being into
a full-fledged human entity as we know it - a human being capable of
discerning between right

and wrong and thus of choosing his way of life. In this deeper sense, the
allegory of the
Fall does not describe a retrogressive happening but, rather, a new stage
of human development:
an opening of doors to moral considerations. By forbidding him to
"approach this tree", God
made it possible for man to act wrongly - and, therefore, to act rightly
as well: and so
man became endowed with that moral free will which distinguishes him from
all other sentient
beings. - Regarding the role of Satan - or Iblis - as the eternal tempter
of man, see note
26 on 2:34 and note 31 on 15:41.

7:26
O CHILDREN of Adam! Indeed, We have bestowed upon you from on high [the knowledge of
making] garments to cover your nakedness, and as a thing of beauty:17 but the garment of Godconsciousness is the best of all. Herein lies a message from God, so that man18 might take it to
heart. (7:27) O children of Adam! Do not allow Satan to seduce you in the same way as he
caused your ancestors to be driven out of the garden: he deprived them of their garment [of Godconsciousness] in order to make them aware of their nakedness. Verily, he and his tribe are lying
in wait for you where you cannot perceive them!19
Verily, We have placed [all manner of] satanic forces near unto those who do not [truly]
believe;20 (7:28) and [so,] whenever they commit a shameful deed, they are wont to say, "We
found our forefathers doing it," and, "God has enjoined it upon us."
Say: "Behold, never does God enjoin deeds of abomination. Would you attribute unto God
something of which you have no knowledge?"
7:29
Say: "My Sustainer has [but] enjoined the doing of what is right; and [He desires you to] put
your whole being into every act of worship,21 and to call unto Him, sincere in your faith in Him
alone. As it was He who brought you into being in the first instance, so also [unto Him] you will
return: (7:30) some [of you] He will have graced with His guidance, whereas, for some a straying
from the right path will have become unavoidable:22 for, behold, they will have taken [their own]
evil impulses for their masters in preference to God, thinking all the while that they have found
the right path!"
17 Lit., "as plumage" - a metaphorical expression derived from the beauty
of birds' plumage.
18 Lit., "this is [one] of God's messages, so that they.. .", etc.
19 Lit., "see you from where you do not see them".
20 The interpolated word "truly" is implied in this phrase in view of the
subsequent reference

to the erroneous beliefs of such people: for, although their beliefs are
wrong, some of them
are under the impression that the "shameful deeds" subsequently referred
to have been enjoined
by God. As for the "satanic forces" (shayatin), it is to be remembered
that this designation
is applied in the Qur'an to all kinds of wicked impulses or propensities
that are "near unto"
(i.e., in the hearts of) those who do not truly believe in God (see note
31 on 14:22): hence,
the term shayatin occurring in verse 30 below has been rendered as "evil
impulses".
21 The term wajh (lit., "face") occurring here is often used, in the
abstract sense, to denote
a person's entire being or entire attention - as, for instance, in the
phrase aslamtu
wajhi li'llahi, "I have surrendered my whole being unto God" (3:20). The
word masjid, which
usually signifies the time or place of prostration in prayer (sujud),
evidently stands in
this context - as well as in verse 31 below - for any act of worship.
22 Lit., "will have become incumbent upon them" (haqqa 'alayhim), implying
that this straying
was an inevitable consequence of their own doings and attitudes.

7:31
O CHILDREN of Adam! Beautify yourselves23 for every act of worship, and eat and drink
[freely], but do not waste: verily, He does not love the wasteful! (7:32) Say: "Who is there to
forbid the beauty which God has brought forth for His creatures, and the good things from
among the means of sustenance?"
Say: "They are [lawful] in the life of this world unto all who have attained to faith - to be theirs
alone on Resurrection Day."24 Thus clearly do We spell out these messages unto people of
[innate] knowledge!
7:33
Say: "Verily, my Sustainer has forbidden only shameful deeds, be they open or secret, and [every
kind of] sinning, and unjustified envy, and the ascribing of divinity to aught beside Him - since
He has never bestowed any warrant therefor from on high and the attributing unto God of aught
of which you have no knowledge." (7:34) And for all people a term has been set:25 and when [the
end of] their term approaches, they can neither delay it by a single moment,26 nor can they hasten
it.
7:35
O CHILDREN of Adam! Whenever there come unto you apostles of your own, conveying My
messages unto you, then all who are conscious of Me and live righteously - no fear need they

have, and neither shall they grieve; (7:36) but they who give the lie to Our messages and scorn
them in their pride - these are destined for the fire, therein to abide.
23 Lit., "take to your adornment (zinah)". According to Raghib (as quoted
in Lane III, 1279 f.),
the proper 'meaning of zinah is "a [beautifying] thing that does not
disgrace or render
unseemly ... either in the present world or in that which is to come":
thus, it signifies
anything of beauty in both the physical and moral connotations of the
word.
24 By declaring that all good and beautiful things of life - i.e., those
which are not expressly
prohibited - are lawful to the believers, the Qur'an condemns, by
implication, all forms of
life-denying asceticism, world-renunciation and self-mortification.
While, in the life of this
world, those good things are shared by believers and unbelievers alike,
they will be denied
to the latter in the hereafter (cf. verses 50-51 of this surah).
25 Lit., "for every community (ummah) there is a term": i.e., all people
have a life-term decreed
by God, during which they are at liberty to accept or to reject the
guidance offered them
through revelation. The word ummah often denotes "living beings" - in
this context, "people".
26 In Arabic usage, the term sa'ah (lit., "hour") signifies not merely the
astronomical hour i.e., the twenty-fourth part of a mean solar day - but also "time" in an
absolute sense, or
any fraction of it, whether large or small. In the above context, it has
obviously been used
in the sense of "a least fraction of time" or "a single moment".

7:37
And who could be more wicked than they who attribute their own lying inventions to God or
give the lie to His messages? Whatever has been decreed to be their lot [in life] will be theirs" till there shall come unto them Our messengers to cause them to die, [and] shall say, "Where,
now, are those beings whom you were wont to invoke beside God?"
And [those sinners] will reply, "They have forsaken us!" - and [thus] they will bear witness
against themselves that they had been denying the truth.
7:38
[And God] will say: "Join those hosts of invisible beings and humans who have gone before you
into the fire!"

[And] every time a host enters [the fire], it will curse its fellow-host - so much so that, when they
all shall have passed into it, one after another, the last of them will speak [thus] of the first of
them:28 "O our Sustainer! It is they who have led us astray:. give, them, therefore, double
suffering through fire!"
He, will reply: "Every one of you deserves double suffering29 - but you know it not."
7:39
And the first of them will say unto the last of them: "So you were in no wise superior to us!30
Taste, then, this suffering for all [the evil] that you were wont to do!"
VERILY, unto those who give the lie to Our messages and scorn them in their pride, the gates of
heaven shall not be opened;31 and they shall not enter paradise any more than a twisted rope can
pass through a needle's eye:32 for thus do We requite such as are lost in sin. (7:41) Hell will be
their resting-place and their covering as well:33 for thus do We requite the evildoers.
27 Lit., "their share of the [divine] decree (al-kitab) will reach them":
i.e., they will have
in their lifetime, like all other people, all the good or bad fortune
envisaged for them in
God's eternal decree. The "messengers" (rusul) referred to in the next
clause are, apparently,
the angels of death.
28 The terms "first" and "last" refer here either to a sequence in time
("those who came earlier"
and "those who came later") or in status ("leaders" and "followers"); and
in both cases they
relate, as the next sentence indicates, to the evil influence which the
former exerted on the
latter during their lifetime - either directly, as leaders of thought and
persons of
distinction, or indirectly, as forerunners in time, whose example was
followed by later
generations.
29 Lit., "to everyone a double [suffering]": i.e., for having gone astray
and for having, by
his example, led others astray. Cf. 16:25 - "on Resurrection Day they
shall bear the full
weight of their own burdens, as well as some of the burdens of those
ignorant ones whom
they have led astray".
30 I.e., "You went the wrong way, as we did, out of your own free will, and
you bear the same
responsibility as we do." Another possible interpretation is: "You are
not superior to us
because you have learnt nothing from our mistakes."
31 According to Ibn 'Abbas (as quoted by Razi), this metaphor signifies
that God will not accept

any of the good deeds of such sinners, nor their subsequent
supplications.
32 Lit., "until (hatta) a twisted rope passes through a needle's eye";
since this phrase is
meant to express an impossibility, the rendering of hatta as "any more
than" seems to be
appropriate here. As for the word jamal occurring in this sentence, there
is hardly any doubt
that its translation, in this context, as "camel" is erroneous. As
pointed out by Zamakhshari
(and confirmed by other classical commentators, including Razi), Ibn
'Abbas used to read the
word in the spelling jummal, which signifies "a thick rope" or "a twisted
cable"; and the same
reading is attributed to 'Ali ibn Abi Talib (Taj al-'Arus). It is to be
noted that there are
also several other dialectical spellings of this word, namely, jumal,
juml, jumul and, finally,
jamal (as in the generally-accepted version of the Qur'an) - all of them
signifying "a thick,
twisted rope" (Jawhari), and all of them used in this sense by some of
the Prophet's Companions
or their immediate successors (tabi'un). Ibn 'Abbas is also quoted by
Zamakhshari as having said
that God could not have coined so inappropriate a metaphor as "a camel
passing through a needle's
eye" - meaning that there is no relationship whatsoever between a camel
and a needle's eye whereas,
on the other hand, there is a definite relationship between the latter
and a rope (which, after
all, is but an extremely thick thread). On all accounts, therefore, the
rendering of jamal as
"a twisted rope" is, in this context, infinitely preferable to that of "a
camel". The fact that
the latter rendering occurs in a somewhat similar phrase in the Greek
version of the Synoptic
Gospels (Matthew xix, 24, Mark x, 25 and Luke xviii, 25) does not affect
this contention. One
should remember that the Gospels were originally composed in Aramaic, the
language of Palestine
at the time of Jesus, and that those Aramaic texts are now lost. It is
more than probable that,
owing to the customary absence of vowel signs in Aramaic writing, the
Greek translator
misunderstood the consonant spelling g-m-l (corresponding to the Arabic
j-m-l), and took it
to mean "a camel": a mistake repeated since, with regard to the above
Qur'an-verse, by many
Muslims and all, non-Muslim orientalists as well.
33 Lit., "for them there will be a resting-place of [the fires of] hell
and, from above them,
coverings [thereof]".

7:42

But those who attain to faith and do righteous deeds - [and] We do not burden any human being
with more than he is well able to bear - they are destined for paradise, therein to abide, (7:43)
after We shall have removed whatever unworthy thoughts or feelings may have been [lingering]
in their bosoms. Running waters will flow at their feet;34 and they will say: "All praise is due to
God, who has guided us unto this; for we would certainly not have found the right path unless
God had guided us! Indeed, our Sustainer's apostles have told us the truth!"
And [a voice] will call out unto them: "This is the paradise which you have inherited by virtue of
your past deeds!" (7:44) And the inmates of paradise will call out to the inmates of the fire:
"Now we have found that what our Sustainer promised us has come true; have you too, found
that what your Sustainer promised you has come true?"
[The others] will answer, "Yes!"- whereupon from their midst a voice35 will loudly proclaim:
"God's rejection is the due of the evildoers (7:45) who turn others away from God's path and try
to make it appear crooked, and who refuse to acknowledge the truth of the life to come!"
34 Lit., "beneath them": i.e., all blessings will be at their command.
35 Lit., "an announcer" (mu'adhdhin).

7:46
And between the two there will be a barrier.36 And there will be persons who [in life] were
endowed with the faculty of discernment [between right and wrong], recognizing each by its
mark.37 And they will call out unto the inmates of paradise, "Peace be upon you!"- not having
entered it themselves, but longing [for it]. (7:47) And whenever their eyes are turned towards the
inmates of the fire, they will cry: "O our Sustainer! Place us not among the people who have
been guilty of evildoing!"
7:48
And they who [in life] had possessed this faculty of discernment will call out to those whom they
recognize by their marks [as sinners], saying: "What has your amassing [of wealth] availed you,
and all the false pride of your past? (7:49) Are those [blessed ones] the self-same people of
whom you once solemnly declared, 'Never will God bestow His grace upon them'? 38 [For now
they have been told,] 'Enter paradise; no fear need you have, and neither shall you grieve!"'
7:50
And the inmates of the fire will call out unto the inmates of paradise: "Pour some water upon us,
or some of the sustenance [of paradise] which God has provided for you!"
[The inmates of paradise] will reply: "Verily, God has denied both to those who have denied the
truth - (7:51) those who, beguiled by the life of this world, have made play and passing delights
their religion!"39

[And God will say:] "And so We shall be oblivious of them today as they were oblivious of the
coming of this their Day [of Judgment], and as Our messages they did deny: (7:52) for, indeed,
We did convey unto them a divine writ which We clearly, and wisely,40 spelled out - a guidance
and a grace unto people who will believe."
36 The word hijab denotes anything that intervenes as an obstacle between
things or conceals one
thing from another; it is used in both an abstract and a concrete sense.
37 The term al-a'raf (which gave to this surah its title) occurs in the
Qur'an only twice - namely,
in the above verse and in verse 48. It is the plural of 'urf, which
primarily denotes
"acknowledgement" or "discernment", and is also used to denote the
highest, or most elevated,
part of anything (because it is most easily discerned): for instance, the
'urf of a cock is
the coxcomb, that of a horse its mane, and so forth. On the basis of this
idiomatic usage, many
commentators assume that the a'raf referred to here are "elevated
places", like the heights of
a wall or its ramparts, and identify it with the "barrier" (hijab)
mentioned at the end of
the preceding sentence. A far more likely interpretation, however, is
forthcoming from the
primary significance of the word 'urf and its plural a'raf: namely,
"discernment" and "the
faculty of discernment", respectively. This interpretation has been
adopted by some of the
great, early commentators of the Qur'an, like Al-Hasan al-Bagff and AzZajjaj, whose views
Razi quotes with evident approval. They state emphatically that the
expression 'ala 'l-a'raf
is synonymous with 'ala ma'rifah, that is, "possessing knowledge" or
"endowed with the faculty
of discernment" (i.e., between right and wrong); and that the persons
thus described are those
who in their lifetime were able to discern between right and wrong
("recognizing each by its
mark"), but did not definitely incline to either: in brief, the
indifferent ones. Their lukewarm
attitude has prevented them from doing either much good or much wrong with the result that,
as the next sentence shows, they deserve neither paradise nor hell.
(Several Traditions to
this effect are quoted by Tabari as well as by Ibn Kathir in their
commentaries on this verse.) The noun rijal (lit., "men") at the beginning of the next sentence as
well as in verse 48
obviously denotes "persons" of both sexes.
38 Implying either that the believers did not deserve God's grace or,
alternatively, that God
does not exist. The expression "you solemnly declared" (lit., "you said
under oath") is a
metaphor for the unbelievers' utter conviction in this respect.

39 See 6:70 and the corresponding note 60.
40 Lit., "with knowledge".

7:53
Are [the unbelievers] but waiting for the final meaning of that [Day of Judgment] to unfold?"41
[But] on the Day when its final meaning is unfolded, those who aforetime had been oblivious
thereof will say: "Our Sustainer's apostles have indeed told us the truth! Have we, then, any
intercessors who could intercede in our behalf? Or could we be brought back [to life] so that we
might act otherwise than we were wont to act?"42
Indeed, they will have squandered their own selves, and all their false imagery will have
forsaken them.
VERILY, your Sustainer is God, who has created the heavens and the earth in six aeons, and is
established on the throne of His almightiness.43 He covers the day with the night in swift pursuit,
with the sun and the moon and the stars subservient to His command: oh, verily, His is all
creation and all command. Hallowed is God, the Sustainer of all the worlds!
7:55
Call unto your Sustainer humbly, and in the secrecy of your hearts. Verily, He loves not those
who transgress the bounds of what is right: (7:56) hence, do not spread corruption on earth after
it has been so well ordered. And call unto Him with fear and longing: verily, God's grace is ever
near unto the doers of good!
41 In this context, the term ta'wil (which literally means "an endeavour to
arrive at the final
meaning [of a saying or occurrence]"- cf. 3:7) signifies the fulfilment
of the warnings contained
in the Qur'an: and in this sense it connotes the "unfolding of its final
meaning"
42 Cf. 6 : 27-28.
43 The conjunctive particle thumma which precedes this clause does not
always denote order in time
("then" or "thereupon"). In cases where it is used to link parallel
statements it has often the
function of the simple conjunction wa ("and") - as, for instance, in 2:29
("and has applied His
design...", etc.) As regards the term 'arsh (lit., "throne" or "seat of
power"), all Muslim
commentators, classical and modern, are unanimously of the opinion that
its metaphorical use in
the Qur'an is meant to express God's absolute sway over all His creation.
It is noteworthy that
in all the seven instances where God is spoken of in the Qur'an as
"established on the throne of

His almightiness" (7:54, 10:3, 13:2, 20:5, 25:59, 32:4 and 57:4), this
expression is connected
with a declaration of His having created the universe.- The word yawm,
commonly translated as
"day" - but rendered above as "aeon" - is used in Arabic to denote any
period, whether extremely
long ("aeon") or extremely short ("moment"): its application to an
earthly "day" of twenty-four
hours is only one of its many connotations. (Cf. in this respect note 26
above, where the
meaning of sa'ah - lit., "hour" - is explained.)

7:57
And He it is who sends forth the winds as a glad tiding of His coming grace - so that, when they
have brought heavy clouds, We may drive them towards dead land and cause thereby water to
descend; and by this means do We cause all manner of fruit to come forth. Even thus shall We
cause the dead to come forth: [and this] you ought to keep in mind.44 (7:58) As for the good land,
its vegetation comes forth [in abundance] by its Sustainer's leave, whereas from the bad it comes
forth but poorly.
Thus do We give many facets to Our messages for [the benefit of] people who are grateful!
7:59
INDEED, We sent forth Noah unto his people,45 and he said: "O my people! Worship God alone:
you have no deity other than Him. Verily, I fear lest suffering befall you on an awesome Day!"46
(7:60) The great ones among his people replied: "Verily, we see that thou art obviously lost in
error!" (7:61) Said [Noah]: "O my people! There is no error in me, but I am an apostle from the
Sustainer of all the worlds. (7:62) I am delivering unto you my Sustainer's messages and giving
you good advice: for I know [through revelation] from God what you do not know. (7:63) Why,
do you deem it strange that a tiding from your Sustainer should have come unto you through a
man from among yourselves, so that he might warn you, and that you might become conscious of
God, and that you might be graced with His mercy?"
7:64
And yet they gave him the lie! And so We saved him and those who stood by him, in the ark, the
while We caused those who had given the lie to Our messages to drown: verily, they were blind
folk!47
44 This is the key-sentence of the parable set forth in verses 57-58: by
the exercise of the
same life-giving power by which God causes plants to grow, He will
resurrect the dead at the
end of time. The next sentence continues the parable by likening those
whose hearts are open
to the voice of truth to fertile earth, and those who are bent on denying
it, to barren earth.

45 In continuation of the stress, in the preceding passages, on God's
omnipotence and transcendental
oneness, verses 59-93 refer to several of the earlier prophets, who
preached the same truth, and
whose names were familiar to the Arabs before the revelation of the
Qur'an. Their stories beginning with that of Noah, who is considered the first apostle ever
sent to mankind - are
reduced here to the warnings with which they unsuccessfully tried to
persuade their people to
worship God alone and to live righteously.
46 This refers either to the Day of Judgment or to the approaching deluge.
47 Explaining this verse in his translation of the Qur'an, Muhammad Ali
rightly points out that 212
the latter "does not support the theory of a world deluge, for it plainly
states ... that only
people to whom Noah had delivered his message called him a liar, and ...
were drowned .... Hence
the deluge affected the territory of Noah's people, not the whole world,
as the Bible would have
us believe." To this may be added that the deluge spoken of in the Bible,
in the myths of Sumeria
and Babylonia, and, finally, in the Qur'an, most probably represents the
inundation, during the
Ice Age, of the huge basin which today is covered by the Mediterranean:
an inundation which was
due to the break-in of the Atlantic through the land-barrier at the
modern Gibraltar, and of the
Black Sea through what is now the Dardanelles.

7:65
AND UNTO [the tribe of] 'Ad [We sent] their brother Hud.48 He said: "O my people! Worship
God alone: you have no deity other than Him. Will you not, then, be conscious of Him?" (7:66)
Said the great ones among his people, who refused to acknowledge the truth: "Verily, we see that
thou art weak-minded; and, verily, we think that thou art a liar!"49
7:67
Said [Hud]: "O my people! There is no weakmindedness in me, but I am an apostle from the
Sustainer of all the worlds. (7:68) I am delivering unto you my Sustainer's messages and
advising you truly and well.50] (69) Why, do you deem it strange that a tiding from your
Sustainer should have come unto you through a man from among yourselves, so that he might
warn you? Do but remember how He made you heirs to Noah's people, and endowed you
abundantly with power:51 remember, then, God's blessings, so that you might attain to a happy
state!"
(70) They answered: "Hast thou come to us [with the demand] that we worship God alone, and
give up all that our forefathers were wont to worship? Bring about, then, that [punishment] with
which thou hast threatened us, if thou art a man of truth!"

(71) Said [Hud]: "You are already beset by loathsome evils and by your Sustainer's
condemnation! Do you argue with me about the [empty] names which you have invented53 - you
and your forefathers - for which God has bestowed no warrant from on high? Wait, then, [for
what will happen:] verily, I shall wait with you!"54
48 Hud is said to have been the first Arabian prophet. He may be identical
with the Biblical 'Eber,
the ancestor of the Hebrews ('Ibrim) who - like most of the Semitic
tribes - had probably originated
in South Arabia. (References to Eber are found in Genesis x, 24-25 and
xi, 14 ff.) The ancient
Arabian name Hud is still reflected in that of Jacob's son Judah (Yahudah
in Hebrew), which provided
the subsequent designation of the Jews. The name 'Eber - both in Hebrew
and in its Arabic form
'Abir - signifies "one who crosses over" (i.e., from one territory to
another), and may be a Biblical
echo of the fact that this tribe "crossed over" from Arabia to
Mesopotamia in pre-Abrahamic times.The tribe of 'Ad, to which Hud belonged ("their brother Hud"), inhabited
the vast desert region
known as Al-Ahqaf, between 'Uman and Hadramawt, and was noted for its
great power and influence
(see 89:8 - "the like of whom has never been reared in all the land"). It
disappeared from history
many centuries before the advent of Islam, but its memory always remained
alive in Arabian tradition.
49 They considered him "weak-minded" because he expected them to give up
their traditional beliefs
and deities; and a "liar", because he claimed to be a prophet of God.
50 Lit., "I am a trustworthy adviser to you".
51 Lit., "successors after Noah's people"- i.e., the most numerous and
powerful of all the tribes
that descended from Noah - "and increased you abundantly in respect of
[your] natural endowment
(khalq)". The latter term also signifies "power" (Razi).
52 A reference to their idolatry and obstinacy.
53 Lit., "names which you have named"- i.e., the false deities, which have
no real existence.
54 Lit., "I shall be, together with you, among those who wait."

7:72
And so, by Our grace, We saved him and those who stood by him, the while We wiped out the
last remnant of those who gave the lie to Our messages and would not believe.55
7:73

AND UNTO [the tribe of] Thamud [We sent] their brother Salih56 He said: "O my people!
Worship God alone: you have no deity other than Him. Clear evidence of the truth has now come
unto you from your Sustainer.
"This she-camel belonging to God shall be a token for you: so leave her alone to pasture on
God's earth, and do her no harm, lest grievous chastisement befall you.57 (7:74) "And remember
how He made you heirs to [the tribe of] 'Ad58 and settled you firmly on earth, so that you [are
able to] build for yourselves castles on its plains and hew out mountains [to serve you] as
dwellings:59 remember, then, God's blessings, and do not act wickedly on earth by spreading
corruption."
55 As is shown in 69:6-8, this destruction came about through a violent
sandstorm raging without
a break for seven nights and eight days.
56 The Nabataean tribe of Thamud descended from the tribe of 'Ad mentioned
in the preceding passage,
and is, therefore, often referred to in pre-Islamic poetry as the "Second
'Ad". Apart from
Arabian sources, "a series of older references, not of Arabian origin,
confirm the historical
existence of the name and people of Thamud. Thus the inscription of
Sargon of the year 715 B.C.
mentions the Thamud among the people of eastern and central Arabia
subjected by the Assyrians.
We also find the Thamudaei, Thamudenes mentioned in Aristo, Ptolemy, and
Pliny" (Encyclopaedia
of Islam IV, 736). At the time of which the Qur'an speaks, the Thamud
were settled in the
northernmost Hijaz, near the confines of Syria. Rock-inscriptions
attributed to them are still
extant in the region of Al-Hijr - As in the case of the 'Adite prophet
Hud - and the prophet
Shu'ayb spoken of in verses 85-93 of this surah - Salih is called the
"brother" of the tribe
because he belonged to it.
57 The commentators cite various legends to the effect that this she-camel
was of miraculous
origin. Since neither the Qur'an nor any authentic Tradition provides the
least support for
these legends, we must assume that they are based on the expression naqat
Allah ("God's she-camel"),
which has led some pious Muslims to fantastic conjectures. However, as
Rashid Riza' points out
(Manar VIII, 502), this expression denotes merely the fact that the
animal in question was not
owned by any one person, and was therefore to be protected by the whole
tribe; a further,
analogous expression is found in the words "God's earth" in the same
verse: an illustration
of the fact that everything belongs to God. The particular stress placed
by Salih on good

treatment of this ownerless animal - referred to in several places in the
Qur'an - was obviously
due to the cruel high-handedness displayed by the tribe, who, as the next
two verses show, were
wont to "act wickedly on earth by spreading corruption" and "gloried in
their arrogance towards
all who were deemed weak": in other words, their treatment of the
defenceless animal was to be
a "token" of their change of heart or (as is made clear in 54:27) "a test
for them".
58 Cf. the parallel expression in verse 69 above - "heirs to Noah's people"
- and the corresponding
note. From all the historical references to the Thamud it is apparent
that they were one of
the greatest and most powerful Arab tribes of their time.
59 A reference to the elaborate rock-dwellings or tombs - to be seen to
this day - which the
Thamud carved out of the cliffs west of Al-Hijr, in northern Hijaz, and
embellished with
sculptures of animals as well as many inscriptions attesting to the
comparatively high degree
of their civilization and power. In popular Arabian parlance, these rockdwellings are nowadays
called Mada'in Salih ("The Towns of Salih").

7:75
The great ones among his people, who gloried in their arrogance towards all who were deemed
weak, said unto the believers among them: "Do you [really] know that Salih has been sent by his
Sustainer?"
They answered: "Verily, we believe in the message which he bears."60 (7:76) [But] the arrogant
ones said: "Behold, what you have come to believe in we refuse to regard as true!" (7:77) And
then they cruelly slaughtered the she-camel 61 and turned with disdain from their Sustainer's
commandment, and said: "O Salih! Bring about that [punishment] with which thou hast
threatened us, if thou art truly one of God's message-bearers!"
7:78
Thereupon an earthquake overtook them: and then they lay lifeless, in their very homes, on the
ground.62 (7:79) And [Salih] turned away from them, and said: "O my people! Indeed, I
delivered unto you my Sustainer's message and gave you good advice: but you did not love those
who gave [you] good advice."
60 The contents of his message (lit., "that with which he has been sent")
appeared to them
justification enough to accept it on its merits, without the need of any
esoteric "proof" of
Salih's mission. In a subtle way, this statement of faith has a meaning
which goes far beyond

the story of the Thamud. It is an invitation to the sceptic who is unable
to believe in the
divine origin of a religious message, to judge it on its intrinsic merits
and not to make his
acceptance dependent on extraneous, and objectively impossible, proofs of
its origin: for only
through the contents of a message can its truth and validity be
established.
61 The verb 'aqara primarily denotes "he hamstrung [an animal]"- i.e.,
before slaughtering it, so
that it might not run away. This barbarous custom was widely practiced in
pre-Islamic Arabia,
so that 'agr ("hamstringing") gradually became synonymous with
slaughtering in a cruel manner
(Razi; see also Lane V, 2107 f.).
62 Lit., "they became, in their homes, prostrate on the ground". The term
rajfah which occurs
at the beginning of this sentence signifies any violent commotion or
trembling, and is often,
though not always, applied to an earthquake (rajfat al-ard). It is
possible that the earthquake
mentioned here was accompanied by the volcanic eruption which at some
time overtook the historical
dwelling-places of the Thamud tribe, and to which the extensive black
lava-fields (harrah) of
northern Hijaz, and particularly near Mada'in Salih (see note 59 above),
bear eloquent witness
to this day.

7:80
AND [remember] Lot,63 when he said unto his people: "Will you commit abominations such as
none in all the world has ever done before you? (7:81) Verily, with lust you approach men
instead of women: nay, but you are people given to excesses!"
7:82
But his people's only answer was this:64 "Expel them from your land! Verily, they are folk who
make themselves out to be pure !65 (7:83) Thereupon We saved him and his household except his
wife, who was among those that stayed behind66 - (7:84) the while We rained a rain [of
destruction] upon the others: and behold what happened in the end to those people lost in sin!
7:85
AND UNTO [the people of] Madyan [We sent] their brother Shu'ayb.67 He said: "O my people!
Worship God alone: you have no deity other than Him. Clear evidence of the truth has now come
unto you from your Sustainer. Give, therefore, full measure and weight [in all your dealings],
and do not deprive people of what is rightfully theirs;68 and do not spread corruption on earth
after it has been so well ordered: [all] this is for your own good, if you would but believe. (7:86)
And do not lie in ambush by every road [that leads to the truth (69)], threatening and trying to

turn away from God's path all who believe in Him, and trying to make it appear crooked. And
remember [the time] when you were few, and,[how] He made you many: and behold what
happened in the end to the spreaders of corruption! (7:87) "And if there be some among you who
have come to believe in the message which I bear, the while the others do not believe, then have
patience in adversity till God shall judge between us [and them]: for He is the best of all judges!"
63 The story of Lot, Abraham's nephew (Lut in Arabic), is given in greater
detail in 11:69-83.
64 Lit., "their answer was nothing but that they said".
65 Lit., "who purify themselves"; also, "who keep aloof from unclean
things": here obviously
used ironically. The plural relates to Lot, his family and his followers
(cf. 27:56).
66 Contrary to the Biblical account; according to which Lot's wife only
"looked back"
inadvertently (Genesis xix, 26), the Qur'an makes it clear in 11:81 and
66:10 that she
remained behind deliberately, being at heart one with the sinning people
of Sodom and having
no faith in her husband.
67 Shu'ayb is said to be identical with Jethro, the father-in-law of Moses,
also called in the
Bible Reu-el (Exodus ii, 18), meaning "Faithful to God". The region of
Madyan - the Midian of
the Bible - extended from the present-day Gulf of Aqabah westwards deep
into the Sinai Peninsula
and to the mountains of Moab east of the Dead Sea; its inhabitants were
Arabs of the Amorite
group of tribes.
68 Lit., "do not diminish to people their things" - an expression which
applies to physical
possessions as well as to moral and social rights. Regarding my
interpolation of "in all
your dealings", see surah 6, note 150.
69 Thus Zamakhshari and Razi, stressing the metaphorical meaning of the
above phrase. Cf. a
similar expression, attributed to Satan, in verse 16 of this surah.

7:88
Said the great ones among his people, who gloried in their arrogance: "Most certainly, O
Shu'ayb, we shall expel thee and thy fellow-believers from our land, unless you indeed return to
our ways!"
Said [Shu'ayb]: "Why, even though we abhor [them]? (7:89) We should be guilty of blaspheming
against God 70 were we to return to your ways after God has saved us from them! It is not
conceivable that we should return to them - unless God, our Sustainer, so wills." All things does

our Sustainer embrace within His knowledge; in God do we place our trust. O our Sustainer! Lay
Thou open the truth between us and our people - for Thou art the best of all to lay open the truth
!-72
7:90
But the great ones among his people, who were bent on denying the truth, said [to his followers]:
"Indeed, if you follow Shu'ayb, you will, verily, be the losers!" (7:91) Thereupon an earthquake
overtook them: and then they lay lifeless, in their very homes, on the ground"- (7:92) they who
had given the lie to Shu'ayb - as though they had never lived there: they who had given the lie to
Shu'ayb - it was they who were the losers!
7:93
And he turned away from them, and said: "O my people! Indeed, I delivered unto you my
Sustainer's message and gave you good advice: how, then, could I mourn for people who have
denied the truth?"
7:94
AND NEVER YET have We sent a prophet unto any community without trying its people with
misfortune and hardship, so that they might humble themselves; (7:95) then We transformed the
affliction into ease of life,74 so that they throve and said [to themselves], "Misfortune and
hardship befell our forefathers as well"75 - whereupon We took them to task, all of a sudden,
without their being aware [of what was coming].76
70 Lit., "inventing a lie about God".
71 An expression of humility, and not of the idea that God might "will"
them to blaspheme.
72 Or: "Thou art the best of all deciders" - since the verb fataha can also
be rendered as
"he decided". However, Shu'ayb's prayer could not have implied a request
for God's "decision"
(for there was no doubt in his mind as to who was right), and therefore
the primary
significance of iftah ("lay open") and fatih ("one who lays open", i.e.,
the truth) is
preferable.
73 See note
the adjoining
of Madyan
eruptions and

62 above. Like the harrah once inhabited by the Thamud tribe,
region
(the Biblical Midian) shows ample evidence of volcanic
earthquakes.

74 Lit., "then We put good [things] in place of the bad".
75 Le., they regarded it as a normal course of events and did not draw any
lesson from it.

7:96
Yet if the people of those communities had but attained to faith and been conscious of Us, We
would indeed have opened up for them blessings out of heaven and earth: but they gave the lie to
the truth - and so We took them to task through what they [themselves] had been doing."
7:97
Can, then, the people of any community ever feel secure that Our punishment will not come
upon them by night, while they are asleep? (7:98) Why, can the people of any community ever
feel secure that Our punishment will not come upon them in broad daylight, while they are
engaged in (worldly] play?78 (7:99) Can they, then, ever feel secure from God's deep devising?
But none feels secure from God's deep devising save people who are [already] lost.79
7:100
Has it, then, not become obvious unto those who have inherited the earth in the wake of former
generations80 that, if We so willed, We could smite them [too] by means of their sins, sealing
their hearts so that they cannot hear [the truth]?81 (7:101) Unto those [earlier] communities some of whose stories We [now] relate unto thee - there had indeed come apostles of their own
with all evidence of the truth; but they would not believe in anything to which they had once
given the lie:82 thus it is that God seals the hearts of those who deny the truth; (7:102) and in
most of them We found no [inner] bond with anything that is right83 - and most of them We
found to be iniquitous indeed.
76 Cf. 6:42-45.
77 Thus the discourse returns to its starting-point at the beginning of
this surah (verses 4-5):
namely, that the destruction which is bound to overtake any community
(the proper significance
of the term qaryah in this context) which lives in opposition to the
eternal moral verities
amounts, in the last resort, to self-annihilation: for this is the real
meaning of God's "taking
them to task through what (bi-ma) they themselves were doing".
78 I.e., while they enjoy ease and a sense of security, and are unaware of
any danger that may
threaten them (cf. verse 4 of this surah).
79 I.e., morally lost and, therefore, destined to perish. The term makr
Allah ("God's deep
devising") denotes here His unfathomable planning, which is alluded to
elsewhere in the
Qur'an by the expression sunnat Allah ("God's [unchangeable] way" - cf.,
in particular,
33:62, 35:43 and 48:23).
80 Lit., "after its [former] people". The people "who have inherited the
earth" are those now living.

81 See surah 2, note 7. Here, again, we have an affirmation that what the
Qur'an describes as
"God's punishment" (as well as "God's reward") is, in reality, a
consequence of man's own doings,
and not an arbitrary act of God: it is "by means of their sins" (bidhunubihim) that God
"sets a seal" upon the hearts of men. This statement is further
elucidated at the end of verse 101.
82 Lit., "to which they had given the lie aforetime": an allusion to the
instinctive unwillingness
of most people to give up the notions - positive or negative - to which
they are accustomed.
83 Thus Raghib explains the term 'ahd occurring in this sentence. Its usual
rendering as "covenant"
or "loyalty to their covenant" is entirely meaningless in this context.
Rashid Rida' widens
Raghib's interpretation and includes in the above term man's instinctive
ability to discern
between right and wrong and, thus, to follow the dictates of his own
conscience (Manar IX, 33 ff.).
Regarding the deeper implications of this expression, see surah 2, note
19.

7:103
AND AFTER those [early people] We sent Moses with Our messages unto Pharaoh and his great
ones, and they wilfully rejected them:84 and behold what happened in the end to those spreaders
of corruption! (7:104) And Moses said: "O Pharaoh! Verily, I am an apostle from the Sustainer
of all the worlds, (7:105) so constituted that I cannot say anything about God but the truth. I have
now come unto you with a clear evidence from your Sustainer: let, then, the children of Israel go
with me!"
7:106
Said [Pharaoh]: "If thou hast come with a sign, produce it - if thou art a man of truth!" (7:107)
Thereupon [Moses] threw down his staff, and lo! it was a serpent, plainly visible; (7:108) and he
drew forth his hand, and lo! it appeared [shining] white to the beholders.85
7:109
The great ones among Pharaoh's people said: "Verily, this is indeed a sorcerer of great
knowledge, (7:110) who wants to drive you out of your land!"86
[Said Pharaoh:] "What, then, do you advise?" (7:111) They answered: "Let him and his brother 87
wait awhile, and send unto all cities heralds (7:112) who shall bring before thee every sorcerer of
great knowledge." (7:113) And the sorcerers came unto Pharaoh [and] said: "Verily, we ought to
have a great reward88 if it is we who prevail."

7:114
Answered [Pharaoh]: "Yes; and, verily, you shall be among those who are near unto me." (7:115)
They said: "O Moses! Either thou shalt throw [thy staff first], or we shall [be the first to] throw."
84 Lit., "they did wrong to them".
85 As is evident from 20:22, 27:12 and 28:32, the hand of Moses was
"[shining] white, without
blemish", i.e., endowed with transcendent luminosity in token of his
prophethood - and not,
as stated in the Bible (Exodus iv, 6), "leprous as snow". Regarding the
possible mystic
significance of the miracle of the staff, see note 14 on 20: 21.
86 I.e., "deprive you of your rule". The plural "you" relates to Pharaoh
and the ruling class.
87 I.e., Aaron, who - as is mentioned in several other places in the Qur'an
- accompanied Moses on
his mission.
88 The particle la preceding the noun ajr ("reward") indicates an emphasis
which gives to this
combination the meaning of "great reward".

7:116
He answered: "You throw [first]."
And when they threw down [their staffs], they cast a spell upon the people's eyes, and struck
them with awe, and produced mighty sorcery. (7:117) And [then] We inspired Moses, "Throw
down thy staff!" - and lo! it swallowed up all their deceptions:89 (7:118) whereupon the truth was
established, and vain was proved all that they had been doing. (7:119) And thus were they
vanquished there and then, and became utterly humiliated.
7:120
And down fell the sorcerers,90 prostrating themselves (121) [and] exclaiming: "We have come to
believe in the Sustainer of all the worlds, (7:122) the Sustainer of Moses and Aaron!" (7:123)
Said Pharaoh: "Have you come to believe in him91 ere I have given you permission? Behold, this
is indeed a plot which you have cunningly devised in this [my] city in order to drive out its
people hence! But in time you shall come to know, [my revenge]: (7:124) most certainly shall I
cut off your hands and your feet in great numbers, because of [your] perverseness, and then I
shall most certainly crucify you, in great numbers, all together!"92
7:125
They answered: "Verily, unto our Sustainer do we turn - (7:126) for thou takest vengeance on us
only because we have come to believe in our Sustainer's messages as soon as they came to us. O

our Sustainer! Shower us with patience in adversity, and make us die as men who have
surrendered themselves unto Thee!"
7:127
And the great ones among Pharaoh's people said: "Wilt thou allow Moses and his people to
spread corruption on earth, and to [cause thy people to] forsake thee and thy gods?"
[Pharaoh] replied: "We shall slay their sons in great numbers and shall spare [only] their women:
for, verily, we hold sway over them!"
89 Implying that the act of Moses was a genuine miracle, whereas that of
the sorcerers was a
feat of make-believe (cf. 20:66).
90 Lit., "the sorcerers were thrown down" - i.e., they fell to the ground
as if thrown by a
superior force (Zamakhshari).
91 This personal pronoun may refer either to God or to Moses; but a similar
expression in
20:71 and 26:49 makes it obvious that it refers here to Moses.
92 The grammatical forms la-uqatti'anna and la-usallibannakum must be
rendered as "most certainly
shall I cut off [your hands and feet] in great numbers" and "crucify you
in great numbers":
and this indicates that either the repentant sorcerers thus addressed
were many or, alternatively,
that they had a large following among the people of Egypt. The latter
assumption seems to be
corroborated by the Biblical reference to the fact that many Egyptians
joined the Israelites
in their exodus from Egypt: "And a mixed multitude went up also with
them" (Exodus xii, 38).
As regards my rendering of min khilaf as "because of [your]
perverseness", see surah 5, note
44 (last sentence).

7:128
[And] Moses said unto his people: "Turn unto God for aid, and have patience in adversity.
Verily, all the earth belongs to God: He gives it as a heritage - to such as He wills of His
servants; and the future belongs to the God-conscious!"
7:129
[But the children of Israel] said: "We have suffered hurt ere thou camest to us and since thou hast
come to us!93

[Moses] replied: "It may well be that your Sustainer will destroy your foe and make you inherit
the earth: and thereupon he will behold how you act."94
7:130
And most certainly did We overwhelm Pharaoh's people with drought and scarcity of fruits, so
that they might take it to heart. (7:131) But whenever good fortune alighted upon them, they
would say, "This is [but] our due"; and whenever affliction befell them, they would blame their
evil fortune on Moses and those who followed him.95 Oh, verily, their [evil] fortune had been
decreed by God - but most of them knew it not.
7:132
And they said [unto Moses]: "Whatever sign thou mayest produce before us in order to cast a
spell upon us thereby, we shall not believe thee!" (7:133) Thereupon We let loose upon them
floods, and [plagues of] locusts, and lice, and frogs, and [water turning into] blood96 - distinct
signs [all]: but they gloried in their arrogance, for they were people lost in sin.
7:134
And whenever a plague struck them, they would cry: "O Moses, pray for us to thy Sustainer on
the strength of the covenant [of prophethood] which He has made with thee! If thou remove this
plague from us, we will truly believe in thee and will let the children of Israel go with thee!"
93 This is, in the above context, the first hint of the inconstancy and
weakness of faith for
which the Qur'an so often blames the children of Israel: and this,
together with what follows
in verses 138-140 and 148 ff., is the reason why the story of Moses has
been included here
among the stories of the earlier prophets whose warnings were neglected
by their communities.
94 I.e., "He will judge you by your actions". As is evident from the
reference, in verse 137
below, to the "patience in adversity" which the children of Israel
subsequently displayed,
it would seem that the hope held out to them by Moses helped them, once
again, to overcome
their moral weakness; but, at the same time, his words "God will behold
how you act" imply
a distinct warning.
95 The phrase tatayyara bihi signifies "he attributed an evil omen to him"
or "he augured evil,
from him". It is based on the pre-Islamic Arab custom of divining the
future or establishing
an omen from the flight of birds. Thus, the noun ta'ir (lit., "a flying
creature" or "a bird")
is often used in classical Arabic to denote "destiny" or "fortune", both
good and evil, as

in the next sentence of the above verse ("their [evil] fortune had been
decreed by [lit.,
"was with"] God"). Instances of this tropical employment of the
expressions ta'ir and tayr
and their verbal derivations are also found in 3:49, 5:110, 17:13, 27:47,
36:18-19.
96 For a description of these plagues, see Exodus vii-x.

7:135
But whenever We removed the plague from them, giving them time to make good their
promise,97 lo, they would break their word. (7:136) And so We inflicted Our retribution on them,
and caused them to drown in the sea, because they had given the lie to Our messages and had
been heedless of them; (7:137) whereas unto the people who [in the past] had been deemed
utterly low, We gave as their heritage the eastern and western parts of the land that We had
blessed.98
And [thus] thy Sustainer's good promise unto the children of Israel was fulfilled in result of their
patience in adversity;99 whereas We utterly destroyed all that Pharaoh and his people had
wrought, and all that they had built.100
7:138
AND WE BROUGHT the children of Israel across the sea; and thereupon they came upon
people who were devoted to the worship of some idols of theirs.101 Said [the children of Israel]:
"O Moses, set up for us a god even as they have gods!"
He replied: "Verily, you are people without any awareness [of right and wrong]! (7:139) As for
these here - verily, their way of life is bound to lead to destruction; and worthless is all that they
have ever done!"
7:140
[And] he said: "Am I to seek for you a deity other than God, although it is He who has favoured
you above all other people?"102 (7:141) And [he reminded them of this word of God]: "Lo, We
saved you from Pharaoh's people who afflicted you with cruel suffering, slaying your sons in
great numbers and sparing [only] your women - which was an awesome trial from your
Sustainer."103
97 Lit., "until a term which they should reach".
98 Palestine is spoken of as "blessed" because it was the land in which
Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob had lived, and because so many other prophets were to appear there.
99 The promise of God referred to here is the one given to the children of
Israel through Moses
(see verses 128 and 129).

100 The story of the suffering of the Israelites during their bondage in
Egypt, their deliverance
through Moses, their crossing of the Red Sea (or, more probably, of what
today is known as the
Gulf of Suez) and the destruction of Pharaoh and his hosts is narrated in
considerable detail
in the Bible (Exodus i-xiv). The Qur'an, on the other hand, does not give
us a consecutive
narrative: for historical narrative as such is never its purpose.
Whenever the Qur'an refers
to past events whether recorded in the Bible or alive in Arabian
tradition - it does so
exclusively with a view to bringing out elements that are relevant to the
ethical, teachings
which it propounds.
101 The Qur'an does not say who those people were. It is, however, probable
that they belonged
to the group of Arabian tribes described in the Bible as "Amalekites",
who inhabited
southernmost Palestine, the adjoining regions of the Hijaz, and parts of
the Sinai Peninsula.
102 I.e., by having raised so many prophets out of their midst.
103 Cf. 2:49. It appears that this passage is part of Moses' reminder to
his people (Manor IX,
115 ff.); I have brought this out by interpolating "he reminded them of
this word of God"
between brackets.

7:142
AND [then] We appointed for Moses thirty nights [on Mount Sinai]; and We added to them ten,
whereby the term of forty nights set bye, his Sustainer was fulfilled.104 And Moses said unto his
brother Aaron: "Take thou my place among my people; and act righteously, and follow not the
path of the spreaders of corruption."
7:143
And when Moses came [to Mount Sinai] at the time set by Us, and his Sustainer spoke unto him,
he said: "O my Sustainer! Show [Thyself] unto me, so that I might behold Thee!"
Said [God]: "Never canst thou see Me. However, behold this mountain: if it remains firm in its
place, then - only then - wilt thou see Me."105
And as soon as his Sustainer revealed His glory to the mountain, He caused it to crumble to dust;
and Moses fell down in a swoon. And when he came to himself, he said: "Limitless art Thou in
Thy glory! Unto Thee do I turn in repentance; and I shall [always] be the first to believe in
Thee!"106
7:144

Said [God]: "O Moses! Behold, I have raised thee above all people by virtue of the messages
which I have entrusted to thee,107 and by virtue of My speaking [unto thee]: hold fast, therefore,
unto what I have vouchsafed thee, and be among the grateful!" (7:145) And We ordained for him
in the tablets [of the Law] all manner of admonition, clearly spelling out everything.108 And [We
said:] "Hold fast unto them with [all thy] strength, and bid thy people to hold fast to their most
goodly rules."
I will show you the way the iniquitous shall go.109] (7:146) From My messages shall I cause to
turn away all those who, without any right, behave haughtily on earth: for, though they may see
every sign [of the truth], they do not believe in it, and though they may see the path of rectitude,
they do not choose fo follow it - whereas, if they see a path of error, they take it for their own:
this, because they have given the lie to Our messages, and have remained heedless of them.110
104 According to several of the Prophet's
'Abbas, the first
thirty nights were to be spent by Moses
including fasting, whereupon
the Law would be revealed to him in the
Razi); see also Manar
IX, 119 ff.). In Arabic usage, a period
comprises the days
as well.

Companions, and particularly Ibn
in spiritual preparation,
remaining ten (Zamakhshari and
of time designated as "nights"

105 Lit., "then, in time (sawfa) wilt thou see Me". As these words express
the impossibility of
man's seeing God - which is clearly implied in the Arabic construction a literal rendering
would not do justice to it.
106 Since Moses was already a believer, his words do not merely allude to
belief in God's
existence but, rather, belief in the impossibility of man's seeing God
(Ibn Kathir, on the
authority of Ibn 'Abbas).
107 Lit., "by virtue of My messages".
108 See surah 6, note 156.
109 Lit., "I will show you the abode of the iniquitous". The rendering
adopted by me corresponds
to the interpretations given by Tabari (on the authority of Mujahid and
Al-Hasan al-Basri) and
by Ibn Kathir; regarding the meaning of dar ("abode") in this context,
see surah 6, note 118.
Some of the commentators are of the opinion that the above sentence
concludes God's admonition to
Moses, but the plural form of address in "I will show you" makes it more
probable that it is
the beginning of a parenthetic passage connected, no doubt, with the
preceding one, but having
a general import not confined to Moses.

110 As so often in the Qur'an, God's "causing" the sinners to sin is shown
to be a consequence
of their own behaviour and the result of their free choice. By "those
who, without any right,
behave haughtily on earth" are obviously meant people who think that
their own judgment as to
what constitutes right and wrong is the only valid one, and who therefore
refuse to submit their
personal concerns to the criterion of absolute (i.e., revealed) moral
standards; cf. 96:6-7 "man becomes grossly overweening whenever he believes himself to be selfsufficient".

7:147
Hence, all who give the lie to Our messages, and [thus] to the truth111 of the life to come - in vain
shall be all their doings: [for] are they to be rewarded for aught but what they were wont to
do?112
7:148
AND IN his absence the people of Moses took to worshipping the effigy of a calf [made] of their
ornaments, which gave forth a lowing sound.113 Did they not see that it could neither speak unto
them nor guide them in any way? [And yet] they took to worshipping it, for they were evildoers:
(7:149) although [later,] when they would smite their hands in remorse,114 having perceived that
they had gone astray, they would say, "Indeed, unless our Sustainer have mercy on us and grant
us forgiveness, we shall most certainly be among the lost!"115
111 Lit., "to the meeting (liqa')" - in the sense of its being a preordained fact.
112 This is the end of the parenthetic passage beginning with the words, "I
will show you the
way the iniquitous shall go".
113 The golden calf of the Israelites was obviously a result of centuriesold Egyptian influences.
The Egyptians worshipped at Memphis the sacred bull, Apis, which they
believed to be an incarnation
of the god Ptah. A new Apis was supposed always to be born at the moment
when the old one died,
while the soul of the latter was believed to pass into Osiris in the
Realm of the Dead, to be
henceforth worshipped as Osiris-Apis (the "Serapis" of the Greco-Egyptian
period). The "lowing
sound" (khuwar) which the golden calf emitted was probably produced by
wind effects, as was the
case with some of the hollow Egyptian temple effigies.
114 Lit., "when it was made to fall upon their hands"- an idiomatic phrase
denoting intense
remorse, probably derived from the striking ("falling") of hand upon hand
as an expression

of grief or regret.

7:150
And when Moses returned to his people, full of wrath and sorrow, he exclaimed: "Vile is the
course which you have followed in my absence! Have you forsaken"' your Sustainer's
commandment?"
And he threw down the tablets [of the Law], and seized his brother's head, dragging him towards
himself. Cried Aaron: "O my mother's son! Behold, the people brought me low117 and almost
slew me: so let not mine enemies rejoice at my affliction, and count me not among the evildoing
folk!"
7:151
Said [Moses]: "O my Sustainer! Grant Thou forgiveness unto me118 and my brother, and admit
us unto Thy grace: for Thou art the most merciful of the merciful!" (7:152) [And to Aaron he
said:] "Verily, as for those who have taken to worshipping the [golden] calf - their Sustainer's
condemnation will overtake them, and ignominy [will be their lot] in the life of this world!"
For thus do We requite all who invent [such] falsehood.119 (7:153) But as for those who do bad
deeds and afterwards repent and [truly] believe - verily, after such repentance120 thy Sustainer is
indeed much forgiving, a dispenser of grace!
7:154
And when Moses' wrath as stilled, he took up the tablets, in the writing whereof there was
guidance and grace for all who stood in awe of their Sustainer.121 (7:155) And Moses chose out
of his people seventy men to come [and pray for forgiveness] at a time set by Us. Then, when
violent trembling seized them, 122 he prayed:
"O my Sustainer! Hadst Thou so willed, Thou wouldst have destroyed them ere this, and me
[with them]. Wilt Thou destroy us for what the weak-minded among us have done? (All] this is
but a trial from Thee, whereby Thou allowest to go astray whom Thou willest, and guidest aright
whom Thou willest. Thou art near unto us: grant us, then, forgiveness and have mercy on us - for
Thou art the best of all forgivers! (7:156) And ordain Thou for us what is good in this world as
well as in the life to come: behold, unto Thee have we turned in repentance!"
[God] answered: "With My chastisement do I afflict whom I will - but My grace overspreads
everything: 123 and so I shall confer it on those who are conscious of Me and spend in charity,
and who believe in Our messages -(7:157) those who shall follow the [last] Apostle, the
unlettered Prophet whom they shall find described in the Torah that is with them, and [later on]
in the Gospel:124 [the Prophet] who will enjoin upon them the doing of what is right and forbid
them the doing of what is wrong, and make lawful to them the good things of life and forbid
them the bad things, and lift from them their burdens and the shackles that were upon them
[aforetime].125 Those, therefore, who shall believe in him, and honour him, and succour him, and

follow the light that has been bestowed from on high through him - it is they that shall attain to a
happy state."
115 The whole of verse 149 is a parenthetic clause (jumlah mu'taridah)
referring to a later time for the repentance of the Israelites came after Moses' return from Mount
Sinai, of which the
next verse speaks.
116 Lit., "outrun". The expression "one has outrun a forsaken it" or "left
it undone" (Zamakhshari).
117 Lit., "made me [or "deemed me"] utterly weak". Contrary to the Biblical
account (Exodus xxxii, 1-5),
the Qur'an does not accuse Aaron of having actually participated in
making or worshipping the
golden calf; his guilt consisted in having remained passive in the face
of his people's idolatry
for fear of causing a split among them (cf. 20:92-94).
118 Sc., "for my anger and my harshness" (Razi).
119 Throughout the Qur'an, this expression is used to describe (a) the
attribution of divine
qualities to any concrete or imaginary object or person, and (b) the
making of false statements
about God, His attributes, or the contents of His messages. In the above
context it refers to
any false imagery which deflects man from the worship of the One God.
120 Lit., "after'it".
121 According to the Bible (Exodus xxxii, 19), Moses broke the tablets when
he threw them down
in anger; the Qur'anic narrative, however, shows them as having remained
intact.
122 Most of the commentators take rajfah to mean here "earthquake", as it
evidently does in
other places in the Qur'an (e.g., in verses 78 and 91 of this surah).
However, it should be
remembered that this noun denotes any "violent commotion" or "trembling",
from whatever cause;
and since there is no reason to suppose that in this context an
earthquake is meant, we may
assume that the violent trembling which seized the seventy elders was
caused by their intense
regret and fear of God's punishment.
123 Cf. 6:12 (and the corresponding note 10), as well as 6:54.
124 The interpolation of the words "later on" before the reference to the
Gospel is necessitated
by the fact that the whole of this passage is addressed to Moses and the
children of Israel,

that is, long before the Gospel (in the Qur'anic sense of this term - cf.
surah 3, note 4) was
revealed to Jesus. The stories of some of the earlier prophets given in
this surah - beginning
with the story of Noah and ending with that of Moses and the children of
Israel - constitute
a kind of introduction to this command to follow the "unlettered
Prophet", Muhammad. The stress
on his having been "unlettered" (ummi), i.e., unable to read and write,
serves to bring out
the fact that all his knowledge of the earlier prophets and of the
messages transmitted by
them was due to divine inspiration alone, and not to a familiarity with
the Bible as such. For
the Old Testament predictions of the advent of the Prophet Muhammad
(especially in Deuteronomy
xviii, 15 and 18), see surah 2, note 33; for the New Testament prophecies
to the same effect,
see 61:6 and the corresponding note 6.
125 A reference to the many severe rituals and obligations laid down in
Mosaic Law, as well as
to the tendency towards asceticism evident in the teachings of the
Gospels. Thus the Qur'an
implies that those "burdens and shackles", intended as means of spiritual
discipline for
particular communities and particular stages of man's development, will
become unnecessary as
soon as God's message to man shall have achieved its final, universal
character in the teachings
of the Last Prophet, Muhammad.

7:158
Say [O Muhammad]: "O mankind! Verily, I am an apostle of God to all of you,"126 [sent by Him]
unto whom the dominion over the heavens and the earth belongs! There is no deity save Him; He
[alone] grants life and deals death!"
Believe, then, in God and His Apostle - the unlettered Prophet who believes in God and His
words - and follow him, so that you might find guidance!
7:159
AND AMONG the folk of Moses there have been people who would guide [others] in the way of
the truth and act justly in its light.127 (7:160) And We divided them into twelve tribes, [or]
communities. And when his people asked Moses for water, We inspired him, "Strike the rock
with thy staff!" - whereupon twelve springs gushed forth from it, so that all the people knew
whence to drink.
And We caused the clouds to comfort them with their shade, and We sent down unto them
manna and quails, [saying:] "Partake of the good things which We have provided for you as
sustenance."

And [by all their sinning] they did no harm unto Us - but [only] against their own selves did they
sin. (7:161) And [remember] when you were told: "Dwell in this land and eat of its food as you
may desire; but say, 'Remove Thou from us the burden of our sins,' and enter the gate humbly [whereupon] We shall forgive you your sins [and] shall amply reward the doers of good."
(162) But those among them who were bent on wrongdoing substituted another saying for that
which they had been given: and so We let loose against them a plague from heaven in requital of
all their evil doings.
126 This verse, placed parenthetically in the midst of the story of Moses
and the children of
Israel, is meant to elucidate the preceding passage. Each of the earlier
prophets was sent
to his, and only his, community: thus, the Old Testament addresses itself
only to the children
of Israel, and even Jesus, whose message had a wider bearing, speaks of
himself as "sent only
unto the lost sheep of the house of Israel" (Matthew xv. 24). In
contrast, the message of the
Qur'an is universal - that is, addressed to mankind as a whole - and is
neither time-bound
nor confined to any particular cultural environment. It is for this
reason that Muhammad,
through whom this message was revealed, is described in the Qur'an
(21:107) as an evidence
of "[God's] grace towards all the worlds" (i.e. towards all mankind), and
as "the Seal of
all Prophets" (33:40) - in other words, the last of them.
127 I.e., people like those spoken of in 3:113-115. With this verse, the
discourse returns to
the moral history of the children of Israel. The stress on the fact that
there have always
been righteous people among them is meant to contrast this righteousness
with the rebellious
sinfulness which most of them displayed throughout their Biblical
history. It provides at the
same time, an indication that although the wrongdoing of some of its
members may sometimes
plunge whole communities into suffering, God judges men individually, and
not in groups.

7:163
And ask them about that town which stood by the sea: how its people would profane the Sabbath
whenever their fish came to them, breaking the water's surface, on a day on which they ought to
have kept Sabbath - because they would not come to them on other than Sabbath-days!129 Thus
did We try them by means of their [own] iniquitous doings. (7:164) And whenever some
people130 among them asked [those who tried to restrain the Sabbath-breakers], "Why do you
preach to people whom God is about to destroy or [at least] to chastise with suffering severe?" the pious ones131 would answer, "In order to be free from blame before your Sustainer, and that
these [transgressors, too,] might become conscious of Him."

7:165
And thereupon, when those [sinners] had forgotten all that they had been told to take to heart,
We saved those who had tried to prevent the doing of evil,132 and overwhelmed those who had
been bent on evildoing with dreadful suffering for all their iniquity; (7:166) and then, when they
disdainfully persisted in doing what they had been forbidden to do, We said unto them: "Be as
apes despicable!"133
128 For an explanation of this and the preceding verse, see 2:58-59, and
the corresponding notes.
129 Lit., "on a day when they did not keep Sabbath". Under Mosaic Law, they
were obliged to
refrain from all work - and, therefore, also from fishing - on Sabbathdays, with the result
that the fish were more plentiful and would come closer to the shore on
those days: and the
inhabitants of the town took this as an excuse to break the Sabbath-law.
Since the Qur'an does
not mention the name of the town nor give any indication as to the
historical period in which
those offences were committed, it may be assumed that the story of the
Sabbath-breakers
(alluded to in several places in the Qur'an) is a general illustration of
the tendency, so
often manifested by the children of Israel, to offend against their
religious laws in pursuit
of their passions or for the sake of worldly gain. Although, according to
the teachings of
Islam, the Mosaic dispensation has since been abrogated, the Qur'an
frequently points out its
great role in the history of man's monotheistic beliefs, and stresses
again and again its
(time-bound) importance as a means of enforcing spiritual discipline on
the children of Israel.
Their repeated, deliberate breaches of the Mosaic Law are shown as
evidence of their rebellious
attitude towards that discipline and, thus, towards God's commandments in
general.
130 Lit., "a community" - obviously people who, while not actively
protesting against the impiety
of their environment, did not themselves participate in this profanation
of the Sabbath.
131 Lit., "they" - an allusion to the really pious among them, such as are
described in verse 159 above.
132 Lit., "who were forbidding the evil".
133 According to Zamakhshari and Razi, the expression "We said unto them"
is here synonymous
with "We decreed with' regard to them" - God's "saying" being in this
case a metonym for a

manifestation of His will. As for the substance of God's decree, "Be as
apes despicable",
the famous tabi'i Mujahid explain it thus: "[Only] their hearts were
transformed, that is,
they were not [really] transformed into apes: this is but a metaphor
(mathal) coined by God
with regard to them, similar to the metaphor of 'the ass carrying books'
[62:5]" (Tabari,
in his commentary on 2:65; also Manar I, 343; VI, 448; and IX, 379). A
similar explanation
is given by Raghib. It should be borne in mind that the expression "like
an ape" is often
used in classical Arabic to describe a person who is unable to restrain
his gross appetites
or passions.

7:167
And lo! Thy Sustainer made it known that most certainly He would rouse against them, unto
Resurrection Day, people who would afflict them with cruel suffering: verily, thy Sustainer is
swift in retribution - yet, verily, He is [also] much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace. (7:168) And
We dispersed them as [separate] communities all over the earth; some of them were righteous,
and some of them less than that: and the latter We tried with blessings as well as with afflictions,
so that they might mend their ways.134
7:169
And they have been succeeded by [new] generations who - [in spite of] having inherited the
divine writ - clutch but at the fleeting good of this lower world and say, "We shall be
forgiven,"135 the while they are ready, if another such fleeting good should come their way, to
clutch at it [and sin again]. Have they not been solemnly pledged through the divine writ not to
attribute unto God aught but what is true,136 and [have they not] read again and again all that is
therein?
Since the life in the hereafter is the better [of the two] for all who are conscious of God - will you
not, then, use your reason? (7:170) For [We shall requite] all those who hold fast to the divine
writ and are constant in prayer: verily, We shall not fail to requite those who enjoin the doing of
what is right!
7:171
And [did We not say,] when We caused Mount Sinai to quake above the children of Israel138 as
though it were a [mere] shadow, and they thought that it would fall upon them, "Hold fast with
[all your] strength unto what We have vouchsafed you, and bear in mind all that is therein, so
that you might remain conscious of God"?138
(172) AND WHENEVER thy Sustainer brings forth their offspring from the loins of the children
of Adam, He [thus] calls upon them to bear witness about themselves: "Am I not your
Sustainer?" - to which they answer: "Yea, indeed, we do bear witness thereto!"139

[Of this We remind you,] lest you say on the Day of Resurrection, "Verily, we were unaware of
this"; (7:173) or lest you say, "Verily, it was but our forefathers who, in times gone by, began to
ascribe divinity to other beings beside God; and we were but their late offspring: wilt Thou, then,
destroy us for the doings of those inventors of falsehoods?"
134 Lit., "so that they might return [to righteousness]".
135 I.e., for breaking God's commandments in their pursuit of worldly gain:
an allusion to
their persistent belief that they are "God's chosen people" and that, no
matter what they
do, His forgiveness and grace are assured to them by virtue of their
being Abraham's
descendants.
136 A reference to their erroneous idea that God's forgiveness could be
obtained without
sincere repentance. The divine writ mentioned twice in this passage is
obviously the Bible.
137 Lit., "when We shook the mountain over them": possibly a reference to
an earthquake
which took place at the time of the revelation of the Law (the "tablets")
to Moses.
138 This is the end, so far as this surah is concerned, of the story of the
children of Israel.
In accordance with the method of the Qur'an, their story is made an
object-lesson for all
believers in God, of whatever community or time: and, therefore, the next
passage speaks
of the "children of Adam", that is, of the whole human race.
139 In the original, this passage is in the past tense ("He brought forth",
"He asked them", etc.),
thus stressing the continuous recurrence of the above metaphorical
"question" and "answer":
a continuity which is more clearly brought out in translation by the use
of the present tense.
According to the Qur'an, the ability to perceive the existence of the
Supreme Power is inborn
in human nature (fitrah); and it is this instinctive cognition - which
may or may not be
subsequently blurred by self-indulgence or adverse environmental
influences - that makes every
sane human being "bear witness about himself" before God. As so often in
the Qur'an, God's
"speaking" and man's "answering" is a metonym for the creative act of God
and of man's
existential response to it.

7:174

And thus clearly do We spell out these messages; and [We do it] so that they [who have sinned]
might return [unto Us]. (7:175) And tell them what happens to him140 to whom We vouchsafe
Our messages and who then discards them: Satan catches up with him, and he strays, like so
many others, into grievous error. 141 (7:176) Now had We so willed, We could indeed have
exalted him by means of those [messages]: but he always clung to the earth and followed but his
own desires.
Thus, his parable is that of an [excited] dog: if thou approach him threateningly, he will pant
with his tongue lolling; and if thou leave him alone, he will pant with his tongue lolling. 142 Such
is the parable of those who are bent on giving the lie to Our messages. Tell [them], then, this
story, so that they might take thought.
140 Lit., "convey to them the tiding of him".
141 Lit., "he became one of those who have strayed into grievous error". In
the original, this
whole verse is in the past tense; but since its obvious purport is the
statement of a general
truth (cf. Razi, on the authority of Qatadah, 'Ikrimah and Abu Muslim)
and not, as some
commentators assume, a reference to a particular person, it is best
rendered in the present
tense. The kind of man spoken of here is one who has understood the
divine message but,
nevertheless, refuses to admit its truth because - as is pointed out in
the next verse he "clings to the earth", i.e., is dominated by a materialistic,
"earthly" outlook on life.
(Cf. the allegory of "a creature out of the earth" in 27:82.)
142 Because his attitudes are influenced only by what his earth-bound
desires represent to
him as his immediate "advantages" or "disadvantages", the type of man
alluded to in this
passage is always - whatever the outward circumstances - a prey to a
conflict between his
reason and his base urges and, thus, to inner disquiet and imaginary
fears and cannot
attain to that peace of mind which a believer achieves through his faith.

7:177
Evil is the example of people who are bent on giving the lie to Our messages: for it is against
their own selves that they are sinning! (7:178) He whom God guides, he alone is truly guided;
whereas those whom He lets go astray - it is they, they who are the losers!
7:179
And most certainly have We destined for hell many of the invisible beings 143 and men who have
hearts with which they fail to grasp the truth, and eyes with which they fail to see, and ears with

which they fail to hear. They are like cattle - nay, they are even less conscious of the right
way:144 it is they, they who are the [truly] heedless!
7:180
AND GOD'S [alone] are the attributes of perfection;145 invoke Him, then, by these, and stand
aloof from all who distort the meaning of His attributes:146 they shall be requited for all that they
were wont to do!
7:181
Now, among those whom We have created there are people who guide [others] in the way of the
truth and act justly in its light. 141 (7:182) But as for those who are bent on giving the lie to Our
messages - We shall bring them low, step by step, without their perceiving how it came about:142
(7:183) for, behold, though I may give them rein for a while. My subtle scheme is exceedingly
firm! (7:184) Has it, then, never occurred to them149 that there is no madness whatever in [this]
their fellowman? He is only a plain warner.150
143 See Appendix 111.
144 Lit.; "they are farther astray" - inasmuch as animals follow only their
instincts and
natural needs and are not conscious of the possibility or necessity of a
moral choice.
145 This passage connects with the mention, at the end of the preceding
verse, of "the heedless
ones" who do not use their faculty of discernment in the way intended for
it by God, and
remain heedless of Him who comprises within Himself all the attributes of
perfection and
represents, therefore, the Ultimate Reality. As regards the expression
al-asma' al-husna
(lit., "the most perfect [or "most goodly"] names"), which occurs in the
Qur'an four times i.e., in the above verse as well as in 17:110, 20:8 and 59:24 - it is to
be borne in mind
that the term ism is, primarily, a word applied to denote the substance
or the intrinsic
attributes of an object under consideration, while the term al-husna is
the plural form of
al-ahsan ("that which is best" or "most goodly"). Thus, the combination
al-asma' al-husna
may be appropriately rendered as "the attributes of perfection" - a term
reserved in the
Qur'an for God alone.
146 I.e., by applying them to other beings or objects or, alternatively, by
trying to "define"
God in anthropomorphic terms and relationships, like "father" or "son"
(Razi).

147 Sc., "and they will be rewarded accordingly". See verse 159 above,
where the righteous "among
the folk of Moses" are thus described. In this verse, the reference is
broadened to include
the righteous of all times and communities - that is, all those who are
receptive to God's
messages and live up to them by virtue of their conviction that God is
the Ultimate Reality.
148 Lit., "without their knowing whence [it comes]". For an explanation of
the term kayd
("subtle scheme") occurring in the next verse, see note 25 on 68:45,
where this term appears
for the first time in Qur'anic revelation.
149 Lit., "Have they, then, not reflected".
150 Because he enunciated a message that differed radically from anything
to which the Meccans
had been accustomed, the Prophet was considered mad by many of his
unbelieving contemporaries.
The stress on his being "their fellow-man" (sahibuhum - lit., "their
companion") is meant to
emphasize the fact that he is human, and thus to counteract any possible
tendency on the part
of his followers to invest him with superhuman qualities: an argument
which is more fully
developed in verse 188.

7:185
Have they, then, never considered [God's] mighty dominion over the heavens and the earth, and
all the things that God has created, and [asked themselves] whether, perchance, the end of their
own term might already have drawn nigh? In what other tiding, then, will they, after this,
believe?151 (7:186) For those whom God lets go astray, there is no guide; and He shall leave
them in their overweening arrogance, blindly stumbling to and fro.152
7:187
THEY WILL ASK thee [O Prophet] about the Last Hour: "When will it come to pass?"
Say: "Verily, knowledge thereof rests with my Sustainer alone. None but He will reveal it in its
time. Heavily will it weigh on the heavens and the earth; [and] it will not fall upon you otherwise
than of a sudden."
They will ask thee - as if thou couldst gain insight into this [mystery] by dint of persistent
inquiry!153 Say: "Knowledge thereof rests with my Sustainer alone; but [of this] most people are
unaware."
7:188

Say [O Prophet]: "It is not within my power to bring benefit to, or avert harm from, myself,
except as God may please. And if I knew that which is beyond the reach of human perception,
abundant good fortune - would surely have fallen to my lot, and no evil would ever have touched
me. I am nothing but a warner, and a herald of glad tidings unto people who will believe." 154
151 Apart from a reminder of man's utter dependence on God, the implication
of the above
passage is this: Since everything in the observable or intellectually
conceivable universe
is obviously caused, it must have had a beginning and, therefore, must
also have an end.
Furthermore, since the universe is not eternal in the sense of having had
no beginning, and
since it cannot possibly have evolved "by itself" out of nothing, and
since "nothingness" is
a concept devoid of all reality, we are forced to predicate the existence
of a Primary Cause
which is beyond the limits of our experience and, hence, beyond the
categories of our thought
- that is, the existence of God: and this is the meaning of the "tiding"
to which this verse
refers.
152 As in verse 178 above - and in many other places in the Qur'an - the
expression "he whom God
lets [or "causes to"] go astray" indicates the natural law instituted by
God (sunnat Allah),
whereby a wilful neglect of one's inborn, cognitive faculties unavoidably
results in the, loss
of all ethical orientation: that is, not an act of "predestination" but a
result of one's own
choice. See also surah 2, note 7, and surah 14, note 4.
153 The verb ahfa means "he did [a thing] in an excessive measure" or "he
exceeded the usual
bounds in doing [something]". In connection with an inquiry, and
especially when followed by
'anhu or 'anha ("about it"), it signifies "he tried hard to gain insight
[into something] by
persistently inquiring about it". Thus, used as a participle, it means
"one who has gained
insight [into something] through persistent inquiry". In the above
context, the implication
is that no amount of inquiry or speculation can reveal to man - the
prophets included the coming of the Last Hour before its actual manifestation.
154 See 6:50, as well as the corresponding note. The repeated insistence in
the Qur'an on the
humanness of the Prophet is in tune with the doctrine that no created
being has or could have
any share, however small, in any of the Creator's qualities or powers. In
logical continuation
of this argument, the next passage (verses 189-198) stresses the
uniqueness and exclusiveness
of God's creative powers.

7:189
IT IS HE who has created you [all] out of one living entity, and out of it brought into being its
mate, so that man might incline [with love] towards woman.155 And so, when he has embraced
her, she conceives [what at first is] a light burden, and continues to bear it. Then, when she
grows heavy [with child], they both call unto God, their Sustainer, "If Thou indeed grant us a
sound [child], we shall most certainly be among the grateful!"
7:190
And yet, as soon as He has granted them sound [offspring], they begin to ascribe to other powers
beside Him a share in bringing about what He has granted them !146 Sublimely exalted, however,
is God - above anything to which men may ascribe a share in His divinity!
7:191
Will they, then,- ascribe divinity, side by side with Him, unto beings that cannot create
anything157 since they themselves are created - (7:192) and neither are able to give them succour
nor can succour themselves, (7:193) and, if you pray to them for guidance, do not respond to
you?158 As far as you are concerned, it is all one whether you invoke them or keep silent. (7:194)
Verily, all those whom you invoke beside God are but created beings159 like yourselves: invoke
them, then, and let them answer your prayer - if what you claim is true!
155 Lit., "so that he might incline towards her". For an explanation of the
terms "one living
entity" and "its mate", see 4:l, and the corresponding note.
156 Lit., "they attribute to Him partners with regard to that which He has
granted them": i.e.,
many of them look upon the contributing factors of sound childbirth (like
personal care during
pregnancy, medical assistance, eugenics, etc.) as something independent
of God, forgetting that
all these contributing factors are - like the birth of the child itself but an outcome of
God's will and grace: a manifestation of what the Qur'an calls "the way
of God" (sunnat Allah).
Since this kind of mental association of "other" factors with God is not
really intentional, it
does not amount to the unforgivable sin of shirk ("the ascribing of
divine qualities to powers
other than God"); but it is close enough to it to warrant the subsequent
discourse on shirk in
the real meaning of this term.
157 Lit., "that which does not create anything": a phrase expressed in the
singular, but having
the plural meaning of "beings" - that is, either animate beings (like
saints or supposedly
"divine" personalities) or their inanimate representations.

158 Lit., "do not follow you". As regards my translation of in tad'ahum ila
'l-huda as "if you
pray to them for guidance" (instead of the erroneous - but common translation "if you invite
[or "call") them to guidance"), see Zamakhshari, Razi and Ibn Kathir. Cf.
also verse 198 below.
159 Lit., "servants" ('ibad)- i.e., created beings subservient to God's
will. This refers to saints
living or dead, as well as to inanimate objects of every description,
including idols, fetishes
and representational images - physical or mental - of saints or deified
persons.

7:195
Have these [images], perchance, feet on which they could walk? Or have they hands with which
they could grasp? Or have they eyes with which they could see? Or have they ears with which
they could hear?
Say [O Prophet]: "Summon to your aid all those to whom you ascribe a share in God's divinity,"
and thereupon contrive [anything you may wish] against me, and give me no respite! (7:196)
Verily, my protector is God, who has bestowed this divine writ from on high: for it is He who
protects the righteous, (7:197) whereas all those whom you invoke in His stead are neither able
to give you succour nor can succour themselves; (7:198) and if you pray unto them for guidance,
they do not hear; and though thou mayest imagine that they behold thee,161 they do not see."
7:199
MAKE due allowance for man's nature, 162 and enjoin the doing of what is right; and leave alone
all those who choose to remain ignorant."164 (7:200) And if it should happen that a prompting
from Satan stirs thee up [to blind anger]," seek refuge with God: behold, He is all-hearing, allknowing.
160 Lit., "summon your [God-]partners" (see surah 6, note 15).
161 Lit., "though thou seest them looking at thee" - but since the pronoun
"them" in tarahum
("thou seest them") refers to mental images no less than to physical
representations, the verb
must be understood in its abstract sense of "seeing with the mind", i.e.,
"considering" or
"imagining". In contrast with the preceding passages, which are addressed
to those who actually
invoke false deities or images, the last sentence is addressed to man in
general, sinner and
believer alike: and this generalization is brought out by changing the
form of address from
"you" to "thou".
162 Lit., "accept what is easily forthcoming [from man's nature]".
According to Zamakhshari,

khudh al-afw means: "Accept what comes easily to thee [or "what is
willingly accorded to thee"]
of the doings and the nature of men, and make things easy [for them],
without causing them undue
hardship (kulfah); and do not demand of them efforts that may be too
difficult for them." This
interpretation - which has been adopted by many other classical
commentators as well - is based
on the identical explanation of the phrase khudh al-afw by 'Abd Allah ibn
az-Zubayr and his
brother 'Urwah (Bukhari), as well as by 'A'ishah and, in the next
generation, by Hisham ibn
'Urwah and Mujahid (see Tabari, Baghawi and Ibn Kathir). Thus, in
accordance with the Qur'anic
statements that "man has been created weak" (4:28) and that "God does not
burden any human being
with more than he is well able to bear" (2:286. 6:152, 7:42, 23:62), the
believer is admonished
to make due allowance for human nature and not to be too harsh with those
who err. This admonition
is the more remarkable as it follows immediately upon a discourse on the
most unforgivable of
all sins - the ascribing of divine powers or qualities to anyone or
anything but God.'
163 Lit., "the ignorant ones" - i.e., those who wilfully remain deaf to
moral truths and not
those who are simply unaware of them.
164 I.e., anger at the rejection of the truth by "those who choose to
remain ignorant". The
words "to blind anger" interpolated between brackets are based on a
Tradition according to which
the Prophet, after the revelation of the preceding verse calling for
forbearance, exclaimed,
"And what about [justified] anger, O my Sustainer?" - whereupon the above
verse was revealed
to him (Tabari, Zamakhshari, Razi, Ibn Kathir).

7:201
Verily, they who are conscious of God bethink themselves [of Him] whenever any dark
suggestion from Satan touches them165 - whereupon, lo! they begin to see [things] clearly,
(7:202) even though their [godless] brethren would [like to] draw them into error:166 and then
they cannot fail [to do what is right].
7:203
And yet, when thou [O Prophet] dost not produce any miracle for them, some [people] say,
"Why dost thou not seek to obtain it [from God]?'"167
Say: "I only follow whatever is being revealed to me by my Sustainer: this [revelation] is a
means of insight from your Sustainer, and a guidance and grace unto people who will believe.

(7:204) Hence, when the Qur'an is voiced, hearken unto it, and listen in silence, so that you
might be graced with [God's] mercy." (7:205) And bethink thyself of thy Sustainer humbly and
with awe, and without raising thy voice, at morn and at evening; and do not allow thyself to be
heedless.
7:206
Behold, those who are near unto thy Sustainer168 are never too proud to worship Him; and they
extol His limitless glory, and prostrate themselves before Him [alone].
165 The noun ta'if (also forthcoming in the forms tayf and tayyif denotes
any ungraspable
phantom, image or suggestion, as in a dream, or "an imperceptible
obsession which obscures
the mind" (Taj al-'Arus). Since, in the above context, it is described as
coming from Satan,
"a dark suggestion" seems to be an appropriate rendering.
166 I.e., by goading them to anger or trying to engage them in futile
argument. "Their brethren"
are those who wilfully remain ignorant of the truth (with the pronoun
referring to the
God-conscious). The conjunctive particle wa preceding this clause has
here the meaning of
"although" or "even though".
167 Sc., "if thou art really His apostle" (cf. 6 :37 and 109, and the
corresponding notes). Some
of the commentators assume that the term ayah - translated by me as
"miracle" - denotes here
a verbal "message" which would answer the objections of those who did not
believe in the Prophet.
Since, however, the continuous revelation of the Qur'an was full of such
messages, the demand
of the unbelievers must have related to some particular manifestation or
"proof" of his divinelyinspired mission: namely, to a concrete miracle which would establish the
truth of his claim
in a supposedly "objective" manner. In its wider implication, the above
verse relates to the
primitive mentality of all who regard miracles, and not the message
itself, as the only valid
"proof" of prophethood.
168 Lit., "those who are with thy Sustainer": a metaphorical description of
utter God-consciousness.

The Eighth Surah
Al-Anfal (Spoils Of War)
Medina Period

MOST of Al-Anfal (a title taken from the reference to "spoils of war" in verse 1) was revealed
during and immediately after the battle of Badr, in the year 2 H.; but some of its verses, and
particularly the concluding section, are considered to be of a later date. Since it deals almost
entirely with the battle of Badr and the lessons to be derived from it, a historical survey is
necessary for a correct understanding of this surah.
In the month of Sha'ban, 2 H., the Muslims of Medina learned that a great Meccan trade caravan,
which had gone to Syria some months earlier under the leadership of Abu Sufyan, had started on
its return journey southwards and would be passing Medina a few weeks later. In view of the fact
that ever since the exodus of the Muslims from Mecca to Medina a state of open war had existed
between them and the Meccan Quraysh, the Prophet informed his followers that he intended to
attack the caravan as soon as it approached Medina; and rumours of this plan reached Abu
Sufyan while he and the caravan were still in Syria. The weeks that must elapse before they
would reach the area of danger gave Abu Sufyan an opportunity to send a fast-riding courier to
Mecca with an urgent request for help (the caravan itself, consisting of about one thousand
camels laden with valuable merchandise, was accompanied by only about forty armed men). On
receipt of Abu Sufyan's message, the Quraysh assembled a powerful army under the leadership
of the Prophet's most bitter opponent, Abu Jahl, and set out northwards to the rescue of the
caravan. The latter had, in the meantime, changed its traditional route and veered towards the
coastal lowlands in order to put as much distance as possible between itself and Medina.
The fact that the Prophet, contrary to his custom, had on this occasion made his plans known so
long in advance suggests that the purported attack on the caravan was no more than a feint, and
that from the very outset his real objective had been an encounter with the Quraysh army. As
already mentioned, a state of war already existed between the Quraysh of Mecca and the Muslim
community at Medina. So far, however, no decisive encounter had taken place, and the Muslims
were living under the constant threat of a Quraysh invasion. It is probable that the Prophet
wished to put an end to this state of affairs and to inflict, if possible, a decisive defeat on the
Quraysh, thus securing a measure of safety for his, as yet weak, community. Had he really
intended no more than to attack and plunder Abu Sufyan's caravan, he could have done so by
simply waiting until it reached the vicinity of Medina and then swooping down on it; and in that
event Abu Sufyan would have had no time to obtain further armed help from Mecca. As it was,
the Prophet's announcement, weeks ahead, of the impending attack gave Abu Sufyan time to
alert his compatriots in Mecca, and induced the latter to dispatch a considerable force towards
Medina.
While Abu Sufyan's caravan was proceeding southwards along the coast, and thus out of reach of
the Muslims, the Quraysh army - consisting of about one thousand warriors clad in chain mail,
seven hundred camels and over one hundred horses - arrived at the valley of Badr, approximately
one hundred miles west-southwest of Medina, expecting to meet Abu Sufyan there, unaware that
in the meantime he had taken the coastal route. At the same time the Prophet marched out of
Medina at the head of three hundred and odd Muslims, all of them very poorly armed, with only
seventy camels and two horses between them. The Prophet's followers had been under the
impression that they were going to attack the trade caravan and its weak escort; and when, on the
17th (or, according to some authorities, on the 19th or 21st) of Ramadan, they came face to face
with a powerful Quraysh force more than thrice their number, they held a council of war. A few

of the Muslims were of the opinion that the enemy was too strong for them, and that they should
withdraw to Medina. But the overwhelming majority, led by Abu Bakr and 'Umar, were in
favour of an immediate advance, and their enthusiasm carried the others along with them; and
thereupon the Prophet attacked the Quraysh. After a few single combats - held in accordance
with time-honoured Arabian custom - the fighting became general; the Meccan forces were
completely routed and several of their most prominent chieftains - Abu Jahl among them - were
killed.
It was the first open battle between the pagan Quraysh and the young Muslim community of
Medina; and its outcome made the Quraysh realize that the movement inaugurated by
Muhammad was not an ephemeral dream but the beginning of a new political power and a new
era different from anything that the Arabian past had known. The Meccans' apprehensions,
which had already been aroused by the exodus of the Prophet and his Companions to Medina,
found a shattering confirmation on the day of Badr. Although the power of Arabian paganism
was not finally broken until some years later, its decay became apparent from that historic
moment. For the Muslims, too, Badr proved to be a turning-point. It may safely be assumed that
until then only a very few of the Prophet's Companions had fully understood the political
implications of the new order of Islam. To most of them, their exodus to Medina had meant, in
those early days, no more than a refuge from the persecutions which they had had to endure in
Mecca: after the battle of Badr, however, even the most simple-minded among them became
aware that they were on their way towards a new social order. The spirit of passive sacrifice, so
characteristic of their earlier days, received its complement in the idea of sacrifice through
action. The doctrine of action as the most fundamental, creative element of life was, perhaps for
the first time in the history of man, consciously realized not only by a few select individuals but
by a whole community; and the intense activism which was to distinguish Muslim history in the
coming decades and centuries was a direct, immediate consequence of the battle of Badr.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
8:1
THEY WILL ASK thee about the spoils of war. Say: "All spoils of war belong to God and the
Apostle."1 Remain, then, conscious of God, and keep alive the bonds of brotherhood among
yourselves,2 and pay heed unto God and His Apostle, if you are [truly] believers!
8:2
Believers are only they whose hearts tremble with awe whenever God is mentioned, and whose
faith is strengthened whenever His messages are conveyed unto them,; and who in their
Sustainer place their trust - (8:3) those who are constant in prayer and spend on others out of
what We provide for them as sustenance 4 (8:4) it is they, they who are truly believers! Theirs
shall be great dignity in their Sustainer's sight, and forgiveness of sins, and a most excellent
sustenance.5
1 The term nafl (of which anfal is the plural) denotes, in its purely
linguistic sense, "an

accretion or addition received beyond one's due" or "something given in
excess of one's obligation"
(from which latter meaning the term salat an-nafl - i.e., a
"supererogatory prayer" - is derived).
In its plural form anfal, which occurs in the Qur'an only in the above
verse, this word signifies
"spoils of war", inasmuch as such spoils are an incidental accession
above and beyond anything
that a mujahid ("a fighter in God's cause") is entitled to expect. The
statement that "all spoils
of war belong to God and the Apostle" implies that no individual warrior
has a claim to any war
booty: it is public property, to be utilized or distributed by the
government of an Islamic state
in accordance with the principles laid down in the Qur'an and the
teachings of the Prophet. For
further details relating to the division of spoils of war, see verse 41
of this surah.- The
immediate occasion of this revelation was the question of the booty
acquired by the Muslims in the battle of Badr (an account of which is given in the introductory
note to this surah); but
the principle enunciated above is valid for all times and circumstances.
2 Lit., "set to rights the relationship between yourselves" - i.e., "remain
conscious of your
brotherhood in faith and banish all discord among yourselves".
3 Lit., "and whenever His messages are conveyed to them, they increase them
in faith"
4 See surah 2, note 4.
5 I.e., in paradise. According to Razi, however, the "most excellent
sustenance" is a metonym
for "the spiritual raptures arising from the knowledge of God, the love
of Him, and the
self-immersion (istighraq) in worshipping Him". In Razi's interpretation,
this expression
refers to the spiritual reward of faith in this world. Some commentators
(cf. Manar IX, 597)
regard the above definition of true believers as the most important
passage of this surah. The phrase rendered by me as "theirs shall be great dignity" reads,
literally, "they shall
have degrees", 'namely, of excellence and dignity.

8:5
EVEN AS thy Sustainer brought thee forth from thy home [to fight] in the cause of the truth,
although some of the believers were averse to it, (8:6) [so, too,] they would argue with thee about
the truth [itself] after it had become manifest6 - just as if they were being driven towards death
and beheld it with their very eyes.
8:7

And, lo, God gave you the promise that one of the two [enemy] hosts would fall to you: and you
would have liked to seize the less powerful one,7 whereas it was God's will to prove the truth to
be true in accordance with His words, and to wipe out the last remnant of those who denied the
truth8- (8:8) so that He might prove the truth to be true and the false to be false, however hateful
this might be to those who were lost in sin.9
6 I.e., after it had become clear that it was indeed God's will that the
Muslims should give open
battle to the Quraysh army. This reference to the antecedents of the
battle of Badr (see the
introductory note to this surah) connects with the admonition given in
verse l, "pay heed unto
God and His Apostle", as well as with the reminder, in verse 2, that true
believers place all
their trust in God. A few of the followers of the Prophet disliked the
idea of giving battle to
the main army of the Quraysh, instead of attacking the Meccan caravan
returning from Syria and
thus of acquiring easy booty; but the majority of them immediately
declared that they would
follow God's Apostle wherever he might lead them. - Some of the
commentators are inclined to
relate the adverbial particle kama ("just as" or "even as"), introducing
this sentence, to the
preceding passage and, thus, to their duty to follow God's commands.
Others, however, regard
this interpretation as somewhat laboured, and relate the comparison
implied in kama to the
first clause of verse 6, explaining the passage thus: "Just as some of
the believers were averse
to going forth from Medina to give battle to the Quraysh, so, too, they
would argue with thee
as to whether it was really willed by God." This, in particular, was the
view of Mujahid, whom
Tabari quotes with approval in his commentary on this verse.
7 Lit., "while you would have liked the one which was not powerful to be
yours" - i.e., the caravan
coming from Syria, which was accompanied by only forty armed men and
could therefore, be attacked
without great danger.
8 The destruction of the Meccan army at Badr was the prelude to the
elimination, in the course of
the next few years, of all opposition to Islam in its homeland: and it is
to this future fulfilment
of God's promise that the above words refer. See also surah 11, note 103.
9 The implication is that the truth of the Prophet's cause could not have
been vindicated by the
Muslims' overcoming and plundering the rich caravan which was approaching
from the north. Although
such an action would have benefited the Muslims materially, it would not
have lessened the strength

of the pagan Quraysh: while on the other hand, the encounter at Badr with
the main. heavily-armed
Quraysh force - resulting as it did in a decisive victory of the Muslims,
was destined to shatter
the self-confidence of the enemy and thus to pave the way for the
ultimate triumph of Islam in
Arabia.

8:9
Lo! You were praying unto your Sustainer for aid, whereupon He thus responded to you: "I shall,
verily, aid you with a thousand angels following one upon another!" (8:10) And God ordained
this only as a glad tiding, and that your hearts should thereby be set at rest - since no succour can
come from any save God: verily, God is almighty, wise!10
8:11
[Remember how it was] when He caused inner calm to enfold you,11 as an assurance from Him,
and sent down upon you water from the skies, so that He might purify you thereby and free you
from Satan's unclean whisperings12 and strengthen your hearts and thus make firm your steps.
(8:12) Lo! Thy Sustainer inspired the angels [to convey this His message to the believers]: "I am
with you !"13
[And He commanded the angels:] "And give firmness unto those who have attained to faith [with
these words from Me]:14 'I shall cast terror into the hearts of those who are bent on denying the
truth; strike, then, their necks, [O believers,] and strike off every one of their finger-tips!"15
10 "On the day of the battle of Badr, the Prophet looked at his followers,
who were three
hundred and odd men, and he looked at those who were ascribing divinity
to beings other than
God: and lo, they were more than one thousand. Thereupon God's Prophet
turned towards the
qiblah, raised his hands and thus implored his Sustainer: 'O God! Fulfil
what Thou hast promised
me! O God! If this little band of those who have surrendered themselves
unto Thee is destroyed,
Thou wilt not be worshipped on earth...'." This authentic Tradition,
quoted by Muslim,
Abu Da'ud, Tirmidhi, Ahmad ibn Hanbal, etc., appears also in a very
similar version in Bukhari's
Sahih. It is said that the above Qur'an-verse was revealed in response to
the Prophet's prayer whereupon he recited another, much earlier verse (54:45): "The hosts
shall be routed, and shall
turn their backs [in flight]" (Bukhari). - As regards the promise of aid
through thousands of
angels, see 3:124-125, where a similar promise - made on the occasion of
the battle of Uhud is said to have been uttered by the Prophet and thus, by implication,
confirmed by God. The

spiritual nature of this angelic aid is clearly expressed by the words,
"and God ordained this
only as a glad tiding...", etc. (See also surah 3, notes 93 and 94.)
11 Le., before the battle of Badr. Regarding the interpretation of nu'as as
"inner calm", see
surah 3, note 112. Here it refers to the spiritual quiet and selfconfidence of the believers
in the face of overwhelming odds.
12 Lit., "take away from you the pollution of Satan". Immediately before
the beginning of the
battle, the Meccan army invested the wells of Badr, thus depriving the
Muslims of water; and,
under the influence of thirst, some of the latter fell prey to utter
despair (here symbolized
by "Satan's unclean whisperings") - when, suddenly, abundant rain fell
and enabled them to
satisfy their thirst (Tabari, on the authority of Ibn 'Abbds).
'
13 The phrase "I am with you" is addressed (through the angels) to the
believers - "for, the
purport of these words was the removal of fear, since it was the Muslims,
and not the angels,
who feared the deniers of the truth" (Razi).
14 The following is, again, addressed to the believers (Razi). Verse 10 of
this surah makes it
clear that the aid of the angels was purely spiritual in nature; and
there is no evidence
anywhere in the Qur'an that they did, or were meant to, participate in
the battle in a physical
sense. In his commentary on the above verse, Razi stresses this point
repeatedly; among modern
commentators, Rashid Rida emphatically rejects the legendary notion that
angels actually fought
in this or any other of the Prophet's battles (see Manar IX, 612 ff.). It
is mainly on the
basis of Razi's interpretation of this passage that I have interpolated,
in several places,
explanatory clauses between brackets.
15. I.e., "destroy them utterly".

8:13
This, because they have cut themselves off from 16 God and His Apostle: and as for him who
cuts himself off from God and His Apostle - verily, God is severe in retribution. (8:14) This [for
you, O enemies of God]! Taste it, then, [and know] that suffering through fire awaits those who
deny the truth!
8:15

O YOU who have attained to faith! When you meet in battle those who are bent on denying the
truth, advancing in great force, do not turn your backs on them:17 (8:16) for, whoever on that day
turns his back on them - unless it be in a battle manoeuvre or in an endeavour to join another
troop [of the believers] - shall indeed have earned the burden of God's condemnation, and his
goal shall be hell: and how vile a journey's end!
8:17
And yet, [O believers,] it was not you who slew the enemy,18 but it was God who slew them; and
it was not thou who cast [terror into them, O Prophet], when thou didst cast it, but it was God
who cast it:19 and [He did all this] in order that He might test the believers by a goodly test of His
Own or daining.20 Verily, God is all-hearing, all-knowing! (8:18) This [was God's purpose] - and
also [to show] that God renders vain the artful schemes of those who deny the truth.
16 Or: "contended against" (Baghawi). However, since the primary meaning of
shaqqahu ("he
separated himself from him" or "cut himself off from him") comprises the
concepts of both
estrangement and opposition (Tabari, Zamakhshari, Razi), the rendering
adopted by me seems to
be the most suitable in this context.
17 I.e., in flight: the implication being that in view of God's promise of
victory no retreat is
permissible. Since this verse (like the whole of this surah) relates
predominantly to the battle
of Badr, it may well be presumed that the above admonition forms part of
the message of
encouragement beginning with the words, "I am with you" (verse 12), which
God commanded the
angels to convey to the believers before the battle. In accordance with
the didactic method of
the Qur'an, however, the moral lesson contained in this verse is not
confined to the historical
occasion to which it refers, but has the validity of a permanent law.
18 Lit., "you did not slay them - i.e., in the battle of Badr, which ended
with a complete
victory of the Muslims.
19 According to several Traditions, the Prophet cast, at the beginning of
the battle, a handful of
pebbles or dust in the direction of the enemy, thus symbolically
indicating their approaching
defeat. However, none of these accounts attains to the standard of
authenticity described as
sahih (i.e., "reliable") by the great exponents of the science of
Tradition ('ilm al-hadith),
and cannot, therefore, satisfactorily explain the above Qur'anic passage
(see Ibn Kathir's
commentary on this verse, as well as Manar IX, 620 f.). Since the verb
rams (lit., "he cast" or
"flung") applies also to the act of "shooting an arrow" or "flinging a
spear", it might be

explained here as a reference to the Prophet's active participation in
the battle. Alternatively,
it may denote his "casting terror", i.e., into the hearts of his enemies,
by his and his
followers' extreme valour. Whichever explanation is adopted, the above
verse implies that the
victory of the Muslims over the much more numerous and much better
equipped army of the Quraysh
was due to God's grace alone: and, thus, it is a reminder to the
faithful, of all times, not
to indulge in undue pride in any of their achievements (which is the
meaning of the "test"
mentioned in the next sentence).
20 Lit., "from Himself".

8:19
If you have been praying for victory, [O believers] - victory has now indeed come unto you. And
if you abstain [from sinning], it will be for your own good; but if you revert to it, We shall
revoke [Our promise of aid] - and never will your community be of any avail to you, however
great its numbers: for, behold, God is [only] with those who believe!21 (8:20) [Hence,] O you
who have attained to faith, pay heed unto God and His Apostle, and do not turn away from Him
now that you hear [His message]; (8:21) and be not like those who say, "We have heard", the
while they do not hearken.22
8:22
Verily, the vilest of all creatures23 in the sight of God are those deaf, those dumb ones who do
not use their reason. (8:23) For, if God had seen any good in them, He would certainly have
made them hear: but [as it is,] even if He had made them hear, they would surely have turned
away in their obstinacy.
21 There is no unanimity among the commentators as to whether this verse is
addressed to the
believers or to their opponents at Badr, that is, the pagan Quraysh.
While some of the commentators
(e.g., Razi) are of the opinion that it is an admonition to the believers
and understand it in
the sense rendered by me above, others maintain that it is a warning
addressed to the Quraysh. In
order to justify this view, they give to the word fath (lit., "opening")
occurring in the first
sentence the meaning of "judgment" or "decision" (which is undoubtedly
permissible from the
linguistic point of view), and arrive at the following rendering: "If you
have been seeking a
decision [O unbelievers] - a decision has now indeed come unto you. And
if you abstain [from making
war on God and His Apostle], it will be for your own good; but if you
revert to it, We shall
revert [to defeating you] - and never will your army be of any avail to
you, however great its

numbers: for, behold, God is with the believers!"
As can be seen from this alternative rendering, the difference in
interpretation pivots on the
tropical meaning which one gives to the words fath ("decision" or
"victory") and fi'ah ("army"
or "community"). As regards the latter, it is to be borne in mind that
its primary significance
is "a group" or "a congregated body of men" - more or less synonymous
with ta'ifah or jama'ah;
it can, therefore, be used to denote "an army" as well as "a community".
Similarly, the expression
na'ud can be understood in either of two ways: namely, as meaning "We
shall revert [to defeating
you]" - or, as in my rendering, "We shall revoke [Our promise of aid]" addressed, in the one
instance to the unbelievers, and in the other, to the believers. (For the
use of the verb 'ada
in the sense of "he revoked", see Taj al-'Arus; also Lane V, 2189.) But
while both interpretations
of the above verse are linguistically justified, the one adopted by me
(and supported, according
to Ibn Kathir, by Ubayy ibn Ka'b) is in greater harmony with the context,
inasmuch as both the
preceding and subsequent passages are unmistakably addressed to the
believers. Thus, the verse must
be understood as a reminder to the Muslims that God will be with them
only so long as they remain
firm in faith and righteous in action, and that, however large their
community may be in the future,
they will be powerless unless they are true believers.
22 See 2:93 and 4:46, and the corresponding notes. While in the abovementioned two instances the
Jews are alluded to, the present allusion is more general, and relates to
all people who have
come to know and understand the message of the Qur'an, but pay no heed to
it.
23 Lit., "animals that walk or crawl" (dawab, sing. dabbah ), including man
as well.

8:24
O you who have attained to faith! Respond to the call of God and the Apostle whenever he calls
you unto that which will give you life; and know that God intervenes between man and [the
desires of] his heart,24 and that unto Him you shall be gathered. (8:25) And beware of that
temptation to evil which does not befall only those among you who are bent on denying the truth,
to the exclusion of others;25 and know that God is severe in retribution.
8:26
And remember the time when you were few [and] helpless on earth, fearful lest people do away
with you26 - whereupon He sheltered you, and strengthened you with His succour, and provided

for you sustenance out of the good things of life, so that you might have cause to be grateful.
(8:27) [Hence,] O you who have attained to faith, do not be false to God and the Apostle, and do
not knowingly be false to the trust that has been reposed in you;27 (8:28) and know that your
worldly goods and your children are but a trial and a temptation, and that with God there is a
tremendous reward.28
24 I.e.. between a man's desires and the outward action that may result
from those desires:
indicating that God can turn man away from what his heart urges him to do
(Raghib). In other
words, it is God-consciousness alone that can prevent man from being
misled by wrong desires
and, thus, from becoming like "those deaf, those dumb ones who do not use
their reason" (verse
22 above); and it is God-consciousness alone that can enable man to
follow the call "unto that
which gives life" - that is, spiritual awareness of right and wrong and
the will to act accordingly.
25 The term fitnah - here rendered as "temptation to evil" - comprises a
wide range of concepts,
e.g., "seduction" or "trial" or "test" or "an affliction whereby one is
tried"; hence also
"confusion" (as in 3:7 and 6:23), "discord" or "dissension" (because it
constitutes a "trial"
of human groupments), as well as "persecution" and "oppression" (because
it is an affliction which
may cause man to go astray and to lose his faith in spiritual values - a
meaning in which the word
fitnah is used in 2:191 and 193); and, finally, "sedition" and "civil
war" (because it leads whole
communities astray). Since the expression "temptation to evil" is
applicable to all these meanings,
it appears to be the most suitable in the above context: the idea being
that it is not merely the
deliberate deniers of spiritual truths who are exposed to such a
temptation, but that also people
who are otherwise righteous may fall prey to it unless they remain
always, and consciously, on
their guard against anything that might lead them astray from the right
course.
26 A reference to the weakness of the believers in the early days of Islam,
before their exodus from
Mecca to Medina. In its wider meaning; it is a reminder to every
community of true believers, at
all times, of their initial weakness and numerical insignificance and
their subsequent growth in
numbers and influence.
27 Lit., "do not be false to your trusts, the while you know". Regarding
the deeper meaning of
amanah ("trust"), see note 87 on 33:72.

28 Inasmuch as love of worldly goods and a desire to protect one's family
may lead a person to
transgression (and, thus, to a betrayal of the moral values postulated in
God's message), they
are described as fitnah - which, in this context, is best rendered by the
two words "trial
and temptation". This reminder connects with verse 25 above, "beware of
that temptation to evil
which does not befall only those who are bent on denying the truth,"
since it is acquisitiveness
and a desire to confer benefits on one's own family which often tempt an
otherwise good person
to offend against the rights of his fellow-men. It is to be borne in mind
that, contrary to the
New Testament, the Qur'an does not postulate a contempt for worldly
attachments as a
pre-requisite of righteousness: it only demands of man that he should not
allow these attachments
to deflect him from the pursuit of moral verities.

8:29
O you who have attained to faith! If you remain conscious of God. He will endow you with a
standard by which to discern the true from the false,29 and will efface your bad deeds, and will
forgive you your sins: for God is limitless in His great bounty.
8:30
AND [remember, O Prophet,] how those who were bent on denying the truth were scheming
against thee, in order to restrain thee [from preaching], or to slay thee, or to drive thee away: thus
have they [always] schemed:30 but God brought their scheming to nought - for God is above all
schemers.
8:31
And whenever Our messages were conveyed to them, they would say, "We have heard [all this]
before; if we wanted, we could certainly compose sayings like these [ourselves]: they are nothing
but fables of ancient times!"31 (8:32) And, lo, they would say, "O God! If this be indeed the truth
from Thee, then rain down upon us stones from the skies, or inflict [some other] grievous
suffering on us!"32
8:33
But God did not choose thus to chastise them when thou [O Prophet] wert still among them," nor
would God chastise them when they [might yet] ask for forgiveness. (8:34) But what have they
[now] in their favour that God should not chastise them - seeing that they bar [the believers]
from the Inviolable House of Worship, although they are not its [rightful] guardians?34
None but the God-conscious can be its guardians: but of this most of these [evildoers] are
unaware; (8:35) and their prayers before the Temple are nothing but whistling and clapping of

hands. Taste then, [O unbelievers,] this chastisement as an outcome of your persistent denial of
the truth!35
29 I.e., the faculty of moral valuation (Manor IX, 648). See also surah 2,
note 38.
30 While the first sentence of this verse is a reference to the persecution
to which the Prophet
and his followers had been exposed in Mecca before their exodus to
Medina, this concluding
passage points to the ever-recurring fact of man's religious history that
those who deny the
truth of divine revelation are always intent on rendering its preachers
powerless or destroying
them, either physically or, figuratively, through ridicule.
31 Cf. 6:25. As regards the expression la-qulna - here rendered as "we
could certainly [ourselves]
compose" - it is to be remembered that the verb gala does not always
signify only "he said", but
also "he asserted" or "expressed an opinion", as well as-in connection
with a literary production "he composed": thus, qala shi'r means "he composed a poem". In the above
context, this expression
alludes to the oft-repeated (but never fulfilled) boast of the pagan
Quraysh that they could
produce a poetic message comparable in merit to that of the Qur'an; in
its wider sense, it is
an allusion to the attitude of many unbelievers towards revealed
scriptures in general.
32 This sarcastic appeal of the unbelievers - referred to several times in
the Qur'an - is meant
to stress their conviction that the Qur'an is not a divine revelation.
According to Anas ibn
Malik, these words were first uttered by Abu Jahl, the Prophet's chief
opponent at Mecca who was killed in the battle of Badr (Bukhari).
33 I.e., in Mecca, before the exodus to Medina.
34 At the time of the revelation of this surah (the year 2 H.) Mecca was
still in the possession
of the hostile Quraysh, and no Muslim was allowed to enter it. Owing to
their descent from
Abraham, the Quraysh considered themselves entitled to the guardianship
of the Ka'bah ("the
Inviolable House of Worship"), which had been built by Abraham as the
first temple ever dedicated
to the One God (see surah 2, note 102). The Qur'an refutes this
contention, just as it refutes
the claim of the children of Israel to being "the chosen people" by
virtue of their descent
from Abraham. (Cf. in this connection 2:124, and especially the last
sentence, "My covenant

does not embrace the wrongdoers.") Although they still retained a modicum
of belief in God,
the Quraysh had entirely forsaken the unitarian faith of Abraham, thus
forfeiting any moral
claim to the guardianship of the Temple (al-bayt) built by him.
35 I.e., devoid of all spiritual contents. Some of the early authorities
maintain that dancing
around the Ka'bah, accompanied by whistling and hand-clapping, was
actually a ritual practiced
by the pre-Islamic Arabs. Although this explanation is quite plausible,
it would appear from
the context that the expression "whistling and clapping of hands" is used
here metaphorically,
to denote the spiritual emptiness of the religious rituals of people who
are wont to attribute
a quasi-divine efficacy to all manner of circumstantial "forces" - like
wealth, power,
social status, "luck", etc.

8:36
Behold, those who are bent on denying the truth are spending their riches in order to turn others
away from the path of God; and they will go on spending them until they become [a source of]
intense regret for them; and then they will be overcome! And those who [until their death] have
denied the truth shall be gathered unto hell, (8:37) so that God might separate the bad from the
good, and join the bad with one another, and link them all together [within His condemnation],
and then place them in hell. They, they are the lost!
8:38
Tell those who are bent on denying the truth that if they desist,37 all that is past shall be forgiven
them; but if they revert [to their wrongdoing], let them remember what happened to the like of
them in times gone by.38 (8:39) And fight against them until there is no more oppression and all
worship is devoted to God alone.39
And if they desist-behold, God sees all that they do;40 (8:40) and if they turn away [from
righteousness], (8:41) know that God is your Lord Supreme: [and] how excellent is this Lord
Supreme, and how excellent this Giver of Succour!
AND KNOW that whatever booty you acquire [in war], one-fifth thereof belongs to God and the
Apostle, and the near of kin, and the orphans, and the needy, and the wayfarer.41
[This you must observe] if you believe in God and in what We bestowed from on high upon Our
servant on the day when the true was distinguished from the false - the day when the two hosts
met in battle. And God has the power to will anything.42
36 The chastisement or suffering referred to here was their crushing defeat
at Badr.

37 I.e., from their endeavour to turn others away from the path of God and
from waging war
against the believers.
38 Lit., "the example (sunnah) of the people of old times has already come
to pass": an allusion
to the disasters that have overtaken, and are bound to overtake, those
who persistently deny
moral truths.
39 I.e., until man is free to worship God. Cf. the identical phrase in
2:193, and the corresponding
note. Both these passages stress self-defence - in the widest sense of
this word - as the only
justification of war.
40 I.e., He knows their motives, and will requite them according to their
merits.
41 According to verse 1 of this surah, "all spoils of war belong to God and
the Apostle", i.e.,
are to be administered by the authorities of an Islamic state in the
interests of the common
weal. Most of the great Islamic jurists are of the opinion that whereas
four-fifths of all
spoils may either be distributed among those who actively took part in
the war effort or may
be otherwise utilized for the welfare of the community, one-fifth must be
reserved for the
specific purposes enumerated in the above verse, including a share "for
God and the Apostle"
(which is obviously a metonym for a government that rules in accordance
with the laws of the
Qur'an and the teachings of God's Apostle); this latter share is to be
used for the exigencies
of state administration. Since a full discussion of this complex
juridical problem would go
far beyond the scope of these explanatory notes, the reader is referred,
in particular, to
Manar X, 4 ff., where the views of the classical exponents of Islamic
jurisprudence are summarized. For the term ibn as-sabil occurring in this verse, see surah 2, note 145.
By "the near of kin
and the orphans" apparently the relatives of fallen combatants are meant
in this context.
42 I.e., "He can grant you victory or can withhold it from you". The battle
of Badr is described
here as "the day when the true was distinguished from the false" (yawm
al-furqan) because on
that occasion a small and poorly armed group of believers utterly
destroyed an infinitely
better equipped army more than three times its number. The revelation
referred to in this
connection was God's promise of victory, given in verses 12-14 of this
surah. (See also note
38 on 2:53.)

8:42
[Remember that day] when you were at the near end of the valley [of Badr], and they were at its
farthest end, while the caravan was below you.43 And if you had known that a battle was to take
place, you would indeed have refused to accept the challenge:44 but [the battle was brought about
none the less,] so that God might accomplish a thing [which He willed] to be done,45 [and] that
he who would perish might perish in clear evidence of the truth, and that he who would remain
alive might live in clear evidence of the truth.46 And, behold, God is indeed all-hearing, allknowing.
43 Before the beginning of the battle, the Prophet and his followers were
encamped in the northern
part of the valley of Badr, nearest to Medina, while their enemies,
having come from Mecca,
occupied its southern part. The Meccan trade caravan, coming from Syria
under the leadership of
Abu Sufyan, was in the meantime proceeding southwards through the coastal
lowlands (see
introductory note to this surah).
44 This is a very free rendering of the elliptic phrase which runs,
literally, thus: "And if you
had mutually made an appointment, you would indeed have failed to keep
the appointment" - i.e.,
for battle. As already mentioned in the introductory note to this surah,
most of the Prophet's
followers had been under the impression that their objective was the
relatively weak trade
caravan, and some of them were dismayed at finding themselves face to
face with the powerful
Quraysh army advancing from the south.
45 According to all the commentators, the words interpolated by me between
brackets are implied
in this highly elliptical sentence. Literally translated, its last words
might be rendered as
"a thing that was [already] done": meaning that if God decrees a thing,
it must inevitably come
about, and may therefore be described as already done.
46 Some of the great commentators understand this sentence in a
metaphorical sense, with
"destruction" signifying persistence in denying the truth (kufr), and
"life" being synonymous
with faith. According to this interpretation, the above sentence would
have the following meaning:
"... so that the denial of the truth on the part of him who has denied
it, and the faith of him
who has attained to it, might become clearly evident" (Zamakhshari); or
"let him who is bent on
denying the truth go on denying it after this clear evidence of God's
will, and let him who has
attained to belief go on believing" (Ibn Ishaq, as quoted by Ibn Kathir).
In my opinion, however,

it is preferable to interpret the references to death and life in their
prima-facie (that is,
not metaphorical) sense - namely, as applying to the death or survival of
all who took part in
the battle of Badr, believers and unbelievers alike: the believers who
fell in that battle died
conscious of being martyrs in God's cause, and those who survived could
now clearly discern God's
hand in their victory; while the dead among the deniers of the truth had
clearly given their
lives for nothing, and those of them who survived must now realize that
their crushing defeat
was due, in the last resort, to something infinitely greater than the
valour of the Muslims
(cf. verse 17, and the corresponding notes).

8:43
Lo! God showed them to thee in a dream as few:47 for, had He shown them to you as many, you
would surely have lost heart, and would surely have disagreed with one another about what to
do.48 But God saved [you from this]: verily, He has full knowledge of what is the hearts [of
men]. (8:44) And so, when you met in battle, He made them appear as few in your eyes - just as
He made you appear as of little account in their eyes - so that God might accomplish a thing
[which He willed] to be done: 49 for all things go back to God [as their source].
8:45
[Hence,] O you who have attained to faith, when you meet a host in battle, be firm, and
remember God often; so that you might attain to a happy state! (8:46) And pay heed unto God
and His Apostle, and do not [allow yourselves to] be at variance with one another, lest you lose
heart and your moral strength desert you.50 And be patient in adversity: for, verily, God is with
those who are patient in adversity.
47 Lit., "in thy dream" - obviously relating to a dream which the Prophet
had had just before
the encounter at Badr. We have no authentic Tradition to this effect, but
the tabi'i Mujahid
is quoted as having said, "God had shown the enemies to the Prophet, in a
dream, as few;
he informed his Companions accordingly, and this encouraged them greatly"
(Razi and Ibn Kathir,
with minor variants).
48 Lit., "about the matter" - i.e., about the advisability of giving battle
or retreating.
49 See note 45 above. Since at the time of the actual encounter the Muslims
could no longer
be in doubt as to the great number of the enemy force, the phrase "He
made them appear as
few in your eyes" has obviously a metaphorical meaning: it implies that,
by that time, the

Prophet's followers were so full of courage that the enemy appeared
insignificant to them.
The Quraysh, on the other hand, were so conscious of their own power and
numerical
superiority that the Muslims appeared but of little account to them - a
mistake which
ultimately cost them the battle and a great number of lives.
50 The relevant word is rih, which literally signifies "wind"; it is used
metaphorically to
denote "spirit" or "moral strength".

8:47
And be not like those [unbelievers] who went forth from their homelands full of self-conceit and
a desire to be seen and praised by men 51 for they were trying to turn others away from the path
of God - the while God encompassed all their doings [with His might]. (8:48) And, lo, Satan
made all their doings seem goodly to them, and said, "No one can overcome you this day, for,
behold, I shall be your protector! 52 - but as soon as the two hosts came within sight of one
another, he turned on his heels and said, "Behold, I am not responsible for you: behold, I see
something that you do not see: behold, I fear God - for God is severe in retribution!"53
8:49
At the same time, the hypocrites and those in whose hearts was disease were saying, "Their faith
has deluded these [believers]!"54
But he who places his trust in God [knows that], verily, God is almighty, wise.
8:50
AND IF thou couldst but see [how it will be] when He causes those who are bent on denying the
truth to die: the angels will strike their faces: and their backs,55 and [will say]: "Taste suffering
through fire (8:51) in return for what your own hands have wrought - for, never does God do the
least wrong to His creatures!"
51 A reference to the Quraysh army which set forth from Mecca under the
leadership of Abu Jahl
in the conviction that they would destroy the Prophet and his followers.
These words imply a
warning to the believers, of all times, never to go to war boastfully and
for the sake of
empty glory.
52 Lit., "your neighbour"- an expression derived from the ancient Arabian
principle that a man
is honour-bound to aid and protect his neighbours.
53 This allegory of Satan's blandishments and of his subsequent abandonment
of the sinner occurs,
in a more general form, in 59:16.

54 I.e., into thinking that in spite of their numerical weakness and lack
of arms, they could
withstand the powerful Meccan army. The term din, often denoting
"religion", obviously stands
here for the attitude one has towards his religion: in another word,
one's faith. "Those in
whose hearts was disease" is a reference to the vacillating and fainthearted among the Prophet's
followers, who were afraid of meeting the Quraysh in battle.- The
particle idh which introduces
this sentence has often the meaning of "when"; in this case, however, it
signifies "at the
same time".
55 Or: "... when the angels gather in death those who were bent on denying
the truth, they
strike...", etc. - depending on whether one attributes the pronoun in
yatawaffa to the angels,
which gives the reading "they gather [them] in death", or to God, in
which case it means "He
causes [them] to die" (Zamakhshari and Razi).- The beating of the
sinners' faces and backs is according to Razi, an allegory of their suffering in the life to come in
consequence of their
having denied the truth while alive in this world: "They have utter
darkness behind them and
utter darkness before them - and this is the meaning of the words, '[the
angels] strike their
faces and their backs'." Most of the commentators assume that this
passage refers specifically
to the pagan Quraysh who fell in the battle of Badr; but while it
undoubtedly does apply to
them, there is no reason, in my opinion. to restrict its import to this
particular historical
event - especially in view of the subsequent passages (up to and
including verse 55), which
obviously refer to all who are "bent on denying the truth".

8:52
[To them shall happen.] the like of what happened to Pharaoh's people and those who lived
before them: they denied the truth of God's messages and so God took them to task for their sins.
Verily, God is powerful, severe in retribution! (8:53) This, because God would never change 56
the blessings with which He has graced a people unless they change their inner selves :57 and
[know] that God is all-hearing, all-seeing.
8:54
[To those sinners shall happen] the like of what happened to Pharaoh's people and those who
lived before them: they gave the lie to their Sustainer's messages - and so We destroyed them in
return for their sins, and caused Pharaoh's people to drown: for they were evildoers all. (8:55)

Verily, the vilest creatures in the sight of God are those who are bent on denying the truth and
therefore do not believe.58
8:56
AS FOR THOSE with whom thou hast made a covenant, and who thereupon break their
covenant on every occasion,59 not being conscious of God - (8:57) if thou find them at war [with
you], make of them a fearsome example for those who follow them,60 so that they might take it
to heart; (8:58) or, if thou hast reason to fear treachery61 from people [with whom thou hast made
a covenant], cast it back at them in an equitable manner:62 for, verily, God does not love the
treacherous!
56 I.e., withdraw.
57 For an explanation of the wide implications of this statement in the
context of the law of
cause and effect which God has decreed on His creation (and which is
described elsewhere in
the Qur'an as sunnat Allah. "the way of God"), see my note on the phrase
"God does not change
men's condition unless they change their inner selves" occurring in
13:11.
58 Cf. verse 22 of this surah, where the same epithet is applied to human
beings "who do not use
their reason". In the present instance, it should be noted, the particle
fa at the beginning of
the phrase fa-hum la yu'minun has the meaning of "and therefore" ("and
therefore they do not
believe"): thus showing that lack of belief in spiritual verities is a
consequence of one's being
"bent on denying the truth". Expressed in positive terms, this amounts to
the statement that
belief in any ethical proposition depends on one's readiness to consider
it on its merits and
to admit the truth of whatever one's mind judges to be in conformity with
other - empirically or
intuitively established - truths. As regards the expression alladhina
kafaru, the use of the
past tense is meant here, as so often in the Qur'an, to stress the
element of intention, and
is, therefore, consistently rendered by me - wherever the context
warrants it - as "those who
are bent on denying the truth" (see also surah 2, note 6).
59 Lit., "every time". The covenants referred to are agreements between the
Muslim community
and non-Muslim political groupments. Although this passage is addressed
in the first instance,
to the Prophet, the "thou" relates here to every follower of the Qur'an
and, thus, to the
Muslim community of all times. With the above verse, the discourse
returns to the subject of

war with unbelievers to which most of this surah is devoted. The
reference to the unbelievers'
"breaking their covenants" has two implications: firstly, that the
establishment of covenants
(i.e., of peaceful relations) with non-Muslims is not only permissible
but, in fact desirable
(cf. verse 61): and, secondly, that the Muslims may resort to war only if
and when the other
party is openly hostile to them.
60 Lit., "put to flight, by means of them, those who come after them"; or
"terrify through them
those who follow them": i.e., "fight against them and inflict an
exemplary punishment on them".
61 The "reason to fear treachery" must not, of course, be based on mere
surmise but on clear,
objective evidence (Tabari, Baghawi, Razi; also Manar X, 58).
62 I.e., "renounce the covenant in an equitable manner ('ald sawa')".,
Tabari explains this sentence
thus: "Before making war on them, inform them that because of the clear
evidence of their
treachery thou hast renounced the treaty which existed between thee and
them, so that both thou
and they should know that thou art at war with them." Baghawi, in his
commentary on this verse,
gives an almost identical interpretation and adds, "so that they should
not be under the false
impression that thou hast renounced the treaty after having started the
war." Thus the concluding
sentence of this verse - "God does not love the treacherous" - is a
warning to the believers as
well as to their enemies (Manor X, 58 f.).

8:59
And let them not think - those who are bent on denying the truth - that they shall escape63 [God]:
behold, they can never frustrate [His purpose]. (8:60) Hence, make ready against them whatever
force and war mounts64 you are able to muster, so that you might deter thereby the enemies of
God, who are your enemies as well,65 and others besides them of whom you may be unaware,
[but] of whom God is aware; and whatever you may expend66 in God's cause shall be repaid to
you in full, and you shall not be wronged.
8:61
But if they incline to peace, incline thou to it as well, and place thy trust in God: verily, He alone
is all-hearing, all-knowing! (8:62) And should they seek but to deceive thee [by their show of
peace] - behold, God is enough for thee!67
He it is who has strengthened thee with His succour, and by giving thee believing followers68
(8:63) whose hearts He has brought together: [for,] if thou hadst expended all that is on earth,

thou couldst not have brought their hearts together [by thyself]: but God did bring them together.
Verily, He is almighty, wise.
63 Lit., "that they have outstripped".
64 Lit., "tethering of horses" (ribat al-khayl): an expression which
signifies "holding in
readiness mounted troups at all points open to enemy invasion (thughur)";
hence, tropically,
the over-all maintenance of military preparedness.
65 Lit., "God's enemy and your enemy" - implying that every "enemy of God"
(i.e., everyone who
deliberately opposes and seeks to undermine the moral laws laid down by
God) is, eo ipso, an
enemy of those who believe in Him.
66 I.e., of resources, efforts and sacrifice of life.
67 The implication is that "even if they offer peace only with a view to
deceiving thee, this
[offer of] peace must be accepted, since all judgment [of their
intentions] must be based on
outward evidence alone" (Razi): in other words, mere suspicion cannot be
made an excuse for
rejecting an offer of peace.
68 Lit., "and by the believers": thus signifying the visible means
(wasitah) by which God succoured
the Prophet.

8:64
O Prophet! God is enough for thee and those of the believers who follow thee! (8:65) O Prophet!
Inspire the believers to conquer all fear of death when fighting,69 [so that,] if there be twenty of
you who are patient in adversity, they might overcome two hundred; and [that,] if there be one
hundred of you, they might overcome one thousand of those who are bent on denying the truth,
because they are people who cannot grasp it.70
8:68
For the time being, [however,] God has lightened your burden - for He knows that you are weak:
and so, if there be one hundred of you who are patient in adversity, they should [be able to]
overcome two hundred; and if there be one thousand of you, they should [be able to] overcome
two thousand by God's leave: for God is with those who are patient in adversity.71
69 For an explanation of the phrase harrid al-mu'minin, see surah 4, note
102. Consistently with
my interpretation, the words 'ala 'l-qital can be rendered here in either
of two ways: "[with
a view] to fighting" or "when fighting". On the basis of the conventional
interpretation of

the verb harrid as "urge" or "rouse", the phrase could be translated as
"urge the believers to
fight": but this, as I have pointed out in the earlier note referred to
above, does not convey
the true sense of this injunction.
70 Some of the commentators see in this verse a divine prediction, thus:
"If there be twenty of
you .... they shall overcome two hundred ...", etc. Since, however,
history shows that the
believers, even at the time of the Prophet, were not always victorious
against such odds, the
above view is not tenable. In order to understand this passage correctly,
we must read it in
close conjunction with the opening sentence, "Inspire the believers to
conquer all fear of
death", whereupon we arrive at the meaning given in my rendering: namely,
an exhortation to the
believers to conquer all fear of death and to be so patient in adversity
that they might be
able to overcome an enemy many times their number (Razi: see also Manar
X, 87). The concluding
words of this verse --because they are people who cannot grasp it [i.e..
the truth]" - can be
understood in either of two ways: (a) as giving an additional reason of
the true believers'
superiority over "those who are bent on denying the truth" (alladhina
kafaru), inasmuch as the
latter, not believing in the eternal verities and in life after death.
cannot rise to that
enthusiasm and readiness for self-sacrifice which distinguishes the true
believers: or (b)
as explaining that "those who are bent on denying the truth" deny it
simply because their
spiritual deafness and blindness prevents them from grasping it. To my
mind, the second of
these two interpretations is preferable, and particularly so in view of
the fact that the
Qur'an often explains in these terms the attitude of "those who deny the
truth" (e.g., in 6:25,
7:179, 9:87, etc.).
71 This relates to the time at which the above verse was revealed, namely,
immediately after the
battle of Badr (2 H.), when the Muslims were extremely weak both in
numbers and in equipment,
and their community had not yet attained to any significant degree of
political organization.
Under those circumstances, the Qur'an says, they could not - nor could
any Muslim community
of later times, in similar circumstances - be expected to bring forth the
effort and the
efficiency required of a fully developed community of believers; but even
so they should be
able to stand up to an enemy twice their number. (The proportions one to
two, or - as in the

preceding verse, one to ten - are not, of course, to be taken literallly;
as a matter of fact,
the Muslims defeated at Badr a much better armed army more than thrice
their own number.)
The reference to God's having "lightened the burden" imposed on the
believers in this respect
makes it clear that both this and the preceding verse imply a divine
command couched in terms
of exhortation, and not a prediction of events to come (Razi).

8:67
IT DOES NOT behove a prophet to keep captives unless he has battled strenuously on earth.72
You may desire the fleeting gains of this world - but God desires [for you the good of] the life to
come: and God is almighty, wise. (8:68) Had it not been for a decree from God that had already
gone forth, there would indeed have befallen you a tremendous chastisement on account of all
[the captives] that you took.73
8:69
Enjoy, then, all that is lawful and good among the things which you have gained in war, and
remain conscious of God: verily, God is much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace. (8:70) [Hence,] O
Prophet, say unto the captives who are in your hands: "If God finds any good in your hearts, He
will give you something better than all that has been taken from you, and will forgive you your
sins: for God is much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace."74
72 I.e., as an aftermath of a war in a just cause. As almost always in the
Qur'an, an injunction
addressed to the Prophet is, by implication, binding on his followers as
well. Consequently, the
above verse lays down that no person may be taken, or for any time
retained, in captivity unless
he was taken prisoner in a jihad - that is, a holy war in defence of the
Faith or of freedom
(regarding which see surah 2, note 167) - and that, therefore, the
acquisition of a slave by
"peaceful" means, and the keeping of a slave thus acquired, is entirely
prohibited: which, to
all practical purposes, amounts to a prohitition of slavery as a "social
institution". But even
with regard to captives taken in war, the Qur'an ordains (in 47:4) that
they should be freed
after the war is over.
73 This is apparently a reference to the captives taken by the Muslims at
Badr, and the discussions
among the Prophet's followers as to what should be done with them. 'Umar
ibn al-Khattab was of
the opinion that they should be killed in revenge for their past
misdeeds, and in particular for
their persecution of the Muslims before the latters' exodus to Medina;
Abu Bakr, on the other

hand, pleaded for forgiveness and a release of the prisoners against
ransom, supporting his plea
with the argument that such an act of mercy might induce some of them to
realize the truth of
Islam. The Prophet adopted the course of action advocated by Abu Bakr,
and released the captives.
(The relevant Traditions are quoted by most of the commentators, and
especially - with full
indication of the sources - by Tabari and Ibn Kathir.) The reference in
the above verse to the
"tremendous chastisement" that might have befallen the Muslims "but for a
decree (kitab) from
God that had already gone forth" - i.e., a course of action fore-ordained
in God's knowledge
makes it clear that the killing of the captives would have been an
awesome sin.
74 I.e., "If God finds in your hearts a disposition to realize the truth of
His message, He will
bestow on you faith and, thus, the good of the life to come: and this
will outweigh by far your
defeat in war and the loss of so many of your friends and companions."
Although these words
relate primarily to the pagan Quraysh taken prisoner in the battle of
Badr, they circumscribe
the Islamic attitude towards all unbelieving enemies who might fall into
the believers' hands
in the course of war. For a further discussion of the problem of
prisoners of war, see 47:4.

8:71
And should they but seek to play false with thee75 - well, they were false to God [Himself] ere
this: but He gave [the believers] mastery over them.76 And God is all-knowing, wise.
BEHOLD, as for those who have attained to faith, and who have forsaken the domain of evil77
and are striving hard, with their possessions and their lives, in God's cause, as well as those who
shelter and succour [them]78 - these are [truly] the friends and protectors of one another.
But as for those who have come to believe without having migrated [to your country]79 - you are
in no wise responsible for their protection until such a time as they migrate [to you]. Yet, if they
ask you for succour against religious persecution,80 it is your duty to give [them] this succour except against a people between whom and yourselves there is a covenant:81 for God sees all that
you do.
8:73
With all this, [remember that] those who are bent on denying the truth are allies of one another;82
and unless you act likewise [among yourselves], oppression will reign on earth, and great
corruption. (8:74) And they who have attained to faith, and who have forsaken the domain of evil
and are striving hard in God's cause, as well as those who shelter and succour [them] - it is they,
they who are truly believers! Forgiveness of sins awaits them, and a most excellent sustenance.83

75 I.e., by falsely pretending to a change of heart and an acceptance of
Islam in order to be
freed from the obligation of paying ransom.
76 Sc., "and He can, if He so wills, do it again". Thus, the Muslims are
enjoined, by implication,
to accept the declarations of the captives at their face value, and not
to be swayed by mere
suspicion of their motives. The possibility of treachery on the part of
those captives, and even
a later discovery that some of them had indeed played false, should not
induce the Muslims to
deviate from the course ordained by God.
77 See surah 2, note 203. Historically, this expression relates to the
Meccan Muslims who migrated
with the Prophet to Medina; but the sequence makes it clear that the
definitions and injunctions
provided by this verse are in the nature of a general law, valid for all
times. With all this,
it should be noted that the hijrah referred to here has a preponderantly
physical connotation,
implying an emigration from a non-Muslim country to a country ruled by
the Law of Islam.
78 This refers, in the first instance, to the ansar at Medina - that is, to
the newly-converted
Muslims of that town, who gave shelter and whole-hearted aid to the
muhajirin ("emigrants") from
Mecca before and after the Prophet's own migration thither: but, similar
to the spiritual meaning
attaching to the terms hijrah and muhajir, the expression ansdr
transcends its purely historical
connotation and applies to all believers who aid and give comfort to
"those who flee from
evil unto God".
79 I.e., those Muslims who, for some reason or other, remain outside the
political jurisdiction of
the Islamic state. Since not every non-Muslim country is necessarily a
"domain of evil", I am
rendering the phrase wa-lam yuhajiru as "without having migrated [to your
country]".
80 Lit., "to succour them in religion": implying that they are exposed to
persecution on account
of their religious beliefs.
81 I.e., a treaty of alliance or of non-interference in each other's
internal affairs. Since in
such cases an armed intervention of the Islamic state in behalf of the
Muslim citizens of a
non-Muslim state would constitute a breach of treaty obligations, the
Islamic state is not allowed
to seek redress by force. A solution of the problem could conceivably be
brought about by

negotiations between the two states or, alternatively, by an emigration
of the persecuted Muslims.
82 The fact of their being bent on denying the truth of the divine message
constitutes, as it were,
a common denominator between them, and precludes the possibility of their
ever being real friends
to the believers. This refers; of course, to relations between
communities, and not necessarily
between individuals: hence my rendering of the term awliya', in this
context, as "allies".
83 See note 5 on verse 4 of this surah.

8:75
And as for those who henceforth come to believe,84 and who forsake the domain of evil and
strive hard [in God's cause] together with you - these [too] shall belong to you;85 and they who
are [thus] closely related have the highest claim on one another in [accordance with] God's
decree.86
Verily, God has full knowledge of everything.
84 Although the expression alladhina amanu (lit., "those who have come to
believe") is in the
past tense, the words min ba'd ("afterwards" or "henceforth") indicate a
future time in relation
to the time at which this verse was revealed: hence, the whole sentence
beginning with alladhina
amanu must be understood as referring to the future (Manor X, 134 f.; see
also Razi's commentary
on this verse).
85 I.e., they, too, shall belong to the brotherhood of Islam, in which the
faith held in common
supplies the decisive bond between believer and believer.
86 The classical commentators are of the opinion that this last clause
refers to actual family
relations, as distinct from the spiritual brotherhood based on a
community of faith. According
to these commentators, the above sentence abolished the custom which was
prevalent among the early
Muslims, whereby the ansar ("the helpers" - i.e., the newly-converted
Muslims of Medina) concluded,
individually, symbolic ties of brotherhood with the muhajirin ("the
emigrants" from Mecca), who,
almost without exception, arrived at Medina in a state of complete
destitution: ties of brotherhood,
that is, which entitled every muhajir to a share in the property of his
"brother" from among the
ansar, and, in the event of the tatter's death, to a share in the
inheritance left by him. The above

verse is said to have prohibited such arrangements by stipulating that
only actual close relations
should henceforth have a claim to inheritance. To my mind, however, this
interpretation is not
convincing. Although the expression ulu 'l-arham is derived from the noun
rahm (also spelt rihm
and rahim), which literally signifies "womb", one should not forget that
it is tropically used
in the sense of "kinship", "relationship" or "close relationship" in
general (i.e., not merely
blood-relationship). Thus, "in the classical language, ulu 'l-arham means
any relations: and in
law, any relations that have no portion [of the inheritances termed
fara'id]" (Lane III, 1056,
citing, among other authorities, the Taj al-'Arus). In the present
instance, the reference to
"close relations" comes at the end of a passage which centres on the
injunction that the believers
must be "the friends and protectors (awliya') of one another", and that
all later believers shall,
similarly, be regarded as members of the Islamic brotherhood. If the
reference to "close relations"
were meant to be taken in its literal sense and conceived as alluding to
laws of inheritance, it
would be quite out of tune with the rest of the passage, which stresses
the bonds of faith among
true believers, as well as the moral obligations arising from these
bonds.
In my opinion, therefore, the above verse has no bearing on laws of
inheritance, but is meant
to summarize, as it were, the lesson of the preceding verses: All true
believers, of all times,
form one single community in the deepest sense of this word; and all who
are thus closely related
in spirit have the highest claim on one another in accordance with God's
decree that "all
believers are brethren" (49:10).

The Ninth Surah
At-Tawbah (Repentance)
Medina Period

IN CONTRAST with every other surah of the Qur'an, At-Tawbah is not preceded by the
invocation "In the name of God, the Most Gracious, the Dispenser of Grace". This undoubtedly
deliberate omission is responsible for the view held by many Companions of the Prophet that AtTawbah is in reality a continuation of Al-Anfal, and that the two together constitute one single
surah (Zamakhshari), notwithstanding the fact that an interval of about seven years separates the
revelation of the one from that of the other. Although there is no evidence that the Prophet
himself ever made a statement to this effect (Razi), the inner relationship between At-Tawbah
and Al-Anfal is unmistakable. Both are largely devoted to problems of war between the believers
and the deniers of the truth; towards the end of Al-Anfal there is a mention of treaties and of the

possibility that these treaties might be treacherously violated by the unbelievers - a theme that is
continued and developed at the beginning of At-Tawbah; and both Al-Anfal and At-Tawbah
dwell, in the main, on the moral distinction between the believers, on the one hand, and their
enemies and ill-wishers, on the other.
A very large part of At-Tawbah is connected with the conditions prevailing at Medina before the
Prophet's expedition to Tabuk in the year 9 H., and the vacillating spirit displayed by some of his
nominal followers. There is hardly any doubt that almost the whole of the surah was revealed
shortly before, during and immediately after the campaign, and most of it at the time of the long
march from Medina to Tabuk. (Regarding the reasons for this campaign, see notes 59 and 142.)
The title of the surah is based on the frequent references in it to the repentance (Tawbah) of the
erring ones and to its acceptance by God. Some of the Companions called it Al-Bara'ah
("Disavowal") after the first word occurring in it; and Zamakhshari mentions also several other
titles by which the surah was designated by the Prophet's Companions and their immediate
successors.
At-Tawbah concludes the so-called "seven long surahs" (that is, the distinct, almost selfcontained group of chapters beginning with Al-Bagarah and ending with the combination of AlAnfal and At-Tawbah); and it is significant that some of the last verses of this group (namely,
9:124-127) return to the theme which dominates the early part of Al-Bagarah (2:6-20): the
problem of "those in whose hearts is disease" and who cannot attain to faith because they are
"bent on denying the truth" whenever it conflicts with their preconceived notions and their
personal likes and dislikes: the perennial problem of people whom no spiritual message can
convince because they do not want to grasp the truth (9:127), and who thereby "deceive none but
themselves, and perceive it not"(2:9).
9:1
DISAVOWAL by God and His Apostle [is herewith announced] unto those who ascribe divinity
to aught beside God, [and] with whom you [O believers] have made a covenant.1
1 Sc., "which they (the unbelievers) have deliberately broken" (Tabari,
Baghawi, Zamakhshari, Razi);
see also verse 4, which relates to such of the unbelievers as remain
faithful to their treaty
obligations towards the believers. The above passage connects with verses
56-58 of the preceding
surah (Al-Anfal). The noun bara'ah (derived from the verb bari'a, "he
became free [of something]"
or "quit of having any part [in something]") signifies a declaration of
being free or quit of
any bond, moral or contractual, with the person or persons concerned (see
Lane I, 178); with
reference to God - or the Apostle speaking in God's name - it is best
rendered as "disavowal".

9:2

[Announce unto them:] "Go, then, [freely] about the earth for four months2- but know that you
can never elude God, and that, verily, God shall bring disgrace upon all who refuse to
acknowledge the truth!" (9:3) And a proclamation from God and His Apostle [is herewith made]
unto all mankind on this day of the Greatest Pilgrimage:3 "God disavows all who ascribe divinity
to aught beside Him, and [so does] His Apostle. Hence, if you repent, it shall be for your own
good; and if you turn away, then know that you can never elude God!"
And unto those who are bent on denying the truth give thou [O Prophet] the tiding of grievous
chastisement.
9:4
But excepted shall be4- from among those who ascribe divinity to aught beside God - [people]
with whom you [O believers] have made a covenant and who thereafter have in no wise failed to
fulfil their obligations towards you, and neither have aided anyone against you: observe, then,
your covenant with them until the end of the term agreed with them.5 Verily, God loves those
who are conscious of Him. (9:5) And so, when the sacred months are over,6 slay those who
ascribe divinity to aught beside God wherever you may come upon them,7 and take them captive,
and besiege them, and lie in wait for them at every conceivable place!8 Yet if they repent, and
take to prayer, and render the purifying dues, let them go their way: for, behold, God is muchforgiving, a dispenser of grace.9
2 These words, addressed to the mushrikin ("those who ascribe divinity to
aught beside God") who
have deliberately broken the treaties in force between them and the
believers, indicate a
cancellation of all treaty obligations on the latters' part. The period
of four months which
is to elapse between this announcement and the beginning (or resumption)
of hostilities is
a further elaboration of the injunction "cast it [i.e., the treaty] back
at them in an equitable
manner", given in 8:58 with reference to a breach of covenant by hostile
unbelievers (see also
note 62 on verse 58 of surah 8).
3 There is no unanimity among the commentators as to what is meant by "the
day of the Greatest
Pilgrimage". Most of them assume that it refers to the pilgrimage in the
year 9H., in which the
Prophet himself did not participate, having entrusted Abu Bakr with the
office of amir al-hajj.
This very fact, however, makes it improbable that the designation "the
Greatest Pilgrimage"
should have been given in the Qur'an to this particular pilgrimage. On
the other hand, there exists
a Tradition on the authority of 'Abd Allah ibn 'Umar to the effect that
the Prophet described in
these very words the last pilgrimage led by himself in 10 H. and known to
history as the Farewell
Pilgrimage (Zamakhshari, Razi); one may, therefore, assume that it is
this which is alluded to here.

If this assumption is correct, it would justify the conclusion that
verses 3 and 4 of this surah
were revealed during the Farewell Pilgrimage, i.e., shortly before the
Prophet's death. This might
explain the - otherwise perplexing - statement, reliably attributed to
the Prophet's Companion
Al-Bard' (Bukhari, Kitab at-Tafsir), that At-Tawbah was the last surah
revealed to the Prophet:
for, although it is established beyond any doubt that the surah as a
whole was revealed in 9 H.
and was followed by several other parts of the Qur'an, e.g., Al-Ma'idah,
it is possible that what
Al-Bard' had in mind were only these two key-verses (3 and 4) of AtTawbah, which conceivably
were revealed during the Farewell Pilgrimage.
4 I.e., from the cancellation, explained in note 2 above, of the treaties
which they have concluded
with the believers.
5 Lit., "until their term".
6 According to a pre-Islamic custom prevalent in Arabia, the months of
Muharram, Rajab, Dhu'l-Qa'dah
and Dhu'l-Hijjah were considered "sacred" in the sense that all tribal
warfare had to cease during
those months. It was with a view to preserving these periods of truce and
thus to promoting peace
among the frequently warring tribes that the Qur'an did not revoke, but
rather confirmed, this
ancient custom. See also 2:194 and 217.
7 Read in conjunction with the two preceding verses, as well as with 2:190194, the above verse
relates to warfare already in progress with people who have become guilty
of a breach of treaty
obligations and of aggression.
8 I.e., "do everything that may be necessary and advisable in warfare". The
term marsad denotes "any place
from which it is possible to perceive the enemy and to observe his
movements" (Manar X, 199).
9 As I have pointed out on more than one occasion, every verse of the
Qur'an must be read and
interpreted against the background of the Qur'an as a whole. The above
verse, which speaks of
a possible conversion to Islam on the part of "those who ascribe divinity
to aught beside God"
with whom the believers are at war, must, therefore, be considered in
conjunction with several
fundamental Qur'anic ordinances. One of them, "There shall be no coercion
in matters of faith"
(2:256), lays down categorically that any attempt at a forcible
conversion of unbelievers is
prohibited - which precludes the possibility of the Muslims' demanding or
expecting that a defeated

enemy should embrace Islam as the price of immunity. Secondly, the Qur'an
ordains, "Fight in God's
cause against those who wage war against you; but do not commit
aggression, for, verily, God does
not love aggressors" (2:190); and, "if they do not let you be, and do not
offer you peace, and
do not stay their hands, seize them and slay them whenever you come upon
them: and it is against
these that We have clearly empowered you [to make war]" (4:91). Thus, war
is permissible only in
self-defence (see surah 2, notes 167 and 168), with the further proviso
that "if they desist behold, God is much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace" (2:192), and "if
they desist, then all
hostility shall cease" (2:193). Now the enemy's conversion to Islam expressed in the words, "if
they repent, and take to prayer [lit., "establish prayer"] and render the
purifying dues (zakah)"is no more than one, and by no means the only, way of their "desisting
from hostility"; and the
reference to it in verses 5 and 11 of this surah certainly does not imply
an alternative of
"conversion or death", as some unfriendly critics of Islam choose to
assume. Verses 4 and 6 give
a further elucidation of the attitude which the believers are enjoined to
adopt towards such of
the unbelievers as are not hostile to them. (In this connection, see also
60:8-9).

9:6
And if any of those who ascribe divinity to aught beside God seeks thy protection,10 grant him
protection, so that he might [be able to] hear the word of God [from thee]; and thereupon convey
him to a place where he can feel secure:11 this, because they [may be] people who [sin only
because they] do not know [the truth].
9:7
HOW COULD they who ascribe divinity to aught beside God be granted a covenant by God and
His Apostle,12 unless it be those [of them] with whom you [O believers] have made a covenant in
the vicinity of the Inviolable House of Worship?13 [As for the latter,] so long as they remain true
to you, be true to them: for, verily, God loves those who are conscious of Him.
10 Lit., "seeks to become thy neighbour": a metaphorical expression
denoting a demand for
protection, based on the ancient Arabian custom (strongly affirmed by
Islam) of honouring and
protecting a neighbour to the best of one's ability.
11 Lit., "his place of security" (ma'manahu)- i.e., "let him rejoin his
homeland" (Razi), which
implies that he is free to accept or not to accept the message of the
Qur'an: a further

re-affirmation of the Qur'anic injunction that "there shall be no
coercion in matters of
faith" (2:256).
12 Lit., "have a covenant before [or "in the sight of"] God and His
Apostle": i.e., be protected by
those who believe in God and His Apostle. The specific reference to the
latter is meant to stress
the fact that he speaks and acts in the name of God.
13 Cf. verse 4 above. The "covenant" alluded to is the truce-agreement
concluded in 6 H. at
Hudaybiyyah, in the vicinity of Mecca, between the Prophet and the pagan
Quraysh, which was (and
was obviously intended to remain) a model of the self-restraint and the
tolerance expected of
true believers with regard to such of the unbelievers as are not openly
hostile to them.

9:8
How [else could it be]?14 - since, if they [who are hostile to you] were to overcome you, they
would not respect any tie [with you,] nor any obligation to protect [you].15 They seek to please
you with their mouths, the while their hearts remain averse [to you]; and most of them are
iniquitous. (9:9) God's messages have they bartered away for a trifling gain, and have thus turned
away from His path: evil, behold, is all that they are wont to do, (9:10) respecting no tie and no
protective obligation with regard to a believer; and it is they, they who transgress the bounds of
what is right!16
9:11
Yet if they repent, and take to prayer, and render the purifying dues, they become your brethren
in faith:17 and clearly do We spell out these messages unto people of [innate] knowledge! (9:12)
But if they break their solemn pledges after having concluded a covenant,18 and revile your
religion, then fight against these archetypes of faithlessness19 who, behold, have no [regard for
their own] pledges, so that they might desist [from aggression]. (9:13) Would you, perchance,
fail to fight against people who have broken their solemn pledges, and have done all that they
could to drive the Apostle away,20 and have been first to attack you? Do you hold them in awe?
Nay, it is God alone of whom you ought to stand in awe,21 if you are [truly] believers!
14 This connects with the opening clause of the preceding verse, and
relates to the hostile among
"those who ascribe divinity to aught beside God".
15 The term 'ill' signifies any tie that arises from a compact or from
blood-relationship, and
which imposes on both parties the obligation to protect each other (cf.
Lane 1, 75); the latter
implication is expressed in the word dhimmah, which literally denotes a
"covenant of protection".

16 Or: "who are the aggressors" - the two expressions being, in this
context, synonymous.
17 See note 9 above.
18 Lit., "if they break their oaths after their covenant". This obviously
refers to unbelievers
who, without having renounced their own beliefs, have concluded treaties
of friendship with
the Muslims. Their subsequent "breaking of the solemn pledges" is an
allusion to the breach of
the truce of Hudaybiyyah by the pagan Quraysh, which, in turn, led to the
conquest of Mecca by
the Muslims in the year 8 H.
19 The word imam (of which a'immah is the plural) denotes not merely a
"leader" but also - and
primarily - "a person who is an object of imitation by his followers"
(Taj al-'Arus): hence,
a "model", or "exemplar", or "archetype". The term kufr, which usually
signifies a "denial of
[or "refusal to acknowledge"] the truth", is rendered here as
"faithlessness" because it refers,
specifically, to a deliberate breaking of solemn engagements.
20 I.e., from Mecca, thus bringing about his and his followers' exodus
(hijrah) to Medina.
21 Lit., "God is more worthy (ahaqq) that you should stand in awe of Him".

9:14
Fight against them! God will chastise them by your hands, and will bring disgrace upon them,
and will succour you against them; and He will soothe the bosoms of those who believe, (9:15)
and will remove the wrath that is in their hearts. And God will turn in His mercy unto whom He
wills:22 for, God is all-knowing, wise.
9:16
Do you [O believers] think that you will be spared23 unless God takes cognizance of your having
striven hard [in His cause]24 without seeking help from any but God and His Apostle and those
who believe in Him?25 For, God is aware of all that you do.
9:17
IT IS NOT for those who ascribe divinity to aught beside God to visit or tend26 God's houses of
worship, the while [by their beliefs] they bear witness against themselves that they are denying
the truth. It is they whose works shall come to nought, and they who in the fire shall abide!27
(9:18) Only he should visit or tend God's houses of worship who believes in God and the Last
Day, and is constant in prayer, and spends in charity, and stands in awe of none but God: for
[only such as] these may hope to be among the rightguided!28

22 This relates to the unbelievers with whom the Muslims are at war: for
God may, if He so wills,
bring about a change of heart in them and guide them to a realization of
the truth (Baghawi
and Zamakhshari; see also Manar X, 236).
23 Lit., "left [alone]", i.e., without being tried by means of suffering
and hardship.
24 Lit., "while God has not yet taken cognizance of those of you who have
striven hard". For
an explanation of God's "taking cognizance", see 3:142 and the
corresponding note.
25 Lit., "without having taken any intimate helper (walijah) other than God
and His Apostle
and the believers".
26 In its transitive form, the verb 'amara comprises the meanings of both
visiting and maintaining
a place; hence my rendering of an ya'muru as "that they should visit or
tend".
27 Some of the commentators conclude from this verse that "those who
ascribe divinity to aught
beside God" are not allowed to enter mosques ("God's houses of worship").
This conclusion,
however, is entirely untenable in view of the fact that in 9 H. - that
is, after the revelation
of this surah - the Prophet himself lodged a deputation of the pagan Band
Thaqif in the
mosque at Medina (Razi). Thus, the above verse expresses no more than the
moral incongruity
of the unbelievers' "visiting or tending God's houses of worship". As
regards their exclusion
from the central mosque of Islam at Mecca ("the Inviolable House of
Worship"), see verse
28 of this surah.
28 Lit., "it may well be that these will be among the right-guided".
However, according to
Abu Muslim (as quoted by Razi), as well as the great grammarian Sibawayh
(see Manar X, 253);
the word 'asd, usually signifying "it may well be", is here indicative of
the hope which the
above-mentioned believers may entertain.

9:19
Do you, perchance, regard the [mere] giving of water to pilgrims and the tending of the
Inviolable House of Worship as being equal to [the works of] one who believes in God and the
Last Day and strives hard in God's cause? These [things] are not equal in the sight of God.29 And
God does not grace with His guidance people who [deliberately] do wrong. (9:20) Those who
believe, and who have forsaken the domain of evil30 and have striven hard in God's cause with

their possessions and their lives have the highest rank in the sight of God; and it is they, they
who shall triumph [in the end]!
9:21
Their Sustainer gives them the glad tiding of the grace [that flows] from Him, and of [His]
goodly acceptance, and of the gardens which await them, full of lasting bliss, (9:22) therein to
abide beyond the count of time. Verily, with God is a mighty reward!
9:23
O YOU who have attained to faith! Do not take your fathers and your brothers for allies if a
denial of the truth is dearer to them than faith: for those of you who ally themselves with them it is they, they who are evildoers!31
29 Many commentators see in this verse an allusion to the boast of the
pagan Quraysh, before
the Muslim conquest of Mecca, that they were superior to all other people
on account of their
guardianship of the Ka'bah and their providing water (sigayah) to
pilgrims; and on being taken
prisoner by the Muslims in the battle of Badr, Al-'Abbas, the Prophet's
uncle, excused on these
very grounds his failure to accompany the Muslims on their exodus from
Mecca to Medina (Tabari).
It is probable, however, that this verse has yet another, deeper import.
According to an authentic
Tradition quoted by Muslim, Abu Da'ud and Ibn Hibban (as well as by
Tabari), one of the Prophet's
Companions stated in the mosque of Medina, "I would not care, after
having accepted Islam, to
do any good deed beyond providing water to the pilgrims!" - whereupon
another of the Companions
declared, "Nay, [I would rather take charge of] the maintenance of the
Inviolable House of Worship."
But yet another Companion declared, "Nay, struggle (jihad) in God's cause
is far better than
what you have mentioned!" A short time afterwards the above Qur'an-verse
was revealed to the
Prophet. It would, therefore, appear that what is meant here is the
superior value of faith in
God and struggle in His cause as compared with acts which, however
meritorious, are concerned
only with outward forms: in brief, the immense superiority of real selfsurrender to God over
mere ritual.
30 See surah 2, note 203, and surah 4, note 124.
31 The term walayah ("alliance" or "friendship") is used in this context in
the sense of an alliance
against other believers, as in 3:28. (Regarding the wider, spiritual
implications of this expression,

see surah 4, note 154.) That it does not refer to "friendship" in the
sense of normal human
affection is obvious from the many exhortations in the Qur'an to be good
to one's parents and
kinsfolk; and, more explicitly, from 60:8-9, where the believers are
reminded that friendly
relations with unbelievers who are not hostile to the Muslim community
are permissible, and
even desirable. (See also Manar X, 269 ff., where a similar
interpretation is advanced.)

9:24
Say: "If your fathers and your sons and your brothers and your spouses and your clan, and the
worldly goods which you have acquired, and the commerce whereof you fear a decline, and the
dwellings in which you take pleasure - [if all these] are dearer to you than God and His Apostle
and the struggle in His cause, then wait until God makes manifest His wil1;32 and [know that]
God does not grace iniquitous folk with His guidance."
9:25
Indeed, God has succoured you on many battlefields, [when you were few;] and [He did so, too,]
on the Day of Hunayn, when you took pride in your great numbers and they proved of no avail
whatever to you - for the earth, despite all its vastness, became [too] narrow for you and you
turned back, retreating:33 (9:26) whereupon God bestowed from on high His [gift of] inner peace
upon His Apostle and upon the believers, and bestowed [upon you] from on high forces which
you could not see,34 and chastised those who were bent on denying the truth: for such is the
recompense of all who deny the truth!
9:27
But with all this,36 God will turn in His mercy unto whom He wills: for God is much-forgiving, a
dispenser of grace.37
32 Or: "brings about [the fulfilment of) His command". This may be an
allusion to the Day of Judgment
or - more probably - to the inevitable degeneration and decline of
communities which place narrow
self-interest above ethical values. In particular, this passage rejects
the tendency to regard
ties of kinship and national affiliation (expressed in the term "your
clan") as the decisive
factors of social behaviour, and postulates ideology ("God and His
Apostle and the struggle in
His cause") as the only valid basis on which a believer's life individually and socially should rest.
33 The battle of Hunayn, a valley situated on one of the roads leading from
Mecca to Ta'if, took

place in the year 8 H., shortly after the conquest of Mecca by the
Muslims. The latters'
opponents were the pagan tribes of Hawazin (in whose territory the valley
lay) and their allies,
the Band Thaqif. The Muslim army - reinforced by many newly-converted
Meccans - comprised
about twelve thousand men, whereas the Hawazin and Thaqif had only onethird of that number
at their disposal. Relying on their great numerical superiority, the
Muslims were over-confident
and, apparently, careless. In the narrow defiles beyond the oasis of
Hunayn they fell into an
ambush prepared by the tribesmen and began to retreat in disorder after
heavy losses had been
inflicted on them by the bedouin archers. It was only the example of the
Prophet and his early
adherents (the Meccan muhajirun and the ansar from Medina) that saved the
day and turned the
initial rout of the Muslims into a decisive victory. It is to this battle
that verses 25 and 26
refer, pointing out that true succour can come only from God, and that
great numbers, ties of
kinship and worldly wealth are of no avail if they are "dearer to you
than God and His Apostle
and the struggle in His cause" (see preceding verse).
34 I.e., spiritual forces. Cf. 3 : 124-125 (relating to the battle of Uhud)
and the corresponding
note, as well as 8:9 (which refers to the battle of Badr). The spiritual
nature of this aid is
clearly implied in the phrase, "forces which you could not" [or "did
not"] see".
35 Lit., "then, after this".
36 Most of the commentators (e.g., Tabari, Baghawi. Zamakhshari, Ibn
Kathir) understand this verse
as relating to the unbelievers and having a general import; Razi,
however, thinks that it refers
to the believers who behaved badly at the opening stage of the battle of
Hunayn. In my opinion,
the former interpretation is preferable. (See also last sentence of verse
15 and note 22 above.)
37 The term najas ("impure") occurs in the Qur'an only in this one
instance, and carries an exclusively
spiritual meaning (see Manar X, 322 ff.). To this day, the bedouin of
Central and Eastern Arabia who, contrary to the modern town-dwellers, have preserved the purity of
the Arabic idiom to a
high degree - describe a person who is immoral, faithless or wicked as
najas. "The Inviolable
House of Worship" (al-masjid al-haram) is, of course, the Ka'bah and, by
implication, the whole
of the territory of Mecca: which explains the next sentence.

9:28
O YOU who have attained to faith! Those who ascribe divinity to aught beside God are nothing
but impure:" and so they shall not approach the Inviolable House of Worship from this year
onwards 38 And should you fear poverty, then [know that] in time God will enrich you out of His
bounty, if He so wills:39 for, verily, God is all-knowing, wise!
9:29
[And] fight against those who - despite having been vouchsafed revelation [aforetime]40- do not
[truly] believe either in God or the Last Day, and do not consider forbidden that which God and
His Apostle have forbidden,41 and do not follow the religion of truth [which God has enjoined
upon them] 42 till they [agree to] pay the exemption tax with a willing hand, after having been
humbled [in war].43
38 Lit., "after this their year" - i.e., after the year 9 H., in which this
surah was revealed.
39 This is an allusion to the apprehension on the part of some Muslims (and
not only at the time
of the revelation of this verse) that an exclusion of unbelievers from
living in or visiting
Mecca might lead to a loss of its position as a centre of trade and
commerce, and thus to an
impoverishment of its inhabitants.
40 Lit., "such of those who were vouchsafed revelation [aforetime] as do
not believe...", etc.
In accordance with the fundamental principle - observed throughout my
interpretation of the Qur'an that all of its statements and ordinances are mutually complementary and
cannot, therefore, be
correctly understood unless they are considered as parts of one integral
whole, this verse, too
must be read in the context of the clear-cut Qur'anic rule that war is
permitted only in self-defence
(see 2:190-194, and the corresponding notes). In other words, the above
injunction to fight is
relevant only in the event of aggression committed against the Muslim
community or state, or in
the presence of an unmistakable threat to its security: a view which has
been shared by that
great Islamic thinker, Muhammad 'Abduh. Commenting on this verse, he
declared: "Fighting has been
made obligatory in Islam only for the sake of defending the truth and its
followers... All the
campaigns of the Prophet were defensive in character; and so were the
wars undertaken by the
Companions in the earliest period [of Islam]" (Manar X, 332).
41 This, to my mind, is the key-phrase of the above ordinance. The term
"apostle" is obviously used

here in its generic sense and applies to all the prophets on whose
teachings the beliefs of the
Jews and the Christians are supposed to be based - in particular, to
Moses and (in the case of
the Christians) to Jesus as well (Manar X, 333 and 337). Since, earlier
in this sentence, the
people alluded to are accused of so grave a sin as wilfully refusing to
believe in God and the
Last Day (i.e., in life after death and man's individual responsibility
for his doings on earth),
it is inconceivable that they should subsequently be blamed for
comparatively minor offences
against their religious law: consequently, the stress on their "not
forbidding that which God
and His apostle have forbidden" must refer to something which is as
grave, or almost as grave, as
disbelief in God. In the context of an ordinance enjoining war against
them. this "something"
can mean only one thing - namely, unprovoked aggression: for it is this
that has been forbidden by
God through all the apostles who were entrusted with conveying His
message to man. Thus, the above
verse must be understood as a call to the believers to fight against such
- and only such - of the
nominal followers of earlier revelation as deny their own professed
beliefs by committing aggression
against the followers of the Qur'an (cf. Manar X, 338).
42 See in this connection the statement (in 5:13-14) that the Jews and the
Christians "have forgotten
much of what they had been told to bear in mind".
43 Sc., "and having become incorporated in the Islamic state". The term
jizyah, rendered by me as
"exemption tax", occurs in the Qur'an only once, but its meaning and
purpose have been fully
explained in many authentic Traditions. It is intimately bound up with
the concept of the Islamic
state as an ideological organization: and this is a point which must
always be borne in mind if
the real purport of this tax is to be understood. In the Islamic state,
every able-bodied Muslim
is obliged to take up arms in jihad (i.e., in a just war in God's cause)
whenever the freedom of
his faith or the political safety of his community is imperilled: in
other words, every able-bodied
Muslim is liable to compulsory military service. Since this is,
primarily, a religious obligation,
non-Muslim citizens, who do not subscribe to the ideology of Islam,
cannot in fairness be expected
to assume a similar burden. On the other hand, they must be accorded full
protection of all their
civic rights and of their religious freedom: and it is in order to
compensate the Muslim community
for this unequal distribution of civic burdens that a special tax is
levied on non-Muslim citizens

(ahl adh-dhimmah, lit., "covenanted" [or "protected"] people", i.e., nonMuslims whose safety is
statutorily assured by the Muslim community). Thus, jizyah is no more and
no less than an exemption
tax in lieu of military service and in compensation for the "covenant of
protection" (dhimmah)
accorded to such citizens by the Islamic state. (The term itself is
derived from the verb jazd,
"he rendered [something] as a satisfaction", or "as a compensation [in
lieu of something else]" cf. Lane II, 422.) No fixed rate has been set either by the Qur'an or by
the Prophet for this tax;
but from all available Traditions it is evident that it is to be
considerably lower than the tax
called zakah ("the purifying dues") to which Muslims are liable and which
- because it is a
specifically Islamic religious duty - is naturally not to be levied on
non-Muslims. Only such of
the non-Muslim citizens who, if they were Muslims, would be expected to
serve in the armed forces
of the state are liable to the payment of jizyah, provided that they can
easily afford it. Accordingly,
all non-Muslim citizens whose personal status or condition would
automatically free them from the
obligation to render military service are statutorily - that is, on the
basis of clear-cut ordinances
promulgated by the Prophet - exempted from the payment of jizyah: (a) all
women, (b) males who have
not yet reached full maturity, (c) old men, (d) all sick or crippled men,
(e) priests and monks.
All non-Muslim citizens who volunteer for military service are obviously
exempted from the payment
of jizyah.
My rendering of the expression 'an yad (lit., "out of hand") as "with a
willing hand", that is,
without reluctance, is based on one of several explanations offered by
Zamakhshari in his
commentary on the above verse. Rashid Rida', taking the word yad in its
metaphorical significance
of "power" or "ability", relates the phrase can yad to the financial
ability of the person liable
to the payment of jizyah (see Manar X, 342): an interpretation which is
undoubtedly justified in
view of the accepted definition of this tax.

9:30
AND THE JEWS say, "Ezra is God's son," while the Christians say, "The Christ is God's son."
Such are the sayings which they utter with their mouths, following in spirit assertions made in
earlier times by people who denied the truth!" [They deserve the imprecation:] "May God
destroy them!"45

How perverted are their minds!46 (9:31) They have taken their rabbis and their monks - as well as
the Christ, son of Mary - for their lords beside God,47 although they had been bidden to worship
none but the One God, save whom there is no deity: the One who is utterly remote, in His
limitless glory, from anything to which they may ascribe a share in His divinity!
9:32
They want to extinguish God's [guiding] light with their utterances:48 but God will not allow [this
to pass], for He has willed to spread His light in all its fullness,49 however hateful this may be to
all who deny the truth. (9:33) He it is who has sent forth His Apostle with the [task of spreading]
guidance and the religion of truth, to the end that He may cause it to prevail over all [false]
religion50 - however hateful this may be to those who ascribe divinity to aught beside God.
(34) O you who have attained to faith! Behold, many of the rabbis and monks do indeed
wrongfully devour men's possessions and turn [others] away from the path of God. But as for all
who lay up treasures of gold and silver and do not spend them for the sake of God51 - give them
the tiding of grievous suffering [in the life to come]: (9:35) on the Day when that [hoarded
wealth] shall be heated in the fire of hell and their foreheads and their sides and their backs
branded therewith,52 [those sinners shall be told:] "These are the treasures which you have laid
up for yourselves! Taste, then, [the evil of] your hoarded treasures!"
44 This statement is connected with the preceding verse, which speaks of
the erring followers of
earlier revelation. The charge of shirk ("the ascribing of divinity [or
"divine qualities"] to
aught beside God") is levelled against both the Jews and the Christians
in amplification, as it
were, of the statement that they "do not follow the religion of truth
[which God has enjoined
upon them]".
As regards the belief attributed to the Jews that Ezra (or, in the
Arabicized form of this name,
'Uzayr) was "God's son", it is to be noted that almost all classical
commentators of the Qur'an agree
in that only the Jews of Arabia, and not all Jews, have been thus
accused. (According to a Tradition
on the authority of Ibn 'Abbas - quoted by Tabari in his commentary on
this verse - some of the Jews
of Medina once said to Muhammad, "How could we follow thee when thou hast
forsaken our qiblah and
dost not consider Ezra a son of God?") On the other hand, Ezra occupies a
unique position in the
esteem of all Jews, and has always been praised by them in the most
extravagant terms. It was he
who restored and codified the Torah after it had been lost during the
Babylonian Exile, and "edited"
it in more or less the form which it has today; and thus "he promoted the
establishment of an
exclusive, legalistic type of religion that became dominant in later
Judaism" (Encyclopaedia Britannica,

1963, vol. IX, p. 15). Ever since then he has been venerated to such a
degree that his verdicts
on the Law of Moses have come to be regarded by the Talmudists as being
practically equivalent to
the Law itself: which, in Qur'anic ideology, amounts to the unforgivable
sin of shirk, inasmuch as
it implies the elevation of a human being to the status of a quasi-divine
law-giver and the blasphemous
attribution to him - albeit metaphorically - of the quality of "sonship"
in relation to God. Cf.
in this connection Exodus iv, 22-23 ("Israel is My son") or Jeremiah
xxxi, 9 ("I am a father to
Israel"): expressions to which, because of their idolatrous implications,
the Qur'an takes strong
exception.
45 My interpolation, between brackets, of the words "they deserve the
imprecation" is based on
Zamakhshari's and Razi's convincing interpretation of this phrase.
Originally, the Arabs used the
expression "may God destroy him" in the sense of a direct imprecation;
but already in pre-Qur'anic
Arabic it had assumed the character of an idiomatic device meant to
circumscribe anything that
is extremely strange or horrifying: and, according to many philologists,
"this, rather than its
literal meaning, is the purport [of this phrase] here" (Manor X, 399).
46 See surah 5, note 90.
47 Cf. 3:64.
48 Lit., "with their mouths" - an allusion to the "sayings" (i.e., beliefs)
mentioned in verse 30.
49 Lit., "except (ills) that He bring His light to completion", or "to
perfection". The expression
"for He has willed" (i.e., contrary to what the erring ones want), is
here elliptically implied
by means of the particle ills.
50 Cf. 3:19 - "the only [true] religion in the sight of God is [man's]
self-surrender unto Him".
See also 61 : 8-9.
51 Most probably this is, in the first instance, an allusion to the wealth
of the Jewish and
Christian communities, and their misuse of this wealth. Some of the
commentators, however, are
of the opinion that the reference is wider, comprising all people,
including Muslims, who hoard
their wealth without spending anything thereof on righteous causes.
52 Cf. the parallel allegory, in 3:180, of the suffering which will befall
the avaricious and the
niggardly in the life to come. Regarding the eschatological implications
of this and similar

allegories, see Appendix I.

9:36
BEHOLD, the number of months, in the sight of God, is twelve months, [laid down] in God's
decree on the day when He created the heavens and the earth; [and] out of these, four are
sacred:53 this is the ever-true law [of God]. Do not, then, sin against 54 yourselves with regard to
these [months].
And fight against those who ascribe divinity to aught beside God, all together - just as they fight
against you, [O believers,] all together55 - and know that God is with those who are cconscious of
Him.
9:37
The intercalation [of months] is but one more instance of [their] refusal to acknowledge the
truth56- [a means] by which those who are bent on denying the truth are led astray. They declare
this [intercalation] to be permissible in one year and forbidden in [another] year,57 in order to
conform [outwardly] to the number of months which God has hallowed: and thus they make
allowable what God has forbidden.58 Goodly seems unto them the evil of their own doings, since
God does not grace with His guidance people who refuse to acknowledge the truth.
9:38
O YOU who have attained to faith! What is amiss with you that, when you are called upon, "Go
forth to war in God's cause," you cling heavily to the earth?59 Would you content yourselves with
[the comforts of] this worldly life in preference to [the good of] the life to come? But the
enjoyment of life in this world is but a paltry thing when compared with the life to come!
9:39
If you do not go forth to war [in God's cause], He will chastise you with grievous chastisement,
and will place another people in your stead - whereas you shall in no wise harm Him: for, God
has the power to will anything.
53 This connects with the subsequent reference to fighting against "those
who ascribe divinity to aught
beside God" (see next note). The months spoken of here are lunar months,
progressively rotating
through the seasons of the solar year (see surah 2, note 165). Since
reckoning by the easily observable
lunar months is more natural than by the arbitrarily fixed months of the
solar year, it is described
in this passage as "the ever-true law (din) [of God]". The four "sacred
months" during which warfare
was considered blasphemous in pre-Islamic Arabia - a view which has been
confirmed by Islam
(see note 6 above) - are Muharram, Rajab, Dhu'l-Qa'dah and Dhu'l-Hijjah.

54 In their endeavour to obviate certain disadvantages for their trade
caused by the seasonal rotation
of the lunar months, the pagan Arabs used to intercalate a thirteenth
month in the third, sixth and
eighth year of every eight-year period, with a view to making the lunar
calendar more or less
stationary, and thus roughly corresponding to the solar year. An
acceptance of this unwarranted
intercalation by the Muslims would have tied the-Mecca pilgrimage as well
as the fast of Ramadan
to fixed seasons, and would thus have made, permanently, the performance
of these religious duties
either too exacting or too easy; and in either case the believers would
have been offending against
the spiritual purpose underlying these duties - which is the meaning of
the words "do not sin against
yourselves with regard to these [months]": i.e., by following, without
any warrant from God, a
custom devised by "those who ascribe divinity to aught beside Him", to
whom the sequence refers.
55 I.e., "just as all of them are, as it were, united against you in their
rejection of the truth, be
united against them in your readiness for self-sacrifice". As regards the
circumstances in which
the Muslims are authorized to make war against unbelievers, see the
earlier parts of this surah,
and especially verses 12-13, as well as 2:190-194, where the general
principles relating to war
are laid down.
56 Lit., "is but an increase in denying the truth (kufr)". The term nasi',
rendered by me as
"intercalation", may also be translated as "postponement" - i.e., the
postponement of lunar
months by means of the periodical intercalation of a thirteenth month, as
practiced by the
pre-Islamic Arabs with a view to bringing the traditional lunar calendar,
for purely worldly
reasons, into accord with the solar year (see note 54 above). The Qur'an
describes this practice
as an additional instance of kufr because it contravenes God's declared
will as regards the
observance of the lunar calendar in respect of various religious duties
(cf. the preceding verse,
as well as 2:189 and the corresponding note 165).
57 An allusion to the arbitrary manner in which the pre-Islamic Arabs
intercalated a thirteenth month
in the third, sixth and eighth year of every eight-year period.
58 By means of the intercalation spoken of above, the pagan Arabs did in
most years keep the number
of months to twelve; but by divorcing the four "sacred months" (Muharram,
Rajab, Dhu'l-Qa'dah and
Dhu'l-Hijjah), from their proper lunar context they obviously profaned
and perverted the natural law.

59 I.e., "you are sluggish in your response, clinging to the life of this
world". This verse - as
well as most of this surah from here onward - alludes to the campaign of
Tabuk, in the year 9 H.
The immediate reason for this expedition was the information which the
Prophet received to the
effect that the Byzantines, made apprehensive by the rapid growth of
Islam in Arabia and incited
by the Prophet's enemy Abu 'Amir (see note 142 on verse 107 of this
surah), were assembling large
forces on the confines of the Peninsula with a view to marching against
Medina and overthrowing the
Muslims. To guard against such an assault, the Prophet assembled the
strongest force the Muslims
were capable of, and set out in the month of Rajab, 9 H., towards the
frontier. On reaching Tabuk,
about half-way between Medina and Damascus, the Prophet ascertained that
the Byzantines were
either not yet ready to invade Arabia or had entirely given up the idea
for the time being; and
so - in accordance with the Islamic principle that war may be waged only
in self-defence - he
returned with his followers to Medina without engaging in hostilities.
At the time of the preparation for this expedition, the hypocrites and a
minority among the believers
displayed an extreme reluctance (referred to in this and the following
verses) to embark on a war
with Byzantium: and it is this minority that the above verse reproaches
for "clinging heavily to
the earth" (Manor X, 493).

9:40
If you do not succour the Apostle,60 then [know that God will do so -just as] God succoured him
at the time when those who were bent on denying the truth drove him away, [and he was but] one
of two:61 when these two were [hiding] in the cave, [and] the Apostle said to his companion,
"Grieve not: verily, God is with us."62 And thereupon God bestowed upon him from on high His
(gift of] inner peace,63 and brought utterly low the cause of those who were bent on denying the
truth, whereas the cause of God remained supreme:64 for God is almighty, wise.
9:41
Go forth to war, whether it be easy or difficult [for you],65 and strive hard in God's cause with
your possessions and your lives: this is for your own good -if you but knew it! (9:42) Had there
been [a prospect of] immediate gain, and an easy journey, they would certainly have followed
thee, [O Prophet:] but the distance was too great for them.66 And yet, [after your return, O
believers,] they will swear by God, "Had we been able to do so, we would certainly have set out
with you!" - [and by thus falsely swearing] they will be destroying their own selves: for God
knows indeed that they are lying!

60 Lit., "him", i.e., Muhammad.
61 Lit., "the second of two": an allusion to the Prophet's flight, in the
company of Abu Bakr,
from Mecca to Medina in the year 622 of the Christian era. The expression
"the second of two"
does not imply any order of precedence but is synonymous with "one of
two": cf. the Prophet's
saying to Abu Bakr, on that very occasion, "What [could], in thy opinion,
[happen] to two [men]
who have God as the third with them?" (Bukhari, in the chapter Fada'il
Ashab an-Nabi)
62 When the Prophet and Abu Bakr left on their hijrah to Medina, they first
hid for three nights
in a cave on Mount Thawr, in the vicinity of Mecca, where they were
almost discovered and apprehended
by the pagan Quraysh who were pursuing them (Bukhari, loc. cit.).
63 Cf. verse 26 above.
64 Lit., "is the highest". The expression rendered by me as "cause", which
occurs twice in this
sentence, reads, literally, "word" (kalimah).
65 Lit., "lightly or heavily". The rendering adopted by me corresponds to
the interpretation given
to this expression by most of the classical commentators (e.g.,
Zamakhshari and Razi).
66 A reference to the unwillingness of some of the Muslims to follow the
Prophet's call and to set
out on the expedition to the frontier (see last paragraph of note 59
above). A strenuous march of
about fourteen days was needed to reach Tabuk, the goal of this
expedition; and the uncertainty of
its outcome, as well as the hardships involved, gave rise to all manner
of spurious excuses on the
part of the half-hearted believers and hypocrites. As the next verse
shows, the Prophet accepted
these excuses in many cases, and allowed the men concerned to remain at
Medina.

9:43
May God pardon thee [O Prophet]!67 Why didst thou grant them permission [to stay at home] ere
it had become obvious to thee as to who was speaking the truth, and [ere] thou camest to know
[who were] the liars?
9:44
Those who [truly] believe in God and the Last Day do not ask thee for exemption from
struggling with their possessions and their lives [in God's cause] - and God has full knowledge as
to who is conscious of Him-:68 (9:45) only those ask thee for exemption who do not [truly]

believe in God and the Last Day and whose hearts have become a prey to doubt, so that in their
doubting they waver between one thing and another.
9:46
For, had they been [truly] desirous of setting out [with thee], they would surely have made some
preparation therefor: but God was averse to their taking the field, and so He caused them to hold
back when it was said, "[You may] stay at home with all [the others] who stay at home."69 (9:47)
Had these [hypocrites] set out with you, [O believers,] they would have added nothing to you
save the evil of corruption, and would surely have scurried to and fro in your midst, seeking to
stir up discord among you, seeing that there are in your midst such as would have lent them ear:
but God has full knowledge of the evildoers.
9:48
Indeed, even before this time 70 have they tried to stir up discord and devised all manner of plots
against thee, [O Prophet,] until the truth was revealed and God's will became manifest, however
hateful this may have been to them. (9:49) And among them there was [many a one] who said,71
"Grant me permission [to remain at home], and do not put me to too hard a test!" Oh, verily, [by
making such a request] they had [already failed in their test and] succumbed to a temptation to
evil:72 and, behold, hell will indeed encompass all who refuse to acknowledge the truth!
67 All the commentators agree in that this phrase, although expressed in
the form of an invocation,
has the meaning of a statement - "God pardons thee" or "has pardoned
thee" - absolving the Prophet
of any moral responsibility for his mistaken, but humanly understandable,
acceptance of equivocal
pleas on the part of those who wished to be excused from participating in
the campaign. To me it
seems that this statement of "absolution" was primarily intended to free
the Prophet from any
self-reproach for his too-great liberality in this respect. (It should be
borne in mind that this
part of At-Tawbah was revealed during or immediately after the
expedition.)
68 Lit., "has full knowledge of the God-conscious (bi'l-muttaqin)".
69 This may refer to the permission granted by the Prophet (see verse 43)
to certain of his followers
who, for apparently legitimate reasons, were unable to take part in the
campaign (Tabari, Zamakhshari,
Razi) - a permission of which the hypocrites only too readily availed
themselves. As regards God's
"causing" those hypocrites to sin in this way, see 2:7 and the
corresponding note 7, as well as
surah 3, note 117.
70 I.e., before the expedition to Tabuk, during which these passages were
revealed.

71 I.e., at the time when the Prophet was making preparations for the
campaign.
72 See verses 44 and 45 above. It is to be noted that both the verbal form
la taftinni (rendered
by me as "do not put me to too hard a test") and the noun fitnah have the
same root, comprising
a great complex of meanings: e.g., test, trial, affliction. temptation to
evil, seduction,
persecution, oppression, discord, civil strife, etc. (cf. surah 8, note
25). Since it is impossible
in any language but Arabic to reproduce all these many shades of meaning
in a single expression,
the rendering of the term fitnah must necessarily vary in accordance with
the context in which
it is used.

9:50
Should good fortune alight on thee,73 [O Prophet,] it will grieve them; and should misfortune
befall thee, they will say [to themselves], "We have already taken our precautions beforehand!" and will turn away, and will rejoice. (9:51) Say: "Never can anything befall us save what God
has decreed! He is our Lord Supreme; and in God let the believers place their trust!"
9:52
Say: "Are you, perchance, hopefully waiting for something [bad] to happen to us - [the while
nothing can happen to us] save one of the two best things?74 But as far as you are concerned, we
are hopefully waiting for God to inflict chastisement upon you, [either] from Himself75 or by our
hands! Wait, then, hopefully; behold, we shall hopefully wait with you!"
9:53
Say: "You may spend [anything], willingly - or unwillingly, [pretending that you do it for the
sake of God:] it shall never be accepted from you76 - for, verily, you are people bent on iniquity!"
(9:54) For, only this prevents their spending from being accepted from them:77 they are bent on
refusing to acknowledge God and His Apostle, and never pray without reluctance,78 and never
spend [on righteous causes] without resentment. (9:55) Let not, then, their worldly goods or [the
happiness which they may derive from] their children excite thy admiration: God but wants to
chastise them by these means in this worldly life, and [to cause] their souls to depart while they
are [still] denying the truth.79
73 I.e., in the course of the expedition to Tabuk, during which most of
this surah was revealed. One
should, however, bear in mind that these verses have not merely a
historical connotation but, rather,
aim at depicting hypocrisy as such.
74 I.e., either victory or martyrdom in God's cause. The verb tarabbasa has
usually the connotation

of waiting with expectancy, and is, therefore, most suitably rendered as
"he hopefully waited".
75 Sc., in the life to come.
76 I.e., "it shall never be acceptable to God": an allusion to the
readiness on the part of many
hypocrites to contribute financially to "good causes", ostensibly for the
sake of moral considerations
but, in reality, "only to be seen and praised by men" (cf. 2:264 and
4:38).
77 Lit., "nothing prevents their spending from being accepted from them
except that...", etc.
78 Lit., "and they do not approach prayer without being reluctant" - i.e.,
when they participate in
acts of worship they do it only for the sake of outward conformity, and
not out of inner conviction.
79 Sc., "for which sin they will have to suffer in the life to come". See
also 3:178 and 8:28,
and the corresponding notes.

9:56
And they swear by God that they do indeed belong to you - the while they do not belong to you,
but are [only] people ridden by fear: (9:57) if they could but find a place of refuge, or any
cavern, or a crevice [in the earth], they would turn towards it in headlong haste.80
9:58
And among them are such as find fault with thee [O Prophet] concerning [the distribution of] the
offerings given for the sake of God:81 if they are given something thereof, they are well-pleased;
but if they are not given anything thereof, lo! they are consumed with anger. (9:59) And yet, [it
would be but for their own good] if they were to content themselves with what God has given
them and [caused] His Apostle [to give them],82 and would say, "God is enough for us! God will
give us [whatever He wills] out of His bounty, and [will cause] His Apostle [to give us, too]:
verily, unto God alone do we turn with hope!"
9:60
The offerings given for the sake of God83 are [meant] only for the poor and the needy, and those
who are in charge thereof,84 and those whose hearts are to be won over, and for the freeing of
human beings from bondage, and [for] those who are over burdened with debts, and [for every
struggle] in God's cause, and [for] the wayfarer: [this is] an ordinance from God - and God is allknowing, wise.85
80 Thus the Qur'an shows that the innermost cause of all hypocrisy is fear
- fear of a moral

commitment and, at the same time, fear of an open breach with one's
social environment. In their
overriding, immoral desire for social conformity, "the hypocrites seek to
deceive God - the while
it is He who causes them to be deceived [by themselves]" (4:142); and as
"they are oblivious of
God, so He is oblivious of them" (9:67). One should note, in this
connection, that the Arabic term
munafiq - which, for want of a better word, is rendered as "hypocrite" applies both to conscious
dissemblers bent on deceiving their fellow-men, as well as to people who,
out of an inner uncertainty,
are deceiving themselves. For a fuller discussion of this term, see note
7 on 29:11, which probably
represents the earliest instance of its use in the Qur'an.
81 Since there is no English equivalent for the term sadaqat (sing.
sadaqah), I am rendering it
here as "offerings given for the sake of God". This comprises everything
that a believer freely
gives to another person, out of love or compassion, as well as what he is
morally or legally obliged
to give, without expecting any worldly return: that is, charitable gifts
and deeds of every
description (which is the primary meaning of sadagdt -e.g., in 2:263 and
264), as well as the
obligatory tax called zakah ("the purifying dues", because its payment
purifies, as it were, a
person's property from the taint of selfishness). In the context of the
above verse, this term refers
to the funds thus collected and administered by the Muslim community or
state. When these funds are
disbursed for the purposes stipulated in verse 60, they assume once more
- this time in relation
to the recipients - the aspect of "charitable gifts".
82 Lit., "what God has given them, and His Apostle": a typically Qur'anic
construction meant to bring
out the fact that the real giver is God, and that the Apostle is His
instrument. Although this
passage relates, primarily, to the hypocrites at Medina and the
historical situation obtaining at
the time of the expedition to Tabuk, the import of these verses goes
beyond the historical occasion
of their revelation, describing as it does "the attitude and mentality of
hypocrites of all times,
and everywhere" (Manor X, 567). Consequently, we may assume that the
reference, in this context,
to "God's Apostle" is not confined to the person of the Prophet Muhammad
but implies, metonymically,
the Law of Islam as revealed through him - and, thus, to every government
that holds authority by
virtue of that Law and rules in accordance with it.
83 See note 81 above.

84 I.e., the officials entrusted with the collection and administration of
zakah funds.
85 These eight categories circumscribe all the purposes for which zakah
funds may be expended. By
"those whose hearts are to be won over" are apparently meant such nonMuslims as are close to
understanding and, perhaps, accepting Islam, and for whose conversion
every effort should be made,
either directly or indirectly (i.e., by means of the widest possible
propagation of the teachings
of Islam). As regards the expression fi'r-riqab ("for the freeing of
human beings from bondage"),
which relates both to the ransoming of prisoners of war and to the
freeing of slaves, see surah 2,
note 146. The term al-gharimun describes people who are overburdened with
debts contracted in good
faith. which - through no fault of their own - they are subsequently
unable to redeem. The expression
"in God's cause" embraces every kind of struggle in righteous causes,
both in war and in peace,
including expenditure for the propagation of Islam and for all charitable
purposes. Regarding the
meaning of ibn as-sabil ("wayfarer"), see surah 2, note 145.

9:61
AND AMONG those [enemies of the truth] there are such as malign the Prophet by saying, "He
is all ear."86
Say: "[Yes,] he is all ear, [listening] to what is good for you!87 He believes in God, and trusts the
believers, and is [a manifestation of God's] grace towards such of you as have [truly] attained to
faith. And as for those who malign God's Apostle - grievous suffering awaits them [in the life to
come]!" (9:62) [The hypocrites] swear to you by God [that they are acting in good faith], with a
view to pleasing you [O believers] - the while it is God and His Apostle whose pleasure they
should seek above all else, if indeed they are believers!88
9:63
Do they not know that for him who sets himself against God and His Apostle there is in store the
fire of hell, therein to abide - that most awesome disgrace?
86 I.e., "he believes everything that he hears". Most of the commentators
assume that the hypocrites
were thus alluding to the Prophet's alleged propensity to believe
everything - good or bad - that
he was told about other people (cf. Manar X, 600). Since, however, there
is no historical evidence
of such a "propensity" on his part, it seems to me that what the
hypocrites referred to was the
Prophet's readiness to listen to what they - in common with many other
unbelievers regarded as

mere hallucinatory sounds, and to interpret them "mistakenly" as
revelations. This would explain
the statement that "they malign the Prophet" - namely, by attributing to
him self-deception - and
that this saying of theirs "amounts to a denial of the truth" (see verse
74 of this surah).- The
verb adha signifies primarily "he molested" or "annoyed [another]", i.e.,
in a manner not amounting
to actual harm (darar). Since in the above context this verb is used in
the sense of making a
derogatory remark, yu'dhun is best rendered as "they malign".
87 I.e., to divine revelation.
88 Lit., "the while God and His Apostle are most entitled that they should
seek His pleasure...",
etc. As has been pointed out by many of the commentators (and most
succinctly by Rashid Rida' in
Manar X, 607 f.), there is no question of any juxtaposition of God and
His Apostle in this phrase.
This is made clear by the use of the singular pronoun in an yurduhu
("that they should seek His
pleasure"), which is meant to bring out - in the inimitable elliptic form
so characteristic of
the Qur'an - the idea that God's pleasure is the only worthwhile goal of
all human endeavour, and
that a believer's duty to surrender to the Prophet's guidance is but an
outcome of the fact that
he is the bearer of God's message to man. Cf. in this connection,
"Whoever pays heed unto the
Apostle pays heed unto God thereby" (4:80), or, "Say [O Prophet]: 'If you
love God, follow me,
[and] God will love you'" (3:31).

9:64
[Some of] the hypocrites dread lest a [new] surah be revealed [in evidence] against them, making
them understand what is [really] in their hearts.89
Say: "Go on mocking! Behold, God will bring to light the very thing that you are dreading!"90
9:65
Yet, indeed, if thou wert to question them. they would surely answer, "We were only indulging
in idle talk, and were playing [with words]."91
Say: "Were you, then mocking at God and His messages and His Apostle? (9:66) Do not offer
[empty] excuses! You have indeed denied the truth after [having professed] your belief [in it]?"92
Though We may efface the sin of some of you, We shall chastise others - seeing that they were
lost in sin.93 (9:67) The hypocrites, both men and women. are all of a kind: they enjoin the doing
of what is wrong and forbid the doing of what is right 94 and withhold their hands [from doing

good]. They are oblivious of God, and so He is oblivious of them. Verily, the hypocrites - it is
they, they who are truly iniquitously!95
89 This refers to a particular type of hypocrite: namely, to the doubter
who, not having any real
convictions on this score, leaves the question of God's existence and/or
Muhammad's prophethood
open (Manor X, 610), but nevertheless, for the sake of worldly advantage,
would like to be
regarded as a believer. (Since, obviously, not all hypocrites belong to
this category, my
interpolation of the words "some of" at the beginning of this verse would
seem to be justified.)
The ambivalent attitude of mind alluded to here implies hypocrisy not
merely with regard to
one's social environment but also with regard to oneself: an
unwillingness - or, rather, fear on the part of such people to admit to themselves "what is really going
on in their hearts"
(cf. verses 56-57 and note 80 above), and the dim realization that this
ambivalence is only a
cover for their desire to escape from all spiritual commitment (cf. 2:9"they would deceive
God and those who have attained to faith - the while they deceive none
but themselves").
90 Namely, self-knowledge. The accusation of "mocking" refers to their
frivolous allusion to the
Prophet, "He is all ear" (see verse 61 and note 86 above).
91 Most of the classical commentators assume that this refers to the
derisive remarks made by some of
the hypocrites about the alleged futility of the expedition to Tabuk. In
view of the sequence,
however. I am of the opinion that this is a further reference to those
who "malign the Prophet
by saying, 'He is all ear'" (verse 61)-i.e., accuse him of self-deception
- and thus, by
implication, "mock at God and His messages" (see next sentence).
92 See note 89 above.
93 I.e., consciously persevered in hypocrisy (Zamakhshari). The above
Qur'anic sentence expresses
the doctrine that in His final judgment God will take into account all
that is in a sinner's
heart, and will not indiscriminately condemn everyone who has been
sinning out of weakness or
out of an inner inability to resolve his doubts and not out of a
conscious inclination to evil
(cf. 4:98 - "excepted shall be the [truly] helpless - be they men or
women or children - who
cannot bring forth any strength and have not been shown [or "cannot
find"] the right way").

94 I.e.. their behaviour is - in its effect, at least - the exact opposite
of that expected of the
believers (cf. 3:104, 110 and 114; 9:71 and 112; and 22:41).
95 It is to be borne in mind that this and the following verses refer to
the conscious hypocrites
spoken of in the last sentence of the preceding verse, and not to the
waverers, whose hypocrisy
is an outcome of inner fears and uncertainties.

9:68
God has promised the hypocrites, both men and women - as well as the [outright] deniers of the
truth - the fire of hell, therein to abide: this shall be their allotted portion. For, God has rejected
them, and long-lasting suffering awaits them.
9:69
[Say unto them: "You are] like those [hypocrites] who lived before your time.96 Greater than you
were they in power, and richer in wealth and in children; and they enjoyed their share [of
happiness]. And you have been enjoying your share - just as those who preceded you enjoyed
their share; and you have been indulging in scurrilous talk - just as they indulged in it. It is they
whose works have come to nought in this world and in the life to come - and it is they, they who
are the cost!"97
9:70
Have, then, the stories of those who preceded them never come within the ken of these
[hypocrites and deniers of the truth]? - [the stories] of Noah's people, and of [the tribes of] 'Ad
and Thamud, and of Abraham's people, and of the folk of Madyan, and of the cities that were
overthrown?98 To [all of] them their apostles had come with all evidence of the truth. [but they
rejected them:] and so it was not God who wronged them [by His punishment], but it was they
who wronged themselves.
9:71
AND [as for] the believers, both men and women - they are close unto one another:99 they [all]
enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid the doing of what is wrong, and are constant in
prayer, and render the purifying dues, and pay heed unto God and His Apostle. It is they upon
whom God will bestow His grace: verily, God is almighty, wise! (9:72) God has promised the
believers, both men and women, gardens through which running waters flow, therein to abide,
and goodly dwellings in gardens of perpetual bliss:100 but God's goodly acceptance is the greatest
[bliss of all] - for this, this is the triumph supreme!
96 A reference to the statement, in verse 67, that conscious hypocrites are
intrinsically "all of
a kind" (ba'duhum min ba'd).
97 Sc., "and the same will happen to you unless you repent".

98 I.e., Sodom and Gomorrah, the cities of Lot's people (see 7:80-84 and
11:69-83). References to
the chastisement meted out to Noah's people as well as to the 'Ad and
Thamud and the folk of
Madyan (the Biblical Midian) are found in several places in the Qur'an;
see, in particular, 7:59-79
and 85-93, and the corresponding notes. The reference to "Abraham's
people" seems to point to the
Babylonians, who rejected the monotheism preached by him, and to the
overthrow of their first
empire, at about 1100 B.c., by the Assyrians.
99 Or: "are the protectors [or "friends and protectors"] of one another".
Since, however, the
believers are here contrasted with the hypocrites, spoken of in verse 67
as being "all of a kind",
it is preferable to render the term wali (of which awliya' is the plural)
in its primary meaning
of being "near" or "close" to one another.
100 For an explanation of this rendering of 'adn (akin to the Hebrew 'eden,
"delight" or "bliss"),
see note 45 on 38:50, where this expression occurs for the first time in
the chronological order
of Qur'anic revelation.

9:73
O PROPHET! Strive hard against the deniers of the truth and the hypocrites, and be adamant
with them.101 And [if they do not repent,] their goal shall be hell - and how vile a journey's end!
9:74
[The hypocrites] swear by God that they have said nothing [wrong]; yet most certainly have they
uttered a saying which amounts to a denial of the truth,102 and have [thus] denied the truth after
[having professed] their self-surrender to God: for they were aiming at something which was
beyond their reach.103 And they could find no fault [with the Faith] save that God had enriched
them and [caused] His Apostle [to enrich them] out of His bounty!104
Hence, if they repent, it will be for their own good. but if they turn away, God will cause them to
suffer grievous suffering in this world and in the life to come, and they will find no helper on
earth, and none to give [them] succour.
9:75
And among them are such as vow unto God, "If indeed He grant us [something] out of His
bounty, we shall most certainly spend in charity, and shall most certainly be among the
righteous!" (9:76) But as soon as He has given them [aught] out of His bounty, they cling to it
niggardly, and turn away in their obstinacy [from all that they have vowed]: (9:77) whereupon
He causes hypocrisy to take root in their hearts, [therein to remain] until the Day on which they

shall meet Him105 - because they have failed to fulfil the vow which they had made unto God,
and because they were wont to lie.106
101 I.e., "do not compromise with them in matters of principle". Regarding
the meaning of the verb
jahada ("he strove hard", i.e., in a righteous cause), see surah 4, note
122. The imperative
jahid is obviously used here in its spiritual connotation, implying
efforts at convincing both
the outspoken unbelievers and the waverers, including the various types
of hypocrites spoken of
in the preceding passages. Although the imperative is addressed in the
first instance to the Prophet,
it is considered to be morally binding on all believers.
102 See the first sentence of verse 61 above, and the corresponding note
86. The allegation that
the Prophet deceived himself in the matter of revelation is, naturally,
equivalent to disbelief
in the outcome of his revelation, i.e., the Qur'an.
103 Lit., "which they were unable to attain to". The classical commentators
take this as a reference
to an abortive plot, on the part of some of the hypocrites, to kill the
Prophet during the expedition
to Tabuk. However, without contesting the validity of this historical
interpretation, I believe
that the above allusion has a far deeper meaning - namely, the
existential impossibility of one's
ever attaining to inner peace without a positive belief that man's life
has meaning and purpose,
either of which can be glimpsed only through the revelations bestowed on
those exceptionally gifted
and receptive personalities, the prophets. (An indirect reference to
divine revelation as the only
source of this kind of cognition appears in 96:5, that is, in the
earliest Qur'anic passage revealed
to the Prophet.) Thus, torn between their half-hearted desire to
"surrender themselves to God"
and their unwillingness to accept the divine guidance offered them by the
Prophet, the hypocrites
"were aiming at something which was beyond their reach".
104 I.e., by means of the spiritual guidance contained in the Qur'an and
the material welfare resulting
from an adherence to its moral and social principles. The above phrase
implies that the reluctance
of the hypocrites to pay heed to the Prophet was not due to their finding
fault with the Faith as
such but, rather, to their lack of gratitude for the spiritual and
material benefits which they
had derived from it. (Because of its historical associations, most of
this verse is expressed in
the past tense, although its moral import is obviously timeless.)

105 Lit., "He has caused hypocrisy to become for them a consequence
(a'qabahum) in their hearts
until the Day on which they shall meet Him" (i.e., until their
resurrection). Thus, the Qur'an
states that it is excessive love of worldly possessions which gives rise,
in a certain type of
man, to the attitude of mind described as "hypocrisy" - and not vice
versa (see also 29:11 and
the corresponding note 7). Cf. in this connection the Prophet's saying,
reported by Abu Hurayrah:
"The mark (ayah) of the hypocrite is threefold: when he speaks, he lies;
and when he promises,
he breaks his promise; and when he is trusted, he betrays" (Bukhari,
Muslim, Tirmidhi and Nasa'i
is similar Traditions, on the authority of 'Abd Allah ibn 'Amr; are
quoted by Bukhari, Muslim,
Abu Da'ud, Nasa'i, Ibn Majah and Ibn Hanbal).
106 I.e., to themselves, trying to find excuses for their breaking their
vow.

9:78
Do they not know that God knows [all] their hidden thoughts and their secret confabulations, and
that God knows fully all the things that are beyond the reach of human perception'? (9:79) [It is
these hypocrites] who find fault with such of the believers as give for the sake of God 107 more
than they are duty-bound to give, as well as with, such as find nothing [to give] beyond [the
meagre fruits of] their toil, and who scoff at them [all].108
God will cause their scoffing to rebound on themselves.109 and grievous suffering awaits them.
(9:80) [And] whether thou dost pray [unto God] that they be forgiven or dost not pray for them [it will all be the same: for even] if thou wert to pray seventy times110 that they be forgiven, God
will not forgive them, seeing that they are bent on denying God and His Apostle. And God does
not bestow His guidance upon such iniquitous folk.111
107 Regarding my rendering of sadaqat as "that which is given for the sake
of God", see note 81 above.
108 There are many authentic Traditions to the effect that the hypocrites
at Medina used to deride
the offerings which the believers brought to the Prophet (as head of the
community and the state)
in response to the Qur'anic ordinance that they should "give for the sake
of God". For instance,
the Companion Abu Mas'ud reports: "[When] a man brought an ample
offering, they [i.e., the hypocrites]
would say, 'He [only] wants to be seen and praised by men'; and when a
man brought an offering of
a small measure [of dates or grain], they would say, 'God does not stand
in need of such an offering"'
(Bukhari and Muslim. and many similar versions in other hadlth
compilations). The above verse, however,

does not allude merely to these historical incidents but serves to
illustrate the mentality of the
hypocrite whose own insincerity colours his view of all other people.
109 Lit., "God will scoff at them": a turn of phrase often occurring in the
Qur'an (e.g., in 2:15),
indicating God's requital.
110 I.e.. many times. In Arabic usage, the number "seventy" often stands
for "many". just as "seven"
is a synonym for "several" (see Lisan al-'Arah and Taj al-'Arus). It is
evident from many
authentic Traditions (recorded, among others, by Bukhari and Muslim) that
the Prophet often
prayed to God that He pardon his enemies.
111 I.e., "those who are so deeply rooted in their iniquity and in their
insolent persistence in
evildoing (tamarrud) ... [that] they have lost all disposition for
repentance and belief"
(Manar X, 657).

9:81
THOSE [hypocrites] who were left behind rejoiced in their staying away [from war]112 after [the
departure of] God's Apostle, for they hated the thought of striving with their possessions and
their lives in God's cause; and they had [even] said [to the others], "Do not go forth to war in this
heat!"
Say: "The fire of hell is hotter by far!"
Had they but grasped this truth! (9:82) Let them, then, laugh a little - for they will weep a lot113
in return for what they have earned. (9:83) Hence, [O Prophet,] if God brings thee again face to
face with some of them,114 and then they ask thy leave to go forth [to war with thee], say: "Never
shall you go forth with me, nor shall you fight an enemy together with me! Behold, you were
well-pleased to stay at home on that first occasion: stay at home, then, with, those who [are
obliged to] remain behind!115
9:84
And never shalt thou pray over any of them that has died, and never shalt thou stand by his
grave:116 for, behold, they were bent on denying God and His Apostle, and they died in this their
iniquity.117 (9:85) And let not their worldly goods and [the happiness which they may derive
from] their children excite thy admiration: God but wants to chastise them by these means in [the
life of] this world, and [to cause] their souls to depart while they are [still] denying the truth.118
112 Lit., "rejoiced in their sitting [at home]" - a reference to those who,
under one pretext or
another, excused themselves from participating in the expedition to Tabuk
(see notes 59 and 66 above).

As is evident from the sequence - and clearly stated in many authentic
Traditions - one of the
excuses advanced was the extreme heat of the season.
113 Lit., "and let them weep a lot".
114 Lit., "if God brings thee back [from the campaign] to group of them" i.e., to those a hypocrites
who remained at home under false pretences.
115 I.e., with the old men, the women, the children and the sick, who are
not able or not expected
to go to war (Manar X, 662).
116 I.e., unless he has repented before his death. It is reported that when
the life-long opponent
of the Prophet and leader of the hypocrites of Medina. 'Abd Allah ibn
Ubayy was dying, he sent
his son to the Prophet with the request that the latter give him his (the
Prophet's) shirt, so
that he might be buried in it, and that the Prophet should pray over him
after his death. The
Prophet took this request as a sign of Ibn Ubayy's repentance, and gave
him his shirt and later
led the funeral prayers over his body. When 'Umar ibn al-Khattab
vehemently protested against this
clemency towards the man whom all the believers had regarded as "God's
enemy", the Prophet answered,
"God has granted me a choice in this matter [a reference to verse 80 of
this surah. "whether thou
dost pray that they be forgiven or dost not pray...", etc.], and so I
shall pray [for him] more
than seventy times." Several variants of this Tradition are to be found
in Bukhari, Tirmidhi,
Nasa'i, Ibn Hanbal, on the authority of Ibn 'Abbas; Bukhari and Muslim,
on the authority of Ibn
'Umar; Muslim, on the authority of Jabir ibn 'Abd Allah; and in various
other hadith compilations.
Since 'Abd Allah ibn Ubayy died some time after the Prophet's return from
Tabuk, while verse 84 like most of this surah - was revealed during the campaign, it is clear
that the prohibition
expressed in this verse relates only (as the sequence shows) to those who
"were bent on denying
God and His Apostle, and [who] died in this their iniquity" - that is, to
unrepentant sinners.

9:86
[They are indeed denying it:] for, when they were called upon through revelation,119 "Believe in
God, and strive hard [in His cause] together with His Apostle," [even] such of them as were well
able [to go to war] asked thee for exemption, saying, "Allow us to stay behind with those who
remain at home!"120 (87) They were well-pleased to remain with those who were left behind wherefor their hearts have been sealed,121 so that they cannot grasp the truth.

9:88
The Apostle, however, and all who share his faith strive hard [in God's cause] with, their
possessions and their lives: and it is they whom the most excellent things await [in the life to
come], and it is they, they who shall attain to a happy state! (9:89) God has readied for them
gardens through which running waters flow, therein to abide: and this is the triumph supreme!
9:90
AND THERE came [unto the Apostle] such of the bedouin as had some excuse to offer, [with
the request] that they be granted exemption,122 whereas those who were bent on giving the lie to
God and His Apostle [simply] remained at home.123 [And] grievous suffering is bound to befall
such of them as are bent on denying the truth!
117 Lit., "while they were iniquitous".
118 Cf. 3 : 178 and 8:28, as well as the corresponding notes. This (almost
literal) repetition
of verse 55 above is meant to stress the psychological importance of this
problem (Zamakhshari) namely, the insignificance of worldly happiness as compared with
spiritual righteousness or the
absence of it.
119 Lit., "when a surah was bestowed from on high": the word surah being
here synonymous with
"revealed message" (see note 25 on 47:20).
120 I.e., with those who were either not expected to go to war-like women
and children - or were
handicapped by old age or illness.
121 Cf. 2:7 and the corresponding note, as well as 7:100-101.
122 I.e., from participating in the expedition to Tabuk. The term almu'adhdhiran connotes both
"those having a valid excuse ('udhr)" and "those offering false excuses";
it is, therefore, best
rendered as "such as had some excuse to offer". The specific mention of
the a'rab ("bedouin") in
this and the following passages probably arises from the fact that their
attitude - positive or
negative - towards Islam was of the greatest importance within the
context of early Muslim history,
inasmuch as the message of Muhammad could not obtain a real, lasting
foothold in Arabia without
first securing the allegiance of those warlike nomads and half-nomads,
who constituted the great
majority of the Peninsula's population. At the time when the Prophet was
preparing to set out towards
Tabuk, many of the already converted tribesmen were willing to go to war
under his leadership
(and, in fact, did so), while others were afraid lest in their absence
their encampments, denuded

of man-power, be raided by hostile, as yet unconverted tribes (Razi);
others, again, were simply
averse to exposing themselves to the hardships of a campaign in distant
lands, which did not seem
to them to have any bearing on their own, immediate interests.
123 I.e., without even caring to come to Medina and to excuse themselves.

9:91
[But] no blame shall attach to the weak,124 nor to the sick, nor to those who have no means. [to
equip themselves],125 provided that they are sincere towards God and His Apostle: there is no
cause to reproach the doers of good, for God is much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace. (9:92) Nor
[shall blame attach] to those who, when they came unto thee [O Prophet, with the request] that
thou provide them with mounts, were told by thee, "I cannot find anything whereon to mount
you" - [whereupon] they turned away, their eyes overflowing with tears out of sorrow that they
had no means to spend [on their equipment].
9:93
Only they may rightly be reproached who asked thee for exemption even though they were fully
able [to go to war].126 They were well-pleased to remain with those who were left behind wherefore God has sealed their hearts, so that they do not know [what they are doing]. (9:94)
[And] they will [still] be offering excuses to you when you return to them, [from the campaign]!
Say: "Do not offer [empty] excuses, [for] we shall not believe you: God has already enlightened
us about you. And God will behold your [future] deeds, and [so will] His Apostle; and in the end
you will be brought before Him127 who knows all that is beyond the reach of a created being's
perception as well as all that can be witnessed by a creature's senses or mind,128 and then He will
make you truly understand what you were doing [in life]."
124 I.e., the old and the infirm.
125 Lit., "who do not find anything to spend", i.e., on their equipment. At
the time in question
a public treasury did not yet exist, and every participant in a military
expedition was expected
to provide his own weapons and mounts.
126 Lit., "who ask thee for exemption while they are rich". The term ghani
denotes "one who is rich"
or "free from want" or "self-sufficient"; in this context it obviously
refers to physical competence
in addition to financial means: that is, to people who were able-bodied
as well as financially
in a position to equip themselves (cf. verses 86-87 above).
127 Lit., "and thereafter you will be brought back unto Him".
128 See surah 6, note 65.

9:95
When you will have returned to them, (O believers,] they will swear to you by God, [repeating
their excuses,] with a view to your letting them be.129 Let them be, then: behold, they are
loathsome, and hell is their goal in recompense for what they were wont to do. (9:96) They will
swear to you with a view to making you pleased with them: but [even] should you be pleased
with them, verily, God shall never be pleased with iniquitous folk.
9:97
[The hypocrites among] the bedouin130 are more tenacious in [their] refusal to acknowledge the
truth and in [their] hypocrisy [than are settled people], and more liable to ignore the ordinances
which God has bestowed from on high upon His Apostle - but God is all-knowing, wise.131
(9:98) And among the bedouin there are such as regard all that they might spend [in God's cause]
as a loss, and wait for misfortune to encompass you, [O believers: but] it is they whom evil
fortune shall encompass - for God is all-hearing, all-knowing.
9:99
However, among the bedouin there are [also] such as believe in God and the Last Day, and
regard all that they spend (in God's cause] as a means of drawing them nearer to God and of
[their being remembered in] the Apostle's prayers. Oh, verily, it shall [indeed] be a means of
[God's] nearness to them, [for] God will admit them unto His grace: verily, God is muchforgiving, a dispenser of grace!
9:100
And as for the first and foremost of those who have forsaken the domain of evil and of those who
have sheltered and succoured the Faith,131 as well as those who follow them in [the way of]
righteousness - God is well-pleased with them, and well-pleased are they with Him. And for
them has He readied gardens through which running waters flow, therein to abide beyond the
count of time: this is the triumph supreme!
129 Sc., "and not punishing them". As a matter of fact, their fears were
unfounded, since, on his
return from Tabuk, the Prophet took no punitive action against any of
those who had failed to
follow him on his campaign.
130 The words interpolated by me between brackets at the beginning of this
sentence are based on the
interpretation given by Razi (see also Manar XI, 8), obviously in view of
verse 99, which speaks
of believers among the bedouin.
131 Owing to their nomadic way of life and its inherent hardship and
crudity, the bedouin find it
more difficult than do settled people to be guided by ethical imperatives
unconnected with their

immediate tribal interests - a difficulty which is still further enhanced
by their physical distance
from the centres of higher culture and, consequently, their comparative
ignorance of most religious
demands. It was for this reason that the Prophet often stressed the
superiority of a settled mode
of life to a nomadic one: cf. his saying, "He who dwells in the desert
(al-badiyah) becomes rough
in disposition", recorded by Tirmidhi, Abu Da'ud, Nasa'i and Ibn Hanbal
on the authority of Ibn
'Abbas, and a similar Tradition, on the authority of Abu Hurayrah, by Abu
Da'ud and Bayhaqi.
132 In the above context, the term muhajirun - lit., "emigrants", rendered
by me as "those who have
forsaken the domain of evil" (see surah 2, note 203, and surah 4, note
124) - applies primarily to
the Meccan followers of the Prophet who migrated (hajaru) from Mecca to
Medina -which until then
was called Yathrib - at a time when Mecca was still in the possession of
the enemies of Islam; the
"first and foremost" among them were the earliest emigrants, i.e., those
who left Mecca in or before
the year 622 of the Christian era (which marks the beginning of the
Islamic hijri era) and in the
course of the next few years, when the Muslim community at Medina was
still in danger of being
overrun by the powerful Quraysh of Mecca. Similarly, the term ansar
(lit., "helpers") applies here
to the early converts from among the people of Medina who sheltered and
succoured (nasaru) their
brethren in faith - the "first and foremost" among them being those who
embraced Islam before and
shortly after the Prophet's and his Companions' exodus (hijrah) from
Mecca, and particularly those
who did so on the occasion of the two meetings, at Al-'Aqabah near Mecca,
between the Prophet and
deputations of the Yathrib tribes of Al-Aws and Khazraj (a little over a
year and a few months,
respectively, before the Prophet's hijrah). Apart, however, from their
purely historical connotations,
both the terms muhajirun and ansar bear in the Qur'an a spiritual meaning
as well, and are often
used to describe those who morally "forsake the domain of evil" and those
who "shelter and succour
the Faith" (see surah 8, note 78).

9:101
But among the bedouin who dwell around you there are hypocrites; and among the people of the
[Prophet's] City133 [too] there are such as have grown insolent in [their] hypocrisy. Thou dost not
[always] know them, [O Muhammad - but] We know them. We shall cause them to suffer doubly
[in this world];134 and then they will be given over to awesome suffering [in the life to come].
9:102

And [there are] others 135 - [people who] have become conscious of their sinning after having
done righteous deeds side by side with evil ones;136 [and] it may well be that God will accept
their repentance: for, verily, God is much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace. (9:103) [Hence, O
Prophet,] accept that [part] of their possessions which is offered for the sake of God, 137 so that
thou mayest cleanse them thereby and cause them to grow in purity, and pray for them: behold,
thy prayer will be [a source of] comfort to them - for God is all-hearing, all-knowing.
133 I.e., Medina. Originally, the city bore the name Yathrib; but after the
exodus of the Prophet
from Mecca it came to be known as Madinat an-Nabi ("the City of the
Prophet") and, eventually,
as Al-Madinah ("The City" par excellence).
134 I.e., first through failure in their worldly concerns, accompanied by
pangs of conscience and
the resulting spiritual distress, and then through a full realization, at
the moment of dying,
of the unforgivable nature of their sin (Manar XI, 19).
135 I.e., neither believers in the full sense of the word nor hypocrites,
but half-hearted, confused
waverers between right and wrong, or between truth and falsehood.
136 Lit., "who have acknowledged their sins [after] having mingled a
righteous deed with another
that was evil". Although it relates primarily to the vacillating Muslims
who refused to participate
in the expedition to Tabuk, this verse alludes, in its wider meaning, to
all sinners who without external prompting - become conscious of their wrongdoing and
repent of it.
137 Lit., "take out of their possessions an offering for the sake of God
(sadagah)". For the meaning
of this term, see note 81 above. In this context, it primarily denotes
the tax called zakah
("the purifying dues") incumbent on every Muslim enjoying a certain
minimum of property and/or
income. Since an acceptance of zakah by the head of state (or of the
community) amounts to a
recognition of the giver as a "Muslim" in the Qur'anic sense of this
term, the Prophet refused to
accept it from all whose behaviour had made it obvious that they were
hypocrites; the above verse,
however, authorizes him (and, by implication, the authorities of an
Islamic state at all times) to
accept the payment of zakah from those who express their repentance by
deeds as well as by words.

9:104
Do they not know that it is God alone who can accept the repentance of His servants138 and is the
[true] recipient of whatever is offered for His sake - and that God alone is an acceptor of
repentance, a dispenser of grace? (9:105) And say [unto them, O Prophet]: "Act!139 And God will

behold your deeds, and [so will] His Apostle, and the believers: and [in the end] you will be
brought before Him who knows all that is beyond the reach of a created being's perception as
well as all that can be witnessed by a creature's senses or mind140 - and then He will make you
understand what you have been doing."
9:106
And [there are yet] others - [people whose cases are] deferred until God wills to judge them: 141
He will either chastise them or turn again unto them in His mercy - for God is all-knowing, wise.
9:107
AND [there are hypocrites] who have established a [separate] house of worship in order to create
mischief, and to promote apostasy and disunity among the believers, and to provide an outpost
for all who from the outset have been warring against God and His Apostle.142 And they will
surely swear [to you, O believers], "We had but the best of intentions!" - the while God
[Himself] bears witness thaat they are lying.143
138 Lit., "who accepts repentance from His servants": thus pointing out
that no human being, not
even the Prophet, has the power to absolve a sinner of his guilt (Manar
XI, 32). A prophet can do
no more than pray to God that He forgive the sinners.
139 This connects with the injunction in verse 103 above, "accept that
[part] of their possessions
which is offered for the sake of God,... and pray for them". The stress
on action as an integral
part of faith is of fundamental importance in the ethics of the Qur'an:
cf. the frequent
juxtaposition of the concepts of "believing" and "doing good works", and
the condemnation of
all "who, while believing, wrought no good works" (see 6:158 and the
corresponding note 160).
140 See Sarah 6, note 65.
141 Lit., "deferred unto God's decree (amr)"- i.e., kept in abeyance in
anticipation of their
future repentance. As in the preceding four verses, the people referred
to here are, in the
first instance, the waverers who stayed away from the campaign of Tabuk,
and, by implication,
all half-hearted believers who confusedly hover between right and wrong:
with the difference,
however, that whereas the repentant sinners spoken of in verses 102-105
are said to have realized
their sinfulness spontaneously, the kind of people referred to in verse
106 have not yet reached
the stage of moral self-examination and repentance, with the result that
their cases are
"deferred" until such a time as their impulses sway them entirely one way
or another. From a

psychological point of view, it is possible to discern a subtle
connection between this verse
and 7:46-47.
142 Lit., "who have been warring against God and His Apostle aforetime" i.e., before the expedition
to Tabuk. The historical occasion to which this verse refers may be thus
summarized: Ever since his
exodus from Mecca to Medina the Prophet was violently opposed by one Abu
'Amir ("The Monk"), a
prominent member of the Khazraj tribe, who had embraced Christianity many
years earlier and
enjoyed a considerable reputation among his compatriots and among the
Christians of Syria. From
the very outset he allied himself with the Prophet's enemies, the Meccan
Quraysh, and took part
on their side in the battle of Uhud (3 H.). Shortly thereafter he
migrated to Syria and did all
that he could to induce the Emperor of Byzantium, Heraclius, to invade
Medina and crush the Muslim
community once and for all. In Medina itself, Abu 'Amir had some secret
followers among the members
of his tribe, with whom he remained in constant correspondence. In the
year 9 H. he informed them
that Heraclius had agreed to send out an army against Medina, and that
large-scale preparations
were being made to this effect (which was apparently the reason for the
Prophet's preventive
expedition to Tabuk). In order that his followers should have a rallyingplace in the event of the
expected invasion of Medina, Abu 'Amir suggested to his friends that they
build a mosque of their
own in the village of Quba', in the immediate vicinity of Medina (which
they did), and thus obviate
the necessity of congregating in the mosque which the Prophet himself had
built in the same village
at the time of his arrival at Medina (see note 145 below). It is this
"rival" mosque to which the
above verse refers. It was demolished at the Prophet's orders immediately
after his return from
the Tabuk expedition. Abu 'Amir himself died in Syria shortly afterwards.
(For all the relevant
Traditions, see Tabari's and Ibn Kathir's commentaries on this verse.)
143 Although the whole of this verse relates primarily to the historical
occasion explained in the
preceding note, it has a definite bearing on all attempts at creating
sectarian divisions among
Muslims, and is thus a clear amplification of an earlier injunction to
this effect (see 6:159
and the corresponding note 161).

9:108
Never set foot in such a place!144 Only a house of worship founded, from the very first day, upon
God-consciousness is worthy of thy setting foot therein 145 - [a house of worship] wherein there

are men desirous of growing in purity: for God loves all who purify themselves. (9:109) Which
then, is the better: he who has founded his building on God-consciousness and [a desire for] His
goodly acceptance - or he who has founded his building on the edge of a water-worn, crumbling
river-bank, so that it [is bound to] tumble down with him into the fire of hell?
For, God does not grace with His guidance people who [deliberately] do wrong: (9:110) the
building which they have built will never cease to be a source of deep disquiet in their hearts
until their hearts crumble to pieces.146 And God is all-knowing, wise.
144 Lit., "in it" - sc., "to pray therein".
145 Lit., "Indeed, a house of worship founded ... upon God-consciousness
(taqwa) is most deserving...",
etc. Some of the commentators believe that this is a reference to the
mosque founded by the Prophet
at Quba', a village close to Medina, on his arrival there in the month of
Rabi' al-Awwal in the
year 1 H., since it was the first mosque ever built by him or his
followers. There are, however,
authentic Traditions to the effect that the Prophet applied the
designation of "a house of worship
founded on God-consciousness" to his (later-built) mosque at Medina as
well (Muslim, Tirmidhi,
Nasa'i, Ibn Hanbal). It is, therefore, reasonable to assume that it
applies to every mosque
sincerely dedicated by its founders, to the worship of God: a view which
is supported by the
next verse.
146 Lit., "unless their hearts are cut into many pieces" - i.e., until they
die. In verses 109-110,
the reference to "the building which they have built" is, obviously,
widened beyond the preceding
allusion to houses of worship, and allegorically circumscribes here all
the "works" and
the behaviour of men.

9:111
BEHOLD, God has bought of the believers their lives and their possessions, promising them
paradise in return,[and so] they fight in God's cause, and slay, and are slain: a promise which in
truth He has willed upon Himself in [the words of] the Torah, and the Gospel, and the Qur'an.
And who could be more faithful to his covenant than God?
Rejoice, then, in the bargain which you have made with Him: for this, this is the triumph
supreme! (9:112) [It is a triumph of] those who turn [unto God] in repentance [whenever they
have sinned], and who worship and praise [Him], and go on and on [seeking His goodly
acceptance],147 and bow down [before Him] and prostrate themselves in adoration, and enjoin the
doing of what is right and forbid the doing of what is wrong, and keep to the bounds set by God.
And give thou [O Prophet] the glad tiding [of God's promise] to all believers.

9:113
IT DOES NOT behove the Prophet and those who have attained to faith to pray that they who
ascribed divinity to aught beside God be forgiven [by Him] even though they happened to be
[their] near of kin148 - after it has been made clear unto them that those [dead sinners] are
destined for the blazing fire. (9:114) And Abraham's prayer that his father be forgiven was but
due to a promise which he had given the latter [in his lifetime];149 but when it was made clear
unto him that he had been God's enemy, [Abraham] disavowed him - [although;] behold,
Abraham was most tender-hearted most clement.
147 Most of the commentators attribute to the expression as-sa'ihun (lit.,
"those who wander") the
meaning of as-sa'imun, i.e., "those who fast", since he who fasts
deprives himself, temporarily,
of worldly enjoyments similar to one who wanders about the earth (Sufyan
ibn 'Uyaynah. as quoted
by Razi); and they justify this metaphorical equation of siyahah
("wandering") with siyam
("fasting") by the fact that several Companions and some of their
successors have thus interpreted
the term as-sa'ihun in the above context (see Tabari). Other authorities,
however, (e.g., Abu
Muslim, as quoted by Razi) prefer the original significance of this term
and explain it as more
or less synonymous with al-muhajiran ("those who forsake the domain of
evil"). To my mind, the
expression as-sa'ihun is best rendered as "those who go on and on
[seeking God's goodly acceptance]",
thus combining the literal and metonymical connotations of the term
siyahah.
148 As is obvious from the sequence, this prohibition relates to the dead
among such sinners - i.e.,
those who have died without repentance (Zamakhshari, Razi)- and not to
those who are still living:
for "a prayer for forgiveness in respect of a living [sinner]... amounts
to asking God that He
grace him with His guidance... and this is permissible" (Manar XI, 60).
149 Abraham's promise to his father is mentioned in 19:47-48 and 60:4; for
the actual prayer,
see 26:86-87.

9:115
And God would never - after having invited them to His guidance - condemn people for going
astray150 ere He has made [entirely] clear unto them of what they should beware. Verily, God has
full knowledge of everything.151 (9:116) Verily, God's alone is the dominion over the heavens
and the earth; He [alone] grants life and deals death; and there is none besides God who could
protect you or bring you succour.
9:117

INDEED, God has turned in His mercy unto the Prophet, as well as unto those who have
forsaken the domain of evil and those who have sheltered and succoured the Faiths152 - [all]
those who followed him in the hour of distress, when the hearts of some of the other believers
had well-nigh swerved from faith.153
And once again:154 He has turned unto them in His mercy - for, behold, He is compassionate
towards them, a dispenser of grace. (9:118) And [He turned in His mercy, too,] towards the three
[groups of believers] who had fallen prey to corruption, 155 until in the end-after the earth, despite
all its vastness, had become [too] narrow for them and their souls had become [utterly]
constricted - they came to know with certainty that there is no refuge from God other than [a
return] unto Him; and thereupon He turned again unto them in His mercy, so that they might
repent: for, verily, God alone is an acceptor of repentance, a dispenser of grace.156
150 Lit., "it is not for God - i.e., it is not compatible with God's
omniscience and majesty" that
He should cause people to go astray after He has guided them". My
rendering of the phrase "that
He should cause people to go astray" as "condemn people for going astray"
is based on the interpretation
given to it by some of the greatest classical commentators (e.g., Tabari,
Razi). As regards the
phrase, "after He has guided them", Razi interprets it as meaning "after
He has invited them to
the way of rectitude (ar-rushd)".
151 Most of the commentators assume that the people referred to are the
believers who, before the
revelation of verse 113, used to pray to God that He grant His
forgiveness to their relatives and
friends who had died in the state of shirk ("ascribing divinity to aught
beside God"): in other
words, the believers need not fear to be taken to task for something
which they did before the
prohibition laid down in verse 113 was revealed (i.e., "ere He has made
clear unto them of what
they should beware"). However, Razi advances also an alternative
interpretation of verse 115,
suggesting that it is meant to explain the severity with which the whole
of this surah condemns
the deniers of the truth and the hypocrites who are going astray after
God "has made clear unto
them of what they should beware". (See in this connection 6:131-132 and
the corresponding notes.)
This interpretation is, to my mind, the more plausible of the two, and
particularly so in view of
the sequence (verse 116).
152 See note 132 above.
153 Lit., "after the hearts of a group of them had well-nigh swerved [from
faith]": a reference to
the believers who - without valid excuse - failed to respond to the
Prophet's call when he was
setting out on the expedition to Tabuk, and who afterwards repented.

154 See saran 6, note 31. According to Zamakhshari and Razi, the particle
thumma has here the meaning
given in my rendering, and serves to emphasize the statement that "God
has turned in His mercy
unto the Prophet... and all those who followed him in the hour of
distress".
155 Or: "had been left behind", i.e., at the time of the expedition to
Tabuk. My rendering of alladhina
khullifu as "those who had fallen prey to corruption" is based on the
tropical meaning of the verb
khalufa or khullifa, "he was [or "became"] altered [for the worse]", or
"he became corrupt" in the
moral sense (see Asas, Nihayah, Lisan al-Arab, Qamas, Taj al-'Arus). This
interpretation of
alladhina khullifu - applying, in the above context, to those who
remained behind under false pretences has the support of some of the most outstanding Arab philologists, e.g.,
'Abd al-Malik al-Asma'i
(as quoted by Razi in his commentary on verse 83 of this surah ). - As
regards "the three who had
fallen prey to corruption", the clasical commentators assume that it is a
reference to three persons namely, Ka'b ibn Malik, Mararah ibn ar-Rabi' and Hilal ibn Umayyah (all
of them from among the
ansar) - who abstained from the campaign and were thereafter ostracized
by the Prophet and his
Companions until the revelation of the above verse. But while it is
historically established that
these three Companions were indeed among the believers who thus failed in
their duty (the relevant
Traditions will be found in extenso in Tabari's and Ibn Kathir's
commentaries on this verse), it
seems to me that the context does not warrant such a restriction of its
meaning to three particular
persons, and that by "the three" are meant three groups of erring
believers; (1) those who had
advanced equivocal excuses and were thereupon permitted by the Prophet to
remain at home (as has
been alluded to in verses 43-46 as well as in the first sentence of verse
90); (2) those who
absented themselves without permission, but afterwards spontaneously
repented their sin (verses
102-105); and (3) those whose cases were at first "deferred" (verse 106),
and who repented shortly
after the Prophet's return from Tabuk (at which time verse 118 was
revealed).
156 In its wider implication - as contrasted with a purely historical
allusion - the above verse
relates to all believers who temporarily deviate from the right path and
then, after having
realized - either spontaneously or in consequence of outside reprobation
- that they had "fallen
prey to corruption", sincerely repent their sin.

9:119
O YOU who have attained to faith! Remain conscious of God, and be among those who are true
to their word!
9:120
It does not behove the people of the [Prophet's] City and the bedouin [who live] around them to
hold back from following God's Apostle, or to care for their own selves more than for him157 for, whenever they suffer from thirst or weariness or hunger in God's cause, and whenever they
take any step which confounds158 those who deny the truth, and whenever there comes to them
from the enemy whatever may be destined for them 159 - [whenever anything thereof comes to
pass,] a good deed is recorded in their favour.160 Verily, God does not fail to requite the doers of
good!
157 Although this and the following verses relate, on the face of it, to
"the people of the Prophet's
City" (see note 133 above) and to "the bedouin who live around them",
their purport is obviously
general, and applies to all believers at all times. The specific
reference to "the Prophets City"
is due to the fact that it was the place where the revelation of the
Qur'an was completed and
Islam came to its full fruition under the Prophet's guidance.
158 Lit., "causes wrath to".
159 Lit., "[whenever] they get from the enemy whatever they get" -i.e.,
victory or death or injurv.
160 In its original construction, this sentence reads thus: "and neither
thirst afflicts them...,
nor do they take any step..., nor do they get from the enemy..., without
that a good deed is
recorded in their behalf". The same construction is applied to the next
verse.

9:121
And whenever they spend anything [for the sake of God], be it little or much, and whenever they
move on earth161 [in God's cause] - it is recorded in their favour, and God will grant them the
best reward for all that they have been doing.
9:122
With all this, it is not desirable that all of the believers take the field [in time of war]. From
within every group in their midst, some shall refrain from going forth to war, and shall devote
themselves [instead] to acquiring a deeper knowledge of the Faith. and [thus be able to] teach
their home-coming brethren, so that these [too] might guard themselves against evil.162 (9:123) O

you who have attained to faith! Fight against those deniers of the truth who are near you, and let
them find you adamant;163 and know that God is with those who are conscious of Him.
161 Lit., "cross a valley". As Zamakhshari rightly points out in his
commentary on this verse, the
term wadi ("valley" or "river-bed") is often used in classical Arabic to
denote "the earth" a usage which even in our days is familiar to the bedouin of the Arabian
Peninsula, especially
when combined with the verb qata'a (lit., "he cut") in its connotation of
"cutting across" or
"traversing [a distance]" or "advancing [on a journey]". Thus, the above
Qur'anic phrase may
be suitably rendered as "whenever they move on earth". (As regards the
construction of this
sentence, see preceding note.)
162 Lit., "admonish their people when they come back to them, so that they
might be on their guard".
Although the above injunction mentions specifically religious knowledge,
it has a positive bearing
on every kind of knowledge - and this in view of the fact that the Qur'an
does not draw any
dividing-line between the spiritual and the worldly concerns of life but,
rather, regards them
as different aspects of one and the same reality. In many of its verses,
the Qur'an calls upon the
believer to observe all nature and to discern God's creative activity in
its manifold phenomena
and "laws", as well as to mediate upon the lessons of history with a view
to gaining a deeper
insight into man's motivations and the innermost springs of his
behaviour: and, thus, the Qur'an
itself is characterized as addressed to "those who think". In short,
intellectual activity as
such is postulated as a valid way to a better understanding of God's will
and - if pursued with
moral consciousness - as a valid method of worshipping God. This Qur'anic
principle has been
emphasized in many well-authenticated sayings of the Prophet, for
instance, "Striving after knowledge
is a sacred duty (faridah) for every man and woman who has surrendered
himself or herself to God
(muslim wa-muslimah)" (Ibn Majah); or, "The superiority (fadl) of a
learned man over a [mere] worshipper
[i.e., one who merely prays, fasts, etc.] is like the superiority of the
full moon over all the
stars" (Tirmidhi, Abu Da'ud, Ibn Majah, Ibn Hanbal, Darimi).
Consequently, the obligation of the
believers to "devote themselves to acquiring a deeper knowledge of the
Faith" (li-yatafaqqahu
fi'd-din) and to impart its results to their fellow-believers relates to
every branch of knowledge
as well as to its practical application.

163 I.e., uncompromising with regard to ethical principles. For the general
circumstances in which war
is permitted, see 2:190-194, 22:39, 60:8-9, and the corresponding notes,
as well as notes 7 and 9 on
verse 5 of this surah. The reference to "those deniers of the truth who
are near you" may arise from
the fact that only "those who are near" can be dangerous in a physical
sense or, alternatively, that having come from afar - they have already approached the Muslim country
with an aggressive intent.

9:124
YET WHENEVER a surah [of this divine writ] is bestowed from on high, some of the deniers of
the truth are prone to ask,164 "Which of you has this [message] strengthened in his faith?"
Now as for those who have attained to faith, it does strengthen them in their faith, and they
rejoice in the glad tiding [which God has given them].165 (9:125) But as for those in whose hearts
is disease, each new message but adds another [element of] disbelief to the disbelief which they
already harbour,166 and they die while [still] refusing to acknowledge the truth.
9:126
Are they, then, not aware that they are being tested year-in, year-out?167 And yet, they do not
repent and do not bethink themselves [of God]; (9:127) and whenever a surah is bestowed from
on high, they look at one another [and say, as it were], "Is there anyone who can see what is in
your hearts?"168- and then they turn away.
God has turned their hearts away [from the truth] - for they are people who will not grasp it.169
9:128
INDEED, there has come unto you [O mankind] an Apostle from among yourselves: 170 heavily
weighs - upon him [the thought] that you might suffer [in the life to come]; full of concern for
you [is he, and] full of compassion and mercy towards the believers.
9:129
But if those [who are bent on denying the truth] turn away, say: "God is enough for me! There is
no deity save Him. In Him have I placed my trust, for He is the Sustainer, in awesome
almightiness enthroned.171
164 Lit., "there are among them such as say". The "saying" that follows is
perhaps an oblique,
sarcastic reference to 8:2, which speaks of the believers "whose faith is
strengthened whenever
His messages are conveyed unto them".
165 A reference to the promise of paradise expressed in verse 111 above.

166 Lit., "it but adds [another] loathsome evil to their loathsome evil" i.e., makes them more
stubborn in their denying the truth of God's messages because they are a
priori determined to deny
everything that is incompatible with their refusal to admit the existence
of anything that is
beyond the reach of human perception (al-ghayb - see surah 2, note 3).
167 Lit., "every year once or twice" - a figure of speech denoting
continuity (Manor XI, 83 f.). The
"test" consists in the fact that man has been endowed with reason and,
therefore, with the ability
to choose between right and wrong.
168 Lit., "who sees you" - thus implying that God does not exist.
169 Cf. 8:55.
170 I.e., "a human being like yourselves, not endowed with any supernatural
powers, but only chosen
by God to convey His message to you". (See note 2 on 50:2.)
171 Lit., "the Sustainer (rabb) of the awesome throne of almightiness". For
my rendering of al-'arsh
as "the throne of almightiness", see note 43 on 7:54.

The Tenth Surah
Yunus (Jonah)
Mecca Period

THIS SURAH, which derives its title from the solitary mention of "the people of Jonah" in verse
98, was almost certainly revealed in its entirety at Mecca, and probably not earlier than in the
year preceding the Prophet's exodus to Medina. Some authorities are of the opinion that verses
40 and 94-95 belong to the Medina period, but there is no convincing evidence to this effect. On
the other hand, there does not seem to be any doubt that, chronologically, this surah must be
placed between surah 17 (Al-Isra') and surah 11 (Hud).
The central theme of Yunus is revelation - in particular, the revelation of the Qur'an to
Muhammad, and the impossibility of its having been "composed" by the latter and fraudulently
attributed by him to God, as the deniers of the truth assert (verses 15-17, 37-38 and 94). Woven
around this theme are references to earlier prophets - all of whom were given the lie by the
majority of their people - as well as a many-sided exposition of the fundamental tenets of Islam:
the oneness, uniqueness and omnipotence of God, the continuity of His revelation to man, the
certainty, of resurrection and of God's final judgment - culminating in the reminder (in verse
108) that "whoever chooses to follow the right path, follows it but for his own good: and
whoever chooses to go astray, goes but astray to his own hurt".
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
10:1

Alif Lam Ra.1
THESE ARE MESSAGES of the divine writ, full of wisdom.2 (10:2) Do people deem it strange
that We should have inspired a man from their own midst [with this Our message]:3 "Warn all
mankind, and give unto those who have attained to faith the glad tiding that in their Sustainer's
sight they surpass all others in that they are completely sincere -4 [Only] they who deny the truth
say, "Behold, he is clearly but a spellbinder!"5
I See Appendix II.
2 The term hakim - which, when qualifying an animated being, may be
translated as "wise" has here
the connotation of a means of imparting wisdom. Some of the classical
commentators (e.g., Tabari)
are of the opinion that the "divine writ" (kitab) mentioned here is the
Qur'an as a whole, while
others (e.g., Zamakhshari) see in it a reference to this particular
surah. In view of the sequence,
it seems to me that the former interpretation is preferable.
3 This connects with the end of the preceding Sarah, and particularly with
the sentence, "There has
come unto you [O mankind] an Apostle from among yourselves" (9:128; see
also note 2 on 50:2).
4 Lit., "they have precedence (qadam) of truthfulness (sidq)": the latter
term denoting a concord
between what a person actually conceives in his mind or feels and what he
expresses by word,
deed or attitude - in other words, complete sincerity.
5 Lit., "He is indeed an obvious enchanter (sahir)" - thus implying that
the "man from among yourselves"
(i.e., Muhammad) did not really receive any revelation from God, but
merely deluded his followers by
means of his spellbinding eloquence (which is the meaning of sihr in this
context): an accusation
levelled by unbelievers of all times not merely against Muhammad but - as
the Qur'an frequently
states - against most of the earlier prophets as well. The term "those
who deny the truth" refers,
in this context, specifically to people who a priori reject the notion of
divine revelation and,
thus, of prophethood.

10:3
VERILY, your Sustainer is God, who has created the heavens and the earth in six aeons, and is
established on the throne of His almightiness,6 governing all that exists. There is none that could
intercede with Him unless He grants leave therefor.7
Thus is God, your Sustainer: worship, therefore, Him [alone]: will you not, then, keep this in
mind? (10:4) Unto Him you all must return: this is, in truth, God's promise - for, behold, He

creates [man] in the first instance, and then brings him forth anew8 to the end that He may
reward with equity all who attain to faith and do righteous deeds; whereas for those who are bent
on denying the truth there is in store a draught of burning despair and grievous suffering because
of their persistent refusal to acknowledge the truth.9
10:5
He it is who has made the sun a [source of] radiant light and the moon a light [reflected],10 and
has determined for it phases so that you might know how to compute the years and to measure
[time]. None of this has God created without [an inner] truth.11
Clearly does He spell out these messages unto people of [innate] knowledge: (10:6) for, verily, in
the alternating of night and day, and in all that God has created in the heavens and on earth there
are messages indeed for people who are conscious of Him!
6 See surah 7, note 43. Since belief in divine revelation naturally
presupposes a belief in the
existence of God as the self-subsistent fount of all being, the reference
to the revelation of
the Qur'an with which this surah opens is followed by a consideration of
God's creative almightiness.
7 Lit., "there is no intercessor whatever, save after His leave [has been
granted]". Cf. 2:255 "Who is there that could intercede with Him, unless it be by His leave?"
Thus, the Qur'an rejects
the popular belief in unqualified "intercession" by living or dead saints
or prophets. As is
shown elsewhere in the Qur'an (e.g., in 20:109, 21:28 or 34:23), God will
grant to His prophets
on Judgment Day the permission to "intercede", symbolically, for such of
the sinners as will have
already achieved His redemptive acceptance (rida') by virtue of their
repentance or basic goodness
(see 19:87 and the corresponding note 74): in other words, the right of
"intercession" thus granted
to the prophets will be but an expression of God's approval of the
latter. Furthermore, the above
denial of the possibility of unqualified intercession stresses,
indirectly, not only God's omniscience which requires no "mediator" - but also the immutability of His will: and
thus it connects with
the preceding mention of His almightiness. (See also note 27 below.)
8 I.e., He will resurrect him by a new act of creation. That the verb
yu'iduhu ("He brings him forth
anew") refers here to the individual resurrection of human beings becomes
obvious from the sequence.
The noun khalq primarily denotes "creation" (i.e., the bringing into
being of something that did
not exist before); subsequently, it denotes the result or object of
creation, i.e., a "created

being" (or "beings"); finally, it is used in the sense of "man" in the
generic connotation of
this word, i.e., "mankind".
9 See surah 6, note 62 (for my rendering of hamim as "burning despair").
10 The nouns diya' and nur are often interchangeable, inasmuch as both
denote "light"; but many
philologists are of the opinion that the term diya' (or daw') has a more
intensive connotation, and
is used to describe "a light which subsists by itself, as that of the sun
and fire" - that is,
a source of light - while nur signifies "a light that subsists by some
other thing" (Lane V, 1809,
on the authority of Taj al-'Arus ): in other words, light due to an
extraneous source or - as in
the case of the moon - reflected light.
11 Lit., "God has not created this otherwise than in accordance with truth"
- i.e., to fulfil a
definite purpose in consonance with His planning wisdom (Zamakhshari,
Baghawi, Razi): implying
that everything in the universe - whether existent or potential, concrete
or abstract - is
meaningful, and nothing is "accidental". Cf. 3:191 - "O our Sustainer!
Thou has not created
[aught of] this without meaning and purpose (batilan)"; and 38:27 - "We
have not created heaven
and earth and all that is between them without meaning and purpose, as is
the surmise (zann) of
those who are bent on denying the truth".

10:7
Verily, as for those who do not believe that they are destined to meet Us,12 but content
themselves with the life of this world and do not look beyond it,13 and are heedless of Our
messages - (10:8) their goal is the fire in return for all [the evil] that they were wont to do.
10:9
[But,] verily, as for those who have attained to faith and do righteous deeds - their Sustainer
guides them aright by means of their faith. [In the life to come,] running waters will flow at their
feet14 in gardens of bliss; (10:10) [and] in that [state of happiness] they will call out,15 "Limitless
art Thou in Thy glory, O God!" - and will be answered with the greeting, "Peace !"16 And their
call will close with [the words], "All praise is due to God, the Sustainer of all the worlds!"
10:11
NOW IF GOD were to hasten for human beings the ill [which they deserve by their sinning] in
the same manner as they [themselves] would hasten [the coming to them of what they consider to
be] good, their end would indeed come forthwith!17 But We leave them alone [for a while] - all

those who do not believe that they are destined to meet Us:18 [We leave them alone] in their
overweening arrogance, blindly stumbling to and fro.
12 Lit., "who do not hope for (i.e., expect) a meeting with Us": implying
that they do not believe
in a life after death or in God's ultimate judgment.
13 Lit., "are at rest with it" - i.e., regard the life in this world as the
only reality, dismissing
the idea of resurrection as mere wishful thinking.
14 Lit., "beneath them".
15 Lit., "their invocation (da'wa) therein [will be]...", etc.
16 Lit., "their greeting therein [will be], 'Peace"'. For an explanation of
the term salam and
its fundamental connotation of inner peace, fulfilment, and security from
all that is evil,
see Sarah 5, note 29.
17 Lit., "[the end of] their term would indeed have been decreed for them":
the implication being,
firstly, that man is weak (cf. 4:28) and therefore prone to sinning;
secondly, that God "has
willed upon Himself the law of grace and mercy" (see 6:12 and the
corresponding note) and,
consequently, does not punish sinners without taking their circumstances
into consideration and
giving them time to repent and to mend their ways.
18 See verse 7, with which this verse connects.

10:12
For [thus it is:] when affliction befalls man, he cries out unto Us, whether he be lying on his side
or sitting or standing;19 but as soon as We have freed him of his affliction, he goes on as though
he had never invoked Us to save him from the affliction20 that befell him! Thus do their own
doings seem goodly unto those who waste their own selves.21
10:13
And, indeed, We destroyed before your time [whole] generations when they [persistently] did
evil although the apostles sent unto them brought them all evidence of the truth; for they refused
to believe [them]. Thus do We requite people who are lost in sin.22 (10:14) And thereupon We
made you their successors on earth, so that We might behold how you act.
10:15
AND [thus it is:] whenever Our messages are conveyed unto them in all their clarity, those who
do not believe that they are destined to meet Us [are wont to] say, "Bring us a discourse other
than this, or alter this one.23

Say [O Prophet]: "It is not conceivable that I should alter it of my own volition; I only follow
what is revealed to me. Behold, I would dread, were I [thus] to rebel against my Sustainer, the
suffering [which would befall me] on that awesome Day [of Judgment]!"
19 These three metaphorical expressions are often used in the Qur'an to
describe the various
situations in which man may find himself. The "calling unto God" under
the stress of misfortune
describes the instinctive reaction of many people who consider themselves
"agnostics" and in
their conscious thinking refuse to believe in God. See also verses 22-23
below, as well
as 6:40-41.
20 Lit., "called out unto Us against (ild) an affliction".
21 The expression musrif, which often (e.g., in 5:32 or 7:81) denotes "one
who is given to excesses"
or "commits excesses" or (as in 6:141) "one who is wasteful", has in the
above context the meaning
of "one who wastes his own self" (Razi) - namely, destroys his spiritual
potential by following
only his base impulses and failing to submit to any moral imperative.
(Cf. the very similar
expression alladhina khasiru anfusahum occurring in many places and
rendered by me as "those who
have squandered their own selves".) In the sense in which it is used
here, the term israf (lit.,
"wastefulness" or "lack of moderation in one's doings") is almost
synonymous with the term
tughyan ("overweening arrogance") occurring in the preceding verse (Manor
XI, 314), and relates to
the same type of man. The phrase "goodly seem [to them] their own doings"
describes the unthinking
complacency with which "those who waste their own selves" go through
life.
22 Cf. 6:131-132. The phrase rendered by me as "the apostles sent unto
them" reads, literally,
"their apostles". The sinners' refusal to believe is expressed in the
text by means of the
construction wa-md kdnu li-yu'minu.
23 Sc., "to suit our own views as to what is right and what is wrong". This
is an oblique reference
to the highly subjective criticism of Qur'anic ethics and eschatology by
many agnostics (both
among the contemporaries of the Prophet and in later times), and
particularly to their view that
the Qur'an was "composed" by Muhammad himself and therefore expresses no
more than his personal
convictions. - Regarding the phrase, "those who do not believe that they
are destined to meet Us",
see note 12 above.

10:16
Say: "Had God willed it [otherwise], I would not have conveyed this [divine writ] unto you, nor
would He have brought it to your knowledge. Indeed. a whole lifetime have I dwelt among you
ere this [revelation came unto me]: will you not, then, use your reason?"24
10:17
And who could be more wicked than they who attribute their own lying inventions to God or
give the lie to His messages? Verily, those who are lost in sin will never attain to a happy state 25
- (10:18) and [neither will] they [who] worship, side by side with God, things or beings that can
neither harm nor benefit them, saying [to themselves], "These are our intercessors with God!"26
Say: "Do you [think that you could] inform God of anything in the heavens or on earth that He
does not know?27 Limitless is He in His glory, and sublimely exalted above anything to which
men may ascribe a share in His divinity!"
10:19
AND [know that] all mankind were once but one single community, and only later did they
begin to hold divergent views.28 And had it not been for a decree - that had already gone forth
from thy Sustainer, all their differences would indeed have been settled [from the outset].29
10:20
NOW THEY [who deny the truth] are wont to ask, "Why has no miraculous sign ever been
bestowed upon him from on high by his Sustainer?"30
Say, then: "God's alone is the knowledge of that which is beyond the reach of human
perception." Wait, then, [until His will becomes manifest:] verily, I shall wait with you!"
24 This argument - placed in the mouth of the Prophet - has a twofold
implication. Ever since his
early youth, Muhammad had been renowned for his truthfulness and
integrity, so much so that
his Meccan compatriots applied to him the epithet Al-Amin ("The
Trustworthy"). In addition to
this, he had never composed a single line of poetry (and this in contrast
with a tendency which
was widespread among the Arabs of his time), nor had he been
distinguished by particular eloquence.
"How, then," goes the argument, "can you reconcile your erstwhile
conviction - based on the
experience of a lifetime - that Muhammad was incapable of uttering a lie,
with your present
contention that he himself has composed the Qur'an and now falsely
attributes it to divine
revelation? And how could he who, up to the age of forty, has never
displayed any poetic or

philosophic gifts and is known to be entirely unlettered (ummi), have
composed a work as perfect
in its language, as penetrating in its psychological insight and 'as
compelling in its inner
logic as the Qur'an?"
25 I.e., in the life to come. In this context, the "attributing of one's
own lying inventions to
God" would seem to apply specifically to the wanton accusation that
Muhammad himself composed
the Qur'an and then attributed it to God; and the "giving the lie to
God's messages" refers to
the attitude of those who make such an accusation and, consequently,
reject the Qur'an (Razi)
26 Thus the discourse returns to the problem of "intercession" touched upon
in verse 3 of this surah.
Literally, the beginning of the sentence reads thus: "And they worship
that which neither harms
them nor benefits them" - an expression alluding to both concrete
representations and conceptual
images. It should be noted that the "they" elliptically referred to here
are not identical with
the people spoken of earlier as "those who do not believe that they are
destined to meet Us" (in
other words, those who deny the reality of resurrection and of the Day of
Judgment): for the people
of whom the above verse speaks obviously do believe - albeit in a
confused manner - in life after
death and man's responsibility before God, as is evident from the
statement that they worship
imaginary "intercessors with God".
27 Thus, belief in the efficacy of anyone's unqualified intercession with
God, or mediation between
man and Him, is here equated with a denial of God's omniscience, which
takes all the circumstances
of the sinner and his sinning a priori into consideration. (As regards
God's symbolic grant of
permission to His prophets to "intercede" for their followers on the Day
of Judgment, see note 7 above.)
28 Lit., ("and then they disagreed [among themselves]". For an explanation
of the term "one single
community" (ummah wahidah), see Sarah 2, note 197. In the present
context, this expression alludes
not merely to mankind's one-time homogeneity, but also - by implication to the fact, repeatedly
stressed in the Qur'an (e.g., in 7:172), that the ability to realize
God's existence, oneness and
omnipotence is innate in man, and that all deviation from this basic
perception is a consequence
of the confusion brought about by man's progressive estrangement from his
inborn instincts.
29 Lit., "it would indeed have been decided between them regarding all that
they were differing in":

i.e., had it not been for God's decree - which is the meaning, in this
context, of the term kalimah
(lit., "word") - that men should differ in their intellectual approach to
the problems touched
upon by divine revelation, "they would not have contended with one
another after having received
all evidence of the truth", but would all have held from the very outset,
and would continue to
hold, the same views (cf. 2:253 and the corresponding note 245). Since,
however, such a uniformity
would have precluded men's intellectual, moral and social development,
God has left it to their
reason, aided by prophetic guidance, gradually to find their way to the
truth. (See also surah 2,
note 198.) The above parenthetic passage must be read in conjunction with
2:213.
30 I.e., on Muhammad, in order to "prove" that he is truly a bearer of
God's message (a sceptical
objection which resumes the theme enunciated in verses 1-2 and 15-17
above); see also 6:37 and
109 and the corresponding notes, especially note 94. The pronoun "they"
refers to both categories
of deniers of the truth spoken of in the preceding passages: the atheists
or agnostics "who do
not believe that they are destined to meet God", as well as those who,
while believing in God,
"ascribe a share in His divinity" to all manner of imaginary intercessors
or mediators (see
verse 18 above).

10:21
And [thus it is:] whenever We let [such] people 32 taste [some of Our] grace after hardship has
visited them-lo! they forthwith turn to devising false arguments against Our messages.33
Say: "God is swifter [than you] in His deep devising!" Behold, Our [heavenly] messengers are
recording all that you may devise!
31 This answer relates not merely to the question as to why God has not
bestowed on Muhammad a
"miraculous sign" of his prophethood, but also to the "why" of his having
been chosen for his
prophetic mission. See in this connection 2:105 ("God singles out for His
grace whom He wills")
and 3:73-74 ("God is infinite, all-knowing, singling out for His grace
whom He wills")
32 I.e., the two categories of people referred to in verses 7, 11, 12, 15,
18 and 20.
33 Lit., "they have forthwith a scheme against Our messages". (The particle
idha preceding this clause
is meant to bring out the element of immediacy, and is best rendered as
"lo! they forthwith...",

etc.) Since God's messages are purely conceptual, the "scheming against
them" obviously connotes
the devising of fallacious arguments meant to cast doubt on the divine
origin of these messages
or to "disprove" the statements made in them. The above discourse on the
psychology of agnosticism
and half-belief is continued in the parable of the seafarers set forth in
the next two verses.

10:22
He it is who enables you to travel on land and sea. And [behold what happens] when you go to
sea in ships:34 [they go to sea in ships,] and they sail on in them in a favourable wind, and they
rejoice thereat until there comes upon them a tempest, and waves surge towards them from all
sides, so that they believe themselves to be encompassed [by death; and then] they call unto God,
[at that moment] sincere in their faith in Him alone, "If Thou wilt but save us from this, we shall
most certainly be among the grateful!" (10:23) Yet as soon as He has saved them from this
[danger], lo! they behave outrageously on earth, offending against all right!35
O men! All your outrageous deeds are bound to fall back upon your own selves!36 [You care
only for] the enjoyment of life in this world: [but remember that] in the end unto Us you must
return, whereupon We shall make you truly understand all that you were doing [in life].
10:24
The parable of the life of this world is but that of rain which We send down from the sky, and
which is absorbed by the plants of the earth 37 whereof men and animals draw nourishment, until
- when the earth has assumed its artful adornment and has been embellished, and they who dwell
on it believe that they have gained mastery over it38 - there comes down upon it Our judgment,
by night or by day, and We cause it to become [like] a field mown down, as if there had been no
yesterday.39
Thus clearly do We spell out these messages unto people who think!
34 Lit., "until, when you are in the ships...", etc. As has been pointed
out by Zamakhshari, the
particle "until" (hatta) which precedes this clause refers to the sudden
rise of the storm described
in the sequence, and not to the "going to sea in ships". It is to be
noted that at this point the
discourse changes abruptly from the direct address "you" to the third
person plural ("they"):
a construction which is evidently meant to bring out the allegorical
character of the subsequent
narrative and to turn it into a lesson of general validity.
35 See verse 12 (of which the above passage is a parabolic illustration)
and the corresponding notes.
36 Lit., "your outrageousness (baghy) is only against your own selves". Cf.
the oft-recurring Qur'anic

expression, "they have sinned against themselves" (zalamu anfusahum,
lit., "they have wronged
themselves"), indicating the inevitability with which every evil deed
damages its perpetrator
spiritually.
37 Lit., "with which the plants of the earth mingle".
38 I.e., they come to believe that they have gained "mastery over nature",
with no conceivable limits
to what they may yet achieve. It is to be borne in mind that the term
zukhruf bears almost invariably
a connotation of artificiality - a connotation which in this case is
communicated to the subsequent
verb izzayyanat. Thus, the whole of the above parabolic sentence may be
understood as alluding to
the artificial, illusory "adornment" brought about by man's technological
efforts, not in
collaboration with nature but, rather, in hostile "confrontation" with
it.
39 Lit., "as if it had not been in existence yesterday": a phrase used in
classical Arabic to describe
something that has entirely disappeared or perished (Taj al-'Arus).

10:25
AND [know that] God invites [man] unto the abode of peace, and guides him that wills [to be
guided] onto a straight way.40 (10:26) For those who persevere in doing good there is the
ultimate good in store, and more [than that].41 No darkness and no ignominy will overshadow
their faces [on Resurrection Day]: it is they who are destined for paradise, therein to abide.
10:27
But us for those who have done evil deeds - the recompense of an evil, deed shall be the like
thereof: 42- and - since they will have none to defend them against God - ignominy will
overshadow them as though their faces were veiled by the night's own darkness:43 it is they who
are destined for the fire, therein to abide.
10:28
For, one Day We shall gather them all together, and then We shall say unto those who [in their
lifetime] ascribed divinity to aught but God, "Stand where you are, you and those [beings and
powers] to whom you were wont to ascribe a share in God's divinity!"44- for by then We shall
have [visibly] separated them from one another.45 And the beings to whom they had ascribed a
share in God's divinity will say [to those who had worshipped them], "It was not us that you were
wont to worship;46 (10:29) and none can bear witness between us and you as God does: we were,
for certain, unaware of your worshipping [us]."47
40 Or: "guides whom He wills onto a straight way". As regards the
expression salam, rendered here and

in many other places as "peace" and elsewhere as "salvation", see surah
5, note 29. It is obvious that
the term dar as-salam ("abode of peace") denotes not only the condition
of ultimate happiness in the
hereafter - alluded to in the allegory of paradise - but also the
spiritual condition of a true believer
in this world: namely, a state of inner security, of peace with God, with
one's natural environment,
and within oneself.
41 I.e., more than their actual merits may warrant (cf. 6:160- "Whoever
shall come [before God] with
a good deed will gain ten times the like thereof"). See also note 79 on
27:89.
42 In contrast with the multiple "rewards" for good deeds, the recompense
of evil will be only
commensurate with the deed itself. (See also note 46 on the last sentence
of 41:50.)
43 Lit., "by a piece of the night, densely dark".
44 Lit., "you and those [God-] partners of yours": cf. surah 6. note 15.
The expression makanakum
(lit., "your place", i.e., "keep to your place") bears a connotation of
contempt and an implied
threat.
45 I.e., separated those who ascribed divinity to beings other than God
from the objects of their
one-time adoration (Tabari, Baghawi): a metonymical phrase denoting a
realization on the part of
the former that there has never been any existential link between them
and those false objects
of worship (cf. 6:24, 10:30, 11:21, 16:87 and 28:75 - "and all their
false imagery has [or
"will have"] forsaken them"). See also the next two notes.
46 I.e., "it was only your own fancies and desires that you worshipped,
clothing them in the garb
of extraneous beings": in other words, the worship of idols, forces of
nature, saints, prophets,
angels, etc., is shown here to be nothing but a projection of the
worshipper's own subconscious
desires. (Cf. also 34:41 and the corresponding note 52.)
47 Thus the Qur'an makes it clear that the saints and prophets who, after
their death, have been
unwarrantably deified by their followers shall not be held accountable
for the blasphemous worship
accorded to them (cf. 5:116-117); furthermore, even the inanimate objects
of false worship will
symbolically deny any connection between themselves and their
worshippers.

10:30

There and then will every human being clearly apprehend what he has done in the past; and all
will be brought back unto God,48 their true Lord Supreme, and all their false imagery will have
forsaken them.
10:31
SAY: "Who is it that provides you with sustenance 49 out of heaven and earth, or who is it that
has full power over [your] hearing and sight? And who is it that brings forth the living out of that
which is dead, and brings forth the dead out of that which is alive? And who is it that governs all
that exists?"
And they will [surely] answer: "[It is] God.50 Say, then: "Will you not, then, become [fully]
conscious of Him - (10:32) seeing that He is God, your Sustainer, the Ultimate Truth?51 For,
after the truth [has been forsaken], what is there [left] but error? How, then, can you lose sight of
the truth?"52
48 I.e., will be brought back to the realization of God's oneness,
uniqueness and almightiness that instinctive cognition which has been implanted in human nature as
such (see 7:172).
49 The term rizq ("provision of sustenance") is used here in both the
physical and spiritual connotations
of this word, which explains the reference to "heaven and earth" and,
subsequently, "[man's] hearing
and sight".
50 The people referred to here are those who believe, firstly, that there
are beings endowed with
certain divine or semi-divine qualities, thus having, as it were, a
"share" in God's divinity; and,
secondly, that by worshipping such beings men can come closer to God.
This idea obviously presupposes
belief in God's existence, as is brought out in the "answer" of the
people thus addressed (cf. 7:172
and the corresponding note 139); but inasmuch as it offends against the
concept of God's oneness and
uniqueness, it deprives those people's belief in God of its true meaning
and spiritual value.
51 Lit., "this [or "such"], then, being God, your Sustainer, the Ultimate
Truth" - i.e., "seeing that,
on your own admission, He is the One who creates and governs all things
and is the Ultimate Reality
behind all that exists" (see surah 20, note 99): which implies a
categorical denial of the possibility
that any other being could have a share, however small, in His divinity.
52 Lit., "How, then, are you turned away?"-i.e., from the truth.

10:33

Thus is thy Sustainer's word proved true with regard to such as are bent on sinful doings: they
will not believe.53 (10:34) Say: "Can any of those beings to whom you ascribe a share in God's
divinity create [life] in the first instance, and then bring it forth anew?"54
Say: "It is God [alone] who creates [all life] in the first instance, and then brings it forth anew.
How perverted, then, are your minds!"55 (10:35) Say: "Does any of those beings to whom you
ascribe a share in God's divinity guide unto the truth?"
Say: "It is God [alone] who guides unto the truth. Which, then, is more worthy to be followed He who guides unto the truth, or he who cannot find the right way unless he is guided?56 What,
then, is amiss with you and your judgment?"57
10:36
For, most of them follow nothing but conjecture: [and,] behold, conjecture can never be a
substitute for truth.58 Verily, God has full knowledge of all that they do.
53 See surah 2, note 7, as well as 8:55 and the corresponding note 58. In
this particular context,
"the Sustainer's word" seems to be synonymous with "the way of God"
(sunnat Allah) concerning
deliberate sinners and deniers of the truth (Manor XI, 359). The particle
anna in annahum (lit.,
"that they") is, thus, indicative of the purport of the divine "word"
referred to, and is best
expressed by a colon.
54 This rhetorical question is connected with the false belief that those
idolatrously worshipped beings
are no more than "intercessors" between their followers and God (see
verse 18 above): and so, even their
misguided votaries cannot possibly attribute to them the power to create
and to resurrect. See also
note 8 on verse 4 of this surah. In its wider sense, this question (and
the subsequent answer) relates
to the God-willed, cyclic process of birth, death and regeneration
evident in all organic nature.
55 See surah 5, note 90.
56 Since the concept of "finding the right way" cannot apply to lifeless
idols and idolatrous images,
the above passage obviously relates to animate beings - whether dead or
alive - to whom "a share in
God's divinity" is falsely attributed: that is, to saintly personalities,
prophets or angels whom
popular fancy blasphemously endows with some or all of God's qualities,
sometimes even to the extent
that they are regarded as a manifestation or incarnation of God on earth.
As for the act of God's
guidance, it is displayed, primarily, in the power of conscious reasoning
as well as of instinctive

insight with which He has graced man, thus enabling him to follow the
divine laws of right conduct
(Zamakhshari).
57 Lit., "[and] how do you judge?"
58 Lit., "conjecture can in no wise make [anyone] independent (la yughni)
of the truth", i.e., of
positive insight obtained through authentic revelation (to which the
sequence relates). The people
referred to here (and apparently also in the first sentence of verse 53
of this surah) are the
agnostics who waver between truth and falsehood. - Some of the great
exponents of Islamic Law foremost among them Ibn Hazm - base on this verse their rejection of
qiyas ("deduction by analogy")
as a means of eliciting religious laws which are supposedly "implied" in
the wording of the Qur'an
or of the Prophet's teachings, but not clearly laid down in terms of law.
In his commentary on
this verse. Razi thus sums up the above view: "They say that every
deduction by analogy is a
conjectural process and is, therefore, of necessity, inadmissible [in
matters pertaining to religion] for 'conjecture can never be a substitute for truth'." (See also 5:101102, and the corresponding
notes 120-123.)

10:37
Now this Qur'an could not possibly have been devised by anyone save God: nay indeed,59 it
confirms the truth of whatever there still remains [of earlier revelations] and clearly spells out the
revelation [which comes] - let there be no doubt about it - from the Sustainer of all the worlds. 60
(10:38) And yet,61 they [who are bent on denying the truth] assert, "[Muhammad] has invented
it!"
Say [unto them]: "Produce, then, a surah of similar merit; and [to this end] call to your aid
whomever you can, other than God, if what you say is true!62
10:39
Nay, but they are bent on giving the lie to everything the wisdom whereof they do not
comprehend, and ere its inner meaning has become clear to them 63 Even thus did those who
lived before their time give the lie to the truth: and behold what happened in the end to those
evildoers!
10:40
And there are among them such as will in time come to believe in this [divine writ], just as there
are among them such as will never believe in it;64 and thy Sustainer is fully aware as to who are
the spreaders of corruption. (10:41) And [so, O Prophet,] if they give thee the lie, say: "To me

[shall be accounted] my doings, and to you, your doings: you are not accountable for what I am
doing, and I am not accountable for whatever you do."
59 Lit., "but" (wa-lakin)- a stress on the impossibility of any assertion
to the contrary.
60 The above passage has a twofold significance: firstly, the wisdom
inherent in the Qur'an precludes
any possibility of its having been composed by a human being; and,
secondly, the Qur'anic message
is meant to confirm, and give a final formulation to, the eternal truths
which have been conveyed
to man through a long succession of prophets: truths which have
subsequently been obscured through
wrong interpretation, deliberate omissions or interpolations, or a
partial or even total loss of the
original texts. For an explanation of the phrase ma bayna yadayhi,
rendered by me in this context
as "whatever there still remains [of earlier revelations]", see surah 3,
note 3.
61 According to the great philologist Abu 'Ubaydah Ma'mar ibn al-Muthanni
(as quoted by Baghawi),
the particle am which introduces this sentence has no interrogative
connotation, but is - as in
several other places in the Qur'an - synonymous with the conjunction wa
("and"), which in this
case can be suitably rendered as above.
62 Cf. 2:23 and the corresponding note 15.
63 Lit., "the knowledge whereof they do not encompass, while its inner
meaning has not yet come to
them". Most of the classical commentators explain this sentence in the
way rendered by me; some
of them, however (e.g., Tabari and Baghawi), interpret the term ta'wil
("final [or "inner"]
meaning") in the sense in which it is used in 7:53 (see my translation of
that passage and the
corresponding note 41).
64 The verb yu'minun, which occurs twice in this verse, can be understood
as connoting either
the present tense - "[such as] believe", resp. "[such as] do not believe"
- or the future tense.
The future tense (adopted by me) is the meaning unequivocally attributed
to it by Tabari and
Ibn Kathir; some of the other authorities, like Zamakhshari and Razi,
prefer the present tense,
but nevertheless regard the other interpretation as legitimate. (See also
Manar XI, 380.)

10:42

And there are among them such as (pretend to] listen to thee: but canst thou cause the deaf to
hearken even though they will not use their reason? (10:43) And there are among them such as
[pretend to] look towards thee: but canst thou show the right way to the blind even though they
cannot see? (10:44) Verily, God does not do the least wrong unto men, but it is men who wrong
themselves.
10:45
And on the Day when He shall gather them [unto Himself, it will seem to them] as if they had
not tarried [on earth] longer than an hour of a day, knowing one another;65 [and] lost indeed will
be they who [in their lifetime] considered it a lie that they were destined to meet God, and [thus]
failed to find the right way.
(46) And whether We show thee [in this world] something of what We hold in store for those
[deniers of the truth],66 or whether We cause thee to die [before that retribution takes place know that, in the end], it is unto Us that they must return; and God is witness to all that they do.67
10:47
NOW every community has had an apostle; and only after their apostle has appeared [and
delivered his message] is judgment passed on them, in all equity;68 and never are they wronged.
65 I.e., their past sojourn in this world, during which they were bound to
one another by various
ties of human relationship, will appear to them like a short moment as
compared with the timeless
duration of the life that awaits them after resurrection (see note 19 on
79:46), with all their
past relationships cut asunder. See also 6:94, which describes the
condition of the deniers of the
truth on the Day of Resurrection: "And now, indeed, you have come unto Us
in a lonely state, even
as We created you in the first instance"; and later on, in that same
verse: "Indeed, all the bonds
between you [and your earthly life] are now severed...."
66 Lit., "of what We promise them" or "of what We threaten them with" i.e., the inevitable retribution,
sometimes even in this world, which a deliberate denial of the truth
brings in its wake.
67 The above verse is addressed, in the first instance, to the Prophet, and
relates to those of
his contemporaries who refused to acknowledge the truth of the Qur'anic
revelation. In its wider
sense, however, it is addressed to every believer who might find it
incomprehensible that life-long
suffering is often the lot of the righteous, while many wrongdoers and
deniers of the truth
apparently remain unscathed and are allowed to enjoy the good things of
life. The Qur'an solves

this apparent paradox by making it clear that, in comparison with the
life to come, the life in
this world is but a brief moment, and that it is only in the hereafter
that man's destiny reveals
itself in all its true aspects. Cf. 3:185 - "only on the Day of
Resurrection will you be requited
in full [for whatever you have done] ... for the life of this world is
nothing but an enjoyment
of self-delusion".
68 Lit., "and when their apostle has come, a decision is made between them
in all equity". This verse
stresses (a) the continuity of religious revelation in mankind's history
and the fact that in the
long run no community, period or civilization (which latter is one of the
meanings attributable
to the term ummah) has been left without prophetic guidance, and (b) the
doctrine that God does not
punish "a community for its wrongdoing so long as its people are still
unaware [of the meaning of
right and wrong]: for all shall be judged according to their [conscious]
deeds" (6:131-132).

10:48
And yet, they [who deny the truth] are wont to ask, "When is that promise [of resurrection and
judgment] to be fulfilled? [Answer this, O you who believe in it,] if you are men of truth!"
10:49
Say [O Prophet]: "It is not within my power to avert harm from, or bring benefit to, myself,
except as God may please.69 For all people a term has been set: when the end of their term
approaches, they can neither delay it by a single moment, nor hasten it."70
10:50
Say: "Have you ever considered [how you would feel] if His chastisement were to befall you by
night or by day? What could there be in that prospect that people lost in sin should wish to
hasten?" (10:51) Will you, then, believe in it [only] after it has come to pass - [on the Day when
you will be asked, 'Do you believe in it] now,72 after having [contemptuously] called for its
speedy advent?' (10:52) - whereupon those who [in their lifetime] were bent on evildoing will be
told, 'Taste suffering abiding! Is this requital anything but the just due for what you were wont to
do?"73
10:53
And some people 74 ask thee, "Is all this true?" Say: "Yea, by my Sustainer! It is most certainly
true, and you cannot elude [the final reckoning]!" (10:54) And all human beings that have been
doing evil75 would surely, if they possessed all that is on earth, offer it as ransom [on Judgment

Day];76 and when they see the suffering [that awaits them], they will be unable to express their
remorse.77 But judgment will be passed on them in all equity; and they will not be wronged.
69 Sc., "and since I do not possess any supernatural powers, I cannot
predict that which is beyond
the reach of human perception (al-ghayb)".
70 See 7:34 and the corresponding notes 25 and 26. In the above context,
the "end of the term" refers,
in particular, to the coming of the Last Hour and the Day of Judgment.
71 Lit., "What [part] thereof might the people lost in sin (al-mujrimun)
wish to hasten" meaning, according to Zamakhshari, that "all of [God's] chastisement is
awful and bitter, and
should inspire one with the desire to flee therefrom;... and there is
nothing in it that ought
to make one wish to hasten it". This is an allusion to the incredulous
inquiry of the deniers
of the truth about the coming of the Last Hour (verse 48 above), as well
as to their sarcastic
demand that they should be immediately chastised by God in proof of
Muhammad's prophetic mission
(cf. 6:57-58 and 8:32, as well as the corresponding notes).- The
expression "by night or by day"
occurring in the preceding sentence denotes the suddenness and
unexpectedness with which doom
is bound to encompass the evildoers on the Day of Judgment.
72 I.e., "when it is too late" (Tabari, Zamakhshari, Razi; my interpolation
at the beginning of
this sentence is based on these authorities).
73 Lit., "Are you being requited for anything but for what you were wont to
earn?"
74 Lit., "they" - i.e., those of the unbelievers who are wavering in their
agnosticism and as mentioned in verse 36 above - "follow nothing but conjecture" (Manar
XI, 394).
75 In this instance, by deliberately giving the lie to the Prophet and
rejecting the message
of the Qur'an.
76 Cf. 3 : 91 and the corresponding note 71.
77 The primary meaning of the verb asarrahu is "he concealed it" or "he
kept it secret"; thus,
the phrase asarru 'n-nadamah (expressed in the past tense but in the
above context obviously
denoting a future event) could be rendered as "they will conceal their
remorse". In view, however,
of the many statements in the Qur'an that on the Day of Judgment the
sinners will not only not

conceal but will, rather, stress their remorse, some of the commentators
(e.g., Baghawi, on the
authority of Abu 'Ubaydah) are of the opinion that in this particular
verse the verb asarra denotes
the opposite of its primary meaning and, accordingly, interpret the
phrase as "they will manifest
their remorse". But the linguistic validity of this rather forced
interpretation has been
emphatically contested by many philologists, and particularly by Abu
Mansur al-Azhari (cf. Lane
IV, 1337); and since there is no convincing reason to disregard the
original significance of the
verb asarra with its implication of "concealment", the above Qur'anic
phrase must be understood
(as Zamakhshari understands it), in the metonymical sense of an
involuntary "concealment", that
is, the sinners' inability to express the full depth of their remorse.

10:55
Oh, verily, unto God belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth! Oh, verily, God's promise
always comes true - but most of them know it not! (10:56) He alone grants life and deals death;
and unto Him you all must return.78
10:57
O MANKIND! There has now come unto you an admonition from your Sustainer, and a cure for
all [the ill] that may be in men's hearts,79 and guidance and grace unto all who believe [in Him].
(10:58) Say: "In [this] bounty of God and in His grace - in this, then, let them rejoice: it is better
than all [the worldly wealth] that they may amass!"
10:59
Say: "Have you ever considered all the means of sustenance which God has bestowed upon you
from on high80 - and which you thereupon divide into 'things forbidden' and 'things lawful?"81
Say: "Has God given you leave [to do this] - or do you, perchance, attribute your own guesswork
to God?"
78 Lit., "you shall be brought back" - for, "all that exists goes back to
Him [as its source]"
(11:123).
79 I.e., a remedy for all that is contrary to truth and moral good.
80 This connects with the statement, in verse 57, that the Qur'an offers to
man a complete guidance
towards the good life and spiritual fulfilment in this world, and
happiness in the life to come.
As already mentioned in surah 2, note 4, the term rizq connotes all that
may be good and useful
to man, be it of a physical nature (in the conventional sense of "means
of sustenance") or belonging

to the realm of the mind (like reason, knowledge, etc.) or of the spirit
(like faith, kindness,
patience, etc.). Thus, it applies exclusively to positive, beneficial
means of sustenance, and
never to things or phenomena which are morally reprehensible and/or
physically or socially injurious.
81 Lit., "and thereupon you have made some of it forbidden (haram) and
[some of it] lawful (halal)".
The fact that it is God who "has bestowed upon you from on high" (anzala
'alaykum) i.e., has willed
that man should make use of - all that can be qualified as rizq,
automatically makes all its
manifestations lawful (Zamakhshari). In accordance with the doctrine that
everything which has
not been expressly forbidden by the Qur'an or the explicit teachings of
the Prophet is eo ipso
lawful, this verse takes a clear-cut stand against all arbitrary
prohibitions invented by man or
artificially "deduced" from the Qur'an or the Prophet's sunnah (Manar XI,
409 f.; see also note 58
on verse 36 of this surah, as well as 5:101-102 and the corresponding
notes). In its wider sense,
the above verse relates to people who refuse to be guided by revelation
and prefer to "follow
nothing but conjecture" (verse 36).

10:60
But what do they think - they who attribute their own lying inventions to God - [what do they
think will happen to them] on the Day of Resurrection?
Behold, God is indeed limitless in His bounty unto men - but most of them are ungrateful.
10:61
AND IN whatever condition thou mayest find thyself, [O Prophet,] and whatever discourse of
this [divine writ]82 thou mayest be reciting, and whatever work you [all, O men,] may do [remember that] We are your witness83 [from the moment] when you enter upon it: for, not even
an atom's weight [of whatever there is] on earth or in heaven escapes thy Sustainer's knowledge;
and neither is there anything smaller than that, or larger, but is recorded in [His] clear decree.
10:62
Oh, verily, they who are close to God84 - no fear need they have, and neither shall they grieve:
(10:63) they who have attained to faith and have always been conscious of Him. (10:64) For
them there is the glad tiding [of happiness] in the life of this world85 and in the life to come; [and
since] nothing could ever alter [the outcome of] God's promises, this, this is the triumph
supreme!
10:65

And be not grieved by the sayings of those [who deny the truth]. Behold, all might and glory 86
belong to God alone: He alone is all-hearing, all-knowing.
82 Or: "Whatever discourse (qur'an) from Him".
83 Lit., "witnesses", corresponding to the majestic plural "We". The
specific reference to the Prophet
and his recitation of the Qur'an (implied in the singular form of address
in the first part of this
sentence) is meant to stress the supreme importance of divine revelation
in the context of human life.
84 The verb waliya (from which the noun wali, pl. awliya', is derived)
signifies, primarily, the
nearness or closeness of one thing to another: thus, God is spoken of in
the Qur'an (e.g., in
2:257 and 3:68) as being "near unto (wali) those who believe". Although
the term wali, when
applied to God, as well as to the relationship between one created being
and another, is often used
in the Qur'an in the sense of "helper", "friend", "protector",
"guardian", etc., none of these
secondary meanings can properly - i.e., without offending against the
reverence due to God describe man's attitude to, or relationship with, Him. Consequently, the
above reference to the
believers as awliyd' of God is best rendered as "they who are close to
God", in the sense of their
being always conscious of Him. This rendering has the support of almost
all the classical commentators.
85 I.e., the happiness born of the feeling of closeness to God and, hence,
of spiritual fulfilment.
86 The noun 'izzah comprises the concepts of superior might as well as of
honour and glory. Its
rendering into another language depends on the context, and sometimes as in this case - necessitates
a combination of two terms.

10:66
OH, VERILY, unto God belongs whoever is in the heavens and whoever is on earth: hence, what
is it that they follow - those who invoke, beside God. beings to whom they ascribe a share in His
divinity?87 They follow but the conjectures [of others], and themselves do nothing but guess (10:67) [whereas] it is He who has made the night for you, so that you might have rest therein,
and the day, to make [you] see88 in this, behold, there are messages indeed for people who [are
willing to] listen.
10:68
[And yet] they assert, "God has taken unto Himself a son!" Limitless is He in His glory!89 Selfsufficient is He: unto Him belongs all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth! No evidence

whatever have you for this [assertion]! Would you ascribe unto God something which you
cannot know?
10:69
Say: "Verily, they who attribute their own lying inventions to God will never attain to a happy
state!" (10:70) [A brief] enjoyment in this world - and thereafter unto Us they must return: and
then We shall let them taste suffering severe as an outcome of their persistent denial of the truth.
(71) AND CONVEY unto them the story of Noah - when he said unto his people: "O my people!
If my presence [among you] and my announcement of God's messages are repugnant to you90 well, in God have I placed my trust. Decide, then, upon what you are going to do [against me],91
and [call to your aid] those beings to whom you ascribe a share in God's divinity;92 and once you
have chosen your course of action, let no hesitation deflect you from it;93 and then carry out
against me [whatever you may have decided], and give me no respite! (10:72) But if you turn
away [from the message which I bear, remember that] I have asked no reward whatever of you:
my reward rests with none but God, for I have been bidden to be among those who have
surrendered themselves unto Him."
87 Lit., "partners", i.e., of God (see surah 6, note 15). The substantive
pronoun man ("whoever")
occurring twice in the first part of this verse contains an allusion to
rational beings (as distinct
from inanimate objects) whom "those who ascribe divinity to aught beside
God" consider to be
endowed with qualities or powers which, in fact, belong to Him alone. The
Qur'an argues against
this idolatrous concept by pointing out that all rational beings, whether
men or angels, "belong
to God" (i.e., are - like everything else in the universe - wholly
dependent on Him for their
existence), possessing no divine qualities and, therefore, no reality as
objects of worship.
88 See 14:32-33 and the corresponding note 46; for the specific
significance, in this context, of
the reference to "day" and "night", see note 77 on 27:86, which belongs
to a somewhat earlier
revelation than the present surah.
89 See surah 2, note 96.
90 Sc., "because they run counter to the idolatrous beliefs which you have
inherited from your
ancestors". The story of Noah, briefly mentioned in verses 71-73, is told
at greater length in
11:36-48 (see also 7:59-64). Here it connects with verse 47 above, and
thus with the main theme
of this surah: the truth of God's revelation of His will through His
prophets, and the suffering
which in the life to come is bound to befall those who give the lie to
His messages.

91 Lit., "upon your course of action" (which is the meaning of the term amr
in this context).
92 Lit., "your [God-]partners". For an explanation of this term, see Sarah
6, note 15.
93 This is a free rendering of the elliptic phrase, "and let not your
course of action (amrukum)
be an uncertainty to you".

10:73
And yet they gave him the lie! And so We saved him and all who stood by him, in the ark, and
made them inherit [the earth],94 the while We caused those who gave the lie to Our messages to
drown:95 behold, then, what happened in the end to those people who had been warned [in vain]!
10:74
AND THEN, after him, We sent forth [other] apostles - each one unto his own people96 - and
they brought them all evidence of the truth; but they would not believe in anything to which they
had once given the lie:97 thus it is that We seal the hearts of such as [are wont to] transgress the
bounds of what is right.98
10:75
And after those [earlier prophets] We sent Moses and Aaron with Our messages unto Pharaoh
and his great ones: but they gloried in their arrogance, for they were people lost in sin. (10:76)
And so, when the truth came to them from Us, they said, "Behold, this is clearly nothing but
sorcery!"99
10:77
Said Moses: "Do you speak thus of the truth after it has been brought to you? Can this be
sorcery? But sorcerers can never come to a happy end!"100
94 I.e., "made them outlive [the others]" (Zamakhshari). As regards the
allegorical rendering of
khala'if (sing. khalif or khalifah) adopted by me, see Sarah 2, note 22.
95 See surah 7, note 47.
96 Lit., "We sent apostles to their [own] people"- an allusion to the fact
that each of the apostles
before Muhammad was sent to one particular people or community, and that
the Arabian Prophet was
the first and the last to bring a universal message addressed to all
mankind.
97 Cf. 7:101 and the corresponding note 82.

98 See Sarah 2, note 7.
99 Lit., "this is indeed obvious sorcery": an accusation which apparently
refers to the spellbinding
force of the messages conveyed to them by Moses, similar to the
objections raised against the Last
Prophet, Muhammad. (See verse 2 of this surah and the corresponding note
5).
100 The implication is that what is termed "sorcery" cannot achieve more
than ephemeral phenomena
lacking any spiritual content, and can never prevail against the laws of
nature which, in their
totality, are described in the Qur'an as "the way of God". The story of
Moses and the sorcerers
and the latters' subsequent conversion is told in greater detail in AlA'raf and Ta Ha, both of
which were revealed before the present surah.

10:78
[The great ones] replied: "Hast thou come to turn us away from what we found our forefathers
believing in and doing, so that the two of you might become supreme in this land? However, we
do not believe in you two!"101 (10:79) And Pharaoh commanded: "Bring before me every
sorcerer of great knowledge!"
10:80
And when the sorcerers came, Moses said unto them: "Throw whatever you may [wish to]
throw!" (10:81) And when they threw down [their staffs and cast a spell upon the people's
eyes102], Moses said unto them: "What you have contrived is [but] sorcery which, verily, God
will bring to nought! Verily, God does not further the works of spreaders of corruption - (10:82)
whereas by His words God proves the truth to be true,103 however hateful this may be to those
who are lost in sin!"
10:83
But none save a few of his people declared their faith in Moses,104 [while others held back] for
fear of Pharaoh and their great ones, lest they persecute them:105 for, verily, Pharaoh was mighty
on earth and was, verily, of those who are given to excesses.
10:84
And Moses said: "O my people! If you believe in God, place your trust in Him - if you have
[truly] surrendered yourselves unto Him!" (10:85) Whereupon they answered: "In God have we
placed our trust! O our Sustainer, make us not a plaything106 for evildoing folk, (10:86) and save
us, by Thy grace, from people who deny the truth!"
101 The dual address "you two" relates to Moses and his brother Aaron.

102 The above interpolation is based on 7:116; see also the second
paragraph of 20:66.
103 By "God's words" is meant here His creative will, manifested in the
laws of nature instituted
by Him as well as in the revelations granted by Him to His prophets
(Manor XI, 468). A similar
phrase occurs also in 8:7 and 42:24.
104 Lit., "believed in Moses"; however, since the sequence shows that not
belief as such but its
open profession is referred to here, I have rendered the above phrase
accordingly. As for the
term dhurriyyah (lit., "offspring"), we have several authoritative
statements to the effect that
it often denotes "a small group [or "a few"] of one's people" (Ibn
'Abbas, as quoted by Tabari,
Baghawi, Razi and Ibn Kathir, as well as Ad-Dahhak and Qatadah, as quoted
by Tabari and Ibn Kathir);
hence my rendering. Since the Qur'an mentions (e.g., in 7:120-126) that
some Egyptians, too,
came to believe in Moses' message and openly proclaimed their belief, it
is reasonable to assume
that by "his people" are meant not merely the Israelites but, more
generally, the people among
whom Moses was living: that is, both Israelites and Egyptians. This
assumption is strengthened by
the reference, in the next clause of this sentence, to "their great ones"
- an expression obviously
relating to the Egyptian "great ones":
105 If the expression 'ala khawf is taken to mean "despite [their] fear"
(referring to those who did
declare their faith openly), the above sentence would read thus: "... a
few of his people declared
their faith in Moses despite their fear that Pharaoh and their great ones
would persecute them" implying, as does the rendering adopted by me, that, because of their
fear, the majority did not
declare their faith openly.
106 Lit., "temptation to evil" (fitnah).

10:87
And [thus] did We inspire Moses and his brother: "Set aside for your people some houses in the
city, and [tell them], 'Turn your houses into places of worship,107 and be constant in prayer!' And
give thou [O Moses] the glad tiding [of God's succour] to all believers."
10:88
And Moses prayed: "O our Sustainer! Verily, splendour and riches hast Thou vouchsafed, in the
life of this world, unto Pharaoh and his great ones with the result, O our Sustainer, that they are

leading [others] astray from Thy path!108 O our Sustainer! Wipe out their riches, and harden their
hearts, so that they may not attain to faith ere they see the grievous suffering [that awaits them]!"
10:89
[God] answered: "Accepted is this your prayer!109 Continue, then, both of you, steadfastly on the
right way, and follow not the path of those who have no knowledge [of right and wrong]."
(10:90) And We brought the children of Israel across the sea; and thereupon Pharaoh and his
hosts pursued them with vehement insolence and tyranny, until [they were overwhelmed by the
waters of the sea. And] when he was about to drown, [Pharaoh] exclaimed:110 "I have come to
believe that there is no deity save Him in whom the children of Israel believe, and I am of those
who surrender themselves unto Him!"
10:91
[But God said:] "Now?"111- when ever before this thou hast been rebelling [against Us], and hast
been among those who spread corruption? (10:92) [Nay,] but today We shall save only thy
body,112 so that thou mayest be a [warning] sign unto those who will come after thee: for, behold,
a good many people are heedless of Our messages!"
107 Lit., "a direction of prayer" (qiblah) - a metaphor meant to impress
upon the children of Israel
that their only salvation lay in God-consciousness and unceasing devotion
to Him. The primary meaning
of misr - usually rendered as "Egypt" - is "city" or "metropolis".
108 According to most of the classical commentators, the particle li
prefixed to the verb yudillu
("they are leading astray") represents in this context the so-called lam
al-'aqibah ("the [letter]
lam denoting a consequence") and does not, as in many other instances,
express a purpose or an
intent ("in order that" or "to the end that"). My rendering of this li as
"with the result that"
is meant to bring out Moses' moral indignation at the perversity of
Pharaoh and his great ones who,
instead of being grateful to God for His bounty, are using their power to
corrupt their own people.
109 Lit., "the prayer of you two", i.e., Moses and Aaron, both of whom are
addressed in the next
sentence as well.
110 Lit., "until, when drowning overtook him, he said". For the full story
of Moses and Pharaoh,
the latter's tyrannical oppression of the Israelites and their ultimate
deliverance, see Exodus
i-xiv, and especially (with reference to the above Qur'an-verse), ch.
xiv, which narrates in
great detail the miraculous escape of the Israelites and the doom of
Pharaoh and his forces. It

should always be remembered that all Qur'anic references to historical or
legendary events
whether described in the Bible or in the oral tradition of pre-Islamic
Arabia - are invariably
meant to elucidate a particular lesson in ethics and not to narrate a
story as such: and this
explains the fragmentary character of these references and allusions.
111 I.e., "Dost thou repent now, when it is too late?" Cf. 4:18 "repentance shall not be accepted
from those who do evil deeds until their dying hour, and then say,
'Behold, I now repent'."
112 Lit., "We shall save thee in thy body": probably an allusion to the
ancient Egyptian custom of
embalming the bodies of their kings and nobles and thus preserving them
for posterity. Some
Egyptologists assume that the "evil Pharaoh" of the Qur'an and the Bible
was Ramses II (about
1324-1258 B.C.), while others identify him with his unlucky predecessor,
Tut-ankh-amen, or even
with Thotmes (or Thutmosis) III, who lived in the 15th century B.C.
However, all these
"identifications" are purely speculative and have no definitive
historical value. In this connection
it should be remembered that the designation "Pharaoh" (fir'awn in
Arabic) is not a proper name
but a title borne by all the kings of ancient Egypt.

10:93
And [thereafter], indeed, We assigned unto the children of Israel a most goodly abode,113 and
provided for them sustenance out of the good things of life. And it was not until knowledge [of
God's revelation] was vouchsafed to them that they began to hold divergent views: [but,] verily,
thy Sustainer will judge between them on Resurrection Day regarding all on which they were
wont to differ.114
10:94
AND SO, [O man,] if thou art in doubt about [the truth of] what We have [now] bestowed upon
thee from on high,115 ask those who read the divine writ [revealed] before thy time:116 [and thou
wilt find that,] surely, the truth has now come unto thee from thy Sustainer. Be not, then, among
the doubters - (10:95) and neither be among those who are bent on giving the lie to God's
messages, lest thou find thyself among the lost.
113 Lit., "We settled the children of Israel in an abode of excellence" which latter term,
according to almost all commentators, conveys the meaning of sidq in this
context.
114 Commenting on this verse, Razi says: "The people of Moses remained of
one religious persuasion

('ala millah wahidah) and of one opinion, without any disagreement, until
they began to study the
Torah: whereupon they became aware of the [various] problems and
obligations involved, and
disagreements [regarding their interpretation] arose among them. And so
God makes it clear [in
the above Qur'an-verse] that this kind of disagreement is inevitable (labudd) and will always
occur in the life of this world." Razi's penetrating psychological
comment is in tune with the
oft-repeated Qur'anic statement that proneness to intellectual dissension
is a permanent
characteristic of human nature (see the last sentences of 2:213 and 253,
respectively, as well
as the corresponding notes; also 23:53 and note 30).
115 Some of the commentators assume that verses 94 and 95 are addressed to
the Prophet Muhammad an assumption which is highly implausible in view of the admonition (in
verse 95), "Be not among
those who are bent on giving the lie to God's messages": for it is
obvious that God's chosen
Prophet was never in danger of falling into such a sin. Consequently,
Razi interprets these two
verses as being addressed to man in general, and explains the reference
to "what We have bestowed
upon thee from on high" in the sense given in my rendering. This
interpretation makes it clear,
moreover, that the above passage is closely connected with verses 57-58,
which speak of the
guidance vouchsafed to mankind through the ultimate divine writ, the
Qur'an.
116 I.e., the Jews and the Christians. The "reading" is here a metonym for
belief, namely, in the
Bible, which - notwithstanding the fact that its text has been corrupted
in the course of time still contains clear references to the advent of the Prophet Muhammad and
thus, by implication,
to the truth of the divine message revealed through him. In its wider
sense, the above verse
alludes to the unbroken continuity of man's religious experience and to
the fact, frequently
stressed in the Qur'an, that every one of God's apostles preached one and
the same basic truth.
(See in this connection the second paragraph of 5:48 and the
corresponding notes 66 and 67.)

10:96
Verily, they against whom thy Sustainer's word [of judgment] has come true117 will not attain to
faith - (10:97) even though every sign [of the truth] should come within their ken - until they
behold the grievous suffering [that awaits them in the life to come].118
10:98

For, alas,119 there has never yet been any community that attained to faith [in its entirety,] and
thereupon benefited by its faith, except the people of Jonah.120 When they came to believe, We
removed from them the suffering of disgrace [which otherwise would have befallen them even]
in the life of this world, and allowed them to enjoy their life during the time allotted to them.121
117 See verse 33 and note 53 above; also note 4 on 14:4.
118 Sc., "when belief will be of no avail to them": an allusion to verses
90-91, which speak of
Pharaoh's "conversion" at the point of death. Cf. also 4:17-18.
119 The particle law-la ("were it not that" or "were it not for") is
sometimes synonymous with
hal-la, and could therefore be translated as "why not" ("why was there
not...?", etc.). However,
neither the interrogative nor the above-mentioned literal rendering would
bring out the purport
of this passage. Its meaning becomes obvious only if we remember that
law-la is - apart from its
primary significance - one of the so-called huruf at-tahdid ("particles
denoting insistence").
Whenever it is followed by a verb in the future tense, it expresses an
urgent exhortation to do
a thing; if followed by a verb in the past tense, as in the above case,
it implies reproof for
one's not having done something that should have been done. There is no
idiomatic equivalent in
modern English to convey this meaning. The nearest approach to it would
be, I believe, the archaic
exclamation "alack", expressive of deep sorrow or reproach; but the use
of this expression (probably
a compound of "ah! lack!"- i.e., loss or misfortune) is ruled out by its
obsoleteness. Consequently,
I am constrained to employ the more current interjection "alas", despite
the fact that it does
not possess the intensity of the ancient "alack". At any rate, the reader
must bear in mind that
the passage under consideration, although seemingly phrased in a
conditional or an interrogatory
form, implies a positive statement: namely - as has been stressed by
several classical
commentators, and most explicitly by Tabari - the statement that "there
has never yet been...", etc.
120 The Qur'an points out in many places that no prophet has ever been
immediately accepted as such
and followed by all of his people, and that many a community perished in
result of the stubborn
refusal, by the majority of its members, to listen to the divine message.
The only exception in this
respect is said to have been the people of Nineveh, who - after having at
first rejected their
prophet Jonah, so that "he went off in wrath" (cf. 21 : 87) - later
responded to his call in unison,
and were saved. For the story of Jonah, see 21:87-88 and 37:139-148, as
well as the corresponding

notes; a fuller narrative, which does not conflict with the Qur'anic
references, is forthcoming
from the Bible (The Book of Jonah). In the context of the passage which
we are now considering,
the mention of Jonah's people - who alone among the communities of the
past heeded their prophet
before it was too late - is meant to warn the hearers and readers of the
Qur'an that a deliberate
rejection of its message by "those against whom God's word [of judgment]
has come true" (see verse
96) is bound to result in their spiritual doom and, consequently, in
grievous suffering in the
life to come.
121 Lit., "for a time", i.e., their natural life-span (Manor XI, 483).

10:99
And [thus it is:] had thy Sustainer so willed, all those who live on earth would surely have
attained to faith, all of them:122 dost thou, then, think that thou couldst compel people to believe,
(10:100) notwithstanding that no human being can ever attain to faith otherwise than by God's
leave,123 and [that] it is He who lays the loathsome evil [of disbelief] upon those who will not use
their reason?"
10:101
Say: "Consider whatever there is in the heavens and on earth!"
But of what avail could all the messages and all the warnings be to people who will not believe?
(10:102) Can such, then, expect anything else [to befall them] but the like of the days of
[calamity which befell] those [deniers of the truth] who passed away before them?
Say: "Wait, then, [for what will happen) verily, I shall wait with you!"
10:103
[For thus it always happens: We seal the doom of all who deny the truth and give the lie to Our
messages;] and thereupon We save Our apostles and those who have attained to faith.125 Thus
have We willed it upon Ourselves: We save all who believe [in Us].126
122 The Qur'an stresses repeatedly the fact that, "had He so willed, He
would have guided you all
aright" (6:149) - the obvious implication being that He has willed it
otherwise: namely, that He has
given man the freedom to choose between right and wrong, thus raising him
to the status of a moral being
(in distinction from other animals, which can only follow their
instincts). See, in this context,
surah 6, note 143, as well as - in connection with the allegory of the
Fall - surah 7, note 16.

123 I.e., by virtue of God's guidance and within the compass of what He has
decreed to be man's nature,
comprising the ability to discriminate between right and wrong. Since
man's freedom of moral choice
expresses itself in his willingness or unwillingness to conform to his
true, God-willed nature, it
can be said to depend, in the last resort, on God's grace. (Cf. in this
respect surah 2, note 19,
as well as surah 14, note 4.)
124 Cf. 8:22 and 55, as well as the corresponding note 58. As in those
verses, unbelief is here shown
to be the result of a person's a-priori unwillingness to use his reason
with a view to understanding
God's messages, be they directly expressed in the revelations granted to
His prophets, or - as the
Qur'an once again stresses in the next verse - open to man's perception
in the observable phenomena
of His creation.
125 My long interpolation at the beginning of this verse is based, in the
main, on Zamakhshari's
interpretation of it. It is necessitated by the fact that the adverbial
conjunction thumma
("thereupon" or "thereafter") does not relate here to the immediately
preceding passage but to
a theme repeatedly occurring in the Qur'an and only indirectly alluded to
in verse 102 above: namely,
the experiences of the earlier prophets with their recalcitrant
communities, the doom of those who
gave the lie to their messages and, in every case, a divine deliverance
of the prophet concerned
and of those who followed him. Rashid Rida' describes this passage,
rightly, as "one of the most
outstanding examples of the elliptic mode of expression (ijaz) to be
found in the Qur'an"
(Manor XI, 487).
126 Razi explains the phrase haqqan 'alayna (lit., "as is incumbent upon
Us") as denoting no more
than a logical necessity, i.e., the unavoidable fulfilment of God's
"willing it upon Himself",
and not a "duty" on His part: for, neither is anything "incumbent" upon
Him who has the power
to will anything, nor - as Razi points out-has man any "right" with
regard to his Creator.

10:104
SAY [O Prophet]: "O mankind! If you are in doubt as to what my faith is, then [know that] I do
not worship those beings whom you worship beside God,127 but [that] I worship God alone, who
shall cause you [all] to die:128 for I have been bidden to be among those who believe [in Him
alone]."
10:105

Hence, [O man,] set thy face steadfastly towards the [true] faith, turning away from all that is
false,129 and be not among those who ascribe divinity to aught beside God. (10:106) Thus, do not
invoke, side by side with God, anything that can neither benefit thee nor harm thee: for, behold,
if thou do it, thou wilt surely be among the evildoers!
10:107
And [know that] if God should touch thee with misfortune, there is none who could remove it
save Him; and if He intends good for thee, there is none who could turn away His bounty: He
causes it to alight upon whomsoever He wills of His servants. And He alone is truly forgiving,
truly a dispenser of grace.
10:108
SAY [O Prophet]: "O mankind! The truth from your Sustainer has now come unto you.
Whoever, therefore, chooses to follow the right path, follows it but for his own good; and
whoever chooses to go astray, goes but astray to his own hurt. And I am not responsible for your
conduct."
(109) And [as for thyself, O Muhammad,] follow but what is being revealed unto thee, and be
patient in adversity, until God shall give His judgment: for He is the best of all judges.
127 Sc., "and call you to account on Judgment Day". The use of the pronoun
alladhina in the phrase
"those whom you worship" shows that it relates here to rational beings like saints, etc. and not to inanimate representations. As regards the term din (rendered
here as "faith", see the
first half of note 249 on 2:256.
128 The specific reference, in this context, to God as the One who causes
all living beings to die
is meant to impress upon "those who deny the truth" the fact that after
their death they will be
placed before Him for judgment.
129 In classical Arabic usage, and particularly in the Qur'an, the word
"face" is often employed as
a metonym for one's whole being because it is the face, more than any
other part of the human body,
that expresses man's personality (cf. surah 2, note 91).- For an
explanation of the term hanif,
see surah 2, note 110.

The Eleventh Surah
Hud
Mecca Period

REVEALED very shortly after the tenth surah (Yunus) - that is, during the last year of the
Prophet's sojourn in Mecca - Hud bears a great resemblance to the former, both in method and
subject-matter. As in Yunus, the main theme is the revelation of God's will through His prophets
and the manifestation of prophethood as such. Some of the stories of earlier prophets mentioned
in Yunus are developed in the present surah in greater detail, and are illuminated from various
angles, with a particular stress on just dealings between man and man. Paramount in this
connection is verse 117, which states that "never would thy Sustainer destroy a community for
wrong [beliefs alone] so long as its people behave righteously [towards one another]". (See in
this connection note 149.)
Some of the authorities are of the opinion that verses 12, 17 and 114 were revealed at a later
date, in Medina; Rashid Rida', however, rejects this view as unconvincing and holds that the
surah in its entirety was revealed at Mecca (Manor XII, 2).
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
11:1
Alif. Lam. Ra.1
A DIVINE WRIT [is this], with messages that have been made clear in and by themselves, and
have been distinctly spelled out as well2- [bestowed upon you] out of the grace of One who is
wise, all-aware, (11:2) so that you may worship none but God.
[Say, O Prophet:] "Behold, I come unto you from Him [as] a warner and a bearer of glad
tidings:3 (11:3) Ask your Sustainer to forgive you your sins, and then turn towards Him in
repentance - [whereupon] He will grant you a goodly enjoyment of life [in this world] until a
term set [by Him is fulfilled];4 and [in the life to come] He will bestow upon everyone possessed
of merit [a full reward for] his merit.5 But if you turn away, then, verily, I dread for you the
suffering [which is bound to befall you] on that awesome Day!6 (11:4) Unto God you all must
return: and He has the power to will anything."
1 See Appendix II. In the somewhat strange opinion of Sibawayh (cf. Manar
XII, 3) and of Razi in
his commentary on this verse, the letters Alif-Lam-Ra represent the title
of this surah, and ought
therefore to be read in conjunction with the following sentence, thus:
"Alif-Lam-Ra is a divine writ...",
etc. However, this opinion conflicts sharply with that of several earlier
authorities of great
standing, e.g., Az-Zajjaj (quoted by Razi), and is, moreover,
unacceptable in view of the fact
that a number of other surahs are preceded by such letter-symbols without
any syntactic possibility
of their being regarded as "titles".
2 According to Zamakhshari and Razi, the conjunction thumma at the
beginning of the clause thumma
fussilat (lit., "and then have been distinctly spelled out") does not
denote a sequence in time

but, rather, a co-ordination of qualities or conditions; therefore my
rendering. As regards my
translation of the phrase uhkimat ayatuhu as "messages that have been
made clear in and by
themselves", see the first sentence of 3:7 as well as the corresponding
note 5, which explains
the expression ayat muhkamat. Rashid Rida' interprets this phrase in the
same sense (see Manar
XII, 3 f.).
3 The conjunction an ("that") preceding the next sentence ("that you
shall...", etc.) is in this
rendering expressed by means of a colon. The interpolation. between
brackets, of the words "Say,
O Prophet" is necessitated by the first-person construction of this
sentence. The subsequent passage up to the end of verse 4 - outlines both the "warning" and the "glad
tidings" referred to above,
and thus circumscribes elliptically the whole of the message entrusted to
the Prophet.
4 I.e., "till the end of your lives" (for an explanation of the term ajal
musamma, see note 2 on
6:2). Since God, in His unfathomable wisdom, does not always grant
worldly happiness and material
benefits to everyone who believes in Him and lives righteously, it is
only reasonable to assume as Rashid Rida' does in Manar XII, 7 ff. - that the "goodly enjoyment of
life" (i.e., in this world)
promised in the above sentence relates to the community of the believers
as a whole, and not
necessarily to individuals. (Cf. 3:139 - "you are bound to rise high if
you are [truly] believers".)
5 The noun fadl, when used with reference to God, invariably denotes
"bounty" or "favour"; in its
reference to man, it usually signifies "merit" or, occasionally,
"eminence". The above verse makes
it clear that, in contrast to the partial and often only moral rewards
and punishments in the life
of this world, God will, in the life to come, bestow the full measure of
His favours upon everyone
who has acquired merit by virtue of his faith and his actions. (Cf. 3:185
- "only on the Day of
Resurrection will you be requited in full for whatever you have done".)
6 Lit., "the suffering of a great Day". See in this connection 9:128.

11:5
Oh, verily, they [who are bent on denying the truth of this divine writ] are enshrouding their
hearts in order to hide from Him.7 Oh, verily, [even] when they cover themselves with their
garments [in order not to see or hear],8 He knows all that they keep secret as well as all that they
bring into the open - for, behold, He has full knowledge of what is in the hearts [of men].

11:6
(6) And there is no living creature on earth but depends for its sustenance on God; and He knows
its time-limit [on earth] and its resting-place [after death]:9 all [this] is laid down in [His] clear
decree. (11:7) And He it is who has created the heavens and the earth in six aeons; and [ever
since He has willed to create life,] the throne of His almightiness has rested upon water.10
[God reminds you of your dependence on Him] in order to test you [and thus to make manifest]
which of you is best in conduct. For thus it is: if11 thou sayest [unto men], "Behold, you shall be
raised again after death!" - they who are bent on denying the truth are sure to answer, "This is
clearly nothing but an enchanting delusion.12
7 Since the people referred to in this verse obviously do not believe in
the divine origin of Muhammad's
message, their "hiding from God" can have, in this context, only one
meaning namely, that of a
metaphor for their unwillingness to listen to the truth which emanates
from Him: and this also
explains the statement that they are "enshrouding their hearts" (lit.,
"bosoms", as at the end of
this verse), i.e., are allowing their hearts and minds to remain wrappedup in prejudices, thus
making them impervious to spiritual perception. See in this connection
8:55 and the corresponding
note 58.
8 The above interpolation corresponds to the meaning given to the preceding
phrase by most of the
lexicographers (cf. Lane VI, 2262).
9 For this rendering of mustaqarr and mustawda', see note 83 on 6:98. The
above reference to
God's all-embracing knowledge connects with the end of the preceding
verse ("He has full knowledge
of all that is in the hearts of men").
10 As regards my rendering of ayyam (lit., "days") as "aeons" and 'arsh as
the "throne of [God's]
almightiness", see Sarah 7, note 43. The symbolic reference to "the
throne of His almightiness
resting upon water" would seem to point to the God-willed evolution of
all life out of water - a
fact clearly brought out by the Qur'an (see 21:30 and the corresponding
note 39) and in modern
times confirmed by biological research. This tentative interpretation is
strengthened by the mention,
in the preceding verse, of "living creatures". My interpolation, between
brackets, of the phrase
"ever since He has willed to create life" is in accordance with the views
advanced by Rashid Rida'
in his lengthy commentary on this verse (Manor XII, 16 ff.).
11 The expression la'in (lit., "indeed, if ...") appearing here as well as
in each of the next three

verses is meant to stress the typical - i.e., recurrent character of the
situation to which it refers.
In my opinion, it is best rendered as "thus it is: if...", etc.
12 The term sihr, which is often used in the sense of "sorcery" or "magic",
denotes, primarily, "the
turning of something from its proper [i.e., natural] condition of being
into another condition"
(Taj al-'Arus); hence, it signifies any act which causes something that
is false or unreal to assume
the appearance of reality. Since, however, the Qur'anic statement that
"you shall be raised again
after death" is not - as has been pointed out by Razi - an "act" in the
proper connotation of this
word, it would be illogical to assume that this statement could be
characterized as "sorcery" even
by those who do not believe in it. On the other hand, it is obvious that
they dismiss it contemptuously
as a mere "enchanting delusion" intended to prevent those who are able to
do so from enjoying their
worldly life to the full (Razi) or, alternatively, to induce the poor and
unfortunate to remain
passively satisfied with their miserable lot on earth: and this is the
meaning of sihr in the above
context. (Cf. 10:2, where the epithet sahir - in the sense of
"spellbinder"- is applied by unbelievers
to the Prophet Muhammad.)

11:8
And thus it is: if We defer their suffering until a time-limit set [by Us],13 they are sure to say,
"What is preventing it [from coming now]?"14
Oh, verily, on the Day when it befalls them there will be nothing to avert it from them; and they
shall be overwhelmed by the very thing which they were wont to deride.15
11:9
And thus it is: if We let man taste some of Our grace, 16 and then take it away from him - behold,
he abandons all hope,17 forgetting all gratitude [for Our past favours]. (11:10) And thus it is: if
We let him taste ease and plenty18 after hardship has visited him, he is sure to say, "Gone is all
affliction from me!"- for, behold, he is given to vain exultation, and glories only in himself.19
13 Lit., "a time computed [by Us]", i.e., the
to the last sentence of
verse 3 above, where the Prophet is made to
suffering [which is bound to
befall you] on that awesome Day!" Among the
noun ummah comprises, that
of "time" or "a period of time" is the most
(Zamakhshari, Ibn Kathir and other
classical commentators).

Day of Judgment: a reference
say, "I dread for you the
several meanings which the
appropriate here

14 For an explanation of this allusion to the attitude of the unbelievers,
see 8:32 and 10:50, as
well as the corresponding notes; cf. also 6:57-58. The repeated Qur'anic
references to the above
derisive query are evidently meant to show that the attitude of mind
responsible for it is not
restricted to an isolated historic incident (see Sarah 8, note 32) but is
symptomatic of most,
if not all, people "who are bent on denying the truth".
15 Lit., "that which they were wont to deride enfolded them (haqa bihim)".
According to almost all
the commentators, the use of the past tense in the verb haqa, despite the
fact that it refers to
the future, has the syntactic value of a stress, implying the
inevitability of the happening to
which it relates. (See also note 9 on 6:10.)
16 The sequence makes it clear that the generic term "man" referred to in
this and the next verse
applies, primarily, to the agnostics who are either unconvinced of the
existence of God or are
"bent upon denying the truth"; in its wider implication, however, it
applies also to those who,
while believing in God, are weak in faith and therefore easily swayed by
external circumstances,
and particularly by whatever happens to themselves.
17 Lit., "he is [or "becomes"] utterly hopeless" or "despairing" (ya'us);
inasmuch as he attributes
his past happy state to a merely accidental chain of causes and effects in short, to what is
commonly regarded as "luck" - and not to God's grace. Hence, the term
ya'us, in its Qur'anic
usage, is indicative of spiritual nihilism.
18 This combination of two words is necessary to bring out the full meaning
of the noun na'ma' which
occurs in this form in the Qur'an only once. For my rendering of la'in as
"thus it is: if ...",
etc., see note 11 above.
19 Lit., "he is exultant beyond all measure, excessively self-glorifying" i.e., he usually attributes
the turn of fortune to his own good qualities and his supposed "good
luck".

11:11
(11) [And thus it is with most men-] save those who are patient in adversity and do righteous
deeds: it is they whom forgiveness of sins awaits, and a great reward.
11:12

IS IT, then, conceivable [O Prophet] that thou couldst omit any part of what is being revealed
unto thee [because the deniers of the truth dislike it,- and] because thy heart is distressed at their
saying,20 "Why has not a treasure been bestowed upon him from on high?" - or, "[Why has not]
an angel come [visibly] with him?"21
[They fail to understand that] thou art only a warner, whereas God has everything in His care;22
(11:13) and so they assert, "[Muhammad himself] has in vented this [Qur'an)!"23
Say [unto them]: "Produce, then, ten surahs of similar merit, invented [by yourselves], and [to
this end] call to your aid whomever you can, other than, God, if what you say is true!24 (11:14)
And if they [whom you have called to your aid] are not able to help you,25 then know that [this
Qur'an] has been bestowed from on high out of God's wisdom alone,26 and that there is no deity
save Him. Will you, then, surrender yourselves unto Him?"
20 Lit., "because thy bosom is constricted [for fear] lest they say".
According to all available
authorities, the expression la'alla (lit., "it may well be that") at the
beginning of the above
sentence denotes a wrong expectation on the part of the opponents of
Muhammad's message; it is,
therefore, best rendered in the form of a query which implies its own
denial - thus: "Is it
conceivable that...", etc. As regards the expectation that the Prophet
might omit a part of what
was being revealed to him, it has been reported by 'Abd Allah ibn 'Abbas
and other Companions (
see Razi's commentary on this verse) that the pagan Quraysh demanded of
the Prophet, "Bring us
a revelation (kitab) which does not contain a defamation of our deities,
so that we could follow
thee and believe in thee."
21 Explaining this verse, Ibn 'Abbas mentions that some of the pagan
chieftains of Mecca said,
"O Muhammad, cause the mountains of Mecca to be turned into gold, if thou
art truly an apostle
of God", while others exclaimed derisively, "Bring before us angels who
would bear witness to
thy being a prophet!" - whereupon the above verse was revealed (Razi).
Cf. 6:8 and 17:90-93.
22 Sc., "and so it is He who will cause the truth to prevail". Regarding
the Prophet's denial of
any ability on his part to perform miracles, see 6:50 and the
corresponding note 38.
23 For my rendering of the particle am at the beginning of this sentence as
"and", see surah 10, note 61.
24 I.e., that a divine writ like the Qur'an could have been "invented" by a
human being. Cf. 2:23,
10:37-38 and 17:88, as well as the corresponding notes.

25 Lit., "if they [i.e., your poets and wise men] do not respond to your
call". Cf. 2:24, where
a similar challenge is followed by the words, "And if you cannot do it and most certainly you
cannot do it - then ...", etc.
26 Lit., "only by God's knowledge".

11:15
AS FOR THOSE who care for [no more than] the life of this world and its bounties - We shall
repay them in full for all that they did in this [life], and they, shall not be deprived of their just
due therein: (11:16) [yet] it is they who, in the life to come, shall have nothing but the fire - for
in vain shall be all that they wrought in this [world], and worthless all that they ever did!27
11:17
Can, then, [he who cares for no more than the life of this world be compared with28] one who
takes his stand on a clear evidence from his Sustamer, conveyed through [this] testimony from
Him,29 as was the revelation vouchsafed to Moses aforetime - [a divine writ ordained by Him] to
be a guidance and grace [unto man]?
They [who understand this message - it is they alone who truly] believe in it;30 whereas for any
of those who, leagued together [in common hostility],31 deny its truth - the fire shall be their
appointed state [in the life to come].
And so,32 be not in doubt about this [revelation]: behold, it is the truth from thy Sustainer, even
though 33 most people will not believe in it.
27 I.e., although their good deeds will be taken fully into account on
Judgment Day, they will
be outweighed by their refusal to believe in resurrection and the life to
come.
28 This interpolation is based on the interpretation given by Baghawi,
Zamakhshari and Razi.
29 Lit., "which a witness from Him recites", or "announces". According to
Zamakhshari, Razi and
other classical commentators, this phrase refers to the Qur'an; hence my
rendering of shahid
as "testimony". If, as some commentators believe, this term refers to the
Prophet or,
alternatively, to the Angel Gabriel who transmitted the revelation to
him. shahid should be
translated as "witness". Whichever interpretation one adopts, the meaning
remains the same, for as Ibn Kathir points out in his commentary on this verse - "the Qur'an
was revealed through
Gabriel to Muhammad, and was conveyed by the latter to the world".

30 Sc., "and shall, therefore, attain to happiness in the hereafter". The
ijaz (elliptic mode
of expression) employed in this passage is comparable in its subtlety to
that in 10:103.
31 I.e., in hostile, a-priori opposition to the message of the Qur'an,
without really understanding
its purport. The "historical" identification, by some of the
commentators, of the ahzab with the
pagan Arabs who leagued together in their hostility to the Prophet is
definitely too narrow in
this context.
32 Razi suggests that the conjunction fa ("And so") preceding this sentence
(which is obviously
addressed to man in general) connects with verses 12-14 above: a
suggestion which is most
convincing in view of the sequence.
33 Lit., "but" or "nevertheless".

11:18
And who could be more wicked than they who attribute their own lying inventions to God? 34 [On
the Day of Judgment, such as] these shall be arraigned before their Sustainer, and those who are
called upon to bear witness [against them]35 shall say, "It is they who uttered lies about their
Sustainer!"36
Oh, verily, God's rejection is the due of all evildoers 37 (11:19) who turn others away from the
path of God and try to make it appear crooked - since it is they, they who refuse to acknowledge
the truth of the life to come!38 (11:20) Never can they elude [their final reckoning, even if they
remain unscathed] on earth:39 never will they find anyone who could protect them from God. [In
the life to come] double suffering will be imposed on them40 for having lost the ability to hear
[the truth] and having failed to see [it].41
34 This is a refutation of the contention of the unbelievers that the
Qur'an was composed by Muhammad
himself (cf. verse 13 above as well as 10:17) and thereupon blasphemously
attributed to God.
35 Lit., "the witnesses". Most of the earliest authorities take this to
mean the recording angels,
while others (e.g., Ibn 'Abbas, as quoted by Baghawi) relate it to the
prophets, who, on the
Day of Judgment, will be called upon to testify for or against the people
to whom they were sent.
The latter interpretation is supported by Ad-Dahhak (quoted by Tabari and
Baghawi) on the basis
of 16:84, where witnesses "out of every community" are mentioned - an
expression which can
obviously refer only to human beings.
36 Or: "against their Sustainer".

37 The term la'nah - which is usually, but inexactly, translated as "curse"
- is in its primary meaning
synonymous with ib'ad ("alienation", "estrangement" or "banishment") in
the moral sense; hence it
denotes "rejection from all that is good" (Lisan al-'Arab) and, with
reference to God, the sinner's
"exclusion from His grace" (Manar II, 50).
38 Cf. 7:44-45, with which the above passage is almost identical, with only
one difference: whereas in
7:45 the pronoun "they" occurs only once (and the phrase is,
consequently, rendered as "and who
refuse...", etc.), in the present verse this pronoun is repeated, to
express both stress and causality
("since it is they, they who refuse...", etc.)- thus implying that their
refusal to believe in a
life after death is the ultimate cause of their wrongdoing. In other
words, belief in resurrection,
God's judgment and life in the hereafter is here postulated as the only
valid and lasting source
of human morality.
39 The above interpolation is, I believe, necessary in view of the highly
elliptic character of this
phrase. According to Tabari, Zamakhshari and Ibn Kathir, the meaning is
that whereas God's punishment
may befall the sinners referred to during their life on earth, it will
certainly befall them in the
hereafter. Cf. also 3:185 - "only on the Day of Resurrection will you be
requited in full for whatever
you have done."
40 For an explanation of the "double suffering", see surah 7, note 29.
41 Lit., "they were unable to hear and they did not see": cf. 2:7 and the
corresponding note 7, as
well as 7:179.

11:21
It is they who have squandered their own selves - for [on the Day of Resurrection] all their false
imagery42 will have forsaken them: (11:22) truly it is they, they who in the life to come shall be
the losers! (11:23) Behold, [only] those who attain to faith and do righteous deeds and humble
themselves before their Sustainer - [only] they are destined for paradise, and there shall they
abide.
11:24
These two kinds of man 43 may be likened to the blind and deaf and the seeing and hearing. Can
these two be deemed alike in [their] nature?44 Will you not, then, keep this in mind? 11:25

AND INDEED, [it was with the same message that] We sent forth Noah unto his people:45
"Behold, I come unto you with the plain warning (11:26) that you may worship none but God for, verily, I fear lest suffering befall you on a grievous Day!"46
11:27
But the great ones among his people, who refused to acknowledge the truth, answered: "We do
not see in thee anything but a mortal man like ourselves; and we do not see that any follow thee
save those who are quite obviously the most abject among us;47 and we do not see that you could
be in any way superior to us:48 on the contrary, we think that you are liars!"
42 Lit., "all that they were wont to invent": a phrase which implies not
merely false imaginings
regarding the existence of any real "power" apart from God (i.e., the
existence of supposedly
divine or semi-divine beings) but also deceptive ideas and "glittering
half-truths meant to delude
the mind" (see 6:112 and the corresponding note) - such as "luck",
wealth, personal power,
nationalism, deterministic materialism, etc. - all of which cause men to
lose sight of spiritual
values and thus to "squander their own selves".
43 Lit., "two groups" - i.e., the believers and those who reject the divine
writ.
44 For my rendering, in this context, of mathal (lit., "likeness") as
"nature", see the first part
of note 47 on 3:59.
45 The conjunction "and" at the beginning of this sentence apparently
connects with the opening verses
of this surah, and stresses the fact that the fundamental message of the
Qur'an is the same as
that conveyed to man by the earlier prophets (Manor X11, 59 f.); hence my
interpolation. See also
surah 7, note 45.
46 As in 7 :59, this may refer either to the imminent deluge or the Day of
Judgment.
47 As is evidenced by the histories of all the prophets - and particularly
that of Jesus and, after
him, of Muhammad - most of their early followers belonged to the lowest
classes of society - the
slaves, the poor and the oppressed - to whom the divine message gave the
promise of an equitable
social order on earth and the hope of happiness in the hereafter: and it
is precisely this
revolutionary character of every prophet's mission that has always made
it so distasteful to the
upholders of the established order and the privileged classes of the
society concerned.

48 Lit., "We do not see in you any superiority [or "merit"] over us."

11:28
Said [Noah]: "O my people! What do you think? If [it be true that I am taking my stand on a
clear evidence from my Sustainer, who has vouchsafed unto me grace from Himself - [a
revelation] to which you have remained blind -: [if this be true,] can we force it on you even
though it be hateful to you?49
11:29
"And, O my people, no benefit do I ask of you for this [message]: my reward rests with none but
God. And I shall not repulse [any of] those who have attained to faith." Verily, they [know that
they] are destined to meet their Sustainer, whereas in you I see people without any awareness [of
right and wrong]! (11:30) And, O my people, who would shield me from God were I to repulse
them? Will you not, then, keep this in mind?
11:31
"And I do not say unto you, 'God's treasures are with me'; nor [do I say], 'I know the reality
which is beyond the reach of human perception'; nor do I say, 'Behold, I am an angel';51 nor do I
say of those whom your eyes hold in contempt,52 'Never will God grant them any good'- for God
is fully aware of what is in their hearts.53 [Were I to speak thus,] verily, I would indeed be among
the evildoers."
11:32
[But the great ones] said: "O Noah! Thou hast contended with us in argument, and hast
[needlessly] prolonged our controversy:54 bring upon us, therefore, that with which thou dost
threaten us,55 if thou art a man of truth!"
49 A reference to the cardinal Qur'anic doctrine that "there shall be no
coercion in, matters of
faith" (2:256), as well as to the oft-repeated statement that a prophet
is no more than "a warner
and a bearer of glad tidings", implying that his duty consists only in
delivering the message
entrusted to him. The plural "we" in this sentence relates to Noah and
his followers.
50 This is an allusion to the contemptuous statement of the unbelievers (in
verse 27 above) that the
followers of Noah were to be found only among the lowest classes of their
society - thus indirectly
implying that they might perhaps lend ear to Noah if he would but rid
himself of those people
(cf. 26:111). The Prophet Muhammad had, during the early years of his
mission, a similar experience
with the leaders of the pagan Quraysh; several Traditions to this effect
are quoted by Ibn Kathir

in his commentary on 6:52.
51 See 6 :50 and 7 : 188.
52 I.e., the poor and "abject" followers of Noah spoken of in verse 27 (see
also note 47 above).
53 Lit., "all that is within themselves".
54 Sc., "without convincing us" (as is brought out fully in 71:5-6). The
mounting annoyance with Noah
on the part of his unbelieving compatriots has already been alluded to in
his saying, "If my
presence [among you] and my announcement of God's messages are repugnant
to you...", etc. (see 10:71).
55 See the end of verse 26 above.

11:33
He answered: "Only God can bring it upon you, if He so wills, and you shall not elude it: (11:34)
for, my advice will not benefit you much as I desire to give you good advice - if it be God's will
that you shall remain lost in grievous error.56 He is your Sustainer, and unto Him you must
return."
11:35
DO SOME, perchance, assert, "[Muhammad] has invented this [story]"? 57
Say [O Prophet]: "If I have invented it, upon me be this sin; but far be it from me to commit the
sin of which you are guilty."58
11:36
AND THIS was revealed unto Noah: "Never will any of thy people believe except those who
have already attained to faith. Be not, then, distressed by anything that they may do, (11:37) but
build, under Our eyes59 and according to Our inspiration, the ark [that shall save thee and those
who follow thee];60 and do not appeal to Me in behalf of those who are bent on evildoing - for,
behold, they are destined to be drowned!"
11:38
And [so Noah] set himself to building the ark; and every time the great ones of his people passed
by him, they scoffed at him. [Thereupon] he said: "If you are scoffing at us - behold, we are
scoffing at you [and your ignorance], just as you are scoffing at us.61 (11:39) But in time you will
come to know who it is that [in this world] shall be visited by suffering which will cover him
with ignominy, and upon whom longlasting suffering shall alight [in the life to come]!"
56 According to some commentators, the expression an yughwiyakum - which
literally means "that He

shall cause you to err" - is to be understood as "that He shall punish
you for your sins" (Al-Hasan
al-Basri, as quoted by Razi), or "that He shall destroy you" (Tabari), or
"that He shall deprive
you of all good" (Al-Jubba'i, as quoted by Razi); this last
interpretation is similar to the one
adopted in my rendering of aghwaytani ("Thou hast thwarted me") in 7:16
and explained in the
corresponding note 11. However, in the present context I prefer the
rendering "if it be God's will
that you shall remain lost in grievous error", inasmuch as it is in
conformity with the Qur'anic
doctrine of "God's way" with regard to those who persistently refuse to
acknowledge the truth (see
surah 2, note 7). This interpretation is, moreover, supported by
Zamakhshari in his commentary on
the above verse: "When God, knowing the persistence [in sinning] on the
part of one who denies the
truth (al-kafir), leaves him in this condition and does not compel him
[to repent], this [act of God]
is described [in the Qur'an] as 'causing [one] to err' (ighwa') and
'causing [one] to go astray'
(idlal); similarly, when He, knowing that a person will repent, protects
him and is kind to him,
this [act of God] is described as 'showing the right direction' (irshad)
or '[offering] guidance'
(hidayah)." (See also surah 14, note 4.)
57 Some of the classical commentators assume that this verse forms part of
the story of Noah and his
people. This, however, is improbable in view of the sudden change from
the past tense employed in
the preceding and subsequent verses ("he said", "they said") to the
present tense ("do they say").
The only plausible explanation is that given by Tabari and Ibn Kathir
(and mentioned also by Baghawi
on the authority of Muqatil): namely, that the whole of verse 35 is a
parenthetic passage addressed
to the Prophet Muhammad, relating in the first instance to the story of
Noah as narrated in the
Qur'an and, by implication, to the Qur'an as such - in other words, a
reiteration of the argument
mentioned in verse 13 of this surah and in other places as well. This
eminently convincing
interpretation has also been adopted by Rashid Rida' (Manor XII, 71).
58 Or: "I have nothing to do with the sin of which you are guilty" - i.e.,
the sin of giving the lie
to God's messages (cf. 10: 41) or of inventing lies about God.
59 I.e., "under Our protection".
60 This interpolation is necessitated by the definite article preceding the
noun fulk (lit., "ship",
but rendered by me as "ark" owing to its familiar connotation in European
languages).

61 Since it is obviously impossible to attribute to a prophet the levity of
scoffing (Baghawi), the
meaning of the above phrase seems to be this: "If you consider us
ignorant because of what we believe
and are doing, we consider you ignorant because of your refusal to
acknowledge the truth and your
readiness to expose yourselves to God's punishment" (Zamakhshari and, in
a shorter form, Baghawi).
Hence my interpolation of the words "and your ignorance".

11:40
[And so it went on] till, when Our judgment came to pass, and waters gushed forth in torrents
over the face of the earth,62 We said [unto Noah]: "Place on board of this [ark] one pair of each
[kind of animal] of either sex,63 as well as thy family - except those on whom [Our] sentence has
already been passed64 - and all [others] who have attained to faith!65- for, only a few [of Noah's
people] shared his faith.
11:41
So he said [unto his followers]: "Embark in this [ship]! In the name of God be its run and its
riding at anchor! Behold, my Sustainer is indeed much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace!" (11:42)
And it moved on with them into waves that were like mountains.
At that [moment] Noah cried out to a son of his, who had kept himself aloof [from the others]:
"O my dear son!65 Embark with us, and remain not with those who deny the truth!"
62 Lit., "the face of the earth boiled over" (fara 't-tannur). This phrase
has been subject to several
conflicting interpretations, some of which are based on no more than
Talmudic legends (Manar XII,
75 f.). The most convincing explanation is that given - among others - by
Tabari, Baghawi and Ibn
Kathir on the authority of Ibn 'Abbas and 'Ikrimah: "At-tannur [lit.,
"oven"] denotes the face of
the earth." Razi, too, mentions that "the Arabs call the face of the
earth tannur", while the Qamas
gives as one of the meanings of tannur "any place from which water gushes
forth". The verb fara which literally means "it boiled over" - describes the raging torrents of
water which "turned the
earth into springs" (Ibn Kathir; see also 54:12). This "gushing forth of
water over the face of the
earth" seems to point to the inundation of the huge valley now covered by
the Mediterranean Sea
(see surah 7, note 47) - an inundation which, augmented by continuous,
torrential rains (cf. 54:l1),
rapidly spread over the land-mass of present-day Syria and northern 'Iraq
and grew into the immense
deluge described in the Bible and in the Qur'an, and also referred to in
the myths of ancient
Greece (e.g., in the story of Deukalion and Pyrrhea), as well as in
Sumerian and Babylonian legends.

63 The term zawj signifies, primarily, each of the two parts of a pair, and
is also used in the sense
of "a pair".'In the present context it obviously has the former meaning;
consequently, the
expression min kullin zawjayn ithnayn is best rendered as above. - As
regards the animals which
Noah was commanded to take with him in the ark, it is reasonable to
assume that this referred to
the domesticated animals already in his possession, and not to all
animals, as the Biblical narrative
would have it.
64 I.e., those who stand condemned in the sight of God because of their
persistent refusal to
acknowledge the truth. See also verses 42-43 and 45-47.
65 The diminutive in ya bunayya (lit., "O my little son") is an expression
of endearment irrespective
of a son's age: for instance, Noah's son appears in the above story as a
grown man, while Joseph,
similarly addressed by his father in 12:5, was a child orb at the most,
an adolescent.

11:43
[But the son] answered: "I shall betake myself to a mountain that will protect me from the
waters." Said [Noah]: "Today there is no protection [for anyone] from God's judgment, save [for]
those who have earned [His] mercy!"
And a wave rose up between them, and [the son] was among those who were drowned.
11:44
And the word was spoken: "O earth, swallow up thy waters! And, O sky, cease [thy rain]!" And
the waters sank into the earth, and the will [of God] was done, and the ark came to rest on Mount
Judi.66
And the word was spoken: "Away with these evildoing folk!"
11:45
And Noah called out to his Sustainer, and said: "O my Sustainer! Verily, my son was of my
family; 67 and, verily, Thy promise always comes true, and Thou art the most just of all judges!"
(11:46) [God] answered: "O Noah, behold, he was not of thy family, for, verily, he was
unrighteous in his conduct. And thou shalt not ask of Me anything whereof thou canst not have
any knowledge:69 thus, behold, do I admonish thee lest thou become one of those who are
unaware [of what is right]."70
66 This mountain, known in ancient Syriac as Qardu, is situated n the
region of Lake Van, almost

twenty-five miles north-east of the town Jazirat Ibn 'Umar, capital of
the modern Syrian district
of Al-Jazirah. It "owes its fame to the Mesopotamian tradition which
identifies it, and not Mount
Ararat, with the mountain on which Noah's ark rested.... This
localization of the ark's resting-place...
is certainly based on Babylonian tradition" (Encyclopaedia of Islam I,
1059). We should, however,
remember that the designation Ararat (the Assyrian Prartu) at one time
included the whole area
to the south of Lake Van, in which Jabal Rid! is situated: this might
explain the Biblical statement
that "the ark rested... upon the mountains of Ararat" (Genesis viii, 4).
67 A reference to the divine command, mentioned in verse 40 - "Place on
board this [ark] ...
thy family" - which Noah apparently understood as meaning that the whole
of his family would
be saved, thus overlooking the qualifying clause, "except those on whom
sentence has already
been passed". - Some of the commentators suppose that verses 45-47
connect with verse 43, and
thus precede, in point of time, the events narrated in verse 44 - a
supposition which has caused
the modern translators of the Qur'an to render Noah's prayer,
erroneously, in the present tense
(i.e., in the form of a prayer for his son's rescue from drowning). It
is, however, much more
plausible to assume - as is done by Tabari and Ibn Kathir - that Noah's
words were spoken after
the ark had come to rest on Mount Judi (i.e., long after his son's death)
and that they represented
"an endeavour on the part of Noah to find out what would be the condition
of his drowned son
[in the hereafter]" (Ibn Kathir). Consequently, the sentence relating to
this son, both in Noah's
prayer and in God's answer, must be rendered in the past tense.
68 According to some commentators (e.g., Tabari and Razi), the phrase
innahu 'amal ghayr salih relates
to Noah's prayer for his son, and constitutes a divine reproach - in
which case it should be rendered
as "verily, this [prayer] is unrighteous conduct [on thy part]". Others,
however (e.g., Zamakhshari),
reject this interpretation and relate the above phrase to the son, in the
manner rendered by me.
This, I believe, is more in tune with the statement, "he was not of thy
family" - i.e., spiritually,
inasmuch as he was of, or preferred to remain with, "those who deny the
truth".
69 I.e., knowledge of the innermost reasons of God's decrees and of the
ultimate destiny of any
human being in the hereafter: for, the answers to this "why" and this
"how" lie in the realm of
things which are beyond the reach of human perception (al-ghayb).

70 I.e., "lest thou prove to be one of those ignorant who ask God that He
change His decrees in
response to their own desires" (Manor XII, 85 f.).

11:47
Said [Noah]: "O my Sustainer! Verily, I seek refuge with Thee from [ever again] asking of Thee
anything whereof I cannot have any knowledge! For unless Thou grant me forgiveness and
bestow Thy mercy upon me, I shall be among the lost!"
11:48
[Thereupon] the word was spoken: "O Noah! Disembark in peace from Us,71 and with [Our]
blessings upon thee as well as upon the people [who are with thee, and the righteous ones that
will spring from thee and] from those who are with thee.72 But [as for the unrighteous] folk [that
will spring from you] - We shall allow them to enjoy life [for a little while], and then there will
befall them grievous suffering from Us."
11:49
THESE ACCOUNTS of something that was beyond the reach of thy perception We [now] reveal
unto thee, [O Muhammad: for] neither thou nor thy people knew them [fully] ere this.73 Be, then,
[like Noah,] patient in adversity - for, behold, the future belongs to the God-conscious!
71 The term salam - here translated as "peace" - comprises the notions of
both external and internal
security from all that is evil. For a fuller explanation of the term, see
surah 5, note 29.
72 The above interpolation is based on the consensus of most of the
classical commentators. The phrase
"the people [or "generations"] from those who are with thee" points to
generations as yet unborn;
but since God's blessing extends to all believers, it eo ipso comprises
the believers of Noah's
generation as well; and since "those who deny the truth" (al-kafirun) are
excluded from God's
blessing, only the righteous from among the offspring of these early
believers are promised a share
in His grace (cf. a similar allusion, relating to Abraham's descendants,
in 2:124): hence my
interpolation of the words "as for the unrighteous that will spring from
you" in the next sentence.
73 See verse 35 above. Although the story of Noah had been vaguely known to
the Arabs even before
the advent of the Prophet Muhammad, they - and the Prophet with them were entirrely unaware of
the details as narrated in the preceding Qur'anic account (Razi). The use
of the plural at the
beginning of this parenthetic passage ("These accounts") - in contrast
with the singular form

employed in a similar phrase occurring in 3:44, 11:100 and 12:102 ("This
account") - seems, in my
opinion, to indicate that it refers not only to the preceding story of
Noah but also to the subsequent
stories of other prophets. In this connection it should be remembered and it cannot be stressed
too often - that "narrative" as such is never the purpose of the Qur'an.
Whenever it relates the
stories of earlier prophets, or alludes to ancient legends or to
historical events that took
place before the advent of Islam or during the lifetime of the Prophet,
the aim is, invariably,
a moral lesson; and since one and the same event, or even legend, has
usually many facets revealing
as many moral implications, the Qur'an reverts again and again to the
same stories, but every
time with a slight variation of stress on this or that aspect of the
fundamental truths underlying
the Qur'anic revelation as a whole.

11:50
AND UNTO [the tribe of] 'Ad [We sent] their brother Hud.74 He said: "O my people! Worship
God [alone]: you have no deity other than Him. [As it is,] you are but inventors of falsehood!75
(11:51) "O my people! No reward do I ask of you for this [message]: my reward rests with none
but Him who brought me into being. Will you not, then, use your reason?
11:52
"Hence, O my people, ask your Sustainer to forgive you your sins, and then turn towards Him in
repentance - [whereupon] He will shower upon you heavenly blessings abundant,76 and will add
strength to your strength: only do not turn away [from me] as people lost in sin!"
11:53
Said they: "O Hud! Thou hast brought us no clear evidence [that thou art a prophet]; and we are
not going to forsake our gods on thy mere word, the more so as we do not believe thee. (11:54)
We can say no more than that one of our gods may have smitten thee with something evil!"77
Answered [Hud]: "Behold, I call God to witness - and you, too, be [my] witnesses - that, verily,
it is not in me to ascribe divinity, as you do,78 to aught (11:55) beside Him! Contrive, then,
[anything that you may wish] against me, all of you, and give me no respite!79 (11:56) Behold, I
have placed my trust in God, [who is] my Sustainer as well as your Sustainer: for there is no
living creature which He does not hold by its forelock.80 Verily, straight is my Sustainer's way!81
74 For particulars relating to the name Hud as well as the tribe of 'Ad,
see surah 7, note 48.
75 I.e., inventors of alleged deities that have no reality in themselves
(cf. 7:71, which also relates
to the story of Hud). Regarding the term muftarun, see surah 7, note 119.

76 Lit., "He will let loose the sky over you with abundance". The term
sama'- lit., "sky" - is
often used in classical Arabic as a metonym for "rain", and scarcity of
rains is a characteristic
of the desert country called Al-Ahqaf ("The Sand-Dunes"), the one-time
habitat of the - since
vanished - tribe of 'Ad. As would appear from 46:24, the time to which
the above passage alludes
was a period of severe drought, and so it is possible that the "abundant
blessings" here denote
rains.
77 I.e., with madness.
78 Or: "that, verily, I am guiltless of your ascribing a share in [God's]
divinity (mimmd tushrikan)....
etc. - thus rejecting the sardonic suggestion of his compatriots that one
of their imaginary
deities might have stricken him with madness.
79 Cf. a very similar challenge in the last sentence of 7:195.
80 I.e., there is no living being over which He has not complete control
and which is not entirely
dependent on Him (cf. verse 6 of this surah). When describing a person's
humility and subjection
to another person, the ancient Arabs used to say, "The forelock of soand-so is in the hand of
so-and-so". See in this connection 96:15-16, where this idiomatic
expression occurs for the
first time in the chronological order of Qur'anic revelation.
81 Lit., "my Sustainer is on a straight way" - implying that He governs all
that exists in accordance
with a system of truth and justice in the ultimate, absolute sense of
these terms, never allowing
the conscious evildoer to escape the consequence of his deeds, and never
letting righteousness go
unrewarded, either in this world or in the hereafter (since it is only in
the combination of these
two phases that human life can be considered in its entirety).

11:57
"But if you choose to turn away, then [know that] I have delivered to you the message with
which I was sent unto you, and [that] my Sustainer may cause another people to take your
place,82 whereas you will in no wise harm Him. Verily, my Sustainer watches over all things!"
11:58
And so, when Our judgment came to pass,83 by Our grace We saved Hud and those who shared
his faith; and We saved them [too] from suffering severe [in the life to come].84 (11:59) And that
was [the end of the tribe of] 'Ad, [who] had rejected their Sustainer's messages, and rebelled

against His apostles, and followed the bidding of every arrogant enemy of the truth.85 (11:60)
And they were pursued in this world by [God's] rejection, and [shall finally be overtaken by it]
on the Day of Resurrection.86
Oh, verily, [the tribe of] 'Ad denied their Sustainer! Oh, away with the 'Ad, the people of Hud!
11:61
AND UNTO [the tribe of] Thamud [We sent] their brother Salih.87 He said: "O my people!
Worship God [alone]: you have no deity other than Him. He brought you into being out of the
earth," and made you thrive thereon.88 Ask Him, therefore, to forgive you your sins, and then
turn towards Him in repentance - for, verily, my Sustainer is ever-near, responding [to the call of
whoever calls unto Him]!"90
82 Lit., "to succeed you".
83 For the story of the destruction of the tribe of 'Ad through violent
storm-winds, see 54:19 and,
more particularly, 69:6-8.
84 I.e., the suffering which was yet to befall the rest of the tribe of
'Ad. My addition, between
brackets, of the words "in the life to come" is based on the
interpretation advanced by Tabari,
Zamakhshari and Razi, according to whom the first mention of the saving
of Hud and his followers
refers to the destruction of the people of 'Ad in this world, and the
second, to the latters'
chastisement in the hereafter.
85 An allusion to "the great ones among them, who refused to acknowledge
the truth" (7:66). Regarding
the above interpretation of the term jabbar, see note 58 on 26:130.
86 For my rendering of the term la'nah as "[God's] rejection", see note 37
above.
87 A short account of the tribe of Thamud (the "Second 'Ad" of pre-Islamic
poetry) is found in
surah 7, note 56. Salih is believed to have been the second prophet,
after Hud, sent to the Arabs.
88 I.e., out of organic substances which derive their nourishment - and
hence their capability
of development, proliferation and evolution - either directly or
indirectly from the earth (Razi).
This is evidently also the meaning of the Qur'anic references to man as
"created out of dust"
(cf. 3:59, 18:37, 22:5 and 30:20).
89 See 7:74 and the corresponding notes.
90 See 2:186.

11:62
They answered: "O Salih! Great hopes did we place in thee ere this!91 Wouldst thou forbid us to
worship what our forefathers were wont to worship? Because [of this], behold, we are in grave
doubt, amounting to suspicion, about [the meaning of] thy call to us!"92
11:63
He retorted: "O my people! What do you think? If [it be true that] I am taking my stand on a
clear evidence from my Sustainer, who has vouchsafed unto me grace from Himself - [if this be
true,] who would shield me from God were I to rebel against Him?"93 Hence, what you are
offering me is no more than perdition!"94
91 Lit., "Thou wert among us one in whom hope was placed ere this": an
allusion to Hud's outstanding
intellect and strength of character, which had probably caused his tribe
to see in him their future
leader - until he startled them by his passionate demand that they should
abandon their traditional
beliefs and devote themselves to the worship of the One God.
92 Lit., "we are indeed in disquieting doubt as to that to which thou
invitest us". It is to be borne
in mind that the pre-Islamic Arabs regarded their gods, as well as the
angels (whom they believed
to be "God's daughters"), as legitimate mediators between man and God,
whose existence as such they
did not deny; consequently, they were greatly disturbed by their
prophet's demand that they should
abandon the worship of those allegedly divine or semi-divine beings. The
above answer of the Thamud
seems to imply that they might consider Salih's claim to be a prophet
more favourably if he would
but refrain from insisting that "you have no deity other than Him": a
suggestion that fully explains
Salih's retort in the next verse.
93 I.e., "if I were to suppress - in spite of all the evidence obtained
through divine revelation the fundamental truth that there is no deity save God, and that the
ascribing of divinity or divine
powers to anyone or anything beside Him is an unforgivable sin" (cf. 4:48
and the corresponding note 65).
94 Lit., "you do not add [anything] to me but perdition". Although this
dialogue is related in the
context of the story of Salih and the leaders of the Thamud, its
implications have - as is always
the case with Qur'anic stories and parables - a universal, timeless
import. The stress here is on
the intrinsic impossibility of reconciling belief in the One God, whose
omniscience and omnipotence,
embraces all that exists, with an attribution of divine or semi-divine
qualities and functions to

anyone or anything else. The subtly-veiled suggestion of the Thamud (see
note 92) and its rejection
by Salih has a bearing on all religious attitudes based on a desire to
"bring God closer to man"
through the interposition of alleged "mediators" between Him and man. In
primitive religions, this
interposition led to the deification of various forces of nature and,
subsequently, to the invention
of imaginary deities which were thought to act against the background of
an undefined, dimly-perceived
Supreme Power (for instance, the Moira of the ancient Greeks). In higher
religious concepts, this
need for mediation assumes the form of personified manifestations of God
through subordinate deities
(as is the case, in Hinduism, with the personifications of the Absolute
Brahma of the Upanishads
and the Vedanta in the forms of Vishnu or Shiva), or in His supposed
incarnation in human form
(as represented in the Christian idea of Jesus as "God's son" and the
Second Person of the Trinity).
And, lastly, God is supposedly "brought closer to man" by the
interposition of a hierarchy of saints,
living or dead, whose intercession is sought even by people who consider
themselves to be
"monotheists" - and this includes many misguided Muslimms who do not
realize that their belief in
saints as "mediators" between men and God conflicts with the very essence
of Islam. The ever-recurring
Qur'anic stress on the oneness and uniqueness of God, and the categorical
denial of the idea that
anyone or anything - whether it be a concrete being or an abstract force
- could have the least
share in God's qualities or the least influence on the manner in which He
governs the universe aims
at freeing man from the self-imposed servitude to an imaginary hierarchy
of "mediating powers",
and at making him realize that "wherever you turn, there is God's
countenance" (2:115), and that
God is "[always] near, responding [to the call of whoever calls unto
Him]" (2:186; also, in a
condensed form. in verse 61 of this surah ).

11:64
And [then he said]: "O my people! This she camel belonging to God shall be a token for you: so
leave her alone to pasture on God's earth, and do her no harm, lest speedy chastisement befall
you!"95 (11:65) But they cruelly slaughtered her.96 And thereupon [Salih] said: "[Only] for three
days [more] shall you enjoy life in your homes: this is a judgment97 which will not be belied!"
11:66
And so, when Our judgment came to pass, by Our grace We saved Salih and those who shared
his faith; and [We saved them, too,] from the ignominy of [Our rejection on] that Day [of
Resurrection].

Verily, thy Sustainer alone is powerful, almighty! (11:67) And the blast [of God's punishment]
overtook those who had been bent on evildoing: and then they lay lifeless, in their very homes,
on the ground,98 (11:68) as though they had never lived there.
Oh, verily, [the tribe of] Thamud denied their Sustainer! Oh, away with the Thamud!
11:69
AND, INDEED, there came unto Abraham Our [heavenly] messengers, bearing a glad tiding.
They bade him peace; [and] he answered, "[And upon you be] peace!"- and made haste to place
before them'100 a roasted calf. (11:70) But when he saw that their hands did not reach out towards
it, he deemed their conduct strange and became apprehensive of them."101 [But] they said: "Fear
not! Behold, we are sent to the people of Lot."102
95 For an explanation of this passage, see surah 7, note 57. 96 See surah
7, note 61.
97 Lit., "promise".
98 Lit., "they became, in their homes, prostrate on the ground". Ibn 'Abbas
- as quoted by Razi explains the term sayhah (lit., "vehement cry" or "sound") occurring in
this verse as a synonym
of sa'iqah, a "thunderbolt" or the "sound of thunder". Since the same
event is described in 7:78
as "violent trembling" (rajfah), which in that context apparently denotes
an earthquake, it is
possible that the "vehement sound" mentioned here and in several other
places describes the subterranean
rumbling which often precedes and accompanies an earthquake and/or the
thunderlike noise of a
volcanic eruption (see surah 7, note 62). However, in view of the
repeated use of this expression
in varying contexts, we may assume that it has the more general meaning
of "blast of punishment"
or - as in 50:42, where it indicates the Last Hour - of "final blast".
99 The Qur'an does not state in so many words that these guests of Abraham
were angels; but since
the term rusuluna ("Our messengers") is often used in the sense of
heavenly messengers, all the
classical commentators interpret it thus in the above context. For the
contents of the "glad tiding"
referred to here, see verse 71 below.- The reason for prefacing the story
of Lot with an episode
from Abraham's life lies in the latter's subsequent pleading in behalf of
the sinful people of
Sodom (verses 74-76) and also, possibly, in God's earlier promise to him,
"Behold, I shall make
thee a leader of men" (see 2:124), which must have imbued him with an
enhanced sense of moral
responsibility not only for his own family but also for the people with
whom he was indirectly
connected through his nephew Lot (Lut in Arabic).

100 Lit., "and did not delay in bringing". Regarding the deeper
implications of the word "peace"
(salam) as used in this passage, see surah 5, note 29.
101 Lit., "he did not know [what to make of] them and conceived fear of
them". Since they were angels,
they did not eat (contrary to the Biblical statement in Genesis xviii,
8); and since, in the
Arabian tradition of hospitality, a stranger's refusal to partake of the
food offered him is
an indication of unfriendly intent, Abraham - who until then had not
realized that his guests
were angels - became apprehensive of possible hostility on their part.
102 According to the Biblical account (not contradicted by the Qur'an),
Lot, a son of Abraham's
brother, lived to the east of the Jordan, in the vicinity of what is
today the Dead Sea (called
in Arabic Bahr Lut, "Lot's Sea"). The "people of Lot" were not actually
the latter's community, for
he - like Abraham - was a native of Ur in southern Babylonia, and had
migrated thence with his uncle:
hence, throughout the Qur'an, the expression "Lot's people" designates
the inhabitants of the town
(or country) of Sodom, among whom he had chosen to live, and with regard
to whom he was entrusted
with a prophetic mission.

11:71
And his wife, standing [nearby], laughed [with happiness]103; whereupon We gave her the glad
tiding of [the birth of] Isaac and, after Isaac, of [his son] Jacob. (11:72) Said she: "Oh, woe is
me!104 Shall I bear a child, now that I am an old woman and this husband of mine is an old man?
Verily, that would be a strange thing indeed!"
11:73
Answered [the messengers]: "Dost thou deem it strange that God should decree what He
wills?105 The grace of God and His blessings be upon you, O people of this house! Verily, ever to
be praised, sublime is He!" (11:74) And when the fear had left Abraham, and the glad tiding had
been conveyed to him, he began to plead with Us for Lot's people:106 (11:75) for, behold,
Abraham was most clement, most tender-hearted, intent upon turning to God again and again.
11:76
[But God's messengers replied:] "O Abraham! Desist from this [pleading]! Behold, thy
Sustainer's judgment has already gone forth: and, verily, there shall fall upon them a
chastisement which none can avert!"
103 I.e., on realizing that the strangers were God's messengers, and that
she and Abraham had nothing

to fear from them (Zamakhshari): hence the interpolation of the words
"with happiness". This differs
from the Biblical statement (Genesis xviii, 12-15), according to which
Sarah "laughed within
herself" at the announcement that she, an old woman, would give birth to
a son: for in the above
Qur'anic passage this announcement comes after the statement that she
laughed, and is introduced
by the conjunctive particle fa, which in this context denotes "and
thereupon" or "whereupon".
104 This expression of grief obviously relates to her past barrenness as
well as to her fear
that this astonishing announcement might prove illusory.
105 Lit., "Art thou astonished at God's decree"" - or: "dost thou find
God's decree sstrange?"
However, the real meaning of this rhetorical question can only be brought
out by paraphrasing
it in the manner attempted by me: namely, as an echo of the statement,
repeated several times in
the Qur'an: "When God wills a thing to be, He but says unto it, 'Be'- and
it is."
106 According to all commentators, this means "he pleaded [lit., "argued"]
with Our messengers"
(who, as is evident from 29:31, had announced to him the impending doom
of Sodom and Gomorrah),
and not with God Himself.

11:77
AND WHEN Our messengers came unto Lot, he was sorely grieved on their account, seeing that
it was beyond his power to shield them;107 and he exclaimed: "This is a woeful day!" (11:78)
And his people came running to him, impelled towards his house [by their desire]:108 for they
had ever been wont to commit [such], abominations.
Said [Lot]: "O my people! [Take instead] these daughters of mine: they are purer for you [than
men]!109 Be, then, conscious of God, and disgrace me not by [assaulting] my guests. Is there not
among you even one right-minded man?"
11:79
They answered: "Thou hast always known that we have no use whatever for thy daughters;110
and, verily, well dost thou know what we want!" (11:80) Exclaimed [Lot]: "Would that I had the
strength to defeat you, or that I could lean upon some mightier support!"111
11:81
[Whereupon the angels] said: "O Lot! Behold, we are messengers from thy Sustainer! Never
shall [thy enemies] attain to thee! Depart, then, with thy household while it is yet night, and let
none of you look back;112 [and take with thee all thy family] with the exception of thy wife: for,

behold, that which is to befall these [people of Sodom] shall befall her [as well].113 Verily, their
appointed time is the morning [and] is not the morning nigh?"
107 Lit., "he was straitened as regards the reach of his arm in their
behalf" - an idiomatic
phrase often used in classical Arabic, denoting here Lot's utter
inability to afford his guests
protection from the people of Sodom, whose homosexual propensities have
ever since been commemorated
in the term "sodomy". Since Lot thought that the strangers were no more
than handsome young men,
he felt certain that they would be sexually assaulted by his sinful
countrymen.
108 Lit., "towards him" - but since their desire was obviously directed at
Lot's guests, and not
at himself, my rendering would seem appropriate. It is to be noted that
in its passive form, as
used here, the verb yuhra'un does not merely mean "they came running"
but, rather, "running as if
driven onward by some force" (Zamakhshari)- in this case, the force of
their perverse desire.
109 Most of the commentators are of the opinion that the phrase "these
daughters of mine" signifies
here "the daughters of my community" (since a prophet is the spiritual
father of his people). But
whether this is the case, or whether - as is more probable - Lot's words
refer to his actual
daughters, there is no doubt that in their wider implication they point
to the natural relationship
between man and woman as contrasted with the perverse desires of the men
of Sodom.
110 Lit., "no claim whatever to thy daughters".
111 Lit., "or that I could betake myself to some mighty support". Although
some of the commentators
are of the opinion that this expression denotes "tribal support" (which
was, however, unavailable to
Lot inasmuch as he was a stranger in Sodom), we have a number of
authentic Traditions (extensively
quoted by Tabari) to the effect that what Lot meant was God's support:
for the Prophet Muhammad,
referring to this Qur'anic passage, is reported to have said, "God
bestowed His grace upon Lot, for
he betook himself indeed unto a mighty support!"
112 I.e., in an abstract sense, "to what you are leaving behind" (Razi)evidently meaning the severing
of all associations with the sinful city, and not a physical lookingback.
113 Cf. 7:83 and the corresponding note, as well as 66:10, where it is
mentioned that Lot's wife,

who was apparently a native of Sodom, had acted faithlessly towards her
husband, i.e., had refused
to believe in his prophetic mission; and her story was thereupon
"propounded as a parable of those
who are bent on denying the truth".

11:82
And so, when Our judgment came to pass, We turned those [sinful towns] upside down, and
rained down upon them stone-hard blows of chastisement pre-ordained.114 one upon another,
(11:83) marked out in thy Sustainer's sight [for the punishment of such as are lost in sin].
And these [blows of God-willed doom] are never far from evildoers!115
11:84
AND UNTO [the people of] Madyan [We sent] their brother Shu'ayb.116 He said: "O my people!
Worship God [alone]: you have no deity other than Him; and do not give short measure and
weight [in any of your dealings with men].117 Behold, I see you [now] in a happy state; but,
verily, I dread lest suffering befall you on a Day that will encompass [you with doom]! (11:85)
Hence, O my people, [always] give full measure and weight, with equity, and do not deprive
people of what is rightfully theirs,118 and do not act wickedly on earth by spreading corruption.
(11:86) That which rests with God119 is best for you, if you but believe [in Him]! However, I am
not your keeper."
114 Lit., "stones of sijjil", which latter noun is regarded by some
philologists as the Arabicized
form of the Persian sang-i-gil ("clay-stone" or "petrified clay"): cf.
Qamus and Taj al-'Arus.
If this supposition is correct, the "stones of petrified clay" would be
more or less synonymous
with "brimstones", which in its turn would point to a volcanic eruption,
probably in conjunction
with a severe earthquake (alluded to in the preceding phrase, "We turned
those [sinful towns]
upside down"). But there is also a strong probability, pointed out by
Zamakhshari and Razi, that
the term sijjil is of purely Arabic origin - namely, a synonym of sijjil,
which primarily signifies
"a writing", and secondarily, "something that has been decreed": in which
case the expression
hijarah min sijjil can be understood in a metaphorical sense, namely, as
"stones of all the
chastisement laid down in God's decree" (Zamakhshari and Razi, both in
conjunction with the above
verse and in their commentaries on 105:4). It is, I believe, this
metaphorical meaning of
"stone-hard blows of chastisement pre-ordained", i.e., of God-willed
doom, that the concluding
sentence of the next verse alludes to.

115 According to some of the earliest Qur'an-commentators (e.g., Qatadah
and 'Ikrimah, as quoted
by Tabari), this threat of ultimate doom applies to evildoers of all
times - which further supports
the assumption that the expression hijarah min sijjil has a metaphorical
connotation.
116 See surah 7, note 67.
117 Thus, belief in the One God and justice in all dealings between man and
man (see surah 6, note 150)
are here placed together as the twin postulates of all righteousness.
Some commentators assume that
the people of Madyan were of a particularly commercial bent of mind, and
given to fraudulent dealings.
It is obvious, however, that the purport of this passage and of its
sequence goes far beyond
anything that might be construed by a purely "historical" interpretation.
What this version of Shu'ayb's
story aims at is - as always in the Qur'an - the enunciation of a
generally applicable principle
of ethics: namely, the impossibility of one's being righteous with regard
to God unless one is
righteous - in both the moral and social senses of this word - in the
realm of human relationships
as well. This explains the insistence with which the above prohibition is
re-stated in a positive
form, as an injunction, in the next verse.
118 See surah 7, note 68.
119 I.e., the lasting merit achieved by virtue of good deeds and fair
dealings with one's fellow-men
(cf. the expression al-baqiyat as-salihat in 18:46 and 19:76).

11:87
Said they: "O Shu'ayb! Does thy [habit of] praying compel thee to demand of us120 that we give
up all that our forefathers were wont to worship, or that we refrain from doing whatever we
please with our possessions?121 Behold, [thou wouldst have us believe that] thou art indeed the
only clement, the only right-minded man!"
11:88
He answered: "O my people! What do you think? If [it be true that] I am taking my stand on a
clear evidence from my Sustainer, who has vouchsafed me goodly sustenance [as a gift] from
Himself - [how could I speak to you otherwise than I do]?122 And yet, I have no desire to do, out
of opposition to you, what I am asking you not to do: 123 I desire no more than to set things to
rights in so far as it lies within my power; but the achievement of my aim depends on God alone.
In Him have I placed my trust, and unto Him do I always turn!
11:89

"And, O my people, let not [your] dissent from me drive you into sin, lest there befall you the
like of what befell the people of Noah, or the people of Hud. or the people of Salih: and
[remember that] the people of Lot lived not very far from you!"124 (11:90) Hence, ask your
Sustainer to forgive you your sins, and then turn towards Him in repentance - for, verily, my
Sustainer is a dispenser of grace, a fount of love!"
(91) [But his people] said: "O Shu'ayb! We cannot grasp the purport of much of what thou
sayest;125 on the other hand, behold, we do see clearly how weak thou art in our midst:126 and
were it not for thy family, we would have most certainly stoned thee to death, considering that
thou hast no power over us!"
120 Lit., "Do thy prayers command thee...", etc.
121 I.e., without regard to the rights and needs of others, especially the
poor: hence their
sarcastic reference, in the next sentence, to Shu'ayb's clemency and
right-mindedness.
122 According to Zamakhshari, Razi and several other commentators, the
clause interpolated here
between brackets is elliptically implied in Shu'ayb's answer. His stress
on the fact that God has
graced him amply with worldly goods is meant to remind his countrymen
that it is not self-interest
that causes him to ask them to be fair in their dealings with their
fellow-men.
123 I.e., "I do not aim at depriving you of what is rightfully yours" - a
reference to verse 85 above.
124 As pointed out in surah 7, note 67, the region inhabited by Shu'ayb's
people extended from what
is known today as the Gulf of 'Aqabah to the mountains of Moab, east of
the Dead Sea, in the
vicinity of which Sodom and Gomorrah were situated.
125 Cf. 6:25. In the present instance. however, the self-confessed lack of
understanding on the part
of the people of Madyan may have a more subjective meaning, similar to
the half-indignant,
half-embarrassed retort. "I don't know what you are talking about."
126 Lit., "we regard thee indeed as a weak one among us" - i.e., without
any appreciable tribal support.

11:92
Said he: "O my people! Do you hold my family in greater esteem than God? - for, Him you
regard as something that may be cast behind you and be forgotten!127 Verily, my Sustainer
encompasses [with His might] all that you do! (11:93) Hence, O my people, do [to me] anything
that may be within your power, [while] I, behold, shall labour [in God's way]; in time you will

come to know which [of us] shall be visited by suffering that will cover him with ignominy, and
which [of us] is a liar. Watch, then, [for what is coming:] behold, I shall watch with you!"
11:94
And so, when Our judgment came to pass, by Our grace We saved Shu'ayb and those who shared
his faith, whereas the blast [of Our punishment] overtook those who had been bent on evildoing:
and then they lay lifeless, in their very homes, on the ground,128 (11:95) as though they had never
lived there.
Oh, away with [the people of] Madyan, even as the Thamud have been done away with!
11:96
AND, INDEED, We sent Moses with Our messages and a manifest authority [from Us] (11:97)
unto Pharaoh and his great ones: but these followed [only] Pharaoh's bidding - and Pharaoh's
bidding led by no means to what is right.129 (11:98) [And so] he shall go before his people on the
Day of Resurrection, having led them [in this world] towards the fire [of the life to come]; and
vile was the destination towards which they were led - (11:99) seeing that they were pursued by
[God's] rejection in this [world], and [shall be finally overtaken by it] on the Day of
Resurrection;130 [and] vile was the gift which they were given!
127 In classical Arabic usage, as well as in the speech of certain bedouin
tribes to this day, the
phrase ittakhadhahu (or ja'lahu) zihriyyan (lit., "he put him behind his
back") has the meaning of
"he held him in contempt", or "he forgot him", or "regarded him as
something that may be forgotten".
This last rendering seems to be the most appropriate in the above
context.
128 See verse 67 of this surah and the corresponding note 98; also surah 7,
note 73.
129 Lit., "was not right-guided (rashid)". The short passage dealing with
Pharaoh and his followers.
(verses 96-99) connects with, and amplifies, the reference to the tribe
of 'Ad, who "followed the
bidding of every arrogant enemy of the truth" (verse 59 of this surah).
Thus, the main point of this
passage is the problem of immoral leadership and, arising from it, the
problem of man's individual,
moral responsibility for wrongs committed in obedience to a "higher
authority". The Qur'an answers
this question emphatically in the affirmative: the leader and the led are
equally guilty, and none
can be absolved of responsibility on the plea that he was but blindly
following orders given by those
above him. This indirect allusion to man's relative free will - i.e., his
freedom of choice between
right and wrong - fittingly concludes the stories of the earlier prophets
and their wrongdoing

communities as narrated in this surah.
130 See note 37 on the last clause of verse 18 of this surah, as well as
verse 60, which refers in
identical terms to the destiny of the tribe of 'Ad.

11:100
THIS ACCOUNT131 of the [fate of those ancient] communities - some of them still remaining,
and some [extinct like] a field mown-down - We convey unto thee [as a lesson for mankind]:132
(11:101) for, no wrong did We do to them, but it was they who wronged themselves. And when
thy Sustainer's judgment came to pass, those deities of theirs which they had been wont to invoke
instead of God proved of no avail whatever to them, and brought them no more than utter
perdition.
11:102
And such is thy Sustainer's punishing grasp whenever He takes to task any community that is
given to evildoing: verily, His punishing grasp is grievous, severe!
11:103
Herein, behold, lies a message indeed for all who fear the suffering [which may befall them] in
the life to come, (and are conscious of the coming of] that Day on which all mankind shall be
gathered together - that Day [of Judgment] which shall be witnessed [by all that ever lived],
(11:104) and which We shall not delay beyond a term set [by Us].133
11:105
When that Day comes, not a soul will speak, unless it be by His leave; and of those [that are
gathered together], some will be wretched and some, happy. (11:106) Now as for those who [by
their deeds] will have brought wretchedness upon themselves, [they shall live] in the fire, where
they will have [nothing but] moans and sobs [to relieve their pain], (11:107) therein to abide as
long as the heavens and the earth endure - unless thy Sustainer wills it otherwise: 134 for, verily,
thy Sustainer is a sovereign doer of whatever He wills.
131 Lit., "This of the accounts" (a construction identical with that
employed in 3:44, 11:49 and 12:102),
alluding to the fact that only certain aspects of the relevant stories,
and not the complete stories
as such, are presented here (cf. verse 120 below): the purpose being, as
always in the Qur'an, the
illustration of an ethical principle or principles, and of men's varying
reactions to the guidance
which God offers them directly through His prophets and indirectly
through the observable phenomena
of His creation. (See in this connection the second part of note 73 on
verse 49 of this surah.)
132 See preceding note.

133 Lit., "except till a term computed [by Us]".
134 I.e., unless God wills to reprieve them (cf. the last paragraph of
6:128 and the corresponding
note 114, as well as note 10 on 40:12). The phrase "as long as the
heavens and the earth endure"
has caused some perplexity to most of the classical commentators in view
of the many Qur'anic
statements to the effect that the world as we know it will come to an end
on the Last Day, which
is synonymous with the Day of Resurrection. This difficulty, however, can
be resolved if we remember as Tabari points out in his commentary on the above verse - that in
ancient Arabic usage the
expressions "as long as the heavens and the earth endure", or "as long as
night and day alternate",
etc., were used metonymically in the sense of "time beyond count" (abad).
See also 20:105-107
and the corresponding note 90, as well as note 63 on 14:48.

11:108
But as for those who [by virtue of their past deeds] will have been blest with happiness, [they
shall live] in paradise, therein to abide as long as the heavens and the earth endure - unless thy
Sustainer wills it otherwise135 - as a gift unceasing.
11:109
AND SO, [O Prophet,] be not in doubt about anything that those [misguided people] worship:136
they but [thoughtlessly] worship as their forefathers worshipped aforetime; and, behold, We shall
most certainly give them their full due [for whatever good or evil they have earned], without
diminishing aught thereof.137
11:110
And, indeed, [similar was the case when] We vouchsafed the divine writ unto Moses, and some
of his people set their own views against it;138 and had it not been for a decree that had already
gone forth from thy Sustainer, judgment would indeed have been passed on them [then and
there]:139: for, behold, they were in grave doubt, amounting to suspicion, about him [who called
them unto God].140
135 I.e., unless God wills to bestow on them a yet greater reward (Razi;
also Manar XII, 161); or which to my mind is more probable - unless He opens up to man a new, yet
higher stage of evolution.
136 I.e., "do not think that their beliefs are based on reason": a
reference, primarily, to the pagan
Arabs who - like the wrongdoers spoken of in the preceding passages rejected God's message on

the plea that it conflicted with their ancestral beliefs; and, more
generally, to all people who
are accustomed to worship.(in the widest sense of this word) false values
handed down from their
ancestors and who, consequently, observe false standards of morality: an
attitude which must
unavoidably - as the last sentence of this verse shows - result in future
suffering, be it in
this world or in the hereafter, or in both.
137 Lit., "We shall repay them their portion in full, undiminished". For an
explanation of this
sentence, see note 27 on verses 15-16 of this surah.
138 Lit., "and it was disagreed upon", or "discordant views came to be held
about it": meaning
that, like Muhammad's early contemporaries, some of Moses' people
accepted the divine writ, whereas
others refused to submit to its guidance.
139 Lit., "it would indeed have been decided between them" - i.e., they
would have been punished,
like those communities of old, by utter destruction, had it not been for
God's decree (kalimah,
lit., "word") that their punishment should be deferred until the Day of
Resurrection (cf. the
last sentence of 10:93 and the corresponding note 114).
140 Cf. 2:55 - "O Moses, indeed we shall not believe thee until we see God
face to face!"

11:111
And, verily, unto each and all will thy Sustainer give their full due for whatever [good or evil]
they may have done: behold, He is aware of all that they do! (11:112) Pursue, then, the right
course, as thou hast been bidden [by God], together with all who, with thee, have turned unto
Him; and let none of you behave in an overweening manner:141 for, verily, He sees all that you
do.
11:113
And do not incline towards, nor rely upon, those who are bent on evildoing 142 lest the fire [of the
hereafter] touch you: for [then] you would have none to protect you from God, nor would you
ever be succoured [by Him].143
11:114
And be constant in praying at the beginning and the end144 of the day, as well as during the early
watches of the night: 145 for, verily, good deeds drive away evil deeds: this is a reminder to all
who bear [God] in mind. (11:115) And be patient in adversity: for, verily,. God does not fail to
requite the doers of good!

11:116
BUT, ALAS, among those generations [whom We destroyed] before your time there were no
people endowed with any virtue146 - [people] who would speak out against the [spread of]
corruption on earth - except the few of them whom We saved [because of their righteousness],
whereas those who were bent on evildoing only pursued pleasures which corrupted their whole
being,147 and so lost themselves in sinning.
141 Explaining this injunction, expressed in the second person plural, Ibn
Kathir points out that it
is addressed to all believers, and that it refers to their behaviour
towards everyone, be he
believer or unbeliever; in this he obviously relies on the interpretation
advanced by Ibn 'Abbas
(and quoted by Razi): "It means, 'Be humble before God and do not behave
with false pride towards
anyone'." According to some later commentators (e.g., Tabari,
Zamakhshari, Baghawi, Razi), the
meaning is wider, namely, "do not overstep the bounds of what God has
ordained", or "do not exceed
the limits of equity".
142 The verb rakana comprises the concepts of inclining (in one's feelings
or opinions) towards, as
well as of relying on, someone or something, and cannot be translated by
a single word; hence my
composite rendering of the phrase la tarkanu. The use of the past tense
in alladhina zalamu
indicates - as is often the case in the Qur'an - deliberate and
persistent evildoing; this term
is, therefore, suitably rendered as "those who are bent on evildoing".
143 According to Zamakhshari, the particle thumma at the beginning of this
last clause does not
signify a sequence in time ("and then" or "afterwards") but, rather, a
stress on the impossibility
(istib'ad) of their ever being succoured by God.
144 Lit., "at the two ends".
145 This injunction circumscribes all the obligatory prayers without
specifying either their form or
the exact times of their performance, both of which are clearly laid down
in the sunnah (i.e., the
authenticated sayings and the practice) of the Prophet: namely, at dawn
(fajr), shortly after
mid-day (zuhr), in the afternoon ('asr), immediately after sunset
(maghrib), and in the first part
of the night ('ishn'). Inasmuch as the above verse stresses the paramount
importance of prayer in
general, it is safe to assume that it refers not merely to the five
obligatory prayers but to a
remembrance of God at all times of one's wakeful life.

146 For my rendering of the particle law-la, at the beginning of this
sentence, as "alas", see
surah 10, note 119. The present passage connects with the statement in
the preceding verse, "God
does not fail to requite the doers of good", as well as with verse 111
above, "unto each and all
will thy Sustainer give their due for whatever [good or evil] they may
have done". - For the wider
implications of the term garn ("generation"), see surah 6, note 5.
147 The verb tarifa means "he enjoyed a life of ease and plenty", while the
participle mutraf denotes
"one who enjoys a life of ease and plenty" or "indulges in the pleasures
of life", i.e., to the
exclusion of moral considerations. The form mutarraf has an additional
significance, namely, "one
whom a life of softness and ease has caused to behave insolently", or
"one whom the [exclusive]
pursuit of the pleasures of life has corrupted" (Mughni ). Hence my above
rendering of the phrase
and utrifu fihi.

11:117
For, never would thy Sustainer destroy a community148 for wrong [beliefs alone] so long as its
people behave righteously [towards one another]. 149 (11:118) And had thy Sustainer so willed,
He could surely have made all mankind one single community: but [He willed it otherwise, and
so] they continue to hold divergent views150 - (119) [all of them,] save those upon whom thy
Sustainer has bestowed His grace.151
And to this end has He created them [all].152
But [as for those who refuse to avail themselves of divine guidance,] that word of thy Sustainer
shall be fulfilled: "Most certainly will I fill hell with invisible beings as well as with humans, all
together!"153
148 See surah 6, note 116.
149 This passage connects with the concluding clause of the preceding
verse, "and lost themselves in
sinning". According to most of the classical commentators, the term zulm
(lit., "wrong" or "evildoing")
is in this context synonymous with "wrong beliefs" amounting to a denial
of the truths revealed by
God through His prophets, a refusal to acknowledge His existence, or the
ascribing of divine powers
or qualities to anyone or anything beside Him. Explaining the above verse
in this sense, Razi says:
"God's chastisement does not afflict any people merely on account of
their holding beliefs amounting
to shirk and kufr, but afflicts them only if they persistently commit
evil in their mutual dealings,

and deliberately hurt (other human beings] and act tyranically [towards
them]. Hence, those who are
learned in Islamic Law (al-fuqaha') hold that men's obligations towards
God rest on the principle
of [His] forgiveness and liberality, whereas the rights of man are of a
stringent nature and must
always be strictly observed" - the obvious reason being that God is
almighty and needs no defender,
whereas man is weak and needs protection. (Cf. the last sentence of 28:59
and the corresponding note 61.)
150 I.e., about everything, even about the truths revealed to them by God.
- For a discussion of the
term ummah wahidah ("one single community") and its wider implications,
see surah 2, notes 197 and
198; the second part of 2:253 and the corresponding note 245; and the
second part of 5 :48 and the
corresponding notes 66 and 67. Thus, the Qur'an stresses once again that
the unceasing differentiation
in men's views and ideas is not incidental but represents a God-willed,
basic factor of human
existence. If God had willed that all human beings should be of one
persuasion, all intellectual
progress would have been ruled out, and "they would have been similar in
their social life to the
bees and the ants, while in their spiritual life they would have been
like the angels, constrained
by their nature always to believe in what is true and always to obey God"
(Manar XII, 193) - that
is to say, devoid of that relative free will which enables man to choose
between right and wrong
and thus endows his life - in distinction from all other sentient beings
- with a moral meaning and
a unique spiritual potential.
151 I.e., those who avail themselves of His grace, consisting of the Godgiven ability to realize
His existence (cf. 7:172 and the corresponding note 139) and the guidance
which He offers to
mankind through His prophets (Razi).
152 Some of the earliest commentators (e.g., Mujahid and 'Ikrimah) are of
the opinion that the
expression li-dhalika (rendered by me as "to this end") refers to God's
bestowal of His grace upon
man, while others (e.g., Al-Hasan and 'Ata) relate it to men's ability to
differ intellectually
from one another. According to Zamakhshari, it refers to the freedom of
moral choice which
characterizes man and is spoken of in the preceding passages: and since
it is this freedom which
constitutes God's special gift to man and raises him above all other
created beings (cf. the
parable of Adam and the angels in 2:30-34), Zamakhshari's interpretation
is, in my opinion, the
most comprehensive of all.

153 The "word of God" reiterated here as well as in 32:13 has originally
been pronounced in 7:18
with reference to the "followers of Satan", i.e., those who reject the
guidance offered them by
God; hence my interpolation at the beginning of the paragraph. As regards
the meaning of jinn
(rendered by me in this and similar instances as "invisible beings"), see
Appendix III.

11:120
AND [remember:] out of all the accounts relating to the [earlier] apostles We convey unto thee
[only] that wherewith We [aim to] make firm thy heart: 154 for through these [accounts] comes
the truth unto thee, as well as an admonition and a reminder unto all believers.
11:121
And say unto those who will not believe: "Do anything that may be within your power, [while]
we, behold, shall labour [in God's way]; (11:122) and wait [for what is coming]: behold, we too
are waiting!" (11:123) And God alone comprehends the hidden reality of the heavens and the
earth:155 for, all that exists goes back to Him [as its source].
Worship Him, then, and place thy trust in Him alone: for thy Sustainer is not unaware of what
you do.
154 I.e., the Qur'an does not intend to present those stories as such, but
uses them (or, rather,
relevant parts of them) as illustrations of moral truths and as a means
to strengthen the faith
of the believer (see the second part of note 73 as well as note 131
above).
155 Lit., "God's is [the knowledge of] the hidden reality of...", etc. For
this meaning of the term
al-ghayb, see note 3 on 2:3.

The Twelfth Surah
Yusuf (Joseph)
Mecca Period

ACCORDING to all the authoritative sources, this surah was revealed in its entirety in Mecca,
almost immediately after the preceding one. The contention of some of the early commentators
that the first three verses were revealed at Medina is, in the words of Suyuti, "entirely baseless
and cannot be seriously considered".
The story of the Prophet Joseph, as narrated in the Qur'an, agrees in the main, but not
completely, with the Biblical version (Genesis xxxvii and xxxix-xlvi); the more important
differences between the two accounts are pointed out in my notes. But what distinguishes the
Qur'anic treatment of the story in a deeper sense is its spiritual tenor: contrary to the Bible, in

which the life of Joseph is presented as a romantic account of the envy to which his youthful
innocence is first exposed, of the vicissitudes which he subsequently suffers, and, finally, of his
worldly triumph over his brothers, the Qur'an uses it primarily as an illustration of God's
unfathomable direction of men's affairs - an echo of the statement that "it may well be that you
hate a thing the while it is good for you, and it may well be that you love a thing the while it is
bad for you: and God knows, whereas you do not know'.' (2:216). The whole of this surah might
be described as a series of variations on the theme "judgment [as to what is to happen] rests with
none but God", explicitly enunciated only in verse 67, but running like an unspoken leitmotif
throughout the story of Joseph.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
12:1
Alif. Lam. Ra.1
THESE ARE MESSAGES of a revelation clear in itself and clearly showing the truth:2 (12:2)
behold, We have bestowed it from on high as a discourse in the Arabic tongue, so that you might
encompass it with your reason.3
12:3
In the measure that We reveal4 this Qur'an unto thee, [O Prophet,] We explain it to thee in the
best possible way,5 seeing that ere this thou wert indeed among those who are unaware [of what
revelation is].6
1 See Appendix II.
2 The participial adjective mubin may denote an attribute of the noun which
it qualifies ("clear",
"manifest", "obvious", etc.) as well as its function ("making clear" or
"manifesting", i.e., the
truth), either of which meanings is dictated by its context. In the
consensus of authoritative opinion,
both these meanings are comprised in the above instance; consequently, a
compound phrase is necessary
in order to render the term appropriately.
3 This, according to Zamakhshari, is the meaning of la'allakum ta'qilun in
the above context. Although
they were in the first instance addressed to the Arabian contemporaries
of the Prophet, these two
verses apply to all people, whatever their origin, who understand the
Arabic language. They are meant
to impress upon everyone who listens to or reads the Qur'an that its
appeal is directed, primarily,
to man's reason, and that "feeling" alone can never provide a sufficient
basis of faith. (See also
13:37 and 14:4, as well as the corresponding notes.)
4 Or: "By Our having revealed".

5 Lit., "with the best explanation (ahsan al-iqtisas)". This rendering is
very close to the
interpretation given by Zamakhshari: "We set forth this Qur'an unto thee
in the best way in
which it could be set forth." According to Razi, it may safely be assumed
that the adjective
"best" refers not to the contents of "that which is set forth - i.e., the
particular story narrated
in this surah - but rather to the manner in which the Qur'an (or this
particular surah) is set
forth: and herein he agrees with Zamakhshari. It should be borne in mind
that the verb qassa (the
infinitive nouns of which are qasas and igtisas) signifies, primarily,
"he followed step by step"
or "by degrees", and, subsequently, "he related [a piece of news or a
story] as though he followed
its traces": hence, "he expounded [it] gradually" or "he explained [it]"
(cf. Lane VII, 2526, quoting
the Qamus and the Taj al-'Arus with specific reference to the above
verse). If, on the other hand,
the infinitive noun qasas is regarded as synonymous, in this context,
with qissah ("story" or
"narrative"), the above sentence might be rendered as "We narrate unto
thee the best of narratives",
i.e., the subsequent story of Joseph. In my opinion, however, the
rendering "We explain it [i.e.,
the Qur'an] in the best possible way" is preferable inasmuch as it fully
coincides with the two
opening verses of this surah, which state, in effect, that the Qur'an is
self-explanatory.
6 At this point in his commentary, Razi draws the reader's attention to
42:52 - "thou didst not know
what revelation is, nor what faith [implies]": a passage similar in
purport to the closing words
of the above verse; hence my addition, between brackets, of the phrase
"of what revelation is".

12:4
LO!7 Thus spoke Joseph unto his father: "O my father! Behold, I saw [in a dream] eleven stars,
as well as the sun and the moon: I saw them prostrate themselves before me!"
12:5
[Jacob] replied: "O my dear son!8 Do not relate thy dream to thy brothers lest [out of envy] they
devise an evil scheme against thee; verily, Satan is man's open foe!9 (12:6) For, [as thou hast
been shown in thy dream,] even thus will thy Sustainer elect thee, and will impart unto thee some
understanding of the inner meaning of happenings,10 and will bestow the full measure of His
blessings upon thee and upon the House of Jacob - even as, aforetime, He bestowed it in full
measure upon thy forefathers Abraham and Isaac. Verily, thy Sustainer is all-knowing, wise!"

7 The particle idh is usually a time-reference, and can in most cases be
translated as "when". Occasionally,
however, it is used as a corroborative particle meant to draw the
reader's (or hearer's) attention
to the sudden occurrence of a thing (Mughni, Qamus, Taj al-'Arus), or as is often the case in the
Qur'an - to a turn in the discourse: and in such instances it is suitably
rendered as "lo" or "now".
8 See surah 11, note 65.
9 As in the Biblical account of Joseph's story, the Qur'an shows that Jacob
did not fail to understand
the meaning of his son's dream-vision of future greatness, with the
eleven stars symbolizing his
brothers, and the sun and the moon his parents. But whereas the Bible
quotes the father as "rebuking"
his son (Genesis xxxvii, 10) in the obvious assumption that the dream was
an outcome of wishful
thinking, the Qur'an makes it clear that Jacob - who was himself a
prophet - at once realized its
prophetic quality and its deeper implications.
10 Lit., "sayings". or "tidings" (ahddith). Most of the commentators assume
that this refers specifically
to Joseph's future ability to interpret dreams; but Razi points out that
in this context the term
hadith (of which ahadith is the plural) may be synonymous with hadith
("something that newly comes
into existence", i.e., "an event" or "a happening"). This is, to my mind,
much more convincing than
a mere reference to dream-interpretation, the more so as the term ta'wil
is often used in the
Qur'an (e.g., in 3:7, 10:39 or 18:78) in the sense of "final meaning",
"inner meaning" or "real
meaning" of a happening or statement or thing, as distinct from its
outward, prima-facie appearance.
The use of the particle min ("of") before the term ta'wil indicates that
absolute knowledge of what
a thing or event implies rests with God alone (cf. 3:7 - "none save God
knows its final meaning"),
and that even God's elect, the prophets - albeit their vision is much
wider than that of ordinary men are granted only a partial insight into the mysteries of God's creation.

12:7
Indeed, in [the story of] Joseph and his brothers there are messages for all who search [after
truth].11
12:8
NOW [Joseph's brothers] spoke [thus to one another:] "Truly, Joseph and his brother [Benjamin]
are dearer to our father than we, even though we are so many. 12 Behold, our father is surely

suffering from an aberration!"13 (12:9) [Said one of them:] "Slay Joseph, or else drive him away
to some [faraway] land, so that your father's regard may be for you alone: and after this is done,
you will be [free to repent and to live once again as] righteous people!"14
12:10
Another of them said: "Do not slay Joseph, but - rather - if you must do something - cast him into
the dark depths of this well, [whence] some caravan may pick him up."15 (12:11) [On this they
agreed; and thereupon] they spoke [thus to their father]: "O our father! Wherefore wilt thou not
trust us with Joseph, seeing that we are indeed his well-wishers? (12:12) Let him go out with us
tomorrow, that he may enjoy himself and play: and, verily, we shall guard him well!"
12:13
[Jacob] answered: "Behold, it grieves me indeed [to think] that you might take him with you, for
I dread lest the wolf devour him at a moment when you are heedless of him!" (12:14) Said they:
"Surely, if the wolf were to devour him notwithstanding that we are so many - then, behold, we
ought ourselves to perish!" (12:15) And so, when they went away with him, they decided to cast
him into the dark depths of the well.
And We revealed [this] unto him: "Thou wilt yet remind them of this their deed at a time when
they shall not perceive [who thou art]!"16
11 Lit., "those who inquire".
12 Lit., "a company" or "group". Benjamin was Joseph's full brother - both
being sons of Jacob's
wife Rachel - whereas the other ten were only his half-brothers.
13 Lit., "is in most obvious error".
14 The phrase interpolated by me within brackets - reflecting the
unconscious irony in the attitude
of Joseph's brethren - is based on the consensus of most of the classical
commentators.
15 Sc., "and take him with them to a faraway land" (cf. the preceding
verse). The term jubb - rendered
by me as "well" - is usually applied to a desert well simply cut through
the earth or through rock
and not cased with stone: the implication being that this particular well
did not contain enough
water to drown Joseph, but was deep enough to hide him from sight.
16 See verses 89-90 of this surah.

12:16
And at nightfall they came to their father, weeping, (12:17) [and] said: "O our father! Behold, we
went off racing with one another, and left Joseph behind with our things; and thereupon the wolf

devoured him! But [we know that] thou wouldst not believe us even though we speak the truth17
- (12:18) and they produced his tunic with false blood upon it.
[But Jacob] exclaimed: "Nay, but it is your [own] minds that have made [so terrible] a happening
seem a matter of little account to you!" But [as for myself,] patience in adversity is most goodly
[in the sight of God]; and it is to God [alone] that I pray to give me strength to bear the
misfortune which you have described to me."18
12:19
AND THERE CAME a caravan;19 and they sent forth their drawer of water, and he let down his
bucket into the well - [and when he saw Joseph] he exclaimed: "Oh, what a lucky find,20 this
boy!"
And they hid him with a view to selling him: but God had full knowledge of all that they were
doing. (12:20) And they sold him for a paltry price - a mere few silver coins: thus low did they
value him. (12:21) And the man from Egypt who bought him21 said to his wife: "Make his stay
[with us] honourable; he may well be of use to us, or we may adopt him as a son.
And thus We gave unto Joseph a firm place on earth; and [We did this] so that We might impart
unto him some understanding of the inner meaning of happenings.22 For, God always prevails in
whatever be His purpose: but most people know it not.
17 Apparently Jacob did not believe the tale of the wolf but, knowing his
sons' envy of Joseph,
at once realized that it was they themselves who had done grievous harm
to him. Nevertheless as is evident from Jacob's expression of hope in verse 83 of this surah he was not quite
convinced that Joseph was really dead.
18 Lit., "it is to God that I turn for aid against what you are
describing".
19 According. to the Bible (Genesis xxxvii, 25), they were "Ishmaelites" i.e., Arabs - who "came
from Gilead with their camels bearing spicery and balm and myrrh, going
to carry it down to
Egypt". (Gilead is the Biblical name for the region east of the Jordan.)
20 Lit., "O good news!"
21 The Qur'an does not mention his name or position; but a later reference
to him (in verse 30 below)
as al-aziz ("the great [or "mighty"] one") points to his having been a
high official or a nobleman.
22 See note 10 above.

12:22

And when he reached full manhood, We bestowed upon him the ability to judge [between right
and wrong], as well as [innate] knowledge: for thus do We reward the doers of good. (12:23)
And [it so happened that] she in whose house he was living [conceived a passion for him and]
sought to make him yield himself unto her; and she bolted the doors and said, "Come thou unto
me!"
[But Joseph] answered: "May God preserve me! Behold, goodly has my master made my stay [in
this house]! Verily, to no good end come they that do [such] wrong!"
12:24
And, indeed, she desired him, and he desired her; [and he would have succumbed] had he not
seen [in this temptation] an evidence of his Sustainer's truth:23 thus [We willed it to be] in order
that We might avert from him all evil and all deeds of abomination - for, behold, he was truly
one of Our servants.24
12:25
And they both rushed to the door; and she [grasped and] rent his tunic from behind - and [lo!]
they met her lord at the door!
Said she: "What ought to be the punishment of one who had evil designs on [the virtue of] thy
wife - [what] but imprisonment or a [yet more] grievous chastisement?"
12:26
[Joseph] exclaimed: "It was she who sought to make me yield myself unto her!"
Now one of those present, a member of her own household, suggested this: "If his tunic has been
torn from the front, then she is telling the truth, and he is a liar; (12:27) but if his tunic has been
torn from behind, then she is lying, and he is speaking the truth."
(28) And when (her husband] saw that his tunic was torn from behind, he said: "Behold, this is
[an instance] of your guile, O womankind! Verily, awesome is your guile! (12:29) [But,] Joseph,
let this pass!26 And thou, [O wife,] ask forgiveness for thy sin - for, verily, thou hast been greatly
at fault!"
23 The interpolated phrase "and he would have succumbed", is, according to
Zamakhshari, implied in
the above sentence. In his commentary on this verse, he further points
out that the moral
significance of "virtue" consists in one's inner victory over a wrongful
desire, and not in the
absence of such a desire. Cf. the well-known saying of the Prophet,
recorded, on the authority of
Abu Hurayrah, by Bukhari and Muslim: "God, exalted be He, says: 'If a
servant of Mine [merely]

desires to do a good deed, I shall count this [desire] as a good deed;
and if he does it, I shall
count it tenfold. And if he desires to commit a bad deed, but does not
commit it, I shall count this
as a good deed, seeing that he refrained from it only for My sake..."' i.e., in consequence of a
moral consideration (which, in the present instance, is described as "an
evidence of God's truth").
24 Lit., "he was among Our sincere servants".
25 Lit., "a present one (shahid) from her household testified" - i.e.,
suggested a test on these
lines. Here, again, the Qur'anic narrative differs from the story as told
in the Bible, since
according to the latter (Genesis xxxix, 19-20), the husband immediately
believed the false accusation
and cast Joseph into prison; the episodes related in verses 26-34 of this
surah do not appear in
the Biblical account.
26 Lit., "turn aside from this". According to almost all the commentators,
the meaning is, "do not
mention this to anyone", the implication being that the husband was
prepared to forgive and forget.

12:30
NOW the women of the city spoke [thus to one another]: "The wife of this nobleman is trying to
induce her slave-boy to yield himself unto her! Her love for him has pierced her heart; verily, we
see that she is undoubtedly suffering from an aberration!"27 (12:31) Thereupon, when she heard
of their malicious talk, she sent for them, and prepared for them a sumptuous repast, and handed
each of them a knife and said [to Joseph]: "Come out and show thyself to them!"
And when the women saw him, they were greatly amazed at his beauty,28 and [so flustered were
they that] they cut their hands [with their knives], exclaiming, "God save us! This is no mortal
man! This is nought but a noble angel!"
12:32
Said she: "This, then, is he about whom you have been blaming me! And, indeed, I did try to
make him yield himself unto me, but he remained chaste. Now, however, if he does not do what I
bid him, he shall most certainly be imprisoned, and shall most certainly find himself among the
despised!"30
12:33
Said he: "O my Sustainer! Prison is more desirable to me than [compliance with] what these
women invite me to: for, unless Thou turn away their guile from me, I might yet yield to their
allure31 and become one of those who are unaware [of right and wrong]."

12:34
And his Sustainer responded to his prayer, and freed him from the threat of their guile:32 verily,
He alone is all-hearing, all-knowing. (12:35) For, presently it occurred to the nobleman and his
household 33 [even] after they had seen all the signs [of Joseph's innocence] - that they might as
well imprison him for a time.34
27 Lit., "we see her indeed in obvious error".
28 The expression muttaka'- lit., "a place where one reclines [while
eating]", i.e., a "cushioned couch" seems to have been used here tropically to denote a "luxurious [or
"sumptuous"] repast".
29 Lit., "they deemed him [i.e., his beauty] great".
30 Lit., "become one of those who are humiliated".
31 Lit., "incline towards them"; it should, however, be borne in mind that
the verb sabd combines
the concepts of inclination, yearning and amorous indulgence (cf. Lane
IV, 1649); hence my rendering.
32 Lit., "turned away their guile from him".
33 Lit., "it occurred to them".
34 Thus, according to the Qur'an, Joseph was imprisoned not because his
master believed him to be
guilty, but because, in his weakness, he wanted to appease his wife,
"being entirely submissive
to her, and behaving like a riding-camel whose reins she held in her
hand" (Zamakhshari).

12:36
NOW two young men happened to go to prison at the same time as Joseph.35 One of them said:
"Behold, I saw myself [in a dream] pressing wine."
And the other said: "Behold, I saw myself [in a dream] carrying bread on my head, and birds
were eating thereof." [And both entreated Joseph:] "Let us know the real meaning of this! Verily,
we see that thou art one of those who know well [how to interpret dreams]."36
12:37
[Joseph] answered: "Ere there comes unto you the meal which you are [daily] fed, I shall have
informed you of the real meaning of your dreams,37 [so that you might know what is to come]
before it comes unto you: for this is [part] of the knowledge which my Sustainer has imparted to
me.

"Behold, I have left behind me the ways of people who do not believe in God,38 and who
persistently refuse to acknowledge the truth of the life to come; (12:38) and I follow the creed of
my forefathers Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. It is not conceivable that we should [be allowed to]
ascribe divinity to aught beside God: this is [an outcome] of God's bounty unto us and unto all
mankind39 - but most people are ungrateful.
35 Lit., "entered the prison with him". According to the Biblical account
(not contradicted by the
Qur'an), they were the King's cup-bearer and baker, both of them
imprisoned for unspecified offences.
36 This is the meaning given by Baghawi, Zamakhshari and Baydawi to the
expression al-muhsinin
in the above context, adopting the tropical use of the verb ahsana in the
sense of "he knew
[something]" or "he knew [it] well". Thus, the Qur'an indicates here in
its elliptic manner
that Joseph's reputation for wisdom and dream-interpretation preceded him
to prison.
37 Lit., "the real meaning thereof".
38 Joseph wants to avail himself of this opportunity to guide his two
fellow-prisoners towards
the true faith; and so, while promising that he would explain their
dreams presently, he asks
them to listen first to a short discourse on the oneness of God.
39 Since God is almighty and self-sufficient, it is not for His sake that
man is warned not to
ascribe divine qualities to aught beside Him: the absolute condemnation of
this sin is solely
designed to benefit man by freeing him from all superstition, and thus
enhancing his dignity
as a conscious, rational being.

12:39
"O my companions in imprisonment! Which is more reasonable:40 [belief in the existence of
numerous divine] lords, each of them different from the other41 - or [in] the One God, who holds
absolute sway over all that exists?
12:40
"All that you worship instead of God is nothing but [empty] names which you have invented42 you and your forefathers - [and] for which God has bestowed no warrant from on high. Judgment
[as to what is right and what is wrong] rests with God alone - [and] He has ordained that you
should worship nought but Him: this is the [one] ever-true faith; but most people know it not.43
12:41

"[And now,] O my companions in imprisonment, [I shall tell you the meaning of your dreams:]
as for one of you two, he will [again] give his lord [the King] wine to drink; but as for the other,
he will be crucified, and birds will eat off his head. [But whatever be your future,] the matter on
which you have asked me to enlighten you has been decided [by God]."
12:42
And [thereupon Joseph] said unto the one of the two whom he considered saved: "Mention me
unto thy lord [when thou art free]!" But Satan caused him to forget to mention [Joseph] to his
lord, and so he remained in prison a few [more] years.
12:43
AND [one day] the King said:44 "Behold, I saw [in a dream] seven fat cows being devoured by
seven emaciated ones, and seven green ears [of wheat] next to [seven] others that were withered.
O you nobles! Enlighten me about [the meaning of] my dream, if you are able to interpret
dreams!"
40 Lit., "better", obviously in the sense of "better conforming to the
demands of reason".
41 The expression mutafarriqan connotes plurality ds well as separateness in this context,
separateness in respect of qualities, functions and degrees.
42 Lit., "names which you have named" - i.e., "figments of your own
imagination".
43 Cf. the last sentence of 30:30.
44 This king seems to have been one of the six Hyksos rulers who dominated
Egypt from about 1700
to 1580 B.C., after having invaded the country from the east by way of
the Sinai Peninsula. The
name of this dynasty, which was undoubtedly of foreign origin, is derived
from the Egyptian hiq
shasu or heku shoswet, meaning "rulers of nomad lands", or - according to
the late Egyptian
historian Manetho - "shepherd kings": all of which points to their having
been Arabs who, despite
the fact that before their invasion of Egypt they were already wellestablished in Syria, had to
a large extent preserved their bedouin mode of life. This would explain
the confidence which the
king mentioned in this story was later to place in Joseph, the Hebrew,
and the subsequent settlement
of the latter's family (and, thus, of what in due course became the
Israelite nation) in Egypt:
for it must be borne in mind that the Hebrews, too, descended from one of
the many bedouin tribes
who some centuries earlier had migrated from the Arabian Peninsula to
Mesopotamia and later to

Syria (cf. surah 7, note 48); and that the language of the Hyksos must
have been very akin to
Hebrew, which, after all, is but an ancient Arabian dialect.

12:44
They answered: "[This is one of] the most involved and confusing of dreams,45 and we have no
deep knowledge of the real meaning of dreams." (12:45) At that, the one of the two [erstwhile
prisoners] who had been saved, and [who suddenly] remembered [Joseph] after all that time,46
spoke [thus]: "It is I who can inform you of the real meaning of this [dream]; so let me go [in
search of it]."47
12:46
[And he went to see Joseph in the prison and said to him:] "Joseph, O thou truthful one!
Enlighten us about [the meaning of a dream in which] seven fat cows were being devoured by
seven emaciated ones, and seven green ears [of wheat appeared] next to [seven] others that were
withered - so that I may return [with thy explanation] unto the people [of the court, and] that they
may come to know [what manner of man thou art]!"
12:47
[Joseph] replied: "You shall sow for seven years as usual; but let all [the grain] that you harvest
remain [untouched] in its ear, excepting only a little, whereof you may eat: (12:48) for, after that
[period of seven good years] there will come seven hard [years] which will devour all that you
shall have laid up for them, excepting only a little of that which you shall have kept in store.
(12:49) And after that there will come a year in which the people will be delivered from all
distress,48 and in which they will press [oil and wine as before]."
12:50
And [as soon as Joseph's interpretation was conveyed to him,] the King said: "Bring him before
me!"
But when the [King's] messenger came unto him, [Joseph] said: "Go back to thy lord and ask
him [first to find out the truth] about those women who cut their hands - for, behold, [until now it
is] my Sustainer [alone who] has full knowledge of their guile!" (12:51) [Thereupon the King
sent for those women; and when they came,] he asked: "What was it that you hoped to achieve
when you sought to make Joseph yield himself unto you?"49 The women asnwered: "God save
us! We did not perceive the least evil [intention] on his part!" [And] the wife of Joseph's former
master50 exclaimed: "Now has the truth come to light! It was I who sought to make him yield
himself unto me - whereas he, behold, was indeed speaking the truth!"
45 Lit., "confusing medleys (adghath) of dreams".
46 According to almost all the authorities, the noun ummah denotes here "a
time" or "a long period
of time".

47 The cup-bearer obviously addresses the assembly as a whole, and not the
King alone: hence
the plural "you".
48 Or: "will be granted rain" - depending on whether one connects the
verbal form yughath with
either of the infinitive nouns ghayth ("rain") or ghawth ("deliverance
from distress"). Although
the crops of Egypt depend entirely on the annual Nile floods, the waterlevel of the river is,
in its turn, contingent upon the quantity of rainfall at its upper
reaches.
49 Evidently, the King wanted to find out whether they had previously been
encouraged by Joseph, or
whether he was truly innocent. The noun khatb denotes "something that one
has in view" or "desires"
or "seeks to obtain"; and so the expression and khatbukunna (lit., "what
was it that you [really]
had in view") may be suitably rendered as above.
50 Lit., "the wife of the great one (al-aziz)".

12:52
[When Joseph learned what had happened, he said:' "I asked for] this, so that [my former master]
might know that I did not betray him behind his back,[ and that God does not bless with His
guidance the artful schemes of those who betray their trust. (12:53) And yet, I am not trying to
absolve myself: for, verily, man's inner self does incite [him] to evil,53 and saved are only they
upon whom my Sustainer bestows His grace.54 Behold, my Sustainer is much-forgiving, a
dispenser of grace!"
12:54
And the King said: "Bring him unto me, so that I may attach him to my own person."
And when he had spoken with him, [the King] said: "Behold, [from] this day thou shalt be of
high standing with us, invested with all trust!" (12:55) [Joseph] replied: "Place in my charge the
store-houses of the land; behold, I shall be a good and knowing keeper.55
51 Some of the commentators (e.g., Ibn Kathir and, among the moderns,
Rashid Rida' in Manar XII,
323 f.) regard this and the next verse as a continuation of the woman's
confession; but the
great majority of the classical authorities, including Tabari, Baghawi
and Zamakhshari, attribute
the speech that follows unequivocally - and, in my opinion, most
convincingly - to Joseph:
hence my interpolation at the beginning of this verse.
52 Lit., "in [his] absence" or "in secret" (bi'l-ghayb).

53 Lit., "is indeed wont to command [the doing of] evil"- i.e., is filled
with impulses which
often conflict with what the mind regards as a moral good. This is
obviously a reference to
the statement in verse 24 above - "she desired him, and he desired her;
[and he would have
succumbed,] had he not seen [in this temptation] an evidence of his
Sustainer's truth" - as well
as to Joseph's prayer in verse 33, "unless Thou turn away their guile
from me, I might yet yield
to their allure". (See also note 23 above.) Joseph's stress on the
weakness inherent in human
nature is a sublime expression of humility on the part of one who himself
had overcome that
very weakness: for, as the sequence shows, he attributes his moral
victory not to himself but
solely to the grace and mercy of God.
54 Lit., "except those upon whom...", etc. According to most of the
commentators, the pronoun and
(lit., "that which") is here synonymous with man ("he who" or "those
who").
55 By making this request, Joseph wanted to assure an efficient build-up of
grain reserves during
the coming years of plenty, knowing well that they would be followed by
seven years of scarcity.
It is obvious from the sequence that his request was granted, and that he
was able to fulfil the
task which he had set himself.

12:56
(56) And thus We established Joseph securely in the land [of Egypt]: he had full mastery over it,
[doing] whatever he willed.
[Thus do] We cause Our grace to alight upon whomever We will; and We do not fail to requite
the doers of good.56 (12:57) But in the eyes of those who have attained to faith and have always
been conscious of Us, a reward in the life to come is a far greater good [than any reward in this
world].57
12:58
AND [after some years,] Joseph's brothers came [to Egypt]58 and presented themselves before
him: and he knew them [at once], whereas they did not recognize him.
12:59
And when he had provided them with their provisions, he said: "[When you come here next,]
bring unto me that brother of yours from your father's side.59 Do you not see that I have given
[you] full measure and have been the best of hosts? (12:60) But if you do not bring him unto me,

you shall never again receive a single measure [of grain] from me, nor shall you [be allowed to]
come near me!"
12:61
They answered: "We shall try to persuade his father to part with him, and, verily, we shall do
[our utmost]!" (12:62) And [Joseph] said to his servants: "Place their merchandise60 in their
camel-packs, so that they may find it there when they come home, and hence be the more eager
to return. 61
12:63
(63) And so, when they returned to their father, [Joseph's brothers] said: "O our father! All grain
62
is [to be] withheld from us [in the future unless we bring Benjamin with us]: send, therefore,
our brother with us, so that we may obtain our measure (of grain]; and, verily, we shall guard
him well!"
56 I.e., sometimes in this world as well, but invariably in the hereafter,
as the sequence shows.
57 Lit., "for those who have attained to faith...", etc.
58 I.e., to buy wheat from the stores which Joseph had accumulated during
the seven years of plenty:
for all the countries in the vicinity of Egypt were by now affected by
the famine which he had
predicted, and Egypt alone had a surplus, the distribution of which he
supervised personally
(cf. Genesis xli, 54-57).
59 Lit., "a brother of yours from your father"- i.e., their half-brother
Benjamin, who was Joseph's
full brother (their mother having been Rachel, Jacob's favourite wife),
whereas the other ten
had different mothers. Benjamin, the youngest of Jacob's children, had
not accompanied his brothers
on their first journey to Egypt, but they had presumably mentioned him in
the course of their
conversation with Joseph.
60 I.e., the goods which they had bartered for wheat (Ibn Kathir): a very
plausible explanation in
view of the fact that barter was the most common form of trade in those
ancient times.
61 Lit., "so that they may perceive them when they come back to their
family, [and] that they may return".
62 Lit., "measure [of grain]", here used metonymically in an allusion to
Joseph's words (verse 60).

12:64

[Jacob] replied: "Shall I trust you with him in the same way63 as I trusted you with his brother
(Joseph] aforetime? [Nay,] but God's guardianship is better [than yours], for He is the most
merciful of the merciful!"
12:65
Thereupon, when they opened their packs, they discovered that their merchandise had been
returned to them; [and] they said: "O our father! What more could we desire? Here is our
merchandise: it has been returned to us! [If thou send Benjamin with us,] we shall (again] be able
to bring food for our family, and shall guard our brother [well], and receive in addition another
camel-load of grain.64 That [which we have brought the first time] was but a scanty measure."
12:66
Said [Jacob]: "I will not send him with you until you give me a solemn pledge, before God, that
you will indeed bring him back unto me, unless you yourselves be encompassed [by death]!"
And when they had given him their solemn pledge, [Jacob] said: "God is witness to all that we
say!" (12:67) And he added: "O my sons! Do not enter [the city all] by one gate, but enter by
different gates. Yet [even so,] I can be of no avail whatever to you against [anything that may be
willed by] God: judgment [as to what is to happen] rests with none but God. In Him have I
placed my trust: for, all who have trust [in His existence] must place their trust in Him alone."
12:68
But although they entered [Joseph's city] in the way their father had bidden them, this proved of
no avail whatever to them against [the plan of] God67 [His request] had served only to satisfy
Jacob's heartfelt desire [to protect them]:68 for, behold, thanks to what We had imparted unto
him, he was indeed endowed with the knowledge [that God's will must always prevail69]; but
most people know it not.
AND WHEN [the sons of Jacob] presented themselves before Joseph, he drew his brother
[Benjamin] unto himself, saying [to him in secret]: "Behold, I am thy brother! So grieve thou not
over their past doings!"70
63 Lit., "not otherwise than".
64 It would seem that Joseph used to allot to foreign buyers of grain one
camel-load per person.
65 Probably in order not to attract undue attention in the foreign land and
possibly fall prey to
intrigues. See in this connection note 68 below.
66 Lit., "when".
67 As is shown in the sequence, they and their father were to suffer severe
distress before their
adventures came to a happy conclusion.

68 Lit., "it (i.e., his request that they should enter the city by
different gates] had been but a
desire in Jacob's heart (nafs), which he [thus] satisfied". In other
words, when he gave his sons
this advice, he followed only an instinctive, humanly - understandable
urge, and did not really
expect that any outward precaution would by itself help them: for, as he
himself pointed out on
parting, "judgment as to what is to happen rests with none but God". This
stress on man's utter
dependence on God - a fundamental tenet of Islam - explains why Jacob's
advice (which in itself
is not relevant to the story) has been mentioned in the above Qur'anic
narrative.
69 This interpolated clause is based on Zamakhshari's interpretation of the
above reference to
Jacob's having been "endowed with knowledge".
70 Thus, contrary to the Biblical account, Joseph is stated here to have
disclosed his identity to
Benjamin long before he revealed himself to his ten half-brothers. The
words "their past doings"
obviously refer to their treacherous behaviour towards himself which
Joseph had now presumably
disclosed to Benjamin.

12:70
And [later,] when he had provided them with their provisions, he placed the [King's] drinkingcup in his brother's camel-pack. And [as they were leaving the city,] a herald71 called out: "O you
people of the caravan! Verily, you are thieves!"72
12:71
Turning towards the herald and his companions, the brothers asked:73 "What is it that you miss?"
(12:72) They answered: "We miss the King's goblet; and he who produces it shall receive a
camel-load [of grain as reward]!" And [the herald added:] "I pledge myself to this [promise]!"
12:73
Said [the brothers]: "By God! Well do you know that we have not come to commit deeds of
corruption in this land, and that we have not been thieving!"
71 Lit., "an announcer" (mu'adhdhin) - a noun derived from the verbal form
adhdhana ("he announced"
or "proclaimed" or "called out publicly").
72 Commenting on this verse, Razi says: "Nowhere in the Qur'an is it stated
that they made this
accusation on Joseph's orders; the circumstantial evidence shows rather
(al-agrab ilazahir al-hal)

that they did this of their own accord: for, when they had missed the
drinking-cup, [these servants
of Joseph remembered that] nobody had been near it [except the sons of
Jacob], and so it occurred
to them that it was they who had taken it." Analogous views are also
advanced by Tabari and
Zamakhshari in their comments on the last words of verse 76 below. This
extremely plausible
explanation contrasts sharply with the Biblical account of this incident
(Genesis xliv), according
to which the false accusation was part of an inexplicable "stratagem"
devised by Joseph. If we
discard - as we must - this part of the Biblical version, it is far more
logical to assume that
Joseph, who had been granted by the King full authority over all that
belonged to the latter (see
verse 56 above), had placed the royal cup as a present in the bag of his
favourite brother; and
that he did this secretly, without informing his servants, because he did
not want anyone, least
of all his ten half-brothers, to know his predilection for Benjamin. For
a further explanation of
this incident and of its ethical relevance within the context of Joseph's
story, see note 77 below.
73 Lit., "They said, turning towards them".

12:74
[The Egyptians] said: "But what shall be the requital of this [deed] if you are [proved to be]
liars?" (12:75) [The brothers] replied: "Its requital? He in whose camel-pack [the cup] is found he shall be [enslaved as] a requital thereof! Thus do we [ourselves] requite the doers of [such]
wrong.74
12:76
Thereupon [they were brought before Joseph to be searched; and] he began with the bags of his
half-brothers75 before the bag of his brother [Benjamin]: and in the end he brought forth the
drinking cup76 out of his brother's bag.
In this way did We contrive for Joseph [the attainment of his heart's desire]: under the King's
law, he would [otherwise] not have been able to detain his brother, had not God so willed. We do
raise to [high] degrees [of knowledge] whomever We will - but above everyone who is endowed
with knowledge there is One who knows all.77
12:77
[As soon as the cup came to light out of Benjamin's bag, the brothers] exclaimed: "If he has
stolen-well, a brother of his used to steal aforetime!"78

Thereupon Joseph said to himself, without revealing his thought to them:79 "You are far worse in
this respect, and God is fully aware of what you are saying."80
74 Most of the commentators (relying, perhaps on Exodus xxii, 3) assume
that this was the customary
punishment for theft among the ancient Hebrews. Razi, however, suggests
that this last sentence may
not be a part of the brothers' answer but a confirmatory remark made by
the Egyptian herald, meaning,
"[In fact,] thus do we [Egyptians] requite the doers of such wrong".
75 Lit., "with their bags".
76 Lit., "he brought it out".
77 The meaning of this story is now clear: it is a further illustration of
the basic doctrine that
"judgment [as to what is to happen] rests with none but God" (verse 67
above). Joseph had wanted
to keep Benjamin with himself, but under the law of Egypt he could not do
this without the consent
of his half-brothers, who were the legal guardians of their minor
brother; and they bound as they
were by the solemn promise given to their father - would certainly not
have agreed to Benjamin's
remaining behind. The only other alternative open to Joseph was to
disclose his identity to them;
but since he was not yet prepared to go so far, he was obliged to allow
Benjamin to depart with
his brothers. The accidental discovery of his gift, entirely unexpected
by Joseph (see note 72
above), changed everything: for now Benjamin appeared to be guilty of
theft, and under the law of
the land Joseph was entitled to claim him as his slave, and thus to keep
him in his house. The
words, "In this way did We contrive (kidna) for Joseph [the attainment of
his heart's desire]",
referring to the incident of the cup, indicate that its final outcome was
neither planned nor
even foreseen by Joseph.
78 The reference is obviously to Benjamin's full brother, Joseph. In the
absence of any indication
that the latter had ever before been accused of theft, it is reasonable
to assume that the brothers,
unaware of the fact that they were standing before Joseph, simply wanted
to vilify him in order
to dissociate themselves more effectively from Benjamin, who now appeared
to have been convicted
of theft.
79 Lit., "Joseph concealed it within himself and did not reveal it to them;
he said...", etc.
According to almost all the commentators, the pronoun "it" refers to
Joseph's subsequent "saying"

or, rather, thought, indicated by the verb "he said" (i.e., within
himself); hence my free
rendering of this phrase.
80 Lit., "of what you attribute", i.e., to Joseph and Benjamin - sc.,
"since you yourselves have
stolen Joseph from his father".

12:78
They said: "O thou great one! Behold, he has a father, a very old man: detain, therefore, one of
us in his stead. Verily, we see that thou art a doer of good!"
12:79
He answered: "May God preserve us from [the sin of] detaining any other than him with whom
we have found our property - for then, behold, we would indeed be evildoers!" (12:80) And so,
when they lost all hope of [moving] him, they withdrew to take counsel [among themselves].
The eldest of them said: "Do you not remember81 that your father has bound you by a solemn
pledge before God - and how, before that, you had failed with regard to Joseph? Hence, I shall
not depart from this land till my father gives me leave or God passes judgment in my favour:82
for He is the best of all judges. (12:81) [And as for you others,] return to your father and say: 'O
our father! Behold, thy son has stolen - but we [can] bear witness to no more than what has
become known to us;83 and [although we gave you our pledge,] we could not guard against
something that [lay hidden in the future and, hence,] was beyond the reach of our perception.84
(12:82) And ask thou in the town in which we were [at the time], and of the people of the
caravan with whom we travelled hither, and [thou wilt find that] we, are indeed telling the
truth!'"
12:83
[AND WHEN they returned to their father and told him what had happened,] he exclaimed:
"Nay, but it is your [own] minds that have made [so terrible] a happening seem a matter of little
account to you! But [as for myself,] patience in adversity is most goodly; God may well bring
them all [back] unto me:85 verily, He alone is all-knowing, truly wise!"
81 Lit., "know" - but since this expression denotes here remembrance rather
than knowledge in the
proper sense of the word, it can be suitably translated as above.
82 I.e., "enables me to win back my brother Benjamin".
83 I.e., the finding of the King's cup in Benjamin's bag (Baghawi and
Zamakhshari).
84 Lit., "We were not guardians over that which was beyond the reach of
[our] perception": i.e.,
"at the time when we gave you our pledge regarding Benjamin; we did not
know that he would

steal" (Zamakhshari).
85 I.e., Benjamin and the eldest son (who had remained in Egypt) as well as
Joseph, of whose
alleged death Jacob was never fully convinced (cf. note 17).

12:84
But he turned away from them and said: "O woe is me for Joseph!" - and his eyes became dim86
from the grief with which he was filled. (12:85) Said [his sons]: "By God! Thou wilt never cease
to remember Joseph till thou art broken in body and spirit or art dead!"
12:86
He answered: "It is only to God that I complain of my deep grief and my sorrow: for I know,
from God, something that you do not know.87 (12:87) [Hence,] O my sons, go forth and try to
obtain some tidings of Joseph and his brother; and do not lose hope of God's life-giving mercy:88
verily, none but people who deny the truth can ever lose hope of God's life-giving mercy."
12:88
[AND THE SONS of Jacob went back to Egypt and to Joseph;] and when they presented
themselves before him, they said: "O thou great one! Hardship has visited us and our folk, and so
we have brought but scanty merchandise;89 but give us a full measure [of grain], and be
charitable to us: behold, God rewards those who give in charity!"
12:89
Replied he: "Do you remember90 what you did to Joseph and his brother when you were still
unaware [of right and wrong]?"91 (12:90) They exclaimed: "Why - is it indeed thou who art
Joseph?"
He answered: "I am Joseph, and this is my brother. God has indeed been gracious unto us.
Verily, if one is92 conscious of Him and patient in adversity - behold, God does not fail to requite
the doers of good!"
86 Lit., "white": i.e., dim with the tears that filled them (Razi).
Although Jacob was now deprived
of three of his sons, his grief for Joseph was the most acute because he
was the only one of the
three of whom Jacob did not know whether he was dead or alive.
87 Namely, that "judgment as to what is to happen rests with none but God",
and that "all who have
'trust [in His existence] must place their trust in Him alone" (verse
67): the twin ideas which
underlie the whole of this surah, and which Jacob now seeks to impress
upon his sons. In addition
to this, his remembrance of Joseph's prophetic dream (verse 4) and his
own conviction at the time

that his beloved son would be elected by God for His special grace (verse
6), fills Jacob with
renewed hope that Joseph is still alive (Razi and Ibn Kathir): and this
explains the directives
which he gives his sons in the next sentence.
88 According to most of the commentators, especially Ibn 'Abbas (as quoted
by Tabari and others),
the term rawh is here synonymous with rahmah ("grace" or "mercy"). Since
it is linguistically
related to the noun rah ("breath of life" or "spirit"), and has also the
metonymic significance
of "rest" (rahah) from grief and sadness (Taj al-'Arus), the most
appropriate rendering would
seem to be "life-giving mercy".
89 I.e., goods which they intended to barter for grain (see note 60 above).
90 Lit., "know" (see note 81).
91 By coupling his own name with that of Benjamin he possibly hinted at his
brothers' early envy and
hatred of the two sons of Rachel (cf. verse 8 of this surah and the
corresponding note 12); alternatively,
the mention of Benjamin may have been due to the readiness with which
they accepted the "evidence"
of the latter's guilt (verse 77).
92 Lit., "whoever is...", etc.

12:91
[The brothers] said: "By God! Most certainly has God raised thee high above us, and we were
indeed but sinners!" (12:92) Said he: "No reproach shall be uttered today against you. May God
forgive you your sins: for He is the most merciful of the merciful! (12:93) [And now] go and
take this tunic of mine and lay it over my father's face, and he will recover his sight.93 And
thereupon come [back] to me with all your family."
12:94
AND AS SOON as the caravan [with which Jacob's sons were travelling] was on its way,94 their
father said [to the people around him]: "Behold, were it not that you might consider me a dotard,
[I would say that] I truly feel the breath of Joseph [in the air]!" (12:95) They answered: "By God!
Thou art indeed still lost in thy old aberration!"
12:96
But when the bearer of good tidings came [with Joseph's tunic], he laid it over his face; and he
regained his sight, [and] exclaimed: "Did I not tell you, 'Verily, I know, from God, something
that you do not know'?"95
12:97

[His sons] answered: "O our father! Ask God to forgive us our sins, for, verily, we were sinners."
(12:98) He said: "I shall ask my Sustainer to forgive you: He alone is truly forgiving, a true
dispenser of grace!"
12:99
AND WHEN they [all arrived in Egypt and] presented themselves before Joseph, he drew his
parents unto himself,96 saying, "Enter Egypt! If God so wills, you shall be secure [from all evil]!"
93 Lit., "he will become seeing [again]"- i.e., "he will cease to weep for
me and the dimness of his
sight caused by unhappiness and constant weeping will disappear on
learning that I am alive": thus
may be summed up Razi's explanation of the above sentence. According to
him, there is no compelling
reason to assume that Jacob had become really blind from grief. - The
phrase "lay it over my father's
face" could also be rendered as "lay it before my father", since the term
wajh (lit., "face") is
often used in classical Arabic to denote, metonymically, one's whole
personality, or whole being.
'
94 Lit., "had departed", i.e., from Egypt.
95 See verse 86 above.
96 According to the Biblical account - not contradicted by the Qur'an Joseph's mother Rachel had
died while giving birth to Benjamin. We may, therefore, assume that the
"mother" implied in the
term "parents" was another of Jacob's wives, who had brought up Joseph
and Benjamin; this would
be in consonance with the ancient Arabian custom of applying the
designation "mother" to a foster-mother.

12:100
And he raised his parents to the highest place of honour;97 and they [all] fell down before Him,
prostrating themselves in adoration.98
Thereupon [Joseph] said: "O my father! This is the real meaning of my dream of long ago, which
my Sustainer has made come true.99 And He was indeed good to me when He freed me from the
prison, and [when] He brought you [all unto me] from the desert after Satan had sown discord
between me and my brothers. Verily, my Sustainer is unfathomable in [the way He brings about]
whatever He wills:100 verily, He alone is all-knowing, truly wise!
12:101
"O my Sustainer! Thou hast indeed bestowed upon me something of power,101 and hast imparted
unto me some knowledge of the inner meaning of happenings.102 Originator of the heavens and

the earth! Thou art near unto me in this world and in the life to come: let me die as one who has
surrendered himself unto Thee, and make me one with the righteous!"
12:102
THIS ACCOUNT of something that was beyond the reach of thy perception We [now] reveal
unto thee, [O Prophet:] for thou wert not with Joseph's brothers103 when they resolved upon what
they were going to do and wove their schemes [against him]. (12:103) Yet - however strongly
thou mayest desire it - most people will not believe [in this revelation], (12:104) although thou
dost not ask of them any reward for it: it is but [God's] reminder unto all mankind. (12:105) But
[then] - how many a sign is there in the heavens and on earth which they pass by [unthinkingly],
and on which they turn their backs!
97 Lit., "onto the throne (al-'arsh)", in the metaphorical sense of this
word.
98 According to 'Abd Allah ibn 'Abbas (as quoted by Razi), the personal
pronoun in "before Him" relates
to God, since it is inconceivable that Joseph would have allowed his
parents to prostrate themselves
before himself.
99 The fulfilment of Joseph's childhood dream consisted in the high dignity
with which he was now
invested and in the fact that his parents and his brothers had come from
Canaan to Egypt for his
sake: for "no reasonable person can expect that the fulfilment of a dream
should be an exact replica
of the dream itself" (Razi, alluding to the symbolic prostration of the
eleven stars, the sun and
the moon mentioned in verse 4 of this surah).
100 As regards my rendering of latif as "unfathomable", see surah 6, note
89. In the present instance,
this term supplies a further accent, as it were, on the theme "judgment
as to what is to happen
rests with none but God" (verse 67).
101 Lit., "of dominion", indicating that absolute power and absolute
dominion belong to God alone.
102 See note 10 on verse 6 of this surah. 103 Lit., "with them".

12:106
And most of them do not even believe in God without [also] ascribing divine powers to other
beings beside Him. (12:107) Do they, then, feel free from the fear that there might fall upon them
the overwhelming terror of God's chastisement, or that the Last Hour might come upon them of a
sudden, without their being aware [of its approach]?
12:108

Say [O Prophet]: "This is my way: Resting upon conscious insight accessible to reason, I am
calling [you all] unto God 104 - and they who follow me."
And [say:] "Limitless is God in His glory; and I am not one of those who ascribe divinity to
aught beside Him!"
12:109
And [even] before thy time, We never sent [as Our apostles] any but [mortal] men, whom We
inspired, [and whom We always chose] from among the people of the [very] communities [to
whom the message was to be brought].105
Have, then, they [who reject this divine writ] never journeyed about the earth and beheld what
happened
in the end to those [deniers of the truth] who lived before them? - and [do they not know that] to
those who are conscious of God the life in the hereafter is indeed better [than this world]? Will
they not, then, use their reason?
12:110
[All the earlier apostles had to suffer persecution for a long time;] but at last106 - when those
apostles had lost all hope and saw themselves branded as liars107 - Our succour attained to them:
whereupon everyone whom We willed [to be saved] was saved [and the deniers of the truth were
destroyed]: for, never can Our punishment be averted from people who are lost in sin.
104 It is impossible to render the expression 'ala basirah in a more
concise manner. Derived from
the verb basura or basira ("he became seeing" or "he saw"), the noun
basirah (as also the verb)
has the abstract connotation of "seeing with one's mind": and so it
signifies "the faculty of
understanding based on conscious insight" as well as, tropically, "an
evidence accessible to the
intellect" or "verifiable by the intellect". Thus, the "call to God"
enunciated by the Prophet is
described here as the outcome of a conscious insight accessible to, and
verifiable by, man's reason:
a statement which circumscribes to perfection the Qur'anic approach to
all questions of faith,
ethics and morality, and is echoed many times in expressions like "so
that you might use your
reason" (la'allakum ta'qilun), or "will you not, then, use your reason?"
(a fa-la ta'qilun), or
"so that they might understand [the truth]" (la'allahum yafqahan), or "so
that you might think"
(la'allakum tatafakkarun); and, finally, in the oft-repeated declaration
that the message of the
Qur'an as such is meant specifically "for people who think" (li-qawmin
yatafakkanun).

105 This is an answer to the objection often raised by unbelievers that a
mortal like themselves
could not have been entrusted with God's message to man.
106 Lit., "until" (hatta). This connects with the reference to earlier
apostles in the first sentence
of the preceding verse: the implication being (according to Zamakhshari)
that they used to suffer
for a long time before they were vindicated by God.
107 Lit., "thought that they had been given the lie - i.e., either by their
people, who regarded
the apostles' expectation of God's succour as mere wishful thinking, or
by the harsh reality which
seemed to contradict those apostles' own hopes of speedy help from God
(Zamakhshari). Commenting
on this verse, 'Abd Allah ibn 'Abbas used to quote 2:214 - "so shaken
were they that the apostle,
and the believers with him, would exclaim, 'When will God's succour
come?"'(ibid.) 108 Lit.,
"in their stories" - i.e., the stories of the prophets.

12:111
Indeed, in the stories of these men 108 there is a lesson for those who are endowed with insight.
[As for this revelation,109] it could not possibly be a discourse invented [by man]: nay indeed, 110
it is [a divine writ] confirming the truth of whatever there still remains [of earlier revelations],
clearly spelling out everything,111 and [offering] guidance and grace unto people who will
believe.
109 I.e., the Qur'an as a whole (Baghawi and Zamakhshari). The passage that
follows connects with
verses 102-105.
110 Lit., "but"- denoting here the impossibility of its having been
invented by Muhammad.
111 I.e., everything that man may need for his spiritual welfare. See also
10:37 and the
corresponding note 60.

The Thirteenth Surah
Ar-Ra'd (Thunder)
Period Uncertain

THERE ARE considerable differences of opinion regarding the period in which this surah was
revealed. According to one statement attributed to Ibn 'Abbas, it is a Meccan surah (Suyuti),
while according to other authorities, mentioned by Tabarani, Ibn 'Abbas is reported to have
described it as belonging to the Medina period (ibid.). Suyuti himself inclines to the view that it
is a Meccan surah but contains a few verses revealed at Medina; and so do Baghawi and Razi.

Zamakhshari, on the other hand, confines himself to the statement that the time of its revelation
is uncertain.
Like so many other surahs, this one, too, takes it's title from the incidental mention of a word
which caught the imagination of the earliest generation of Muslims: in this case, the word
"thunder" occurring in verse 13, which relates to the evidence of God's creative powers
forthcoming from the observable manifestations of nature.
The main theme of this surah is God's revelation, through His prophets, of certain fundamental
moral truths which man may not neglect without suffering the natural consequences of such a
neglect (see the last paragraph of verse 31 and note 57) - just as a realization of those moral
truths by those "who are endowed with insight... [and] are true to their bond with God" (verses
19-20) invariably causes them to "find inner happiness and the most beauteous of all goals"
(verse 29): for, "God does not change men's condition unless they change their inner selves"
(verse 11).
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
13:1
Alif. Lam. Mim. Ra.1
THESE ARE MESSAGES of revelation:2 and what has been bestowed upon thee from on high
by thy Sustainer is the truth - yet most people will not believe [in it]?3
13:2
It is God who has raised the heavens without any supports that you could see, and is established
on the throne of His almightiness;4 and He [it is who] has made the sun and the moon subservient
[to His laws], each running its course for a term set [by Him].5 He governs all that exists.
Clearly does He spell out these messages, so that you might be certain in your innermost that you
are destined to meet your Sustainer [on Judgment Day].6
1 See Appendix II.
2 Although some commentators are of the opinion that the term kitab
("divine writ" or "revelation")
refers here to this particular surah, Ibn 'Abbas states emphatically that
it denotes the Qur'an as
a whole (Baghawi).
3 This passage connects with the concluding verses (102-111) of the
preceding surah, and particularly
with verse 103, all of which, stress the divine origin of the Qur'an.
4 For an explanation of this phrase, see surah 7, note 43. As regards the
"raising of the heavens

without any supports" visible to man, it should be borne in mind that the
noun sama' denotes,
primarily, "something that is above [another thing]", and is used mostly in its plural form
samawat - to describe (a) the visible skies (as well as, occasionally,
the clouds), (b) the cosmic
space in which the stars, the solar systems (including our own) and the
galaxies pursue their
course, and (c) the abstract concept of the forces emanating from God
(since He is, in the
metonymical sense of this word, "above" all that exists). To my mind, it
is the second of these
three meanings of samawat to which the 'above verse refers: namely, to
the spatial universe in
which all aggregations of matter - be they planets, stars, nebulae or
galaxies - are, as it were,
"suspended" in space within a system of unceasing motion determined by
centrifugal forces and
mutual, gravitational attraction.
5 This may refer either to the end of the world as we know it - thus
indicating the finality of
all creation - or, according to 'Abd Allah ibn 'Abbas (as quoted by
Baghawi and Razi), to the
"mansions" or stages through which the sun and the moon, like all other
celestial bodies, move
in time as well as in space.
6 I.e., "so that you might realize that He who has created the universe and
governs all that exists
is equally able to resurrect the dead, and to judge you in the life to
come in accordance with
what you did when you were alive on earth".

13:3
And it is He who has spread the earth wide and placed on it firm mountains and running waters,
and created thereon two sexes of every [kind of] plant;7 [and it is He who] causes the night to
cover the day.
Verily, in all this there are messages indeed for people who think!
13:4
And there are on earth [many] tracts of land close by one another [and yet widely differing from
one another8]; and [there are on it] vinyards, and fields of grain, and date-palms growing in
clusters from one root or standing alone,9 [all] watered with the same water: and yet, some of
them have We favoured above others by way of the food [which they provide for man and
beast].10
Verily, in all this there are messages indeed for people who use their reason!

7 Lit., "and out of all [kinds of] fruits He made thereon (i.e., on earth]
pairs (zawjayn ithnayn)".
The term zawj denotes, according to the context, either "a pair" or "one
of a pair". Whenever the
dual form zawjan is followed by the additional numerical definition
ithnan ("two"), it invariably
signifies "a pair comprising both sexes". Thus, the above phrase states
that there are two sexes
to every kind of plant: a statement fully in accord with botanical
science. (Usually, the male and
female organs of reproduction exist together in one and the same flower
of a particular plant,
e.g., cotton; alternatively, they are placed in separate flowers of one
and the same plant, e.g.,
in most of the cucurbitaceae; and, in some rare cases, e.g., the datepalm, in entirely separate,
uni-sexual plants of the same species.)
8 I.e., regarding the nature of the soil, fertility and kind of vegetation.
The necessity of this
interpolation - which, in the consensus of all commentators, conveys the
meaning of the above phrase becomes apparent from the subsequent clauses.
9 Lit., "non-clustered" (ghayr sin wan)=i.e., each tree having separate
roots.
10 Cf. 6:99 and 141, where a similar stress is laid on the multiformity of
plants - and their varying
beneficence to man and animal - as some of the signs of God's purposeful,
creative activity.

13:5
BUT IF thou art amazed [at the marvels of God's creation], amazing, too, is their saying, "What!
After we have become dust, shall we indeed be [restored to life] in a new act of creation?"11
It is they who [thus show that they] are bent on denying their Sustainer;12 and it is they who carry
the shackles [of their own making] around their necks;13 and it is they who are destined for the
fire, therein to abide.
13:6
And [since, O Prophet, they are bent on denying the truth,] they challenge thee to hasten the
coming upon them of evil instead of [hoping for] good 14although [they ought to know that] the
exemplary punishments [which they now deride] have indeed come to pass before their time.
Now, behold, thy Sustainer is full of forgiveness unto men despite all their evildoing:15] but,
behold, thy Sustainer is [also] truly severe in retribution!
13:7

However, they who are bent on denying the truth [refuse to believe and] say, "Why has no
miraculous sign ever been bestowed on him from on high by his Sustainer?"16
[But] thou art only a warmer; and [in God] all people have a guide.17
11 I.e., while it is amazing that one can refuse to believe in God despite
all the evidence,
accessible to human observation, of the existence of a definite purpose
in all life-phenomena,
and thus of the existence of a conscious Creative Power, it is no less
amazing to see people
who, while vaguely believing in God, can yet refuse to believe in
individual resurrection:
for, if God has created the universe and the phenomenon of life as such,
He obviously has the
power to re-create life - and its requisite physical vehicle - in a new
act of creation.
12 By denying the possibility of resurrection, they implicitly deny God's
almightiness, and thus,
in effect, His reality.
13 A metaphor of man's wilful self-abandonment to false values and evil
ways, and of the resulting
enslavement of the spirit (cf. Zamakhshari, Razi, Baydawl). See also
surah 34, note 44.
14 Lit., "they ask thee to hasten the evil before the good": i.e., instead
of willingly accepting
the guidance offered them by the Prophet, they mockingly challenge him to
bring about the exemplary
punishment with which, according to him, God threatens them. (For a
fuller explanation of this
"challenge", referred to here and in several other places in the Qur'an,
see 6:57-58 and 8:32,
as well as the corresponding notes.)
15 Cf. the first sentence of 10: 11 and the corresponding note 17.
16 I.e., to prove that he (Muhammad) is really a prophet inspired by God.
But the Qur'an makes
it clear in several places (e.g., 6:7 and 111, 10:96-97 or 13:31) that
even a miracle would
not convince those who are "bent on denying the truth".
17 According to the classical commentators, this sentence lends itself to
several interpretations:
(1) "Thou art only a warmer; and every nation has had a guide like thee
(i.e., a prophet)"- which
would be in consonance with the Qur'anic doctrine of the continuity of
prophetic guidance; or
(2) "Thou art only a warmer - but [at the same time] also a guide unto
all people" - which would
stress the universality of the Qur'anic message as contrasted with the
time-bound and ethnically

limited missions of the earlier prophets; or (3) "Thou art only a warmer
bound to do no more than
deliver the message entrusted to thee, while it is God alone who can
truly guide men's hearts
towards faith". Since the last of the above three interpretations is the
most plausible and has,
moreover, the support of 'Abd Allah ibn 'Abbas, Sa'id ibn Jubayr, Mujahid
and Ad-Dahhak, I
have adopted it in my rendering. According to Zamakhshari, this
interpretation is further
strengthened by the subsequent reference to God's omniscience.

13:8
God knows what any female bears [in her womb], and by how much the wombs may fall short
[in gestation], and by how much they may increase [the average period]:18 for with Him
everything is [created] in accordance with its scope and purpose.19
13:9
He knows all that is beyond the reach of a created being's perception as well as all that can be
witnessed by a creature's senses or mind20 - the Great One, the One far above anything that is or
could ever be!21
13:10
It is all alike [to Him] whether any of you conceals his thought22 or brings it into the open, and
whether he seeks to hide [his evil deeds] under the cover of night or walks [boldly] in the light of
day,23 (13:11) [thinking that] he has hosts of helpers - both such as can be perceived by him and
such as are hidden from him24- that could preserve him from whatever God may have willed.25
Verily, God does not change men's condition unless they change their inner selves;26 and when
God wills people to suffer evil [in consequence of their own evil deeds], there is none who could
avert it: for they have none who could protect them from Him.
18 The term untha denotes any female being, whether human or animal. The
"falling short" may refer
either to a shortening of the usual period of gestation (e.g., to seven
months in human beings) or
to a falling short of the completion of pregnancy, i.e., a miscarriage;
it is to be noted that the
noun ghayd signifies "an abortive foetus" (Taj al-Aras), i.e., in human
beings, a foetus less
than seven months old. The "increase", on the other hand, may mean either
the completion of
gestation or its being in excess of the average period (as, for instance,
the occasional lengthening
of human pregnancy from the usual period of about 280 days to 305 or,
according to some medical
authorities, even 307 days). In addition to this, God's knowledge of
"what any female bears

[in her womb]" obviously relates also to the sex of the unborn embryo as
well as to the number
of offspring involved in one pregnancy.- As the sequence shows, this
reference to the mysteries
of gestation, fully known only to God, is meant to bring out the idea
that He who knows what is
in the wombs knows also the innermost disposition of every human being
and the direction in which
that human being will develop.
19 Lit., "according to a measure" (bi-miqdar) -i.e., in accordance with the
particular purpose
for which it has been created, the exigencies of its existence and the
role which it is destined
to play within God's plan of creation.
20 See surah 6, note 65.
21 God's attribute al-muta'al, which occurs in the Qur'an only in this one
instance, denotes His
infinite exaltedness above anything existing or potential; also,
according to Zamakhshari, above
anything that could be circumscribed by human definitions. (See in this
connection the last
sentence of 6:100 and the corresponding note 88.)
22 The term Bawl denotes, primarily, "a saying" or "an utterance", but it
is also used tropically,
in the sense of "an idea", irrespective of whether it is expressed in
actual words (as a statement,
an assertion, a formulated doctrine, etc.) or merely conceived in the
mind (e.g., an opinion, a
view, or a connected set of ideas). Since in the above verse this term
obviously refers to unspoken
thoughts, I have rendered it accordingly.
23 Lit., "and goes forth by day" - i.e., commits evil deeds openly (Ibn
'Abbas, as quoted by Baghawi
and Razi). In the Arabic construction, the sentence reads thus: "All
alike [to Him] is he from
among you who conceals his thought (al-pawl) and he who brings it into
the open, as well as he
who... ," etc.
24 Lit., "from between his hands and from behind him". As in 2:255, the
expression "between his
hands" denotes "something that is perceivable by him" or "evident to
him", while that which
is "behind him" is a metonym for something "beyond his ken" or "hidden
from him". See also
next note.
25 Lit., "from God's command (amr)". The rendering of the above passage
hinges on the meaning given
to the term mu'aqqibat-a double plural of mu'aqqib, which signifies
"something that comes immediately

after another thing" or "succeeds another thing without interruption".
Most of the classical
commentators understand by mu'aqqibat "hosts of angels", i.e., the
recording angels who attend on
every human being, succeeding one another without interruption.
Consequently, they interpret the
phrase min bayni yadayhi wa-min khalfihi as meaning "ranged before him
and behind him", i.e.,
surrounding man from all sides; and they explain the words "from God's
command" as being here synonymous
with "by God's command", and take them to refer to the angels or to their
function of guardianship.
However, this interpretation has by no means the support of all the
commentators. Some of the earliest
ones assume that the term mu'aqqibat refers to all manner of worldly
forces or concepts on which man
so often relies in the mistaken belief that they might help him to
achieve his aims independently of
God's will: and this is the meaning given to this elliptic passage by the
famous commentator Abu
Muslim al-Isfahani, as quoted by Razi. Explaining verse 10 and the first
part of verse 11, he says:
"All alike are, in God's knowledge, deeds done secretly or openly, as
well as he who hides in the
darkness of night and he who walks [boldly] in the light of day... : for
he that resorts to the
[cover of] night can never elude God's will (amr), just as he [cannot]
that walks in the light of
day, surrounded by hosts of helpers (mu'aqqibat)- that is, guards and
aids - meant to protect him:
[for] those guards of his cannot save him from [the will of] God." It is
on this convincing
interpretation that I have based my rendering. The worldly "guards and
aids" on which a sinner relies
may be tangible (like wealth, progeny, etc.) or intangible (like personal
power, high social standing,
or the belief in one's "luck"): and this explains the phrase "both such
as can be perceived by him
and such as are hidden from him" (see preceding note).
26 Lit., "that which is in themselves". This statement has both a positive
and a negative connotation:
i.e., God does not withdraw His blessings from men unless their inner
selves become depraved (cf. 8:53),
just as He does not bestow His blessings upon wilful sinners until they
change their inner disposition
and become worthy of His grace. In its wider sense, this is an
illustration of the divine law of cause
and effect (sunnat Allah) which dominates the lives of both individuals
and communities, and makes
the rise and fall of civilizations dependent on people's moral qualities
and the changes in
"their inner selves".

13:12

HE IT IS who displays before you the lightning, to give rise to [both] fear and hope,27 and calls
heavy clouds into being; (13:13) and the thunder extols His limitless glory and praises Him, and
[so do] the angels, in awe of Him; and He [it is who] lets loose the thunderbolts and strikes with
them whom He wills.
And yet, they stubbornly argue about God,28 notwithstanding [all evidence] that He alone has the
power to contrive whatever His unfathomable wisdom wills!29
27 I.e., hope of rain, which in the Qur'an frequently symbolizes faith and
spiritual life. With this
verse, the discourse returns to the theme enunciated at the beginning of
this surah (verses 2-4):
namely, to the evidence of a consciously devised plan and purpose
inherent in all nature and thus,
of the existence of God.
28 I.e., about His transcendental existence or the quality of His Being.
29 According to Raghib, the expression shadrd al-mihdi (which occurs in the
Qur'an only in this
one place) signifies "powerful in contriving, in a manner hidden from
man, that wherein wisdom
lies"; hence my rendering.

13:14
Unto Him [alone] is due all prayer aiming at the Ultimate Truth,30 since those [other beings or
powers] whom men invoke instead of God 31 cannot respond to them in any way - [so that he
who invokes them is] but like one who stretches his open hands32 towards water, [hoping] that it
will reach his mouth, the while it never reaches him. Hence, the prayer of those who deny the
truth amounts to no more than losing oneself in grievous error.
13:15
And before God, they prostrate themselves, willingly or unwillingly, all [things and beings] that
are in the heavens and on earth,33 as do their shadows in the mornings and the evenings.34
(13:16) Say: "Who is the Sustainer of the heavens and the earth?"
Say: "[It is] God."
Say: "[Why,] then, do you take for your protectors, instead of Him, such as have it not within
their power to bring benefit to, or avert harm from, themselves?"
Say: "Can the blind and the seeing be deemed equal? - or can the depths of darkness and the light
be deemed equal?"
Or do they [really] believe that there are, side by side with God, other divine powers35 that have
created the like of what He creates, so that this act of creation appears to them to be similar [to

His]?36 - Say: "God is the Creator of all things; and He is the One who holds absolute sway over
all that exists."
30 Lit., "His is the call [or "invocation"] of the truth"; or, possibly,
"to Him [alone] is due all
true invocation". It should, however, be remembered that the term al-haqq
("the Truth") is one of
the Qur'anic attributes of God, signifying the Ultimate Reality or Primal
Cause of all that exists
(the Urgrund in German philosophical terminology): consequently, the
expression da'wat al-haqq may
be understood in the sense of "prayer directed towards Him who is the
Ultimate Reality", implying as the sequence clearly states - that the invocation of any other being,
power or principle is
eo ipso wrong and futile.
31 Or: "side by side with God".
32 Lit., "his two palms".
33 The expression yasjud ("prostrates himself" or "prostrate themselves")
is a metonym for complete
submission to His will (Zamakhshari), that is, to the natural laws
decreed by Him with regard to
everything that exists. According to most of the classical commentators,
those who submit to God
willingly (i.e., consciously) are the angels and the believers, whereas
the deniers of the truth,
who are "not willing" to submit to Him, are nevertheless, without being
conscious of it, subject
to His will. However, in view of the subsequent reference to "shadows" it
is logical to assume
that the relative pronoun man relates in this context not merely to
conscious beings but also to
all other physical objects, whether animate or inanimate - i.e., to "all
things and beings that
are in the heavens and on earth". (See also 16:48-49 and 22:18.)
34 I.e., the varying lengths of the shadow projected by any material object
depend on the position
of the sun in relation to the earth; and since the earth's rotation
around the sun is - as
everything else in the universe - an outcome of God's creative will, the
greater length of a shadow
in the morning and evening and its contraction towards noon visibly
expresses the shadow's
subjection to Him.
35 Lit.. "do they assign to God partners ...", etc. - i.e. beings that
supposedly have a share
in God's divinity and/or His creative power. (See also surah 6, note 15.)
36 Although the term khalq ("creation" or "act of creation") is often used
metaphorically with

reference to human achievements, there is an intrinsic difference between
the "creation" of an
artist, a poet or a philosopher, and the act of creation as attributed to
God: for whereas the
human "creator" produces his work out of already-existing elements and
does no more than bring
those elements together in a (possibly) new combination, God alone has
the power to create in
the true sense of the word - that is, to bring into being something that
did not exist, either
in its entirety or in its components, before this particular act of
creation (cf. 2:117- "when
He wills a thing to be, He but says unto it, 'Be'- and it is"). This is
the significance of the
allusion, in the above verse, to the erroneous belief that any other
power or being could ever
have "created the iike of what He creates".

13:17
[Whenever] He sends down water from the sky, and [once-dry] river-beds are running high37
according to their measure, the stream carries scum on its surface;38 and, likewise, from that
[metal] which they smelt in the fire in order to make ornaments or utensils, [there rises] scum.
In this way does God set forth the parable of truth and falsehood: for, as far as the scum is
concerned, it passes away as [does all] dross; but that which is of benefit to man abides on earth.
In this way does God set forth the parables (13:18) of those who have responded to their
Sustainer with a goodly response, and of those who did not respond to Him.39 [As for the latter,]
if they possessed all that is on earth, and twice as much,40 they would surely offer it as ransom
[on the Day of Judgment]:41 a most evil reckoning awaits them, and their goal is hell: and how
evil a resting-place!
37 The interpolation of the adjective "once-dry" before "river-beds"
(awdiyah) is necessitated by
the absence of the definite article al before this noun. According to
Zamakhshari, this indicates
that only some of the river-beds are streaming with water while others,
not affected by this
particular rainfall, remain dry. It is to be borne in mind that the term
wad (or wadi in popular
parlance) denotes, primarily, a "water-course" or "river-bed" which is
normally dry and carries
water only after copious rainfalls; it is only by extension that this
term is sometimes applied
to an actual river.
38 Sc., "while the water beneath remains clear".
39 This rendering is based on Zamakhshari's interpretation of the above
passage. According to other
commentators, the beginning of verse 18 is independent of the last
sentence of the preceding verse,

and is a new sentence, reading thus: "For those who have responded to
their Sustainer there is the
ultimate good (al-husna) [in store]; but as for those who did not respond
to Him...", etc. In my
opinion, Zamakhshari's reading - in which the expression al-husna is
regarded as an adjective
qualifying the believers' response - is preferable inasmuch as it fully
justifies the repetition
of the reference to "God's parables".
40 Lit., "and the like of it with it".
41 Cf. 3:91 and the corresponding note 71.

13:19
CAN, THEN, he who knows that whatever has been bestowed from on high upon thee by thy
Sustainer is the truth be deemed equal to one who is blind? Only they who are endowed with
insight keep this in mind: (13:20) they who are true to their bond with God and never break their
covenant;42 (13:21) and who keep together what God has bidden to be joined,43 and stand in awe
of their Sustainer and fear the most evil reckoning [which awaits such as do not respond to Him];
(13:22) and who are patient in adversity out of a longing for their Sustainer's countenance, and
are constant in prayer, and spend on others, secretly and openly, out of what We provide for
them as sustenance, and [who] repel evil with good.44
It is these that shall find their fulfilment in the hereafter:45 (13:23) gardens of perpetual bliss,
which they shall enter together with the righteous from among their parents, their spouses, and
their offspring;46 and the angels will come unto them from every gate [and will say]: (13:24)
"Peace be upon you, because you have persevered!"
How excellent, then, this fulfilment in the hereafter!
42 The "covenant" is, in this context, a general term embracing the
spiritual obligations arising
from one's faith in God and the moral and social obligations, resulting
from that faith, towards
one's fellow-men (Zamakhshari)- I see in this connection the first
sentence of 5:1 (where the term
'aqd is used) and the corresponding note 1. As regards my rendering of
'ahd Allah as "bond with
God", see surah 2, note 19.
43 This refers to all ties arising from human relationships - e.g., the
bonds of family, responsibility
for orphans and the poor, the mutual rights and duties of neighbours - as
well as the spiritual
and practical bonds which ought to exist between all who belong to the
brotherhood of Islam
(cf. 8:75 and the corresponding notes). In its widest sense, the phrase
"what God has bidden to be
joined" applies to the spiritual obligation, on the part of man, to
remain conscious of the unity

of purpose underlying all of God's creation, and hence - according to
Razi - man's moral duty to
treat all living beings with love and compassion.
44 Some of the commentators take this to mean that "if they have committed
a sin, they repel it
[i.e., its effect] by repentance" (Ibn Kaysan, as quoted by Zamakhshari),
while others think
that the "repelling" connotes the doing of a good deed in atonement of a
- presumably unintentional bad deed (Razi), or that it refers to endeavours to set evil situations
to rights by word or
deed (an alternative interpretation mentioned by Zamakhshari). But the
great majority of the
classical commentators hold that the meaning is "they repay evil with
good"; thus Al-Hasan al-Basra
(as quoted by Baghawi, Zamakhshari and Razi): "When they are deprived [of
anything], they give;
and when they are wronged, they forgive." Tabari's explanation is very
similar: "They repel the
evil done to them by doing good to those who did it"; and "they do not
repay evil with evil,
but repel it by [doing] good". See also 41:34-36.
45 Lit., "For them there will be the end-result [or "fulfilment"] of the
[ultimate] abode". The noun
'uqba is regarded by almost all the philological authorities as
synonymous with 'aqibah
("consequence" or "end" or "end-result"; hence also "recompense" and,
tropically, "destiny" or
"fulfilment"). The term ad-dar stands for ad-dar al-dkhirah, "the
ultimate abode", i.e.,
life in the hereafter.
46 As I have pointed out in several places, the term zawj denotes "a pair"
or "a couple" as well
as each of the components of a couple - i.e., with reference to human
couples, "a spouse": hence
it signifies either "husband" or "wife": Similarly, the term aba' (lit.,
"fathers" or "forefathers")
usually denotes both fathers and mothers, i.e., "parents"; and this is,
according to Zamakhshari,
the meaning in this instance. - As regards the expression 'adn, rendered
by me as "perpetual bliss",
see note on 38:50, the earliest instance of the Qur'anic use of this
term.

13:25
But as for those who break their bond with God after it has been established [in their nature],47
and cut asunder what God has bidden to be joined, and spread corruption on earth - their due is
rejection [by God],48 and theirs is a most evil fate [in the life to come].
13:26

GOD GRANTS abundant sustenance, or gives it in scant measure, unto whomever He wills; and
they [who are given abundance] rejoice in the life of this world - even though, as compared with
the life to come, the life of this world is nought but a fleeting pleasure.
13:27
NOW THOSE who are bent on denying the truth [of the Prophet's message] say, "Why has no
miraculous sign ever been bestowed upon him from on high by his Sustainer?"49
Say: "Behold, God lets go astray him who wills [to go astray]50, So just as He guides unto
Himself all who turn unto Him -(13:28) those who believe, and whose hearts find their rest in the
remembrance of God - for, verily, in the remembrance of God [men's] hearts do find their rest -:
(13:29) [and so it is that] they who attain to faith and do righteous deeds are destined for
happiness [in this world] and the most beauteous of all goals [in the life to come]!"
47 Lit., "after its establishment (mithaq)". For a full explanation of the
expression "bond with God"
and of my interpolation, between brackets, of the words "in their
nature", see surah 2, note 19.
48 The Qur'anic term la'nah - usually but inexactly translated as "curse"
(and popularly used in
this sense in post-classical Arabic parlance) - denotes "banishment" or
"alienation" (ib'ad),
i.e., from all that is good (Lisan al-'Arab). Whenever it is attributed
in the Qur'an to God
with reference to a sinner, it signifies the latter's "exclusion from
God's grace" or his
"rejection by God". In the present context, this meaning is reinforced by
the subsequent reference
to "a most evil fate" (lit., "abode") in afterlife. - For an explanation
of the phrase "what
God has bidden to be joined", see note 43 above.
49 See verse 7 of this surah and the corresponding note 16. The repetition
of this question at this
place points to its connection with the reference to "those who break
their bond with God after
it has been established [in their nature]" in verse 25 above (elucidated
in note 19 on 2:27).
The abandonment of their original, innate faculty to realize the
existence of God and their own
dependence on His guidance - caused by their utter immersion in the
passing pleasures of this
world's life - makes it impossible for "those who are bent on denying the
truth" to sense the
breath of the divine in the message propounded to them by Muhammad: and
so they refuse to accept
it as true unless it is supported by an outward "miracle". (See in this
connection note 94 on 6:109.)
50 Or: "God lets go astray whomever He wills". Regarding the rendering
adopted by me, see surah 14, note 4.

13:30
Thus51 have We raised thee [O Muhammad] as Our Apostle amidst a community [of unbelievers]
before whose time [similar] communities have come and gone,52 so that thou might propound to
them what We have revealed unto thee: for [in their ignorance] they deny the Most Gracious!53
Say: "He is my Sustainer. There is no deity save Him. In Him have I placed my trust, and unto
Him is my recourse!"
13:31
Yet even if [they should listen to] a [divine] discourse by which mountains could be moved, or
the earth cleft asunder, or the dead made to speak - [they who are bent on denying the truth
would still refuse to believe in it]!54
Nay, but God alone has the power to decide what shall be.55 Have, then, they who have attained
to faith not yet come to know that, had God so willed; He would indeed have guided all mankind
aright?56
But as for those who are bent on denying the truth - in result of their [evil] deeds, sudden
calamities will always befall them or will alight close to their homes;57 [and this will continue]
until God's promise [of resurrection] is fulfilled: verily, God never fails to fulfil His promise!
51 Most of the commentators explain the "thus" or "thus it is" (kadhalika)
as referring to the
earlier prophets, namely, "Thus, [or "in like manner"] as We sent
prophets before thee, O
Muhammad, We have now sent thee...", etc. It seems to me, however, that
this speculative interpolation
is unnecessary, and that the adverb "thus" connects directly with the
preceding statement that God
"guides unto Himself all who turn unto Him": in other words, the "thus"
qualifies Muhammad's
mission as an instrument of God's guidance. (This is, apparently, how
Tabari understands the
above phrase.)
52 Lit., "before whom [other] communities have passed away": an indirect
reference to the continuity
of prophetic revelation before and up to the time of the Last Prophet,
Muhammad (Zamakhshari, Razi).
The interpolation of the words "of unbelievers" is based on Ibn Kathir's
commentary on this verse,
whereas my rendering of arsalnaka (lit., "We have sent thee") as "We have
raised thee as Our Apostle"
is necessitated, in English, by the subsequent preposition "amidst".
53 I.e., by refusing to acknowledge His existence, or by rejecting His
guidance, or by ascribing
divine qualities to other beings or forces side by side with Him.

54 The sentence added by me between brackets corresponds to the
interpretation given to the above
passage by Tabari and also by Az-Zajjaj (as quoted by, Razi and - without
the mention of Az-Zajjaj
by name - by Baghawi and Zamakhshari as well); cf. 6:109-111.
55 Lit., "God's alone is all [power of] command": i.e., no "miraculous
sign" can ever convince those
whose hearts God has "sealed" in consequence of their "breaking their bond
with Him" (see surah 2,
notes 7 and 19).
56 The meaning is that God grants man the freedom to choose between right
and wrong: "He guides unto
Himself all who turn unto Him" (verse 27 above) and "are true to their
bond with God" (verse 20);
on the other hand, He withholds His guidance from "the iniquitous, who
break their bond with "God"
(2:26-27). See also the last sentence of 6:149 and the corresponding note
143.
57 Lit., "a sudden calamity (qari'ah) will not cease (la yazal) to befall
them or to alight close
to their home". However, since this phrase connotes repetition and
continuity, the singular form
of the noun qari'ah has here obviously a cumulative sense - namely, an
unceasing succession of
social catastrophes, fratricidal wars and mutual deprivations which, in
consequence of their
deliberate disregard of all spiritual values, will directly befall "those
who are bent on denying
the truth" (alladhina kafaru), or will, indirectly, cause them to suffer
by affecting their whole
organic environment: and this, to my mind, is the meaning of the phrase
"or will alight close to
their homes". (Cf. in this connection 5 :33 and the corresponding notes,
especially note 45.)

13:32
And, indeed, [even] before thy time have [God's] apostles been derided, and for a while I gave
rein to those who were [thus] bent on denying the truth: but then I took them to task - and how
awesome was My retribution!
13:33
IS, THEN, HE who has every living being58 in His almighty care, [dealing with each] according
to what it deserves59 - [is, then, He like anything else that exists]? And yet, they ascribe to other
beings a share in God's divinity!
Say: "Give them any name [you please]:60 but do you [really think that you could] inform Him of
anything on earth that He does not know - or [do you] but play with words?"61

Nay, goodly seems their false imagery62 to those who are bent on denying the truth, and so they
are turned away from the [right] path: and he whom God lets go astray can never find any
guide.63 (13:34) For such, there is suffering in the life of this world;64 but, truly, [their] suffering
in the life to come will be harder still, and they will have none to shield them from God.
58 The term nafs has here apparently the general meaning of "soul" or
"living being", applying
both to humans and animals.
59 Lit., "what it has acquired" - i.e., according to the exigencies of its
life, and in the case of a human being - according to his or her moral deserts as
well.
60 Lit., "Name them!" Most of the commentators explain this phrase as an
expression of utter contempt
for those allegedly "divine" beings: i.e., "they are so unreal and
meaningless as not to deserve
even a name". It is also conceivable that we have here an echo of the
statement, to be found in
7:71, 12:40 and 53:23, to the effect that those false objects of worship
are but "[empty] names
which you have invented". However, in view of the next sentence - which
refers to God's omniscience
and is similar to 10:18, where imaginary "intercessors" are explicitly
mentioned - it is possible
to interpret the above phrase still more precisely, viz., "Call them
'divine intercessors', if you
so like: but...", etc. (According to Zamakhshari, the particle am, which
usually denotes "or",
stands here for bal, "nay, but" or simply "but".)
61 Lit., "or [do you say this] in the outward appearance (bi-zahir) of a
saying". Cf. the second
part of 10:18 (preceded by a reference to deified "intercessors") and the
corresponding note 27.
62 Lit., "their cunning [or "artful"] device (makr)": but since, as Tabari
points out, this term
relates here mainly to conscious shirk ("the attribution of divine
qualities to aught but God")
and, hence, to false religious ideas in general, it can be suitably
rendered as above.
63 See surah 7, note 152, and surah 14, note 4.
64 See the last paragraph of verse 31 and note 57 above.

13:35
THE PARABLE of the paradise promised to those who are conscious of God [is that of a
garden] through which running waters flow:65 [but, unlike an earthly garden,] its fruits will be
everlasing, and [so will be] its shade.66

Such will be the destiny of those who remain conscious of God - just as the destiny of those who
deny the truth will be the fire.67
13:36
Hence, they unto whom We have vouchsafed this revelation68 rejoice at all that has been
bestowed upon thee [O Prophet] from on high;69 but among the followers of other creeds there
are such as deny the validity of some of it.70
Say [unto them, O Prophet]: "I have only been bidden to worship God, and not to ascribe divine
powers to aught beside Him:71 unto Him do I call [all mankind], and He is my goal!"
13:37
Thus, then, have We bestowed from on high this [divine writ] as an ordinance in the Arabic
tongue.62 And, indeed, if thou shouldst defer to men's likes and dislikes63 after all the [divine]
knowledge that has come unto thee, thou wouldst have none to protect thee from God, and none
to shield thee [from Him].
65 This rendering (and the interpolation of the words "is that of a
garden") reproduces literally
the interpretation given to the above passage by Az-Zajjaj, as quoted by
Zamakhshari and - in an
abbreviated form - by Razi; according to Zamakhshari, this passage serves
"as a parabolic illustration,
by means of something which we know from our experience, of something
that is beyond the reach of
our perception" (tamthilan li-ma ghaba 'annd bi-ma nushahid). As in the
similar (but wider)
reference to "the parable of paradise" in 47:15, we are here reminded
that the Qur'anic descriptions
of what awaits man after resurrection are, of necessity, metaphorical,
since the human mind cannot
conceive of anything that is - both in its elements and its totality entirely different from
anything that can be experienced in this world. (See in this connection
Appendix I.)
66 I.e., its gift of happiness. Regarding this metaphorical meaning of zill
("shade"), see the last
clause of 4:57 and the corresponding note 74.
67 For my rendering of 'uqba, in this context, as "destiny" see note 45
above.
68 Sc., "and who believe in it".
69 I.e., because it offers them guidance in this world and holds out to
them the promise of ultimate
happiness in the life to come.

70 I.e., while admitting that the Qur'an contains much that coincides with
the spiritual concepts
taught by their own religions. The designation ahzab (lit., "parties" or
"sects", sing. hizb)
connotes here the followers of other religions or creeds (Tabari and
Razi).
71 The particle "only" (innama) at the beginning of this sentence "clearly
shows that there is [in
Islam] no obligation, no ordinance and no prohibition that is not
connected with this [principle]"
(Razi).
72 Lit., "as an Arabic ordinance (hukm)": i.e., so as to enable the Arabian
Prophet to propound it to
the people of his immediate environment and, through them, to the whole
world. Cf. in this connection
14:4, where it is stated that every one of God's prophets was entrusted
with a message "in his own
people's tongue, so that he might make [the truth] clear unto them". That
the message of the Qur'an
is universal, and not restricted to the Arabs alone, is brought out
clearly in many places, e.g.,
in 7:158, "Say [O Prophet]: 'O mankind! Verily, I am an apostle of God to
all of you."
73 Lit., "follow their likes and dislikes (ahwahum)" - i.e., by
compromising with the followers of
other creeds who, while accepting some of the fundamental verities of the
Qur'an, are unwilling
to accept the whole of it.

13:38
And, truly, We sent forth apostles before thee, and We appointed for them wives and offspring;74
and it was not given to any apostle to produce a miracle save at God's behest.75
Every age has had its revelation:76 (13:39) God annuls or confirms whatever He wills [of His
earlier messages] - for with Him is the source of all revelation.77
13:40
BUT WHETHER We let thee see [in thy lifetime, O Prophet, the fulfilment of] some of what We
have promised them, or whether We cause thee to die [before its fulfilment] - thy duty is no more
than to deliver the message; and the reckoning is Ours. (13:41) Have, then, they [who deny the
truth] never yet seen how79 We visit the earth [with Our punishment], gradually depriving it of
all that is best thereon?80
For, [when] God judges, there is no power that could repel His judgment: and swift in reckoning
is He!

74 I.e., they were mortals like all other men, and were not endowed with
any "supernatural" qualities.
This is a rejoinder to those who refuse to accept a divine message as
true on the grounds of its
having been conveyed to mankind by an "ordinary mortal". (Cf. 25:7, where
the unbelievers are
speaking derisively of Muhammad as an apostle "who eats food [like all
other mortals] and goes about
in the market-places", and the many references to their incredulous
wondering that God should have
chosen as His prophet "a man from among themselves".) In addition to
this, the above verse stresses,
by implication, the positive value of man's natural, physical life summarized, as it were, in the
expression "wives and offspring" - and the rejection of exaggerated
asceticism and self-mortification
as an allegedly desirable "way to God".
75 Lit., "by God's leave". Cf. 6:109 - "Miracles are in the power of God
alone" - and the corresponding
note 94. In the present context, this is an answer to those who refuse to
believe in Muhammad's
message unless "a miraculous sign" is bestowed upon him.
76 Or: "a divine writ" (kitab). See 5:48 - "Unto every one of you have We
appointed a [different] law
and way of life" - and the corresponding note 66, which explains the
succession of divine messages
culminating in, and ending with, the revelation of the Qur'an. This
interpretation of the above phrase adopted, among others, by Ibn Kathir - connects it plausibly with the
precedingg mention of the
apostles who came before Muhammad, and with the subsequent reference to
the supersession of the
earlier divine messages by that of the Qur'an. Apart from this, the
statement that every age had a
revelation suited to the particular needs of the time and the people
concerned (Zamakhshari)
constitutes an answer to the objection, often raised by followers of
other creeds, that the message
of the Qur'an differs in many respects from the earlier divine
revelations (Razi).
77 I.e., He is the fountainhead or source (asl) of all revelation. - As
regards the preceding reference
to the abrogation of earlier divine dispensations and their supersession
by later ones - ending
with the final revelation, the Qur'an - see 2:106 and the corresponding
note 87. (According to
Qatadah, as quoted by Tabari and Ibn Kathir, the passage under
consideration has the same purport
as 2:106.)
78 I.e., the calamities which, according to the last paragraph of verse 31
above, are in store for
"those who are bent on denying the truth" (alladhina kafaru).

79 Lit., "that".
80 Or: "curtailing it from [all] its sides" (min atrafiha) -depending on
whether one understands
by atraf the "sides" or "extremities" or "outlying parts" (of a concrete
body or land) or, alternatively,
the "outstanding men" - i.e., the great leaders, scholars and thinkers
(Taj al-'aras) - and "the best
of the [earth's] inhabitants and fruits" (ibid.). Many commentators,
taking the primary meaning of
atraf, are of the opinion that the above sentence relates to the struggle
between the early Muslim
community at Medina and the pagans of Mecca, and interpret it thus: "Do
they [i.e., the pagans of Mecca]
not see that we are visiting [with Our punishment] the land [held by
them], gradually curtailing it
from [all] its sides?" - which would imply a prophecy of the gradual
conquest of all Arabia by the
Muslims. Other commentators, however, prefer the secondary meaning of
atraf and - without denying
its relevance to the early history of Islam - interpret this passage in a
more general sense, similar
to the rendering adopted by me. Thus, for instance, Razi: "Have they
[i.e., the deniers of the truth]
never yet seen the turns of fortune (ikhtildfdt) that take place in this
world-destruction after
prosperity, death after life, humiliation after glory, deficiency after
perfection?... Hence, what
makes those deniers of the truth so sure that God will not render them
abject after they had been mighty,
and subjected [by others] after they had been rulers?" Thus, in its
widest sense, the phrase "gradually
depriving it of all that is best in it" may be taken to relate not merely
to physical and social
catastrophes but also to the loss of all ethical values - and, thus, to
the loss of all worldly power which "those who are bent on denying the truth" are bound to suffer in
the end.

13:42
Now those who lived before these [sinners] did, too, devise many a blasphemy81 - but the most
subtle devising is that of God, who knows what each human being deserves:82 and the deniers of
the truth will [in time] come to know to whom the future belongs.83
13:43
And [if] they who are bent on denying the truth say [unto thee, O Prophet], "Thou hast not been
sent [by God]", say thou: "None can bear witness between me and you as God does; and [none
can bear witness as does] he who truly understands this divine writ."84
81 Lit., "did scheme" - an expression which in this context apparently
refers to blasphemous ideas
and attitudes.

82 Lit., "earns" - i.e., of good and evil.
83 For an explanation of this rendering of 'uqba 'd-dar (which is here
synonymous with 'aqibat
ad-dar), see surah 6, note 118.
84 Lit., "and anyone who possesses (man 'indahu) knowledge of the
revelation" - implying that a
true understanding of the Qur'an unavoidably leads one to the conviction
that it has been
revealed by God.

The Fourteenth Surah
Ibrahim (Abraham)
Mecca Period

ALL AUTHORITIES agree that this surah belongs to the last group of Meccan revelations; in
the Itqan it is placed immediately after surah 71 (Nuh), and we have no reason to question this
chronology. The title is based on Abraham's prayer in verses 35-41; its relevance to the rest of
the surah has been explained in note 48.
As in the preceding surah, the main theme of Ibrahim is the revelation of God's word to man,
destined to lead him "out of the depths of darkness into the light" (verses 1 and 5) by means of
messages expressed in the language of the people to whom it was originally addressed (verse 4;
cf. also 13:37 and the corresponding note 72): but whereas all earlier instances of the divine writ
were meant only for the people thus addressed by their prophet (cf. God's command to Moses, in
verse 5, "Lead thy people out of the depths of darkness into the light"), the Qur'an is, as stated in
the first and the last verses of this surah, a message for all mankind.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
14:1
Alif. Lam. Ra.1
A DIVINE WRIT [is this a revelation] which We have bestowed upon thee from on high in order
that thou might bring forth all mankind, by their Sustainer's leave, out of the depths of darkness
into the light: onto the way that leads to the Almighty, the One to whom all praise is due - (14:2)
to God, unto whom all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth belongs.
But woe unto those who deny the truth: for suffering severe (14:3) awaits those who choose the
life of this world as the sole object of their love,2 preferring it to [all thought of] the life to come,
and who turn others away from the path of God and try to make it appear crooked. Such as these
have indeed gone far astray!
14:4

AND NEVER have We sent forth any apostle otherwise than [with a message] in his own
people's tongue, so that he might make [the truth] clear unto them;3 but God lets go astray him
that wills [to go astray], and guides him that wills [to be guided] - for He alone is almighty, truly
wise.4
14:5
And [thus], indeed, have We sent forth Moses with Our messages [and this Our command]:
"Lead thy people out of the depths of darkness into the light, and remind them of the Days of
God!"3
Verily, in this [reminder] there are messages indeed for all who are wholly patient in adversity
and deeply grateful [to God].
14:6
And, lo,6 Moses spoke [thus] unto his people: "Remember the blessings which God bestowed
upon you when He saved you from Pharaoh's people who afflicted you with cruel suffering, and
slaughtered your sons, and spared [only] your women7 - which was an awesome trial from your
Sustainer. (14:7) And [remember the time] when your Sustainer made [this promise] known: 'If
you are grateful [to Me], I shall most certainly give you more and more;8 but if you are
ungrateful, verily, My chastisement will be severe indeed!"9
1 See Appendix II; also surah 11, note 1.
2 According to Zamakhshari and Razi, this is the real meaning of the verbal
form yastahibbun in
the above context - implying that such an all-absorbing, exclusive love
of the life of this world
leads inevitably to a denial of moral truths.
3 Since every divine writ was meant to be understood by man, it is obvious
that each had to be formulated
in the language of the people whom the particular prophet was addressing
in the first instance;
and the Qur'an - notwithstanding its universal import (cf. note 126 on
7:158) - is no exception
in this respect.
4 Or: "God lets go astray whomever He wills, and guides whomever He wills".
All Qur'anic references
to God's "letting man go astray" must be understood against the
background of 2:26-27 - "none does
He cause to go astray save the iniquitous, who break their bond with God"
(regarding which latter
expression, see surah 2, note 19): that is to say, man's "going astray"
is a consequence of his
own attitudes and inclinations and not a result of an arbitrary
"predestination" in the popular
sense of this word (cf. surah 2, note 7). In his commentary on the above
verse, Zamakhshari stresses

this aspect of free choice on the part of man and points out that "God
does not cause anyone to go
astray except one who, as He knows, will never attain to faith; and He
does not guide anyone aright
except one who, as He knows, will attain to faith. Hence, the
[expression] 'causing to go astray'
denotes [God's] leaving [one] alone (takhliyah) and depriving [him] of
all favour, whereas [the
expression] 'guidance' denotes [His] grant of fulfilment (tawfiq) and
favour.... Thus, He does not
forsake anyone except those who deserve to be forsaken, and does not
bestow His favour upon anyone
except those who deserve to be favoured." Commenting on the identical
phrase occurring in 16:93,
Zamakhshari states: "[God] forsakes him who, as He knows, will
[consciously] choose to deny the
truth and will persevere in this [denial]; and ... He bestows His favour
upon him who, as He knows,
will choose faith: which means that He makes the issue dependent on
[man's] free choice (al-ikhtiyar),
and thus on his deserving either [God's] favour or the withdrawal of
[His] aid ... and does not
make it dependent on compulsion [i.e., predestination], which would rule
out [man's] deserving
anything of the above."
5 In ancient Arabian tradition, the terms "day" or "days" were often used
to describe momentous historical
events (e.g., ayyam al-'arab as a metonym for the inter-tribal wars of
pre-Islamic Arabia). However,
in view of the frequent Qur'anic application of the word "day" to
eschatological concepts - e.g.,
the "Last Day", the "Day of Resurrection", the "Day of Reckoning", and so
forth - and, particularly,
in view of 45:14, where the expression "the Days of God" unmistakably
points to His judgment at the
end of time - it is only logical to assume that in the present context
this expression bears the
same significance: namely, God's final judgment of man on the Day of
Resurrection. The use of the
plural form ("the Days of God") is perhaps meant to bring out the idea
that the "Day" of which the
Qur'an so often speaks has nothing to do with human time-definitions but,
rather, alludes to an
ultimate reality in which the concept of "time" has neither place nor
meaning.
6 For this rendering of the particle idh, see surah 2, note 21.
7 Cf. 2:49; also Exodus i, 15-16 and 22.
8 I.e., "even more than you deserve".

14:8

And Moses added: "If you should [ever] deny the truth - you and whoever else lives on earth, all
of you - [know that,] verily, God is indeed self-sufficient, ever to be praised!"
14:9
HAVE THE STORIES of those [deniers of the truth] who lived before you never yet come
within your ken - [the stories of] the people of Noah, and of [the tribes of] 'Ad and Thamud, and
of those who came after them? None knows them [now] save God.9
There came unto them their apostles with all evidence of the truth - but they covered their
mouths with their hands10 and answered: "Behold, we refuse to regard as true the message with
which you [claim to] have been entrusted; and, behold, we are in grave doubt, amounting to
suspicion, about [the meaning of] your call to us!"11
14:10
Said the apostles sent unto them:12 "Can there be any doubt about [the existence and oneness of]
God, the Originator of the heavens and the earth? It is He who calls unto you, so that He may
forgive you [whatever is past] of your sins and grant you respite until a term [set by Him is
fulfilled]."12
[But] they replied: "You are nothing but mortal men like ourselves! You want to turn us away
from what our forefathers were wont to worship: well, then, bring us a clear proof [of your being
God's message-bearers]!"
9 I.e., they have disappeared from the face of the earth, and none save God
knows today how many
they were and how they lived. See verse 14 and note 18 below.
10 Lit., "they put their hands into their mouths" - an idiomatic phrase
indicating one's inability
to refute a reasonable proposition by cogent, logical counter-arguments:
for the out-of-hand rejection
of the apostles' message by their recalcitrant compatriots cannot by any
means be regarded as an
"argument".
11 See surah 11, note 92. It is to be noted that whereas in 11:62 this
reply is placed in the mouth
of people of one particular community - the Thamud - and is phrased in
the singulaar ("thy call
to us"), it appears here in the plural ("your call to us") and represents
the gist of the answers
given by various communities to various prophets. This generalization,
underlying the entire
subsequent account and containing echos of several Qur'anic narratives
relating to the experiences
of individual apostles of earlier times, is obviously meant to bring out
the symptomatic character
of the attitude referred to: the stubborn attitude of people who either
deny God altogether, or -

while not consciously denying His existence - yet feel compelled to
interpose all manner of
imaginary "mediators" (thought to be divine or semi-divine) between
themselves and Him, thus denying,
by implication, His omniscience and omnipotence.
12 Lit., "their apostles".
13 I.e., "until the end of your life in this world". This is, I believe, an
indirect allusion to the
calamities which are bound to befall, even in this world, "those who are
bent on denying the truth"
(see the last paragraph of 13:31 and the corresponding note 57) implying that they who consciously
respond to the call of God, conveyed through His prophets, would be
immune to this kind of suffering
and would be graced with abiding spiritual happiness (cf. 13:29).

14:11
Their apostles answered them: "True, we are nothing but mortal men like yourselves: but God
bestows His favour upon whomever He wills of His servants. Withal, it is not within our power
to bring you a proof [of our mission], unless it be by God's leave - and [so] it is in God that all
believers must place their trust.14 (14:12) And how could we not place our trust in God, seeing
that it is He who has shown us the path which we are to follow?"15
"Hence, we shall certainly bear with patience whatever hurt you may do us: for, all who have
trust [in His existence] must place their trust in God [alone]!"
14:13
But they who denied the truth spoke [thus] unto their apostles: "We shall most certainly expel
you from our land, unless you return forthwith to our ways!"16
Whereupon their Sustainer revealed this to His apostles:17 "Most certainly shall We destroy these
evildoers, (14:14) and most certainly shall We cause you to dwell on earth [long] after they have
passed away:18 this is [My promise] unto all who stand in awe of My presence, and stand in awe
of My warning!"19 (14:15) And they prayed [to God] that the truth be made to triumph.20
14 I.e., it is to the contents of the divine message propounded to them
that all seekers after truth
must turn for illumination (see 7:75 and 13:43, as well as the
corresponding notes). The Qur'an
dwells in many places (e.g., in 6:109-111 or 13:31) on the futility moral as well as intellectual
- of the demand that the divine origin of a prophetic message should be
proved by tangible,
extraneous means: for, a morally valid and intellectually justifiable
conviction of the intrinsic
truth of such a message can be gained only through "conscious insight
accessible to reason" (12:108).

15 Lit., "guided us on our paths - a plural indicating (as does the whole
of the passage beginning
with verse 9) the fundamental identity of the message preached by all the
prophets.
16 Cf. 7:88-89, where this alternative is placed before Shu'ayb.
17 Lit., "to them".
18 Lit., "after them": implying a divine promise that the truth preached by
the apostles would outlive
its detractors (cf. verse 9 above, "None knows them [now] save God"), and
would triumph in the end.
19 As Zamakhshari points out, the divine promise expressed in the above
verse is equivalent to the
statement in 7:128 that "the future (al-aqibah) belongs to the Godconscious".
20 Or: "they [i.e., the apostles] prayed for victory" or "for [God's] aid"
- both these meanings
being contained in the noun fath, with which the verbal form istaftahu,
used here, is connected.
It should be borne in mind that the primary significance of fataha is "he
opened", and of istaftaha,
"he sought to open [something]" or "he desired that it be opened". Thus,
the above passage echoes,
in a generalized form, Shu'ayb's prayer in 7:89, "Lay Thou open (iftah)
the truth between us and
our people".

14:15
And [thus it is:] every arrogant enemy of the truth shall be undone [in the life to come], (14:16)
with hell awaiting him;21 and he shall be made to drink of the water of most bitter distress,22
(14:17) gulping it [unceasingly,] little by little, and yet hardly able to swallow it.23 And death
will beset him from every quarter - but he shall not die: for [yet more] severe suffering lies ahead
of him.
14:18
[This, then, is] the parable of those who are bent on denying their Sustainer: all their works24 are
as ashes which the wind blows about fiercely on a stormy day: [in the life to come,] they cannot
achieve any benefit whatever from all [the good] that they may have wrought: for this [denial of
God] is indeed the farthest one can go astray.25
14:19
ART THOU NOT aware that God has created the heavens and the earth in accordance with [an
inner] truth?26 He can, if He so wills, do away with you and bring forth a new mankind [in your
stead]:27 (14:20) nor is this difficult for God. (14:21) And all [mankind] will appear before God
[on the Day of Judgment]; and then the weak28 will say unto those who had gloried in their

arrogance: "Behold, We were but your followers: can you, then, relieve us of something of God's
chastisement?"
[And the others] will answer: "If God would but show us the way [to salvation], we would
indeed guide you [towards it].29 It is [now] all one, as far as we are concerned, whether we grieve
impatiently or endure [our lot] with patience: there is no escape for us!"
21 Lit., "[with] hell beyond him", i.e., as his destiny. For my rendering
of jabbar, in this context,
as "enemy of the truth", see the first part of note 58 on 26:130.
22 The word sadid is an infinitive noun of sadda. which in its primary
meaning denotes "he turned
away" or "was averse [from something]"; also - as noted in the Qamus and
the Asas - "he cried
out loudly" (i.e., by reason of his aversion to something). Since sadid
signifies anything that
is repulsive, it is also used tropically to describe the pus that flows
from wounds or the viscous
liquid that oozes from corpses. In his commentary on this verse, Razi
suggests that the expression
ma' sadid is here purely metaphorical, and should be understood as "water
like [what is described as]
sadid". It is in pursuance of this interpretation that I have rendered
the above expression as
"waters of most bitter distress" - a metaphor of the boundless suffering
and bitter frustration
which, in the life to come, awaits those who during their life in this
world were bent on denying
all spiritual truths. (Cf. the expression sharab min hamim - rendered by
me as "a draught of burning
despair" - occurring in several places and elucidated in note 62 on
6:70.)
23 I.e., to reconcile himself to this suffering.
24 I.e., even the good ones (Razi).
25 Lit., "this, this is the straying far-away". The definite article in the
expression ad-dalal
al-ba'id, preceded by the pronouns dhalika huwa, is meant to stress the
extreme degree of this
"straying far-away" or "going astray": a construction that can be
rendered in English only by
a paraphrase, as above. It is to be noted that this phrase occurs in the
Qur'an only
twice-namely, in the above passage and in 22:12 - and refers in both
cases to a denial, conscious
or implied, of God's oneness and uniqueness.
26 See note 11 on 10: 5.
27 Lit., "bring forth a new creation" or "new people", for it should be
remembered that the term

khalq denotes not merely "creation" or "act of creation" but also
"people" or "mankind", which
seems to be its meaning here (Ibn 'Abbas, as quoted by Razi).
28 I.e., those who had sinned out of moral weakness and self-indulgence,
relying on the supposedly
superior wisdom of the so-called "leaders of thought", who are described
in the sequence as having
"gloried in their arrogance" (astakbaru) inasmuch as they refused to pay
heed to God's messages
(Tabari, on the authority of Ibn 'Abbas).
29 Sc., "but now it is too late for repentance". According to Tabari and
Razi, this is the meaning
of the above passage. Zamakhshari, however, prefers another
interpretation, implying a reference
not to the present but to the past, thus: "'If God had guided us aright,
we would have guided you
[too] aright": in other words, he understands the phrase as an attempt on
the part of the doomed
to divest themselves of all responsibility, and to attribute their past
sinning to God's "not having
willed" to guide them aright. To my mind, the interpretation offered by
Tabari and Razi is
preferable because - all other considerations apart - it provides a
logical connection between
the request of "the weak" (see preceding note) and the reply of those who
in their earthly life had
"gloried in their arrogance", as well as with the latters' subsequent,
despairing utterance, which
can be summed up in the words, "too late!"

14:22
And when everything will have been decided, Satan will say: "Behold, God promised you
something that was bound to come true!30 I, too, held out [all manner of] promises to you - but I
deceived you. Yet I had no power at all over you: I but called you - and you responded unto me.
Hence, blame not me, but blame yourselves.31 It is not for me to respond to your cries, nor for
you to respond to mine:32 for, behold, I have [always] refused to admit that there was any truth in
your erstwhile belief that I had a share in God's divinity."33
Verily, for all evildoers34 there is grievous suffering in store.
30 Lit., "God promised you a promise of truth" - i.e., the promise of
resurrection and last judgment.
31 In his commentary on this passage, Razi remarks: "This verse shows that
the real Satan (ash-shaytan
al-asli) is [man's own] complex of desires (an-nafs): for, Satan makes it
clear [in the above] that
it was only by means of insinuations '(waswasah) that he was able to
reach [the sinner's soul]; and
had it not been for an already-existing [evil] disposition due to lusts,
anger, superstition or

fanciful ideas, these [satanic] insinuations would have had no effect
whatsoever."
32 I.e., "I cannot respond to your call for help, just as you should not
have, in your lifetime,
responded to my call." The above sentence is often interpreted in another
sense, namely, "I cannot
succour you, just as you cannot succour me". However, in view of Satan's
allegorical reference in the preceding passages as well as in the next sentence - to the
sinners' earthly past, the
rendering adopted by me seems to be more suitable; moreover, it is closer
to the primary meaning
of the verb sarakha ("he cried out"), from which the form musrikh ("one
who responds to a cry")
is derived (Jawhari).
33 This is, to my mind, the meaning of the highly elliptical phrase kafartu
bi-ma ashraktumuni min
qabl, which could be literally - but most inadequately - translated thus:
"I have refused to admit
the truth of that whereby you associated me aforetime [with God]." The
implication is that Satan,
while endeavouring to lead men astray, never claims to be God's "equal"
(cf. 7:20, where he speaks
of God, to Adam and Eve, as "your Sustainer", or 15:36 and 39, where he
addresses Him as "my
Sustainer", or 8:48 and 59:16, where he says, "behold, I fear God") but,
rather, tries to make men's
sinful doings "seem goodly to them" (cf. 6:43, 8:48, 16:63, 27:24,
29:38), i.e., persuades them
that it is morally justifiable to follow one's fancies and selfish
desires without any restraint.
But while Satan himself does not make any claim to equality with God, the
sinner who submits to
Satan's blandishments attributes to him thereby, as it were, "a share in
God's divinity".- It must
be stressed, in this connection, that the Qur'anic expression shaytan is
often used as a metaphor
for every human impulse that is intrinsically immoral and, therefore,
contrary to man's best - i.e.,
spiritual - interests.
34 I.e., all those who had consciously - either from intellectual arrogance
or from moral weakness responded to "Satan's call".

14:23
But those who shall have attained to faith and done righteous deeds will be brought into gardens
through which running waters flow, therein to abide by their Sustainer's leave, and will be
welcomed with the greeting, "Peace!"35
14:24

ART THOU NOT aware how God sets forth the parable of a good word?36 [It is] like a good
tree, firmly rooted, [reaching out] with its branches towards the sky, (14:25) yielding its fruit at
all times by its Sustainer's leave.
And [thus it is that] God propounds parables unto men,36 so that they might bethink themselves
[of the truth].37
14:26
And the parable of a corrupt word is that of a corrupt tree, torn up [from its roots] onto the face
of the earth, wholly unable to endure.38 (14:27) [Thus,] God grants firmness unto those who have
attained to faith through the word that is unshakably true39 in the life of this world as well as in
the life to come; but the wrongdoers He lets go astray:40 for God does whatever He wills.
35 As in 10:10, this phrase reads literally, "their greeting therein [will
be],'Peace!' (salam)"a term which has been explained in surah 5, note 29.
36 In its wider meaning, the term kalimah ("word") denotes any conceptual
statement or proposition.
Thus, a "good word" circumscribes any proposition (or idea) that is
intrinsically true and - because
it implies a call to what is good in the moral sense - is ultimately
beneficent and enduring; and
since a call to moral righteousness is the innermost purport of every one
of God's messages, the
term "good word" applies to them as well. Similarly, the "corrupt word"
mentioned in verse 26 applies
to the opposite of what a divine message aims at: namely, to every idea
that is intrinsically false
or morally evil and, therefore, spiritually harmful.
37 See note 33 on the first clause of 39:27.
38 Lit., "having no permanance (qarar) whatever": i.e., the "corrupt word"
(see note 36 above) is
ephemeral in its effect, however strong its original impact on the minds
of people who fall prey
to it.
39 Lit., "firm" (thabit). The term qawl - similar to the term kalimah (see
note 36 above) - denoteo,
beyond its primary meaning of "saying" or "utterance", also anything that
can be defined as a
statement of belief or opinion, namely, "concept", "tenet", "assertion of
faith", and so on. In
this context it expresses the concept that there is no deity save God,
and that Muhammad is His
Apostle: which is an interpretation of the above phrase given by the
Prophet himself, as quoted
by Bukhari in a Tradition on the authority of Al-Bara' ibn 'Azib (Kitab
at-Tafsir), and by other
Traditionists, including Muslim, on the authority of Shu'bah. The
adjective thabit connotes the

"firmness"- that is, the unshakable truth - of the "word" (or "concept",)
which it qualifies,
thus connecting it with the preceding parable of the "good word" and the
"good tree".
40 See note 4 on verse 4 of this surah.

14:28
ART THOU NOT aware of those who have preferred a denial of the truth to God's blessings 41
and [thereby] invited their people to alight in that abode of utter desolation (14:29) - hell - which
they [themselves] will have to endure?42 And how vile a state to settle in! (14:30) For, they
claimed that there are powers that could rival God,43 and so they strayed from His path. Say:
"Enjoy yourselves [in this world], but, verily, the fire will be your journey's end!"
14:31
[And] tell [those of] My servants who have attained to faith that they should be constant in
prayer and spend [in Our way], secretly and openly, out of what We provide for them as
sustenance,44 ere there come a Day when there will be no bargaining, and no mutual
befriending.45
14:32
[And remember that] it is God who has created the heavens and the earth, and who sends down
water from the sky and therpby brings forth [all manner] of fruits for your sustenance; and who
has made ships subservient to you, so that they may sail through the sea at His behest; and has
made the rivers subservient [to His laws, so that they be of use] to you; (14:33) and has made the
sun and the moon, both of them constant upon their courses, subservient [to His laws, so that
they be of use] to you; and has made the night and the day subservient [to His laws, so that they
be of use] to you.46
41 Lit., "who have exchanged God's blessings for a denial of the truth".
The expression "God's
blessings (ni'mah)" obviously refers here to the messages revealed
through His apostles.
42 This is evidently an allusion to the relationship between the arrogant
leaders of thought and
their weak followers spoken of in verse 21 above.
43 Lit., "they gave God compeers (andad)". For an explanation of my
paraphrase of this sentence (fully
justified by Razi), see surah 2, note 13.- The particle li prefixed to
the subsequent verb li-yudillu
does not denote intent but is a so-called lam al-'aqibah, i.e., "the
[letter] lam indicating a
consequence" or "a result" (Razi), and is in this case suitably rendered
as "and so".
44 See surah 2, note 4.

45 Cf. 2:254. According to the philologist Abu 'Ubaydah, as quoted by Razi,
the expression bay'
("selling and buying" or "bargaining") denotes here the metaphorical
"[giving and taking] ransom"
which, as the Qur'an repeatedly stresses, will be inadmissible on the Day
of Judgment (cf. 3:91 and
the corresponding note 71, as well as 5:36, 10: 54, 13:18, 39:47 and
70:11-15); similarly, the
denial of khildl - which Abu 'Ubaydah regards as synonymous, in this
context, with mukhalah
("mutual befriending")- expresses the impossibility of "ransom" through
intercession on Judgment
Day, for "now, indeed, you have come unto Us in a lonely state, even as
We created you in the
first instance" (6:94).
46 Almost all classical commentators agree that God's having made the
natural phenomena "subservient"
to man is a metaphor (majaz) for His having enabled man to derive lasting
benefit from them: hence
my explanatory interpolations. In the same sense, the night and the day
are spoken of in 10:67,
27:86 or 40:61 as having been "made for you" (resp. "for them").

14:34
And [always] does He give you something out of what you may be asking of Him;47 and should
you try to count God's blessings, you could never compute them.
[And yet,] behold, man is indeed most persistent in wrongdoing, stubbornly ingrate!
14:35
AND [remember the time] when Abraham spoke [thus]:48 "O my Sustainer! Make this land
secure,49 and preserve me and my children from ever worshipping idols50- (14:36) for, verily, O
my Sustainer, these [false objects of worship] have led many people astray!
"Hence, [only] he who follows me [in this my faith] is truly of me;51 and as for him who
disobeys me - Thou art, verily, much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace!
14:37
(37) "O our Sustainer! Behold, I have settled some of my offspring in a valley in which there is
no arable land,52 close to Thy sanctified Temple, so that, O our Sustainer, they might devote
themselves to prayer: cause Thou, therefore, people's hearts to incline towards them 53 and grant
them fruitful sustenance, so that they might have cause to be grateful.
47 I.e., God satisfies every one of man's desires, provided that His
unfathomable wisdom regards

its satisfaction as ultimately beneficial to the human being concerned:
this is the meaning of
the preposition min (lit., "out of", but in this context, "something out
of") preceding the phrase
"what you may be. asking".
48 The whole of this passage (verses 35-41)- from which the title of this
surah is derived represents
a parenthetic reminder, in the form of Abraham's prayer, of the only way
to righteousness, in the
deepest sense of the word, open to man: namely, a recognition of God's
existence, oneness and
uniqueness and, hence, a rejection of all belief in "other powers"
supposedly co-existent with
Him (cf. verse 30 above). Inasmuch as this prayer implies a realization
of, and gratitude for,
God's infinite bounty, it connects directly with the preceding verse 34
and the subsequent verse 42.
49 I.e., the land in which the Kabah is situated (see surah 2, note 102)
and, more specifically, Mecca.
50 The term "idols" (asnam, sing. sanam) does not apply exclusively to
actual, concrete representations
of false "deities": for shirk - that is, an attribution of divine powers
or qualities to anyone or
anything beside God - may consist also, as Razi points out, in a
worshipful devotion to all manner
of "causative agencies and outward means to an end" - an obvious allusion
to wealth, power, luck,
people's favour or disfavour, and so forth - "whereas genuine faith in
the oneness and uniqueness
of God (at-tawhid al-maha) consists in divesting oneself of all inner
attachment to [such] causative
agencies and in being convinced that there exists no real directing power
apart from God".
51 Thus, Abraham accepts God's verdict (given in 2:124) regarding the
sinners from among his descendants.
52 I.e., the narrow desert valley of Mecca, which is enclosed by barren,
rocky hills. By "some of my
offspring" Abraham refers to Ishmael and his descendants who settled at
Mecca.
53 I.e., to be desirous of visiting them - namely, on pilgrimage to Mecca and thus help them to
maintain themselves in the holy but barren land. The phrase af'idah min
an-nas lends itself also
to the rendering "the hearts of some people", in which case it could be
taken to mean "the hearts
of the believers" (Baghawi, Razi, Ibn Kathir).

14:38

"O our Sustainer! Thou truly knowest all that we may hide [in our hearts] as well as all that we
bring into the open: for nothing whatever, be it on earth or in heaven, remains hidden from God.
14:39
"All praise is due to God, who has bestowed upon me, in my old age, Ishmael and Isaac! Behold,
my Sustainer hears indeed all prayer: (14:40) [hence,] O my Sustainer, cause me and [some] of
my offspring to remain constant in prayer!54
"And, O our Sustainer, accept this my prayer: (14:41) Grant Thy forgiveness unto me, and my
parents, and all the believers, on the Day on which the [last] reckoning will come to pass!"
14:42
AND DO NOT think that God is unaware of what the evildoers are doing: He but grants them
respite until the Day when their eyes will stare in horror, (14:43) the while they will be running
confusedly to and fro, with their heads upraised [in supplication], unable to look away from what
they shall behold,56 and their hearts an abysmal void.
14:44
Hence, warn men of the Day when this suffering may befall them, and when those who did
wrong [in their lifetime] will exclaim: "O our Sustainer! Grant us respite for a short while, so
that we might respond to Thy call and follow the apostles!"57
[But God will answer:] "Why - were you not aforetime wont to swear that no kind of resurrection
and retribution awaited you?58 (45) And yet, you dwelt in the dwelling-places of those who had
sinned against their own selves [before your time],59 and it was made obvious to you how We
had dealt with them: for We have set forth unto you many a parable [of sin, resurrection and
divine retribution]."60
54 I.e., metonymically, "to remain utterly devoted to Thee". The particle
min ("[some] of") preceding
the word dhurriyati ("my offspring") is obviously an allusion to 2:124,
where God says in answer to
Abraham's question about his descendants: "My covenant does not embrace
the evildoers." Thus, Abraham
has been given to understand that not all of his posterity would be
righteous and that none can claim
to belong to a "chosen people" by virtue of his or her descent from an
apostle of God: a statement
which relates not only to the Israelites, who descended from Abraham
through Isaac, but also to
the Arabian (Ishmaelite) branch of the Abrahamic peoples, from whom the
Quraysh were to spring:
hence, by implication, even to the unrighteous among the descendants of
the Last Prophet, Muhammad,
who belonged to the tribe of Quraysh.

55 This verse connects with the last sentence of Abraham's prayer, namely,
his reference to "the Day
on which the [last] reckoning will come to pass". The wrongdoers
mentioned here are those who
indulge in the belief "that there are other powers that can rival God"
(cf. verse 30 above), and
thus commit the unforgivable sin of shirk. As regards the "respite"
granted to them, see the first
clause of 11:20 and the corresponding note 39.
56 Lit., "their gaze will not revert to them".
57 Cf. 6 : 27.
58 Lit., "that there would be no going down [or "no removal"] whatever for
you" - i.e., no passing-over
from earthly life to a life in the hereafter, attended by God's
retribution of sins: a reference
to many people's refusal, often mentioned in the Qur'an, to believe in
life after death and, hence,
in God's ultimate judgment.
59 I.e., "you lived on the same earth, and in basically the same human
environment, as those earlier
generations who offended against all ethical values and thereby brought
destruction upon themselves:
hence, their tragic fate should have been a warning to you".
60 Lit., "the parables", i.e., the parables in the Qur'an which illuminate
the idea of resurrection
and of God's final judgment (Rail). See also note 37 above.

14:46
And [this retribution will befall all evildoers because] they devise that false imagery of theirs" and all their false imagery is within God's knowledge.
[And never can the blasphemers prevail against the truth - not] even if their false imagery were
so (welldevised and so powerful] that mountains could be moved thereby.
14:47
HENCE, do not think that God will fail to fulfil the promise which He gave to His apostles:62
verily, God is almighty, an avenger of evil! (14:48) [His promise will be fulfilled] on the Day
when the earth shall be changed into another earth, as shall be the heavens 63 and when [all men]
shall appear before God, the One who holds absolute sway over all that exists. (14:49) For on
that Day thou wilt see all who were lost in sin linked together in fetters,64 (14:50) clothed in
garments of black pitch, with fire veiling their faces.65
61 Lit., "they devised their devising", i.e., their blasphemous belief in
the existence of other
"divine powers" side by side with God: this is the interpretation given
by Tabari towards the

end of his long commentary on this verse. For my rendering of the term
makr, in this context,
as "false imagery", see surah 13, note 62.
62 I.e., the promise of resurrection and recompense on the Day of Judgment.
This relates specifically
to the "respite" occasionally granted to evildoers for the duration of
their lifetime (cf. verse 42 above).
63 This is an allusion to the total, cataclysmic change, on the Last Day,
of all natural phenomena,
and thus of the universe as known to man (cf. 20:105-107 and the
corresponding note 90). Since that
change will be beyond anything that man has ever experienced or what the
human mind can conceive,
all the Qur'anic descriptions - in the next two verses as well as in many
other places - of what is
to happen on that Last Day are, of necessity, expressed in allegorical
terms: and this applies also
to all descriptions of man's condition, good or bad, in, the life to
come. (Cf. note 37 above,
relating to the term "parable" often used in the Qur'an.)
64 In his commentary on this passage, Razi expresses the view that the
reference to the sinners' being
"linked together in fetters" is a metaphor of their own evil deeds and
inclinations and, consequently,
of the utter despair which will be common to all of them in the
hereafter. To my mind, it may also
be an allusion to the chain-reaction which every evil deed is bound to
set in motion on earth,
one evil unavoidably begetting another.
65 According to Razi, the "garments of black pitch (qatiran)"' and the
"fire veiling their faces"
are metaphors of the inexpressible suffering and loathsome horror which
will enwrap the sinners'
souls on the Day of Judgment. (See also surah 73, note 7.)

14:51
[And all shall be judged on that Day,] so that God may requite every human being for all that he
has earned [in life]: verily, God is swift in reckoning!
14:52
THIS IS A MESSAGE unto all mankind. Hence, let them be warned thereby, and let them know
that He is the One and Only God; and let those who are endowed with insight take this to heart!

The Fifteenth Surah
Al-Hijr
Mecca Period

ACCORDING to Suyuti, this surah was revealed very shortly after surah 12 (Yasuf): in other
words, during the last year before the Prophet's exodus to Medina. The supposition (mentioned
by Razi) that verse 87 was revealed at Medina lacks any factual corroboration and may,
therefore, be safely dismissed.
As in most surahs of this period, the main theme of Al-Hijr is the evidence of God's creative
activity and of the guidance vouchsafed by Him to man through revelation - especially the
revelation of the Qur'an, which, as verse 9 predicts, will for all times remain impervious to
corruption.
The title, derived from the mention in verse 80 of the Arabian region known as Al-Hijr,
obviously 'suggested itself to the Prophet's Companions because of the many legends attached to
that place-name since 'time immemorial. That it is a place-name and not a description ("rocky
tract" or according to some, "forbidden tract") is evident from the fact that an ancient township
of that name, long since non-existent, is mentioned by Ptolemy as "Hegra" and by Pliny as
"Egra". Consequently, I have left this title untranslated.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
15:1
Alif. Lam. Ra.1
THESE ARE MESSAGES of revelation - of a discourse clear in itself and clearly showing the
truth.2 (15:2) And it will come to pass that those who are [now] bent on denying this truth will
wish that they had surrendered themselves to God [in their lifetime].3
15:3
Leave them alone; let them eat and enjoy themselves the while the hope [of vain delights]
beguiles them: for in time they will come to know [the truth]. (15:4) And never have We
destroyed any community [for its wrongdoing] unless a divine writ had (previously] been made
known to it;' (15:5) [but remember that] no community can ever forestall [the end of] its term and neither can they delay [it].5
1 See Appendix II.
2 Regarding this lengthy rendering of the participial adjective mubin, see
surah 12, note 2. In the
above context, the term qur'an (which, whenever it appears without the
definite article al, denotes
a solemn "recital" or "discourse") is preceded by the conjunction wa,
which, in its simplest
connotation, signifies "and"; but since it is used here to stress the
present, particular instance

of the divine writ (al-kitab), it can be omitted in the translation
without affecting the meaning
of the sentence.
3 Since this revelation - i.e., the Qur'an - is clear in itself and clearly
shows the truth, those
who deliberately reject it now will have no excuse on Resurrection Day.
As so often in the Qur'an,
the past tense in the expression alladhina kafaru is indicative of
conscious intent (see surah 2,
note 6).
4 Lit., "unless it [the community] had a known divine writ (kitab ma'lum)"i.e., unless the people
in question had been shown through a divine writ the meaning of right and
wrong, and had deliberately
rejected this divine guidance: cf. the statement, in 26:208, that "never
have We destroyed any
community unless it had had its warners", or in 6:131, that God "would
never destroy a community
for its wrongdoing so long as its people are still unaware [of the
meaning of right and wrong]".
5 I.e., every community - and, in the widest sense of this term, every
civilization - has a God-willed,
organic span of life resembling in this respect all other living
organisms, destined to grow, to
reach maturity and ultimately to decay. For the ethical implications of
this law of nature and
its bearing on the passage that follows, see 7:34 and the corresponding
note 25.

15:6
And yet, they [who deny the truth] say: "O thou unto whom this reminder has [allegedly] been
bestowed from on high: verily, thou art mad! (15:7) Why dost thou not bring before us angels, if
thou art a man of truth?"6
15:8
[Yet] We never send down angels otherwise than in accordance with the [demands of] truth;7 and
[were the angels to appear now,] lo! they [who reject this divine writ] would have no further
respite!8 (15:9) Behold, it is We Ourselves who have bestowed from on high, step by step, this
reminder? and, behold, it is We who shall truly guard it [from all corruption].9
15:10
AND, INDEED, [O Prophet,] even before thy time did We send [Our apostles] unto
communities11 of old - (15:11) and never yet came an apostle to them without their deriding him.
(15:12) Even so do We [now] cause this [scorn of Our message] to pervade the hearts of those
who are lost in sin, (15:13) who do not believe in it,12 although the way which those [evildoers]
of olden times had to go has long been within their ken.13

6 Cf. 6:8-9. The reference of the unbelievers to the Prophet's revelation
is obviously sarcastic
(Zamakhshari); hence my interpolation of the word "allegedly". Although
these verses relate primarily
to the pagan contemporaries of the Prophet, they broadly describe the
negative attitude of unbelievers
of all times.
7 Sc., "and not just to satisfy a frivolous demand of people who - refuse
to consider a prophetic
message on its merits". Moreover - as is evident from the next clause an actual appearance of
the angels to ordinary men would but presage the Day of Judgment
(described in 78:39 as "the Day
of Ultimate Truth") and, thus, the doom of the deniers of the truth
spoken of here.
8 Cf. 6:8 - "had We sent down an angel, all would indeed have been
decided", i.e., the Day of
Judgment would have come.
9 I.e., the Qur'an. The grammatical form nazzalnd implies a gradual
revelation ("step by step") over
a period of time, as has been pointed out by Zamakhshar! in his
commentary on 2:23 (see the last
sentence of my corresponding note 14).
10 This prophecy has been strikingly confirmed by the fact that the text of
the Qur'an has remained
free from all alterations, additions or deletions ever since it was
enunciated by the Prophet in
the seventh century of the Christian era; and there is no other instance
of any book, of whatever
description, which has been similarly preserved over such a length of
time. The early-noted variants
in the reading of certain words of the Qur'an, occasionally referred to
by the classical commentators,
represent no more than differences in respect of diacritical marks or of
vocalisation, and, as a
rule, do not affect the meaning of the passage in question. (See also
note 11 on 85:22, explaining
the expression lawh mahfuz.)
11 The term shi'ah denotes a distinct group of people having in common the
same persuasion or adhering
to the same principles of behaviour, and is sometimes (though not here)
used in the sense of "sect".
12 Cf. 6:10 and the corresponding note 9. My interpolation of the words
"derision of Our message" is
based on Tabari's and Zamakhshari's interpretations of the above passage.
Regarding God's "causing"
the deniers of the truth to sin, see surah 2, note 7, as well as surah
14, note 4.
13 Lit., "although the way of life (sunnah) of those of olden times has
already passed"- i.e.,

although the manner in which God has dealt with them has long since
become a matter of common
knowledge (Ibn Kathir).

15:14
Yet even had We opened to them a gateway to heaven and they had ascended, on and on, up to
it, (15:15) they would surely have said, "It is only our eyes that are spellbound! Nay, we have
been bewitched!"14
15:16
AND, INDEED, We have set up in the heavens great constellations,15 and endowed them with
beauty for all to behold; (15:17) and We have made them secure against every satanic force
accursed 16- (15:18) so that anyone who seeks to learn [the unknowable] by stealth is pursued by
a flame clear to see.17
14 Lit., "we are people bewitched". Cf. 6:7, as well as the last paragraph
of 10:2 and the corresponding
note 5. The confusing of revealed truths with illusory "enchantment" or
"sorcery" is often pointed
out in the Qur'an as characteristic of the attitude of people who a
priori refuse to accept the idea
of revelation and, thus, of prophethood. The above two verses, implying
that not even a direct
insight into the wonders of heaven could convince "those who are bent on
denying the truth", are
a prelude to the subsequent passage, which once again draws our attention
to the wonders of nature
as an evidence of God's creative activity.
15 My rendering of buraj as "great constellations" is based on the Taj al'Arus; among the classical
commentators, Baghawi, Baydawi and Ibn Kathir give the same
interpretation, while Tabari (on the
authority of Mujahid and Qatadah) explains this term as signifying "the
stars" in general.
16 The term shaytan ("satan") - derived from the verb shatana ("he was [or
"became"] remote") - often
denotes in the Qur'an a force or influence remote from, and opposed to,
all that is true and good
(Taj al-'Arus, Raghib): thus, for instance, in 2:14 it is used to
describe the evil impulses
(shayatin) within the hearts of "those who are bent on denying the
truth". In its widest, abstract
sense it denotes every "satanic force", i.e., every impulsion directed
towards ends which are
contrary to valid ethical postulates. In the present context, the phrase
"every satanic force
accursed (rajim)"- like the phrase "every rebellious (marid) satanic
force" in a similar context
in 37:7 - apparently refers to endeavours, strongly condemned in Islam,
to divine the future by

means of astrological speculations: hence the preceding reference to the
skies and the stars. The
statement that God has made the heavens "secure" against such satanic
forces obviously implies
that He has made it impossible for the latter to obtain, through
astrology or what is popularly
described as "occult sciences", any real knowledge of "that which is
beyond the reach of human
perception" (al-ghayb).
17 Lit., "excepting [or "except that"] anyone who seeks to hear by
stealth...", etc. The implication
seems to be that any attempt at fathoming the mysteries of the unknowable
by such illicit means
("by stealth") is inevitably followed by "a flame clear to see", i.e., by
burning, self-evident
frustration. (Cf. also 37:10.)

15:19
(19) And the earth - We have spread it out wide, and placed on it mountains firm, and caused
[life] of every kind to grow on it in a balanced manner, (15:20) and provided thereon means of
livelihood for you [O men] as well as for all [living beings] whose sustenance does not depend
on you.18
15:21
For, no single thing exists that does not have its source with Us;19 and nought do We bestow
from on high unless it be in accordance with a measure well-defined.20
15:22
And We let loose the winds to fertilize [plants] 21 and We send down water from the skies and let
you drink thereof: and it is not you who dispose of its source - (15:23) for, behold, it is We - We
alone - who grant life and deal death, and it is We alone who shall remain after all else will have
passed away!22
15:24
And well do We know [the hearts and deeds, of all human beings - both] those who lived before
you and those who will come after you;23 (15:25) and, behold, it is thy Sustainer who will gather
them all together [on Judgment Day]: verily, He is wise, all-knowing!
15:26
(26) AND, INDEED, We have created man out of sounding clay, out of dark slime transmuted 24
- (15:27) whereas the invisible beings We had created, [long] before that, out of the fire of
scorching winds.25 (15:28) And lo! Thy Sustainer said unto the angels: "Behold, I am about to
create mortal man out of sounding clay, out of dark slime transmuted; (15:29) and when I have

formed him fully and breathed into him of My spirit, fall down before him in prostration!"26
(15:30) Thereupon the angels prostrated themselves, all of them together, (15:31) save Iblis: he
refused to be among those who prostrated themselves.27
18 Lit., "whose providers you are not"; i.e., all living organisms whether plants or animals - which
are not tended by man but are nevertheless provided for in its wider
sense, this phrase stresses the
notion that all living beings - man included - are provided for by God,
and by Him alone (cf. 11:6).
19 Lit., "but with Us are its storehouses".
20 Lit., "and We do not send it down [i.e., "create it"] otherwise than
according to a measure known
[to Us]": that is, in accordance with the exigencies of God's plan as
such and with the function
which any particular thing or phenomenon is to have within that plan.
21 I.e., by pollination as well as by bringing rain-clouds.
22 Lit., "We are [or "shall be"] the inheritors (al-warithun)": an
idiomatic metaphor based, according
to the consensus of all classical commentators, on the use of the term
"inheritor" or "heir" in the
sense of "one who remains after his predecessor has passed away" - in
this case, after all creation
has perished. (Cf. the expression "the heritage of the heavens and of the
earth" used, with reference
to God, in 3:180 and 57:10.)
23 Or: "those of you who hasten forward [towards Us], and those who lag
behind". Both these
interpretations are considered equally legitimate by the early
commentators.
24 There are many references in the Qur'an to man's having been "created
out of clay (tin)" or "out of
dust (turab)", both these terms signifying man's lowly biological origins
as well as the fact that his
body is composed of various organic and inorganic substances existing in other combinations or in
their elementary forms - on or in the earth. The term salsal, occurring
in three verses of this surah
as well as in 55:14, adds a further dimension to this concept. According
to most of the philological
authorities, it denotes "dried clay that emits a sound" (i.e., when it is
struck); and since it is
used in the Qur'an exclusively with reference to the creation of man, it
seems to contain an allusion
to the power of articulate speech which distinguishes man from all other
animal species, as well as
to the brittleness of his existence (cf. the expression "like pottery" in
55:14). As the construction
of the sentence shows, this salsal is stated to have evolved (Razi) out
of hama' - which, according

to some authorities, is the plural of ham'ah, signifying "dark, fetid
mud" or "dark slime" - while
the participial adjective masnun which qualifies this noun denotes, as
Razi points out, both "altered"
(i.e., in its composition) and "brought into shape": hence my rendering
of this expression as
"transmuted", which to some extent combines both of the above meanings.
To my mind, we have here a
description of the primeval biological environment out of which the
"sounding clay" - the matrix,
as it were - of man's physical body has evolved in acccordance with God's
plan of creation.
25 Cf. 55:15 - "out of the confusing flame of fire (marij min nar)": i.e.,
of non-corporeal elements.
The noun al-jann, rendered by me as "the invisible beings", is in reality
a singular, denoting here
the kind of these particular beings or forces, similar to the use of the
singular noun "man" (al-insan)
which describes the collective entity "mankind". The etymology of the
word jdnn (the plural of which
is jinn) has been briefly touched upon in note 86 on 6:100; a more
detailed discussion of its meaning
is found in Appendix III.
26 Cf. 2 : 30-34 and the corresponding notes, as well as 7:11-18. The
allegorical character of all
the passages bearing on the creation of man and on God's command to the
angels to prostrate themselves
before him is brought out clearly in God's saying, "I am about to create
mortal man... ; and when
I have formed him fully...", etc.: for it is obvious that, in reality, no
lapse of time is required
for God's completing His creation - since, "when He wills a thing to be,
He but says unto it, 'Be'and it is" (cf. 2:117, 3:47 and 59, 6:73, 16:40, 19: 35, 36:82 and 40:
68). God's "breathing of His
spirit" into man is obviously a metaphor for His endowing him with life
and consciousness: that is,
with a soul.
27 See note 10 on 7:11. For the deeper meaning of this "rebellion", see
note 31 below.

15:32
Said He: "O Iblis! What is thy reason for not being among those who have prostrated
themselves?" (15:33) [Iblis] replied: "It is not for me to prostrate myself before mortal man
whom Thou hast created out of sounding clay, out of dark slime transmuted!" (15:34) Said He:
"Go forth, then, from this [angelic state]: for, behold, thou art [henceforth] accursed, (15:35) and
[My] rejection shall be thy due28 until the Day of Judgment!"
15:36

Said [Iblis]: "Then, O my Sustainer, grant me a respite till the Day when all shall be raised from
the dead!" (15:37) Answered He: "Verily, so be it: thou shalt be among those who are granted
respite (15:38) till the Day the time whereof is known [to Me alone]." (15:39) [Whereupon Iblis]
said: "O my Sustainer! Since Thou hast thwarted me,29 I shall indeed make [all that is evil] on
earth seem goodly to them, and shall most certainly beguile them - into grievous error - (15:40)
(all save such of them as are truly Thy servants!"30)
28 Lit., "is upon thee".
29 See surah 7, note 11.
30 Lit., "Thy sincere servants": i.e., those who are so deeply conscious of
God that no "blandishment
of Satan" can lead them astray. (See also note 32 below.)

15:41
Said He: "This is, with Me a straight way:31 (15:42) verily, thou shalt have no power over My
creatures - unless it be such as are [already] lost in grievous error and follow thee [of their own
will]:32 (15:43) and for all such, behold, hell is the promised goal. (15:44) with seven gates
leading into it, each gate receiving its allotted share of sinners."33
15:45
VERILY, those who are conscious of God [shall find themselves in the hereafter] amidst gardens
and springs, (15:46) [having been received with the greeting,] "Enter here in peace, secure!"
(15:47) And [by then] We shall have removed whatever unworthy thoughts or feelings may have
been [lingering] in their breasts, [and they shall rest] as brethren, facing one another [in love]
upon thrones of happiness.34 (48) No weariness shall ever touch them in this [state of bliss], and
never shall they have to forgo it.35
31 I.e., "this is what I have willed" - namely, that Iblis (or Satan)
should tempt man, but should
have no power to seduce those who are truly conscious of God. Thus, the
Qur'an makes it clear
that despite his ostensible "rebellion" against his Creator. Satan
fulfils a definite function in
God's plan: he is the eternal tempter who enables man to exercise his
God-given freedom of choice
between good and evil and, thus, to become a being endowed with moral
free will. (See in this
connection 19:83, as well as note 26 on 2:34 and note 16 on 7:24.)
32 Lit., "except him who shall follow thee from among those who are lost in
grievous error". (Cf.
14:22, according to which Satan will thus address his erstwhile followers
on Judgment Day: "I had
no power at all over you: I but called you - and you responded unto me.")
This phrase constitutes
the essential difference between the above passage and the similar one in
7:l1-18.

33 Lit., "it has seven gates, [with) an allotted share of them for each
gate". This probably means
"seven degrees" of hell, i.e., of the suffering which, in the life to
come, awaits the "followers
of Satan" in accordance with the gravity of their sins (Razi; a similar
explanation is given by
Qatadah, as quoted by Tabari). It should also be remembered that the
concept of "hell" as such is
referred to in the Qur'an under seven different names, all of them
metaphorical (necessarily so,
because they relate to what the Qur'an describes as al-ghayb, "something
that is beyond the reach
of human perception"): namely nar ("fire, which is the general term),
jahannam ("hell"), jahim
("blazing fire"), sa'ir ("blazing flame"), saqar ("hell-fire"). laza
("raging flame"), and hutamah
("crushing torment"). Since. as I have mentioned, these designations of
other-worldly suffering
are obviously allegorical, we may also assume that the "seven gates of
hell" have the same character,
and signify "seven approaches [or "ways"] to hell". Furthermore. it is
well known that in the Semitic
languages - and most particularly in classical Arabic - the number
"seven" is often used in the sense
of "several" or "various" (cf. Lisan al-'Arab, Taj al-'Arus, etc.): and
so the above Qur'anic phrase
may well have the meaning of "various ways leading to hell" - in other
words, many ways of sinning.
34 I.e.. all being equal in dignity, and therefore free from envy. As Razi
points out, the plural
noun surur (sing. sarir), which literally denotes "couches" or,
occasionally, "thrones", signifies
also "seats [or "thrones"] of eminence" or "of happiness (surir)", from
which latter word the noun
sarir and its plural surur may be derived. The sublime. quality of these
"thrones of happiness" is
in some instances further symbolized by expressions like "gold-encrusted"
(56:15) or "raised high"
(88:13).

15:49
Tell My servants that I - I alone - am truly forgiving, a true dispenser of grace; (15:50) and
[also,] that the suffering which I shall impose [on sinners] will indeed be a suffering most
grievous.36
15:51
AND TELL THEM [once again] about Abraham's guests37 - (15:52) [how,] when they presented
themselves before him and bade him peace, he answered: "Behold, we are afraid of you!"38
(15:53) Said they: "Fear not! Behold, we bring thee the glad tiding of [the birth of] a son who
will be endowed with deep knowledge."39

15:54
Said he: "Do you give me this glad tiding despite the fact that old age has overtaken me? Of what
[strange thing], then, are you giving me a tiding!" (15:55) They answered: "We have given thee
the glad tiding of something that is bound to come true:40 so be not of those who abandon hope!"
15:56
[Abraham] exclaimed: "And who - other than those who have utterly lost their way - could ever
abandon the hope of his Sustainer's grace?" (15:57) He added: "And what [else] may you have in
view, O you [heavenly] messengers?" (15:58) They answered: "We are sent to people lost in
sin41 [who are to be destroyed], (15:59) barring Lot's household, all of whom, behold, we shall
save - (15:60) excepting only his wife, [of whom God says,] 'We have ordained [that], behold,
she should be among those who stay behind!'"42
35 Lit., "never shall they be caused to depart from it".
36 In his commentary on the above two verses, Razi notes that the statement
relating to God's
forgiveness and grace contains a threefold emphasis - expressed by the
repetition of the personal
pronoun and relating to God, and the definite article al before each of
the two participial adjectives whereas there is no such stress in the mention of His chastisement of
recalcitrant sinners.
(Cf. 6:12 - and the corresponding note 10 - as well as 6:54, both of
which verses state that God
"has willed upon Himself the law of grace and mercy".)
37 For a more detailed story of Abraham and the heavenly messengers, see
verses 69-76 of Sarah 11 (Hud),
which was revealed shortly before the present one. The connection between
this story and the preceding
stress on God's grace arises from Abraham's saying (in verse 56), "And
who - other than those who have
utterly lost their way - could ever lose the hope of his Sustainer's
grace?" Similarly, the subsequent
references (in verses 58-84) to the sinful communities that were
destroyed because they refused to
heed the warnings of their prophets are, obviously, meant to illustrate
the reverse of God's grace,
namely, His inevitable chastisement of deliberate, unrepented sinning
(verse 50 above).
38 For the reason of Abraham's and Sarah's apprehension. see 11:70. 39
I.e., will be a prophet.
40 Lit., "We have given thee the glad tiding of the truth" - i.e., of the
truth willed by God On
'Abbas, as quoted by Razi).
41 I.e., to the people of Sodom (see also 7 : 80-84 and 11 :77-83).

42 See 7:83 and the corresponding note 66, as well as 11:81 and 66:10. My
interpolation of the words
"of whom God says" is necessitated by the elliptic use of the verb
gaddamd - which, in the sense
of "We have ordained" or "decreed", is an act attributed in the Qur'an
invariably, and exclusively,
to God. As I have repeatedly pointed out in my notes, God's "ordaining" a
sinner to commit a sin
or His "decreeing" that he should remain deaf to the voice of truth is a
metonym for the natural
law instituted by Him, which has been explained in surah 2, note 7; it
refers also, generally
speaking, to God's absolute fore-knowledge of how any of His creatures
will act in a given situation
(Zamakhshari). See also note 56 on 11:34 and note 4 on 14:4.

15:61
AND WHEN the messengers [of God] came to the house of Lot, (15:62) he said: "Behold, you
are people unknown [here]!"43
They answered: "Nay, but we have come unto thee with [the announcement of] something that
they [who are given to evil] have always been wont to call in question,44 (15:64) and we are
bringing thee the certainty [of its fulfilment]:45 for, behold, we are speaking the truth indeed.
(15:65) Go, then with thy household while it is yet night, with thyself following them in the rear;
and let none of you look back,46 but proceed whither you are bidden."
15:66
And [through Our messengers] We revealed unto him this decree: "The last remnant of those
[sinners] shall be wiped out47 in the morn." (15:67) And the people of the city came [unto Lot],
rejoicing at the glad tiding.48
15:68
Exclaimed [Lot]: "Behold, these are my guests: so put me not to shame, (15:69) but be conscious
of God and disgrace me not!" (15:70) They answered: "Have we not forbidden thee [to offer
protection] to any kind of people?"49
43 Implying that they might be assaulted by the sinful people of his town:
cf. 11:77 and the
corresponding note 107.
44 Lit., "that about which they have persistently been (kanu) in doubt" i.e., the doom which, in
this world or in the hereafter, is the inevitable consequence of
deliberate sinning: a prediction
which the sinners themselves so often deride (cf. 6:57-58, 8:32, 11:8,
and the corresponding notes).
To my mind, this sentence constitutes the reason for the repetition, in
this surah, of the stories

of Lot's people and the other sinful communities of old that were
punished for their persistent
transgressions against all moral laws.
45 Lit., "We have brought thee for "come to thee with"] the truth".
46 For an explanation of this metaphorical "looking back", see Sarah 11,
note 112.
47 Lit., "cut off".
48 Sc., "of the arrival of handsome strangers". See also 7:80-81 and 11:7779, as well as the
relevant notes.
49 Lit., "all people" (al= dlamin): obviously, because Lot was a stranger
in Sodom - having come
there from Mesopotamia, his and Abraham's country of origin (see surah
11, note 102) - and had
previously aroused the ire of the Sodomites by his moral reproaches (cf.
7:80-82).

15:71
[Lot] said: "[Take instead] these daughters of mine,50 if you must do [whatever you intend to
do]!" (15:72) [But the angels spoke thus:] "As thou livest, [O Lot, they will not listen to thee:]51
behold, in their delirium [of lust] they are but blindly stumbling to and fro!"
15:73
And thereupon the blast [of Our punishment] overtook them52 at the time of sunrise, (15:74) and
We turned those [sinful towns} upside down, and rained down upon them stone-hard blows of
chastisement pre-ordained.53
15:75
Verily, in all this there are messages indeed for those who can read the signs:54 (15:76) for,
behold, those [towns] stood by a road that still exists.55 (15:77) Verily, herein lies a message
indeed for all who believe [in God].
15:78
AND THE DWELLERS of the wooded dales [of Madyan, too,] were inveterate evildoers,56
(15:79) and so We inflicted Our retribution on them. And, behold, both these [sinful
communities] lived by a highway, [to this day] plain to see.57
15:80
AND, [likewise,] indeed, the people of Al-Hijr58 gave the lie to [Our] message-bearers: (15:81)
for We did vouchsafe them Our messages, but they obstinately turned their backs upon them -

(15:82) notwithstanding that they had been wont [to enjoy Our blessings and] to hew out
dwellings from the mountains, [wherein they could live] in security59 -: (15:83) and so the blast
[of Our punishment] overtook them at early morn, (15:84) and of no avail to them was all [the
power] that they had acquired.
50 See surah 11, note 109.
51 The above two interpolations are based on Zamakhshari's commentary on
this verse. The oath "As
thou livest" reads, literally, "By thy life".
52 Regarding the meaning of the term sayhah, rendered by me as "blast of
[God's punishment",
see surah 11, note 98.
53 See surah 11, note 114.
54 In its full significance, the term mutawassim denotes "one who applies
his mind to the study of
the outward appearance of a thing with a view to understanding its real
nature and its inner
characteristics" (Zamakhshari and Razi).
55 The existence of that road, which led from northern Hijaz to Syria,
skirting the Dead Sea - to
the north-east of which Sodom and Gomorrah were situated - has received
startling confirmation
through aerial photographs recently published by the American School of
Oriental Research (New
Haven, Connecticut). These photographs clearly show the ancient road as a
dark streak winding
northwards, more or less parallel with the eastern shores of the Dead
Sea.
56 As is evident from 26:176 ff., the "dwellers of the wooded dales (alaykah)" were the people of
Madyan, who refused to pay heed to their prophet, Shu'ayb, and were
thereupon destroyed, apparently
by an earthquake and/or a volcanic eruption (cf. 7:85-93 and 11:84-95).
57 I.e., the people of Lot and those of Shu'ayb, who inhabited adjacent
regions (see surah 7, note 67),
and whose fate should be an example as plain to see as the highway which
passes through the regions
once inhabited by them.
58 I.e., the tribe of Thamud (see surah 7, note 56), who in pre-Islamic
times inhabited the region
of Al-Hijr in northernmost Hijaz, south of the oasis of Taymah. The story
of the Thamud is found
in 7:73-79.
59 See 7 : 74 and the corresponding notes (particularly note 59).

15:85

AND [remember:] We have not created the heavens and the earth and all that is between them
without [an inner] truth;60 but, behold, the Hour [when this will become clear to all] is indeed yet
to come.
Hence, forgive [men's failings] with fair forbearance: (15:86) verily, thy Sustainer is the allknowing Creator of all things!61
15:87
AND, INDEED, We have bestowed upon thee seven of the oft-repeated [verses], and [have,
thus, laid open before thee] this sublime Qur'an:62 (15:88) [so] turn, not thine eyes [longingly]
towards the worldly benefits which We have granted unto some 63 of those [that deny the truth].
And neither grieve over those [who refuse to heed thee], but spread the wings of thy tenderness
over the believers,64 (15:89) and say: "Behold, I am indeed the plain warner [promised by God]!65
(15:90) [For, thou art the bearer of a divine writ66 such as We have bestowed from on high
upon those who [afterwards] broke it up into parts,67 (15:91) [and] who [now] declare this Qur'an
to be [a tissue of] falsehoods!68
60 For an explanation of this rendering of illa bi'l-haqq (lit., "otherwise
than with [or "in"] truth"),
see surah 10, note 11.
61 I.e., "He has created all human beings with full knowledge of their
natural differentiation and the
disparity in their respective conditions" (Razi) - and this, of course,
includes their failings and
errors. (Cf. 7:199 - "Make due allowance for man's nature" - and the
corresponding note 162.)
62 With these words, the discourse returns to the theme enunciated at the
beginning of this surah
and indirectly alluded to in verse 85 as well: namely, the revelation of
the divine writ, destined
to serve as a moral guidance to man, who cannot, as yet, discern the
meaning and purpose of God's
creation. - According to most of the authorities, including some of the
foremost Companions of the
Prophet, "The Seven Oft-Repeated [Verses]" is a designation given by
Muhammad himself to the first
surah of the Qur'an, which has also been described by him as "The Essence
of the Divine Writ" (Umm
al-Kitab) inasmuch as it alludes to all the ethical and metaphysical
principles set forth in the
Qur'an (Bukhari, Kitab at-Tafsir). See also my introductory note to AlFatihah ("The Opening").
63 The philological authorities are unanimous in that the plural noun azwaj
denotes here "kinds" of
people, or "some" of them, and not - as certain modern translators of the
Qur'an have assumed "pairs".

64 Lit., "lower thy wing for the believers": an idiomatic metaphor for
loving tenderness and humility
(see 17:24 and the corresponding note 28).
65 The above interpolated phrase offers, to my mind, the only satisfactory
explanation of the definite
articles prefixed to the words an-nadhir al-mubin ("the plain warner").
This construction possibly
alludes to the Biblical prediction of the advent of the Prophet Muhammad
appearing in Deuteronomy
xviii, 15 and 18, which has been discussed by me in surah 2, note 33.
66 Thus Zamakhshari, explaining the elliptic beginning of this sentence and
its logical connection
with the preceding verse as well as with verse 87.
67 This is apparently a reference to the followers of the Bible, who
"believe in some parts of the
divine writ and deny the truth of other parts" (cf. 2:85)- i.e., who act
in accordance with those
principles of the Bible which suit their inclinations and the prevailing
social trends, and disregard
the others, thus denying, by implication, their validity.
68 This, according to the Taj al-'Arus (art. 'adiha and 'adawa) is the
meaning of 'idin in the
above context: an interpretation also advanced by Tabari and Razi (in the
last paragraph of the
latter's commentary on this verse). Another interpretation - equally
acceptable from the purely
linguistic point of view - is "[those] who cut up the Qur'an into
separate parts": i.e., accept
(on the analogy of the Jews and the Christians) some of it as true and
regard the rest as Muhammad's
invention. But since - as Tabari points out - those who refuse to believe
in the divine origin of
the Qur'an do not accept any of it as true, the first interpretation is
by far the preferable.

15:92
But, by thy Sustainer! [On the Day of Judgment] We shall indeed call them to account, one and
all, (15:93) for whatever they have done! (15:94) Hence, proclaim openly all that thou hast been
bidden [to say], and leave alone all those who ascribe divinity to aught beside God: (15:95)
verily, We shall suffice thee against all who [now] deride [this message - all] (15:96) who assert
that there are, side by side with God, other divine powers as well:69 for in time they will come to
know [the truth].
15:97
And well do We know that thy bosom is constricted by the [blasphemous] things that they say:
(15:98) but extol thou thy Sustainer's limitless glory and praise Him, and be of those who

prostrate themselves [before Him] in adoration, (15:99) and worship thy Sustainer till death
comes to thee.70
69 Lit., "who postulate (yaj'alun), side by side with God, another deity
(ilah)"- a term which is
obviously used here in its generic sense, embracing anything that could be
visualized as a
"divine power": hence my use of the plural.
70 Lit., "till there comes unto thee that which is certain (al-yagin)" - a
term which in the Qur'an
is often used as a metonym for "death" (Bukhari, Kitab-at-Tafsir).
However, see also the earliest
occurrence of this term in 74:47.

The Sixteenth Surah
An-Nahl (The Bee)
Mecca Period

ACCORDING to almost all the authorities (including the Itqan), this Surah was revealed a few
months before the Prophet's emigration to Medina. Although some commentators maintain that
the last three verses belong to the Medina period, there is no evidence for this more or less
speculative view.
The title - or, rather, the key-word by which this Surah has been identified ever since the time of
the Prophet - is based on the reference, in verses 68-69, to the marvellous instance of God's
creativeness manifested in the instincts with which He has endowed the bee. Indeed, it is the
evidence of the Creator's purposeful activity that provides the subject-matter of most of this
surah - an activity that culminates in the guidance which He offers man through His revealed
messages, summed up, as it were, in verse 90: "Behold, God enjoins justice, and the doing of
good, and generosity towards [one's] fellow-men; and He forbids all that is shameful and all that
runs counter to reason, as well as envy."
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
16:1
GOD'S JUDGMENT is [bound to] come: do not, therefore, call for its speedy advent!1
Limitless is He in His glory and sublimely exalted above anything to which men may ascribe a
share in His divinity!
16:2
He causes the angels to descend with this divine inspiration,2 [bestowed] at His behest upon
whomever He wills of His servants: "Warn [all human beings] that there is no deity save Me: be,
therefore, conscious of Me!" (16:3) He has created the heavens and the earth in accordance with

[an inner] truth;3 sublimely exalted is He above anything to which men may ascribe a share in
His divinity!4
1 Regarding this allusion to the incredulous inquiry of the unbelievers,
see 6:57-58, 8:32 and
10:50-51, as well as the corresponding notes.
2 The term ruh (lit., "spirit", "soul" or "breath of life") is often used
in the Qur'an in the
sense of "inspiration" - and, more particularly, "divine inspiration" since, as Zamakhshari
points out in connection with the above verse as well as with the first
sentence of 42:52, "it
gives life to hearts that were [as] dead in their ignorance, and has in
religion the same function
as a soul has in a body". A very similar explanation is given by Razi in
the same context. The
earliest instance in which the term ruh has been used in this particular
sense is 97:4.
3 I.e., in accordance with a meaning and a purpose known only to Him. See
also 10:5 and, in particular,
the corresponding note 11.
4 This repetition of part of verse 1 is meant to stress the uniqueness of
God's creative powers.

16:4
He creates man out of a [mere] drop of sperm: and lo! this same being shows himself endowed
with the power to think and to argue!5
16:5
And He creates cattle: you derive warmth from them, and [various other] uses; and from them
you obtain food; (16:6) and you find beauty in them when you drive them home in the evenings
and when you take them out to pasture in the mornings. (16:7) And they carry your loads to
[many] a place which [otherwise] you would be unable to reach without great hardship to
yourselves.
Verily, your Sustainer is most compassionate, a dispenser of grace!
16:8
And (it is He who creates] horses and mules and asses for you to ride, as well as for [their]
beauty: and He will yet create things of which [today] you have no knowledge.6 (16:9) And
[because He is your Creator,] it rests with God alone to show you the right path:7 yet there is
[many a one] who swerves from it. However, had He so willed, He would have guided you all
aright.8

5 Lit., "he becomes an open contender in argument (khasim)". According to
Zamakhshari and Razi, the
above phrase is liable to two interpretations:' In the words of
Zamakhshari, "one interpretation is
that after having been a (mere] drop of sperm, a particle of matter
without consciousness or motion,
man becomes highly articulate (mintiq); able to argue on his own [for or
against a proposition],
courageously facing - disputes, and clearly formulating his arguments:
[and herein lies] an indication
of God's creative power. The other - [interpretation] is that man is
[prone to become] a contender
in 'argument against his Sustainer, refusing to acknowledge his [very]
Creator." Razi, on his part,
gives his. unqualified. support to the first of these two
interpretations, "because the above verses
are meant to stress the evidence of the existence of a wise Creator, and
not the fact of men's
insolence and their proneness to blasphemy and ingratitude". However, in
view of 36:77-78 ('revealed
at a considerably earlier period), I am of the opinion that the above two
interpretations are not
mutually exclusive but, rather, complementary, inasmuch as this passage
is meant to bring out man's
unique quality as a rational being - a quality that may lead him to great
heights of achievement,
but may equally well lead him utterly astray: hence my free rendering of
this profound elliptic phrase.
6 The use, in this context, of the aorist yakhluqu implies the future tense
("He will create") in
contrast with the past tense khalaqa employed, in the preceding passages.
Since this reference to
God's continuing creation comes immediately after, a mention of primitive
means of transport
(i.e., of animals domesticated by man to this end), it-obviously relates
to other - as yet unknown things of the same category: that is to say, to new means of transport
which God unceasingly
creates through the instrumentality of the inventiveness with which He
has endowed man's mind
(cf. 36:42). Inasmuch as every successive stage of human development
bears witness to new, previously
undreamt-of inventions in the realm of transport, the Qur'anic statement
that "He will yet create
things of which [today] you have no knowledge" is valid for every period
- past, present and future of man's history.
7 Lit., "upon God rests the [showing of the] goal of the path" - i.e., the
establishing of the goals
of ethics and morality implied in the concept of the "right path". In
further analysis of this phrase,
the expression "it rests upon God" ('ala 'llah) is similar in intent to
the statement in 6:12 and 54
that He "has willed upon Himself the law of grace and mercy": in other
words, God invariably shows

the right path to everyone who is willing to follow it.
8 Since the concept of morality is linked with man's God-given freedom of
choice between good and evil,
God does not "impose" His guidance upon man but leaves it to him to
accept or reject it.

16:10
It is He who sends down water from the skies; you drink thereof, and thereof [drink] the plants
upon which you pasture your beasts; (16:11) (and] by virtue thereof He causes crops to grow for
you, and olive trees, and date-palms, and grapes, and all [other] kinds of fruit: in this, behold,
there is a message indeed for people who think!
16:12
And He has made the night and the day and the sun and the moon subservient [to His laws, so
that they be of use] to you;9 and all the stars are subservient to His command: in this, behold,
there are messages indeed for people who use their reason!
16:13
And all the [beauty of] many hues - which He has created for you on earth: in this, behold, there
is a message for people who (are willing to] take it to heart! (16:14) And He it is who has made
the sea subservient [to His laws], so that you might eat fresh meat from it, and take from it gems
which you may wear.
And on that [very sea] one sees10 ships ploughing through the waves, so that you might [be able
to] go forth in quest of some of His bounty, and thus have cause to be grateful [to Him].
16:15
And he has placed firm mountains on earth, lest it sway with you,11 and rivers and paths, so that
you might find your way, (16:16) as well as [various other] means of orientation: for [it is] by the
stars that men find their way.12
9 See 14:33 and the corresponding note 46.
10 Lit., "thou seest".
11 This is apparently an allusion to the fact that the mountains owe their
rise to the gradual balancing
process to which the solid crust of the earth is subject - a process
which, in its turn, is the result
of stresses and disturbances due to the cooling and hardening,
progressing from the surface towards
the centre, of the presumably molten or perhaps even gaseous matter of
which the earth's interior
seems to be composed. It appears that part of this interior is kept solid
only by the enormous pressure

of the overlaying material, of which the mountains are the most vivid
evidence: and this explains
the Qur'anic reference (in 78:7) to mountains as "pegs" (awtad), i.e.,
symbols of the firmness and
relative equilibrium which the surface of the earth has gradually
achieved in the course of its
geological history. Notwithstanding the fact that this equilibrium is not
absolute (as is evidenced
by earthquakes and volcanic eruptions), it is the solidity of the earth's
crust - as contrasted with
its possibly fluid but certainly very unstable interior - which makes
life on earth possible: and
this, to my mind, is the meaning of the phrase "lest it sway with you"
(or "with them") occurring in
the above verse as well as in 21:31 and 31:10.
12 Lit., "they find their way". This passage rounds off the preceding
description of God's favours to
man by returning, in a subtle manner, to the theme introduced in verse 4
and alluded to, indirectly,
in the last sentence of verse 8 as well as in verse 14:namely, the
consideration of man's intellectual
potential - the greatest of all the gifts bestowed upon him by God. (See
in this connection note
5 above, as well as the allegory of the creation of man enunciated in
2:30-33.)

16:17
IS, THEN, HE who creates comparable to any [being] that cannot create? Will you not, then,
bethink yourselves? (16:18) For, should you try to count God's blessings, you could never
compute them!
Behold, God is indeed much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace; (16:19) and God knows all that you
keep secret as well as all that you bring into the open.
16:20
Now those beings that some people invoke13 beside God cannot create anything, since they
themselves are but created: (16:21) they are dead, not living,14 and they do not [even] know
when they will be raised from the dead!
16:22
Your God is the One God: but because of their false pride, the hearts of those who do not believe
in the life to come refuse to admit this [truth].15
16:23
Truly, God knows all that they keep secret as well as all that they bring into the open - [and,]
behold, He does not love those who are given to arrogance, (16:24) and [who], whenever they

are asked, "What is it that your Sustainer has bestowed from on high?" - are wont to answer,
"Fables of ancient times!"16
16:25
Hence,17 on Resurrection Day they shall bear the full weight of their own burdens, as well as
some of the burdens of those ignorant ones whom they have led astray:18 oh, how evil the load
with which they shall be burdened! (16:26) Those who lived before them did, too, devise many a
blasphemy19- whereupon God visited with destruction all that they had ever built,20 [striking] at
its very foundations, so that the roof fell in upon them from above 21 and suffering befell them
without their having perceived whence it came.
13 Lit., "those whom they invoke": this refers - as is obvious from verse
21 below - to dead saints
invested by their followers with divine or semi-divine qualities.
14 Cf. 7:191-194.
15 I.e., they are too arrogant to accept the idea of man's utter dependence
on, and responsibility
to, a Supreme Being.
16 Sc., "and not divine revelations" (cf. 8:21).
17 The conjunction li prefixed to the verb yahmila ("they shall carry") has
here obviously - as
pointed out by Razi - the function of what the grammarians call a lam alaqibah, indicating no
more than a causal sequence ('aqibah); it may be appropriately rendered
by means of the conjunctive
particle "and" or - as in this context - by the adverb "hence".
18 Lit., "those whom they are leading astray without knowledge" - i.e.,
without knowledge or
understanding on the latters' part (Zamakhshari).
19 Lit., "schemed" (makara): i.e., they blasphemed by describing the divine
revelations as "fables
of ancient times" and by refusing to admit the truth of God's existence
or of His oneness and
uniqueness.
20 Lit., "their building" (see next note).
21 This is obviously a metaphor (Razi) describing the utter collapse of all
endeavours - both
individual and social - rooted in godlessness and false pride.

16:27
And then, on Resurrection Day, He will cover them [all] with ignominy,22 and will say: "Where,
now, are those beings to whom you ascribed a share in My divinity,23 [and] for whose sake you
cut yourselves off [from My guidance]?"24

[Whereupon] those who [in their lifetime] were endowed with knowiedge25 will say: "Verily,
ignominy and misery [have fallen] this day upon those who have been denying the truth-(16:28)
those whom the angels have gathered in death while they were still sinning against themselves!"
Then will they [who are thus arraigned] proffer their submission, [saying:] "We did not [mean
to] do any evil!"
[But they will be answered:] "Yea, verily, God has full knowledge of all that you were doing!27
(16:29) Hence, enter the gates of hell, therein to abide!"
And evil, indeed, shall be the state of all who are given to false pride!
16:30
But [when] those who are conscious of God are asked, "What is it that your Sustainer has
bestowed from on high?" - they answer, "Goodness supreme!"
Good fortune awaits, in this world, all who persevere in doing good;28 but their ultimate state
will be far better still: for, how excellent indeed will be the state of the God-conscious [in the life
to come]! (16:31) Gardens of perpetual bliss will they enter - [gardens] through which running
waters flow - having therein all that they might desire.
Thus will God reward those who are conscious of Him - (16:32) those whom the angels gather in
death while they are in a state of inner purity, greeting them thus: "Peace be upon you! Enter
paradise by virtue of what you were doing [in life]!"
22 I.e., finally and utterly - for, "only on the Day of Resurrection will
you be requited in full
for whatever you have done" (3:185). Since the pronoun "them" refers not
only to the earlier
sinners mentioned parenthetically in the preceding verse but also to
those spoken of in verses
22-25, I have interpolated the word "all".
23 Lit., "those [alleged] partners of Mine". Regarding the Qur'anic use of
the term sharik
(pl. shuraka') in connection with religious beliefs, see surah 6, note
15.
24 Or: "you were wont to contend [against My guidance]". See in this
connection surah 8, note 16.
25 I.e., those who had availed themselves of the knowledge of good and evil
which God offers to
mankind through His prophets.
26 Cf. 6:23 and the corresponding note, as well as 2:11.
27 Sc., "and He will judge you on the basis of your motivation" - implying
that their plea of

ignorance is rejected in view of the fact that they were offered God's
guidance through His
revealed messages, which they deliberately scorned in their false pride
and dismissed out of
hand as "fables of ancient times" (see verses 22-24 above).
28 This "good fortune" (hasanah) does not necessarily signify, in this
context, material benefits
but refers, rather, to the spiritual satisfaction and the feeling of
inner security resulting
from genuine God-consciousness.

16:33
ARE THEY [who deny the truth] but waiting for the angels to appear unto them, or for God's
judgment to become manifest?29
Even thus did behave those [stubborn sinners] who lived before their time; and [when they were
destroyed,] it was not God who wronged them, but it was they who had wronged themselves:
(16:34) for all the evil that they had done fell [back] upon them, and they were overwhelmed by
the very thing which they had been wont to deride.30
16:35
Now they who ascribe divinity to aught beside God say, "Had God so willed, we would not have
worshipped aught but Him - neither we nor our forefathers; nor would we have declared aught as
forbidden without a commandment from Him."31
Even thus did speak those [sinners] who lived before their time; but, then, are the apostles bound
to do more than clearly deliver the message [entrusted to them]?32
16:36
And indeed, within every community33 have We raised up an apostle [entrusted with this
message]: "Worship God, and shun the powers of evil!"34
And among those [past generations] were people whom God graced with His guidance,35 just as
there was among them [many a one] who inevitably fell prey to grievous error:36 go, then, about
the earth and behold what happened in the end to those who gave the lie to the truth!
29 Lit., "for the angels to come to them, or for God's judgment (amr) to
come"- i.e., for the Day
of Resurrection. The full meaning of this passage is forthcoming from
6:158, revealed at the same
period as the present surah.
30 See 6:10 and the corresponding note. Similar phrases occur in many
places in the Qur'an, always
with reference to a derision of divine messages and, particularly, of
predictions relating to

God's chastisement of reprobate sinners. As so often, the Qur'an points
out here that this
"chastisement" or "suffering" ('adhab) is but a natural, unavoidable
consequence of deliberate
wrongdoing: hence, he who becomes guilty of it is, in reality, "doing
wrong to himself" or
"sinning against himself" inasmuch as he destroys his own spiritual
integrity and must
subsequently suffer for it.
31 Lit., "apart from Him". See in this connection - 6:148 and the
corresponding note 141.
(The arbitrary, unwarranted prohibitions and taboos alluded to in that
verse as well as in
the present one are discussed in 6:136-153 and explained in my notes.)
The derision of God's
messages by the deniers of the truth is implied in their questioning His
grant of free will
to man - that is to say, the ability to choose between right and wrong,
which is the basis
of all morality.
32 I.e., the apostles could not force anyone to make the right choice.
33 Or "at every period", since the term ummah has this significance as
well. In its wider sense,
it may also be taken here to denote "civilization", thus comprising a
human groupment as well
as a period of time.
34 For this rendering of the term at-taghat, see surah 2, note 250. It is
to be borne in mind
that, in Qur'anic terminology, "worship of God" invariably implies the
concept of man's sense
of responsibility before Him: hence, the above commandment comprises, in
the most concise
formulation imaginable, the sum-total of all ethical injunctions and
prohibitions, and is
the basis and source of all morality as well as the one unchanging
message inherent in every
true religion.
35 I.e., who availed themselves of the guidance offered by Him to all human
beings.
36 Lit., "upon whom error came to be inevitably established (haqqa
'alayhi)" or "against whom [a
verdict of] error became inevitable": i.e., one whose heart "God has
sealed" in consequence of
his persistent, conscious refusal to submit to His guidance (see surah 2,
note 7, as well as
surah 14, note 4).

16:37

[As for those who are bent on denying the truth -] though thou be ever so eager to show them the
right way, [know that,] verily, God does not bestow His guidance upon any whom He judges to
have gone astray;37 and such shall have none to succour them [on Resurrection Day].
16:38
As it is,38 they swear by God with their most solemn oaths, "Never will God raise from the dead
anyone who has died!"39
Yea indeed! [This very thing has God promised] by a promise which He has willed upon
Himself; but most people know it not. (16:39) [He will resurrect them] to the end that He might
make clear unto them all whereon they [now] hold divergent views,40 and that they who are bent
on denying the truth [of resurrection] might come to know that they were liars.
16:40
Whenever We will anything to be, We but say unto it Our word "Be" - and it is.
16:41
NOW as for those who forsake the domain of evil41 in the cause of God, after having suffered
wrong [on account of their faith] - We shall most certainly grant them a station of good fortune
in this world:42 but their reward in the life to come will be far greater yet. If they [who deny the
truth] could but understand43 (16:42) those who, having attained to patience in adversity, in their
Sustainer place their trust!44
37 See preceding note; also 8:55 and the corresponding note 58.
38 Lit., "And - but since this conjunction is obviously meant to elaborate
the preceding statement,
it is best rendered as above.
39 This categorical denial of resurrection - implying as it does a denial
of God's ultimate judgment
of good and evil - is characteristic of a mental attitude which refuses
to admit the reality, or
even possibility, of anything that lies beyond the range of man's actual
or potential observation.
Since such an attitude is an outcome of an intrinsically materialistic
outlook on life and the
"false pride" referred to in verses 22-23 above, it is anti-religious in
the deepest sense of
this word even if it is accompanied by a vague - because nonconsequential - belief in the
existence of God.
40 I.e., in the first instance, the truth of resurrection and judgment as
such, and, in general,
the final answers to all the metaphysical problems which perplex man
during his life on earth.

41 For an explanation of this rendering of alladhina hajaru, see surah 2,
note 203, and surah 4,
note 124. That the "forsaking of the domain of evil" has here a purely
spiritual connotation is
obvious from its juxtaposition with the "denial of the truth" referred to
in the preceding verses.
42 See note 28 above.
43 The verb 'alima, which primarily denotes "he knew", has also the meaning
of "he came to know",
i.e., "he understood"; and since - as pointed out by Baghawi, Zamakhshari
and Razi - the pronoun
"they" in the phrase law kanu ya'lamun relates to the deniers of the
truth spoken of in the
preceding passages, the rendering "if they could but understand" is here
clearly indicated - the
more so as it provides a self-evident connection with the subsequent,
objective clause.
44 I.e., if they could really understand the spiritual motivation of the
believers, they (the deniers
of the truth) would themselves begin to believe.

16:43
AND [even] before thy time, [O Muhammad,] We never sent [as Our apostles] any but [mortal]
men, whom We inspired:45 and if you have not [yet] realized this, ask the followers of [earlier]
revelation,46 (16:44) [and they will tell you that their prophets, too, were but mortal men whom
We had endowed] with all evidence of the truth and with books of divine wisdom.47
And upon thee [too] have We bestowed from on high this reminder, so that thou might make
clear unto mankind all that has ever been thus bestowed upon them,48 and that they might take
thought.
16:45
Can, then, they who devise evil schemes49 ever feel sure that God will not cause the earth to
swallow them,50 or that suffering will not befall them without their perceiving whence [it came]?
- (16:46) or that He will not take them to task [suddenly] in the midst of their comings and
goings,51 without their being able to elude [Him], (16:47) or take them to task through slow
decay?52
And yet, behold, your Sustainer is most compassionate, a dispenser of grace!53
45 This passage has a double purport: firstly, it connects with the
statement enunciated in verse 36
to the effect that God's apostles have appeared, at one time or another,
within every civilization,
and that, consequently, no substantial human groupment has ever been left
without divine guidance;

secondly, it answers the objection frequently raised by unbelievers that
Muhammad could not be
God's message-bearer since he was "a mere mortal man". (As regards the
Qur'anic doctrine that no
created being, not even a prophet, has ever been endowed with
"supernatural" powers or qualities,
see 6:50 and 7:188, as well as the notes relating to those verses; also
note 94 on 6:109.)
46 Lit., "reminder"- because every divine message is meant to remind one of
the truth. The people
to be asked for enlightenment in this respect are apparently the Jews and
the Christians
(Tabari, Zamakhshari).
47 The above sentence is addressed, parenthetically, to all who question
the divine origin of the
Qur'an on the grounds mentioned in note 45 above. For an explanation of
the term zubur ("books
of divine wisdom"), see surah 21, note 101.
48 Sc., "through revelation" - implying that moral values are independent
of all time-bound changes
and must, therefore, be regarded as permanent.
49 To my mind, by "evil schemes" are meant here systems of God-denying
philosophy and of perverted
morality.
50 I.e., destroy them utterly.
51 I.e., in the midst of their habitual occupations. My interpolation of
the word "suddenly" is
warranted by the reference, in the next verse, to the alternative of
gradual decay.
52 One of the meanings of takhawwuf is "gradual diminution" or "decay" or
"slow destruction"
(Lisan al-'Arab, art. khawafa; thus also Tabari and Zamakhshari); in the
above context, the term
has obviously both a social and a moral connotation: a gradual
disintegration of all ethical values,
of power, of civic cohesion, of happiness and, finally, of life itself.

16:48
HAVE, THEN, they [who deny the truth] never considered any of the things that God has
created 54 - (how] their shadows turn right and left, prostrating themselves before God and utterly
submissive [to His will]?55
16:49

For, before God prostrates itself all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth - every beast that
moves, and the angels:56 [even] these do not bear themselves with false pride: (16:50) they fear
their Sustainer high above them, and do whatever they are bidden to do.57
16:51
And God has said: "Do not take to worshipping two [or more] deities.58 He is the One and Only
God: hence, of Me, of Me alone stand in awe!"59
53 Sc., "seeing that He offers you guidance through His prophets, and gives
you time to reflect and
mend your ways before you do irreparable harm to yourselves".
54 In view of the separate mention, in the next verse, of animals and
angels, the "things" referred
to here apparently denote inanimate objects and perhaps also living
organisms like plants.
55 Lit., "and they are utterly lowly" or "submissive". The "prostration"
referred to in this and
the next verse is obviously a symbolism expressing the intrinsic
subjection of all created beings
and things to God's will. See also 13:15 and the corresponding notes 33
and 34.
56 I.e., the lowest as well as the highest. The term dabbah denotes any
sentient, corporeal being
capable of spontaneous movement, and is contrasted here with the noncorporeal, spiritual beings
designated as "angels" (Razi).
57 I.e., they must, by virtue of their nature, obey the impulses implanted
in them by God and are,
therefore, incapable of what is described as "sinning". Man, however, is
fundamentally different
in this respect. In contrast with the natural sinlessness of "every beast
that moves, and the angels",
man is endowed with free will in the moral sense of this term: he can
choose between right and
wrong and therefore he can, and often does, sin. But even while he sins
he is subject to the universal
law of cause and effect instituted by God and referred to in the Qur'an
as sunnat Allah ("God's
way"): hence the Qur'anic statement that "before God prostrate
themselves, willingly or unwillingly,
all [things and beings] that are in the heavens and on earth" (13:15).
58 The double dual in ilahayn ithnayn ("two deities") serves to emphasize
the prohibition of worshipping
"more than one deity"- i.e., anything but the One God.
59 This is a striking example of the fluctuation to which personal pronouns
are subjected in the
Qur'an whenever they refer to God. As already pointed out in my Foreword,
note 2. as well as in

other places, such abrupt changes of pronoun ("He", "I", "We", "Us",
"Me", etc.) indicate that
God is limitless and, therefore, beyond the range of definition implied
in the use of "personal"
pronouns.

16:52
And His is all that is in the heavens and on earth, and to Him [alone] obedience is always due:
will you, then, pay reverence to aught but Him?
16:53
For, whatever good thing comes to you, comes from God; and whenever harm befalls you, it is
unto Him that you cry for help60- (16:54) yet as soon as He has removed the harm from you, lo!
some of you [begin to] ascribe to other powers a share in their Sustainer's divinity 61 (16:55) [as
if] to prove their ingratitude for all that We have granted them!
Enjoy, then, your [brief] life: but in time you will come to know [the truth]!
16:56
As it is, they ascribe - out of what We provide for them as sustenance - a share unto things of
which they know nothing.62
By God, you shall most certainly be called to account for all your false imagery!
16:57
And [thus, too,] they ascribe daughters unto God, who is limitless in His glory63 - whereas for
themselves [they would choose, if they could, only] what they desire:64 (16:58) for, whenever
any of them is given the glad tiding of [the birth of] a girl, his face darkens, and he is filled with
suppressed anger, (16:59) avoiding all people because of the [alleged] evil of the glad tiding
which he has received, [and debating within himself:] Shall he keep this [child] despite the
contempt [which he feels for it] - or shall he bury it in the dust? Old, evil indeed is whatever they
decide!66 (16:60) [Thus it is that] the attribute of evil applies to all who do not believe in the life
to come67 - whereas unto God applies the attribute of all that is most sublime: for He alone is
almighty, truly wise!
60 Cf. 6:40-41.
61 Lit., "associate [other powers] with their Sustainer": i.e., by
attributing the change in their
"luck" to what they regard as "extraneous" factors and influences, they
invest the latter, as
it were, with divine qualities and powers.
62 According to most of the classical commentators, this relates to the
custom of the pagan Arabs -

mentioned in 6:136 - to dedicate a part of their agricultural produce and
cattle to their deities;
and because those deities were mere figments of imagination, they are
described here as "things of
which they know nothing". However, as I have pointed out in note 120 on
6:136, the above statement
bears a much wider, more general meaning: it connects directly with the
three preceding verses of
this surah - namely, with the attribution of a share (nasib) in God's
creativeness - and thus of
a decisive influence on one's life - to "causes" or "powers" other than
Him. This view has also
been advanced by Razi (with a specific reference to astrological
speculations) in the concluding
sentence of his commentary on the above verse.
63 The pre-Islamic Arabs believed that the goddesses Al-Lat, Al-'Uzza and
Manat (see note 13 on
53:19-20), as well as the angels, whom they conceived as females, were
"God's daughters". As
against this, the Qur'an states that God is utterly remote from every
imperfection (subhanahu),
complete in Himself, and therefore free from the incompleteness inherent
in the concept of
"progeny" as an extension of one's own being (cf. 6:100 and the
corresponding notes 87 and 88).This parenthetic passage, comprising verses 57-59, is explained in note
66 below.
64 Namely, only male issue, because the pre-Islamic Arabs regarded
daughters as no more than a
necessary evil.
65 I.e., a tiding that should have been regarded as a happy one, since the
sex of the child ought
to make no difference to parental love.
66 I.e., either of these alternatives is evil: to keep the child as an
object of perpetual contempt,
or to bury it alive, as was frequently done by the pagan Arabs.- This
passage, containing as it
does an utter condemnation of men's attitude towards women in pre-Islamic
Arabia, has - as is always
the case with Qur'anic references to historical events or customs - a
meaning that goes far beyond
this specific social phenomenon and the resulting infanticide. It would
seem that the pivotal point
of the whole passage is the sentence, "for themselves [they would choose,
if they could, only] what
they desire": that is to say, while they are only too ready to associate
with God ideas which
are repugnant to themselves (for instance, female progeny, which they
themselves despise), they are
unwilling to accept the concept of man's ultimate responsibility to Him,
because such a concept
militates against their own hedonistic inclinations by obliging them to
impose a moral discipline

on themselves. And because they rebel against the idea of ultimate moral
responsibility, they
instinctively reject the idea of resurrection and of life after bodily
death; and since they deny,
by implication, God's power to resurrect the dead, they deny His
omnipotence and, consequently,
begin to "ascribe divinity" - i.e., a genuinely causative function - to
all manner of imaginary
forces, beings or influences: and so, by means of a parenthetic reference
to pre-Islamic Arabian
beliefs and customs, the discourse returns full circle to the concept of
God's oneness, uniqueness
and omnipotence, around which the whole of the Qur'an revolves.
67 I.e., inasmuch as they deny, by implication, man's ultimate
responsibility before God. According
to Zamakhshari and Razi, the term mathal (lit., "example" or "parable")
has here and in the next
clause the connotation of sifah ("attribute").

16:61
Now if God were to take men [immediately] to task for all the evil that they do [on earth], He
would not leave a single living creature upon its face. However, He grants them respite until a
term set [by Him]:68 but when the end of their term approaches, they can neither delay it by a
single moment, nor can they hasten it.69
16:62
As it is, they ascribe to God something that they [themselves] dislike70 - and [all the while] their
tongues utter the lie that [by doing so] they earn supreme merit!71
Truly, they earn but the fire, and will be left out [of God's grace]!72
68 Or: "known [only to Him]" - i.e., the period of their lives on earth,
during which they may
reflect and repent.
69 For my rendering of sa'ah as "a single moment", see surah 7, note 26.
70 I.e., "daughters" (see verses 57-59 above): but this alludes also, as
Zamakhshari points out, to
the association with God of imaginary beings which allegedly have a share
in His power and thus
nullify the concept of His uniqueness: in other words, while the people
spoken of here would hate
to see their own legitimate spheres of influence encroached upon and
curtailed by rivals, they do
not extend the same consideration to their idea of God.
71 Lit., "that theirs is the supreme good (al-husnd )" - i.e., in the sight
of God - because they

regard their own religious or anti-religious views, in spite of their
absurdity, as good and true'.
This interpretation of al-husna in the above context (mentioned, among
others, by Zamakhshari and Razi)
connects logically with the statement in the next verse that "Satan had
made their own doings seem
goodly to them"
72 Lit., "theirs [or "their portion"] will be the fire, and they will be
abandoned".

16:63
By God, [O Prophet,] even before thy time have We sent apostles unto [various] communities:
but [those who were bent on denying the truth have always refused to listen to Our messages
because] Satan has made all their own doings seem goodly to them: and he is [as] close to them
today73 [as he was to the sinners of yore]; hence, grievous suffering awaits them.
16:64
And upon thee [too] have We bestowed from on high this divine writ for no other reason than
that thou might make clear unto them all [questions of faith] on which they have come to hold
divergent views, and [thus offer] guidance and grace unto people who will believe.
16:65
AND GOD sends down water from the skies, giving life thereby to the earth after it had been
lifeless:74 in this, behold, there is a message indeed for people who [are willing to] listen.
16:66
And, behold, in the cattle [too] there is indeed a lesson for you: We give you to drink of that
[fluid] which is [secreted from] within their bellies between that which is to be eliminated [from
the animal's body] and [its] life-blood: milk pure and pleasant to those who drink it.75
16:67
And [We grant you nourishment] from the fruit of date-palms and vines: from it you derive
intoxicants as well as wholesome sustenance - in this, behold, there is a message indeed for
people who use their reason!76
16:68
And [consider how] thy Sustainer has inspired the bee:77 "Prepare for thyself dwellings in
mountains and in trees, and in what [men] may build [for thee by way of hives]; (16:69) and then
eat of all manner of fruit, and follow humbly the paths ordained for thee by thy Sustainer."78
[And lo!] there issues from within these [bees] a fluid of many hues, wherein there is health for
man. In all this, behold, there is a message indeed for people who think!

73 Or: "He is their patron [or "master"] today": It should be borne in mind
that the noun wali is
derived from the verb waliya, which primarily signifies "he was [or
"became"] close [or "near",
i.e., to someone or something]". It is in this sense that the term wali
is used in the Qur'an with
reference to God's nearness to the believers (e.g., in 2:257 or 3:68), or
their nearness to God
(see 10:62 and the corresponding note 84). Similarly, the "powers of
evil" (at-taghut) are spoken
of in 2:257 as being "near unto those who are bent on denying the truth
(alladhina kafaru)".
74 As so often in the Qur'an, a reference to the spiritual life engendered
by divine revelation is
followed here by a reference to the miracle of organic life as another
indication of God's creative
activity.
75 Milk - in itself a glandular secretion - is not necessary for the
mother-animal's life (or,
as it is here metonymically described, its "blood"); on the other hand,
it is not just something
that the body eliminates as being of no further use to its metabolism:
hence it is referred to
as a substance "between that which is to be eliminated [from the animal's
body] and [its]
life-blood".
76 The term sakar (lit., "wine" or, generically, "intoxicants") is
contrasted here with rizq
hasan ("wholesome sustenance"), thus circumscribing both the positive and
the negative properties
and effects of alcohol. Although this surah was revealed about ten years
before the Qur'anic
prohibition of intoxicants in 5:90-91, there is no doubt that their moral
condemnation is already
implied in the above verse (Ibn 'Abbas, as quoted by Tabari; also Razi).
77 The expression "He has inspired" (awha) is meant to bring out the
wonderful quality of the instinct
which enables the lowly insect to construct the geometrical masterpiece
of a honeycomb out of
perfectly-proportioned hexagonal, prismatic wax cells - a structure which
is most economical,
and therefore most rational, as regards space and material. Together with
the subsequently mentioned
transmutation, in the bee's body, of plant juices into honey, this
provides a striking evidence
of "God's ways" manifested in all nature.
78 Lit., "thy Sustainer's paths".

16:70

AND GOD has created you, and in time will cause you to die; and many a one of you is reduced
in old age to a most abject state, ceasing to know anything of what he once knew so well.79
Verily, God is all-knowing, infinite in His power! (16:71) And on some of you God has
bestowed more abundant means of sustenance than on others: and yet, they who are more
abundantly favoured are [often] unwilling to share their sustenance with those whom their right
hands possess, so that they [all] might be equal in this respect.80 Will they, then, God's blessings
[thus] deny?
16:72
And God has given you mates of your own kinds81 and has given you, through your mates,
children and children's children, and has provided for you sustenance out of the good things of
life.
Will men,82 then, [continue to] believe in things false and vain, and thus blaspheme against God's
blessings? - (16:73) and will they [continue to] worship, instead of God, something that has it not
within its power to provide for them any sustenance whatever from the heavens or the earth,83
and can do nothing at all?
79 Lit., "is reduced to a most abject age, so that he knows nothing after
[having had] knowledge":
alluding to the organic curve of man's growth, his acquisition of bodily
strength, intelligence
and experience, followed by gradual decay and, in some cases, the utter
helplessness of senility,
comparable to the helplessness of a new-born child.
80 The phrase "to share their sustenance with...", etc., reads, literally,
"to turn over their
sustenance to". The expression "those whom their right hands possess"
(i.e., "those whom they
rightfully possess") may relate either to slaves taken captive in a war
in God's cause (see surah 2,
notes 167 and 168, and surah 8, note 72) or, metonymically, to all who
are dependent on others for
their livelihood and thus become the latters' responsibility. The placing
of one's dependants on an
equal footing with oneself with regard to the basic necessities of life
is a categorical demand of
Islam; thus, the Prophet said: "They are your brethren, these dependants
of yours (khawalukum) whom
God has placed under your authority [lit., "under your hand"]. Hence,
whoso has his brother under
his authority shall give him to eat of what he eats himself, and shall
clothe him with what he
clothes himself. And do not burden them with anything that may be beyond
their strength; but if
you [must] burden them, help them yourselves." (This authentic Tradition,
recorded by Bukhari in
several variants in his Sahih, appears in the compilations of Muslim,
Tirmidhi and Ibn Hanbal as

well.) However, men often fail to live up to this consciousness of moral
responsibility: and this
failure amounts, as the sequence shows, to a denial of God's blessings
and of His unceasing care
for all His creatures.
81 Lit., "has made [or "provided"] for you mates out of yourselves". The
term zawj denotes not only
"a pair" or "a couple" but also - as in this instance - "one of a pair"
or "a mate" of the opposite
sex; hence, with reference to human beings, the plural azwaj signifies
both "husbands" and "wives".
82 Lit., "they", i.e., those who deny the truth of God's existence and/or
oneness.
83 For the comprehensive meaning embodied in the term rizq, see the first
sentence of note 4 on 2:3.

16:74
Hence, do not coin any similitudes for God!84 Verily, God knows [all], whereas you have no
[real] knowledge.
16:75
God propounds [to you] the parable of [two men -] a man enslaved, unable to do anything of his
own accord, and a [free] man upon whom We have bestowed goodly sustenance [as a gift] from
Ourselves, so that he can spend thereof [at will, both] secretly and openly. Can these [two] be
deemed equal?85
All praise is due to God [alone]: but most of them do not understand it.
16:76
And God propounds [to you] the parable of two [other] men - one of them dumb,86 unable to do
anything of his own accord, and a sheer burden on his master: to whichever task the latter directs
him,87 he accomplishes no good. Can such a one be considered the equal of [a wise man] who
enjoins the doing of what is right and himself follows a straight way?88
84 I.e., "do not blaspheme against God by regarding anyone or anything as
comparable with Him, or by
trying to define Him in any terms whatsoever" - since "definition" is, in
the last resort, equivalent
to a delimitation of the qualities of the object thus to be defined in
relation to, or in comparison
with, another object or objects: God, however, is "sublimely exalted
above anything that men may
devise by way of definition" (see last sentence of 6:100, and the
corresponding note 88).

85 The obvious answer is that they cannot. The implication is equally
clear: if even these two kinds
of man cannot be deemed equal, how could any created being, with its
intrinsic, utter dependence
on other created beings, or any force of nature conceivable or imaginable
by man, be thought of
as possessing powers comparable with those of God, who is almighty,
limitless, unconceivable the self-sufficient fount of all that exists? (This argument is continued
and further elaborated
in the subsequent parable.)
86 The term abkam signifies "dumb" both in the literal, physiological sense
and (as in colloquial
English) in the sense of being "unable to speak properly" on account of
intellectual weakness:
i.e., "dull-witted" or "stupid". Both these meanings are contained in the
above Qur'anic description.
87 Or: "wherever he sends him".
88 I.e., who is not only wise and righteous but also has the strength and
authority to enjoin a
righteous way of living upon others. Thus, while in the first parable the
main issue is the contrast
between freedom and bondage or - more generally - between dependence and
independence, in the
second parable we are given the antithesis of dumbness and incompetence,
on the one hand, and
wisdom, justice and competence, on the other; and in both parables the
implication is the same
(see note 85 above).

16:77
And89, God's [alone] is the knowledge of the hidden reality of the heavens and the earth.90 And
so, the advent of the Last Hour will but manifest itself [in a single moment,] like the twinkling of
an eye, or closer still:91 for, behold, God has the power to will anything.
16:78
And God has brought you forth from your mothers' wombs knowing nothing - but He has
endowed you with hearing, and sight, and minds, so that you might have cause to be grateful.
(16:79) Have, then, they [who deny the truth] never considered the birds, enabled [by God] to fly
in mid-air,92 with none but God holding them aloft? In this, behold, there are messages indeed
for people who will believe!
16:80
And God has given you [the ability to build] your houses as places of rest, and has endowed you
with [the skill to make] dwellings out of the skins of animals93 - easy for you to handle when you

travel and when you camp - and [to make] furnishings and goods for temporary use of their
[rough] wool and their soft, furry wool94 and their hair.
16:81
And among the many objects of His creation,95 God has appointed for you [various] means of
protection:96 thus, He has given you in the mountains places of shelter, and has endowed you
with [the ability to make] garments to protect you from heat [and cold],97 as well as such
garments as might protect you from your [mutual] violence.98
In this way does He bestow the full measure of His blessings on you, so that you might surrender
yourselves unto Him.
89 This passage connects with the second sentence of verse 74 - "Verily,
God knows [all], whereas
you have no [real] knowledge."
90 As may be inferred from the sequence, the term ghayb - rendered here as
the "hidden reality" alludes in this context to the coming of the Last Hour, the time whereof
is known to God alone
(Zamakhshari). Parallel with this, it may also relate to God's Own
existence, which cannot be
directly established by the testimony of our senses (Baydawi) but, as the
Qur'an consistently
points out, may be inferred from the observable effects of His
creativeness.
91 Lit., "the case (i.e., the manifestation] of the [Last] Hour will be
like...", etc. - implying
that it will be characterized by utter suddenness and unpredictability,
both of them an outcome
of the absence of any time-interval between God's decreeing it and its
materialization: and this
explains the phrase "or closer still" at the end of the above sentence.
92 Lit., "subservient [to God's laws] in the air of the sky".
93 The term julud (sing. jild) denotes, literally, "skins", but apparently
comprises here also the
wool which grows on the skins of domesticated animals. It is to be noted
that in Arabian usage
the noun bayt ("house") signifies not only a solid building but also a
"tent" - in brief, every
kind of dwelling, whether permanent or temporary.
94 Wabar (here given in its plural, awbar) is the soft wool growing on the
shoulders of camels
("camel-hair"), used in the weaving of fine cloths and sometimes also of
bedouin tents.
95 Lit., "out of that which He has created".

96. Lit., "shades (zilal. sing. zill). Metonymically, this term is
occasionally used to describe
anything that "shades" one in the sense of protecting him; and since the
sequence clearly refers
to means of protection, I believe that this derivative meaning of zilal
is here preferable to
the literal.
97 According to almost all the classical commentators, the mention of
"heat" implies here its opposite
as well, namely "cold"; hence my interpolation.
98 According to most of the commentators, the second incidence of the term
"garments" (sarabil)
in this verse is to be understood as "coats of mail" or "armour", in
which case it would allude
to wars and other instances of mutual violence. But although this
interpretation cannot be ruled
out, it seems to me that the second mention of "garments" can be
understood in a much wider sense,
perhaps metonymically denoting all manner of "coverings" (i.e., devices
meant to protect the body)
which man may be constrained to use in dangerous situations of his own
making: hence the stress
on "your violence" (ba'sakum).

16:82
BUT IF they turn away [from thee, O Prophet, remember that] thy only duty is a clear delivery of
the message [entrusted to thee]. (16:83) They [who turn away from it] are fully aware of God's
blessings, but none the less they refuse to acknowledge them [as such], since most of them are
given to denying the truth.99
16:84
But one Day We shall raise up a witness out of every community,100 whereupon they who were
bent on denying the truth will not be allowed to plead [ignorance],101 and neither will they be
allowed to make amends. (16:85) And when they who were bent on evildoing behold the
suffering [that awaits them, they will realize that] it will not be lightened for them [by virtue of
their pleading]; and neither will they be granted respite.
16:86
(86) And when they who were wont to ascribe divinity to beings other than God behold [on
Judgment Day] those beings to whom they were wont to ascribe a share in His divinity,102 they
will exclaim: "O our Sustainer! These are the beings to whom we ascribed a share in Thy
divinity, and whom we were wont to invoke instead of Thee!"103 - whereupon [those beings] will
fling at them the retort: "Behold, you have indeed been lying [to yourselves]!"104
99 I.e., although they are aware of the many blessings which man enjoys,
they refuse to attribute

them to God's creative activity, thus implicitly denying the truth of His
existence. My rendering
of al-kafirun as "[such as] are given to denying the truth" is
conditioned by the definite article
al which, in the above construction, is meant to stress the quality of
deliberate intent.
100 An allusion to the Day of Judgment, when the prophets whom God has
called forth within every
community - or, in the wider sense of the term ummah, within every
civilization or cultural period will symbolically bear witness to the fact that they had delivered God's
message to their people
and explained to them the meaning of right and wrong, thus depriving them
of any subsequent excuse.
101 According to Zamakhshari, their being "refused permission" to plead is
a metonym for their having
no valid argument or excuse to proffer. (Cf. also 77:35-36.)
102 Cf. 6:22 and the corresponding note 15.
103 The Qur'an states in many places that every sinner who dies without
repentance will be endowed on
Judgment Day with a clear, objectified vision of his sins, every one of
which will have assumed for
him the status of an independent reality bearing witness against him and
forcing him to acknowledge
his now irremediable guilt. It is to be remembered in this connection
that the Qur'an describes
every act of sinning - whether it be an offence against the concept of
God's oneness and uniqueness
or a wrong done to any of His creatures - as, primarily, one's "wronging
oneself" or "sinning
against oneself".
104 Cf. 6:23-24 and the corresponding notes 16 and 17.

16:87
And on that Day will they [who had thus been sinning, belatedly] proffer their surrender to God;
and all their false imagery will have forsaken them.
16:88
Upon all who were bent on denying the truth and who turned others away from the path of God
will We heap suffering upon suffering in return for all the corruption that they wrought: (16:89)
for one Day We shall raise up within every community a witness against them from among
themselves.105
And thee [too, O Prophet,] have We brought forth to bear witness regarding those [whom thy
message may have reached],106 inasmuch as We have bestowed from on high upon thee, step by

step, this divine writ, to make everything clear,107 and to provide guidance and grace and a glad
tiding unto all who have surrendered themselves to God.
16:90
BEHOLD, God enjoins justice, and the doing of good, and generosity towards [one's] fellowmen;108 and He forbids all that is shameful and all that runs counter to reason,109 as well as envy;
[and] He exhorts you [repeatedly] so that you might bear [all this] in mind.
105 See note 100 above.
106 Although the Arabian contemporaries of the Prophet were, naturally, the
first to whom his
revelation was conveyed - a fact that gave a particular weight to the
manner in which they responded
to it - the Qur'anic message as such is addressed to all mankind (see in
this connection, in particular,
7:158 and 21:107, as well as the corresponding notes).
107 I.e., everything that pertains to the knowledge of good and evil, in
both the individual and social
senses of these terms. - Regarding my rendering of nazzalna, it should be
borne in mind that this
particular grammatical form is often used in the Qur'an to bring out the
fact that it was revealed
gradually ("step by step") over a considerable period of time, and not in
one piece.
108 Lit., "the giving to [one's] kinsfolk (dhu 'l-qurba)". The latter term
usually denotes "relatives",
either by blood or by marriage; but since it occurs here in the context
of a comprehensive ethical
exhortation, it obviously alludes to man's "kinsfolk" in the widest sense
of the term, namely, to
his "fellow-men".
109 The term al-munkar (rendered by me in other places as "that which is
wrong") has here its original
meaning of "that which the mind [or the moral sense] rejects",
respectively "ought to reject".
Zamakshari is more specific, and explais this term as signifying in the
above context "that which
[men's] intellects disown" or "declare to be untrue" (ma tunkiruhu al'uqul): in other words,
all that runs counter to reason and good sense (which, obviously, must
not be confused with that
which is beyond man's comprehension). This eminently convincing
explanation relates not merely to
intellectually unacceptable propositions (in the abstract sense of the
term) but also to grossly
unreasonable and, therefore, reprehensible actions or attitudes and is,
thus, fully in tune with
the rational approach of the Qur'an to questions of ethics as well as
with its insistence on

reasonableness and moderation in man's behaviour. Hence my rendering - of
al-munkar, in this and
in similar instances, as "all that runs counter to reason".

16:91
And be true to your bond with God whenever you bind yourselves by a pledge,110 and do not
break [your] oaths after having [freely] confirmed them111 and having called upon God to be
witness to your good faith:112 behold, God knows all that you do.
16:92
Hence, be not like her who breaks and completely untwists the yarn which she [herself] has spun
and made strong - [be not like this by] using your oaths as a means of deceiving one another,113
simply because some of you may be more powerful than others.114
By all this, God but puts you to a test - and [He does it] so that on Resurrection Day He might
make clear unto you all that on which you were wont to differ.115 (16:93) For, had God so willed,
He could surely have made you all one single community;116 however, He lets go astray him that
wills [to go astray], and guides aright him that wills [to be guided];117 and you will surely be
called to account for all that you ever did!118
110 Regarding the expression "bond with God" ('ahd Allah), see surah 2,
note 19. The clause "whenever
you bind yourselves by a pledge" has a twofold meaning: in the first
instance (as in 13:20) it refers
to the spiritual, moral and social obligations arising from one's faith
in God; and, secondly, it
applies to all pledges or promises given by one person to another - for,
as Razi points out, every
pledge given by man to man represents, in its essence, a pledge to God.
It is to this second aspect
of man's "bond with God" that the sequence refers.
111 I.e., as distinct from oaths "uttered without thought" (see 2:225).
112 Lit., "and having made God [or "named God as"] your guarantor (kafil)".
113 Lit., "as a [means
of] deception (dakhalan) among yourselves".
114 Lit., "because there are people (ummah) more powerful than [other]
people": relating to
declarations and false promises made out of fear.
115 As is evident from the preceding passage as well as from the sequence,
the differences alluded
to here relate to ethical and moral values, regarding the truth and
relevance of which people of
various communities and persuasions hold most divergent views. See also
surah 2, note 94.

116 I.e., bound by mutually agreed-upon moral values. See in this
connection 10:19 and the
corresponding notes, especially note 29. For an elucidation of the
concept of ummah wahidah
("one single community") and its further implications, see surah 2, notes
197 and 198.
117 Or: "He lets go astray whomever He wills, and guides aright whomever He
wills". Regarding the
problem of free will versus predestination, seemingly implied in the
concept of God's "letting man
go [or "causing him to go"] astray" or, alternatively, "guiding him
aright", see sdrah 14, note 4.
118 Alluding to the erroneous idea that man's good or evil actions - and
therefore also his
propensities and resulting attitudes - are "predetermined" by God and not
really an outcome of
free choice, Zamakhshari rounds off his views on this problem (quoted by
me in surah 14, note 4)
in these words: "If [it were true that] God compels [men] to astray or,
alternatively, to follow
His guidance - why should He have postulated their deeds as something for
which they will be held
responsible?"

16:94
And do not use your oaths as a means of deceiving one another - or else [your] foot will slip after
having been firm,119 and then you will have to taste the evil [consequences]120 of your having
turned away from the path of God, with tremendous suffering awaiting you [in the life to come].
16:95
Hence, do not barter away your bond with God for a trifling gain!
Verily, that which is with God is by far the best for you, if you but knew it: (16:96) all that is
with you is bound to come to an end, whereas that which is with God is everlasting.
And most certainly shall We grant unto those who are patient in adversity their reward in
accordance with the best that they ever did.
16:97
As for anyone - be it man or woman - who does righteous deeds, and is a believer withal - him
shall We most certainly cause to live a good life121 and most certainly shall We grant unto such
as these their reward in accordance with the best that they ever did.
16:98

NOW whenever thou happen to read this Qur'an, seek refuge with God from Satan, the
accursed.122 (16:99) Behold, he has no power over those who have attained to faith and in their
Sustainer place their trust: (16:100) he has power only over those who are willing to follow
him,123 and who [thus] ascribe to him a share in God's divinity.124
119 I.e., "you will offend against God after having attained to faith",
seeing that - as has been
pointed out in note 110 above - every pledge given by man to man is
synonymous with a pledge to God.
120 I.e., in this world (Tabari, Zamakhshari, Baydawi), inasmuch as the
breaking of pledges unavoidably
leads to a gradual disappearance of all mutual trust and, thus, to the
decomposition of the social
fabric.
121 This may relate either to life in this world - inasmuch as a true
believer invariably finds
happiness in his God-consciousness - or to the happiness which awaits him
in the hereafter, or
to both.
122 The present passage (verses 98-105) evidently connects with the broad
ethical exhortation given
in verse 90 above and, thus, with the statement (in verse 89) that the
Qur'an is meant "to make
everything clear and to provide guidance and grace and a glad tiding unto
all who have surrendered
themselves to God" - which, in its turn, implies that the Qur'an is the
ultimate source of all
God-willed ethical and moral values, and thus an unchanging criterion of
good and evil. But since man
is always, by virtue of his nature, prone to question the very validity
of the moral standards
established through revelation, the believer is now called upon to seek,
whenever he reads or meditates
on this divine writ, God's spiritual aid against the whisperings of what
the Qur'an describes as
"Satan, the accursed" - that is, all the evil forces, both within man's
own soul and within his
social environment, which tend to undermine his moral convictions and to
lead him away from God.
123 Or: "who make him their master". Cf. in this connection 14:22 and the
corresponding note 31.
124 I.e., inasmuch as they pay an almost worshipful reverence to such
blandishments as wealth,
power, social position, etc.

16:101

And now that We replace one message by another125 - since God is fully aware of what He
bestows from on high, step by step126 - they [who deny the truth] are wont to say, "Thou but
inventest it!" Nay, but most of them do not understand it!127
16:102
Say: "Holy inspiration128 has brought it down from thy Sustainer by stages, setting forth the
truth, so that it might give firmness unto those who have attained to faith, and provide guidance
and a glad tiding unto all who have surrendered themselves to God."
16:103
And, indeed, full well do We know that they say, "It is but a human being that imparts [all] this
to him!"129 - [notwithstanding that] the tongue of him to whom they so maliciously point is
wholly outlandish,130 whereas this is Arabic speech, clear [in itself] and clearly showing the truth
[of its source].131
125 I.e., by substituting the message of the Qur'an for the earlier
dispensations - and not, as
some Muslim scholars maintain, "abrogating" one Qur'anic verse and
replacing it by another.
(Regarding the untenable "doctrine of abrogation", in the latter sense,
see 2:106 and the
corresponding note 87; see also note 35 on 41:42.)
126 I.e., the gradualness of revelation (implied in the verbal form
yunazzil) corresponds to God's
plan, according to which He has gradually unfolded His will to man,
substituting one dispensation
for another in the measure of mankind's intellectual and social
development, bringing it to its
culmination in the message of the Qur'an.
127 I.e., they do not understand the necessity of a new dispensation and,
therefore, do not really
understand the Qur'an.
128 As in the three other places in which the expression ruh al-qudus
occurs (2:87 and 253, and
5:110),1 am rendering it here, too, as "holy inspiration" (see surah 2,
note 71), a term which,
to my mind, is a Qur'anic synonym for "divine revelation". However, a
literal rendering-"spirit
of holiness" - is also possible if one applies this term to the angel who
communicates God's
revelations to the prophets. (See also verse 2 of this surah and the
corresponding note 2.)
129 I.e., to Muhammad - thus insinuating that his claim to divine
revelation was false.
130 Whereas some of the pagan Quraysh regarded the ideas expressed in the
Qur'an as "invented" by

Muhammad, others thought that they must have been imparted to him by a
foreigner - perhaps a
Christian - who lived in Mecca at that time, or whom the Prophet was
supposed to have encountered
at an earlier period of his life. Various conjectures have been advanced
- both by early Muslim
commentators and by modern orientalists - as to the "identity" of the
person or persons whom
the suspicious Meccans might have had in mind in this connection; but all
these conjectures are
purely speculative and, therefore, of no historical value whatever. The
suspicion of the pagan
Meccans implies no more than the historical fact that those of the
Prophet's opponents who were
unwilling to pay him the compliment of having "invented" the Qur'an (the
profundity of which they
were unable to deny) conveniently attributed its authorship or at least
its inspiration - to a
mythical non-Arab "teacher" of the Prophet.
131 For an explanation of this composite rendering of the descriptive term
mubin, see surah 12,
note 2. 'the term is used here to stress the fact that no human being and certainly no
non-Arab - could ever have produced the flawless, exalted Arabic diction
in which the Qur'an
is expressed.

16:104
Verily, as for those who will not believe in God's messages, God does not guide them aright; and
grievous suffering will be their lot [in the life to come]. (16:105) It is but they who will not
believe in God's messages that invent this falsehood;132 and it is they, they who are lying!
16:106
As for anyone who denies God after having once attained to faith - and this, to be sure, does not
apply to133 one who does it under duress, the while his heart remains true to his faith,134 but
[only, to] him who willingly opens up his heart to a denial of the truth -: upon all such [falls]
God's condemnation, and tremendous suffering awaits them: (16:107) all this, because they hold
this world's life in greater esteem than the life to come, and because God does not bestow His
guidance upon people who deny the truth.
16:108
They whose hearts and whose hearing and whose sight God has sealed - it is they, they who are
heedless!135 (16:109) Truly it is they, they who in the life to come shall be the losers! (16:110)
And yet, behold, thy Sustainer [grants His forgiveness] unto those who forsake the domain of
evil after having succumbed to its temptation,136 and who thenceforth strive hard [in God's cause]
and are patient in adversity: behold, after such [repentance] thy Sustainer is indeed muchforgiving, a dispenser of grace!

16:111
[Be conscious, then, of] the Day when every human being shall come to plead for himself
[alone], and every human being shall be repaid in full for whatever he has done, and none shall
be wronged.
132 I.e., the scurrilous allegation referred to in verse 103. Although this
statement alludes, in the
first instance, to the hostile contemporaries of the Prophet, it extends,
by obvious implication,
to people of all times who refuse to believe in the reality of Muhammad's
revelations, and try to
explain them away as obsessive illusions or even as deliberate
fabrications.
133 Lit., "except" - but the Arabic construction of the sentence that
follows makes it necessary to
render the simple particle ills in the manner adopted by me ("and this,
to be sure, does not
apply to ..., etc.).
134 Lit., "one who is coerced, the while his heart is at rest in [his]
faith". This relates to
believers who, under torture or threat of death, ostensibly "recant" in
order to save themselves.
Although the Qur'an makes it clear in several places that martyrdom in
the cause of faith is
highly meritorious, "God does not burden any human being with more than
he is well able to bear"
(cf. 2:233 and 286, 6:152, 7:42, 23:62, and many other Qur'anic
statements to the same effect).
135 Sc., "of what is good and what is bad for them". - For an explanation
of God's "sealing" the
hearts of those who are bent on denying the truth, see 2:7 and the
corresponding note.
136 For an explanation of the concept of fitnah (appearing here in the
verbal form futinu) and of
my rendering it as "temptation to evil", see surah 8, note 25. As regards
the expression alladhina
hajaru in its spiritual connotation, see surah 2, note 203 and surah 4,
note 124.

16:112
AND GOD propounds [to you] a parable: [Imagine] a town which was [once] secure and at ease,
with its sustenance coming to it abundantly from all quarters, and which thereupon
blasphemously refused to show gratitude for God's blessings: and therefore God caused it to taste
the all-embracing misery137 of hunger and fear in result of all [the evil] that its people had so
persistently wrought.138
16:113

And indeed, there had come unto them an apostle from among themselves - but they gave him
the lie; and therefore suffering overwhelmed them while they were thus doing wrong [to
themselves].
16:114
AND SO, partake of all the lawful, good things which God has provided for you as sustenance,
and render thanks unto God for His blessings, if it is [truly] Him that you worship.139
16:115
He has forbidden to you only carrion, and blood, and the flesh of swine, and that over which any
name other than God's has been invoked; but if one is driven [to it] by necessity - neither
coveting it nor exceeding his immediate need - verily, God is much-forgiving, a dispenser of
grace.140
16:116
Hence, do not utter falsehoods by letting your tongues determine [at your own discretion], "This
is lawful and that is forbidden", thus attributing your own lying inventions to God:141 for, behold,
they who attribute their own lying inventions to God will never attain to a happy state! (16:117)
A brief enjoyment [may be theirs in this world] - but grievous suffering awaits them [in the life
to come]!
137 Lit., "the garment" (libas)- idiomatically used in classical Arabic to
describe the utmost degree
of misfortune which "envelops man like a garment" (Taj al-'Arus, with
specific reference to the
above verse).
138 This parable is meant to show that deliberate ingratitude for the
manifold blessings which God
bestows upon man - in other words, a deliberate refusal to submit to His
guidance - is bound, in
the long run and in the context of aggregate social life, to have
disastrous consequences not only
in the hereafter but in this world as well, inasmuch as no society may
expect to live in security
and ease unless it conforms to the ethical and social standards inherent
in the concept of man's
"bond with God" (as explained in surah 2, note 19).
139 It is this call to gratitude that provides a connection between the
present passage and the
foregoing parable of the ungrateful town and, thus, with the opening
passages (verses 1-15) of
this surah.
140 It is to be noted that the above two verses are almost identical with
2:172-173, and ought,

therefore, to be read in conjunction with the whole passage of which
those two verses form a
part - namely, 2:168-173. Cf. also 6:145.
141 Regarding the very important problem of an arbitrary determination,
based on subjective preferences,
of what is to be considered ethically right or wrong, see surah 2, note
137.

16:118
And [only] unto those who followed the Jewish faith did We forbid all that We have mentioned
to thee ere this;142 and no wrong did We do to them, but it was they who persistently wronged
themselves. (16:119) And once again:143 Behold, thy Sustainer [shows mercy] to those who do
evil out of ignorance and afterwards repent and live righteously: behold, after such [repentance]
thy Sustainer is indeed much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace.
16:120
VERILY, Abraham was a man who combined within himself all virtues,144 devoutly obeying
God's will, turning away from all that is false,145 and not being of those who ascribe divinity to
aught beside God: (16:121) [for he was always] grateful for the blessings granted by Him who
had elected him and guided him onto a straight way.
16:122
And so We vouchsafed him good in this world; and, verily, in the life to come [too] he shall find
himself among the righteous. (16:123) And lastly,146 We have inspired thee, [O Muhammad,
with this message:] "Follow the creed of Abraham, who turned away from all that is false, and
was not of those who ascribe divinity to aught beside God; (16:124) [and know that the
observance of] the Sabbath was ordained only for those who came to hold divergent views about
him;147 but, verily, God will judge between them on Resurrection Day with regard to all on
which they were wont to differ.148
142 I.e., in 6:146, revealed shortly before the present surah. The
conjunctive particle "And" at the
beginning of this sentence establishes a connection with the precept laid
down in verse 114 above,
"partake of all the lawful, good things which God has provided for you as
sustenance": the implication
being (as in 6:145) that none of the really good and wholesome things
have been forbidden to the
believer, and that the many dietary prohibitions and restrictions imposed
on the Jews were imposed
on them alone in punishment of their persistent sinning (cf. 3:93).
143 For this rendering of thumma, see surah 6, note 31.
144 This is one of the many meanings of the term ummah and, to my mind, the
one most appropriate in

the above context. - The mention of Abraham at this place contains a
subtle allusion to verse 118,
where the Jews are spoken of: for, the latter claim to be "the chosen
people" on account of their
descent from Abraham, whereas the Qur'an consistently rejects all claims
to a special status by
virtue of one's descent. Moreover, the Qur'an states in many places that
whereas this particular
ancestor of the Hebrews - and, by the way, of most of the Arab tribes as
well - was a personification
of all that is good and upright, so that "God exalted him with His love"
(4:125), his Jewish
descendants always tended to rebel against God and, thus, "persistently
wronged themselves".
145 For an explanation of this rendering of the term han1f, see surah 2,
note 110.
146 Lit., "thereafter" or "afterwards" (thumma): but since this particle
evidently alludes here to
the climax of all revelation as manifested in the Qur'an, the above
rendering seems to be suitable.
147 I.e., about Abraham. The implication is that the majority of the Jews
had deviated from the true
creed of Abraham (which is the meaning of the phrase, "those who came to
hold divergent views about
him") inasmuch as most of them became convinced that they were "God's
chosen people" simply because
of their physical descent from that great Prophet: an assumption which
obviously runs counter to
every truly religious principle. As the Qur'an repeatedly points out,
this spiritual arrogance was
punished by God's imposition ou the children of Israel - and on them
alone - of all manner of severe
restrictions and rituals, of which the obligation to refrain from all
work and even travel on the
Sabbath was one. In its widest implication, this passage is meant to
stress the fact that all
God-imposed rituals are only a means towards the achievement of spiritual
discipline, and never
a religious goal in themselves.
148 I.e., He will judge between those who are convinced of their ultimate
salvation on the basis of
their alleged status of "God's chosen people", and those who believe in
man's individual responsibility
before God: and thus the discourse returns to the problem of Godconsciousness and righteous living.

16:125
CALL THOU (all mankind] unto thy Sustainer's path with wisdom and goodly exhortation, and
argue with them in the most kindly manner -149 for, behold, thy Sustainer knows best as to who
strays from His path, and best knows He as to who are the right-guided. (16:126) Hence, if you

have to respond to an attack (in argument], respond only to the extent of the attack levelled
against you;151 but to bear yourselves with patience is indeed far better for (you, since God is
with] those who are patient in adversity.
16:127
Endure, then, with patience (all that they who deny the truth may say] - always remembering that
it is none but God who gives thee the strength to endure adversity152 - and do not grieve over
them, and neither be distressed by the false arguments which they devise:153 (16:128) for, verily,
God is with those who are conscious of Him and are doers of good withal!
149 Cf. 29:46 - "And do not argue with the followers of earlier revelation
otherwise than in the
most kindly manner". This stress on kindness and tact and, hence, on the
use of reason alone in
all religious discussions with adherents of other creeds is fully in tune
with the basic,
categorical injunction, "There shall be no coercion in matters of faith"
(2:256).
150 Lit., "retaliate [or "respond"] with the like of what you have been
afflicted with": thus,
the believers are admonished to observe self-restraint while arguing with
people of another
persuasion, and never to offend against decency and intellectual equity.
Although retaliation
in argument is permissible if one's integrity is impeached by an
opponent, the sequence makes
it clear that it is morally preferable to renounce it altogether and to
bear the unjust attack
with patience.
151 Lit., "and thy patience in adversity (sabr) is due to (or. "ream with"]
none but God"- i.e.,
it must never be allowed to become a source of spiritual arrogance and
false self-righteousness.
152 Lit., "all that they are scheming", i.e., by inventing false and
irrelevant arguments against
God's messages.

The Seventeenth Surah
Al-Isra' (The Night Journey)
Mecca Period

THE REFERENCE to the mystic Night Journey in the first verse of this surah (see Appendix IV)
shows that it cannot have been revealed earlier than in the last year before the hijrah; Suyuti
places it chronologically between surah 28 and the group of surahs 10-12. The assumption of
some authorities that certain of its verses belong to a much later time - namely, the Medina
period -is purely conjectural and may, therefore, be disregarded.

Because of the mention of the children of Israel in verses 2-8 and 101-104, some of the
contemporaries of the Prophet used to designate this surah by the title of Banu Isra'il ("The
Children of Israel"); most of the classical commentators, however, prefer the title Al-Isra'.
According to 'A'ishah, the Prophet used to recite this surah every night in his prayer (Tirmidhi,
Nasa'i and Ibn Hanbal).
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
17:1
LIMITLESS in His glory is He who transported His servant by night from the Inviolable House
of Worship [at Mecca] to the Remote House of Worship [,at Jerusalem] - the environs of which
We had blessed1 - so that We might show him some of Our symbols: for, verily, He alone is allhearing, all-seeing.2
17:2
And [thus, too,] We vouchsafed revelation unto Moses,3 and made it a [source of] guidance for
the children of Israel, [commanding them:] "Do not ascribe to any but Me the power to
determine your fate,4 (17:3) O you descendants of those whom We caused to be borne (in the
ark] with Noah! Behold, he was a most grateful servant (of Ours]!"
1 The above short reference to the Prophet's mystic experience of the
"Night Journey" (al-isra')
to Jerusalem and the subsequent "Ascension" (mi'raj) to heaven is fully
discussed in Appendix IV
at the end of this work. - "The Inviolable House of Worship" (al-masjid
al-haram is one of the
designations given in the Qur'an to the Temple of the Ka'bah, the
prototype of which owed its origin
to Abraham (see surah 2, note 102) and was "the first Temple set up for
mankind" (3:96), i.e.,
the first ever built for the worship of the One God. "The Remote [lit.,
"farthest"] House of Worship",
on the other hand, denotes the ancient Temple of Solomon - or, rather,
its site - which symbolizes
here the long line of Hebrew prophets who preceded the advent of Muhammad
and are alluded to by
the phrase "the environs of which We had blessed". The juxtaposition of
these two sacred temples
is meant to show that the Qur'an does not inaugurate a "new" religion but
represents a continuation
and the ultimate development of the same divine message which was
preached by the prophets of old.
2 Although the term ayah is most frequently used in the Qur'an in the sense
of "[divine] message",
we must remember that, primarily, it denotes "a sign [or "token"] by
which a thing is known" (Qamus).
As defined by Raghib, it signifies any perceivable phenomenon
(irrespective of whether it is apparent

to the senses or only to the intellect) connected with a thing that is
not, by itself, similarly
perceivable: in brief, a "symbol". Hence, the expression min ayatina may
be suitably rendered as
"some of Our symbols", i.e., insight, through symbols, into some of the
ultimate truths.
3 The conjunctive particle "And" which introduces this verse is meant to
show that the mystic Night
Journey - and, by implication, the subsequent Ascension as well - were
experiences of the same high
order of divine grace as the revelation bestowed upon Moses. The Qur'an
mentions in 4:164 that
"God spoke His word unto Moses", i.e., directly (takliman); see also
7:143-144, and especially verse
144, in which God says to Moses, "I have raised thee above all people...
by virtue of My speaking
[unto thee]". A similar directness of experience is alluded to in the
opening words of this surah,
"Limitless in His glory is He who transported His servant (Muhammad] by
night... so that We might
show him some of Our symbols" (see note 2 above; also, Appendix IV).
Apart from this, the reference,
in this and many other places in the Qur'an, to the religious history of
the Hebrews is due to the
fact that the revelations granted to their prophets represent the
earliest formulation of monotheism,
which makes it ideologically important for its later development.
4 The term wakil denotes "one who is entrusted with the management of
(another person's] affairs", or
"is responsible for [another person's] conduct". When applied to God, it
is sometimes used in' the
sense of "guardian" (e.g., in 3:173), or "defender" (e.g., in 4:109), or
- in combination with the
phrase 'ala kulli shay'in (as, e.g., in 6:102 or 11:12) - in the sense of
"the One who has everything
in His care". In the present instance (as well as in 39:62) the term
evidently alludes to God's
exclusive power to determine the fate of any created being or thing.

17:4
And we made [this] known to the children of Israel through revelation:5 "Twice, indeed, will you
spread corruption on earth and will indeed become grossly overbearing!6 (17:5) Hence, when the
prediction of the first of those two [periods of iniquity] came true, We sent against you some of
Our bondmen of terrible prowess in war, and they wrought havoc throughout the land: and so the
prediction was fulfilled.7
17:6
And after a time We allowed you to prevail against them once again,8 and aided you with wealth
and offspring, and made you more numerous [than ever].

5 Lit., "in the revelation" - here evidently used in the generic sense of
the word, and probably applying
to predictions contained in the Torah (Leviticus xxvi, 14-39 and
Deuteronomy xxviii, 15-68) as well
as the prophecies of Isaiah, Jeremiah, John and Jesus.
6 Since both the Bible and the Qur'an mention that the children of Israel
rebelled against the law
of God on many occasions, there is every reason to assume that the
expression "twice" (marratayn)
does not refer to two single instances but, rather, to two distinct,
extended periods of their history.
7 The term 'ibad, rendered by me above as "bondmen", denotes every kind of
"created beings" (in this
case, obviously human beings) inasmuch as all of them are, willingly or
unwillingly, subservient to
God's will (cf. 13:15 and the corresponding note 33). It is probable that
the phrase "Our bondmen
of terrible prowess in war" relates to the Assyrians who overran
Palestine in the seventh century B.C.
and caused the disappearance of the greater part of the Hebrew nation
(the ten "lost tribes"), and
to the Babylonians who, about one hundred years later, destroyed
Solomon's Temple and carried off
the remainder of the children of Israel into captivity, or to both, thus
comprising all these events
within one "period" (see foregoing note).- God's "sending" tribulations
upon reprobate sinners is
here, as elsewhere in the Qur'an, a metonym for the natural law of cause
and effect to which, in the
long run, the life of man-and particularly the corporate life of nations
and communities - is subject.
8 Lit., "We gave back to you the turn against them" - apparently a
reference to the return of the
Jews from the Babylonian captivity in the last quarter of the sixth
century B.C., the partial
re-establishment of their state, and the building of a new temple in the
place of the one that
had been destroyed.

17:7
[And We said:] "If you persevere in doing good, you will but be doing good to yourselves; and if
you do evil, it will be [done] to yourselves."
And so, when the prediction of the second [period of your iniquity] came true, [We raised new
enemies against you, and allowed them] to disgrace you utterly,9 and to enter the Temple as
[their forerunners] had entered it once before, and to destroy with utter destruction all that they
had conquered.
17:8

Your Sustainer may well show mercy unto you; but if you revert [to sinning], We shall revert [to
chastising you]. And [remember this:] We have ordained that [in the hereafter] hell shall close
upon all who deny the truth.
17:9
VERILY, this Qur'an shows the way to all that is most upright,10 and gives the believers who do
good deeds the glad tiding that theirs will be a great reward; (17:10) and [it announces, too,] that
We have readied grievous suffering for those who will not believe in the life to come.
17:11
As it is,11 man [often] prays for things that are bad as if he were praying for something that is
good:12 for man is prone to be hasty [in his judgments]. (17:12) And We have established the
night and the day as two symbols;13 and thereupon We have effaced the symbol of night and set
up [in its place] the light-giving symbol of day,14 so that you might seek to obtain your
Sustainer's bounty and be aware of the passing years15 and of the reckoning [that is bound to
come]. For clearly, most clearly, have We spelt out everything!16
9 Lit., "to bring evil to your faces". Inasmuch as the face is the most
prominent and expressive part
of the human body, it is often used as a metonym for one's whole being;
hence, the "evil done to one's
face" is synonymous with "utter disgrace". Most probably, this passage
relates to the destruction of
the Second Temple and of Jewish statehood by Titus in the year 70 of the
Christian era.
10 I.e., conformable to ethical rectitude and beneficial to man's
individual and social life. Thus,
after showing that sinning is synonymous with denying the truth, the
discourse returns to the
fundamental theme of the Qur'an, already alluded to in verse 2 of this
surah: namely, the statement
that God always offers guidance to man through the revelations which He
bestows upon His prophets.
11 This, to my mind, is the meaning of the conjunctive particle wa in the
above context.
12 Cf. 2:216 - "it may well be that you hate a thing the while it is good
for you, and it may well
be that you love a thing the while it is bad for you: and God knows,
whereas you do not know":
in other words, divine guidance is the only objective criterion as to
what is good and what is bad.
13 Regarding the primary meaning of the term ayah, see note 2 above. In the
present context, the
expression ayatayn ("two symbols") refers - as the subsequent clause
shows - to the symbols of
spiritual darkness and light.

14 I.e., the message of the Qur'an, which is meant to lead man out of
spiritual ignorance and
error into the light of faith and reason.
15 Lit., "the count ('adad) of years". Since, as the Qamus points out, this
phrase denotes also
"the years of [a person's] life, which he counts", it obviously implies
here a call to spiritual
self-criticism in view of the ephemeral nature of one's worldly life.
16 I.e., everything that man may be in need of in the domain of ethics and
religion.

17:13
And every human being's destiny have We tied to his neck;17 and on the Day of Resurrection We
shall bring forth for him a record which he will find wide open; (17:14) [and he will be told:]
"Read this thy record,! Sufficient is thine own self today to make out thine account!"18
17:15
Whoever chooses to follow the right path, follows it but for his own good; and whoever goes
astray goes but astray to his own hurt; and no bearer of burdens shall be made to bear another's
burden.19
Moreover. We would never chastise [any community for the wrong they may do] ere We have
sent an apostle [to them].20 (17:16) But when [this has been done, and] it is Our will to destroy a
community, We convey Our last warning21 to those of its people who have lost themselves
entirely in the pursuit of pleasures;22 and [if] they [continue to] act sinfully, the sentence [of
doom] passed on the community takes effect, and We break it to smithereens.
17 The word ta'ir literally signifies a "bird" or, more properly, a "flying
creature". Since the
pre-Islamic Arabs often endeavoured to establish a good or bad omen and,
in general, to foretell
the future from the manner and direction in which birds would fly, the
term ta'ir came to be
tropically used in the sense of "fortune", both good and evil, or
"destiny". (See in this connection
surah 3, note 37, and surah 7, note 95.) It should, however, be borne in
mind that the Qur'anic
concept of "destiny" relates not so much to the external circumstances of
and events in man's life
as, rather, to the direction which this life takes in result of one's
moral choices: in other words,
it relates to man's spiritual fate - and this, in its turn, depends - as
the Qur'an so often
points out - on a person's inclinations, attitudes and conscious actions
(including self-restraint
from morally bad actions or, alternatively, a deliberate omission of good
actions). Hence, man's

spiritual fate depends on himself and is inseparably linked with the
whole tenor of his personality;
and since it is God who has made man responsible for his behaviour on
earth, He speaks of Himself
as having "tied every human being's destiny to his neck".
18 The "record" and the subsequent "account" represent man's total
comprehension, on Judgment Day,
of all his past life (Razi). This allegory occurs in the Qur'an in many
formulations, e.g., in 37:19
or 39:68, and perhaps most incisively in 50:22 - "now We have lifted from
thee thy veil, and sharp
is thy sight today!"
19 See 6:164, 35:18 and 39:7, as well as the corresponding notes; also
53:38, which represents the
earliest Qur'anic statement of this fundamental principle of ethics.
20 Sc., "so that they might fully understand the meaning of right and
wrong": cf. 6:131-132 and
the corresponding note 117, as well as 29:59 (which, in the chronology of
revelation, immediately
precedes the present surah).
21 Lit.. "Our command", i e., to mend their ways. The term qaryak (ht.,
"town") denotes usually though not always - a "community" or "people of a community".
22 I.e., to the exclusion of all moral considerations. (For the above
rendering of the expression
mutraf, see surah 11, note 147.) The people referred to here are those
who, by virtue of their
wealth and social position, embody the real leadership of their community
and are, therefore,
morally responsible for the behaviour of their followers.

17:17
And how many a generation have We [thus] destroyed after [the time of] Noah!
For, none has the like of thy Sustainer's awareness and insight into His creatures' sins.
17:18
Unto him who cares for [no more than the enjoyment of] this fleeting life We readily grant
thereof as much as We please, [giving] to whomever it is Our will [to give]; but in the end We
consign him to [the suffering of] hell;23 which he will have to endure disgraced and disowned!
17:19
But as for those who care for the [good of the] life to come, and strive for it as it ought to be
striven for, and are [true] believers withal24 - they are the ones whose striving finds favour [with
God]!

17:20
All [of them] - these as well as those - do We freely endow with some of thy Sustainer's gifts,
since thy Sustainer's giving is never confined [to one kind of man]. (17:21) Behold how We
bestow [on earth) more bounty on some of them than on others: but [remember that] the life to
come will be far higher in degree and far greater in merit and bounty.25
17:22
DO NOT set up any other deity side by side with God, lest thou find thyself disgraced and
forsaken: (17:23) for thy Sustainer has ordained that you shall worship none but Him.
And do good unto [thy] parents.26 Should one of them, or both, attain to old age in thy care,
never say "Ugh"27 to them or scold them, but [always] speak unto them with reverent speech,
(24) and spread over them humbly the wings of thy tenderness,28 and say: "O my Sustainer!
Bestow Thy grace upon them, even as they cherished and reared me when I was a child!"
23 lit., "We assign [or "shall assign"] hell to him".
24 Since caring and striving for the good of the hereafter presupposes
belief in God and in man's
responsibility before Him, it is obvious that the term "believer"
relates, in this context, to
a cognition of God's absolute oneness and uniqueness as well as to a
willing acceptance of the
guidance offered to man through prophetic revelation. - In the original,
the whole preceding
sentence has the singular form ("he who cares... and strives... and is a
believer"); but in view
of the next clause, which is expressed in the plural, it is preferable to
render these pronouns,
agreeably with Arabic usage, uniformly in the plural.
25 Lit., "greater in degrees and greater in the bestowal of bounty
(tafdilan )" - but since the
latter term obviously comprises, in this instance, the concept of "merit"
as well, a composite
rendering would seem to be indicated.
26 Whereas God is the real, ultimate cause of man's coming to life, his
parents are its outward,
immediate cause: and so the preceding call to God is followed by the
injunction to honour and
cherish one's parents. Beyond this, the whole of the present passage - up
to and including verse
39 - is meant to show that kindness and just dealings between man and man
are an integral part
of the concept of "striving for the good of the life to come"
27 In Arabic, uff - a word or sound indicative of contempt, dislike or
disgust.

28 Lit., "lower for them the wing of humility, out of tenderness (rahmah)"
- a metonymical expression
evocative of a bird that lovingly spreads its wings over its offspring in
the nest.

17:25
(25) Your Sustainer is fully aware of what is in your hearts. If you are righteous, [He will forgive
you your errors]:29 for, behold, He is much-forgiving to those who turn unto Him again and
again.
17:26
And give his due to the near of kin,30 as well as to the needy and the wayfarer,31 but do not
squander [thy substance] senselessly.32 (17:27) Behold, the squanderers are, indeed, of the ilk of
the satans - inasmuch as Satan has indeed proved most ungrateful to his Sustainer.33
17:28
And if thou [must] turn aside from those [that are in want, because thou thyself art] seeking to
obtain thy Sustainer's grace and hoping for it,34 at least speak unto them with gentle speech.
17:29
And neither allow thy hand to remain shackled to thy neck,35 nor stretch it forth to the utmost
limit [of thy capacity], lest thou find thyself blamed [by thy dependants], or even destitute.
(17:30) Behold, thy Sustainer grants abundant sustenance, or gives it in scant measure, unto
whomever He wills: verily, fully aware is He of [the needs of] His creatures, and sees them all.
17:31
Hence, do not kill your children for fear of poverty:36 it is We who shall provide sustenance for
them as well as for you. Verily, killing them is a great sin.
29 This interpolation gives the meaning of the above elliptic sentence
(Tabari, Baghawi Zamakhshari, Razi).
30 In this instance, "his due" evidently refers to the loving consideration
due to one's relatives
(Zamakhshari and Razi); those of them who are in a state of want are
included in the subsequent
mention of "the needy" (al-miskin).
31 Regarding this expression, see surah 2, note 145.
32 Lit., "with [utter] squandering" (tabdhiran), i.e., senselessly and to
no good purpose. It is to be
borne in mind that the term tabdhir does not relate to the quantity but,
rather, to the purpose of

one's spending. Thus, Ibn 'Abbas and Ibn Mas'ud (both of them quoted by
Tabari) defined tabdhir as
"spending without a righteous purpose" or "in a frivolous (batil) cause":
and Mujahid is reported
(ibid.) to have said, "If a man were to spend all that he possesses in a
righteous cause, it could
not be termed squandering; but if he spends even a small amount in a
frivolous cause, it is
squandering."
33 Since squandering - in the sense explained in the preceding note implies an utter lack of
gratitude for the gift of sustenance bestowed by God upon man, the
squanderers are described as
being "of the ilk [lit., "brethren"] of the satans". Regarding the deeper
meaning of the terms
"satans" and "satanic", see surah 15, note 16.
34 I.e., "because thou art thyself in want, and therefore unable to help
others".
35 A metaphor signifying miserliness and, in particular, unwillingness to
help others (cf. a
similar expression in 5:64).
36 Historically, this may be a reference to the pre-Islamic Arabian custom
of burying unwanted
female children alive (see note 4 on 81:8-9), as well as to the
occasional - though much rarer sacrifices of male children to some of their gods (see Zamakhshari's
comments on 6:137). Beyond
this, however, the above prohibition has a timeless validity inasmuch as
it relates also to
abortions undertaken "for fear of poverty", i.e., on purely economic
grounds.

17:32
And do not commit adultery" - for, behold, it is an abomination and an evil way.
17:33
And do not take any human being's life - [the life] which God has willed to be, sacred otherwise than in [the pursuit of] justice." Hence, if anyone has been slain wrongfully, We have
empowered the defender of his rights [to exact a just retribution] ;39 but even so, let him not
exceed the bounds of equity in [retributive] killing.40 [And as for him who has been slain
wrongfully -] behold, he is indeed succoured [by God]!41
17:34
And do not touch the substance of an orphan, save to improve it, before he comes of age.42

And be true to every promise - for, verily, [on Judgment Day] you will be called to account for
every promise which you have made!43
17:35
And give full measure whenever you measure, and weigh with a balance that is true:44 this will
be [for your own] good, and best in the end.
37 Lit., "do not come near adultery", thus intensifying the prohibition. It
is to be noted that the
term zina signifies all sexual intercourse between a man and a woman who
are not husband and wife,
irrespective of whether either of them is married to another partner or
not; hence, it denotes both
"adultery" and "fornication" in the English senses of these terms.
38 I.e., in the execution of a legal sentence or in a just war (see 2:190
and the corresponding
note 167), or in individual; legitimate self-defence.
39 This refers to the legal punishment for homicide, termed qisas ("just
retribution") and explained
in 2:178 and the corresponding notes. In the present context, the term
wall ("protector" or
"defender of [one's] rights") is usually taken to mean the heir or next
of kin of the victim;
Zamakhshari, however, observes that it may also apply to the government
(as-sultan): an interpretation
which is obviously based on the concept of the government as the
"protector" or "defender of the
rights" of all its citizens. As regards the expression qutila mazlaman
("slain wrongfully"), it
is obvious that it refers only to cases of wilful homicide, since the
concept of zulm applies in
the Qur'an exclusively to intentional and never to accidental wrongdoing.
40 Thus, the defender of the victim's rights (in this case, a court of
justice) is not only not
entitled to impose a capital sentence on any but the actual murderer or
murderers, but may also,
if the case warrants it, concede mitigating circumstances and refrain
from capital punishment
altogether.
41 I.e., he is avenged in this world by the retribution exacted from his
murderer, and in the life
to come, blessed by the special grace which God bestows on all who have
been slain without any
legal or moral justification (Razi). Some of the commentators, however,
relate the pronoun "he"
to the defender of the victim's rights, respectively, to the latter's
heir or next of kin, and
explain the above phrase as meaning "he is sufficiently helped by the law
of just retribution

(qisas) and should not, therefore, demand any punishment in excess of
what is equitable".
42 See surah 6, note 149.
43 Lit., "every promise shall be asked about" or "investigated".
44 Lit., "straight" (mustaglm) - a term which in the Qur'an has invariably
a spiritual or moral
connotation. Hence, as in the similar phrase in 6:152, the above
injunction applies not merely to
commercial transactions but to all dealings between man and man.

17:36
And never concern thyself with anything of which thou hast no knowledge:45 verily, [thy]
hearing and sight and heart - all of them - will be called to account for it [on Judgment Day]!
17:37
And walk not on earth with haughty self-conceit: for, verily, thou canst never rend the earth
asunder, nor canst thou ever grow as tall as the mountains! (17:38) The evil of all this is odious
in thy Sustainer's sight:46 (17:39) this is part of that knowledge of right and wrong with which
thy Sustainer has inspired thee.47
Hence, do not set up any other deity side by side with God,48 lest thou be cast into hell, blamed
[by thyself] and rejected [by Him]!
17:40
HAS, THEN, your Sustainer distinguished you by [giving you] sons, and taken unto Himself
daughters in the guise of angels?49 Verily, you are uttering a dreadful saying!
17:41
And, indeed, many facets have We given [to Our message] in this Qur'an, so that they [who deny
the truth] might take it to heart: but all this only increases their aversion. (17:42) Say: "If there
were - as some people assert [other] deities side by side with Him, surely [even] they would have
to strive to find a way unto Him who is enthroned on His almightiness?"50
45 Or: "do not follow [or "pursue"] anything...", etc. This would seem to
relate to groundless assertions
about events or people (and hence to slander or false testimony), to
statements based on guesswork
unsupported by evidence, or to interfering in social situations which one
is unable to evaluate
correctly.
46 According to some commentators, this condemnation refers to what has
been mentioned in the preceding

two verses; more probably, however, it extends to the subject-matter of
all the prohibitions whether enunciated as such or merely implied - in verses 22-37.
47 Or: "which thy Sustainer has revealed to thee". It is to be noted that
the noun hikmah, usually
signifying "wisdom", is derived from the verb hakama ("he prevented" or
"restrained [him or it]", i.e.,
from acting in an undesirable manner). Hence, the primary meaning of
hikmah is "that which prevents
one from evil or ignorant behaviour" (cf. Lane 11, 617); in its positive
sense, it signifies "[conscious]
insight into that which is most excellent" (Lisan al-'Arab, Taj al'Arus). Inasmuch as this term
refers here, in particular, to what is "odious in God's sight", it
implies moral discrimination
(or "the knowledge of right and wrong") on the part of men; and this, in
its turn, presupposes the
existence of an absolute, God-willed standard of moral values.
48 Since there is no basis for an acceptance of absolute moral values i.e., values that are independent
of time and social circumstances - without a belief in God and His
ultimate judgment, the passage
ends, as it began. with a call to a cognition of God's oneness and
uniqueness.
49 Lit., "and taken unto Himself, out of the angels, females": an allusion
to the pre-Islamic Arabian
belief that the angels - conceived of as a kind of female sub-deities were God's "daughters", and
this despite the pagan Arabs' contempt for female offspring (cf. 16:57-59
and the corresponding notes).
In its wider implication, this rhetorical question is meant to bring out
the absurdity of the
supposition that God's divinity could be projected into, or shared by,
any other being (cf. 6:100-101).
50 The term 'arsh (lit., "throne" or, more properly, "seat of power") is
used in the Qur'an to denote
God's absolute sway over all that exists; hence, the expression dhu 'l'arsh may be suitably
rendered as "He who is enthroned in His almightiness". Beyond this, the
commentators are not entirely
agreed as to the purport of the above sentence. Some take it to mean that
"had there been other deities
apart from God, they would endeavour to deprive Him of some or all of His
power, and would thus
create chaos in the universe". Others - and most prominently among them
Tabari and Ibn Kathir have a far better, though somewhat more complicated explanation to offer.
Starting from the legitimate
assumption that those who believe in the existence of other deities or
divine powers apart from God
regard them as no more than mediators between man and Him, the argument
runs thus: If those alleged

divine or semi-divine "mediators" would really exist, then it is obvious
that, being no more than
mediators, even they would have to recognize Him as the Supreme Being which would amount to admitting
that they have no power of their own but are, in the last resort,
entirely dependent on and subject
to Him: and this unavoidable conclusion implies a negation of any
divinity in those imaginary
"mediators". This being so, is it not far more reasonable for man to turn
directly to God, who is
almighty, all-seeing, all-hearing, and has therefore no need of any
mediator?

17:43
Limitless is He in His glory, and sublimely, immeasurably exalted above anything that men may
say [about Him]51 (17:44) The seven heavens52 extol His limitless glory, and the earth, and all
that they contain; and there is not a single thing but extols His limitless glory and praise: but you
[O men] fail to grasp the manner of their glorifying Him!53
Verily, He is forbearing, much-forgiving!
17:45
But [thus it is:]54 whenever thou recitest the Qur'an, We place an invisible barrier between thee
and those who will not believe in the life to come: (17:46) for, over their hearts We have laid
veils which prevent them from grasping its purport, and into their ears, deafness.55 And so,
whenever thou dost mention, while reciting the Qur'an, thy Sustainer as the one and only Divine
Being, they turn their backs [upon thee] in aversion.
17:47
We are fully aware of what they are listening for when they listen to thee:57 for when they are
secluded among themselves, lo! these wrongdoers say [unto one another], "If you were to follow
[Muhammad, you would follow] only a man bewitched!"
51 See surah 6, note 88.
52 For an explanation of this expression, see surah 2, note 20.
53 I.e., although everything in creation bears witness to the existence of
a conscious Creative
Will, man is only too often blind and deaf to this overwhelming evidence
of God's ever-present
almightiness.
54 This passage connects with verse 41 above.
55 Cf. 6:25. See also 2:7 and the corresponding note.
56 Lit., "whenever thou dost mention in the Qur'an thy Sustainer alone".

57 I.e., to find fault with the message of the Qur'an.

17:48
(48) See to what they liken thee, [O Prophet, simply] because they have gone astray and are now
unable to find a way [to the truth]! (17:49) And [thus, too,] they say, "After we will have become
bones and dust, shall we, forsooth, be raised from the dead in a new act of creation?"
17:50
Say: "[You will be raised from the dead even though] you be stones or iron (17:51) or any
[other] substance which, to your minds, appears yet farther removed [from life]!"58
And [if] thereupon they ask, "Who is it that will bring us back [to life]?" - say thou: "He who has
brought you into being in the first instance."
And [if] thereupon they shake their heads at thee [in disbelief] and ask, "When shall this be?" say thou: "It may well be soon, (17:52) on a Day when He will call you, and you will answer by
praising Him, thinking all the while that you have tarried [on earth] but a little while."59
17:53
AND TELL My servants that they should speak in the most kindly manner [unto those who do
not share their beliefs]:60 verily, Satan is always ready to stir up discord between men 61 - for,
verily, Satan is man's open foe!
17:54
Your Sustainer is fully aware of what you are [and what you deserve]: if He so wills, he will
bestow [His] grace upon you; and if He so wills, He will chastise you.
Hence, We have not sent thee [unto men, O Prophet,] with the power to determine their fate,
(17:55) seeing that thy Sustainer is fully aware of [what is in the minds of] all beings that are in
the heavens and on earth. But, indeed, We did endow some of the prophets more highly than
others63 - just as We bestowed upon David a book of divine wisdom [in token of Our grace].64
58 Lit., "or any created matter which, in your hearts, appears yet more
difficult" - i.e., even
less susceptible of having or receiving life.
59 Man's life on earth will appear to him "but as a little while" in
comparison with the unlimited
duration of the life in the hereafter (Tabari, Zamakhshari). A further
implication is that man's
concept of "time" is earthbound and, hence, has no meaning in the context
of ultimate reality. The
preceding reference to the erstwhile deniers of the possibility of
resurrection as "answering God's

call by praising Him" implies that as soon as they are resurrected they
will become fully aware of
His existence and almightiness.
60 Cf. 16:125 (and the corresponding note 149) as well as 29:46.
61 Lit., "Satan stirs up discord between them".
62 For my rendering of the term wakil, in this context, as "one who has the
power to determine
the fate [of another being]", see note 4 on verse 2 of this surah. An
alternative, equally
acceptable rendering of the above phrase would be, "We have not sent thee
charged with responsibility
for their conduct."
63 This seems to be an allusion to the role of Muhammad as the Last Prophet
(Zamakhshari, Baydawi):
despite his personal inability to "determine the fate" of the people to
whom he conveyed God's
message, that message is destined to remain alive forever.
64 I.e., just as David's "book of divine wisdom" (the Psalms) had outlived
the glory of his earthly
kingdom, so will Muhammad's message, the Qur'an, outlive all the changing
fortunes of his followers.

17:56
SAY:65 "Call upon those [beings] whom you imagine [to be endowed with divine powers] beside
Him66 and [you will find that] they have it not in their power to remove any affliction from you,
or to shift it [elsewhere]."67
17:57
Those [saintly beings] whom they invoke are themselves striving to obtain their Sustainer's
favour - [even] those among them who are closest [to Him]68 - hoping for His grace and dreading
His chastisement: for, verily, thy Sustainer's chastisement is something to beware of!
17:58
And [bear in mind:] there is no community which We will not destroy before the Day of
Resurrection,69 or chastise [even earlier, if it proves sinful,] with suffering severe: all this is laid
down in Our decree.70
17:59
And nothing has prevented Us from sending [this message, like the earlier ones,] with
miraculous signs [in its wake], save [Our knowledge] that the people of olden times [only too
often] gave the lie to them:71 thus, We provided for [the tribe of] Thamud the she-camel as a

light-giving portent, and they sinned against it.72 And never did We send those signs for any
other purpose than to convey a warning.
65 Sc., "to those who believe in the existence of any divine power apart
from God".
66 As the sequence shows, this relates to the worship of saints or angels.
67 I.e., to transfer it onto themselves: obviously an allusion to the
Christian doctrine of
"vicarious atonement".
68 I.e., the greatest of the prophets, as well as the angels.
69 I.e., since everything in this world is ephemeral and bound to perish,
man ought to be conscious
of the life to come.
70 Lit., "in the decree" - i.e., in accordance with the immutable laws
which God has laid down
for His creation.
71 This highly elliptic sentence has a fundamental bearing on the purport
of the Qur'an as a whole.
In many places the Qur'an stresses the fact that the Prophet Muhammad,
despite his being the last
and greatest of God's apostles, was not empowered to perform miracles
similar to those with which
the earlier prophets are said to have reinforced their verbal messages.
His only miracle was and
is the Qur'an itself - a message perfect in its lucidity and ethical
comprehensiveness, destined
for all times and all stages of human development, addressed not merely
to the feelings but also
to the minds of men, open to everyone, whatever his race or social
environment, and bound to remain
unchanged forever. Since the earlier prophets invariably appealed to
their own community and their
own time alone, their teachings were, of necessity, circumscribed by the
social and intellectual
conditions of that particular community and time; and since the people to
whom they addressed
themselves had not yet reached the stage of independent thinking, those
prophets stood in need of
symbolic portents or miracles (see surah 6, note 94) in order to make the
people concerned realize
the inner truth of their mission. The message of the Qur'an, on the other
hand, was revealed at
a time when mankind (and, in particular, that part of it which inhabited
the regions marked by
the earlier, Judaeo-Christian religious development) had reached a degree
of maturity which henceforth
enabled it to grasp an ideology as such without the aid of those
persuasive portents and miraculous
demonstrations which in the past, as the above verse points out, only too
often gave rise to new,

grave misconceptions.
72 See the second paragraph of 7:73 and the corresponding note 57. Although
there is absolutely no
indication in the Qur'an that the she-camel referred to was of miraculous
origin, it was meant
to be a test for the people of Thamud (cf. 54:27), and thus a "lightgiving portent" (mubsirah).

17:60
And lo! We said unto thee, [O Prophet:] "Behold, thy Sustainer encompasses all mankind [within
His knowledge and might]: and so We have ordained that the vision which We have shown
thee73 - as also the tree [of hell,] cursed in this Qur'an - shall be but a trial for men.74 Now [by
Our mentioning hell] Weconvey a warning to them: but [if they are bent on denying the truth,]
this [warning] only increases their gross, overweening arrogance."
17:61
AND LO! We said unto the angels, "Prostrate yourselves before Adam" - whereupon they all
prostrated themselves, save Iblis.75
Said he: "Shall I prostrate myself before one whom Thou hast created out of clay?" (17:62)
[And] he added: "Tell me, is this [foolish being] the one whom Thou hast exalted above me?
Indeed, if Thou wilt but allow me a respite till the Day of Resurrection, I shall most certainly
cause his descendants - all but a few - to obey me blindly!"76
73 The vision (ru'ya) mentioned here is the Prophet's experience of the
Ascension, preceded by the
Night Journey (see Appendix IV). Inasmuch as this experience was and is
open to most conflicting
interpretations and, hence, may give rise to doubts regarding its
objective reality, it becomes as stated in the sequence - "a trial for men": the weak of faith and the
superficial are shaken
in their belief in Muhammad's veracity and, thus, in his prophethood;
whereas those who firmly believe
in God see in it an extraordinary evidence of the spiritual grace which
He bestows on His chosen
ones, and are, therefore, strengthened in their faith in the message of
the Qur'an.
74 As regards "the tree cursed in this Qur'an", there is no doubt that it
is the "tree of deadly
fruit" (shajarat az-zaqqum) spoken of in 37:62 ff. and 44:43 ff. as one
of the manifestations
of hell (see 37:62-63 and the corresponding notes 22 and 23, the latter
of which explains why
this "tree" has become "a trial for men"). In the above context it is
described as "cursed"
because it obviously symbolizes hell itself. The reason why only "hell" and no other manifestation

of the hereafter - is specifically alluded to here becomes evident in the
subsequent statement
that it is meant to convey a warning.
75 For an explanation of the allegory of Adam and the angels, see 2:30-34,
7:11-18 and 15:26-41,
as well as the corresponding notes. In the present instance, as in AlA'raf and Al-Hijr, the
accent is on the contempt of Iblis for Adam (which is obviously a metonym
for the whole human race):
hence, this passage apparently connects with the end of verse 53 above "verily, Satan is man's
open foe!" The stress on man's dignity - expressed in God's commandment
to the aangels to
"prostrate themselves before Adam" - links this allegory with verses 7072.
76 Cf. 7:16-17. The verb hanaka denotes, literally, "he put a rope around
the lower jaw (hanak)
[of a horse]", i.e., in order to lead it; hence, the form ihtanaka means
"he made [another
being] follow him submissively" or "obey him blindly".

17:63
[God] answered: "Go [the way thou hast chosen]! But as for such of them as shall follow thee behold, hell will be the recompense of you (all], a recompense most ample! (17:64) Entice, then,
with thy voice such of them as thou canst, and bear upon them with all thy horses and all thy
men,77 and be their partner in [all sins relating to] worldly goods and children,78 and hold out [all
manner of] promises to them: and [they will not know that] whatever Satan promises them is but
meant to delude the mind.79
17:65
"[And yet,] behold, thou shalt have no power over [such of] My servants [as place their trust in
Me]:80 for none is as worthy of trust as thy Sustainer."
17:66
YOUR SUSTAINER is He who causes ships to move onward for you through the sea, so that
you might go about in quest of some of His bounty: verily, a dispenser of grace is He unto you.
17:67
And whenever danger befalls you at sea, all those (powers] that you are wont to invoke forsake
you, [and nothing remains for you] save Him: but as soon as He has brought you safe ashore, you
turn aside [and forget Him] - for, indeed, bereft of all gratitude is man! (17:68) Can you, then,
ever feel sure that He will not cause a tract of dry land to swallow you up, or let loose upon you a
deadly stormwind,81 whereupon you would find none to be your protector?

17:69
Or can you, perchance, feel sure that He will not make you put back to sea 82 once again, and
then let loose upon you a raging tempest and cause you to drown in requital of your ingratitude whereupon you would find none to uphold you against Us?
17:70
NOW, INDEED, We have conferred dignity on the children of Adam,83 and borne them over
land and sea, and provided for them sustenance out of the good things of life, and favoured them
far above most of Our creation: (17:71) [but] one Day We shall summon all human beings [and
judge them] according to the conscious disposition which governed their deeds [in life]:84
whereupon they whose record shall be placed in their right hand85 - it is they who will read their
record [with happiness]. Yet none shall be wronged by as much as a hair's breadth:86 (17:72) for
whoever is blind [of heart] in this [world] will be blind in the life to come [as well], and still
farther astray from the path [of truth].87
77 This is an idiomatically established metaphor, signifying "with all thy
might".
78 An allusion to possessions acquired by sinful means or spent on sinful
purposes, and to the begetting
of children through fornication or adultery. (It must, however, be
pointed out that in the ethics and
the canon law of Islam no moral stigma and no legal disability whatever
attaches to the child thus
begotten.)
79 Cf. 4:120 and the corresponding note 142.
80 I.e., "thou shalt have no real power over them", as brought out in 14:22
and 15:42.
81 Lit., "a stormwind that raises stones" (Taj al-'Arus, art. hasaba).
82 Lit., "therein".
83 I.e., by bestowing upon them the faculty of conceptual thinking (cf.
2:31 and the corresponding
note 23), which makes them superior in this respect to all other animate
beings, and even to the
angels. By stressing here this unique distinction of man, the present
passage connects with, and
continues the theme of, verse 61 above.
84 Thus Razi interprets the phrase nad'u kulla unasin bi-imamihim (lit.,
"We shall summon all human
beings by [mentioning] their leaders" or "guides"). In his opinion, the
expression imdm (lit.,
"leader" or "guide") has in this context an abstract connotation,
signifying the conscious
disposition, good or bad, which governs a person's behaviour and provides
the motives for his deeds.

This interpretation is most convincing, and particularly so in view of
the fundamental hadith
quoted in my note 32 on 53:39.
85 A symbolic image, often used in the Qur'an, denoting an acknowledgement
of righteousness in the
spiritual sense, just as the "left hand" indicates its opposite (cf.
69:19 and 25, as well as 84:7)
86 This last clause obviously applies to both the righteous and the
unrighteous. (For my above
rendering of fatil, see surah 4, note 67.)
87 Cf. 20: 124-125. This passage shows that man's life in the hereafter is
not merely conditioned by
the manner of his life on earth, but is also an organic extension of the
latter, manifested in a
natural development and intensification of previously-existing
tendencies.

17:73
AND, behold, they [who have gone astray] endeavour to tempt thee away from all [the truth]
with which We have inspired thee, [O Prophet,] with a view to making thee invent something
else in Our name - in which case they would surely have made thee their friend!88 (17:74) And
had We not made thee firm [in faith], thou might have inclined to them a little 89- (17:75) in
which case We would indeed have made thee taste double [chastisement] in life and double
[chastisement] after death,90 and thou wouldst have found none to succour thee against Us!
88 This relates to an offer of "compromise" made by the pagan Quraysh: they
demanded of the Prophet
that he give some sort of recognition to their tribal deities and
attribute this recognition to God;
in return, they promised to recognize him as a prophet and to make him
their leader. Naturally,
the Prophet rejected this offer.
89 The implication is that the Prophet's deep faith made it impossible for
him to consider anything
of this kind.
90 I.e., "for having gone astray
God, and for having, by
thy example, led thy followers
passage goes, however, beyond
the historical event or events
that any conscious offence
against a fundamental truth is

despite the revelation bestowed on thee by
astray as well". The purport of the above
to which it relates: it expresses the idea
an unforgivable sin.

17:76
And [since they see that they cannot persuade thee,] they endeavour to estrange thee from the
land [of thy birth]91 with a view to driving thee away from ,it - but, then, after thou wilt have left,

92

they themselves will not remain [in it] for more than a little while:93 (17:77) [such has been
Our] way with all of Our apostles whom We sent before thy time;94 and no change wilt thou find
in Our ways.
17:78
(78) BE CONSTANT in [thy] prayer from the time when the sun has passed its zenith till the
darkness of night, and [be ever mindful of its] recitation at dawn:95 for, behold, the recitation [of
prayer] at dawn is indeed witnessed [by all that is holy].96
17:79
And rise from thy sleep and pray during part of the night [as well], as a free offering from thee,97
and thy Sustainer may well raise thee to a glorious station [in the life to come]. (17:80) And say
[in thy prayer]: "O my Sustainer! Cause me to enter [upon whatever I may do] in a manner true
and sincere, and cause me to leave [it] in a manner true and sincere, and grant me, out of Thy
grace, sustaining strength!"
17:81
And say: "The truth has now come [to light], and falsehood has withered away: for, behold, all
falsehood is bound to wither away!"
91 It must be borne in mind that this is a Meccan surah, revealed at a time
when the persecution,
both physical and moral, which the Prophet and his followers had to
suffer at the hands of the
pagan Quraysh reached the peak of its intensity.
92 Lit., "after thee".
93 This prophecy was fulfilled a little over two years later, in the month
of Ramadan, 2 H., when
those same leaders of the Quraysh were killed in the battle of Badr.
94 I.e., the people who drove them away were invariably punished with
destruction.
95 As is evidenced by the practice (sunnah) of the Prophet, this verse
fully circumscribes the five
daily prayers laid down in Islam as obligatory for every adult man and
woman: at dawn (fajr),
shortly after the sun passes its zenith (zuhr), in the middle of the
afternoon ('asr), immediately
after sunset (maghrib), and after the night has fully set in ('isha').
Although parts of the Qur'an
should be recited in every prayer, the early morning prayer is
metonymically singled out as the
"recitation (qur'an) at dawn" because the Prophet, under divine
inspiration, used to lengthen his
recitation while praying at that time, thus stressing the special
significance of this particular

prayer. (See next note.)
96 Most of the classical commentators take this to mean "witnessed by the
angels of night as well as
those of day", since dawn is the time between night and day. Razi,
however, is of the opinion that
the "witness" to which the Qur'an refers here is the spark of God-given
illumination in man's own
soul - the heightening of his inner perception at the time when the
darkness and stillness of night
begins to give way to the life-giving light of day, so that prayer
becomes a means of attaining to
deeper insight into the realm of spiritual truths and, thus, of achieving
communion with all that
is holy.
97 Lit., "as a deed beyond that which is incumbent on thee" (nafilatan
laka)-i.e., in addition to
the five obligatory prayers. Hence, the above is not an injunction but a
recommendation, although
the Prophet himself invariably spent the greater part of the night in
prayer.

17:82
THUS, step by step, We bestow from on high through this Qur'an all that gives health [to the
spirit] and is a grace unto those who believe [in Us], the while it only adds to the ruin of
evildoers:98 (17:83) for [it often happens that] when We bestow Our blessings upon man, he
turns away and arrogantly keeps aloof [from any thought of Us]; and when evil fortune touches
him, "he abandons all hope.99
17:84
Say: "Everyone acts in a manner peculiar to himself - and your Sustainer is fully aware as to who
has chosen the best path."100
17:85
AND THEY will ask thee about [the nature of] divine inspiration.101 Say: "This inspiration
[comes] at my Sustainer's behest; and [you cannot understand its nature, O men, since] you have
been granted very little of [real] knowledge."
17:86
And if We so willed, We could indeed take away whatever We have revealed unto thee, and in
that [state of need] thou wouldst find none to plead in thy behalf before Us.102 (17:87) [Thou art
spared] only by thy Sustainer's grace: behold, His favour towards thee is great indeed!
17:88

Say: "If all mankind and all invisible beings"103 would come together with a view to producing
the like of this Qur'an, they could not produce its like even though they were to exert all their
strength in aiding one another!" (17:89) For, indeed, many facets have We given in this Qur'an to
every kind of lesson [designed] for [the benefit of] mankind!104
However, most men are unwilling to accept anything but blasphemy105 - (17:90) and so they say:
"[O Muhammad,] we shall not believe thee till thou cause a spring to gush forth for us from the
earth,106 (17:91) or thou have a garden of date-palms and vines and cause rivers to gush forth in
their midst in a sudden rush,107 (17:92) or thou cause the skies to fall down upon us in
smithereens, as thou hast threatened,108 or [till] thou bring God and the angels face to face before
us, (17:93) or thou have a house [made] of gold, or thou ascend to heaven - but nay, we would
not [even] believe in thy ascension unless thou bring down to us [from heaven] a writing which
we [ourselves] could read!"109
Say thou, [O Prophet:] "Limitless in His glory is my Sustainer!"110 Am I, then, aught but a mortal
man, an apostle?"
98 By "evildoers" are meant people who, out of self-conceit or an excessive
"love of this world"; reject
out of hand any suggestion of divine guidance - and, with it, any belief
in the existence of absolute
moral values - and in the end, as the sequence shows, fall prey to
spiritual nihilism.
99 Cf. 11:9-10 and the corresponding notes.
100 Lit., "as to who is best guided on a path".
101 For this interpretation of the term ruh, see surah 16, note 2. Some
commentators are of the opinion
that it refers here, specifically, to the revelation of the Qur'an;
others understand by it the "soul",
in particular the soul of man. This latter interpretation is, however,
unconvincing inasmuch as the
preceding as well as the subsequent verses relate explicitly to the
Qur'an and, hence, to the
phenomenon of divine revelation.
102 Lit., "to be thy guardian against [or "before"] Us" - i.e., "to provide
thee with other means of
guidance": an allusion to the fact that divine guidance is the only
source of ethics in the absolute
sense of this word. The "taking away" of revelation denotes its
alienation from the hearts and the
memory of men, as well as its disappearance in written form.
103 See Appendix III.
104 According to Raghib, the noun mathal (lit., "similitude", "parable" or
"example") is here more
or less synonymous with wasf ("description by means of a comparison",
i.e., "definition"). In its
broadest sense, this term signifies "a lesson".

105 I.e., they are unwilling to accept any idea which runs counter to their
own, blasphemous inclinations.
106 I.e., like Moses (cf. 2:60).
107 This seems to be a derisory allusion to the allegory of paradise so
often mentioned in the Qur'an.
108 Lit., "claimed": possibly a reference to the warning expressed in 34:9,
which was revealed
somewhat earlier than the present surah.
109 A reply to this demand of the unbelievers is found in verse 7 of AlAn'am, revealed - according
to Suyuti - shortly after the present surah. But the allusion to, this
and the preceding "conditions"
is not merely historical: it illustrates a widely prevalent,
psychologically contradictory attitude
of mind - a strange mixture of prima-facie scepticism and primitive
credulity which makes belief in
a prophetic message dependent on the prophet's "performing miracles" (cf.
6:37 and 109 and 7:203).
Since the only miracle granted by God to Muhammad is the Qur'an itself
(see the first part of verse
59 of this surah, as well as note 71 above), he is bidden, in the next
passage, to declare that
these demands are irrelevant and, by implication, frivolous.
110 I.e., "miracles are in the power of God alone" (cf. 6: 109 and the
corresponding note 94).

17:94
Yet whenever [God's] guidance came to them [through a prophet,] nothing has ever kept people
from believing [in him] save this their objection:111 "Would God have sent a [mere] mortal man
as His apostle?" (17:95) Say: "If angels were walking about on earth as their natural abode, We
would indeed have sent down unto them an angel out of heaven as Our apostle."
17:96
Say: "None can bear witness between me and you as God does: verily, fully aware is He of His
creatures, and He sees all [that is in their hearts]." (17:97) And he whom God guides, he alone
has found the right way; whereas for those whom He lets go astray thou canst never find anyone
to protect them from Him: and [so, when] We shall gather them together on the Day of
Resurrection, [they will lie] prone upon their faces, blind and dumb and deaf, with hell as their
goal; [and] every time [the fire] abates, We shall increase for them [its] blazing flame."112
111 Lit., "save that they said". The verb qala (as also the noun qawl) is
often used tropically
in the sense of holding or asserting an opinion or a belief; in the above
case it obviously
implies a conceptual objection.

112 The phrase "for them" is meant, I believe, to stress the individual
character of the suffering
allegorized in the Qur'an as a "blazing flame" (sa'ir). For a further
discussion of this terminology
and its philosophical implications, see Appendix I.

17:98
Such will be their requital for having rejected Our messages and having said, "After we will have
become bones and dust, shall we, forsooth, be raised from the dead in a new act of creation?"113
(17:99) Are they, then, not aware that God, who has created the heavens and the earth, has the
power to create them anew in their own likeness,114 having, beyond any doubt, set a term for
their resurrection?"115
However, all [such] evildoers are unwilling to accept anything but blasphemy!116
17:100
Say: "If you were to own' all the treasure-houses of my Sustainer's bounty,117 lo! you would still
try to hold on [to them] tightly for fear of spending [too much]: for man has always been
avaricious [whereas God is limitless in His bounty].118
17:101
AND, INDEED, We gave unto Moses nine clear messages.119
Ask, then, the children of Israel120 [to tell thee what happened] when he came unto them, [and
appealed to Pharaoh,121] and Pharaoh said unto him, "Verily, O Moses, I think that thou art full
of sorcery!"122
113 Implying that this denial of God's power to resurrect the dead
(mentioned in exactly the same
phrasing in verse 49 of this surah) is equivalent to a denial of His
almightiness and, hence, of
His Being - all of which is characterized by the words "blind and deaf
and dumb" in the preceding
verse.
114 Lit., "to create the like of them" - i.e., to resurrect them
individually, each of them having
the same identity (or "likeness") which he or she had before death.
115 Lit., "a term (ajal) for them". Since ajal denotes, primarily, "a
specified term [at which something
falls due]", it obviously relates here to the inescapable fact of
resurrection.
116 See notes 98 and 105 above.
117 Lit., "grace" (rahmah).

118 I.e., since man is, by his very nature, dependent on material
possessions, he instinctively tries
to hold on to them; God, on the other hand, is self-sufficient and,
therefore, above all need of
placing any limits on His bestowal of bounty (hence my interpolation).
This implied reference to God's
grace and bounty is necessitated by the emphasis, in the preceding as
well as in the subsequent
passages, on the fact that He has never ceased to guide man, through His
prophets, towards the good
life.
119 Some of the commentators assume that this is an allusion to the
miracles performed by Moses, while
others (relying on a Tradition quoted in the compilations of Nasa'"t, Ibn
Hanbal, Bayhagi, Ibn Majah
and Tabarani) see in it a reference to nine specific commandments or
ethical principles, the
foremost of them being a stress on God's oneness and uniqueness. In my
opinion, however, the number
"nine" may be no more than a metonym for "several", just as the numbers
"seven" and "seventy" are
often used in classical Arabic to denote "several" or "many".
120 I.e., of the present time. The whole phrase has this meaning: "Ask them
about what the
Qur'an tells us in this respect, and they will be bound to confirm it on
the basis of their
own scriptures." This "confirmation" apparently relates to what is said
in verse 104, explaining
why the story of Moses and Pharaoh has been mentioned in the present
context. (The story as such
appears in greater detail in 7:103-137 and 20:49-79.)
121 Cf. 7:105 - "let the children of Israel go with me!"
122 Or: "that thou art bewitched". However, my rendering is based on Tabari's interpretation of
the passive participle mashar, which I consider preferable in view of the
subsequent reference
to the miraculous signs granted by God to Moses.

17:102
Answered [Moses]: "Thou knowest well that none but the Sustainer of the heavens and the earth
has bestowed these [miraculous signs] from on high, as a means of insight [for thee];123 and,
verily, O Pharaoh, [since thou hast chosen to reject them;] I think that thou art utterly lost!"
17:103
And then Pharaoh resolved to wipe them off [the face of] the earth - whereupon We caused him
and all who were with him to drown [in the sea].124 (17:104) And after that We said unto the

children of Israel: "Dwell now securely on earth - but [remember that] when the promise of the
Last Day shall come to pass, We will bring you forth as [parts of] a motley crowd!"125
17:105
AND AS a guide towards the truth126 have We bestowed this [revelation] from on high; with this
[very] truth has it come down [unto thee, O Prophet]:127 for We have sent thee but as a herald of
glad tidings and a warner, (17:106) [bearing] a discourse which We have gradually unfolded,128
so that thou might read it out to mankind by stages, seeing that We have bestowed it from on
high step by step, as [one] revelation.129
123 See surah 6, note 94.
124 See surah 7, note 100.
125 According to Razi, the expression lafif denotes a human crowd composed
of innumerable heterogeneous
elements, good and bad, strong and weak, fortunate and unfortunate: in
short, it characterizes
mankind in all its aspects. It is obviously used here to refute, once
again, the idea that the
children of Israel are a "chosen people" by virtue of their Abrahamic
descent and, therefore, a
priori and invariably destined for God's grace. The Qur'an rejects this
claim by stating that on
Resurrection Day all mankind will be judged, and none will have a
privileged position.
126 Lit., "with truth" or "in truth".
127 I.e., it has come down to man, through the Prophet, without any
alteration, omission or addition.
128 Lit., "which We have divided into [consecutive] parts" or, according to
some authorities (quoted
by Razi), "set forth with clarity". The rendering adopted by me allows
for both these meanings.
129 The above verse alludes both to the historical fact that the process of
the revelation of the
Qur'an was gradual, extending over the twenty-three years of the
Prophet's ministry, and to the
fact that it is nevertheless one integral whole and can, therefore, be
properly understood only
if it is considered in its entirety - that is to say, if each of its
passages is read in the light
of all the other passages which it contains. (See also 20:114 and the
corresponding note 101.)

17:107
Say: "Believe in it or do not believe." Behold, those who are already130 endowed with [innate]
knowledge fall down upon their faces in prostration as soon as this [divine writ] is conveyed unto

them, (17:108) and say, "Limitless in His glory is our Sustainer! Verily, our Sustainer's promise
has been fulfilled!"131
17:109
And so they fall down upon their faces, weeping, and [their consciousness of God's grace]
increases their humility. (17:110) Say: "Invoke God, or invoke the Most Gracious: by whichever
name you invoke Him, [He is always the One - for] His are all the attributes of perfection.132
And [pray unto Him; yet] be not too loud in thy prayer nor speak it in too low a voice, but follow
a way in-between; (17:111) and say: "All praise is due to God, who begets no offspring,"133 and
has no partner in His dominion, and has no weakness, and therefore no need of any aid"134 - and
[thus] extol His limitless greatness.
130 Lit., "before it" - i.e., before the Qur'an as such has come within
their ken.
131 This may be an allusion to the many Biblical predictions of the advent
of the Prophet Muhammad,
especially to Deuteronomy xviii, 15 and 18 (cf. surah 2, note 33). In its
wider sense, however,
the "fulfilment of God's promise" relates to His bestowal of a definitive
revelation, the Qur'an,
henceforth destined to guide man at all stages of his spiritual, cultural
and social development.
132 For an explanation of the expression al-asma' al-husna (lit., "the most
perfect [or "most goodly"]
names"), see surah 7, note 145. The epithet ar-rahman - rendered by me
throughout as "the Most
Gracious" - has an intensive significance, denoting the unconditional,
all-embracing quality and
exercise of grace and mercy, and is applied exclusively to God, "who has
willed upon Himself the
law of grace and mercy" (6:12 and 54).
133 Lit., "who has not taken unto Himself for "begotten"] a son" - i.e.,
who is free of the imperfection
inherent in the concept of begetting a child as an extension of one's own
being. Since this statement
not merely refutes the Christian doctrine of Jesus as "the son of God"
but, beyond that, stresses
the logical impossibility of connecting such a concept with God, the
clause is best rendered in
the present tense, and the noun walad in its primary sense of
"offspring", which applies to a child
of either sex.
134 Lit., "and has no protector [to aid Him] on account of any [supposed]
weakness [on His per)".

The Eighteenth Surah
Al-Kahf (The Cave)

Mecca Period

THIS SURAH - revealed immediately before An-Nahl ("The Bee"), i.e., in the last year of the
Mecca" period - is almost entirely devoted to a series of parables or allegories built around the
theme of \ faith in God versus an undue attachment to the life of this world; and the key-phrase
of the whole surah is the statement in verse 7, "We have willed that all beauty on earth be a
means by which we put men to a test" - an idea that is most clearly formulated in the parable of
the rich man and the poor man (verses 32-44).
The story of the Men of the Cave - from which the surah takes its title - illustrates (in verses 1320) the principle of world-abandonment for the sake of faith, and is deepened into an allegory of
death, resurrection and spiritual awakening. In the story of Moses and the unnamed sage (verses
60-82) the theme of spiritual awakening undergoes a significant variation: it is shifted to the
plane of man's intellectual life and his search after ultimate truths. Appearance and reality are
shown to be intrinsically different - so different that only mystic insight can reveal to us what is
apparent and what is real. And, finally, the allegory of Dhu'l-Qarnayn, "the Two-Horned One",
tells us that world-renunciation is not, in itself, a necessary complement of one's faith in God: in
other words, that worldly life and power need not conflict with spiritual righteousness so long as
we remain conscious of the ephemeral nature of all works of man and of our ultimate
responsibility to Him who is above all limitations of time and appearance. And so the surah ends
with the words: "Hence, whoever looks forward to meeting his Sustainer, let him do righteous
deeds, and let him not ascribe unto anyone or anything a share in the worship due to his
Sustainer."
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
18:1
ALL PRAISE is due to God, who has bestowed. this divine writ from on high upon His servant,
and has not allowed any deviousness to obscure its meaning:1 (18:2) [a divine writ] unerringly
straight, meant to warn [the godless] of a severe punishment from Him, and to give unto the
believers who do good works the glad tiding that theirs shall be a goodly reward -(18:3) [a state
of bliss] in which they shall dwell beyond the count of time.
18:4
Furthermore, [this divine writ is meant] to warn all those who assert, "God has taken unto
Himself a son." (18:5) No knowledge whatever have they of Him,2 and neither had their
forefathers: dreadful is this saying that comes out of their mouths, [and] nothing but falsehood do
they utter!
18:6
But wouldst thou, perhaps,3 torment thyself to death with grief over them if they are not willing
to believe in this message?4

1 Lit., "and has not given it any deviousness". The term 'iwaj signifies
"crookedness", "tortuousness"
or "deviation" (e.g., from a path), as well as "distortion" or
"deviousness" in the abstract sense
of these words. The above phrase is meant to establish the direct,
unambiguous character of the
Qur'an and to stress its freedom from all obscurities and internal
contradictions: cf. 4:82 "Had it issued from any but God, they would surely have found in it many
an inner contradiction!"
2 Most of the classical commentators (and, as far as I am aware, all the
earlier translators of the
Qur'an) relate the pronoun in bihi to the assertion that "God has taken
unto Himself a son", and
hence take the phrase to mean, "They have no knowledge of it", i.e., no
knowledge of such a happening.
However, this interpretation is weak inasmuch as absence of knowledge
does not necessarily imply an
objective negation of the fact to which it relates. It is, therefore,
obvious that bihi cannot
signify "of it": it signifies "of Him", and relates to God. Hence, the
phrase must be rendered as
above - meaning that they who make such a preposterous claim have no real
knowledge of Him, since
they attribute to the Supreme Being something that is attributable only
to created imperfect beings.
This interpretation is supported, in an unequivocal manner, by Tabari
and, as an alternative, by
Baydawi.
3 Lit., "it may well be that thou wilt...", etc. However, the particle
la'alla does not, in this
context, indicate a possibility but, rather, a rhetorical question
implying a reproach for the
attitude referred to (Maraghl XIII, 116).
4 This rhetorical question is addressed, in the first instance, to the
Prophet, who was deeply distressed
by the hostility which his message aroused among the pagan Meccans, and
suffered agonies of
apprehension regarding their spiritual fate. Beyond that, however, it
applies to everyone who, having
become convinced of the truth of an ethical proposition, is dismayed at
the indifference with
which his social environment reacts to it.

18:7
Behold, We have willed that all beauty on earth be a means by which We put men to a test,5
[showing] which of them are best in conduct; (18:8) and, verily, [in time] We shall reduce all
that is on it to barren dust!

[AND SINCE the life of this world is but a test,]6 dost thou [really] think that [the parable of] the
Men of the Cave and of [their devotion to] the scriptures could be deemed more wondrous than
any [other] of Our messages?7
5 Lit., "We have made all that exists on earth as its adornment in order
that We might put them
[i.e., all human beings] to a test": meaning that God lets them reveal
their real characters in
their respective attitudes - moral or immoral - towards the material
goods and benefits which the
world offers them. In further analysis, this passage implies that the
real motive underlying men's
refusal to believe in God's spiritual message (see preceding verse) is
almost always their
excessive, blind attachment to the good of this world, combined with a
false pride in what they
regard as their own achievements (cf. 16:22 and the corresponding note
15).
6 This interpolation establishes the elliptically implied connection
between the long passage that
follows and the preceding two verses.
7 Lit., "that the Men of the Cave... were more wondrous...", etc. - the
implication being that the
allegory or parable based on this story is entirely in tune with the
ethical doctrine propounded
in the Qur'an as a whole, and therefore not "more wondrous" than any
other of its statements. As regards the story of the Men of the Cave as such most of the
commentators incline to the view
that it relates to a phase in early Christian history - namely, the
persecution of the Christians
by Emperor Decius in the third century. Legend has it that some young
Christians of Ephesus,
accompanied by their dog, withdrew into a secluded cave in order to be
able to live in accordance
with their faith, and remained there, miraculously asleep for a great
length of time (according
to some accounts, referred to in verse 25 of this surah, for about three
centuries). When they
finally awoke - unaware of the long time during which they had lain
asleep - they sent one of their
company to the town to purchase some food. In the meantime the situation
had changed entirely:
Christianity was no longer persecuted and had even become the official
religion of the Roman Empire.
The ancient coin (dating from the reign of Decius) with which the young
man wanted to pay for his
purchases immediately aroused curiosity; people began to question the
stranger, and the story of
the Men of the Cave and their miraculous sleep came to light.
As already mentioned, the majority of the classical commentators rely on
this Christian legend in

their endeavour to interpret the Qur'anic reference (in verses 9-26) to
the Men of the Cave. It
seems, however, that the Christian formulation of this theme is a later
development of a much older
oral tradition - a tradition which, in fact, goes back to pre-Christian,
Jewish sources. This is
evident from several well-authenticated ahadith (mentioned by all the
classical commentators),
according to which it was the Jewish rabbis (ahbar) of Medina who induced
the Meccan opponents of
Muhammad to "test his veracity" by asking him to explain, among other
problems, the story of the
Men of the Cave. Referring to these ahadith, Ibn Kathir remarks in his
commentary on verse 13 of
this surah: "It has been said that they were followers of Jesus the son
of Mary, but God knows it
better: it is obvious that they lived much earlier than the Christian
period - for, had they been
Christians, why should the Jewish rabbis have been intent on preserving
their story, seeing that
the Jews had cut themselves off from all friendly communion with them
[i.e., the Christians]?" We
may, therefore, safely assume that the legend of the Men of the Cave stripped of its Christian
garb and the superimposed Christian background - is, substantially, of
Jewish origin. If we discard
the later syncretic additions and reduce the story to its fundamentals voluntary withdrawal from
the world, agelong "sleep" in a secluded cave and a miraculous
"awakening" after an indeterminate
period of time - we have before us a striking allegory relating to a
movement which played an
important role in Jewish religious history during the centuries
immediately preceding and following
the advent of Jesus: namely, the ascetic Essene Brotherhood (to which, as
I have pointed out in note
42 on 3:52, Jesus himself may have belonged), and particularly that of
its branches which lived
in self-imposed solitude in the vicinity of the Dead Sea and has
recently, after the discovery of
the Dead Sea Scrolls, come to be known as the "Qumran community". The
expression ar-raqim occurring
in the above Qur'an-verse (and rendered by me as "scriptures") lends
strong support to this theory.
As recorded by Tabari, some of the earliest authorities - and
particularly Ibn 'Abbas - regarded
this expression as synonymous with marqum ("something that is written")
and hence with kitab
("a writ" or "a scripture"); and Razi adds that "all rhetoricians and
Arabic philologists assert
that ar-raqim signifies [the same as] al-kitab". Since it is historically
established that the members
of the Qumran community - the strictest group among the Essenes - devoted
themselves entirely to
the study, the copying and the preservation of the sacred scriptures, and
since they lived in complete

seclusion from the rest of the world and were highly admired for their
piety and moral purity, it
is more than probable that their mode of life made so strong an
impression on the imagination of
their more worldly co-religionists that it became gradually allegorized
in the story of the Men
of the Cave who "slept" - that is, were cut off from the outside world for countless years,
destined to be "awakened" after their spiritual task was done.
But whatever the source of this legend, and irrespective of whether it is
of Jewish or Christian
origin, the fact remains that it is used in the Qur'an in a purely
parabolic sense: namely, as an
illustration of God's power to bring about death (or "sleep") and
resurrection (or "awakening');
and, secondly, as an allegory of the piety that induces men to abandon a
wicked or frivolous world
in order to keep their faith unsullied, and of God's recognition of that
faith by His bestowal of
a spiritual awakening which transcends time and death.

18:10
When those youths took refuge in the cave, they prayed: "O our Sustainer! Bestow on us grace
from Thyself, and endow us, whatever our [outward] condition, with consciousness of what is
right!"8 (18:11) And thereupon We veiled their ears in the cave9 for many a year, (18:12) and
then We awakened them:10 [and We did all this] so that We might mark out [to the world]11
which of the two points of view showed a better comprehension of the time-span during which
they had remained in this state.12
8 Lit., "and provide for us, out of our condition (min amrina),
consciousness of what is right" which latter phrase gives the meaning of the term rushd in this context.
This passage is a kind of
introduction to the allegory of the Men of the Cave, giving a broad
outline of what is expounded
more fully in verses 13 ff.
9 I.e., God caused them to remain cut off - physically or metaphorically from the sounds and
the bustle of the outside world. The classical commentators take the
above phrase to mean that
God "veiled their ears with sleep".
10 Or: "sent them forth" - which may indicate a return to the active life
of this world.
11 Lit., "so that We might take cognizance of": but since God embraces all
past, present and future
with His knowledge, His "taking cognizance" of an event denotes His
causing it to come into being
and, thus, allowing it to become known by His creatures: hence. "marking
it out" to the world.

12 Lit., "which of the two parties" - alluding, metonymically, to the two
viewpoints mentioned in
verse 19 below - "was better at computing the time-span...", etc.: it
should, however, be borne in
mind that the verb ahsa does not merely signify "he computed" or
"reckoned", but also "he understood"
or "comprehended" (Taj al-'Arus). Since a "computing" of the time which
those seekers after truth
had spent in the cave could have no particular bearing on the ethical
implications of this parable,
ahsa has here obviously the meaning of "better at comprehending" or
"showing a better comprehension" namely, of the spiritual meaning of the time-lapse between their "falling
asleep" and their
"awakening" (see note 25 below).

18:13
[And now] We shall truly relate to thee their story:13
Behold, they were young men who had attained to faith in their Sustainer: and [so] We deepened
their consciousness of the right way14 (18:14) and endowed their hearts with strength, so that
they stood up15 and said [to one another]: "Our Sustainer is the Sustainer of the heavens and the
earth. Never shall we invoke any deity other than Him: [if we did,] we should indeed have
uttered an enormity! (18:15) These people of ours have taken to worshipping [other] deities
instead of Him, without being able to16 adduce any reasonable evidence in support of their
beliefs;17 and who could be more wicked than he who invents a lie about God?18 (18:16) Hence,
now that you have withdrawn from them and from all that they worship instead of God, take
refuge in that cave: God will spread His grace over you, and will endow you - whatever your
[outward] condition - with all that your souls may need!19
13 I.e., without the many legendary embellishments which, in times past,
have obscured the purport
of this story or parable.
14 Lit., "We increased [or "advanced"] them in guidance".
15 Lit., "when they stood up" - i.e., stood up to their misguided fellowmen, or to the rulers
who persecuted the believers (see note 7).
16 Lit., "Why do they not...", etc., in the form of a rhetorical query
introducing a new sentence.
17 Lit., "any clear evidence [or "authority"] in their support". The
adjective bayyin ("clear",
"obvious", "manifest") implies an evidence accessible to reason.
18 I.e., invents imaginary deities and thus gives the lie to the truth of
His oneness and uniqueness,
or even denies His existence altogether.

19 The term mirfaq signifies "anything by which one benefits", whether
concrete or abstract; in
this context it has obviously a spiritual connotation, marking the young
men's abandonment of the
world and withdrawal into utter seclusion.

18:17
And [for many a year] thou might have seen the sun, on its rising, incline away from their cave
on the right, and, on its setting, turn aside from them on the left, while they lived on in that
spacious chamber,20 [bearing witness to] this of God's messages: He whom God guides, he alone
has found the right way; whereas for him whom He lets go astray thou canst never find any
protector who would point out the right way.
18:18
And thou wouldst have thought that they were awake, whereas they lay asleep. And We caused
them to turn over repeatedly, now to the right, now to the left; and their dog [lay] on the
threshold, its forepaws outstretched. Hadst thou come upon them [unprepared], thou wouldst
surely have turned away from them in flight, and wouldst surely have been filled with awe of
them.21
18:19
And so, [in the course of time,] We awakened them;22 and they began to ask one another [as to
what had happened to them].23
One of them asked: "How long have you remained thus?"
[The others] answered: "We have remained thus a day, or part of a day."24
Said they [who were endowed with deeper insight]: "Your Sustainer knows best how long you
have thus remained.25 Let, then, one of you go with these silver coins to the town, and let him
find out what food is purest there, and bring you thereof [some] provisions. But let him behave
with great care and by no means make anyone aware of you: (18:20) for, behold, if they should
come to know of you, they might stone you to death or force you back to their faith - in which
case you would never attain to any good!"26
20 Lit., "while they were in a broad cleft thereof". The cave evidently
opened to the north, so that
the heat of the sun never disturbed them: and this, I believe is an echo
of the many Qur'anic
allusions to the happiness of the righteous in paradise, symbolized by
its "everlasting shade"
(see, in particular, surah 4, note 74, on the metaphorical use of the
term zill in the sense
of "happiness").

21 I.e., an accidental onlooker would immediately have felt the mystic,
awe-inspiring aura that
surrounded the Men of the Cave, and would have become conscious that he
stood before God's elect
(Tabari, Razi, Ibn Kathir, Baydawi).
22 See note 10 above.
23 It seems to me that the prefix li in li-yatasa'alu (which most
commentators take to mean "so that
they might ask one another") is not a particle denoting a purpose ("so
that") but, rather, a
lam al-aqibah - that is, a particle indicating no more than a causal
sequence - which in this
context may be brought out by the phrase "and they began...", etc.
24 Cf. 2:259, where exactly the same question is asked and exactly the same
wondering answer is
given in the parable of the man whom God caused to be dead for a hundred
years and thereupon brought
back to life. The striking verbal identity of question and answer in the
two passages is obviously
not accidental: it points, in a deliberately revealing manner, to the
identity of the idea
underlying these two allegories: namely, God's power to "bring forth the
living out of that which
is dead, and the dead out of that which is alive" (3:27, 6:95, 10:31,
30:19), i.e.. to create
life, to cause it to disappear and then to resurrect it. Beyond this, the
above verse alludes to
the deceptive, purely earthbound character of the human concept of
"time".
25 I.e., they understood - in contrast to their companions, who were merely
concerned about
what had "actually" happened to them - that the lapse of time between
their "falling asleep" and
their "awakening" had no reality of its own and no meaning, just as it
has no reality or meaning
in connection with a human being's death and subsequent resurrection (cf.
17:52 and the corresponding
note 59): and this explains the reference to the "two viewpoints" (lit.,
"two parties") in verse
12 above.
26 During their "sleep", time had stood still for the Men of the Cave, and
so they assumed that the
outside world had remained unchanged and was, as before, hostile to them.
- At this point, the
story as such ends abruptly (for, as we know, the Qur'an is never
concerned with narratives for
their own sake) and is revealed in the sequence as an allegory of death
and resurrection and of
the relativity of "time" as manifested in man's consciousness.

18:21

AND IN THIS way27 have We drawn [people's] attention to their story, so that they might know
- whenever they debate among themselves as to what happened to those [Men of the Cave]29 that God's promise [of resurrection] is true, and that there can be no doubt as to [the coming of]
the Last Hour.
And so, some [people] said: "Erect a building in their memory;30 God knows best what happened
to them." Said they whose opinion prevailed in the end: "Indeed, we must surely raise a house of
worship in their memory!"
18:22
[And in times to come] some will say,31 "[They were] three, the fourth of them being their dog,"
while others will say, "Five, with their dog as the sixth of them" - idly guessing at something of
which they can have no knowledge - and [so on, until] some will say, "[They were] seven, the
eighth of them being their dog."
Say: "My Sustainer knows best how many they were. None but a few have any [real] knowledge
of them. Hence, do not argue about them otherwise than by way of an obvious argument,32 and
do not ask any of those [story-tellers] to enlighten thee about them."
27 I.e., by means of the legend which has grown up around the Men of the
Cave and, more particularly,
by means of the allegoric use which the Qur'an makes of this legend.
28 Lit., "given knowledge about them [to others]".
29 Lit., "debate their case (amrahum) among themselves": an indication of
the fact that the legend
of the Men of the Cave occupied men's minds for a long time, leading to
many discussions and
conflicting interpretations. The next sentence explains why God has
"drawn [people's] attention"
to this story in the context of the Qur'an.
30 This, to my mind, is the meaning of the expression 'alayhim (lit., "over
them") occurring here
as well as in the subsequent reference to the building of a house of
worship at the suggestion
of those "whose opinion prevailed in the end" (alladhina ghalabu 'ala
amrihim).
31 The future tense in sayaqulun points once again to the legendary
character of the story as such,
and implies that all speculation about its details is irrelevant to its
parabolic, ethical purport.

18:23
AND NEVER say about anything, "Behold, I shall do this tomorrow," (18:24) without (adding],
"if God so wills."33 And if thou shouldst forget [thyself at the time, and become aware of it later],

call thy Sustainer to mind and say: "I pray that my Sustainer guide me, even closer than this, to a
consciousness of what is right!"
18:25
AND [some people assert], "They remained in their cave three hundred years"; and some have
added nine [to that number].34 (18:26) Say: "God knows best how long they remained [there].
His [alone] is the knowledge of the hidden reality of the heavens and the earth: how well does He
see and hear! No guardian have they apart from Him, since He allots to no one a share in His
rule!"
18:27
AND CONVEY [to the world] whatever has been revealed to thee of thy Sustainer's writ. There
is nothing that could alter His words;35 and thou canst find no refuge other than with Him.
(18:28) And contain thyself in patience by the side of all who at morn and at evening invoke
their Sustainer, seeking His countenance, and let not thine eyes pass beyond them in quest of the
beauties of this world's life;36 and pay no heed to any whose heart We have rendered heedless of
all remembrance of Us37 because he had always followed [only] his own desires, abandoning all
that is good and true.38
Verily, for all who sin against themselves [by rejecting Our truth]39 We have readied a fire
whose billowing folds will encompass them from all sides;40 and if they beg for water, they will
be given water [hot] like molten lead, which will scald their faces: how dreadful a drink, and
how evil a place to rest!
32 I.e., for the sake of the self-evident ethical lesson to be derived from
their story: an
allusion to the first paragraph of verse 21 above.
33 According to almost all of the commentators, this parenthetic passage
(verses 23-24) is primarily
addressed to the Prophet, who, on being asked by some of the pagan
Quraysh as to what "really"
happened to the Men of the Cave, is said to have replied, "I shall give
you my answer tomorrow" whereupon revelation was temporarily withheld from him in token of God's
disapproval; in the
second instance, this exhortation expresses a general principle addressed
to all believers.
34 This obviously connects with the "idle guesses" mentioned in the first
paragraph of verse 22 above guesses refuted by the subsequent statements, "My Sustainer knows best
how many they were" in
verse 22, and "God knows best how long they remained [there]" in verse
26. This was, in particular,
the view of 'Abd Allah ibn Mas'ud, whose copy of the Qur'an is said to
have contained the words,
"And they [i.e., some people] said, 'They remained...'," etc. (which was
probably a marginal,

explanatory remark added by Ibn Mas'ud), as well as of Qatadah and of
Matar al-Warraq (Tabari,
Zamakhshari and Ibn Kathir). My interpolation, at the beginning of the
verse, of the words "some
people asserted" is based on the word qalu ("they said") used by Ibn
Mas'ud in his marginal note.
35 According to Razi, it is on this passage, among others, that the great
Qur'an-commentator Abu
Muslim al-Isfahani based his rejection of the so-called "doctrine of
abrogation" discussed in
my note 87 on 2:106.
36 For an explanation of this verse, see 6:52 and the corresponding note
4l.
37 See surah 2, note 7. Zamakhshari and Razi explain the verb aghfalna agreeably with Qur'anic
doctrine - as meaning "whom We have found to be heedless". (See also my
note 4 on the second
part of 14:4.)
38 Lit., "and whose case (amr) was one of abandonment of [or "transgression
against"] all bounds
[of what is right]".(29) And say: "The truth [has now come] from your
Sustainer: let, then, him
who wills, believe in it, and let him who wills, reject it."
39 Thus Razi explains the expression az-zalimun (lit., "the evildoers") in
the above context.
40 The expression suradiq - rendered by me as "billowing folds" - literally
denotes an awning or the
outer covering of a tent, and alludes here to the billowing "walls of
smoke" that will surround
the sinners (Zamakhshari): a symbolism meant to stress the inescapability
of their suffering
in the hereafter (Razi).

18:30
[But,] behold, as for those who attain to faith and do righteous deeds - verily, We do not fail to
requite any who persevere in doing good: (18:31) theirs shall be gardens of perpetual bliss [gardens] through which running waters flow - wherein they will be adorned with bracelets of
gold and will wear green garments of silk and brocade, [and] wherein upon couches they will
recline:41 how excellent a recompense, and how goodly a place to rest!
18:32
AND PROPOUND unto them the parable of two men, upon one of whom We had bestowed two
vinyards, and surrounded them with date-palms, and placed a field of grain in-between.42 (18:33)
Each of the two gardens yielded its produce and never failed therein in any way, for We had

caused a stream to gush forth in the midst of each of them. (18:34) And so [the man] had fruit in
abundance.
And [one day] he said to his friend, bandying words with him, "More wealth have I than thou,
and mightier am I as regards [the number and power of my] followers!"
41 Like all other Qur'anic descriptions of happenings in the hereafter, the
above reference to the
"adornment" of the believers with gold and jewels and silk (cf. similar
passages in 22:23, 35:33
and 76:21) and their "reclining upon couches (ara'ik)" is obviously an
allegory - in this case,
an allegory of the splenddour, the ever-fresh life (symbolized by "green
garments"), and the restful
fulfilment that awaits them in result of the many acts of self-denial
which their faith had imposed
on them during their earthly life. - Referring to the symbolism of these
joys of paradise, - Razi
draws our attention to the difference in the construction of the two
parts of this clause: the first
part is in the passive form ("they will be adorned...") and the second,
in the active ("they will
wear..."). In his opinion, the active form alludes to what the righteous
will have earned by virtue
of their deeds, whereas the passive form denotes all that will be
bestowed on them by God above
and beyond their deserts.
42 This parable connects with verses 7-8 of this surah, and serves as an
illustration of the
statement that "all beauty on earth is a means by which God puts men to a
test".

18:35
And having [thus] sinned against himself, he entered his garden, saying, "I do not think that this
will ever perish! (18:36) And neither do I think that the Last Hour will ever come. But even if [it
should come, and] I am brought before my Sustainer,43 I will surely find something even better
than this as [my last] resort!"
18:37
And his friend answered him in the course of their argument: "Wilt thou blaspheme against Him
who has created thee out of dust,44 and then out of a drop of sperm, and in the end has fashioned
thee into a [complete] man? (18:38) But as for myself, [I know that] He is God, my Sustainer;
and I cannot attribute divine powers to any but my Sustainer."45
18:39
And [he continued:] "Alas,46 if thou hadst but said, on entering thy garden, 'Whatever God wills
[shall come to pass, for] there is no power save with God!' Although, as thou seest, I have less

wealth and offspring than thou, (18:40) yet it may well be that my Sustainer will give me
something better than thy garden - just as He may let loose a calamity out of heaven upon this
[thy garden], so that it becomes a heap of barren dust (18:41) or its water sinks deep into the
ground, so that thou wilt never be able to find it again!"
18:42
And [thus it happened:] his fruitful gardens were encompassed [by ruin], and there he was,
wringing his hands over all that he had spent on that which now lay waste, with its trellises caved
in; and he could but say, "Oh, would that I had not attributed divine powers to any but my
Sustainer!" (18:43) - for now he had nought47 to succour him in God's stead, nor could he
succour himself.
43 Lit., "brought back [or "referred"] to my Sustainer" - i.e., for
judgment.
44 See second half of note 47 on 3:59, and note 4 orr 23:12.
45 Lit., "I shall not for "do not"] associate anyone [or "anything"] with
my Sustainer" - i.e.,
"I cannot associate in my mind wealth or poverty with any power or
creative cause other than
Him" (Qiffal, as quoted by Razi).
46 For an explanation of my rendering of law-la as "alas", see note 119 on
10:98.
47 Lit., "he had no host whatever".

18:44
For thus it is: all protective power belongs to God alone, the True One. He is the best to grant
recompense, and the best to determine what is to be.48
18:45
AND PROPOUND unto them the parable of the life of this world: [it is] like the water which We
send down from the skies, and which is absorbed by the plants of the earth: but [in time] they
turn into dry stubble which the winds blow freely about.
And it is God [alone] who determines all things. (18:46) Wealth and children are an adornment
of this, world's life: but good deeds, the fruit whereof endures forever, are of far greater merit in
thy Sustainer's sight, and a far better source of hope.49
18:47
Hence, [bear in mind] the Day, on which We shall cause the mountains to disappear and thou
shalt behold the earth void and bare: for [on that Day] We will [resurrect the dead and] gather
them all together, leaving out none of them. (18:48) And they will be lined up before thy

Sustainer, [and He will say:50] "Now, indeed, you have come unto Us [in a lonely state], even as
We created you in the first instance51 - although you were wont to assert that We would never
appoint for you a meeting [with Us]!"
18:49
And the record [of everyone's deeds] will be laid open; and thou wilt behold the guilty filled with
dread at what [they see] therein; and they will exclaim: "Oh, woe unto us! What a record is this!
It leaves out nothing, be it small or great, but takes everything into account!"
For they will find all that they ever wrought [now] facing them, and [will know that] thy
Sustainer does not wrong anyone.
18:50
AND [remember that] when We told the angels, "Prostrate yourselves before Adam,"52 they all
prostrated themselves, save Iblis: he [too] was one of those invisible beings,53 but then he turned
away from his Sustainer's command. Will you, then, take him and his cohorts54 for (your],
masters instead of Me, although they are your foe? How vile an exchange on the evildoers'
part!55
48 Lit., "the best as regards the consequence".
49 Lit., "are better in thy Sustainer's sight - as regards merit, and
better as regards hope".
The expression al-baqiyat as-salihat ("good deeds, the fruit whereof
endures forever") occurs in
the Qur'an twice - in the above verse as well as in 19:76.
50 I.e., to those who in their lifetime denied the truth of resurrection.
51 Cf. 6: 94.
52 This short reference to the oft-repeated allegory of God's command to
the angels to "prostrate
themselves before Adam" is meant, in the above context, to stress man's
inborn faculty of conceptual
thinking (see 2:31-34 and the corresponding notes) and, thus, his ability
and obligation to
discern between right and wrong. Since man's deliberate choice of a
morally wrong course - of
which the preceding passages speak - is almost invariably due to his
exaggerated attachment to
the allurements of worldly life, attention is drawn here to the fact that
this attachment is the
means by which Satan (or Iblis) induces man to forgo all moral
considerations and thus brings
about his spiritual ruin.
53 Denoting, in this instance, the angels (see Appendix III).
54 Lit., "his offspring" - a metonym for all who follow him.

55 Lit., "for the evildoers". As regards Satan's symbolic "rebellion"
against God, see note 26 on
2:34 and note 31 on 15:41.

18:51
I did not make them witnesses of the creation of the heavens and the earth, nor of the creation of
their own selves;56 and neither do I [have any need to] take as My helpers those [beings] that lead
[men] astray.57
18:52
Hence, [bear in mind] the Day on which He will say, "Call [now] unto those beings whom you
imagined to have a share in My divinity!"58 - whereupon they will invoke them, but those
[beings] will not respond to them: for We shall have placed between them an unbridgeable
gulf.59
18:53
And those who were lost in sin will behold the fire, and will know that they are bound to fall into
it, and will find no way of escape therefrom.
18:54
THUS, INDEED, have We given in this Qur'an many facets to every kind of lesson [designed]
for [the benefit of] mankind.60
However, man is, above all else, always given to contention: (18:55) for, what is there to keep
people from attaining to faith now that guidance has come unto them, and from asking their
Sustainer to forgive them their sins - unless it be [their wish] that the fate of the [sinful] people of
ancient times should befall them [as well], or that the [ultimate] suffering should befall them in
the hereafter?61
56 I.e., "since they are but created beings, and not co-existent with Me,
how can you take them for
your masters?" - an allusion to the beings, real or imaginary, to which
men ascribe divine qualities,
either consciously or (as in the case of one's submission to the
"whisperings of Satan") by
subconscious implication.
57 Since God is almighty, all-knowing and self-sufficient, the belief that
any being or power could
have a "helping" share in His divinity, or could "mediate" between Him
and man, causes the latter
to go utterly astray.
58 Lit., "those partners of Mine whom you supposed [to exist]": see note 15
on 6:22.

59 Or: "a gulf [or "a barrier"] of perdition": an allusion to the wide gulf
of unreality that separates
those sinners from the blasphemous figments of their imagination or, more
probably, the gulf that
separates them from the saintly persons whom they were wont to worship
despite the fact that the
latter had never made any claim to divine status (Zamakhshari and Razi in
one of their alternative
interpretations, with specific mention of Jesus and Mary).
60 Cf. note 104 on 17:89, explaining my translation of mathal, in this
context, as "lesson".
61 Lit., "face to face" or "in the future" (Zamakhshari)-: both these
meanings of qubulan being
comprised in the concept of "the hereafter" or "the life to come".

18:56
But We send [Our] message-bearers only as heralds of glad tidings and as warners - whereas
those who are bent on denying the truth contend [against them] with fallacious arguments, so as
to render void the truth thereby, and to make My messages and warnings a target of their
mockery.
18:57
And who could be more wicked than he to whom his Sustainer's messages are conveyed and who
thereupon turns away from them, forgetting all [the evil] that his hands may have wrought? 62
Behold, over their hearts have We laid veils which prevent them from grasping the truth, and into
their ears, deafness; and though thou call them onto the right path,63 they will never allow
themselves to be guided.
18:58
Yet, [withal,] thy Sustainer is the Truly-Forgiving One, limitless in His grace. Were He to take
them [at once] to task for whatever [wrong] they commit, He would indeed bring about their
speedy punishment [then and there]:64 but nay, they have a time-limit beyond which they shall
find no redemption65 - (18:59) as [was the case with all] those communities that We destroyed
when they went on and on doing wrong:66 for We had set a time-limit for their destruction.
18:60
AND LO!67, [In the course of his wanderings,] Moses said to his servant:68 "I shall not give up
until I reach the junction of the two seas, even if I [have to] spend untold years [in my quest]!"
62 I.e., persevering in his unrighteous behaviour (Razi).
63 Lit., "to guidance".

64 Lit., "He would indeed hasten the punishment for them - the implication
being that He invariably
allows them time to repent and mend their ways.
65 Cf. somewhat similar passages in 16:61 and 35:45. The "time-limit"
(maw'id) signifies, in this
context, the end of the sinners' life on earth or - as in the next verse
- the "point of no return"
beyond which God does not allow them to sin with impunity.
66 Lit., "when [or "after"] they had been doing wrong" - i.e., persistently
and for a long time.
67 The particle idh (which usually signifies "when", but is, I believe,
properly rendered here as
"lo!") often serves in the Qur'an to draw attention to a sudden turn in
the discourse, without,
however, involving a break in the continuity of thought. In this
instance, it evidently marks a
connection with verse 54 above ("many facets have We given in this Qur'an
to every kind of lesson
[designed] for [the benefit of] mankind"), and introduces an allegory
meant to illustrate the fact
that knowledge, and particularly spiritual knowledge, is inexhaustible,
so that no human being not even a prophet - can ever claim to possess answers to all the
questions that perplex man
throughout his life. (This idea is brought out fully in the last two
verses of this surah.)
The subsequent parable of Moses and his quest for knowledge (verses 6082) has become, in the course
of time, the nucleus of innumerable legends with which we are not
concerned here. We have, however,
a Tradition on the authority of Ubayy ibn Ka'b (recorded in several
versions by Bukhari, Muslim
and Tirmidhi), according to which Moses was rebuked by God for having
once asserted that he was the
wisest of all men, and was subsequently told through revelation that a
"servant of God" who lived
at the "junction of the two seas" was far superior to him in wisdom. When
Moses expressed his
eagerness to find that man, God commanded him to "take a fish in a
basket" and to go on and on
until the fish would disappear: and its disappearance was to be a sign
that the goal had been reached. There is no doubt that this Tradition is a kind of allegorical
introduction to our Qur'anic parable.
The "fish" mentioned in the latter as well as in the above-mentioned
hadith is an ancient religious
symbol, possibly signifying divine knowledge or life eternal. As for the
"junction of the two seas",
which many of the early commentators endeavoured to "identify" in
geographical terms (ranging from
the meeting of the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean at the Bab al-Mandab to
that of the Mediterranean Sea

and the Atlantic Ocean at the Straits of Gibraltar), Baydawi offers, in
his commentary on verse 60,
a purely allegorical explanation: the "two seas" represent the two
sources or streams of knowledge the one obtainable through the observation and intellectual coordination
of outward phenomena
('ilm az-zahir), and the other through intuitive, mystic insight ('ilm
al-batin) - the meeting of
which is the real goal of Moses' quest.
68 Lit., "young man" (fata)- a term applied, in early Arabic usage, to
one's servant (irrespective of
his age). According to tradition, it was Joshua, who was to become the
leader of the Israelites
after the death of Moses.

18:61
But when they reached the junction between the two [seas], they forgot all about their fish, and it
took its way into the sea and disappeared from sight.69 (18:62) And after the two had walked
some distance, [Moses] said to his servant: "Bring us our mid-day meal; we have indeed suffered
hardship on this [day of] our journey!"
18:63
Said [the servant]: "Wouldst thou believe it?70 When we betook ourselves to that rock for a rest,
behold, I forgot about the fish - and none but Satan made me thus forget it!71 - and it took its way
into the sea! How strange!"
18:64
[Moses] exclaimed: "That [was the place] which we were seeking!"72
And the two turned back, retracing their footsetps, (18:65) and found one of Our servants, on
whom We had bestowed grace from Ourselves and unto whom We had imparted knowledge
[issuing] from Ourselves.73 (18:66) Moses said unto him: "May I follow thee on the
understanding that thou wilt impart to me something of that consciousness of what is right which
has been imparted to thee?"
69 Lit., "burrowing [into it]". Their forgetting the symbolic "fish" (see
last third of note 67) is
perhaps an allusion to man's frequently forgetting that God is the
ultimate source of all knowledge
and life.
70 Lit., "Didst thou
idiomatic phrase often
as does its modern
sudden remembrance of,
or surprise at, an

see?" Although formulated as a question, this
expresses equivalent, "Would you believe it?" - no more than a
unusual or absurd happening.

71 Lit., "made me forget it lest I remember it".
72 I.e., the disappearance of the fish indicated the point at which their
quest was to end (see note 67).
73 In the Tradition on the authority of Ubayy ibn Ka'b (referred to in note
67) this mysterious sage
is spoken of as Al-Khadir or Al-Khidr, meaning "the Green One".
Apparently this is an epithet rather
than a name, implying (according to popular legend) that his wisdom was
ever-fresh ("green") and
imperishable: a notion which bears out the assumption that we have here
an allegaric figure
symbolizing the utmost depth of mystic insight accessible to man.

18:67
[The other] answered: "Behold, thou wilt never be able to have patience with me - (18:68) for
how couldst thou be patient about something that thou canst not comprehend within the compass
of (thy] experience?"74
18:69
Replied [Moses]: "Thou wilt find me patient, if God so wills; and I shall not disobey thee in
anything!" (18:70) Said [the sage]: "Well, then, if thou art to follow me, do not question me
about aught [that I may do] until I myself give thee an account thereof."
18:71
And so the two went on their way, till [they reached the seashore; and] when they disembarked
from the boat [that had ferried them across], the sage 75 made a hole in it - [whereupon Moses]
exclaimed: "Hast thou made a hole in it in order to drown the people who may be [travelling] in
it? Indeed, thou hast done a grievous thing!"
18:72
He replied: "Did I not tell thee that thou wilt never be able to have patience with me?" (18:73)
Said [Moses]: "Take me not to task for my having forgotten [myself], and be not hard on me on
account of what I have done!"
18:74
And so the two went on, till, when they met a young man, [the sage] slew him - (whereupon
Moses] exclaimed: "Hast thou slain an innocent human being without [his having taken] another
man's life? Indeed, thou hast done a terrible thing!"
18:75

He replied: "Did I not tell thee that thou wilt never be able to have patience with me?" (18:76)
Said [Moses]: "If, after this, I should ever question thee, keep me not in thy company: [for by]
now thou hast heard enough excuses from me." (18:77) And so the two went on, till, when they
came upon some village people, they asked them76 for food; but those [people] refused them all
hospitality. And they saw in that (village] a wall which was on the point of tumbling down, and
[the sage] rebuilt it [whereupon Moses] said: "Hadst thou so wished, surely thou couldst [at
least] have obtained some payment for it?"
74 Lit., "that, thou dost not encompass with [thy] experience (khubran)":
according to Razi, an
allusion to the fact that even a prophet like Moses did not fully
comprehend the inner reality
of things (haga'iq at-ashya' kama hiya); and, more generally, to man's
lack of equanimity whenever
he is faced with something that he has never yet experienced or cannot
immediately comprehend.
In the last analysis the above verse implies - as is brought out fully in
Moses' subsequent
experiences - that appearance and reality do not always coincide; beyond
that, it touches in
a subtle manner upon the profound truth that man cannot really comprehend
or even visualize
anything that has no counterpart - at least in its component elements in his own intellectual
experience: and this is the reason for the Qur'anic use of metaphor and
allegory with regard
to "all that is beyond the reach of a created being's perception" (alghayb).
75 Lit., "he".
76 Lit., "asked its people".

18:78
[The sage] replied: "This is the parting of ways between me and thee. [And now] I shall let thee
know the real meaning of all [those events] that thou wert unable to bear with patience: (18:79)
"As for that boat, it belonged to some needy people who toiled upon the sea - and I desired to
damage it77 because (I knew that] behind them was a king who is wont to seize every boat by
brute force.
18:80
"And as for that young man, his parents were [true] believers - whereas we had every reason to
fear 78 that he would bring bitter grief upon them by [his] overweening wickedness and denial of
all truth: (18:81) and so we desired that their Sustainer grant them in his stead [a child] of greater
purity than him, and closer [to them] in loving tenderness.
18:82

"And as for that wall, it belonged to two orphan boys [living] in the town, and beneath it was
[buried] a treasure belonging to them [by right].79 Now their father had been a righteous man,
and so thy Sustainer willed it that when they come of age they should bring forth their treasure
by thy Sustainer's grace.
"And I did not do (any of] this of my own accord:80 this is the real meaning of all [those events]
that thou wert unable to bear with patience."
18:83
AND THEY will ask thee about the Two-Horned One. Say: "I will convey unto you something
by which he ought to be remembered."81
77 Lit., "to cause a fault in it" - i.e., to make it temporarily
unserviceable.
78 Lit., "we feared - but it should be borne in mind that, beyond this
primary meaning, the verb
khashiya sometimes denotes "he had reason to fear" and, consequently, "he
knew", i.e., that something
bad would happen (Taj al-'Arus, with specific reference to the above
verse): and so we may assume
that the sage's expression of "fear" was synonymous with positive
"knowledge" gained through outward
evidence or through mystic insight (the latter being more probable, as
indicated by his statement
in the second paragraph of the next verse, "I did not do [any of] this of
my own accord").
79 I.e., left to them as an inheritance. Presumably that treasure would
have been exposed to view if
the wall had been allowed to tumble down, and would have been stolen by
the avaricious village
folk, who had shown their true character by refusing all hospitality to
weary travellers.
80 Implying that whatever he had done was done under the impulsion of a
higher truth - the mystic
insight which revealed to him the reality behind the outward appearance
of things and made him a
conscious particle in God's unfathomable plan: and this explains the use
of the plural "we" in
verses 80-81, as well as the direct attribution, in the first paragraph
of verse 82, of a concrete
human action to God's will (Razi).
81 Lit., "I will convey unto you a remembrance [or "mention"] of him" i.e., something that is worthy
of remembrance and mention: which, I believe, is an allusion to the
parabolic character of the subsequent
story and the fact that is is confined, like the preceding parable of
Moses and the unknown sage,
to a few fundamental, spiritual truths. - The epithet Dhu'l-Qarnayn
signifies "the Two-Horned One"

or "He of the Two Epochs", since the noun qarn has the meaning of "horn"
as well as of "generation"
or "epoch" or "age" or "century". The classical commentators incline to
the first of these meanings
("the Two-Horned"); and in this they appear to have been influenced by
the ancient Middle-Eastern
imagery of "horns" as symbols of power and greatness, although the Qur'an
itself does not offer any
warrant for this interpretation. In fact, the term qarn (and its plural
qurun) occurs in the Qur'an apart from the combination Dhu'l-Qarnayn appearing in verses 83, 86 and
94 of this surah - twenty
times: and each time it has the meaning of "generation" in the sense of
people belonging to one
particular epoch or civilization. However, since the allegory of Dhu'lQarnayn is meant to illustrate
the qualities of a powerful and just ruler, it is possible to assume that
this designation is an
echo of the above-mentioned ancient symbolism, which - being familiar to
the Arabs from very early
times - had acquired idiomatic currency in their language long before the
advent of Islam. Within
the context of our Qur'anic allegory, the "two horns" may be taken to
denote the two sources of
power with which Dhu'l-Qarnayn is said to have been endowed: namely, the
worldly might and prestige
of kingship as well as the spiritual strength resulting from his faith in
God. This last point is
extremely important - for it is precisely the Qur'anic stress on his
faith in God that makes it
impossible to identify Dhu 'l-Qarnayn, as most of the commentators do,
with Alexander the Great
(who is represented on some of his coins with two horns on his head) or
with one or another of the
pre-Islamic, Himyaritic kings of Yemen. All those historic personages
were pagans and worshipped a
plurality of deities as a matter of course, whereas our Dhu 'l-Qarnayn is
depicted as a firm believer
in the One God: indeed, it is this aspect of his personality that
provides the innermost reason
of the Qur'anic allegory. We must, therefore, conclude that the latter
has nothing to do with history
or even legend, and that its sole purport is a parabolic discourse on
faith and ethics, with specific
reference to the problem of worldly power (see the concluding passage in
the introductory note to
this surah).

18:84
Behold, We established him securely on earth, and endowed him with [the knowledge of] the
right means to achieve anything [that he might set out to achieve]; (18:85) and so he chose the
right means [in whatever he did]."
18:86

[And he marched westwards] till, when he came to the setting of the sun,84 it appeared to him
that it was setting in a dark, turbid sea;85 and nearby he found a people [given to every kind of
wrongdoing].
We said: "O thou Two-Horned One! Thou mayest either cause [them] to suffer or treat them with
kindness!"86
82 According to Ibn 'Abbas, Mujahid, Sa'id ibn Jubayr, 'Ikrimah, Qatadah
and Ad-Dahhak (all of them
quoted by Ibn Kathir), the term sabab - lit., "a means to achieve
[anything]" - denotes, in this
context, the knowledge of the right means for the achievement of a
particular end.
83 Lit., "he followed [the right] means": i.e., he never employed wrong
means to achieve even
a righteous goal.
84 I.e., the westernmost point of his expedition (Razi).
85 Or: "abundance of water" - which, according to many philologists (cf.
Taj al-'Arus), is one of
the meanings of 'ayn (primarily denoting a "spring"). As for my rendering
of the phrase "he
found it (wajadaha) setting...", etc., as "it appeared to him that it was
setting", see Razi and
Ibn Kathir, both of whom point out that we have here a metaphor based on
the common optical
illusion of the sun's "disappearing into the sea"; and Razi explains
this, correctly, by the fact
that the earth is spherical. (It is interesting to note that, according
to him, this explanation
was already advanced in the - now lost - Qur'an-commentary of Abu 'Ali
al-Jubba'i, the famous
Mu'tazili scholar who died in 303 H., which corresponds to 915 or 916 of
the Christian era.)
86 This divine permission to choose between two possible courses of action
is not only a metonymic
statement of the freedom of will accorded by God to man, but establishes
also the important legal
principle of istihsan (social or moral preference) open to a ruler or
government in deciding as
to what might be conducive to the greatest good (maslahah) of the
community as a whole: and this
is the first "lesson" of the parable of Dhu'l-Qarnayn.

18:87
He answered: "As for him who does wrong [unto others 87] - him shall we, in time, cause to
suffer; and thereupon he shall be referred to his Sustainer, and He will cause him to suffer with
unnameable suffering.88 (18:88) But as for him who believes and does righteous deeds - he will

have the ultimate good [of the life to come] as his reward; and [as for us,] we shall make binding
on him [only] that which is easy to fulfill."89
18:89
And once again90 he chose the right means [to achieve a right end]. (18:90) [And then he
marched eastwards] till, when he came to the rising of the sun91 he found that it was rising on a
people for whom We had provided no coverings against it: (18:91) thus [We had made them, and
thus he left them93]; and We did encompass with Our knowledge all that he had in mind.93
18:92
And once again he chose the right means (to achieve a right end]. (18:93) [And he marched on]
till, when he reached [a place] between the two mountain-barriers,94 he found beneath them a
people who could scarcely understand a word [of his language].
18:94
They said: "O thou Two-Horned One! Behold, Gog and Magog95 are spoiling this land. May we,
then, pay unto thee a tribute on the understanding that thou wilt erect a barrier between us and
them?"
87 Cf. 11:117 and the corresponding note 149.
88 I.e., in the hereafter - implying that nothing that pertains to the life
to come could ever be
imagined or defined in terms of human experience.
89 Since righteous behaviour is the norm expected of man, the laws relating
thereto must not be
too demanding - which is another lesson to be drawn from this parable.
90 For this rendering of the particle thumma, see surah 6, note 31.
91 I.e., the easternmost point of his expedition (similar to the expression
"the setting of the
sun" in verse 86).
92 This is Razi's interpretation of the isolated expression kadhalika
("thus" or "thus it was")
occurring here. It obviously relates to the primitive, natural state of
those people who needed
no clothes to protect them from the sun, and to the (implied) fact that
Dhu'l-Qarnayn left them
as he had found them, being mindful not to upset their mode of life and
thus to cause them misery.
93 Lit., "all that was with him" - i.e., his resolve not to "corrupt [or
"change"] God's creation"
(cf. the second half of my note 141 on 4:119) - which, I believe, is a
further ethical lesson to
be derived from this parable.

94 This is generally assumed to be the Caucasus. However, since neither the
Qur'an nor any authentic
Tradition says anything about the location of these "two mountainbarriers" or the people who
lived there, we can safely dismiss all the speculations advanced by the
commentators on this
score as irrelevant, the more so as the story of Dhu l-Qarnayn aims at no
more than the illustration
of certain ethical principles in a parabolic manner.
95 This is the form in which these names (in Arabic, Yajuj and Majuj) have
achieved currency in all
European languages on the basis of certain vague references to them in
the Bible (Genesis x, 2,
I Chronicles i, 5, Ezekiel xxxviii, 2 and xxxix, 6, Revelation of St.
John xx, 8). Most of the
post-classical commentators identify these tribes with the Mongols and
Tatars (see note 100 below).

18:95
He answered: "That wherein my Sustainer has so securely established me is better [than anything
that you could give me];96 hence, do but help me with [your labour's] strength, [and] I shall erect
a rampart between you and them! (18:96) Bring me ingots of iron!"
Then, after he had [piled up the iron and] filled the gap between the two mountain-sides, he said:
"[Light a fire and] ply your bellows!"97
At length, when he had made it [glow like] fire, he commanded: "Bring me molten copper which
I may pour upon it."
18:97
And thus [the rampart was built, and] their enemies98 were unable to scale it, and neither were
they able to pierce it. (18:98) Said [the King]: "This is a mercy from my Sustainer! Yet when the
time appointed by my Sustainer99 shall come, He will make this [rampart] level with the ground:
and my Sustainer's promise always comes true!"100
96 It is generally assumed that the phrase "that wherein my Sustainer has
so securely established me
(makkanni)" refers to the power and wealth bestowed on him; but it is much
more probable - and
certainly more consistent with the ethical tenor of the whole parable of
Dhu'l-Qarnayn - that it
refers to God's guidance rather than to worldly possessions.
97 Lit., "Blow!"
98 Lit., "they".
99 Lit., "my Sustainer's promise".

100 Some of the classical commentators (e.g., Tabari) regard this as a
prediction of a definite, historic
event: namely, the future break-through of the savage tribes of "Gog and
Magog", who are conceived of
as identical with the Mongols and Tatars (see note 95 above). This
"identification" is mainly based
on a well-authenticated Tradition - recorded by Ibn Hanbal, Bukhari and
Muslim - which tells us that
the Apostle of God had a prophetic dream to which he referred, on
awakening, with an exclamation of
distress: "There is no deity save God! Woe unto the Arabs from a
misfortune that is approaching:
a little gap has been opened today in the rampart of Gog and Magog!" Ever
since the late Middle Ages,
Muslims have been inclined to discern in this dream a prediction of the
great Mongol invasion in
the thirteenth century, which destroyed the Abbasid Empire and, thus, the
political power of the
Arabs. However, the mention, in verses 99-101 of this surah, of "the Day"
- i.e., the Day of Judgment in connection with "Gog and Magog" shows that "the time appointed by my
Sustainer" relates to the
coming of the Last Hour, when all works of man will be destroyed. But
since none of the Qur'anic
references to the "approach" or the "nearness" of the Last Hour has
anything to do with the human
concept of time, it is possible to accept both of the above
interpretations as equally valid in the
sense that the "coming of the Last Hour" comprises an indefinite - and,
in human terms, perhaps even
immensely long span of time, and that the break-through of the godless
forces of "Gog and Magog"
was to be one of the signs of its approach. And, finally, it is most
logical to assume (especially
on the basis of 21:96-97) that the terms Yajuj and Majuj are purely
allegorical, applying not to
any specific tribes or beings but to a series of social catastrophes
which would cause a complete
destruction of man's civilization before the coming of the Last Hour.

18:99
AND ON that Day101 We shall [call forth all mankind and] leave them to surge like waves [that
dash] against one another; and the trumpet [of judgment] will be blown, and We shall gather
them all together. (18:100) And on that Day We shall place hell, for all to see, before those who
denied the truth - (18:101) those whose eyes had been veiled against any remembrance of Me
because they could not bear to listen [to the voice of truth]!
18:102
Do they who are bent on denying the truth think, perchance, that they could take [any of] My
creatures for protectors against Me?102 Verily, We have readied hell to welcome all who [thus]
deny the truth!103

18:103
Say: "Shall we tell you who are the greatest losers in whatever they may do? (18:104) "[It is]
they whose labour has gone astray in [the pursuit of no more than] this world's life, and who
none the less think that they are doing good works: (18:105) it is they who have chosen to deny
their Sustainer's messages and the truth that they are destined to meet Him."
Hence, all their [good] deeds come to nought, and no weight shall We assign to them on
Resurrection Day.104 (18:106) That will be their recompense - [their] hell - for having denied the
truth and made My messages and My apostles a target of their mockery.
18:107
[But,] verily, as for those who attain to faith and do righteous deeds - the gardens of paradise will
be there to welcome them; (18:108) therein will they abide, [and] never will they desire any
change therefrom.
18:109
SAY: "If all the sea were ink for my Sustainer's words, the sea would indeed be exhausted ere
my Sustainer's words are exhausted! And [thus it would be] if we were to add to it sea upon
sea."105
101 I.e., on the Day of Judgment alluded to in the preceding verse.
102 This is an allusion not only to the worship of created beings or forces
of nature, but also to
the popular belief that saints, whether alive or dead, could effectively
"intercede" with God in
behalf of anyone whom He has rejected.
103 I.e., of God's oneness and uniqueness, and hence of the fact that no
created being can have any
"influence" on God's judgment.
104 Although each of their good actions will be taken into account on
Judgment Day in accordance
with the Qur'anic statement that "he who shall have done an atom's weight
of good, shall behold it"
(99:7), the above verse implies that whatever good such sinners may do is
far outweighed by their
godlessness (Al-Qadi 'Iyad, as quoted by Razi).
105 Lit., "if We were to produce the like of it (i.e., of the sea] in
addition". It is to be noted that,
as pointed out by Zamakhshari, the term al-bahr ("the sea") is used here
in a generic sense,
comprising all the seas that exist: hence, the expression "the like of
it" has been rendered by me
as "sea upon sea". (See also 31:27.)

18:110
Say [O Prophet]: "I am but a mortal man like all of you. It has been revealed unto me that your
God is the One and Only God. Hence, whoever looks forward [with hope and awe] to meeting
his Sustainer [on Judgment Day], let him do righteous deeds, and let him not ascribe unto anyone
or anything a share in the worship due to his Sustainer!"

The Nineteenth Surah
Maryam (Mary)
Mecca Period

ALL THE AUTHORITIES agree in that this surah belongs to the Mecca period; but whereas
some of them (e.g., Suyuti) place it chronologically towards the end of that period, there is
uncontrovertible historical evidence that it was revealed not later than the sixth and possibly even
as early as the fifth year of the Prophet's mission, i.e., about seven or eight years before his hijrah
to Medina. The Companions who at about that time took part in the second emigration of
Muslims from Mecca to Abyssinia were already acquainted with this surah: thus, for instance, it
is recorded that Ja'far ibn Abi Talib - the Prophet's cousin and leader of the first group of those
emigrants - recited it before the Negus (i.e., King) of Abyssinia in order to explain the Islamic
attitude towards Jesus (Ibn Hisham).
The title by which this surah is commonly known is based on the story of Mary and Jesus, which
(together with the story of Zachariah and his son John, the precursor of Jesus) occupies about
one-third of the whole surah and is re-echoed towards its end in verses 88-91.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
19:1
Kaf. Ha. Ya. 'Ayn. Sad.1
AN ACCOUNT of the grace which thy Sustainer bestowed upon His servant Zachariah:2
19:3
When he called out to his Sustainer in the secrecy of his heart,3 (19:4) he prayed: "O my
Sustainer! Feeble have become my bones, and my head glistens with grey hair. But never yet, O
my Lord, has my prayer unto Thee remained unanswered.4
19:5
"Now, behold, I am afraid of [what] my kinsfolk [will do] after I am gone,5 for my wife has
always been barren. Bestow, then, upon me, out of Thy grace, the gift of a successor (19:6) who

will be my heir as well as an heir [to the dignity] of the House of Jacob; and make him, O my
Sustainer, well-pleasing to Thee!"
1 See Appendix II.
2 Lit., "An account of thy Sustainer's grace upon...", etc. According to
the account in the Gospels,
not contradicted by the Qur'an, Zachariah's wife Elisabeth was a cousin
of Mary, the mother of
Jesus (Cf. Luke i, 36).
3 Lit., "with secret calling".
4 Lit., "never have I been unfortunate in my prayer to Thee".
5 Lit., "after me". He evidently anticipated that his kinsfolk - who, like
himself, were priests
attached to the Temple - would be morally too weak to fulfil theeir
duties with dignity and
conviction (Razi), and thus, perhaps, unable, to safeguard the future of
Mary, whose guardian
he was (cf. the first paragraph of 3:37).

19:7
[Thereupon the angels called out unto him:6] "O Zachariah! We bring thee the glad tiding of [the
birth of] a son whose name shall be John. [And God says,] 'Never have We given this name to
anyone before him."7
19:8
[Zachariah] exclaimed: "O my Sustainer! How can I have a son when my wife has always been
barren and I have become utterly infirm through old age?" (19:9) Answered [the angel]: "Thus. it
is; [but] thy Sustainer says, 'This is easy for Me - even as I have created thee aforetime out of
nothing.'"8
19:10
[Zachariah] prayed: "O my Sustainer! Appoint a sign for me!"
Said [the angel]: "Thy sign shall be that for full three nights [and days] thou wilt not speak unto
men.9 (19:11) Thereupon he came out of the sanctuary unto his people and signified to them [by
gestures]: "Extol His limitless glory by day and by night!"
19:12
[And when the son was born and grew up,10 he was told,] "O John! Hold fast unto the divine writ
with [all thy] strength!" - for We granted him wisdom while he was yet a little boy, (19:13) as
well as, by Our grace, [the gift of] compassion11 and purity; and he was [always] conscious of Us
(19:14) and full of piety towards his parents; and never was he haughty or rebellious.

19:15
Hence, [God's] peace was upon him on the day when he was born, and on the day of his death,
and will be [upon him] on the day when he shall be raised to life [again].
19:16
AND CALL to mind, through this divine writ,12 Mary. Lo! She withdrew from her family to an
eastern place (19:17) and kept herself in seclusion from them,13 whereupon We sent unto her Our
angel of revelation, who appeared to her in the shape of a well-made human being.14
6 See 3:39.
7 Lit., "Never before have We made a namesake for him". The name Yahya
(John) signifies "he shall
live", i.e., he will be spiritually alive and will be remembered forever;
and the fact that God
Himself had chosen this name for him was a singular distinction,
equivalent to a divine promise
(kalimah, cf. note 28 on 3:39).
8 Lit., "when [or "although"] thou wert nothing". This stress on God's
unlimited power to bring into
being a new chain of causes and effects forms here, as in Al 'Imran, a
preamble to the announcement,
expressed in very similar terms, of the birth of Jesus (see verses l9
ff.).
9 See 3:41 and the corresponding note 29.
10 According to Razi, this is clearly implied inasmuch as the sequence
presupposes that John had in
the meantime reached an age which enabled him to receive and understand
God's commandment.
11 Lit., "compassion from Us" - i.e., as a special divine gift.
12 Lit., "in the divine writ". In this surah as well as in Al 'Imran the
story of the birth of
John is followed by that of Jesus - firstly, because John (called "the
Baptist" in the Bible)
was to be a precursor of Jesus, and, secondly, because of the obvious
parallelism in the form
of the announcements of these two births.
13 Apparently, in order to devote herself undisturbed to prayer and
meditation. The "eastern place"
may possibly, as Ibn Kathir suggests, signify an eastern chamber of the
Temple, to the service of
which Mary had been dedicated by her mother (cf. 3:35-37).
14 As pointed out in surah 2, note 71, and surah 16, note 2, the term ruh
often denotes "divine

inspiration". Occasionally, however, it is used to describe the medium
through which such inspiration
is imparted to God's elect: in other words, the angel (or angelic force)
of revelation. Since as is implied in 6:9 - mortals cannot perceive an angel in his true
manifestation, God caused him
to appear to Mary "in the shape of a well-made human being", i.e., in a
shape accessible to her
perception. According to Razi, the designation of the angel as ruh
("spirit" or "soul") indicates
that this category of beings is purely spiritual, without any physical
element.

19:18
She exclaimed: "Verily, 'I seek refuge from thee with the Most Gracious! [Approach me not] if
thou art conscious of Him!" (19:19) [The angel] answered: "I am but a messenger of thy
Sustainer, [who says,] 'I shall bestow upon thee the gift of a son endowed with purity.'"
19:20
Said she: "How can I have a son when no man has ever touched me? - for, never have I been a
loose woman!" (19:21) [The angel] answered: "Thus it is; [but] thy Sustainer says, 'This is easy
for Me;15 and [thou shalt have a son,] so that We might make him a symbol unto mankind and an
act of grace from Us.'"16
And it was a thing decreed [by God]: (19:22) and in time she conceived him, and then she
withdrew with him to a far-off place.
19:23
And [when] the throes of childbirth drove her to the trunk of a palm-tree,17 she exclaimed: "Oh,
would that I had died ere this, and had become a thing forgotten, utterly forgotten!"
(24) Thereupon [a voice] called out to her from beneath that [palm-tree]:18 "Grieve not! Thy
Sustainer has provided a rivulet [running] beneath thee; (19:25) and shake the trunk of the palmtree towards thee: it will drop fresh, ripe dates upon thee. (19:26) Eat, then, and drink, and let
thine eye be gladdened! And if thou shouldst see any human being, convey this unto him:19
'Behold, abstinence from speech have I vowed unto the Most Gracious; hence, I may not speak
today to any mortal.'"20
15 Cf. the identical phrase in verse 9 above, relating to the announcement
of John's birth to
Zachariah. In both these cases, the implication is that God can and does
bring about events
which may be utterly unexpected or even inconceivable before they
materialize. In connection
with the announcement of a son to Mary, the Qur'an states in 3:47 that
"when He wills a thing

to be, He but says unto it, 'Be' and it is": but since neither the Qur'an
nor any authentic
Tradition tells us anything about the chain of causes and effects (asbab)
which God's decree
"Be" was to bring into being, all speculation as to the "how" of this
event must remain beyond
the scope of a Qur'an-commentary. (But see also note 87 on 21:91.)
16 One of the several meanings of the term dyah is "a sign" or, as
elaborately defined by Raghib.
"a symbol" (cf. surah 17, note 2). However, the sense in which it is most
frequently used in
the Qur'an is "a [divine] message": hence, its metonymic application to
Jesus may mean that he
was destined to become a vehicle of God's message to man - i.e., a
prophet - and, thus, a symbol
of God's grace. - As regards the words "thou shalt have a son"
interpolated by me between brackets,
a statement to this effect is implied in the subsequent phrase beginning
with "so that"
(Zamakhshari and Razi).
17 I.e., compelling her to cling to it for support: thus stressing the
natural, normal circumstances
of this childbirth, attended - as is the case with all women - by severe
labour pains.
18 Or: "from beneath her". However, Qatadah (as quoted by Zamakhshari)
interprets this as meaning
"from beneath the palm-tree".
19 Lit., "say" - but since actual speech would contradict what follows, the
"saying" implies here a
communication by gestures.
20 In its primary sense, the term sawm denotes "abstinence" or "selfdenial"; in the present context
it is synonymous with samt ("abstinence from speech"); in fact - as
pointed out by Zamakhshari the latter term is said to have figured in the Qur'an - copy belonging to
'Abd Allah ibn Mas'ad
(possibly as a marginal, explanatory notation).

19:27
And in time she returned to her people, carrying the child with her.21
They said: "O Mary! Thou hast indeed done an amazing thing! (19:28) O sister of Aaron!22 Thy
father was not a wicked man, nor was thy mother a loose woman!" (19:29) Thereupon she
pointed to him.
They exclaimed: "How can we talk to one who [as yet] is a little boy in the cradle?"

19:30 [But] he said:23 "Behold, I am a servant of God. He has vouchsafed unto me revelation and
made me a prophet, (19:31) and made me blessed wherever I may be; and He has enjoined upon
me prayer and charity as long as I live, (19:32) and [has endowed me with] piety towards my
mother; and He has not made me haughty or bereft of grace.
21 Lit., "she came with him to her people, carrying him".
22 In ancient Semitic usage, a person's name was often linked with that of
a renowned ancestor or f
ounder of the tribal line. Thus, for instance, a man of the tribe of Banu
Tamim was sometimes
addressed as "son of Tamim" or "brother of Tamim". Since Mary belonged to
the priestly caste, and
hence descended from Aaron, the brother of Moses, she was called a
"sister of Aaron" (in the same
way as her cousin Elisabeth, the wife of Zachariah, is spoken of in Luke
i, 5, as one "of the
daughters of Aaron").
23 Although the Qur'an mentions in 3:46 that Jesus would "speak unto men
[while yet] in his cradle" i.e., would be imbued with wisdom from his early childhood - verses 30-33
seem to be in the nature
of a trope, projecting the shape of things to come by using, for the sake
of emphasis, the past
tense to describe something that was to become real in the future. (See
also next note.)
24 Since it is not conceivable that anyone could be granted divine
revelation and made a prophet
before attaining to full maturity of intellect and experience, 'Ikrimah
and Ad-Dahhak - as quoted
by Tabari - interpret this passage as meaning, "God has decreed (qada)
that lie would vouchsafe
unto me revelation...", etc., thus regarding it as an allusion to the
future. Tabari himself
applies the same interpretation to the next verse, explaining it thus:
"He has decreed that He
would enjoin upon me prayer and charity". However, the whole of this
passage (verses 30-33) may
also be understood as having been uttered by Jesus at a much later time namely, after he had
reached maturity and been actually entrusted with his prophetic mission:
that is to say, it may
be understood as an anticipatory description of the ethical and moral
principles which were to
dominate the adult life of Jesus and particularly his deep consciousness
of being only "a servant
of God".

19:33
"Hence, peace was upon me on the day when I was born, and [will be upon me] on the day of my
death, and on the day when I shall be raised to life [again]!"

19:34
SUCH WAS, in the words of truth, Jesus the son of Mary, about whose nature they so deeply
disagree.25 (19:35) It is not conceivable that God should have taken unto Himself a son: limitless
is He in His glory!26 When He wills a thing to be, He but says unto it "Be" - and it is!
19:36
And [thus it was that Jesus always said]: "Verily, God is my Sustainer as well as your Sustainer;
so worship [none but] Him: this (alone] is a straight way."27 (19:37) And yet, the sects [that
follow the Bible] are at variance among themselves [about the nature of Jesus]!28
Woe, then, unto all who deny the truth when that awesome Day will appear!29 (19:38) How well
will they hear and see [the truth] on the Day when they come before Us!
Today, however, these evildoers are obviously lost in error: (19:39) hence, warn them of [the
coming of] the Day of Regrets, when everything will have been decided - for as yet they are
heedless, and they do not believe [in it].
19:40
Behold, We alone shall remain after the earth and all who live on it have passed away,30 and
(when] unto Us all will have been brought back.
19:41
AND CALL to mind, through this divine writ, Abraham.31 Behold, he was a man of truth,
[already] a prophet (19:42) when he spoke [thus] unto his father: "O my father! Why dost thou
worship something that neither hears nor sees and can be of no avail whatever to thee?
25 Lit., "about whom they are in doubt", or "about whom they [vainly]
dispute": an allusion to the
many conflicting views about the nature of Jesus and his origins, ranging
from the blasphemous
Jewish assertion that he was a "false prophet" and the product of a
shameful, illicit union
(cf. 4:156), to the Christian belief that he was "the son of God" and,
therefore, God incarnate.
In this connection, see also 3:59 and the corresponding note 47.
26 See note 96 on 2:116.
27 Cf. 3:51 and 43:64.
28 I.e., either rejecting him entirely, as do the Jews, or - as is the case
with the Christians
deifying him.
29 Lit., "from the manifestation (mashhad) of an awesome Day", i.e., the
Day of Judgment.

30 Lit., "We alone shall inherit the earth and all who are on it". For an
explanation of this
metaphoric use of the concept of "inheritance", see surah 15, note 22.
31 The mention of Abraham and his subsequent, unavailing plea to his father
to recognize God's
oneness and uniqueness connects with the preceding discourse, under the
same aspect, on the true
nature of Jesus as a mortal human being and a mere servant of the One and
Only God.

19:43
"O my father! Behold, there has indeed come to me [a ray] of knowledge such as has never yet
come unto thee:32 follow me, then; I shall guide thee onto a perfect way. (19:44) "O my father!
Do not worship Satan - for, verily, Satan is a rebel against the Most Gracious!" (19:45) O my
father! I dread lest a chastisement from the Most Gracious befall thee, and then thou wilt become
[aware of having been] close unto Satan!"34
19:46
He answered: "Dost thou dislike my gods, O Abraham? Indeed, if thou desist not, I shall most
certainly cause thee to be stoned to death! Now begone from me for good!"
19:47
[Abraham] replied: "Peace be upon thee! I shall ask my Sustainer to forgive thee: for, behold, He
has always been kind unto me. (19:48) But I shall withdraw from you all and from whatever you
invoke instead of God, and shall invoke my Sustainer [alone]: it may well be that my prayer [for
thee] will not remain unanswered by my Sustainer."35
19:49
And after he had withdrawn from them and from all that they were worshipping instead of God,
We bestowed upon him Isaac and Jacob, and made each of them a prophet; (19:50) and We
bestowed upon them [manifold] gifts out of Our grace, and granted them a lofty power to convey
the truth [unto others].46
19:51
AND CALL to mind, through this divine writ, Moses. Behold, he was a chosen one, and was an
apostle [of God], a prophet.37
32 I.e., a cognition of God's existence and uniqueness through intellectual insight (cf. 6:74-82).
33 The absurdity inherent in the attribution of divine qualities to
anything or anyone but God is

here declared, by implication, to be equivalent to "worshipping" the
epitome of unreason and
ingratitude symbolized in Satan's rebellion against his Creator. In this
connection it should be
noted that the term shaytan is derived from the verb shatana, signifying
"he was [or "became"] remote
[from the truth]" (Lisan al-'Arab, Taj al-'Arus); hence, the Qur'an
describes every impulse that
inherently offends against truth, reason and morality as "satanic", and
every conscious act of
submission to such satanic influences as a "worship of Satan".
34 According to Zamakhshari and Razi, the construction of this clause
(beginning with "so that") is
meant to bring out the idea that one's belated realization, in the
hereafter, of having been "close
unto Satan" is the most terrible consequence of deliberate sinning.
35 Lit., "that I will not be unfortunate in the prayer to my Sustainer".
36 Lit., "a lofty language of truth" or "of truthfulness" - the term lisan
("language" or "tongue")
being used here metonymically for what may be pronounced by the tongue
(Zamakhshari). An alternative
interpretation of the phrase, advanced by many commentators, is "granted
them a lofty renown for
truth" or "truthfulness", or simply "a most goodly renown".

19:52
And [remember how] We called upon him from the right-hand slope of Mount Sinai38 and drew
him near [unto Us] in mystic communion, (19:53) and [how], out of Our grace, We granted unto
him his brother Aaron, to be a prophet [by his side].
19:54
AND CALL to mind, through this divine writ, Ishmael.39 Behold, he was always true to his
promise, and was an apostle [of God], a prophet, (19:55) who used to enjoin upon his people
prayer and charity,40 and found favour in his Sustainer's sight.
19:56
AND CALL to mind, through this divine writ, Idris.41 Behold, he was a man of truth, a prophet,
(19:57) whom We exalted onto a lofty station.42
19:58
THESE WERE some of the prophets upon whom God bestowed His blessings - [prophets] of the
seed of Adam and of those whom We caused to be borne [in the ark] with Noah, and of the seed
of Abraham and Israel43: and [all of them were] among those whom We had guided and elected;

[and] whenever the messages of the Most Gracious were conveyed unto them, they would fall
down [before Him], prostrating themselves and weeping.44
37 The mention of Moses and other prophets in this context serves to
reinforce the statement that all
of them - like Jesus - were but mortal servants of God whom He had
inspired with His message to
man (cf. verse 30 above). As regards the distinction between the terms
"prophet" (nabi) and "apostle"
(rasul), see the opening clause of 22:52 and the corresponding note 65.
38 I.e., to the right side - from the standpoint of Moses, as he was facing
Mount Sinai (Tabari).
However, it is much more probable that the term "right side" has here, as
elsewhere in the Qur'an,
the abstract connotation of "blessedness" (cf. note 25 on 74:39). For a
fuller account of God's
calling Moses to prophethood, see 20:9 ff.
39 After the mention of Moses, who descended from Abraham through Isaac, we
are reminded of Ishmael,
Abraham's first-born son and the progenitor of the "northern" group of
Arab tribes, and thus of
the Prophet Muhammad, who descended in direct line, through the tribe of
Quraysh, from Ishmael.
40 This may perhaps mean that Ishmael was the first among the prophets to
establish prayer and
charity as obligatory forms of worship.
41 The majority of the classical commentators identify the Prophet Idris who is mentioned in the
Qur'an once again, namely in 21:85 - with the Biblical Enoch (Genesis v.
18-19 and 21-24), without,
however, being able to adduce any authority for this purely conjectural
identification. Some modern
Qur'an - commentators suggest that the name Idris may be the Arabicized
form of Osiris (which, in
its turn, was the ancient Greek version of the Egyptian name As-ar or Usar), said to have been a
wise king and/or prophet whom the Egyptians subsequently deified (cf.
Maraghi XVI, 64, and Sayyid
Qutb, Fi Zilal al-Qur'an, Cairo, n.d., vol. XVI, 44); but this assumption
is too far-fetched to
deserve any serious consideration. Finally, some of the earliest Qur'ancommentators ('Abd Allah
ibn Mas'ud, Qatadah, 'Ikrimah and Ad-Dahhak) assert - with, to my mind,
great plausibility that "Idris" is but another name for Ilyas, the Biblical Elijah
(regarding whom see note 48 on 37:123).
42 As regards my rendering of rafa'nahu as "whom We exalted", see 3:55 and
4:158, where the same
expression is used with reference to Jesus, as well as note 172 on the
last-named verse.

43 Whereas the Hebrew prophets. whose line ended with Jesus, descended from
Abraham through Isaac
and Israel (Jacob), Muhammad traced his descent from the same patriarch
through the latter's
first-born son, Ishmael.
44 I.e., all of the prophets were conscious of being no more than mortal,
humble servants of God.
(See also 32:15.)

19:59
Yet they were succeeded by generations [of people] who lost all [thought of] prayer and
followed [but] their own lusts; and these will, in time, meet with utter disillusion.45
19:60
Excepted, however, shall be those who repent and attain to faith and do righteous deeds: for it is
they who will enter paradise and will not be wronged in any way:46 (19:61) [theirs will be the]
gardens of perpetual bliss which the Most Gracious has promised unto His servants, in a realm
which is beyond the reach of human perception:47 [and,] verily, His promise is ever sure of
fulfilment!
19:62
No empty talk will they hear there - nothing but [tidings of] inner soundness and peace;48 and
there will they have their sustenance by day and by night:49 (19:63) this is the paradise which We
grant as a heritage unto such of Our servants as are conscious of Us.
19:64
AND [the angels say]: "We do not descend [with revelation], again and again, other than by thy
Sustainer's command: unto Him belongs all that lies open before us and all that is hidden - from
us and all that is in-between." And never does thy Sustainer forget [anything] - (19:65) the
Sustainer of the heavens and the earth and all that is between them! Worship, then, Him alone,
and remain steadfast in His worship! Dost thou know any whose name is worthy to be mentioned
side by side with His?"
45 I.e., they will realize in the hereafter the full extent of the selfdeception which has led to
their spiritual ruin.
46 I.e., they will not only not be deprived of reward for the least of
their good deeds, but will be
granted blessings far beyond their actual deserts (cf.4:40).
47 This lengthy paraphrase of the expression bi'l-ghayb gives, I think, the
closest possible
interpretation of the idea underlying it: namely, the prospect of a
reality which is inconceivable

by man in terms of his worldly experiences, and which can, therefore,
only be hinted at by means
of allegorical allusions. (See also the first clause of 2:3 and the
corresponding note 3.)
48 The term salam comprises the concepts of spiritual soundness and peace,
freedom from faults and
evils of any kind, and inner contentment. As I have pointed out in note
29 on 5:16 (where this term
has been rendered, in a different context. as "salvation"), its closest though by no means perfect equivalent would be the French salut, in the abstract sense of that word,
or the German Heil.
49 I.e., always. It is to be noted that the term rizq ("sustenance")
applies to all that might be of
benefit to a living being, spiritually as well as physically.
50 I.e., that which even the angels can only glimpse but not fully
understand. Literally, the above
phrase reads, "that which is between our hands and that which is behind
us and that which is between
these". Regarding this idiomatic expression, see 2:255 - "He knows all
that lies open before men and
all that is hidden from them" - and the corresponding note 247. The
reference to the angels connects
with the preceding mention of some of the earlier prophets who, like
Muhammad, were recipients of
divine revelation.

19:66
WITH ALL THIS, man [often] says, "What! Once I am dead, shall I again be brought forth
alive?" (19:67) But does man not bear in mind that We have created him aforetime out of
nothing?51
19:68
And so, by thy Sustainer, [on Judgment Day] We shall most certainly bring them forth together
with the satanic forces [which impelled them in life]52and then We shall most certainly gather
them, on their knees, around hell; (19:69) and thereupon We shall, indeed, draw forth from every
group [of sinners] the ones that had been most determined in their disdainful rebellion against the
Most Gracious:53 (19:70) for, indeed, We know best as to which of them is most deserving of the
fires of hell.
19:71
And every one of you will come within sight of it:55 this is, with thy Sustainer, a decree that must
be fulfilled. (19:72) And once again: 56 We shall save [from hell] those who have been conscious
of Us; but We shall leave in it the evildoers, on their knees.57
19:73

AS IT IS, whenever Our messages are conveyed to them in all their clarity, those who are bent
on denying the truth are wont to say unto those who have attained to faith: "Which of the two
kinds of man58 is in a stronger position and superior as a community?"59
51 Lit., "when [or "although"] he was nothing".
52 See surah 15, first half of note 16; cf. also the reference to the
"worship of Satan" in verses
44-45 of the present surah, as well as the corresponding notes 33 and 34.
The symbolism of the
sinners being linked on Judgment Day "with the satanic forces which
impelled them in life" is
easily understood if we remember - as has been pointed out in note 10 on
2:14 - that the term
shaytan ("satan" or "satanic force") is often used in the Qur'an to
describe every evil propensity
in man's own self. The personal pronoun relates to those who reject the
concept of resurrection
and life after death.
53 I.e., those who have consciously and deliberately rejected the idea of
man's responsibility before
God and have thus led their weaker, less conscious fellow-men astray will
be consigned to the
deepest suffering in the hereafter.
54 Lit., "of burning therein":
of the sinners will be
irrevocably consigned to the
(The particle thumma
which introduces this clause
conjunction with the preceding
statement and is, therefore,

an allusion to the fact that not every one
suffering described in the Qur'an as hell.
has here the function of an explanatory
best rendered as "for".)

55 Lit., "none of you but will reach it". According to some of the
classical authorities, the pronoun
"you" relates to the sinners spoken of in the preceding passages, and
particularly to those who
refuse to believe in resurrection; the majority of the commentators,
however, are of the opinion
that all human beings, sinners and righteous alike, are comprised within
this address in the sense
that all "will come within sight of it": hence my rendering.
56 For this particular rendering of thumma, see surah 6, note 31.
57 I.e., utterly humbled and crushed by their belated realization of God's
judgment and of the ethical
truths which they had arrogantly neglected in life.
58 Lit., "two groups" or "parties": an allusion to two kinds or types of
human society characterized
by their fundamentally different approach to problems of faith and
morality. (See next note.)

59 Lit., "better in assembly". This parabolic "saying" of the unbelievers
implies, in the garb of a
rhetorical question, a superficially plausible but intrinsically
fallacious argument in favour of
a society which refuses to submit to any absolute moral imperatives and
is determined to obey the
dictates of expediency alone. In such a social order, material success
and power are usually seen
as consequences of a more or less conscious rejection of all metaphysical
considerations - and, in
particular, of all that is comprised in the concept of God - willed
standards of morality - on the
assumption that they are but an obstacle in the path of man's free,
unlimited "development". It goes
without saying that this attitude (which has reached its epitome in the
modern statement that
"religion is opium for the people") is diametrically opposed to the
demand, voiced by every higher
religion, that man's social life, if it is to be a truly "good" life,
must be subordinated to definite
ethical principles and restraints. By their very nature, these restraints
inhibit the unprincipled
power-drive which dominates the more materialistic societies and enables
them to achieve - without
regard to the damage done to others and, spiritually, to themselves outward comforts and positions
of strength in the shortest possible time: but precisely because they do
act as a brake on man's
selfishness and power-hunger, it is these moral considerations and
restraints - and they alone that can free a community from the interminable, self-destructive inner
tensions and frustrations
to which materialistic societies are subject, and thus bring about a more
enduring, because more
organic, state of social well-being. This, in short, is the elliptically
implied answer of the Qur'an
to a rhetorical question placed in the mouths of "those who are bent on
denying the truth".

19:74
And yet, how many a generation have We destroyed before their time - [people] who surpassed
them in material power60 and in outward show! (19:75) Say: "As for him who lives in error, may
the Most Gracious lengthen the span of his life!"61
[And let them say whatever they say62] until the time when they behold that [doom] of which
they were forewarned - whether it be suffering [in this world] or [at the coming of] the Last Hour
-: for then they will understand which [of the two kinds of man] was worse in station and weaker
in resources!63
19:76

And God endows those who avail themselves of [His] guidance with an ever-deeper
consciousness of the right way;64 and good deeds, the fruit whereof endures forever, are, in thy
Sustainer's sight, of far greater merit [than any worldly goods], and yield far better returns.
60 Lit., "in property" or "abundance of property". In this context - as in
the last verse of this
surah - the term qarn apparently signifies "people of one and the same
epoch", i.e., a "civilization".
61 Or: "grant him a respite", so that he might have a chance to realize the
error of his ways and to
repent: thus, every believer is enjoined to pray for those who are
sinning.
62 This interpolation refers to, and connects with, the "saying" of the
deniers of the truth mentioned
in verse 73 above (Zamakhshari).
63 Lit., "in respect of support" or "of forces" (jundan) - an expression
which, in this context, denotes
both material resources and the ability to utilize them towards good
ends.
64 Lit., "God increases in guidance those who...", etc.

19:77
And hast thou ever considered [the kind of man] who is bent on denying the truth of Our
messages and says, "I will surely be given wealth and children"? 67
19:78
Has he, perchance, attained to a realm which is beyond the reach of a created being's
perception?67 - or has he concluded a covenant with the Most Gracious? (19:79) Nay! We shall
record what he says, and We shall lengthen the length of his suffering [in the hereafter], (19:80)
and divest him of68 all that he is [now] speaking of: for [on Judgment Day] he will appear before
Us in a lonely state.69
19:81
For [such as] these have taken to worshipping deities other than God, hoping that they would be
a [source of] strength for them.70 (19:82) But nay! [On Judgment Day] these [very objects of
adoration] will disavow the worship that was paid to them, and will turn against those [who had
worshipped them]!
19:83
ART THOU NOT aware that We have let loose all [manner of] satanic forces71 upon those who
deny the truth - [forces] that impel them [towards sin] with strong impulsion? 72

65 Lit., "which are better in thy Sustainer's sight as regards merit, and
better as regards
returns" (cf. 18:46.)
66 This is a further illustration of the attitude described in verses 73-75
(and referred to in
note 59): namely, the insistence on material values to the exclusion of
all moral considerations,
and the conviction that worldly "success" is the only thing that really
counts in life. As in many
other places in the Qur'an, this materialistic concept of "success'." is
metonymically equated with
one's absorption in the idea of "wealth and children".
67 In this context, the term al-ghayb denotes the unknowable future.
68 Lit., "inherit from him" - a metaphor based on the concept of one
person's taking over what once
belonged to, or was vested in, another.
69 I.e., bereft of any extraneous support, and thus depending on God's
grace and mercy alone
(cf. 6:94 as well as verse 95 of the present surah).
70 This refers to the type of man spoken of in the preceding passage as
well as in verses 73-75:
people who "worship" wealth and power with an almost religious devotion,
attributing to these
manifestations of worldly success the status of divine forces.
71 Lit., "the satans", by which term the Qur'an often describes all that is
intrinsically evil,
especially the immoral impulses in man's own soul (cf. note 10 on 2:14
and note 33 on verse 44
of the present surah).
72 See note 31 on 15:41. According to Zamakhshari and Razi, the expression
"We have let loose
(arsalna) all [manner of] satanic forces (shayatin) upon those who deny
the truth" has here the
meaning of "We have allowed them to be active (khallayna) among them",
leaving it to man's free
will to accept or to reject those evil influences or impulses. Razi, in
particular. points in this
context to surah 14, verse 22, according to which Satan will thus address
the sinners on Resurrection
Day: "I had no power at all over you: I but called you - and you
responded to me. Hence, blame
not me, but blame yourselves." See also note 31 on 14:22, in which Razi's
comment is quoted verbatim.

19:84
Hence, be not in haste [to call down God's punishment] upon them: for We but number the
number of their days.73 (19:85) On the Day when We shall gather the God-conscious unto [Us,]

the Most Gracious, as honoured guests, (19:86) and drive those who were lost in sin unto hell as
a thirsty herd is driven to a well - (19:87) [on that Day] none will have [the benefit of]
intercession unless he has [in his lifetime] entered into a bond with the Most Gracious.74
19:88
As it is,75 some assert, "The Most Gracious has taken unto Himself a son!76
19:89
Indeed, [by this assertion] you have brought forth something monstrous, (19:90) whereat the
heavens might well-nigh be rent into fragments, and the earth be split asunder, and the mountains
fall down in ruins! (19:91) That men. should ascribe a son to the Most Gracious, (19:92)
although it is inconceivable that the Most Gracious should take unto Himself a son!77
19:93
Not one of all [the beings] that are in the heavens or on earth appears before the Most Gracious
other than as a servant:78 (19:94) indeed, He has full cognizance of them, and has numbered them
with [unfailing] numbering; (19:95) and every one of them will appear before Him on
Resurrection Day in a lonely state.79
73 Lit., "We number for them but a number". Cf. also the first sentence of
verse 75 above.
74 Lit., "except him who has...", etc. According to the classical
commentators - including some of the
most outstanding Companions of the Prophet - the "bond with God" denotes,
in this context, the
realization of His oneness and uniqueness; for the wider implications of
this term, see surah 2,
note 19. Consequently, as pointed out by Razi, even great sinners may
hope for God's forgiveness symbolically expressed by the right of "intercession" which will be
granted to the prophets on
Judgment Day (see note 7 on 10:3)- provided that, during their life on
earth, they were aware of
God's existence and oneness.
75 Lit., "And" (wa), connecting the present passage with verse 81.
76 This allusion to the Christian belief in Jesus as "the son of God" and, in general, to every
belief in God's "incarnation" in a created being - takes up the theme
broached in verse 81 above:
namely, the deification of powers or beings other than God "with a view
to their being a source
of strength" to those who turn to them. But whereas verse 81 refers
specifically to the godless
who accord a quasi-divine status to material wealth and power and abandon
themselves entirely to

the pursuit of worldly success, the present passage refers to people who,
while believing in God,
deify prophets and saints, too, in the subconscious hope that they might
act as "mediators" between
them and the Almighty. Since this deification offends against the
principle of God's transcendent
oneness and uniqueness, it implies a breach of man's "bond with God" and,
if consciously persisted
in, constitutes an unforgivable sin (cf. 4:48 and 116).
77 The idea that God might have a "son" - either in the real or in the
metaphorical sense of this
term - would presuppose a degree of innate likeness between "the father"
and "the son": but God
is in every respect unique, so that "there is nothing like unto Him"
(42:11) and "nothing that
could be compared with Him" (112:4). Moreover, the concept of "progeny"
implies an organic
continuation of the progenitor, or of part of him, in another being and,
therefore, presupposes
a degree of incompleteness before the act of procreation (or incarnation,
if the term "sonship"
is used metaphorically): and the idea of incompleteness, in whatever
sense, negates the very concept
of God. But even if the idea of "sonship" is meant to express no more
than one of the different
"aspects" of the One Deity (as is claimed in the Christian dogma of the
"Trinity"), it is described
in the Qur'an as blasphemous inasmuch as it amounts to an attempt at
defining Him who is "sublimely
exalted above anything that men may devise by way of definition" (see
last sentence of 6:100).

19:96
VERILY, those who attain to faith and do righteous deeds will the Most Gracious endow with
love:80 (19:97) and only to this end have We made this [divine writ] easy to understand, in thine
own tongue, [O Prophet,]81 so that thou might convey thereby a glad tiding to the God-conscious,
and warn thereby those who are given to [futile] contention: (19:98) for, how many a generation
82
have We destroyed before their time - [and] canst thou perceive any one of them [now], or
hear any whisper of them?
78 I.e., all of them - whether men or angels - are but created beings,
having no share whatever in
His divinity, and all of them submit, consciously or unconsciously, to
His will (cf. 13:15 and
16:48-49).
79 See note 69 above.
80 I.e., bestow on them His love and endow them with the capability to love
His creation, as well
as cause them to be loved by their fellow-men. As is shown in the next
verse, this gift of love

is inherent in the guidance offered to man through divine revelation.
81 Since man is incapable of understanding the "word" of God as such, it
has always been revealed
to him in his own, human tongue (cf. 14:4 - "never have We sent forth any
apostle otherwise than
[with a message] in his own people's tongue"), and has always been
expounded in concepts accessible
to the human mind: hence the reference to the Prophet's revelations as
"brought down upon thy
heart" (2:97), or "[divine inspiration] has alighted with it upon thy
heart" (26:193-194).
82 I.e., civilization - a meaning which the term qarn has also in the
identical phrase in verse 74.

The Twentieth Surah
Ta Ha (O Man)
Mecca Period

FOR THE RENDERING of the title of this surah as "O Man", see note 1 below. As is the case
with the preceding surah, its position in the chronology of Qur'anic revelation is not difficult to
establish. Despite the vague assertions of some of the later authorities that it was revealed during
the last phase (or even in the last year) of the Prophet's sojourn in Mecca, we know for certain
that it was fully known to his Companions as early as the sixth year of his mission (that is, at
least seven years before he left Mecca for Medina): for it was this very surah which at that period
accidentally fell into the hands of 'Umar ibn al-Khattab - who until then had been a bitter
opponent of the Prophet - and caused his conversion to Islam (Ibn Sad 111/1, 191 ff.).
The main theme of Ta Ha is the guidance which God offers man through His prophets, and the
fact that the fundamental truths inherent in all revealed religions are identical: hence the long
story of Moses in verses 9-98, and the reference to the "clear evidence [of the truth of this divine
writ]", i.e., of the Qur'an, forthcoming from "what is [to be found] in the earlier scriptures" (verse
133).
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
20:1
O MAN!1 (20:2) We did not bestow the Qur'an on thee from on high to make thee unhappy,2
(20:3) but only as an exhortation to all who stand in awe [of God]: (20:4) a revelation from Him
who has created the earth and the high heavens - (20:5) the Most Gracious, established on the
throne of His almightiness?
20:6
Unto Him belongs all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth, as well as all that is between
them and all that is beneath the sod. (20:7) And if thou say anything aloud, [He hears it - ] since,

behold, He knows [even] the secret [thoughts of man] as well as all that is yet more hidden
[within him].4
1 According to some commentators, the letters t and h (pronounced ta ha)
which introduce this surah
belong to the group of al-muqatta'at - the "single [or "disjointed"]
letters" - which are prefixed
to a number of the Qur'anic surahs (see Appendix II). However, in the
opinion of some of the Prophet's
Companions (e.g., 'Abd Allah ibn 'Abbas) and a number of outstanding
personalities of the next
generation (like Said ibn Jubayr, Mujahid, Qatadah, Al-Hasan al-Basri,
'Ikrimah, Ad-Dahhak,
Al-Kalbi, etc.), ta ha is not just a combination of two single letters
but a meaningful expression
of its own, signifying "O man" (synonymous with ya rajul) in both the
Nabataean and Syriac branches
of the Arabic language (Tabari, Razi, Ibn Kathir), as well as in the purely Arabian - dialect of
the Yemenite tribe of 'Akk, as is evident from certain fragments of their
pre-Islamic poetry
(quoted by Tabari and Zamakhshari). Tabari, in particular, gives his
unqualified support to the
rendering of ta ha as "O man".
2 I.e., the ethical discipline imposed upon man by the teachings of the
Qur'an is not meant to
narrow down his feel of life, but, on the contrary, to enhance it by
deepening his consciousness of
right and wrong.
3 For my rendering of the metaphorical term al-'arsh as "the throne of His
almightiness", see note
43 on 7:54.
4 I.e., He knows not only man's unspoken, conscious thoughts but also all
that goes on within his
subconscious self.

20:8
God - there is no deity save Him; His [alone] are the attributes of perfection!5
20:9
AND HAS the story of Moses ever come within thy ken?6 (20:10) Lo! he saw a fire [in the
desert];7 and so he said to his family: "Wait here! Behold, I perceive a fire [far away]: perhaps I
can bring you a brand therefrom, or find at the fire some guidance."
20:11

But when he came close to it, a voice called out:8 "O Moses! (20:12) Verily, I am thy Sustainer!
Take off, then, thy sandals! Behold, thou art in the twice-hallowed valley,9 (20:13) and I have
chosen thee [to be My apostle]: listen, then, to what is being revealed [unto thee].
20:14
"Verily, I - I alone - am God; there is no deity save Me. Hence, worship Me alone, and be
constant in prayer, so as to remember Me!10 (20:15) "Behold, [although] I have willed to keep
it11 hidden, the Last Hour is bound to come, so that every human being may be recompensed in
accordance with what he strove for [in life].12
5 For an explanation of this rendering of al-asma' al-husna, see surah 7,
note 145.
6 Apart from two short references to Moses in earlier surahs (53:36 and
87:19), the narrative
appearing in verses 9-98 is undoubtedly the earliest Qur'anic exposition
of the story of Moses
as such. Its mention at this stage is connected with the reference to
revelation at the beginning
of this surah (verses 2-4) and, generally, with the Qur'anic doctrine of
the basic ideological
unity of all revealed religions.
7 From the sequence (here as well as in 27:7 and 28:29) it appears that
Moses had lost his way in
the desert: probably a symbolic allusion to his dawning awareness that he
was in need of spiritual
guidance. This part of the story relates to the period of his wanderings
subsequent to his flight
from Egypt (see 28:14 ff.). Regarding the allegory of the "fire" - the
"burning bush" of the Bible see note 7 on 27:7-8.
8 Lit., "he was called".
9 Whereas some commentators assume that the word tuwan (or tuwa) is the
name of the "hallowed valley",
Zamakhshari explains it, more convincingly, as meaning "twice" (from
tuwan or Owan, "twice done") i.e., "twice-hallowed" - apparently because God's voice was heard in it
and because Moses was
raised there to prophethood.
10 Thus, conscious remembrance of God and of His oneness and uniqueness is
declared to be the innermost
purpose, as well as the intellectual justification of all true prayer.
11 I.e., the time of its coming.
12 The expression "what he strove for" implies consciousness of endeavour
and thus excludes involuntary
actions (in the widest sense of the latter term, comprising everything
that is manifested in word

or actual deed), as well as involuntary omissions, irrespective of
whether the relevant action or
omission is morally good or bad. By enunciating the above principle
within the context of the
story of Moses, the Qur'an stresses the essential identity of the ethical
concepts underlying all
true religions. (See also 53:39 and the corresponding note 32.)
13 Lit., "in it".

20:16
Hence, let not anyone who does not believe in its coming13 and follows [but] his own desires
divert thee from [belief in] it, lest thou perish! (20:17) "Now, what is this in thy right hand, O
Moses?"
20:18
He answered: "It is my staff; I lean on it; and with it I beat down leaves for my sheep; and
[many] other uses have I for it." (20:19) Said He: "Throw it down, O Moses!" (20:20) So he
threw it - and lo! it was a snake, moving rapidly.
20:21
Said He: "Take hold of it, and fear not: We shall restore it to its former state.14 (20:22) "Now
place thy hand within thy armpit: it will come forth [shining] white, without blemish,15 as
another sign [of Our grace], (20:23) so that We might make thee aware of some of Our greatest
wonders.
20:24
"[And now] go thou unto Pharaoh: for, verily, he has transgressed all bounds of equity.16
20:25
Said [Moses]: "O my Sustainer! Open up my heart [to Thy light], (20:26) and make my task easy
for me, (20:27) and loosen the knot from my tongue (20:28) so that they might fully understand
my speech,17 (20:29) and appoint for me, out of my kinsfolk, one who will help me to bear my
burden:18 (20:30) Aaron, my brother. (20:31) Add Thou through him to my strength, (20:32) and
let him share my task, (20:33) so that [together] we might abundantly extol Thy limitless glory
(20:34) and remember Thee without cease!" (20:35) Verily, Thou seest all that is within us!"
20:36
Said He: "Thou art granted all that thou hast asked for, O Moses! (20:37) "And, indeed, We
bestowed Our favour upon thee at a time long since past,20 (20:38) when We inspired thy mother
with this inspiration: (20:39) 'Place him in a chest and throw it into the river, and thereupon the

river will cast him ashore, [and] one who is an enemy unto Me and an enemy unto him will adopt
him."21
"And [thus early] I spread Mine Own love over thee - and [this] in order that thou might be
formed under Mine eye.22
14 The miraculous transformation of the staff into a serpent has, I
believe, a mystic significance:
it seems to be an allusion to the intrinsic difference between appearance
and reality, and,
consequently, to the spiritual insight into this difference bestowed by
God on His chosen servants
(cf. the experience of Moses with the unnamed sage described in 18:6682). This interpretation
finds strong support in 27:10 and 28:31, in both of which places it is
said that Moses saw the
staff "move rapidly, as if it were a serpent (ka'annaha jann)"
15 I.e., strangely luminescent by virtue of the prophethood to which he had
been raised. (See also
note 85 on 7:108.)
16 This seems to be a reference to Pharaoh's greatest sin, namely, his
claim to divine status
(cf. 28:38 and 79:24).
17 I.e., "remove all impediment from my speech" (cf. Exodus iv, 10, "I am
slow of speech, and of a
slow tongue"), which would imply that he was not gifted with natural
eloquence.
18 This is the primary meaning of the term wazr (lit., "burden-carrier",
derived from wizr,
"a burden"); hence its later - post-classical-application to government
ministers.
19 Lit., "much" or "abundantly".
20 Lit., "at another time", i.e., the time of Moses' childhood and youth,
which is recalled in verses
38-40. For a fuller explanation of the subsequent references to that
period - the Pharaonic persecution
of the children of Israel and the killing of their new-born males, the
rescue of the infant Moses
and his adoption by Pharaoh's family, his killing of the Egyptian, and
his subsequent flight from
Egypt - see 28:3-21, where the story is narrated in greater detail.

20:40
"[And thou wert under Mine eye] when thy sister went forth and said [to Pharaoh's people],
'Shall I guide you unto [a woman] who might take charge of him?23 And so We returned thee
unto thy mother, so that her eye be gladdened, and that she might not sorrow [any longer].24

"And [when thou camest of age,25] thou didst slay a man: but We did save thee from all grief,
although We tried thee with various trials.26
"And then thou didst sojourn for years among the people of Madyan;27 and now thou hast come
[here] as ordained [by Me], O Moses: (20:41) for I have chosen thee for Mine Own service.
20:42
"Go forth, [then,] thou and thy brother, with My messages, and never tire of remembering Me:
(20:43) go forth, both of you, unto Pharaoh: for, verily, he has transgressed all bounds of equity!
(20:44) But speak unto him in a mild manner, so that he might bethink himself or [at least] be
filled with apprehension."28
21 Lit., "take him" (cf. 28:9). Pharaoh is described as an enemy of God
because of his overweening
arrogance and cruelty as well as his claim to the status of divinity (see
79:24); and he was,
unknowingly, an enemy of the infant Moses inasmuch as he hated and feared
the people to whom the
latter belonged.
22 I.e., "under My protection and in accordance with the destiny which I
have decreed for thee":
possibly a reference to Moses' upbringing within the cultural environment
of the royal palace
and his subsequent acquisition of the ancient wisdom of Egypt circumstances which were to qualify
him for his future leadership and the special mission that God had in
view for him.
23 For a fuller account, see 28:12.
24 As is implied here and in 28:12-13, his own mother became his wet-nurse.
25 Cf. 28:14.
26 For the details of this particular incident, which proved a turningpoint in the life of Moses,
see 28:15-21.
27 See 28:22-28.
28 Lit., "or [that he might] fear" - i.e., that there is some truth in the
words of Moses. Since God
knows the future, the tentative form in the above phrase - "so that he
might (la'allahu) bethink
himself", etc., - obviously does not imply any "doubt" on God's part as
to Pharoah's future
reaction: it implies no more than His command to the bearer of His
message to address the sinner
with a view to the latter's bethinking himself: in other words, it
relates to the intention or hope
with which the message-bearer should approach his task (Razi). And since
every Qur'anic narrative

aims at bringing out an eternal truth or truths or at elucidating a
universal principle of human
behaviour, it is evident that God's command to Moses to speak to one
particular sinner "in a mild
manner, so that he might (have a chance to] bethink himself" retains its
validity for all times
and all such attempts at conversion.

20:45
The two [brothers] said: "O our Sustainer! Verily, we fear lest he act hastily with regard to us,29
or lest he [continue to] transgress all bounds of equity."
20:46
Answered He: "Fear not! Verily, I shall be with you two, hearing and seeing [all]. (20:47) Go,
then; you two unto him and say, 'Behold, we are apostles sent by thy Sustainer: let, then, the
children of Israel go with us, and cause them not to suffer [any longer].30 We have now come
unto thee with a message from thy Sustainer; and [know that His] peace shall be [only] on those
who follow [His] guidance: (20:48) for, behold, it has been revealed to us that [in the life to
come] suffering shall befall all who give the lie to the truth and turn away [from it]!'"
20:49
[But when God's message was conveyed unto Pharaoh,] he said: "Who, now, is this Sustainer of
you two, O Moses?" (20:50) He replied: "Our Sustainer is He who gives unto every thing [that
exists] its true nature and form and thereupon guides it [towards its fulfilment].31
20:51
Said [Pharaoh]: "And what of all the past generations?"32 (20:52) [Moses] answered:
"Knowledge thereof rests with my Sustainer [alone, and is laid down] in His decree;33 my
Sustainer does not err, and neither does He forget."34
29 I.e., "lest he prevent us, by banishing or killing us outright, from
delivering Thy message fully".
30 Cf. 2:49, 7:141 and 14:6. For a more detailed description of this
Pharaonic oppression of the
Israelites, see Exodus i, 8-22.
31 In the original, this sentence appears in the past tense ("has given"
and "has guided"); but as it
obviously relates to the continuous process of God's creation, it is
independent of the concept of
time and denotes, as in so many other places in the Qur'an. an unceasing
present. The term khalq
signifies in this context not merely the inner nature of a created thing
or being but also the
outward form in which this nature manifests itself; hence my composite
rendering of khalqahu as

"its true nature and form". The idea underlying the above sentence is
expressed for the first time
in 87:2-3, i.e., in a surah which belongs to the earliest period of
Qur'anic revelation.
32 Sc., "who used to worship a plurality of deities: are they, in thy view,
irretrievably doomed?"
33 I.e., He alone decrees their destiny in the life to come, for He alone
knows their motives and
understands the cause of their errors, and He alone can appreciate their
spiritual merits and
demerits.
34 According to Razi, the dialogue between Moses and Pharaoh ends here for
the time being, with
verses 53-55 representing a direct Qur'anic discourse addressed to man in
general.

20:53
HE IT IS who has made the earth a cradle for you, and has traced out for you ways [of
livelihood] thereon,35 and [who] sends down waters from the sky: and by this means We bring
forth various kinds 36 of plants. (20:54) Eat, [then, of this produce of the soil,] and pasture your
cattle [thereon].
In all this, behold, there are messages indeed for those who are endowed with reason: (20:55) out
of this [earth] have We created you, and into it shall We return you, and out of it shall We bring
you forth once again.37
20:56
AND, INDEED, We made Pharaoh aware of38 all Our messages - but he gave them the lie and
refused [to heed them].39 (20:57) He said: "Hast thou come to drive us out of our land40 by thy
sorcery, O Moses? (20:58) In that case, we shall most certainly produce before thee the like
thereof! Appoint, then, a tryst between us and thee - which we shall not fail to keep, nor [mayest]
thou - at a suitable place!"
20:59
Answered [Moses]: "Your tryst shall be the day of the Festival;41 and let the people assemble
when the sun is risen high." (20:60) Thereupon Pharaoh withdrew [with his counsellors] and
decided upon the scheme which he would pursue;42 and then he came [to the tryst].
20:61
Said Moses to them: "Woe unto you! Do not invent lies against God,43 lest He afflict you with
most grievous suffering: for He who contrives [such] a lie is already undone!"

35 I.e., "has provided you with ways and means - both material and
intellectual - to gain your
livelihood on earth and from it".
36 Lit., "pairs" (azwaj), a term which in this context apparently denotes
"kinds"; but see also
13:3 and the corresponding note 7.
37 Regarding the creation of man's body "out of the earth", see the second
half of note 47 on 3:59,
as well as note 24 on 15:26; its "return into it" signifies the
dissolution of this body, after
death, into the elementary organic and inorganic substances of which it
was composed; and all
these facts - creation, subsistence and dissolution - contain the message
of God's almightiness,
of the ephemeral nature of man's life on earth, and of his future
resurrection.
38 Lit., We showed him" (araynahu), i.e., Pharaoh. According to
Zamakhshari, Razi and Baydawi, this
verb has here the meaning of "We made him acquainted with" or "aware of".
39 The messages alluded to here are both those entrusted directly to Moses
and the intangible
"messages" forthcoming from God's creation and referred to in the
preceding passage.
40 I.e., "deprive us of our rule" (cf. 7:110).
41 Lit., "the day of adornment" - possibly the Egyptian New Year's Day. The
expression "your tryst"
has the connotation of "the tryst proposed by you".
42 Lit., "he decided upon his artful scheme" (jama'a kaydahu): evidently an
allusion to his summoning
all the greatest sorcerers of Egypt (cf. 7:111-114).
43 I.e., by deliberately denying the truth of His messages.

20:62
So they debated among themselves as to what to do; but they kept their counsel secret, (20:63)
saying [to one another]: "These two are surely sorcerers intent on driving you from your land44
by their sorcery, and on doing away with your time-honoured way of life.45 (20:64) Hence, [O
sorcerers of Egypt,] decide upon the scheme which you will pursue, and then come forward in
one single body:46 for, indeed, he who prevails today shall prosper indeed!"47
20:65
Said [the sorcerers]: "O Moses! Either thou throw (thy staff first], or we shall be the first to
throw." (20:66) He answered: "Nay, you throw [first]."

And lo! by virtue of their sorcery, their [magic] ropes and staffs seemed to him to be moving
rapidly: (20:67) and in his heart Moses became apprehensive.48
20:68
[But] We said: "Fear not! Verily, it is thou who shalt prevail! (20:69) And [now] throw that
[staff] which is in thy right hand - it shall swallow up all that they have wrought: [for] they have
wrought only a sorcerer's artifice, and the sorcerer can never come to any good, whatever he may
aim at!"49
20:70
[And so it happened50 - ] and down fell the sorcerers, prostrating themselves in adoration,51 [and]
exclaimed: "We have come to believe in the Sustainer of Moses and Aaron!"
20:71
Said [Pharaoh]: "Have you come to believe in him52 ere I have given you permission? Verily, he
must be your master who has taught you magic! But I shall most certainly cut off your hands and
feet in great numbers, because of [your] perverseness, and I shall most certainly crucify you in
great numbers on trunks of palm-trees:53 and [I shall do this] so that you might come to know for
certain as to which of us [two]54 can inflict a more severe chastisement, and [which] is the more
abiding!"
44 See note 40 above. The dual form refers to Moses and Aaron.
45 Lit., "your exemplary [or "ideal"] way of life (tarigah)".
46 Lit., "in one [single] line", i.e., in unison.
47 Cf. 7:113-114.
48 Lit., "conceived fear within himself". The implication is that the feat
of the sorcerers was
based on mass-hallucination (cf. 7:116 - "they cast a spell upon the
people's eyes"), a
hallucination to which even Moses succumbed for a while.
49 Lit., "wherever he may come" - i.e., irrespective of whether he aims at
a good or at an evil
end (Razi). The above statement implies a categorical condemnation of all
endeavours which fall
under the heading of "magic", whatever the intention of the person who
devotes himself to it.
(In this connection, see also surah 2, note 84.)
50 Cf. 7:117-119.
51 See note 90 on 7:120.
52 I.e., Moses (cf. note 91 on 7:123).

53 Regarding the meaning of the stress on "great numbers", forthcoming from
the grammatical form of
the verbs employed by Pharaoh, see surah 7, note 92.
54 Sc., "I or the God in whom you now believe".

20:72
They answered: "Never shall we prefer thee to all the evidence of the truth that has come unto us,
nor to Him who has brought us into being! Decree, then, whatever thou art going to decree: thou
canst decree only [something that pertains to] this worldly life!55 (20:73) As for us, behold, we
have come to believe in our Sustainer, [hoping] that He may forgive us our faults and all that
magic unto which thou hast forced us: 56 for God is the best [to look forward to], and the One
who is truly abiding."57
20:74
VERILY, as for him who shall appear before his Sustainer [on Judgment Day] lost in sin - his
[portion], behold, shall be hell: he will neither die therein nor live;58 (20:75) whereas he who
shall appear before Him as a believer who has done righteous deeds 59 - it is such that shall have
lofty stations [in the life to come]: (20:76) gardens of perpetual bliss, through which running
waters flow, therein to abide: for that shall be the recompense of all who attain to purity.
20:77
AND, INDEED, [a time came60 when] We thus inspired Moses: "Go forth with My servants by
night, and strike out for them a dry path through the sea; [and] fear not of being overtaken, and
dread not [the sea]."61
55 Or: "thou canst end [for us] only this worldly life". It is to be noted
that the verb qada
signifies, among other meanings, "he decreed" as well as "he ended
[something]".
56 Pharaoh (a title borne by every indigenous ruler of Egypt) was
considered to be a "god-king" and,
thus, the embodiment of the Egyptian religion, in which occult practices
and magic played a very
important role; hence, every one of his subjects was duty-bound to accept
magic as an integral part
of the scheme of life.
57 Lit., "and the most abiding", i.e., eternal: cf. 55:26-27.
58 I.e., he will neither be reborn spiritually nor find peace through
extinction (Baghawi, Baydawi).
As is apparent from the juxtaposition, in the next verse, of the term
mu'mim (rendered by me as
"one who is lost in sin") with that of mu'min ("believer"), the former
term is here applied to

one who, in his lifetime, has consciously and persistently denied God
(Baydawi).
59 Thus the Qur'an implies - here as well as in many other places - that
the spiritual value of a
person's faith depends on his doing righteous deeds as well: cf. the
statement in 6:158 that on
Judgment Day "believing will be of no avail to any human being... who,
while believing, did
no good works".
60 I.e., after all the trials which the Israelites had to undergo in Egypt,
and after the plagues
with which Pharaoh and his followers were afflicted (cf. 7:130 ff.).
61 Referring to the phrase "strike out (idrib) for them a dry path through
the sea", Tabari explains
it as meaning "choose (ittakhidh) for them a dry path". See also 26:63-66
and the corresponding
notes 33 and 35.

20:78
And Pharaoh pursued them with his hosts: and they were overwhelmed by the sea which was
destined to overwhelm them62 (20:79) because Pharaoh had led his people astray and had not
guided [them] aright.
20:80
O children of Israel! [Thus] We saved you from your enemy, and [then] We made a covenant
with you on the right-hand slope of Mount Sinai,63 and repeatedly sent down manna and quails
unto you, [saying,] (20:81) "Partake of the good things which We have provided for you as
sustenance,64 but do not transgress therein the bounds of equity65 lest My condemnation fall upon
you: for, he upon whom My condemnation falls has indeed thrown himself into utter ruin!"66
20:82
Yet withal, behold, I forgive all sins unto any who repents and attains to faith and does righteous
deeds, and thereafter keeps to the right path.
20:83
[AND GOD SAID:67] "Now what has caused thee, O Moses, to leave thy people behind in so
great a haste?"68 (20:84) He answered: "They are treading in my footsteps69 while I have
hastened unto Thee, O my Sustainer, so that Thou might be well-pleased [with me]." (20:85)
Said He: "Then [know that], verily, in thy absence We have put thy people to a test, and the
Samaritan has led them astray."70
62 Lit.. "there overwhelmed them [that] of the sea which overwhelmed them"
- expressing the inevitability

of the doom which encompassed them.
63 See note 38 on 19:52. As regards God's "covenant" with the children of
Israel, see 2:63 and 83.
64 The reference to God's bestowal of "manna (mann) and quails (salwa)"
upon the Israelites during
their wanderings in the Sinai Desert after their exodus from Egypt is
found in the Qur'an in two
other places as well (namely, in 2:57 and 7:160). According to Arab
philologists, the term mann
denotes not only the sweet, resinous substance exuded by certain plants
of the desert, but also
everything that is "bestowed as a favour", i.e., without any effort on
the part of the recipient.
Similarly, the term salwa signifies not merely "a quail" or "quails", but
also "all that makes man
content and happy after privation" (Qamus). Hence the combination of
these two terms denotes,
metonymically, the gift of sustenance freely bestowed by God upon the
followers of Moses.
65 Or: "do not behave in an overweening manner" - i.e., "do not attribute
these favours to your
own supposed excellence on account of your descent from Abraham".
66 There is almost complete unanimity among the classical commentators in
that God's "condemnation"
(ghadab, lit., "wrath") is a metonym for the inescapable retribution
which man brings upon himself
if he deliberately rejects God's guidance and "transgresses the bounds of
equity".
67 This passage relates to the time of Moses' ascent of Mount Sinai,
mentioned in 2:51 and 7:142.
68 Lit., "what has hastened thee ahead of thy people?" - implying that he
should not have left
them alone, without his personal guidance, at so early a stage in their
freedom. In this inimitable
elliptic manner the Qur'an alludes to the psychological fact that a
community which attains to
political and social freedom after centuries of bondage remains for a
long time subject to the
demoralizing influences of its past, and cannot all at once develop a
spiritual and social
discipline of its own.
69 The classical commentators understand this phrase in its physical sense,
i.e.. "they are coming
up behind me and are now close by". Since, however. Moses was obviously
meant to be alone on his
ascent of Mount Sinai, I am of the opinion that his answer has a tropical
sense, expressing his
assumption that the children of Israel would follow his guidance even in
his absence: an
assumption which proved erroneous, as shown in the sequence.

70 The designation as-samiri is undoubtedly an adjectival noun denoting the
person's descent or
origin. According to one of the explanations advanced by Tabari and
Zamakhshari, it signifies
"a man of the Jewish clan of the Samirah", i.e., the ethnic and religious
group designated in
later times as the Samaritans (a small remnant of whom is still living in
Nablus, in Palestine).
Since that sect as such did not yet exist at the time of Moses, it is
possible that - as Ibn
'Abbas maintained (Razi) - the person in question was one of the many
Egyptians who had been
converted to the faith of Moses and joined the Israelites on their exodus
from Egypt (cf. note 92
on 7:124): in which case the designation samiri might be connected with
the ancient Egyptian
shemer, "a foreigner" or "stranger". This surmise is strengthened by his
introduction of the
worship of the golden calf, undoubtedly an echo of the Egyptian cult of
Apis (see note 113 on
7:148). In any case, it is not impossible that the latter-day Samaritans
descended - or were
reputed to descend - from this personality, whether of Hebrew or of
Egyptian origin; this might
partly explain the persistent antagonism between them and the rest of the
Israelite community.

20:86
Thereupon Moses returned to his people full of wrath and sorrow, [and] exclaimed: "O my
people! Did not your Sustainer hold out [many] a goodly promise to you? Did, then, [the
fulfilment of] this promise seem to you too long in coming?" Or are you, perchance, determined
to see your Sustainer's condemnation fall upon you,72 and so you broke your promise to me?"
20:87
They answered: "We did not break our promise to thee of our own free will, but [this is what
happened:] we were loaded with the [sinful] burdens of the [Egyptian] people's ornaments, and
so we threw them [into the fire],73 and likewise did this Samaritan cast [his into it]."
20:88
But then, [so they told Moses,74 the Samaritan] had produced for them [out of the molten gold]
the effigy of a calf, which made a lowing sound ;75 and thereupon they said [to one another],
"This is your deity, and the deity of Moses - but he has forgotten [his past]!"76
71 Or, according to Zamakhshari: "Did, then, the time [of my absence] seem
too long to you?" (It is
to be noted that the term 'ahd signifies a "time" or "period" as well as
a "covenant" or "promise".)

72 Lit., "Or have you decided that condemnation by your Sustainer should
fall due upon you?"- ie.,
"are you determined to disregard the consequences of your doings?"
73 It is mentioned in Exodus xii, 35 that, immediately before their
departure from Egypt, the Israelites
"borrowed of the Egyptians jewels of silver and jewels of gold". This
"borrowing" was obviously done
under false pretences, without any intention on the part of the
Israelites to return the jewellery
to its rightful owners: for, according to the Biblical statement (ibid.,
verse 36), "they spoiled
[i.e., robbed] the Egyptians" by doing so. While it is noteworthy that
the Old Testament, in its
present, corrupted form, does not condemn this behaviour, its iniquity
seems to have gradually
dawned upon the Israelites, and so they decided to get rid of those
sinfully acquired ornaments
(Baghawi, Zamakhshari and - in one of his alternative interpretations Razi).
74 This interpolation is necessary in view of the change from the direct
speech in the preceding verse
to the indirect in this one and in the sequence.
75 See surah 7, note 113.
76 An allusion to the fact that Moses had been brought up - obviously as an
Egyptian - at Pharaoh's court.

20:89
Why - did they not see that [the thing] could not give them any response, and had no power to
harm or to benefit them? (20:90) And, indeed, even before [the return of Moses] had Aaron said
unto them: "O my people! You are but being tempted to evil by this [idol] - for, behold, your
[only] Sustainer is the Most Gracious! Follow me, then, and obey my bidding!"77
20:91
[But] they answered: "By no means shall we cease to worship it until Moses comes back to us!"
(20:92) [And now that he had come back, Moses] said: "O Aaron! What has prevented thee,
when thou didst see that they had gone astray, (20:93) from [abandoning them and] following
me? Hast thou, then, [deliberately] disobeyed my commandment?"78
20:94
Answered [Aaron]: "O my mother's son! Seize me not by my beard, nor by my head!79 Behold, I
was afraid lest [on thy return] thou say, 'Thou hast caused a split among the children of Israel,
and hast paid no heed to my bidding!"80
20:95

Said [Moses]: "What, then, didst thou have in view, O Samaritan?" (20:96) He answered: "I have
gained insight into something which they were unable to see:81 and so I took hold of a handful of
the Apostle's teachings and cast it away: for thus has my mind prompted me [to act]."82
77 Sc., "and do not follow the Samaritan". This is in sharp contrast to the
Bible (Exodus xxxii, 1-5),
which declares Aaron guilty of making and worshipping the golden calf.
78 Cf. the last sentence of 7:142, where Moses, before leaving for Mount
Sinai, exhorts Aaron to
"act righteously" (islih). In this connection see also Aaron's reply to
Moses in 7:150, as well
as the corresponding note 117.
79 See 7:150.
80 Lit., "to my word" or "to what I had said" - evidently, about the
importance of keeping the
people united (Zamakhshari).
81 It is to be noted that the verb basura (lit., "he became seeing") has
the tropical significance
of "he perceived [something] mentally", or "he gained insight" or "he
understood". Hence, Abu
Muslim al-Isfahani (whose interpretation of the whole of this verse Razi
analyzes and finds most
convincing) explains the above phrase as meaning, "I realized what they
[i.e., the rest of the people]
did not realize - namely, that some of thy beliefs, O Moses, were wrong".
It would seem that the
Samaritan objected to the idea of a transcendental, imperceivable God,
and thought that the people
ought to have something more "tangible" to believe in. (See also next
note.)
82 Contrary to the fanciful interpretations advanced by some of the other
commentators, Abu Muslim
(as quoted by Razi) explains the term athar (lit., "vestige" or "trace")
in its tropical sense
of the "practices and sayings" or - collectively - the "teachings" of any
person, and particularly
of a prophet; thus, he makes it clear that the phrase gabadtu gabdatan
min athari 'r-rasul
fa-nabadhtuha signifies "I took hold of a handful [i.e., "something"] of
the teachings of the
Apostle, and discarded it": it being understood that "the Apostle"
referred to by the Samaritan
in the third person is Moses himself. (As already mentioned in the
preceding note, Razi unreservedly
subscribes to Abu Muslim's interpretation of this passage.) In my
opinion, the Samaritan's rejection
of a part of Moses' teachings is meant to explain the subconscious
tendency underlying all forms
of idolatry and of the attribution of divine qualities to things or
beings other than God: a futile,

self-deceiving hope of bringing the Unperceivable closer to one's limited
perception by creating
a tangible "image" of the Divine Being or, at least, of something that
could be conceived as His
"emanation". Inasmuch as all such endeavours obscure rather than
illuminate man's understanding
of God, they defeat their own purpose and destroy the misguided devotee's
spiritual potential: and
this is undoubtedly the purport of the story of the golden calf as given
in the Qur'an.

20:97
Said [Moses]; "Begone, then! And, behold, it shall be thy lot to say throughout [thy] life, 'Touch
me not!'83 But, verily, [in the life to come] thou shalt be faced with a destiny from which there
will be no escape!84 And [now] look at this deity of thine to whose worship thou hast become so
devoted: we shall most certainly burn it, and then scatter [whatever remains of] it far and wide
over the sea! (20:98) Your only deity is God - He save whom there is no deity, [and who]
embraces all things within His knowledge!"
20:99
THUS DO WE relate unto thee some of the stories of what happened in the past; and [thus] have
We vouchsafed unto thee, out of Our grace, a reminder.85
20:100
All who shall turn away from it will, verily, bear a [heavy] burden on the Day of Resurrection:
(20:101) they will abide in this [state], and grievous for them will be the weight [of that burden]
on the Day of Resurrection - (20:102) on the Day when the trumpet is blown: for on that Day We
will assemble all such as had been lost in sin, their eyes dimmed86 [by terror], (20:103)
whispering unto one another, "You have spent but ten [days on earth]...."87 (20:104) [But] We
know best88 what they will be saying when the most perceptive of them shall say, "You have
spent [there] but one day!"
83 Lit., "no touching" - a metaphorical description of the loneliness and
the social ostracism
in which he would henceforth find himself.
84 Lit., "there is for thee an appointment which thou canst not fail to
keep".
85 The adverb kadhalika ("thus") which introduces this verse is meant to
stress the purpose of all
Qur'anic references to past events - be they historical or legendary - as
well as the manner in
which the relevant stories are treated. Since the purpose underlying
every Qur'anic narrative is,
invariably, the illustration of certain fundamental truths, the narrative
as such is often condensed

and elliptic, omitting all that has no direct bearing on the point or
points which the Qur'an means
to bring out. The term "reminder" alludes to the unceasing guidance which
God offers to man
through His revelations.
86 Lit., "blue [of eye]" - i.e., as if their eyes were covered with a
bluish, opaque film.
87 As in several other places in the Qur'an (e.g., in 2:259, 17:52, 18:19,
23:112-113, 30:55,
79:46, etc.), this and the next verse touch upon the illusory character
of man's consciousness
of "time" and, thus, upon the relativity of the concept of "time" as
such. The number "ten" is
often used in Arabic to denote "a few" (Razi).
88 Signifying, in this context, "We alone understand fully".

20:105
AND THEY WILL ask thee about [what will happen to] the mountains [when this world comes
to an end]. Say, then: "My Sustainer will scatter them far and wide, (20:106) and leave the
earth89 level and bare, (20:107) [so that] thou wilt see no curve thereon, and no ruggedness."90
20:108
On that Day, all will follow the summoning Voice from which there will be no escape;91 and all
sounds will be hushed before the Most Gracious, and thou wilt hear nothing but a faint sough in
the air.
20:109
On that Day, intercession shall be of no avail [to any] save him in whose case the Most Gracious
will have granted leave therefor, and whose word [of faith) He will have accepted:92 (20:110)
[for] He knows all that lies open before men and all that is hidden from them,93 whereas they
cannot encompass Him with their knowledge.
20:111
And [on that Day] all faces will be humbled before the Ever-Living, the Self-Subsistent Fount of
All Being; and undone shall be he who bears [a burden of] evildoing94 - (20:112) whereas
anyone who will have done [whatever he could] of righteous deeds, and was a believer withal,
need have no fear of being wronged or deprived [of aught of his merit].95
20:113
AND THUS96 have We bestowed from on high this [divine writ] as a discourse in the Arabic
tongue,97 and have given therein many facets to all manner of warnings, so that men might
remain conscious of Us, or that it give rise to a new awareness in them.98

89 Lit., "leave it" - the pronoun relating, by implication, to the earth
(Zamakhshari and Razi).
90 In the eschatology of the Qur'an, the "end of the world" does not
signify an annihilation i.e., reduction to nothingness - of the physical universe but, rather,
its fundamental, cataclysmic
transformation into something that men cannot now visualize. This is
brought out in many allegorical
allusions to the Last Day, e.g., in 14:48, which speaks of "the Day when
the earth shall be changed
into another earth, as shall be the heavens".
91 Lit., "the caller in whom there will be no deviation (la 'iwaja lahu)" i.e., the summons to
the Last Judgment.
92 Regarding the Qur'anic concept of "intercession" on the Day of Judgment,
see note 7 on 10:3.
The "word [of faith]" referred to towards the end of the above verse is according to Ibn 'Abbas
(as quoted by Baghawi) - a metonym for the belief that "there is no deity
save God", i.e., the
realization of His oneness and uniqueness. See also 19:87 and the
corresponding note 74.
93 For an explanation of this phrase - which occurs in exactly the same
wording in 2:255, 21:28
and 22:76 as well - see surah 2, note. 247.
94 I.e., evildoing which has not been atoned for by repentance before death
(Razi). In this particular
context, it may be an allusion to the rejection of God's guidance - His
"reminder" - spoken
of in verses 99-101.
95 Lit., "no fear of [any] wrong" - i.e., punishment for any sin which he
may have contemplated
but not committed - "and neither of a diminution", i.e., of his merit:
.cf. the twice-repeated
statement in 16:96-97 that the righteous shall be recompensed in the
hereafter "in accordance
with the best that they ever did".
96 As in verse 99 above - with which this passage connects - the adverb
kadhalika ("thus") refers
to the method and purpose of the Qur'an.
97 Lit., "as an Arabic discourse (qur'an)". See, in particular, 12:2,
13:37, 14:4 and 19:97,
as well as the corresponding notes.
98 Lit., "so that they might be [or "remain"] God-conscious, or that it
create for them a remembrance",
i.e., of God. The verb ahdatha signifies "he brought (something] into
existence", i.e., newly or for

the first time, while the noun dhikr denotes "remembrance" as well as the
"presence [of something]
in the mind" (Raghib), i.e., awareness.

20:114
[Know,] then, [that) God is sublimely exalted. the Ultimate Sovereign, the Ultimate Truth:99 and
[knowing this,] do not approach the Qur'an in haste,100 ere it has been revealed unto thee in full,
but [always) say: "O my Sustainer, cause me to grow in knowledge!"101
20:115
AND, INDEED, long ago did We impose Our commandment on Adam;102 but he forgot it, and
We found no firmness of purpose in him.
20:116
For [thus it was:] when We told the angels, "Prostrate yourselves before Adam!" - they all
prostrated themselves, save Iblis, who refused [to do it];103 (20:117) and thereupon We said: "O
Adam! Verily, this is a foe unto thee and thy wife: so let him not drive the two of you out of this
garden and render thee unhappy.104 (20:118) Behold, it is provided for thee that thou shalt not
hunger here or feel naked,105 (20:119) and that thou shalt not thirst here or suffer from the heat of
the sun."
99 Whenever the noun al-haqq is used as a designation of God, it signifies
"the Truth" in the absolute,
intrinsic sense, eternally and immutably existing beyond the ephemeral,
changing phenomena of His
creation: hence, "the Ultimate Truth". God's attribute of al-malik, on
the other hand, denotes His
absolute sway over all that exists and can, therefore, be suitably
rendered as "the Ultimate Sovereign".
100 Lit., "be not hasty with the Qur'an" (see next note).
101 Although it is very probable that - as most of the classical
commentators point out - this exhortation
was in the first instance addressed to the Prophet Muhammad, there is no
doubt that it applies to
every person, at all times, who reads the Qur'an. The idea underlying the
above verse may be summed
up thus: Since the Qur'an is the Word of God, all its component parts phrases, sentences, verses
and surahs - form one integral, coordinated whole (cf. the last sentence
of 25:32 and the corresponding
note 27). Hence, if one is really intent on understanding the Qur'anic
message, one must beware of
a "hasty approach" - that is to say, of drawing hasty conclusions from
isolated verses or sentences
taken out of their context - but should, rather, allow the whole of the
Qur'an to be revealed to

one's mind before attempting to interpret single aspects of its message.
(See also 75:16-19 and
the corresponding notes.)
102 The relevant divine commandment - or, rather, warning - is spelled out
in verse 117. The present
passage connects with the statement in verse 99, "Thus do We relate unto
thee some of the stories of
what happened in the past", and is meant to show that negligence of
spiritual truths is one of the
recurrent characteristics of the human race (Razi), which is symbolized
here - as in many other places
in the Qur'an - by Adam.
103 See 2:30-34 and the corresponding notes, especially 23, 25 and 26, as
well as note 31 on 15:41.
Since - as I have shown in those notes - the faculty of conceptual
thinking is man's outstanding
endowment, his "forgetting" God's commandment - resulting from a lack of
all "firmness of purpose"
in the domain of ethics - is an evidence of the moral weakness
characteristic of the human race
(cf. 4:28 - "man has been created weak"): and this, in its turn, explains
man's dependence on
unceasing divine guidance, as pointed out in verse 113 above.
104 Lit., "so that thou wilt become unhappy". Regarding the significance of
"the garden" spoken of here,
see surah 2, note 27.
105 Lit., "be naked": but in view of the statement in verse 121 (as well as
in 7:22) to the effect that
only after their fall from grace did Adam and Eve become "conscious of
their nakedness", it is but
logical to assume that the words "that thou shalt not... be naked" have a
spiritual significance,
implying that man, in his original state of innocence, would not feel
naked despite all absence of
clothing. (For the deeper implications of this allegory, see note 14 on
7:20.)

20:120
But Satan whispered unto him, saying: "O Adam! Shall I lead thee to the tree of life eternal; and
[thus] to a kingdom that will never decay?"106
20:121
And so the two ate [of the fruit] thereof: and thereupon they became conscious of their nakedness
and began to cover themselves with pieced-together leaves from the garden. And [thus] did
Adam disobey his Sustainer, and thus did he fall into grievous error.107
20:122

Thereafter, [however,) his Sustainer elected him [for His grace], and accepted his repentance,
and bestowed His guidance upon him, (20:123) saying: "Down with you all108 from this [state of
innocence, and be henceforth] enemies unto one another! None the less, there shall most
certainly come unto you guidance from Me: and he who follows My guidance will not go astray,
and neither will he be unhappy. (20:124) But as for him who shall turn away from remembering
Me - his shall be a life of narrow scope;109 and on the Day of Resurrection We shall raise him up
blind."
106 This symbolic tree is designated in the Bible as "the tree of life" and
"the tree of knowledge
of good and evil" (Genesis ii, 9), while in the above Qur'anic account
Satan speaks of it as "the
tree of life eternal (al-khuld)". Seeing that Adam and Eve did not
achieve immortality despite
their tasting the forbidden fruit, it is obvious that Satan's suggestion
was, as it always is,
deceptive. On the other hand, the Qur'an tells us nothing about the real
nature of that "tree" beyond
pointing out that it was Satan who described it - falsely - as "the tree
of immortality": and so
we may assume that the forbidden tree is simply an allegory of the limits
which the Creator has set
to man's desires and actions: limits beyond which he may not go without
offending against his own,
God-willed nature. Man's desire for immortality on earth implies a
wishful denial of death and
resurrection, and thus of the ultimate reality of what the Qur'an
describes as "the hereafter" or
"the life to come" (al-akhirah). This desire is intimately connected with
Satan's insinuation that
it is within man's reach to become the master of "a kingdom that will
never decay": in other words,
to become "free" of all limitations and thus, in the last resort, of the
very concept of God - the
only concept which endows human life with real meaning and purpose.
107 Regarding the symbolism of Adam and Eve's becoming "conscious of their
nakedness", see note 105
above as well as the reference, in 7:26-27, to "the garment of Godconsciousness", the loss of
which made man's ancestors "aware of their nakedness", i.e., of their
utter helplessness and, hence,
their dependence on God.
108 See surah 7, note 16.
109 I.e., sterile and spiritually narrow, without any real meaning or
purpose: and this, as is
indicated in the subsequent clause, will be a source of their suffering
in the hereafter.

20:125

[And so, on Resurrection Day, the sinner] will ask: "O my Sustainer! Why hast Thou raised me
up blind, whereas [on earth] I was endowed with sight?" (20:126) [God] will reply: "Thus it is:
there came unto thee Our messages, but thou wert oblivious of them; and thus shalt thou be today
consigned to oblivion!"
20:127
For, thus shall We recompense him who wastes his own self... and does not believe in his
Sustainer's messages: and, indeed, the suffering [of such sinners] in the life to come shall be
most severe and most enduring!
20:128
CAN, THEN, they [who reject the truth] learn no lesson by recalling how many a generation We
have destroyed before their time?111 - [people] in whose dwelling-places they [themselves now]
walk about? In this, behold, there are messages indeed for those who are endowed with reason!
20:129
Now were it not for a decree that has already gone forth from thy Sustainer, setting a term112 [for
each sinner's repentance], it would inescapably follow [that all who sin must be doomed at
once].113 (20:130) Hence, bear with patience whatever they [who deny the truth] may say, and
extol thy Sustainer's limitless glory and praise Him before the rising of the sun and before its
setting; and extol His glory, too, during some of the hours of the night as well as during the hours
of the day,114 so that thou might attain to happiness.
20:131
And never turn thine, eyes [with longing] towards whatever splendour of this world's life We
may have allowed so many others115 to enjoy in order that We might test them thereby: for the
sustenance which thy Sustainer provides [for thee] is better and more enduring.116
110 Regarding this rendering of the phrase man asrafa, see surah 10, note
21, in which I have discussed
the meaning of the participial noun musrif, derived from the same verbal
root.
111 Lit., "Is it, then, no guidance for them how many a generation...",
etc. It is to be borne in
mind that, in Qur'anic usage, the noun qarn signifies not only "a
generation", but also - and rather
more often - "people belonging to one particular epoch", i.e., "a
civilization" in the historical
sense of this term.
112 Lit., "and a term set [by Him]". This phrase, placed in the original at
the end of the sentence,
connects - as most of the classical commentators point out - with the
opening clause of this verse,
and has been rendered accordingly.

113 Cf. 10:11 and 16:61.
114 Lit., "at the sides [or "extremities"] of the day". See in this
connection also 11:114 and the
corresponding note 145.
115 Lit., "groups for "kinds"] of them" (azwajan minhum ). According to
most of the commentators,
this relates to the deniers of the truth spoken of in the preceding
passages; but since the above
injunction has obviously a wider purport, condemning envy in general, I
have rendered this
expression as "so many others".
116 Implying that whatever God grants a person is an outcome of divine
wisdom and, therefore, truly
appropriate to the destiny which God has decreed for that person.
Alternatively, the phrase may
be understood as referring to the life to come and the spiritual
sustenance which God bestows
upon the righteous.

20:132
And bid thy people to pray, and persevere therein. [But remember:] We do not ask thee to
provide sustenance [for Us]:117 it is We who provide sustenance for thee. And the future belongs
to the God-conscious.118
20:133
NOW THEY [who are blind to the truth] are wont to say, "If [Muhammad] would but produce
for us a miracle from his Sustainer!119 [But] has there not come unto them a clear evidence [of
the truth of this divine writ] in what is [to be found] in the earlier scriptures?120
20:134
For [thus it is:] had We destroyed them by means of a chastisement ere this [divine writ was
revealed], they would indeed [be justified to] say [on Judgment Day]: "O our Sustainer! If only
Thou hadst sent an apostle unto us, we would have followed Thy messages rather than be
humiliated and disgraced [in the hereafter]!"121
20:135
Say: "Everyone is hopefully waiting [for what the future may bring]:122 wait, then, [for the Day
of Judgment - ] for then you will come to know as to who has followed the even path, and who
has found guidance!"
117 My interpolation of the words "for Us" is based on Razi's
interpretation of the above sentence:

"God makes it clear that He has enjoined this [i.e., prayer] upon men for
their own benefit alone,
inasmuch as He Himself is sublimely exalted above any [need of]
benefits." In other words, prayer
must not be conceived as a kind of tribute to a "jealous God" - as the
Old Testament, in its present
corrupted form, frequently describes Him - but solely as a spiritual
benefit for the person who prays.
118 Lit., "to God-consciousness".
119 I.e., in proof of his prophetic mission: cf. 6:109 and, many other
instances in which the deniers
of the truth are spoken of as making their belief in the Qur'anic message
dependent on tangible
"miracles".
120 I.e., "Does not the Qur'an express the same fundamental truths as were
expressed in the revelations
granted to the earlier prophets?" Beyond this, the above rhetorical
question contains an allusion
to the predictions of the advent of Muhammad to be found in the earlier
scriptures, e.g.. in
Deuteronomy xviii, 15 and 18 (discussed in my note 33 on 2:42) or in John
xiv, 16, xv, 26 and xvi, 7,
where Jesus speaks of the "Comforter" who is to come after him.
(Regarding this latter prediction,
see my note on 61:6.)
121 Cf. 6:131. 15:4 or 26:208-209, where it is stressed that God never
punishes man for any wrong
committed in ignorance of what constitutes right and wrong in the moral
sense - i.e., before
making it possible for him to avail himself of divine guidance.
122 I.e., human nature is such that no man, whatever his persuasion or
condition, can ever cease to
hope that the way of life chosen by him will prove to have been the right
way.

The Twenty-First Surah
Al-Anbiya (The Prophets)
Mecca Period

THE MAIN theme of this surah - which according to the 'Itqan belongs to the last group of the
Meccan revelations - is the stress on the oneness, uniqueness and transcendence of God and on
the fact that this truth has always been the core of all prophetic revelation, "the essence of all that
you ought to bear in mind" (verse 10), and which man only too often forgets: for "the deaf [of
heart] will not hearken to this call, however often they are warned" (verse 45), and "but listen to
it with playful amusement, their hearts set on passing delights" (verses 2-3).

The repeated allusions to some of the prophets of old, all of whom preached the same
fundamental truth, provide the title of this surah. The stories of those prophets are meant to
illustrate the continuity and intrinsic unity of all divine revelation and of man's religious
experience: hence, addressing all who believe in Him. God says, "Verily, this community of
yours is one single community, since I am the Sustainer of you all" (verse 92), thus postulating
the brotherhood of all true believers, whatever their outward designation, as a logical corollary of
their belief in Him - the belief that "your God is the One and Only God" (verse 108).
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
21:1
CLOSER DRAWS unto men their reckoning: and yet they remain stubbornly heedless [of its
approach].1 (21:2) Whenever there comes unto them any new reminder from their Sustainer, they
but listen to it with playful amusement,2 (21:3) their hearts set on passing delights; yet they who
are [thus] bent on wrongdoing conceal their innermost thoughts3 [when they say to one another],
"Is this [Muhammad] anything but a mortal like yourselves? Will you, then, yield to [his]
spellbinding eloquence with your eyes open?"4
21:4
Say:5 "My Sustainer knows whatever is spoken in heaven and on earth; and He alone is allhearing, all-knowing."
1
2
3
4

Lit., "and yet in [their] heedlessness they are obstinate (mu'ridun)".
Lit., "while they are playing".
See next note.
As regards my occasional rendering of sihr (lit., "sorcery" or "magic")
as "spellbinding eloquence",
see 74:24, where this term occurs for the first time in the chronology of
Qur'anic revelation. By
rejecting the message of the Qur'an on the specious plea that Muhammad is
but a human being endowed
with "spellbinding eloquence", the opponents of the Qur'anic doctrine in
reality "conceal their
innermost thoughts": for, their rejection is due not so much to any
pertinent criticism of this
doctrine as, rather, to their instinctive, deep-set unwillingness to
submit to the moral and spiritual
discipline which an acceptance of the Prophet's call would entail.
5 According to the earliest scholars of Medina and Basrah, as well as some
of the scholars of Kufah,
this word is spelt qul, as an imperative ("Say"), whereas some of the
Meccan scholars and the
majority of those of Kufah read it as qala ("He [i.e., the Prophet]
said"). In the earliest copies
of the Qur'an the spelling was apparently confined, in this instance, to
the consonants q-l: hence
the possibility of reading it either as qul or as qala. However, as
Tabari points out, both these

readings have the same meaning and are, therefore, equally valid, "for,
when God bade Muhammad to
say this, he [undoubtedly] said it... Hence, in whichever way this word
is read, the reader is correct
(musib as-sawab) in his reading." Among the classical commentators,
Baghawi and Baydawi explicitly
use the spelling qul, while Zamakhshari's short remark that "it has also
been read as qala" seems
to indicate his own preference for the imperative qul.]

21:5
"Nay," they say, "[Muhammad propounds] the most involved and confusing of dreams!"6 - "Nay,
but he has invented [all] this!" - "Nay, but he is [only] a poet!" - [and,] "Let him, then, come unto
us with a miracle, just as those [prophets] of old were sent [with miracles]!"
21:6
Not one of the communities that We destroyed in bygone times7 would ever believe [their
prophets]: wilt these, then, [be more willing to] believe?8
21:7
For [even] before thy time, [O Muhammad,] We never sent [as Our apostles] any but [mortal]
men, whom We inspired - hence, [tell the deniers of the truth,] "If you do not know this, ask the
followers of earlier revelation"9 (21:8) and neither did We endow them with bodies that could
dispense with food,10 nor were they immortal.
21:9
In the end, We made good unto them Our promise, and We saved them and all whom We willed
[to save],11 and We destroyed those who had wasted their own selves.12
21:10
[O MEN!] We have now bestowed upon you from on high a divine writ containing all that you
ought to bear in mind:13 will you not, then, use your reason?
6 Lit., "confusing medleys (ad, ghath) of dreams".
7 Lit., "before them".
8 The downfall of those communities of old - frequently
Qur'an - was invariably
due to the fact that they had been resolved to ignore
truths which militated against
their own, materialistic concept of life: is it, then
argument goes), reasonable
to expect that the opponents of the Prophet Muhammad,
motivated, would be more

referred to in the
all spiritual
(so the Qur'anic
who are similarly

willing to consider his message on its merits?
9 Lit., "followers of the reminder" - i.e., of the Bible, which in its
original, uncorrupted form
represented one of God's "reminders" to man.
10 Lit., "neither did We fashion them [i.e., those apostles] as bodies that
ate no food", implying
a denial of any supernatural quality in the prophets entrusted with God's
message (cf. 5:75, 13:38
and 25:20, as well as the corresponding notes). The above is an answer to
the unbelievers' objection
to Muhammad's prophethood expressed in verse 3 of this surah.
11 I.e., their believing followers.
12 As regards my rendering of al-musrifun as "those who had wasted their
own selves", see note 21
on the last sentence of 10:12.
13 The term dhikr, which primarily denotes a "reminder" or a "remembrance",
or, as Raghib defines
it, the "presence [of something] in the mind", has also the meaning of
"that by which one is
remembered", i.e., with praise - in other words, "renown" or "fame" and, tropically, "honour",
"eminence" or "dignity". Hence, the above phrase contains, apart from the
concept of a "reminder",
an indirect allusion to the dignity and happiness to which man may attain
by following the spiritual
and social precepts laid down in the Qur'an. By rendering the expression
dhikrukum as "all that you
ought to bear in mind", I have tried to bring out all these meanings.

21:11
For, how many a community that persisted in evildoing have We dashed into fragments, and
raised another people in its stead!14 (21:12} And [every time,] as soon as they began to feel Our
punishing might, lo! they tried to flee from it -(21:13) (and at the same time they seemed to hear
a scornful voice]: "Do not try to flee, but return to all that [once] gave you pleasure and
corrupted your whole being.15 and [return] to your homes, so that you might be called to account
[for what you have done]!16
21:14
And they could only cry:17 "Oh, woe unto us! Verily, we were wrongdoers!" (21:15} And that
cry of theirs did not cease until We caused them to become [like] a field mown down, still and
silent as ashes.
21:16

AND (know that] We have not created the heavens and the earth and all that is between them in
mere idle play:18 (21:17) [for,] had We willed to indulge in a pastime, We would indeed have
produced it from within Ourselves - if such had been Our will at all!19
21:18
Nay, but [by the very act of creation] We hurl the truth against falsehood,20 and it crushes the
latter: and lo! it withers away.21 But woe unto you for all your [attempts at] defining [God]22 (21:19) for, unto Him belong all [beings] that are in the heavens and on earth; and those that are
with Him23 are never too proud to worship Him and never grow weary [thereof]: (21:20) they
extol His limitless glory by night and by day, never flagging [therein).
14 Lit., "after it".
15 For an explanation of the phrase ma utriftum fihi, see surah 11, note
147.
16 The Qur'an does not say whose words these are, but the tenor of this
passage indicates, I believe,
that it is the scornful, self-accusing voice of the sinners' own
conscience: hence my interpolation,
between brackets, at the beginning of this verse.
17 Lit., "They said".
18 Lit playing or "playfully", i.e., without meaning and purpose: see note
11 on 10:5.
19 Lit. "if We had [ever] willed to do so": meaning that, had God ever
willed to "indulge in a pastime
(which being almighty and self-sufficient, He has no need to do), He
could have found it within
His Own Self, without any necessity to create a universe which would
embody His hypothetical and
logically inconceivable - will to "please Himself", and would thus
represent a projection, as it
were, of His Own Being. In the elliptic manner of the Qur'an, the above
passage amounts to a
statement of God's transcendence.
20 I.e., the truth of God's transcendence against the false idea of His
existential immanence in,
or co-existence with, the created universe.
21 The obvious fact that everything in the created universe is finite and
perishable effectively
refutes the claim that it could be a "projection" of the Creator, who is
infinite and eternal.
22 Lit., "for all that you attribute [to God] by way of description" or "of
definition" (cf: the last
sentence of 6:100 and the corresponding note 88) - implying that the idea
of God's "immanence" in
His creation is equivalent to an attempt to define His Being.

21:21
And yet,24 some people choose to worship certain earthly things or beings as deities25 that [are
supposed to) resurrect [the dead; and they fail to realize that), (21:22) had there been in heaven
or on earth26 any deities other than God, both [those realms) would surely have fallen into ruin!
But limitless in His glory is God, enthroned in His awesome almightiness27 [far) above anything
that men may devise by way of definition!28
21:23
He cannot be called to account for whatever He does, whereas they will be called to account:
(21:24) and yet,29 they choose to worship [imaginary) deities instead of Him!
Say [O Prophet): "Produce an evidence for what you are claiming:30 this is a reminder
[unceasingly voiced) by those who are with me, just as it was a reminder [voiced] by those who
came before me."31 But nay, most of them do not know the truth, and so they stubbornly turn
away [from it]32 - (21:25) and [this despite the fact that even] before thy time We never sent any
apostle without having revealed to him that there is no deity save Me, [and that,] therefore, you
shall worship Me [alone]!
23 According to the classical commentators, this refers to the angels; but
it is possible to
understand the expression "those who are with Him" in a wider sense,
comprising not only the angels
but also all human beings who are truly God-conscious and wholly
dedicated to Him. In either case,
their "being with Him" is a metaphorical indication of their spiritual
eminence and place of honour
in God's sight, and does not bear any spatial connotation of "nearness"
(Zamakhshari and Razi):
obviously so, because God is limitless in space as well as in time. (See
also 40:7 and the corresponding
note 4.)
24 As stressed by Zamakhshari, the particle am which introduces this
sentence has not, as is so often
the case, an interrogative sense ("is it that..."), but is used here in
the sense of bal, which in
this instance may be rendered as "and yet".
25 Lit., "they have taken unto themselves deities from the earth", i.e.,
from among the things or
beings found on earth: an expression which alludes to all manner of false
objects of worship idols of every description, forces of nature, deified human beings, and,
finally, abstract concepts
such as wealth, power, etc.
26 Lit., "in those two [realms]", alluding to the first clause of verse 19
above.

27 Lit., "the Sustainer (rabb) of the awesome throne of almightiness". (For
this rendering of al-'arsh,
see note 43 on 7:54.
28 Cf. last sentence of verse 18 and the corresponding note 22, as well as
note 88 on 6:100.
29 See note 24 above.
30 Lit., "produce your evidence", i.e., for the existence of deities other
than God, as well as for
the intellectual and moral justification of worshipping anything but Him.
31 I.e., the earlier prophets, the purport of whose messages was always the
stress on the oneness of God.
32 In other words, most people's obstinate refusal to consider a reasonable
proposition on its
merits is often due to no more than the simple fact that it is not
familiar to them.

21:26
And [yet,) some say, "The Most Gracious has taken unto Himself a son"! Limitless is He in His
glory!33 Nay, [those whom they regard as God's "offspring"34 are but His] honoured servants:
(21:27) they speak not until He has spoken unto them,35 and [whenever they act,] they act at His
behest.
21:28
He knows all that lies open before them and all that is hidden from them:36 hence, they cannot
intercede for any but those whom He has [already) graced with His goodly acceptance,37 since
they themselves stand in reverent awe of Him.
21:29
And if any of them were to say, "Behold, I am a deity beside Him" - that one We should requite
with hell: thus do We requite all [such] evildoers.
21:30
ARE, THEN, they who are bent on denying the truth not aware that the heavens and the earth
were [once] one single entity, which We then parted asunder?38 - and [that] We made out of
water every living thing? Will they not, then, [begin to] believe?39
33 I.e., utterly remote from the imperfection implied in the concept of
"offspring": see note 77 on 19:92.
34 This alludes to prophets like Jesus, whom the Christians regard as "the
son of God", as well as

to the angels, whom the pre-Islamic Arabs considered to be "God's
daughters" (since they were
conceived of as females).
35 Lit., "they do not precede Him in speech" - meaning that they proclaim
only what He has revealed
to them and bidden them to proclaim.
36 See note 247 on 2:255.
37 Cf. 19:87 and 20:109. Regarding the problem of "intercession" as such,
see note 7 on 10:3.
38 It is, as a rule, futile to make an explanation of the Qur'an dependent
on "scientific findings"
which may appear true today, but may equally well be disproved tomorrow
by new findings. Nevertheless,
the above unmistakable reference to the unitary origin of the universe metonymically described in
the Qur'an as "the heavens and the earth" - strikingly anticipates the
view of almost all modern
astrophysicists that this universe has originated as one entity from one
single element, namely;
hydrogen, which became subsequently consolidated through gravity and then
separated into individual
nebulae, galaxies and solar systems, with further individual parts
progressively breaking away to
form new entities in the shape of stars, planets and the latters'
satellites. (Regarding the
Qur'anic reference to the phenomenon described by the term "expanding
universe", see 51:47 and
the corresponding note 31.)
39 The statement that God "made out of water every living thing" expresses
most concisely a truth
that is nowadays universally accepted by science. It has a threefold
meaning: (1) Water - and,
specifically, the sea - was the environment within which the prototype of
all living matter originated;
(2) among all the innumerable - existing or conceivable - liquids, only
water has the peculiar
properties necessary for the emergence and development of life; and (3)
the protoplasm, which is
the physical basis of every living cell - whether in plants or in animals
- and represents the only
form of matter in which the phenomena of life are manifested, consists
overwhelmingly of water and
is, thus, utterly dependent on it. Read together with the preceding
statement, which alludes to the
unitary origin of the physical universe, the emergence of life from and
within aa equally unitary
element points to the existence of a unitary plan underlying all creation
and; hence, to the existence
and oneness of the Creator. This accent on the oneness of God and the'
unity of His creation is taken
up again in verse 92 below.

21:31
(31} And [are they not aware that] We have set up firm mountains on earth, lest it sway with
them,40 and [that] We have appointed thereon broad paths, so that they might find their way,
(21:32) and [that] We have set up the sky as a canopy well-secured?41
And yet, they stubbornly turn away from [all] the signs of this [creation], (21:33) and [fail to see
that] it is He who has created the night and the day and the sun and the moon - all of them
floating through space!
21:34
AND [remind those who deny thee, O Prophet,42 that] never have We granted life everlasting to
any mortal before thee:43 but do they, perchance, hope that although thou must die, they will live
forever?44
21:35
Every human being is bound to taste death; and We test you [all] through the bad and the good
[things of life] by way of trial: and unto Us you all must return.45 (21:36} But [thus it is:]
whenever they who are bent on denying the truth consider thee,46 they make thee but a target of
their mockery, [saying to one another,] "Is this the one who speaks [so contemptuously] of your
gods?"47
And yet, it is they themselves who, at [every] mention of the Most Gracious, are wont to deny
the truth !48 (21:37} Man is a creature of haste;49 [but in time] I shall make obvious to you [the
truth of] My messages: do not, then, ask Me to hasten [it] !50
40 See 16:15 and the corresponding note 11.
41 See note 4 on the first sentence of 13:2, which seems to have a similar
meaning.
42 This relates to the objection of the unbelievers, mentioned in verse 3
of this surah, that
Muhammad is "but a mortal like yourselves", and connects also with verses
7-8, which stress that
all of God's apostles were but mortal men (cf. 3:144).
43 The obvious implication is, "and so We shall not grant it unto thee,
either". Cf. 39:30 "thou art bound to die".
44 Lit., "but if, then, thou shouldst die, will they live forever?" implying an assumption on
their part that they would not be called to account on death and
resurrection.
45 Lit., "you shall be brought back", i.e., for judgment.

46 Lit., "see thee": but since this verb has here obviously an abstract
meaning, relating to the
message propounded by the Prophet, it is best rendered as above.
47 Sc., "and dares to deny their reality although he is a mere mortal like
ourselves?"
48 I.e., although they resent any aspersion cast on whatever things or
forces they unthinkingly
worship, they refuse to acknowledge God's planning will manifested in
every aspect of His creation.
49 Lit., "is created out of haste" - i.e., he is by nature imbued with
impatience: cf. last sentence
of 17:11. In the present context this refers to man's impatience
regarding things to come: in this
case - as is obvious from the sequence - his hasty refusal to believe in
God's coming judgment

21:38
But they [who reject My messages are wont to] ask, "When is that promise [of God's judgment]
to be fulfilled? [Answer this, O you who believe in it,] if you are men of truth!"51
21:39
If they but knew - they who are bent on denying the truth - [that there will come] a time when
they will not be able to ward off the fire from their faces, nor from their backs, and will not find
any succour! (21:40) Nay, but [the Last Hour] will come upon them of a sudden, and will stupefy
them: and they will be unable to avert it, and neither will they be allowed any respite.
21:41
And, indeed, [O Muhammad, even] before thy time have [God's] apostles been derided - but
those who scoffed at them were [in the end] overwhelmed by the very thing which they had been
wont to deride.52 (21:42} Say: "Who could protect you, by night or by day, from the Most
Gracious?"53 And yet, from a remembrance of their Sustainer do they stubbornly turn away!
21:43
Do they [really think that they] have deities that could shield them from Us? Those [alleged
deities] are not [even] able to succour themselves: hence, neither can they [who worship them
hope to] be aided [by them] against Us.
21:44
Nay, We have allowed these [sinners] - as [We allowed] their forebears - to enjoy the good
things of life for a great length of time:54 but then - have they never yet seen how We visit the
earth [with Our punishment], gradually depriving it of all that is best thereon? 55 Can they, then,
[hope to] be the winners?

21:45
SAY [unto all men]: "I but warn you on the strength of divine revelation!" But the deaf [of heart]
will not hearken to this call, however often they are warned.56
50 Cf. 16:1 - "God's judgment is [bound to] come: do not; then, call for
its speedy advent!"
51 The Qur'anic answer to this question is given in 7:187.
52 See 6:10 (which has exactly the same wording) and the corresponding note
9.
53 The reference to God, in this context, as "the Most Gracious" (arrahman) is meant to bring
out the fact that He - and He alone - is the protector of all creation.
54 Lit., "until their lives ('umur) grew long" - i.e., until they grew
accustomed to the thought
that their prosperity would last forever (Zamakhshari).
55 For an explanation, see the identical phrase in 13:41 and the
corresponding notes 79 and 80.
56 Lit., "whenever they are warned".

21:46
And yet, if but a breath of thy Sustainer's chastisement touches them, they are sure to cry, "Oh,
woe unto us! Verily, we were evildoers!" (21:47} But We shall set up just balance-scales on
Resurrection Day, and no human being shall be wronged in the least: for though there be [in him
but] the weight of a mustard-seed [of good or evil], We shall bring it forth; and none can take
count as We do!
21:48
AND, INDEED, We vouchsafed unto Moses and Aaron [Our revelation as] the standard by
which to discern the true from the false,57 and as a [guiding] light and a reminder for the Godconscious (21:49) who stand in awe of their Sustainer although He is beyond the reach of human
perception,58 and who tremble at the thought of the Last Hour.
21:50
And [like those earler revelations,] this one, too, is a blessed reminder which We have bestowed
from on high: will you, then, disavow it?
21:51

AND, INDEED, long before [the time of Moses] We vouchsafed unto Abraham his
consciousness of what is right;59 and We were aware of [what moved] him (21:52) when he said
unto his father and his people, "What are these images to which you are so intensely devoted?"
21:53
They answered: "We found our forefathers worshipping them." (21:54} Said he: "Indeed, you
and your forefathers have obviously gone astray!" (21:55} They asked: "Hast thou come unto us
[with this claim] in all earnest - or art thou one of those jesters?" (21:56} He answered: "Nay, but
your [true] Sustainer is the Sustainer of the heavens and the earth - He who has brought them
into being: and I am one of those who bear witness to this [truth]!"
57 See note 38 on 2:53. The reference to the revelation bestowed on the
earlier prophets as
"the standard by which to discern the true from the false" (al-furqan)
has here a twofold
implication: firstly, it alludes to the Qur'anic doctrine - explained in
note 5 on 2:4 - of
the historical continuity in all divine revelation, and, secondly, it
stresses the fact that
revelation - and revelation alone - provides an absolute criterion of all
moral valuation. Since
the Mosaic dispensation as such was binding on the children of Israel
alone and remained valid
only within a particular historical and cultural context, the term alfurqan relates here not
to the Mosaic Law as such, but to the fundamental ethical truths
contained in the Torah and
common to all divine revelations.
58 For an explanation of the above rendering of the expression bi'l-ghayb,
see note 3 on 2:3.
59 The possessive pronoun "his" affixed to the noun rushd (which, in this
context, has the meaning
of "consciousness of what is right") emphasizes the highly personal,
intellectual quality of
Abraham's progressive realization of God's almightiness and uniqueness
(cf. 6:7~79 as well as
note 69 on 6:83); while the expression min qabl - rendered by me as "long
before [the time of Moses]" stresses, once again, the element of continuity in man's religious
insight and experience.

21:57
And [he added to himself,] "By God, I shall most certainly bring about the downfall of your idols
as soon as you have turned your backs and gone away!" (21:58} And then he broke those [idols]
to pieces, [all save the biggest of them, so that they might [be able to] turn to it."60
21:59

[When they saw what had happened,] they said: "Who has done this to our gods? Verily, one of
the worst wrongdoers is he!" (21:60} Said some [of them]: "We heard a youth speak of these
[gods with scorn]: he is called Abraham."
21:61
[The others said: "Then bring him before the people's eyes, so that they might bear witness
[against him]!" (21:62} [And when he came,] they asked: "Hast thou done this to our gods, O
Abraham?" (21:63} He answered: "Nay, it was this one, the biggest of them, that did it: but ask
them [yourselves] - provided they can speak!"
21:64
And so they turned upon one another,61 saying, "Behold, it is you who are doing wrong."62
(21:65} But then they relapsed into their former way of thinking63 and said: "Thou knowest very
well that these [idols] cannot speak!"
21:66
Said [Abraham]: "Do you then worship, instead of God, something that cannot benefit you in any
way, nor harm you? (21:67) Fie upon you and upon all that you worship instead of God! Will
you not, then, use your reason?"
21:68
They exclaimed: "Burn him, and [thereby] succour your gods, if you are going to do [anything]!"
(21:69} [But] We said: "0 fire! Be thou cool, and [a source of] inner peace for Abraham !"64 (21:70) and whereas they sought to do evil unto him, We caused them to suffer the greatest loss:"
(21:71) for We saved him and Lot, [his brother's son, by guiding them] to the land which We
have blessed for all times to come."
60 Sc., "for an explanation of what had happened".
61 Lit., "they turned to [or "upon"] themselves", i.e., blaming one
another.
62 I.e., "you are doing wrong to Abraham by rashly suspecting him"
(TabarT).
63 Lit., "they were turned upside down upon their heads": an idiomatic
phrase denoting a "mental
somersault" - in this case, a sudden reversal of their readiness to
exonerate Abraham and a
return to their former suspicion.
64 Nowhere does the Qur'an state that Abraham was actually, bodily thrown
into the fire and miraculously
kept alive in it: on the contrary, the phrase "God saved him from the
fire" occurring in 29:24

points, rather, to the fact of his not having been thrown into it. On the
other hand, the many
elaborate (and conflicting) stories with which the classical commentators
have embroidered their
interpretation of the above verse can invariably be traced back to
Talmudic legends and may,
therefore, be disregarded. What the Qur'an gives us here, as well as in
29:24 and 37:97, is
apparently an allegorical allusion to the fire of persecution which
Abraham had to suffer and
which, by dint of its intensity, was to become in his later life a source
of spiritual strength
and inner peace (salam). Regarding the deeper implications of the term
salam, see note 29 on 5:16.

21:72
And We bestowed upon him Isaac and [Isaac's son] Jacob as an additional gift,67 and caused all
of them to be righteous men, (21:73) and made them leaders who would guide [others] in
accordance with Our behest: for We inspired them [with a will] to do good works, and to be
constant in prayer, and to dispense charity: and Us [alone) did they worship.
21:74
AND UNTO Lot, too, We vouchsafed sound judgment and knowledge [of right and wrong], and
saved him from that community which was given to deeds of abomination.68 [We destroyed
those people - for,] verily, they were people lost in evil, depraved -(21:75) whereas him We
admitted unto Our grace: for, behold, he was among the righteous.
21:76
AND [remember] Noah - [how,] when He called out [unto Us], long before [the time of
Abraham and Lot], We responded to him and saved him and his household from that awesome
calamity;69 (21:77) and [how] We succoured him against the people who had given the lie to Our
messages: verily, they were people lost in evil - and [so] We caused them all to drown.
21:78
AND [remember] David and Solomon - [how it was] when both of them gave judgment
concerning the field into which some people's sheep had strayed by night and pastured therein,
and [how] We bore witness to their judgment:70 (21:79) for, [though] We made Solomon
understand the case [more profoundly], yet We vouchsafed unto both of them sound judgment
and knowledge [of right and wrong].71 And We caused72 the mountains to join David in
extolling Our limitless glory, and likewise the birds:73 for We are able to do [all things].
65 Inasmuch as Abraham forsook - as shown in the next verse - his homeland,
and thus abandoned his
people to their spiritual ignorance.

66 Lit., "for all the worlds" or "for all people": i.e., Palestine, which
subsequently became the
homeland of a long line of prophets. (Abraham's native place - and the
scene of his early struggles
against polytheism - was Ur in Mesopotamia.)
67 I.e., in addition (nafilatan) to his eldest son Ishmael (Isma'il) who
had been born years
before Isaac.
68 For the story of Lot, see 7:80-84, 11:77-83 and 15:58-76.
69 I.e., the Deluge. The story of Noah is mentioned several times in ihe
Qur'an, and particularly
in 11:25-48. Regarding the Deluge itself, see surah 7, note 47.
70 For an elucidation of the story - or, rather, legend - to which the
above verse alludes, we
must rely exclusively on the Companions of the Prophet, since neither the
Qur'an nor any authentic
saying of the Prophet spells it out to us. However, the fact that a good
many Companions and their
immediate successors (tabi'un) fully agreed on the substance of the
story, differing only in one or
two insignificant details, seems to indicate that at that period it was
already well-established
in ancient Arabian tradition (cf. note 77 below). According to this
story, a flock of sheep strayed
at night into a neighbouring field and destroyed its crop. The case was
brought before King David
for judicial decision. On finding that the incident was due to the
negligence of the owner of the
sheep, David awarded the whole flock - the value of which corresponded
roughly to the extent of the
damage - as an indemnity to the owner of the field. David's young son,
Solomon, regarded this judgment
as too severe, inasmuch as the sheep represented the defendant's capital,
whereas the damage was
of a transitory nature, involving no more than the loss of one year's
crop, i.e., of income. He
therefore suggested to his father that the judgment should be altered:
the owner of the field should
have the temporary possession and usufruct of the sheep (milk, wool, newborn lambs, etc.), while
their owner should tend the damaged field until it was restored to its
former productivity, whereupon
both the field and the flock of sheep should revert to their erstwhile
owners; in this way the
plaintiff would be fully compensated for his loss without depriving the
defendant of his substance.
David realized that his son's solution of the case was better than his
own, and passed judgment
accordingly; but since he, no less than Solomon, had been inspired by a
deep sense of justice,
God - in the words of the Qur'an - "bore witness to their judgment".

71 I.e., the fact that Solomon's judgment was more profound did not
disprove the intrinsic justice
of David's original judgment or deprive it of its merit.
72 Lit., "We compelled".
73 A reference to the Psalms of David, which call upon all nature to extol
the glory of God - similar
to the Qur'anic verses, "The seven heavens extol His limitless glory, and
the earth, and all that
they contain" (17:44), or "All that is in the heavens and on earth extols
God's limitless glory"
(57:1).

21:80
And We taught him how to make garments [of God-consciousness] for you, [O men,] so that
they might fortify you against all that may cause you fear: but are you grateful [for this boon]? 74
74 The noun labus is synonymous with libas or libs, signifying "a garment"
or "garments" (Qamus,
Lisan al-'Arab). But since this term has occasionally been used by preislamic Arabs in the sense
of "mail" or "coats of mail" (ibid.), the classical commentators assume
that it has this meaning
in the above context as well; and in this they rely on the - otherwise
unsupported - statement of
the tabi'i Qatadah to the effect that "David was the first to make chain
mail" (Tabari). Accordingly,
they understand the term ba's which occurs at the end of the sentence in
its secondary sense of
"war" or "warlike violence", and interpret the relevant part of the verse
thus: "We taught him
how to make coats of mail for you, so that they might fortify you against
your [mutual acts of]
violence", or "against [the effects of] your warlike violence". One
should, however, bear in mind
that ba's signifies also "harm", "misfortune", "distress", etc., as well
as "danger"; hence it
denotes, it its widest sense, anything that causes distress or fear (Taj
al-'Arus). If we adopt
this last meaning, the term labas may be understood in its primary
significance of "garment" in this case, the metaphorical "garment of God-consciousness" (libas attaqwa) of Which the Qur'an
speaks in 7:26. Rendered in this sense, the above verse expresses the
idea that the Almighty taught
David how to imbue his followers with that deep God-consciousness which
frees men from all spiritual
distress and all fears, whether it be fear of one another or the
subconscious fear of the Unknown.
The concluding rhetorical question, "but are you grateful [for this
boon]?" implies that, as a rule,

man does not fully realize - and, hence, is not really grateful for - the
spiritual bounty thus
offered him by God.

21:81
And unto Solomon [We made subservient] the stormy wind, so that it sped at his behest towards
the land which We had blessed:75 for it is We who have knowledge of everything. (21:82) And
among the rebellious forces [which We made subservient to him]76 there were some that dived
for him [into the sea] and performed other works besides: but it was We who kept watch over
them.77
21:83
AND [remember] Job, when he cried out to his Sustainer, "Affliction has befallen me: but Thou
art the most merciful of the merciful !"78 - (21:84) whereupon We responded unto him and
removed all the affliction from which he suffered; and We gave him new offspring,79 doubling
their number as an act of grace from Us, and as a reminder unto all who worship Us.
21:85
AND [remember] Ishmael and Idris,80 and every one who [like them] has pledged himself [unto
God]: 81 they all were among those who are patient in adversity, (21:86) and so We admitted
them unto Our grace: behold, they were among the righteous!
75 This is apparently an allusion to the fleets of sailing ships which
brought untold riches to
Palestine ("the land which We had blessed") and made Solomon's wealth
proverbial.
76 My rendering, in this particular context, of shayatan (lit., "satans")
as "rebellious forces" is
based on the tropical use of the term shaytan in the sense of anything
"rebellious", "inordinately
proud" or "insolent" (cf. Lane IV, 1552) - in this case, possibly a
reference to subdued and enslaved
enemies or, more probably, to "rebellious" forces of nature which Solomon
was able to tame and
utilize; however, see also next note.
77 In this as well as in several other passages relating to Solomon, the
Qur'an alludes to the many
poetic legends which were associated with his name since early antiquity
and had become part and
parcel of Judaeo-Christian and Arabian lore long before the advent of
Islam. Although it is
undoubtedly possible to interpret such passages in a "rationalistic"
manner, I do not think that
this is really necessary. Because they were so deeply ingrained in the
imagination of the people
to whom the Qur'an addressed itself in the first instance, these
legendary accounts of Solomon's

wisdom and magic powers had acquired a cultural reality of their own and
were, therefore, eminently
suited to serve as a medium for the parabolic exposition of certain
ethical truths with which this
book is concerned: and so, without denying or confirming their mythical
character, the Qur'an uses
them as a foil for the idea that God is the ultimate source of all human
power and glory, and that
all achievements of human ingenuity, even though they may sometimes
border on the miraculous, are
but an expression of His transcendental creativity.
78 The story of Job (Ayyub in Arabic), describing his erstwhile happiness
and prosperity, his subsequent
trials and tribulations, the loss of all his children and his property,
his own loathsome illness
and utter despair and, finally, God's reward of his patience in
adversity, is given in full in the
Old Testament (The Book of Job). This Biblical, highly philosophical epic
is most probably a
Hebrew translation or paraphrase - still evident in the language employed
- of an ancient
Nabataean (i.e., North-Arabian) poem, for "Job, the author of the finest
piece of poetry that
the ancient Semitic world produced, was an Arab, not a Jew, as the form
of his name (Iyyob) and
the scene of his book, North Arabia, indicate" (Philip K. Hitti, History
of the Arabs, London
1937, pp.42-43). Since God "spoke" to him, Job ranks in the Qur'an among
the prophets, personifying
the supreme virtue of patience in adversity (sabr).
79 Lit., "his family" - i.e., new children in place of those who had died.
80 See surah 19, note 41.
81 Lit., "and him of the pledge". The expression dhu 'l-kifl is derived
from the verb kafala and
especially the form takaffala - which signifies "he became responsible
[for something or someone)"
or "pledged himself [to do something]". Although the classical
commentators consider dhu 'l-kifl
to be the epithet or the proper name of a particular prophet - whom they
variously, more or less
at random, identify with Elijah or Joshua or Zachariah or Ezekiel - I
fail to see any reason
whatever for such attempts at "identification", the more so since we have
not a single authentic
hadlth which would mention, or even distantly allude to, a prophet by
this name. I am, therefore,
of the opinion that we have here (as in the identical expression in 38 :
48) a generic term
applying to every one of the prophets, inasmuch as each of them pledged
himself unreservedly to
God and accepted the responsibility for delivering His message to man.

21:87
AND [remember] him of the great fish82 - when he went off in wrath, thinking that We had no
power over him!83 But then he cried out in the deep darkness [of his distress]: "There is no deity
save Thee! Limitless art Thou in Thy glory! Verily, I have done wrong!"84
21:88
And so We responded unto him and delivered him from [his] distress: for thus do We deliver all
who have faith.
21:89
AND [thus did We deliver] Zachariah when he cried out unto his Sustainer: "O my Sustainer!
Leave me not childless! But [even if Thou grant me no bodily heir, I know that] Thou wilt
remain when all else has ceased to be!"85 (21:90} And so We responded unto him, and bestowed
upon him the gift of John, having made his wife fit to bear him a child:86 [and,] verily, these
[three] would vie with one another in doing good works, and would call unto Us in yearning and
awe; and they were always humble before Us.
21:91
AND [remember] her who guarded her chastity, whereupon We breathed into her of Our spirit87
and caused her, together with her son, to become a symbol [of Our grace] Unto all people.88
82 I.e., the Prophet Jonah, who is said to have been swallowed by a "great
fish", as mentioned in
37:139 ff. and more fully narrated in the Old Testament (The Book of
Jonah).
83 According to the Biblical account (which more or less agrees with the
Qur'anic references to his story),
Jonah was a prophet sent to the people of Nineveh, the capital of
Assyria. At first his preaching was
disregarded by his people, and he left them in anger, thus abandoning the
mission entrusted to him
by God; in the words of the Qur'an (37:140), "he fled like a runaway
slave". The allegory of his
temporary punishment and his subsequent rescue and redemption is referred
to elsewhere in the Qur'an
(i.e., in 37: 139-148) and explained in the corresponding notes. It is to
that punishment, repentance
and salvation that the present and the next verse allude. (The redemption
of Jonah's people is
mentioned in 10:98 and 37:147-148.)
84 Lit., "I was among the wrongdoers".
85 Lit., "Thou art the best of inheritors" - a phrase explained in note 22
on 15:23. The words

interpolated by me between brackets correspond to Zamakhshari's and
Razi's interpretation of
this phrase. For more detailed references to Zachariah, father of John
the Baptist, see 3:37
ff. and 19:2 if.
86 Lit., "for We had made his wife fit for him", i.e., after her previous
barrenness.

21:92
VERILY, [O you who believe in Me,] this community of yours is one single community, since I
am the Sustainer of you all: worship, then, Me [alone]!89 (21:93} But men have torn their unity
wide asunder,90 [forgetting that] unto Us they all are bound to return.
21:94
And yet, whoever does [the least] of righteous deeds and is a believer withal, his endeavour shall
not be disowned: for, behold, We shall record it in his favour.91 (21:95} Hence, it has been
unfailingly true of 92 any community whom We have ever destroyed that they [were people who]
would never turn back from their sinful ways]93 (21:96) until such a time as Gog and Magog are
let loose [upon the world] and swarm down from every corner [of the earth],94 (21:97) the while
the true promise [of resurrection] draws close [to its fulfilment].
But then, lo! the eyes of those who [in their lifetime] were bent on denying the truth will stare in
horror, [and they will exclaim:] "Oh, woe unto us! We were indeed heedless of this [promise of
resurrection]! - nay, we were [bent on] doing evil!"95
87 This allegorical expression, used here with reference to Mary's
conception of Jesus, has been
widely - and erroneously - interpreted as relating specifically to his
birth. As a matter of fact,
the Qur'an uses the same expression in three other places with reference
to the creation of man
in general - namely in 15:29 and 38:72, "when I have formed him... and
breathed into him of My
spirit"; and in 32:9, "and thereupon He forms [lit., "formed"] him fully
and breathes lit., "breathed"]
into him of His spirit". In particular, the passage of which the lastquoted phrase is a part
(i.e., 32:7-9) makes it abundantly and explicitly clear that God
"breathes of His spirit" into
every human being. Commenting on the verse under consideration,
Zamakhshari states that "the
breathing of the spirit [of God] into a body signifies the endowing it
with life": an explanation
with which Razi concurs. (In this connection, see also note 181 on
4:171.) As for the description
of Mary as allati ahsanat farjaha; idiomatically denoting "one who
guarded her chastity" (lit.,
"her private parts"), it is to be borne in mind that the term ihsan lit., "[one's] being fortified

[against any danger or evil]" - has the tropical meaning of "abstinence
from what is unlawful or
reprehensible" (Taj al-'Arus), and especially from illicit sexual
intercourse, and is applied to
a man as well as a woman: thus, for instance, the terms muhsan and
muhsanah are used elsewhere in
the Qur'an to describe, respectively, a man or a woman who is "fortified
[by marriage] against
unchastity". Hence, the expression allati ahsanat farjaha, occurring in
the above verse as well as
in 66:12 with reference to Mary, is but meant to stress her outstanding
chastity and complete abstinence,
in thought as well as in deed, from anything unlawful or morally
reprehensible: in other words, a
rejection of the calumny (referred to in 4:156 and obliquely alluded to
in 19:27-28) that the birth
of Jesus was the result of an "illicit union".
88 For my rendering of the term ayah as "symbol", see surah 17, note 2, and
surah 19, note 16.
89 After calling to mind, in verses 48-91, some of the earlier prophets,
all of whom stressed the
oneness and uniqueness of God, the discourse returns to that principle of
oneness as it ought to
be reflected in the unity of all who believe in Him. (See 23:51 ff.)
90 This is the meaning of the idiomatic phrase, taqatta'u amrahum baynahum.
As Zamakhshari points out,
the sudden turn of the discourse from the second person plural to the
third person is indicative
of God's severe disapproval - His "turning away", as it were, from those
who are or were guilty of
breaking the believers' unity. (See also 23:53 and the corresponding note
30.)
91 I.e., even a breach of religious unity may not be unforgivable so long
as it does not involve
a worship of false deities or false moral values (cf. verses 98-99
below): this is the meaning
of the stress, in this context, on man's being "a believer withal" - an
echo of the principle
clearly spelt out in 2:62 and several other Qur'anic passages.
92 Lit., "an inviolable law (haram) upon...", expressing the impossibility
of conceiving anything
to the contrary (Zamakhshari).
93 I.e., whenever God consigns a community to destruction, He does it not
because of its people's
occasional lapses but only because of their irremediable, conscious
unwillingness to forsake their
sinful ways.

21:98

[Then they will be told:] "Verily, 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.96 (21:99) If those [false objects of your
worship] had truly been divine, they would not have been destined for it: but [as it is, you] all
shall abide therein!"
21:100
Moaning will be their lot therein, and nothing [else] will they hear therein.97 (21:101) [But,]
behold, as for those for whom [the decree of] ultimate good has already gone forth from Us98 these will be kept far away from that [hell]: (21:102) no sound thereof will they hear; and they
will abide in all that their souls have ever desired.
21:103
The supreme awesomeness [of the Day of Resurrection] will cause them no grief, since the
angels will receive them with the greeting, "This is your Day [of triumph - the Day] which you
were promised!" (21:104) On that Day We shall roll up the skies as written scrolls are rolled up;
[and] as We brought into being the first creation, so We shall bring it forth anew99 a promise
which We have willed upon Ourselves: for, behold, We are able to do [all things]!
94 I.e., until the Day of Resurrection, heralded by the allegorical breakthrough of "Gog and Magog"
(see surah 18, note 100, especially the last sentence): for it is on that
Day that even the most
hardened sinner will at last realize his guilt and be filled with belated
remorse. - The term hadab
literally denotes "raised ground" or "elevation", but the expression mm
kulli hadabin is used here
idiomatically, signifying "from all directions" or "from every corner [of
the earth]": an allusion
to the irresistible nature of the social and cultural catastrophes which
will overwhelm mankind
before the coming of the Last Hour.
95 I.e., deliberately and without any excuse, since all the prophets had
warned man of the Day of
Resurrection and Judgment: cf. 14:44-45. The words "bent on" interpolated
by me within brackets
indicate intent, similar to the preceding expression alladhina kafaru,
"those who were bent on
denying the truth" (see also note 6 on 2:6).
96 Lit., "you are bound to reach it". The expression "all that you have
worshipped instead of God"
comprises not merely all false religious imagery but also all false
ethical values endowed with
quasi-divine sanctity, all of which are but "the fuel of hell".
97 Thus, spiritual "deafness" in the life to come will be the inexorable
consequence of one's having
remained deaf, in this world, to the voice of truth, just as "blindness"
and oblivion will be part

of the saffering of all who have been spiritually blind to the truth (cf.
20:124-l26).
98 I.e., those who have been promised paradise on account of their faith
and their good deeds.
99 See in this connection 14:48 and the corresponding note 63.

21:105
AND, INDEED, after having exhorted [man],100 We laid it down in all the books of divine
wisdom that My righteous servants shall inherit the earth: 101 (21:106) herein, behold, there is a
message for people who [truly] worship God.
21:107
And [thus, O Prophet,] We have sent thee as [an evidence of Our] grace towards all the
worlds.101 (21:108) Say: "It has but been revealed unto me103 that your God is the One and Only
God: will you, then, surrender yourselves unto Him?"
21:109
But if they turn away, say: "I have proclaimed this in equity unto all of you alike;104 but I do not
know whether that [judgment] which you are promised [by God] is near or far [in time].
21:110
"Verily, He knows all that is said openly, just as He [alone] knows all that you would conceal.
(21:111) But [as for me,] I do not know whether, perchance, this [delay in God's judgment] is but
a trial for you, and a [merciful] respite for a while."105
100 Lit., "after the reminder (adh-dhikr)". For the deeper implications of
the Qur'anic term dhikr,
see note 13 on verse 10 of this surah.
101 Zabar (lit., "scripture" or "book") is a generic term denoting any
"book of wisdom": hence, any
and all of the divine scriptures revealed by God to the prophets
[Tabari]. The statement that
"My righteous servants shall inherit the earth" is obviously an echo of
the promise, "You are bound
to rise high if you are (truly] believers" (3:139) - the implication
being that it is only through
faith in God and righteous behaviour on earth that man can reach the
heights envisaged for him by
his Creator's grace.
102 I.e., towards all mankind. For an elucidation of this fundamental
principle underlying the message
of the Qur'an, see 7: 158 and the corresponding note 126. The
universality of the Qur'anic revelation

arises from three factors: firstly, its appeal to all mankind
irrespective of descent, race or
cultural environment; secondly, the fact that it appeals exclusively to
man's reason and, hence, does
not postulate any dogma that could be accepted on the basis of blind
faith alone; and, finally,
the fact that - contrary to all other sacred scriptures known to history
- the Qur'an has remained
entirely unchanged in its wording ever since its revelation fourteen
centuries ago and will, because
it is so widely recorded, forever remain so in accordance with the divine
promise, "it is We who shall
truly guard it [from all corruption]" (cf. 15:9 and the corresponding
note 10). It is by virtue of
these three factors that the Qur'an represents the final stage of all
divine revelation, and that the
Prophet through whom it has been conveyed to mankind is stated to have
been the last (in Qur'anic
terminology, "the seal") of all prophets (cf. 33:40).
103 Cf. the first sentence of verse 45 of this surah. This stress on divine
revelation as the only
source of the Prophet's knowledge referred to in the sequence is
expressed, in Arabic, by means
of the restrictive particle innama.
104 The expression 'ala sawa (lit., "in an equitable manner") comprises in
this context two distinct
concepts: that of fairness as regards the clarity and unambiguity of the
above announcement, as
well as of equality, implying that it is being made to all human beings
alike; hence my composite
rendering of this phrase.
105 Lit., "enjoyment [of life] for a while": i.e., a chance, mercifully
granted by God, to attain to faith.

21:112
Say:106 "O my Sustainer! Judge Thou in truth!" - and [say]: "Our Sustainer is the Most Gracious,
the One whose aid is ever to be sought against all your [attempts at] defining [Him]!"107
106 See note 5 on verse 4 of this surah.
107 Lit., "against ['ala] all that you attribute [to Him) by way of
description" or "of definition"
(see note 88 on the last sentence of 6:100): implying that only God's
grace can save man from the
blasphemous attempts - prompted by his inherent weakness - to bring God
"closer" to his own, human
understanding by means of humanly-conceived "definitions" of Him who is
transcendent, infinite
and unfathomable.

The Twenty-Second Surah

Al-Hajj (The Pilgrimage)
Period Uncertain

Suyuti places most of this surah chronologically in the middle of the Medina period, excepting
verses 39-40 - which (according to Ibn Abbas, as quoted by Tabari) were revealed during the
Prophet's exodus from Mecca to Medina - as well as some other verses said to have been
revealed at the time of he battle of Badr (in the year 2 H.). As against this, however, most of the
classical Qur'an commentators (e.g., Baghawi, Zamakhshari, Razi. Baydawi) describe it
unequivocally as a Meccan revelation, with the possible exception of six verses (l9-24) which,
according to some authorities, may belong to the Medina period. On the whole, it is most
probable that by far the largest part of the surah is Meccan, while the rest was revealed shortly
after the Prophets arrival at Medina. The title is derived from the reference, in verses 25 ff., to
the Mecca pilgrimage (al-hajj) and some of the rituals connected therewith.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
22:1
O MEN! Be conscious of your Sustainer: for, verily, the violent convulsion of the Last Hour will
be an awesome thing! (22:2) On the Day when you behold it, every woman that feeds a child at
her breast will utterly forget her nursling, and every woman heavy with child will bring forth her
burden [before her time]; and it will seem to thee that all mankind is drunk,1 although they will
not be drunk - but vehement will be [their dread of] God's chastisement.2
22:3
And yet, among men there is many a one who argues about God without having any knowledge
[of Him], and follows every rebellious satanic force3 (22:4) about which it has been decreed that
whoever entrusts himself to it, him will it lead astray and guide towards the suffering of the
blazing flame!
22:5
O MEN! If you are in doubt as to the [truth of] resurrection, [remember that,] verily, We have
created [every one of] you out of dust, then out of a drop of sperm, then out of a germ-cell, then
out of an embryonic lump complete (in itself] and yet incomplete,4 so that We might make [your
origin] clear unto you.
And whatever We will [to be born] We cause to rest in the [mothers'] wombs for a term set [by
Us], and then We bring you forth as infants and [allow you to live] so that [some of] you might
attain to maturity: for among you are such as are caused to die [in childhood], just as many a one
of you is reduced in old age to a most abject state, ceasing to know anything of what he once
knew so well.5

And [if, O man, thou art still in doubt as to resurrection, consider this:] thou canst see the earth
dry and lifeless - and [suddenly,] when We send down waters upon it, it stirs and swells and puts
forth every kind of lovely plant!
1 Lit., "thou shalt see [or "behold"] mankind drunk", i.e., behaving as if
they were drunk. The
illusory, purely subjective character of this "seeing" - implied in the
use of the singular
form tara ("thou shalt see") after the plural "you" employed in the first
clause of this verse justifies the rendering "it will seem to thee that...", etc.
2 My interpolation of the words "their dread of" is based on the statement
in 21:103 that, as far as
the righteous are concerned, "the supreme awesomeness [of the Day of
Resurrection] will cause
them no grief" despite the dread with which it will overwhelm every human
being.
3 See first half of note 16 on 15:17.
4 This rendering conforms with the interpretation of the phrase mukhallaqah
wa-ghayr mukhallaqah
by Ibn 'Abbas and Qatadah (the latter quoted by Tabari and the former by
Baghawi), alluding to
the various stages of embryonic development. In addition, Tabari explains
the expression ghayr
mukhallaqah as denoting the stage at which the embryonic lump (mudghah)
has as yet no individual
life - or, in his words, "when no soul has as yet been breathed into it"
(la yunfakh fiha ar-ruh). As regards the expression "created out of dust", it is meant to indicate
man's lowly biological
origin and his affinity with other "earthy" substances; see in this
connection the second half
of note 47 on 3:59, and note 4 on 23:12.
5 See note 79 on 16:70.

22:6
All this [happens] because God alone is the Ultimate Truth,6 and because He alone brings the
dead to life, and because He has the power to will anything. (22:7) And [know, O man] that the
Last Hour is bound to come, beyond any doubt, and that God will [indeed] resurrect all who are
in their graves.
22:8
And yet, among men there is many a one that argues about God without having any knowledge
[of Him], without any guidance, and without any light-giving revelation - (22:9) scornfully
turning aside [from the truth] so as to lead [others] astray from the path of God.

Disgrace [of the spirit] is in store for him in this world;7 and on the Day of Resurrection We shall
make him taste suffering through fire; (22:10) [and he shall be told:] "This is an outcome of what
thine own hands have wrought - for, never does God do the least wrong to His creatures!"
6 See surah 20, note 99.
7 Since many unrighteous people apparently "prosper" in this world, it is
clear that the disgrace
of which the above verse speaks is of a moral nature - namely, a gradual
coarsening of all moral
Perceptions and, thus, a degradation of the spirit.

22:11
And there is, too, among men many a one who worships God on the border-line [of faith]:8 thus,
if good befalls him, he is satisfied with Him; but if a trial assails him, he turns away utterly,9
losing [thereby both] this world and the life to come: [and] this, indeed, is a loss beyond
compare.10
22:12
[By behaving thus,] he invokes, instead of God, something that can neither harm nor benefit
him:11 [and] this is indeed the utmost one can go astray.12 (22:13) [And sometimes] he invokes
[another human being - ] one that is far more likely to cause harm than benefit: vile, indeed, is
such a patron, and vile the follower!13
22:14
VERILY, God will admit those who have attained to faith and have done righteous deeds into
gardens through which running waters flow: for, behold, God does whatever He wills. (22:15) If
anyone thinks that God will not succour him14 in this world and in the life to come, let him reach
out unto heaven by any [other] means and [thus try to] make headway:15 and then let him see
whether this scheme of his will indeed do away with the cause of his anguish.16
8 I.e., wavering between belief and disbelief, and not really committed to
either.
9 Lit., "he turns about on his face" the "face" (wajh) of man signifying
metonymically his whole being.
10 Lit., "the [most] obvious loss".
11 By failing to commit himself unreservedly to the faith which he
professes, man is often inclined to
attribute to all manner of extraneous forces, be they real or imaginary,
a decisive "influence" on
his own destiny, and thus invests them, as it were, with divine
qualities.
12 Lit., "this, this (dhalika huwa) is the straying far-away". For an
explanation of my paraphrase,

see note 25 on the last sentence of 14:18.
13 The interpolation of "another human being" in the opening clause of this
verse is necessitated by
the relative pronoun man ("one that" or "who"), which almost always
relates to an animate person in this case, a human being who, by allowing himself to be idolized by
those who "worship God on the
border-line of faith", causes infinite spiritual harm to himself and to
his followers.
14 I.e., that God is not enough to succour him: obviously an allusion to
the type of man who "worships
God on the border-line of faith" (verse 11 above) and therefore doubts
His power to guide men towards
happiness in this world and in the hereafter. The assumption of the
majority of the commentators
that the personal pronoun "him" relates to the Prophet Muhammad is, to my
mind, very far-fetched and
certainly not warranted by the context.
15 The rendering of la-yaqta' as "let him [try to] make headway" is based
on the accepted, tropical
use of the verb qata'a (lit., "he cut") in the sense of "traversing a
distance": and this is the
interpretation of yaqta by Abu Muslim (as quoted by Razi). The expression
"by any [other] means"
(bi-sabab) relates to what has been said in verses 12-13 above.
16 Lit., "that which causes anger" or "exasperation", i.e., anguish at
finding himself helpless and
abandoned.

22:16
And thus have We bestowed from on high this [divine writ in the shape of clear messages: for
[thus it is] that God guides him who wills [to be guided].17 (22:17) Verily, as for those who have
attained to faith [in this divine writ], and those who follow the Jewish faith, and the Sabians,18
and the Christians, and the Magians,19 [on the one hand,] and those who are bent on ascribing
divinity to aught but God, [on the other,]20 verily, God will decide between them on Resurrection
Day: for, behold, God is witness unto everything.
22:18
ART THOU NOT aware that before God prostrate themselves all [things and beings] that are in
the heavens and all that are on earth21 - the sun, and the moon, and the stars, and the mountains,
and the trees, and the beasts?
And many human beings (submit to God consciously],22 whereas many [others, having defied
Him,] will inevitably have to suffer [in the life to come];23 and he whom God shall scorn [on
Resurrection Day] will have none who could bestow honour on him: for, verily, God does what
He wills.

22:19
These two contrary kinds of man24 have become engrossed in contention about their Sustainer.
But [thus it is:] as for those who are bent on denying the truth25 - garments of fire shall be cut out
for them [in the life to come]; burning despair26 will be poured over their heads, (22:20) causing
all that is within their bodies, as well as the skins, to melt away.27 (22:21) And they shall be held
[in this state as if] by iron grips;28 (22:22) and every time they try in their anguish to come out of
it, they shall be returned thereto and [be told]: "Taste suffering through fire [to the full]!"
17 Or: "God guides aright whomever He wills". For an explanation of the
rendering adopted by me,
see note 4 on 14:4.
18 See surah 2, note 49.
19 Al-majus: the followers of Zoroaster or Zarathustra (Zardusht), the
Iranian prophet who lived
about the middle of the last millenium n.c. and whose teachings are laid
down in the Zend-Avesta.
They are represented today by the Gabrs of Iran and, more prominently, by
the Parsis of India
and Pakistan. Their religion, though dualistic in philosophy, is based on
belief in God as the
Creator of the universe.
20 The Christians and the Magians (Zoroastrians) are included in the first
category, for although
they do ascribe divine qualities to other beings beside God, they regard
those beings, fundamentally,
as no more than manifestations - or incarnations - of the One God, thus
persuading themselves that
they are worshipping Him alone; whereas "those who are bent on ascribing
divinity to beings other
than God" (alladhina ashraku) by obvious implication reject the principle
of His oneness and uniqueness.
21 For the meaning of this "prostration", see 13:15 and 16:48~9, and the
corresponding notes.
My rendering of the relative pronoun man, in this context, as "all
[things and beings] that..."
is explained in note 33 on 13:15.
22 According to Zamakhshari and Razi, this interpolated phrase - with its
stress on "consciously" is an elliptically implied predicate (khabar) linked with the preceding
nominal subject (mubtada'):
the purport being that although everything in creation "prostrates
itself" before God, willingly
or unwillingly (cf. 13:15), not all human beings do so consciously.
23 Lit., "whereas upon many a one the suffering [in the life to come] has
become unavoidably incumbent

(haqqa 'alayhi)", i.e., as a necessary consequence and corollary of his
attitude in this world, and
not as an arbitrary "punishment" in the conventional sense of this term.
24 Lit., "these two adversaries" or "antagonists", i.e., those who believe
in God's oneness and
uniqueness, and those who ascribe divine qualities to beings other than
Him, or even deny His
existence altogether.
25 I.e., in distinction from those who err out of ignorance.
26 For this rendering of hamim, see note 62 on the concluding sentence of
6:70, as well as note 65
on 14:50 and note 7 on 73:12-13, which mention Razi's interpretations of
similar allegorical
descriptions of the suffering that will befall the sinners in the
hereafter.
27 I.e., causing their inner and outer personality utterly to disintegrate.
28 Lit., "for them will be grips (maqami') of iron". The noun miqma'ah - of
which maqami'is the
plural - is derived from the verb qama'a, signifying "he curbed" or
"restrained" or "held in
subjection" (Lisan al-'Arab). Hence, the "iron grips" mentioned in the
above verse denote the
inescapability of the suffering in the hereafter to which "they who are
bent on denying the truth"
condemn themselves.

22:23
[As against this,] behold, God will admit those who attain to faith and do righteous deeds into
gardens through which running waters flow, wherein they will be adorned with bracelets of gold
and pearls, and where silk will be their raiment:29 (22:24) for they were [willing to be] guided
towards the best of all tenets,30 and so they were guided onto the way that leads to the One unto
whom all praise is due.
22:25
BEHOLD, as for those who are bent on denying the truth and bar [others] from the path of God31
and from the Inviolable House of Worship which We have set up for all people alike - [both]
those who dwell there and those who come from abroad - and all who seek to profane it32 by
[deliberate] evildoing: [all] such shall We cause to taste grievous suffering [in the life to come.]33
29 See 18: 31 and the corresponding note 41.
30 I.e., that there is no deity save God. (One must bear in mind that the
term qawl denotes not
merely a "saying" but also an intellectually formulated "opinion" or
"tenet".)

31 This connects with the allusion, in the preceding verse, to "the way
that leads to the One unto
whom all praise is due".
32 Lit., "who aim therein at a deviation from the right course (ilhad)" - a
term which circumscribes
every perversion of religious tenets.
33 According to Ibn 'Abbas, as quoted by Ibn Hisham, this verse was
revealed towards the end of the
year 6 H., when the pagan Quraysh refused the Prophet and his followers,
who had come on pilgrimage
from Medina, the right of entry into Mecca, and thus into the sanctuary
of the Ka'bah (the
"Inviolable House of Worship"). But whether or not this claim is correct
- and we have no definite
historical evidence in either sense - the purport of the above verse is
not restricted to any
historical situation but relates to every attempt at preventing
believers, be it physically or
through intellectual seduction, from going on pilgrimage to this symbolic
centre of their faith,
or at destroying its sanctity in their eyes.

22:26
For, when we assigned unto Abraham the site of this Temple,34 [We said unto him:] "Do not
ascribe divinity to aught beside Me!"35 - and: "Purify My Temple for those who will walk around
it,36 and those who will stand before it [in meditation], and those who will bow down and
prostrate themselves [in prayer]."
22:27
Hence, [O Muhammad], I proclaim thou unto all people the [duty of] pilgrimage:37 they will
come unto thee on foot and on every [kind of] fast mount,38 coming from every far-away point
[on earth], (22:28) 50 that they might experience much that shall be of benefit to them,39 and that
they might extol the name of God on the days appointed (for sacrifice], over whatever heads of
cattle He may have provided for them40 [to this end]: eat, then, thereof, and feed the unfortunate
poor.41
34 I.e., the Ka'bah: see note 102 on 2:125.
35 In view of the oft-repeated Qur'anic statement that Abraham was beyond
all temptation to ascribe
divinity to anything but God, it seems to me that the above injunction
has a specific import, namely,
"Do not allow this Temple to become an object of worship, but make it
clear that it is holy only
by virtue of its being the first temple ever dedicated to the worship of
the One God" (cf. 3:96).
Apart from that, it refers to "those who are bent on denying the truth"
spoken of at the beginning
of the preceding verse.

36 See surah 2, note 104.
37 Lit., "proclaim thou the pilgrimage among the people", i.e., the
believers (Tabari). Most of
the commentators assume that this passage is a continuation of God's
command to Abraham; but
some of them - in particular, Al-Hasan al-Basri - consider it to have
been addressed to the
Prophet Muhammad. (Regarding the annual pilgrimage to Mecca, as
instituted in Islam, see
2:196-203 and the corresponding notes.)
38 Lit., "lean mount" - an expression which has induced some of the
commentators to assume that it
denotes "a camel that has become lean on account of a long and fatiguing
journey". However, the
verb dammarahu or admarahu relates in classical Arabic not only to camels
but also to horses, and
has the meaning of "he made it [i.e., the mount] lean and fit [for racing
or war)"; thus, the noun
midmar signifies "a training-ground where horses are prepared for racing
or war", as well as
"a race-course" (Jawhari, Asas, etc.; cf. also Lane V, 1803 f.). Hence,
the adjectival noun damir especially when contrasted, as above, with the expression rijalan ("on
foot") - has the connotation
of "fleetness" or, more properly, "fitness for speed", and may by
inference be applied to every
kind of "fast conveyance".
39 Lit., "that they might witness benefits [accruing] to them" - i.e.,
increased consciousness of
God through facing the first temple ever dedicated to Him, as well as the
consciousness of being
part of a brotherhood embracing all believers. Apart from these spiritual
benefits, the annual
Pilgrimage to Mecca provides an opportunity for believers from all parts
of the world to become
acquainted with the many social and political problems that confront the
various geographically
separated sectors of the community.
40 The repeated Qur'anic insistence on pronouncing the name of God whenever
one slaughters an animal
is meant to make the believers "realize the awfulness of taking life, and
the solemn nature of the
trust which God has conferred upon them in the permission to eat the
flesh of animals"
(Marmaduke Pickthall, The Meaning of the Glorious Koran, London 1930,
p.342, footnote 2). As regards
the "days appointed" (ayyam ma'lumat) spoken of above, they apparently
denote the Festival of Sacrifices,
which falls on the 10th of the lunar month of Dhu'l-Hijjah, as well as
the next two days, marking
the end of the pilgrimage (Ibn 'Abbas, as quoted by Razi).

41 Whereas the pilgrims are merely permitted to eat some of the flesh of
the animals which the, have
sacrificed, the feeding of the poor is mandatory (Tabari and Zamakhshari)
and constitutes thus, the
primary objective of these sacrifices. Apart from this, they are meant to
commemorate Abraham's
readiness to sacrifice his first-born son after he dreamt that God
demanded of him this supreme
sacrifice (see 37:102-107 and the corresponding notes); furthermore, they
are a reminder that God
is the Provider of all sustenance and the One who gives life and deals
death, and that all must
return to Him; and, lastly (as stressed by Razi), they are to be symbols
of each believer's
readiness in sacrifice himself in the cause of truth.

22:29
Thereafter let them bring to an end their state of self-denial,42 and let them fulfil the vows which
they [may] have made, and let them walk [once again] around the Most Ancient Temple.43
(22:30) All this [is ordained by God]; and if one honours God's sacred commandments, it will
redound to his own good in his Sustainer's sight.
And all [kinds of] cattle have been made lawful to you [for sacrifice and food], save what is
mentioned to you [as forbidden].44
Shun, then, [all that God has forbidden and, most of all,] the loathsome evil of idolatrous beliefs
and practices;45 and shun every word that is untrue, (22:31) [inclining] towards God, [and]
turning away from all that is false,46 without ascribing divine qualities to aught beside Him: for
he who ascribes divinity to aught but God is like one who is hurtling down from the skies
whereupon the birds carry him off, or the wind blows him away onto a far-off place.
22:32
This is [to be borne in mind]. And anyone who honours the symbols set up by God47 [shall know
that,] verily, these [symbols derive their value] trom the God-consciousness in the [believers']
hearts. (22:33) In that [God-consciousness] you shall find benefits until a term set [by Him is
fulfilled],48 and [you shall know that] its goal and end is the Most Ancient Temple.49
42 In Tabari's opinion, the phrase thumma 'l-yaqdu tafathahum signifies
"then let then complete the
acts of worship (manasik) incumbent on them by virtue of their
pilgrimage". Othe commentators,
however, understand by the (extremely rare) expression tafath the
prohibition ~ enjoying, while
in the actual state of pilgrimage, certain bodily comforts like cutting
or shaving one's hair
(see 2:196), wearing any clothing but the simple, unsewn pilgrim's garb
(ihram) indulging in
sexual intercourse (2:197), etc. Consequently, they explain the above
phrase a meaning "let them

bring to an end the [condition of self-denial described as] tafath which
was incumbent on them
during pilgrimage".
43 I.e., around the Ka'bah (see surah 2, notes 102 and 104) thus completing
the pilgrimage.
44 See the first paragraph of 5:3. Once again, the Qur'an stresses the
principle that everything
that has not been explicitly forbidden is per se lawful.
45 The term awthan (lit., "idols") denotes not merely actual, concrete
images of false deities but
also, in its widest sense, everything that is associated with false
beliefs and practices or
with a tendency to "worship" false values: hence the subsequent
injunction to shun "every word
that is untrue".
46 For an explanation of the term hunafa' (sing. hanif), see note 110 on
2:135.
47 Lit., "God's symbols (sha'a'ir)" - an expression which in this context
refers to the rites
of pilgrimage (see the second half of note 4 on 5:2). This stress on the
symbolic character of
all the rites connected with the pilgrimage is meant to draw the
believer's attention to the
spiritual meaning of those rites, and thus to warn him against making,
unthinkingly, a sort of
fetish of them. - The assumption of some of the commentators that the
"symbols" referred to here
relate specifically to the sacrificial animals, resp. their sacrifice as
such, is not warranted by
the text. As Tabari explains in his commentary on this and the next
verse, the term sha'a'ir
comprises all the rites, actions and places connected with the pilgrimage
(all of which have a
symbolic meaning), and cannot be restricted to any one of them.
48 I.e., "until the end of your lives" (Baydawi).
49 The noun mahill, derived from the verb halla (lit., "he untied" or
"undid" [e.g., a knot]", or
"he loosened [a load]", or "he alighted"), denotes primarily a
"destination", as well as "the time
or place at which an obligation [e.g., a debt] falls due" (Taj al-'Arus).
In the above context,
in which this term obviously relates to the "God-consciousness" (taqwa)
unequivocally mentioned
in the preceding verse, it has the tropical meaning of "goal and end",
implying that the realization
of God's oneness and uniqueness - symbolized by the Ka'bah (the "Most
Ancient Temple") - is the
goal and end of all~rue God-consciousness.

22:34
And [thus it is:] unto every community [that has ever believed in Us] have We appointed
[sacrifice as] an act of worship, so that they might extol the name of God over whatever heads of
cattle He may have provided for them [to this end].50 And [always bear in mind:] your God is the
One and Only God: hence, surrender yourselves unto Him.
And give thou the glad tiding [of God's acceptance] unto all who are humble - (22:35) all whose
hearts tremble with awe whenever God is mentioned, and all who patiently bear whatever ill
befalls them, and all who are constant in prayer and spend on others out of what We provide for
them as sustenance.51
22:36
And as for the sacrifice of cattle, We have ordained it for you as one of the symbols set up by
God,52 in which there is [much] good for you. Hence, extol the name of God over them when
they are lined up [for sacrifice]; and after they have fallen lifeless to the ground, eat of their
flesh,53 and feed the poor who is contented with his lot [and does not beg], as well as him who is
forced to beg. It is to this end54 that We have made them55 subservient to your needs, so that you
might have cause to be grateful.
50 I.e., as a conscious, selfless offering in His name of something that
one cherishes as necessary
and valuable, and not as an attempt to "propitiate" Him who is far above
anything that resembles
human emotion. (See also verse 36 below.)
51 See surah 2, note 4.
52 See note 47 above.
53 Lit., "of them".
54 Lit., "thus".
55 I.e., the sacrificial animals.

22:37
[But bear in mind:] never does their flesh reach God, and neither their blood: it is only your Godconsciousness that reaches Him. It is to this end that We have made them subservient to your
needs, so that you might glorify God for all the guidance with which He has graced you.
And give thou this glad tiding unto the doers of good: (22:38) Verily, God will ward off [all evil]
from those who attain to faith; [and,] verily, God does not love anyone who betrays his trust and
is bereft of gratitude.56
22:39

PERMISSION [to fight] is given to those against whom war is being wrongfully waged57 - and,
verily, God has indeed the power to succour them -: (22:40) those who have been driven from
their homelands against all right for no other reason than their saying, "Our Sustainer is God!"
For, if God had not enabled people to defend themselves against one another,58 [all] monasteries
and churches and synagogues and mosques - in [all of] which God's name is abundantly extolled
- would surely have been destroyed [ere now].59
And God will most certainly succour him who succours His cause: for, verily, God is most
powerful, almighty, (22:41) [well aware of] those who, [even] if We firmly establish them on
earth, remain constant in prayer, and give in charity, and enjoin the doing of what ts right and
forbid the doing of what is wrong; but with God rests the final outcome of all events.
22:42
AND IF THEY [who are bent on denying the truth] give thee the lie, [O Muhammad, remember
that, long] before their time, the people of Noah and [the tribes of] 'Ad and Thamud gave the lie
[to their prophets], (22:43) as did the people of Abraham, and the people of Lot, (22:44) and the
dwellers of Madyan; and [so, too,] Moses was given the lie [by Pharaoh] .60
And [in every case] I gave rein, for a while, to the deniers of the truth: but then I took them to
task - and how awesome was My denial [of them]!
56 See surah 4, note 134.
57 Lit., "inasmuch as they have been wronged". Connecting with the promise,
in the precedin] verse,
that "God will ward off [all evil] from those who attain to faith", the
present verse enunciates
the permission to fight physically in self-defence. All relevant
Traditions (quoted, particular,
by Tabari and Ibn Kathir) show that this is the earliest Qur'anic
reference to th' problem of war
as such. According to 'Abd Allih ibn 'Abbas, it was revealed immediately
after thE Prophet left
Mecca for Medina, i.e., at the beginning of the year 1 H. The principle
of war ii self-defence and only in self-defence - has been further elaborated in Al-Baqarah,
which was revealed about
a year later (see 2:190-193 and the corresponding notes).
58 Lit., "were it not that God repels some people by means of others" (cf.
the identical phrase in
the second paragraph of 2:251).
59 The implication is that the defence of religious freedom is the foremost
cause for which arms
may and, indeed, must - be taken up (see 2:193 and the corresponding note
170), or else, as
stressed in the concluding clause of 2:251, "corruption would surely
overwhelm the earth".

22:45
And how many a township have We destroyed because it had been immersed in evildoing - and
now they [all] lie deserted, with their roofs caved in! And how many a well lies abandoned, and
how many a castle that [once] stood high!
22:46
Have they, then, never journeyed about the earth, letting their hearts gain wisdom, and causing
their ears to hear?61 Yet, verily, it is not their eyes that have become blind - but blind have
become the hearts that are in their breasts!
22:47
And [so, O Muhammad,] they challenge thee to hasten the coming upon them of [God's]
chastisement:62 but God never fails to fulfil His promise - and, behold, in thy Sustainer's sight a
day is like a thousand years of your reckoning.63 (22:48) And to how many a community that
was immersed in evildoing have I given rein for a while! But then I took it to task: for with Me is
all journeys' end!
22:49
SAY [O Muhammad]: "0 men! I am but a plain warner [sent by God] unto you!" (22:50) And
[know that] those who attain to faith and do righteous deeds shall be granted forgiveness of sins
and a most excellent sustenance;64 (22:51) whereas those who strive against Our messages,
seeking to defeat their purpose - they are destined for the blazing fire.
22:52
Yet whenever We sent forth any apostle or prophet before thee, and he was hoping65 [that his
warnings would be heeded], Satan would cast an aspersion on his innermost aims:66 but God
renders null and void whatever aspersion Satan may cast; and God makes His messages clear in
and by themselves67 - for God is all-knowing, wise.
60 I.e., not by his own people, since these, despite their sinning, had
accepted him as God's
prophet (Tabari). References to the tribes of 'Ad and Thamud and the
people of Madyan are
given in surah 7, notes 48, 56 and 67.
61 Lit., "whereupon they would have hearts wherewith they might understand,
or ears whereby they
might hear".
62 For an explanation, see 6:57, 8:32 and 13:6, as well as the
corresponding notes.
63 I.e., what men conceive of as "time" has no meaning with regard to God,
because He is timeless,

without beginning and without end, so that "in rejation to Him, one day
and a thousand years are
alike" (Razi). Cf. 70:4, where in the same sense, a "day" is said to be
equal to "fifty thousand
years", or the well-authenticated saying of the Prophet, "God says, 'I am
Time Absolute (ad-dahr)'"
64 See 8:4 and the corresponding note 5.
65 Lit., "We never sent any apostle or prophet before thee without that,
when he was hoping
(tamanna)...", etc. According to most of the commentators, the
designation "apostle" (rasul)
is applied to bearers of divine revelations which comprise a new
doctrinal system or dispensation;
a prophet" (nabi), on the other hand, is said to be one whom God has
entrusted with the enunciation
of ethical principles on the basis of an already-existing dispensation,
or of principles common
to all divine dispensations. Hence, every apostle is a prophet as well,
but not every prophet is
an apostle.

22:53
[And He allows doubts to arise] so that He might cause whatever aspersion Satan may cast
[against His prophets] to become a trial for all in whose hearts is disease68 and all whose hearts
are hardened: for, verily, all who are {thus] sinning [against themselves]69 are most deeply in the
wrong.
22:54
And [God renders Satan's aspersions null and void] so that they who are endowed with [innate]
knowledge might know that this [divine writ] is the truth from thy Sustainer, and that they might
believe in it, and that their hearts might humbly submit unto Him.
For, behold, God does guide onto a straight way those who have attained to faith - (22:55)
whereas those who are bent on denying the truth will not cease to be in doubt about Him until the
Last Hour comes suddenly upon them and [supreme] suffering befalls them on a Day void of all
hope.70
22:56
On that Day, all dominion shall [visibly] belong to God. He shall judge [all men and make a
distinction] between them: thus, all who had attained to faith and did righteous deeds shall find
themselves in gardens of bliss, (22:57) whereas for those who were bent on denying the truth and
gave the lie to Our messages, there shall be shameful suffering in store.
(58) AND AS FOR those who forsake the domain of evil71 [and strive] in God's cause, and then
are slain or die - God will most certainly provide for them a goodly sustenance [in the life to

come]: for, verily, God - He alone - is the best of providers; (22:59) [and] He will most certainly
cause them to enter upon a state [of being] that shall please them well:72 for, verily, God is allknowing, most forbearing. (22:60) Thus shall it be.
And as for him who responds to aggression only to the extent of the attack levelled against him,73
and is thereupon [again] treacherously attacked - God will most certainly succour him: for,
behold, God is indeed an absolver of sins, much-forgiving.74
66 I.e., insinuating that the innermost aim (umniyyah, lit., "longing" or
"hope") of the message-bearer
in question was not the spiritual improvement of his community but,
rather, the attainment of
personal power and influence: cf. 6:112 - "against every prophet We have
set up as enemies the evil
forces (shayatin) from among humans as well as from among invisible
beings (al-jinn)"- a statement
which is explained in surah 6, note 98.
67 Lit., "and God makes His messages clear in and by themselves". This is
the meaning of the phrase
yuhkimu ayatahu (cf. the expression uhkimat ayatuhu in 11:1): i.e., God
causes His messages to
speak for themselves, so that any insinuation as to the prophet's "hidden
motives" is automatically
disproved. The conjunction thumma at the beginning of this clause does
not connote a sequence in
time but a coordination of activities, and is best rendered by the simple
conjunction "and".
68 See 2:10 and the corresponding note.
69 Lit., "all [such] evildoers".
70 Lit., "or [until] there comes upon them the chastisement [or "suffering]
of a barren Day",
i.e., the Day of Judgment, which will offer no hope to those who, until
their death, failed
to realize the existence of God or to submit to His guidance.
71 For this rendering of the phrase alladhi~na hajaru, see note 203 on
2:218. The subsequent mention
of "those who strive in God's cause, and then are slain or die" connects
with the reference, in
verses 39-40, to God's permission to the believers to fight in defence of
their faith and liberty.
The extreme merit of the self-sacrifice involved is stressed in several
Qur'anic passages, and
particularly in 4:95-96; hence, it has also a bearing on the Day of
Judgment spoken of in the
preceding passage.
72 Or: "cause them to enter [upon their life after death] in a manner that
will please them well"
(cf. note 40 on the last clause of 4:31)- thus implying that by
sacrificing their lives in God's

cause they will have obtained His forgiveness of whatever sins they may
have previously committed.
73 Lit., "who has retaliated with the like of what he had been afflicted
with" - i.e., has acted only
in self-defence and done to his enemy no more than the enemy had done to
him. (A similar phrase,
relating to retaliation in argument, is found in 16:126 and explained in
the corresponding note 150.)
74 While the opening sentence of this verse stresses the principle of selfdefence as the only
justification of war (cf. 2:190 and 192-193) - with the proviso that
retaliation must not exceed
the injury initially suffered - the concluding part of the verse implies
that in case of repeated,
unprovoked aggression the believers are allowed to wage an all-out war
with a view to destroying
completely the enemy's military power. Since such an all-out war might
seem to conflict with the
principle of limited retaliation alluded to above, the Qur'an states that
God absolves the believers
of what otherwise might have been a sin, since it is they "against whom
war is being wrongfully
waged" (verse 39) by repeated acts of aggression.

22:61
Thus it is, because God [is almighty75 - the One who] makes the night grow longer by shortening
the day, and makes the day grow longer by shortening the night; and because God is all-hearing,
all-seeing.76
22:62
Thus it is, because God alone is the Ultimate Truth,77 so that all that men invoke beside Him is
sheer falsehood, and because God alone is exalted, great! (22:63) Art thou not aware that it is
God who sends down water from the skies, whereupon the earth becomes green? Verily, God is
unfathomable [in His wisdom], all-aware.78
75 Sc., "and therefore has the power to succour the believers who have been
wronged".
76 I.e., it is He who knows what is in the hearts of men, and nevertheless,
in His unfathomable
wisdom, allows the darkness of oppression to grow at the expense of the
light of freedom, and then
causes the light to overcome the darkness: an eternal, cyclical
recurrence which dominates the
life of mankind. (As Ibn Kathir points out, the above passage contains a
direct allusion to
3:26-27 - "Say: O God, Lord of all dominion! Thou grantest dominion unto
whom Thou willest,
and takest away dominion from whom Thou willest.... Thou hast the power
to will anything:

Thou makest the night grow longer by shortening the day, and Thou makest
the day grow longer
by shortening the night... "
77 See surah 20, note 99.
78 For an explanation of the term latif ("unfathomable"), see surah 6, note
89.

22:64
Unto Him belongs all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth; and, verily, God - He alone is self-sufficient, the One to whom all praise is due. (22:65) Art thou not aware that it is God
who has made subservient to you all that is on earth,79 and the ships that sail through the sea at
His behest - and [that it is He who] holds the celestial bodies~ [in their orbits], so that they may
not fall upon the earth otherwise than by His leave?81
Verily, God is most compassionate towards men, a dispenser of grace - (22:66) seeing that it is
He who gave you life, and then will cause you to die, and then will bring you back to life: [but,]
verily, bereft of all gratitude is man!
22:67
UNTO every community have We appointed [different] ways of worship,82 which they ought to
observe. Hence, [O believer,] do not let those [who follow ways other than thine] draw thee into
disputes on this score,83 but summon [them all] unto thy Sustainer: for, behold, thou art indeed
on the right way. (22:68) And if they [try to] argue with thee, say [only]: "God knows best what
you are doing."84
22:69
[For, indeed,] God will judge between you [all] on Resurrection Day with regard to all on which
you were wont to differ.83 (22:70) Dost thou not know that God knows all that occurs in heaven
as well as on earth? All this, behold, is in [God's] record: verily, [to know] all this is easy for
God.
22:71
And yet,86 they [who claim to believe in Him often] worship [other beings or forces] beside God
- something for which He has never bestowed any warrant from on high,87 and [of the reality]
whereof they cannot have any knowledge:88 and such evildoers shall have none to succour them
[on Judgment Day].
79 I.e., "has enabled you to benefit from all...", etc. (cf. surah 14, note
46).
80 Lit., "the sky" - used here as a metonym for the stars and planets,
which are held on their courses
by the God-willed laws of cosmic movement (Maraghi XVII, 137).

81 I.e., at the Last Hour, which - as the Qur'an so often states - will
manifest itself in
a universal cosmic catastrophe.
82 Lit., "a way of worship" (mansak, which sometimes denotes also "an act
of worship"). For a fuller
emplanation of this passage, see the second paragraph of 5:48 - "Unto
every one of you have We
appointed a [different] law and way of life" - and the corresponding
notes 66-68.
83 I.e., do not allow thyself to be drawn into disputes" (Zamakhshari and
Baghawi).
84 Cf. 10:41 - "To me [shall be accounted] my doings, and to you, your
doings: you are not accountable
for what I am doing, and I am not accountable for whatever you do".
85 See surah 2, note 94.
86 I.e., despite their awareness that God alone knows all and is,
therefore, unique in His
all-embracing Presence.
87 See surah 3, note 106.
88 I.e., through independent reasoning or observation.

22:72
As it is, whenever Our messages are conveyed unto them in all their clarity, thou canst perceive
utter repugnance on the faces of those who are bent on denying the truth: they would almost
assault those who convey Our messages unto them!
Say: "Shall I, then, tell you of something worse than what you feel at present? 89 It is the fire [of
the hereafter] that God has promised to those who are bent on denying the truth: and how vile a
journey's end!"
22:73
O MEN! A parable is set forth [herewith]; hearken, then, to it! Behold, those beings whom you
invoke instead of God cannot create [as much as] a fly, even were they to join all their forces to
that end! And if a fly robs them of anything, they cannot [even] rescue it from him! Weak indeed
is the seeker, and [weak] the sought!
22:74
No true understanding of God have they [who err in this way]: for, verily, God is most powerful,
almighty! (22:75) [In His almightiness,] God chooses message-bearers from among the angels as
well as from among men. But, behold, God [alone] is all-hearing, all-seeing:90 (22:76) [whereas

their knowledge is limited,] He knows all that lies open before them and all that is hidden from
them91 - for all things go back to God [as their source].
22:77
O YOU who have attained to faith! Bow down and prostrate yourselves, and worship your
Sustainer [alone], and do good, so that you might attain to a happy state! (22:78) And strive hard
in God's cause with all the striving that is due to Him: it is He who has elected you [to carry His
message], and has laid no hardship on you in [anything that pertains to] religion,92 [and made
you follow] the creed of your forefather Abraham.93
It is He who has named you - in bygone times as well as in this [divine writ] - "those who have
surrendered themselves to God",94 so that the Apostle might bear witness to the truth before you,
and that you might bear witness to it before all mankind.
Thus, be constant in prayer, and render the purifying dues, and hold fast unto God. He is your
Lord Supreme: and how excellent is this Lord Supreme, and how excellent this Giver of
Succour!
89 Lt., "worse than this" - i.e., 'more painful than the repugnance which
you feel with regard to
God's messages".
90 I.e., the prophets and the angels are but created beings having no share
whatever in His omniscience
and, hence, no claim to being worshipped.
91 For an explanation of this rendering of the phrase ma bayna aydihim wama khalfahum, see
surah 2, note 247.
92 The absence of any "hardship" in the religion of Islam is due to several
factors: (1) it is free
of any dogma or mystical proposition which might make the Qur'anic
doctrine difficult to understand
or might even conflict with man's innate reason; (2) it avoids all
complicated ritual or system of
taboos which would impose undue restrictions on man's everyday life; (3)
it rejects all self-mortification
and exaggerated asceticism, which must unavoidably conflict with man's
true nature (cf. in this
connection note 118 on the first sentence of 2:143); and (4) it takes
fully into account the fact
that "man has been created weak" (4:28).
93 Abraham is designated here as "your forefather" not only because he was,
in fact, an ancestor of
the Prophet Muhammad - to whose followers this passage is addressed - but
also because he is the
prototype (and thus, the spiritual "forefather") of all who consciously
"surrender themselves to
God" (see next note).

94 The term muslim signifies "one who surrenders himself to God";
correspondingly, islam denotes
"self-surrender to God". Both these terms are applied in the Qur'an to
all who believe in the One
God and affirm this belief by an unequivocal acceptance of His revealed
messages. Since the Qur'an
represents the final and most universal of these divine revelations, the
believers are called upon,
in the sequence, to follow the guidance of its Apostle and thus to become
an example for all
mankind (cf. 2:143 and the corresponding note 119).

The Twenty-Third Surah
Al-Mu'minun (The Believers)
Mecca Period

MOST of the classical commentators agree in that this surah was revealed towards the end of the
Mecca period; some authorities (quoted by Suyuti) are even of the opinion that it is the very last
Meccan revelation, but we have no conclusive evidence to that effect.
From the first to the last verse, the discourse centres - as the title of the surah indicates - on the
problem of true faith, the overwhelming evidence which points to the existence of an almighty
Creator, and on man's ultimate responsibility before Him. Stress is laid on the fact of unceasing
divine guidance manifested in a long succession of God-inspired prophets; and since all of them
propounded one and the same truth, all who believe in God are reminded-as in 21:92-93 - that
"this community of yours is one single community" (verse 52), and that this unity has been torn
asunder by man's egotism, greed and striving after power (verses 53 if.). But the main theme of
the surah is the reminder, expressed in a variety of arguments, that it is logically impossible to
believe in God as a conscious Creative Power without believing in the reality of a life after death
as well.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
23:1
TRULY, to a happy state shall attain the believers: (23:2) those who humble themselves in their
prayer, (23:3) and who turn away from all that is frivolous, (23:4) and who are intent on inner
purity;1 (23:5) and who are mindful of their chastity,2 (23:6) [not giving way to their desires]
with any but their spouses - that is, those whom they rightfully possess [through wedlock] -:3 for
then, behold, they are free of all blame, (23:7) whereas such as seek to go beyond that [limit) are
truly transgressors; (23:8) and who are faithful to their trusts and to their pledges, (23:9) and who
guard their prayers [from all worldly intent].
1 Lit., "working for" or "active in behalf of [inner] purity", which is the
meaning of zakah
in this context (Zamakhshari; the same interpretation has been advanced
by Abu Muslim).

2 Lit., "who guard their private parts"
3 Lit., "or those whom their right hands possess" (aw ma malakat
aymanuhum). Most of the commentators
assume unquestioningly that this relates to female slaves, and that the
particle aw ("or") denotes
a permissible alternative. This conventional interpretation is, in my
opinion, inadmissible inasmuch
as it is based on the assumption that sexual intercourse with one's
female slave is permitted
without marriage: an assumption which is contradicted by the Qur'an
itself (see 4:3, 24, 25 and
24:32, with the corresponding notes). Nor is this the only objection to
the above-mentioned
interpretation. Since the Qur'an applies the term "believers" to men and
women alike, and since
the term azwaj ("spouses"), too, denotes both the male and the female
partners in marriage, there
is no reason for attributing to the phrase ma malakat aymanuhum the
meaning of "their female slaves";
and since, on the other hand, it is out of the question that female and
male slaves could have been
referred to here, it is obvious that this phrase does not relate to
slaves at all, but has the
same meaning as in 4:24 - namely, "those whom they rightfully possess
through wedlock" (see note 26
on 4:24) - with the significant difference that in the present context
this expression relates to
both husbands and wives, who "rightfully possess" one another by virtue
of marriage. On the basis
of this interpretation, the particle aw which precedes this clause does
not denote an alternative
("or") but is, rather, in the nature of an explanatory amplification,
more or less analogous to the
phrase "in other words" or "that is", thus giving to the whole sentence
the meaning,..... save with
their spouses - that is, those whom they rightfully possess [through
wedlock)..", etc. (Cf. a similar
construction 25:62 - "for him who has the will to take thought - that is
[lit., "or"], has the will
to be grateful".)

23:10
It is they, they who shall be the inheritors (23:11) that will inherit the paradise; [and) therein
shall they abide.
23:12
NOW, INDEED, We create man out of the essence of clay,4 (23:13) and then We cause him to
remain as a drop of sperm in [the womb's) firm keeping, (23:14) and then We create out of the
drop of sperm a germ-cell, and then We create out of the germ-cell an embryonic lump, and then
We create within the embryonic lump bones, and then We clothe the bones with flesh - and then

We bring [all) this into being as a new creation:5 hallowed, therefore, is God, the best of
artisans!6
23:15
And then, behold! after all this, you are destined to die; (23:16) and then, behold! you shall be
raised from the dead on Resurrection Day. (23:17) And, indeed, We have created above you
seven [celestial] orbits;7 and never are We unmindful of [any aspect of Our) creation. (23:18)
And We send down water from the skies in accordance with a measure [set by Us], and then We
cause it to lodge in the earth: but, behold, We are most certainly able to withdraw this [blessing)!
4 The frequent Qur'anic references to man's being "created out of clay" or
"out of dust" or (as in
this instance) "out of the essence (sulalah) of clay" point to the fact
that his body is composed
of various organic and inorganic substances existing on or in the earth,
as well as to the continuous
transmutation of those substances, through the intake of earth-grown
food, into reproductive cells
(Razi) - thus stressing man's humble origin, and hence the debt of
gratitude which he owes to God
for having endowed him with a conscious soul. The past tense in verses
12-14 (lit., "We have created",
"We have caused him to remain", etc.) emphasizes the fact that all this
has been ordained by God and
has been happening again and again ever since man was brought into being
by Him; in the above context,
this recurrence is brought out best by the use of the present tense.
5 Lit., "as another creature", i.e., existing independently of the mother's
body.
6 Lit., "the best of creators". As Tabari points out, the Arabs apply the
designation "creator" to
every artisan (sani') - a usage also current in European languages with
reference to the "creation"
of works of art and imagination. Since God is the only Creator in the
real, primary sense of this
word, the phrase ahsan al-khaliqin must be understood in this secondary
sense of the term khaliq
(cf. Taj al-'Arus, art. khalaqa).
7 Lit., "seven path", which may signify the orbits of the visible planets
or - as the classical
commentators assume - the "seven heavens" (i.e., cosmic systems)
repeatedly spoken of in the
Qur'an. In either case, the number "seven" is used metonymically,
indicating multiplicity. See
in this connection note 20 on 2:29.

23:19

And by means of this [water] We bring forth for you gardens of date-palms and vines, wherein
you have fruit abundant and whereof you eat, (23:20) as well as a tree that issues from [the lands
adjoining] Mount Sinai,8 yielding oil and relish for all to eat.
23:21
And, behold, in the cattle [too] there is indeed a lesson for you: We give you to drink of that
[milk) which is within their bellies; and you derive many [other] uses from them: for, you eat of
their flesh,9 (23:22) and by them - as by the ships [over the sea) - you are borne [overland].
23:23
AND, INDEED, We sent forth Noah unto his people,10 and he said: "O my people! Worship God
[alone]: you have no deity other than Him. Will you not, then, become conscious of Him?"
(23:24) But the great ones among his people, who refused to acknowledge the truth, replied:
"This [man] is nothing but a mortal like yourselves who wants to make himself superior to you!
For, if God had willed [to convey a message unto us], He would surely have sent down angels;
[moreover,] we have never heard [anything like] this from our forebears of old!11 (23:25) He is
nothing but a madman: so bear with him for a while."
23:26
Said [Noah]: "O my Sustainer! Succour me against their accusation of lying!" (23:27) Thereupon
We inspired him thus: "Build, under Our eyes12 and according to Our inspiration, the ark [that
shall save thee and those who follow thee].13 And when Our judgment comes to pass, and waters
gush forth in torrents over the face of the earth, place on board of this [ark] one pair of each
[kind of animal] of either sex, as well as thy family - excepting those on whom sentence has
already been passed -; and do not appeal to Me [any more] in behalf of those who are bent on
evildoing - for, behold, they are destined to be drowned!
8 I.e., the olive-tree, native to the lands around the eastern
Mediterranean, where so many
pre-Qur'anic prophets (here symbolized - because of its sacred
associations - by Mount Sinai)
lived and preached.
9 Lit., "of them".
10 Sc., "who had lost sight of all the multiform evidence of the Creator's
uniqueness and, thus,
all gratitude for the innumerable blessings which He bestows upon man".
11 Lit., "in connection with (fi) our early forebears" - a Qur'anic
allusion to the fact that people
often reject a new ethical proposition on no better grounds than that it
conflicts with their
"inherited" habits of thought and ways of life. [ndirectly, this allusion
implies a condemnation
of all blind taqlid, i.e., an unthinking acceptance of religious
doctrines or assertions which

are not unequivocally supported by divine revelation, the explicit
teachings of a prophet, or
the evidence of unprejudiced reason.
12 I.e., "under Our protection".
13 Regarding this interpolation, see surah 11, note 60. For an explanation
of the passage that
follows, see 11:40 and the corresponding notes 62-64. The reason for the
(abbreviated) repetition
of Noah's story - given in much greater detail in 11:25-48 - becomes
evident from verse 29.

23:28
"And as soon as thou and those who are with thee are settled in the ark, say: 'All praise is due to
God, who has saved us from those evildoing folk!' (23:29) "And say: 'O my Sustainer! Cause me
to reach a destination blessed [by Thee]14 - for Thou art the best to show man how to reach his
[true] destination!'"15
23:30
In this [story], behold, there are messages indeed [for those who think]: for, verily, We always
put [man] to a test.
23:31
AND AFTER those [people of old] We gave rise to new generations; (23:32) and [every time]
We sent unto them an apostle from among themselves, [he told them:] "Worship God [alone):
you have no deity other than Him. Will you not, then, become conscious of Him?"17
23:33
And [every time] the great ones among his people, who refused to acknowledge the truth and
gave the lie to the announcement of a life to come - [simply] because We had granted them ease
and plenty in [their) worldly life, and they had become corrupted by it18 - [every time) they
would say: "This [man] is nothing but a mortal like yourselves, eating of what you eat, and
drinking of what you drink: (23:34) and, indeed, if you pay heed to a mortal like yourselves, you
will surely be the losers! (23:35) Does he promise you that, after you have died and become
[mere] dust and bones, you shall be brought forth [to a new life]? (23:36) Far-fetched, farfetched indeed is what you are promised! (23:37) There is no life beyond our life in this world:
we die and we live [but once], and we shall never be raised from the dead! (23:38) He is nothing
but a man who attributes his own lying inventions to God, and we are not going to believe him!"
14 Lit., "Cause me to alight with a blessed alighting" - i.e., in a blessed
condition of alighting,
or at a blessed place of alighting (Tabari); both these meanings are
implied in the word "destination".

15 Lit., "the best of all who cause [man] to alight", i.e., at his true
destination. In this prayer
enjoined upon Noah - and, by implication, on every believer - the story of
the ark is raised to
symbolic significance: it reveals itself as a parable of the human soul's
longing for divine
illumination, which alone can show man how to save himself and to reach
his true destination in
the realm of the spirit as well as in worldly life.
16 Lit., "a generation (qarn) of others". For a wider meaning of the term
qarn. see surah 6, note 5.
17 Most of the classical commentators assume that the apostle referred to
in verses 32-4l is Hud,
the prophet of the tribe of Ad (see surah 7, note 48). Since, however,
this passage contains
elements appearing in the stories of many prophets - including that of
the Prophet Muhammad I am of the opinion that it has a general import: namely, an allusion to
all of God's apostles
and to the ever-recurring similarity of their experiences.
18 Thus Tabari interprets the concise but meaningful phrase atrafnahum fi
'l-hayati 'd-dunya.
For a fuller explanation of the verb tarifa, see note 147 on 11:116.

23:39
[Whereupon the prophet) would say: "O my Sustainer! Succour me against their accusation of
lying!" (23:40) [And God) would say: "After a little while they will surely be smitten with
remorse!"19 (23:41) And then the blast [of Our punishment) overtook them, justly and
unavoidably,20 and We caused them to become as the flotsam of dead leaves and the scum borne
on the surface of a torrent: and so away with those evildoing folk!
23:42
AND AFTER them We gave rise to new generations:21 (23:43) [for,] no community can ever
forestall [the end of) its term - and neither can they delay [its coming).22 (23:44) And We sent
forth Our apostles, one after another: [and) every time their apostle came to a community, they
gave him the lie: and so We caused them to follow one another [into the grave), and let them
become [mere) tales: and so - away with the folk who would not believe!
23:45
AND THEN We sent forth Moses and his brother Aaron with Our messages and a manifest
authority [from Us] (23:46) unto Pharaoh and his great ones;23 but these behaved with arrogance,
for they were people wont to glorify [only) themselves. (23:47) And so they said: "Shall we
believe [them -) two mortals like ourselves - although their people are our slaves?"
23:48

Thus, they gave the lie to those two, and earned [thereby) their place among the doomed:24
(23:49) for, indeed, We had vouchsafed revelation unto Moses in order that they might find the
right way. (23:50) And [as We exalted Moses, so, too,] We made the son of Mary and his mother
a symbol [of Our grace],25 and provided for both an abode in a lofty place of lasting restfulness
and unsullied springs.26
19 Lit., "they will surely become of those who feel remorse".
20 The expression bi'l-haqq (lit., "in accordance with truth" or "with
justice") combines in this
instance the concepts of justice, wisdom, reality, inescapability, and
consonance with the exigencies
of the case under consideration (Righib), and can be only approximately
rendered in translation.
21 Lit., "generations of others", i.e., new civilizations.
22 See note 5 on the identical phrase in 15:5.
23 Moses and Aaron are mentioned here by name because their case was
different from that of all
other prophets: they were rejected not by their own community but by
their community's oppressors.
24 Lit., "became of those who were destroyed".

23:51
O YOU APOSTLES! Partake of the good things of life,27 and do righteous deeds: verily, I have
full knowledge of all that you do. (23:52) And, verily, this community of yours is one single
community, since I am the Sustainer of you all: remain, then, conscious of Me! 28
23:53
But they [who claim to follow you] have torn their unity wide asunder,29 piece by piece, each
group delighting in [but] what they themselves possess [by way of tenets].30 (23:54) But leave
them alone, lost in their ignorance, until a [future] time.31
25 For my rendering of ayah, in this instance, as "symbol",. see surah 19,
note 16. Jesus and his
mother Mary are mentioned here specifically because they, too, had to
suffer persecution and
slander at the hands of "those who were bent on denying the truth".
26 I.e., in paradise. The expression ma'in signifies "unsullied springs" or
"running waters"
(Ibn 'Abbas, as quoted by Tabari; also Lisan al-'Arab and Taj al-'Arus),
and thus symbolizes
the spiritual purity associated with the concept of paradise, the
"gardens through which running
waters flow".

27 This rhetorical apostrophe to all of God's apostles is meant to stress
their humanness and
mortality, and thus to refute the argument of the unbelievers that God
could not have chosen
"a mortal like ourselves" to be His message-bearer: an argument which
overlooks the fact that
only human beings who themselves "partake of the good things of life" are
able to understand
the needs and motives of their fellow-men and, thus, to guide them in
their spiritual and
social concerns.
28 As in 21:92, the above verse is addressed to all who truly believe in
God, whatever their
historical denomination. By the preceding reference to all of God's
apostles the Qur'an clearly
implies that all of them were inspired by, and preached, the same
fundamental truths,
notwithstanding all the differences in the ritual or the specific laws
which they propounded
in accordance with the exigencies of the time and the social development
of their followers.
(See notes 66-68 on the second paragraph of 5:48.)
29 Cf. 21:93.
30 Lit.; "in what they have [themselves]". In the first instance, this
verse refers to the various
religious groups as such: that is to say, to the followers of one or
another of the earlier
revelations who, in the course of time, consolidated themselves within
different "denominations",
each of them jealously guarding its own set of tenets, dogmas and rituals
and intensely intolerant
of all other ways of worship (manasik, see 22:67). In the second
instance, however, the above
condemnation applies to the breach of unity within each of the
established religious groups; and
since it applies to the followers of all the prophets, it includes the
latter-day followers of
Muhammad as well, and thus constitutes a prediction and condemnation of
the doctrinal disunity
prevailing in the world of Islam in our times - cf. the wellauthenticated saying of the Prophet
quoted by Ibn Hanbal, Abu Da'ud, Tirmidhi and Darimi: "The Jews have been
split up into seventy-one
sects, the Christians into seventy-two sects, whereas my community will
be split up into
seventy-three sects." (It should be remembered that in classical Arabic
usage the number seventy"
often stands for "many" - just as "seven" stands for "several" or
"various" - and does not
necessarily denote an actual figure; hence, what the Prophet meant to say
was that the sects
and divisions among the Muslims of later days would become many, and even
more numerous than
those among the Jews and the Christians.)

31 I.e., until they themselves realize their error. This sentence is
evidently addressed to the
last of the apostles, Muhammad, and thus to all who truly follow him.

23:55
Do they think that by all the wealth and offspring with which We provide them (23:56) We [but
want to] make them vie with one another in doing [what they consider] good works?32 Nay, but
they do not perceive ftheir error]! (23:57) Verily, [only] they who stand in reverent awe of their
Sustainer, (23:58) and who believe in their Sustainer's messages, (23:59) and who do not ascribe
divinity to aught but their Sustainer, (23:60) and who give whatever they [have to] give33 with
their hearts trembling at the thought that unto their Sustainer they must return: (23:61) it is they
who vie with one another in doing good works, and it is they who outrun [all others] in attaining
to them!
23:62
And [withal,] We do not burden any human being with more than he is well able to bear: for with
Us is a record that speaks the truth [about what men do and can do]; and none shall be wronged.
23:63
NAY, [as for those who have torn asunder the unity of faith -] their hearts are lost in ignorance of
all this!34 But apart from that [breach of unity] they have [on their conscience even worse]
deeds;35 and they will [continue to] commit them (23:64) until after We shall have taken to task,
through suffering, those from among them who [now] are lost in the pursuit of pleasures36 - they
cry out in [belated] supplication.
32 I.e., "Do they think that by bestowing on them worldly prosperity God
but wants them to vie with
one another in their race after material goods and comforts, which they
mistakenly identify with
'doing good works'?" Another - linguistically permissible - rendering of
the above two verses would
be: "Do they think that by all the wealth and offspring with which We
provide them We (but] hasten
on [the coming] to them of all that is good?" Either of these two
renderings implies, firstly,
that worldly prosperity is not the ultimate good, and, secondly, that the
breach of the unity spoken
of in the preceding passage was, more often than not, an outcome of mere
worldly greed and of
factional striving after power.
33 This is an allusion to the giving of what one is morally obliged to
give, whether it be in
charity or in satisfaction of rightful claims on the part of one's
fellow-men, including such
intangible "gifts" as the dispensing of justice.

34 This passage obviously connects with the last sentence of verse 56 "Nay, but they do not
perceive [their error]!" - and, hence, refers to the people spoken of in
verse 54 as being
"lost in their Ignorance" (fi ghamratihim).
35 Namely, actions and dogmatic assertions which utterly contradict the
teachings of the very apostles
whom they claim to follow, like ascribing divine qualities to beings
other than God, worshipping
saints, or rejecting divine revelations which do not accord with their
own likes and dislikes or
with their customary mode of thinking.
36 See surah 17, note 22. The particular reference, in this context, to
people "who [at present] are
lost in the pursuit of pleasures" contains an allusion to verse 55 above
(see my explanation in
note 32, especially the last sentence). The "taking to task though
suffering" spoken of here may
refer to the Day of Judgment or - as in 17:16 to the inevitable social
ruin which, in the long run,
wrong beliefs and actions bring with themselves in this world.

23:65
[But they will be told:] "Cry not in supplication today: for, behold, you shall not be succoured by
Us! (23:66) Time and again37 were My messages conveyed unto you, but [every time] you would
turn about on your heels (23:67) [and,] impelled by your arrogance, you would talk senselessly
far into the night."38
23:68
Have they, then, never tried to understand this word [of God]? Or has there [now] come to them
something that never came to their forefathers of old (23:69) Or is it, perchance, that they have
not recognized their Apostle, and so they disavow him? (23:70) Or do they say, "There is
madness in him"? Nay, he has brought them the truth - and the truth do most of them detest!40
23:71
But if the truth41 were in accord with their own likes and dislikes, the heavens and the earth
would surely have fallen into ruin, and all that lives in them [would long ago have perished]!42
Nay, [in this divine writ] We have conveyed unto them all that they ought to bear in mind:43 and
from this their reminder they [heedlessly] turn away!
23:72
Or dost thou [O Muhammad] ask of them any worldly recompense? But [they ought to know
that] a recompense from thy Sustainer is best, since He is the best of providers!44

37 This is the meaning implied in the auxiliary verb kanat preceded by the
particle qad.
38 Lit., "as one who keeps awake at night" (samiran). In combination with
the phrase kuntum...
tahjurun, this expression indicates the pursuit of endless, fruitless
discussions divorced from
all reality, or a mere play with words leading nowhere. (See also 31:6
and the corresponding note 4.)
39 Implying that the message of the Qur'an is but a continuation of all the
divine messages
ever revealed to man.
40 I.e., they hate to admit the truth: the reason being - as the sequence
shows that the world-view
propounded by the Qur'an is not in accord with their own likes and
dislikes or preconceived notions.
41 I.e., the reality of all creation.
42 I.e., if the universe - and, especially, human life had been as devoid
of meaning and purpose as
they imagine, nothing could have endured, and everything would have long
since perished in chaos.
43 For this rendering of the term dhikr; see note 13 on 21:10.
44 The terms kharj and kharaj which occur in the above verse are more or
less synonymous, both
of them denoting "recompense". According to Zamakhshari, however, there
is a slight difference
between these two expressions, kharj being more restricted in its meaning
than kharaj: hence,
the first has been rendered as "worldly recompense" and the second as
"recompense" without any
restrictive definition, implying that a recompense from God is unlimited,
relating both to this
world and the hereafter.

23:73
And, verily, thou callest them onto a straight way - (23:74) but, behold, those who will not
believe in the life to come are bound to deviate from that way. (23:75) And even were We to
show them mercy and remove whatever distress might befall them [in this life],45 they would still
persist in their overweening arrogance, blindly stumbling to and fro.
23:76
And, indeed, We tested them46 through suffering, but they did not abase themselves before their
Sustainer; and they will never humble themselves (23:77) until We open before them a gate of
(truly] severe suffering [in the life to come]: and then, lo! they will be broken in spirit.47

23:78
[O MEN! Pay heed to God's messages,] for it is He who has endowed you with hearing, and
sight, and minds: [yet] how seldom are you grateful! (23:79) And He it is who has caused you to
multiply on earth; and unto Him you shall be gathered.
23:80
And He it is who grants life and deals death; and to Him is due the alternation of night and day.
Will you not, then, use your reason? (23:81) But nay, they speak as the people of olden times did
speak: (23:82) they say: "What! After we have died and become mere dust and bones, shall we,
forsooth, be raised from the dead? (23:83) Indeed, this [very thing] we have been promised - we
and our forefathers - long ago! This is nothing but fables of ancient times!"
23:84
Say: "Unto whom belongs the earth and all that lives thereon?48 [Tell me this] if you happen to
know [the answer]!" (23:85) [And] they will reply: "Unto God." Say: "Will you not, then,
bethink yourselves [of Him]?"
23:86
Say: "Who is it that sustains the seven heavens and is enthroned in His awesome
almightiness?"49 (23:87) [And] they will reply: "[All this power belongs] to God." Say: "Will
you not, then, remain conscious of Him?"
45 Sc., "as it inevitably befalls all human beings": an oblique allusion to
the fact that human life
is never free from distress.
46 Lit., "We took them to task".
47 Or: "they will despair of all hope".
48 Lit., "and all who are on it".
49 Lit,, "who is the Sustainer (rabb) of the seven heavens" - see note 20
on 2:29 - "and the
Sustainer of the awesome throne of almightiness": cf. 9:129 as well as
note 43 on 7:54.

23:88
Say: "In whose hand rests the mighty dominion over all things, and who is it that protects, the
while there is no protection against Him? [Tell me this] if you happen to know [the answer]!"
(23:89) [And] they will reply: "[All this power belongs) to God." Say: "How, then, can you be so
deluded?"50

23:90
Nay, We have conveyed unto them the truth: and yet, behold, they are intent on lying [to
themselves)!51 (23:91) Never did God take unto Himself any52 offspring, nor has there ever been
any deity side by side with Him: [for, had there been any,] lo! each deity would surely have
stood apart [from the others] in whatever it had created,53 and they would surely have [tried to]
overcome one another!
Limitless in His glory is God, [far] above anything that men may devise by way of definition,54
(23:92) knowing all that is beyond the reach of a created being's perception as well as all that can
be witnessed by a creature's senses or mind55 and, hence, sublimely exalted is He above anything
to which they may ascribe a share in His divinity!
23:93
SAY: "O my Sustainer! If it be Thy will to let me witness56 [the fulfilment of] whatever they
[who blaspheme against Thee] have been promised [to suffer] - (23:94) do not, O my Sustainer,
let me be one of those evildoing folk!"
50 Sc., "as to deny the prospect of resurrection".
51 Lit., "they are indeed liars" - i.e., they deceive themselves by
asserting that they believe
in God and, at the same time, rejecting the idea of a life after death,
which - in view of the
fact that many wrongdoers prosper in this world while many righteous lead
a life of suffering is insolubly bound up with the concept of divine justice. Apart from
this, a denial of the
possibility of resurrection implies a doubt as to God's unlimited power
and, thus, of His Godhead
in the true sense of this concept. This latter doubt often finds its
expression in the mystic
belief in a multiplicity of divine powers: and it is to this erroneous
belief that the next
verse alludes.
52 This allusion to the pre-Islamic Arabian belief in angels as "God's
daughters" and the Christian
dogma of Jesus' "sonship of God" connects with the statement "they are
intent on lying [to
themselves]", which has been explained in the preceding note.
53 This is how almost all the classical commentators explain the phrase ladhahaba bi-ma khalaqa
(lit., "would surely have taken away whatever he had created"), implying
that in such a hypothetical
case each of the gods would have been concerned only with his own sector
of creation, thus causing
complete confusion in the universe.
54 See note 88 on 6:100.

55 See surah 6, note 65.
56 Lit., "to show me" [Sc., "in my lifetime"]. According to Zamakhshari,
the combination of the
conditional particle in ("if") with ma ("that which" or "whatever") spelt and pronounced imma endows the verb turini (lit., "Thow wilt show me") with the quality of in
tnnsic necessity - thus:
"If it is inevitable (la budd) that Thou show me [or "let me
witness"]...", etc. In translation,
this particular phrasing is best rendered as above, since anything that
is God's will becomes
eo ipso inevitable.

23:96
[Pray thus -] for, behold, We are most certainly able to let thee witness [the fulfilment, even in
this world, of] whatever We promise them! (23:96) [But whatever they may say or do,] repel the
evil [which they commit] with something that is better:57 We are fully aware of what they
attribute [to Us].
23:97
And say: "O my Sustainer! I seek refuge with Thee from the promptings of all evil impulses;58
(23:98) and I seek refuge with Thee, O my Sustainer, lest they come near unto me!"
23:99
[AS FOR THOSE who will not believe in the life to come, they go on lying to themselves]59
until, when death approaches any of them, he prays: "O my Sustainer! Let me return, let me
return60 [to life], (23:100) so that I might act righteously in whatever I have failed [aforetime]!"61
Nay, it is indeed but a [meaningless] word that he utters: for behind those [who leave the world]
there is a barrier [of death] until the Day when all will be raised from the dead!
23:101
Then, when the trumpet [of resurrection] is blown, no ties of kinship will on that Day prevail
among them, and neither will they ask about one another. (23:102) And they whose weight [of
righteousness] is heavy in the balance - it is they, they who will have attained to a happy state;
(23:103) whereas they whose weight is light in the balance - it is they who will have squandered
their own selves, [destined] to abide in hell: (23:104) the fire will scorch their faces, and they
will abide therein with their lips distorted in pain.
23:105
[And God will say:] "Were not My messages conveyed unto you, and were you [not] wont to
give them the lie?"

57 See surah 13, note 44. In the present context, the evil referred to
consists - as the next
clause shows - in blasphemous attempts at "defining" God (cf. verse 91);
but the ethical principle
implied in the above injunction is the same as that expressed in the last
clause of 13:22 as well
as in 41:34 - namely, that evil must not be countered with another evil
but, rather, repelled by
an act of goodness.
58 Lit., "of the satans" or "satanic forces": see note 10 on 2:14.
59 Cf. verses 74 and 90 above, with which the present passage connects.
60 Most of the commentators regard the plural form of address in the verb
irji'uni ("let me return")
as an expression of reverence. Since, however, the Qur'an offers no other
instance of God's being
addressed in the plural (in contrast with the frequent use of the plural
in His speaking of Himself),
Baydawi suggests - on the strength of examples from pre-islamic poetry that this plural form of
address is equivalent to an emphatic repetition of the singular form
irji'ni hence the repetition
of this phrase in my rendering.
61 Lit., "in respect of that which (fi-ma) I have left", comprising both
the omission of good and
the commission of bad deeds.

23:106
They will exclaim: "O our Sustainer! Our bad luck has overwhelmed us, and so we went
astray!62 (23:107) O our Sustainer! Cause us to come out of this [suffering] - and then, if ever
We revert [to sinning], may we truly be [deemed] evildoers!"
23:108
[But] He will say: "Away with you into this [ignominy]!63 And speak no more unto Me! (23:109)
"Behold, there were among My servants such as would pray, 'O our Sustainer! We have come to
believe [in Thee]; forgive, then, our sins and bestow Thy mercy on us: for Thou art the truest
bestower of mercy!'64 (23:110) - but you made them a target of your derision to the point where
it made you forget65 all remembrance of Me: and you went on and on laughing at them. (23:111)
[But,] behold, today I have rewarded them for their patience in adversity: verily, it is they, they
who have achieved a triumph!"
23:112
[And] He will ask [the doomed]: "What number of years have you spent on earth?" (23:113)
They will answer: "We have spent there a day, or part of a day; but ask those who [are able to]
count [time]..."66

23:114
[Whereupon] He will say: "You have spent there but a short while: had you but known [how
short it was to be]! (23:115) Did you, then, think that We created you in mere idle play, and that
you would not have to return to Us?"67
23:116
[KNOW,] then, [that] God is sublimely exalted, the Ultimate Sovereign, the Ultimate Truth:"
there is no deity save Him, the Sustainer, in bountiful almightiness enthroned!69
62 Lit., "we became people who go astray". This allegorical "dialogue" is
meant to bring out the
futile excuse characteristic of so many sinners who attribute their
failings to an abstract
"bad luck" (which is the meaning of shiqwah in this context); and thus,
indirectly, it stresses
the element of free will - and, therefore, of responsibility - in man's
actions and behaviour.
63 My interpolation of the word "Ignominy is based on the fact that this
concept is inherent in the
verb khasa'a (lit., "he drove [someone or something] scornfully away"),
and is, therefore, forcefully
expressed in the imperative ikhsa'u.
64 Lit., "the best of those [or "of all"] who show mercy". The same
expression is found in the concluding
verse of this surah.
65 Lit., "until they made you forget": i.e., "your scoffing at them became
the cause of your
forgetting".
66 This part of the allegorical "dialogue" between God and the doomed
sinners touches (as do several
other verses of the Qur'an) upon the illusory, problematical character of
"time" as conceived by
man, and the comparative irrelevancy of the life of this world within the
context of the ultimate
perhaps timeless - reality known only to God. The disappearance, upon
resurrection, of man's
earth-bound concept of time is indicated by the helpless answer, "ask
those who are able to
count time".
67 Lit., "that you would not he brought back to Us", i.e., for judgment.

23:117
Hence, he who invokes, side by side with God, any other deity [- a deity] for whose existence he
has no evidence shall but find his reckoning with his Sustainer: [and,] verily, such deniers of the
truth will never attain to a happy state! (23:118) Hence, [O believer,] say: "O my Sustainer!

Grant [me] forgiveness and bestow Thy mercy [upon me]: for Thou art the truest bestower of
mercy!"
68 See surah 20, note 99.
69 Lit., "the Sustainer (rabb) of the bountiful throne of almightiness (al'arsh al-karim)".
See also surah 7, note 43, for an explanation of my rendering of al-'arsh
as "the throne of
[His] almightiness"

The Twenty-Fourth Surah
An-Nur (The Light)
Medina Period

FROM various allusions (particularly in verses 11-20) to historical incidents connected with the
Prophet's campaign against the tribe of Mustaliq, it is evident that this surah was revealed
towards the end of the fifth or the beginning of the sixth year after the hijrah.
A large part of it deals with the mutual relations of the sexes and with certain ethical rules to be
observed in the context of this relationship. Verses 2-9, in particular, lay down definite legal
injunctions concerning illicit sexual intercourse, while verses 27-29 and 58-59 stress each
individual's right to privacy.
The title is derived from the mystic parable of the "light of God" in verse 35 and its echo in verse
40: "he to whom God gives no light, no light whatever has he!"
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
24:1
A SURAH [is this] which We have bestowed from on high, and which We have laid down in
plain terms;1 and in it have We bestowed from on high messages which are clear [in themselves],
so that you might keep [them] in mind.
24:2
AS FOR the adulteress and the adulterer2 - flog each of them with a hundred stripes, and let not
compassion with them keep you from [carrying out] this law of God, if you [truly] believe in
God and the Last Day; and let a group of the believers witness their chastisement.3
1 I.e., "the injunctions whereof We have made self-evident by virtue of
their wording": thus, according
to Bukhari (Kitab at-Tafsir), 'Abd Allah ibn 'Abbas explains the
expression faradnaha in this context
(cf. Fath al-Bari VIII, 361). The same explanation, also on the authority
of Ibn 'Abbas, is

advanced by Tabari. It would seem that the special stress on God's having
laid down this surah
"in plain terms" is connected with the gravity of the injunctions spelt
out in the sequence: in
other words, it implies a solemn warning against any attempt at widening
or re-defining those
injunctions by means of deductions, inferences or any other
considerations unconnected with the
plain wording of the Qur'an.
2 The term zina signifies voluntary sexual intercourse between a man and a
woman not married to one
another, irrespective of whether one or both of them are married to other
persons or not: hence,
it does not - in contrast with the usage prevalent in most Western
languages - differentiate between
the concepts of "adultery" (i.e., sexual intercourse of a married man
with a woman other than his
wife, or of a married woman with a man other than her husband) and
"fornication" (i.e., sexual
intercourse between two unmarried persons). For the sake of simplicity I
am rendering zina
throughout as "adultery", and the person guilty of it as "adulterer" or
"adulteress", respectively.
3 The number of those to be present has been deliberately left unspecified,
thus indicating that
while the punishment must be given publicity, it need not be made a
"public spectacle".

24:3
[Both are equally guilty:] the adulterer couples with none other than an adulteress - that is, a
woman who accords [to her own lust] a place side by side with God;4 and with the adulteress
couples none other than an adulterer - that is, a man who accords (to his own lust] a place side by
side with God: and this is forbidden unto the believers.5 (24:4) And as for those who accuse
chaste women [of adultery],6 and then are unable to produce four witnesses [in support of their
accusation], flog them with eighty stripes;7 and ever after refuse to accept from them any
testimony - since it is they, they that are truly depraved! (24:5) excepting [from this interdict]
only those who afterwards repent and made amends:8 for, behold, God is much-forgiving, a
dispenser of grace.
4 The term mushrik (fem. mushrikah), which normally signifies a person who
associates in his or her
mind all manner of imaginary deities or forces with God, or who believes
that any created being
has a share in His qualities or powers, is here evidently used in the
widest metaphorical sense
of this term, denoting one who accords to his or her desires a supremacy
which is due to God alone,
and thus blasphemes against the principles of ethics and morality
enjoined by Him. The particle
aw (lit., "or") which connects the word mushrikah with the preceding word
zanjyah ("adulteress")

has in this context - as well as in the next clause, where both these
terms appear in their
masculine form - an amplifying, explanatory value equivalent to the
expression "in other words"
or "that is", similar to the use of this particle in 23:6. For a further
elucidation of the
above passage, see next note.
5 Some of the commentators understand this passage in the sense of an
injunction: "The adulterer shall
not marry any but an adulteress or a mushrikah; and as for the
adulteress; none shall marry her but
an adulterer or a mushrik." This interpretation is objectionable on
several counts: firstly, the
Qur'an does not ever countenance the marriage of a believer, however
great a sin he or she may have
committed, with an unbeliever (in the most pejorative sense of this
term); secondly, it is a
fundamental principle of Islamic Law that once a crime has been expiated
by the transgressor's
undergoing the ordained legal punishment (in this case, a hundred
stripes), it must be regarded,
insofar as the society is concerned, as atoned for and done with; and,
lastly, the construction
of the above passage is clearly that of a statement of fact (Razi), and
cannot be interpreted as
an injunction. On the other hand, since adultery is an illicit sexual
union, the verb yankihu,
which appears twice in this passage, cannot have the customary, specific
meaning of "he marries"
but must, rather, be understood in its general sense - applicable to both
lawful and unlawful sexual
intercourse - namely, "he couples with". It is in this sense that the
great commentator Abu-Muslim
(as quoted by Razi) explains the above verse, which stresses the fact
that both partners are equally
guilty inasmuch as they commit their sin consciously - implying that
neither of them can excuse
himself or herself on the ground of having been merely "seduced".
6 The term muhsanat denotes literally "women who are fortified [against
unchastity]", i.e., by marriage
and/or faith and self-respect, implying that, from a legal point of view,
every woman must be
considered chaste unless a conclusive proof to the contrary is produced.
(This passage relates to
women other than the accuser's own wife, for in the latter case - as
shown in verses 6-9 - the
law of evidence and the consequences are different.
7 By obvious implication, this injunction applies also to cases where a
woman accuses a man of
illicit sexual intercourse, and is subsequently unable to prove her
accusation legally. The
severity of the punishment to be meted out in such cases, as well as the
requirement of four

witnesses - instead of the two that Islamic Law regards as sufficient in
all other criminal and
civil suits - is based on the imperative necessity of preventing slander
and off-hand accusations.
As laid down in several authentic sayings of the Prophet, the evidence of
the four witnesses
must be direct, and not merely circumstantial: in other words, it is not
sufficient for them to
have witnessed a situation which made it evident that sexual intercourse
was taking or had taken
place: they must have witnessed the sexual act as such, and must be able
to prove this to the
entire satisfaction of the judicial authority (Razi, summing up the views
of the greatest exponents
of Islamic Law). Since such a complete evidence is extremely difficult,
if not impossible, to
obtain, it is obvious that the purpose of the above Qur'anic injunction
is to preclude, in practice,
all third-party accusations relating to illicit sexual intercourse - for,
"man has been created
weak" (4: 28) - and to make a proof of adultery dependent on a voluntary,
faith-inspired confession
of the guilty parties themselves.

24:6
And as for those who accuse their own wives [of adultery], but have no witnesses except
themselves, let each of these [accusers) call God four times to witness9 that he is indeed telling
the truth, (24:7) and the fifth time, that God's curse be upon him if he is telling a lie. (24:8) But
[as for the wife, all] chastisement shall be averted from her by her calling God four times to
witness that he is indeed telling a lie, (24:9) and the fifth [time], that God's curse be upon her if
he is telling the truth.10
24:10
AND WERE it not for God's favour upon you, [O man,] and His grace, and that God is a wise
acceptor of repentance...!11 (24:11) Verily, numerous among you are those who would falsely
accuse others of unchastity:12 [but, O you who are thus wronged,] deem it not a bad thing for
you: nay, it is good for you!13
[As for the slanderers,] unto every one of them [will be accounted] all that he has earned by
[thus] sinning; and awesome suffering awaits any of them who takes it upon himself to enhance
this [sin]!14
8 I.e., who publicly withdraw their accusation after having suffered the
punishment of flogging which, being a legal right of the wrongly accused person, cannot be
obviated by mere repentance and
admission of guilt. Thus, the above-mentioned exemption relates only to
the interdict on giving
testimony and not to the punishment by flogging.

9 Lit., "then the testimony of any of these shall be four testimonies [or
"solemn affirmations"]
before God".
10 Thus, the husband's accusation is to be regarded as proven if the wife
refuses to take an oath
to the contrary, and disproved if she solemnly sets her word against his,
Inasmuch as this
procedure, which is called li'an ("oath of condemnation"), leaves the
question of guilt legally
undecided, both parties are absolved of all the legal consequences
otherwise attending upon
adultery - resp. an unproven accusation of adultery - the only
consequence being a mandatory
divorce.
11 This sentence, which introduces the section dealing with the
condemnation of all unfounded or
unproven accusations of unchastity - as well as the similar sentence
which closes it in verse 20
- is deliberately left incomplete, leaving it to man to imagine what
would have happened to
individual lives and to society if God had not ordained all the abovementioned legal and moral
safeguards against possibly false accusations, or if He had made a proof
of adultery dependent
on mere circumstantial evidence. This idea is further elaborated in
verses l4-l5.
12 Lit., "those who brought forth the lie (al-ifk, here denoting a false
accusation of unchastity)
are a numerous group ('usbah) among you". The term 'usbah signifies any
group of people, of
indeterminate number, banded together for a particular purpose (Taj al'Arus). - According to all
the commentators, the passage comprising verses 11-20 relates to an
incident which occurred on
the Prophet's return from the campaign against the tribe of Mustaliq in
the year 5 H. The
Prophet's wife 'A'ishah, who had accompanied him on that expedition, was
inadvertently left
behind when the Muslims struck camp before dawn. After having spent
several hours alone, she was
found by one of the Prophet's companions, who led her to the next
halting-place of the army.
This incident gave rise to malicious insinuations of misconduct on the
part of 'A'ishah; but
these rumours were short-lived, and her innocence was established beyond
all doubt. - As is the
case with all Qur'anic allusions to historical events, this one, too, is
primarily meant to
bring out an ethical proposition valid for all times and all social
circumstances: and this is
the reason why the grammatical construction of the above passage is such
that the past-tense
verbs occurring in verses 11-16 can be - and, I believe, should be understood as denoting

the present tense.

24:12
Why do not the believing men and women, whenever such [a rumour] is heard,15 think the best
of one another and say, "This is an obvious falsehood"? (24:13) Why do they not [demand of the
accusers16 that they] produce four witnesses to prove their allegation?17 - for, if they do not
produce such witnesses, it is those [accusers] who, in the sight of God, are liars indeed!
24:14
And were it not for God's favour upon you, [O men,] and His grace in this world and in the life
to come, awesome suffering would indeed have afflicted you18 in result of all [the calumny] in
which you indulge (24:15) when you take it up with your tongues, uttering with your mouths
something of which you have no knowledge, and deeming it a light matter whereas in the sight
of God it is an awful thing!
24:16
And [once again]: Why do you not say, whenever you hear such [a rumour], "It does not behove
us to speak of this, O Thou who art limitless in Thy glory: this is an awesome calumny"?19
(24:17) God admonishes you [hereby] lest you ever revert to the like of this [sin], if you are
[truly] believers; (24:18) for God makes [His] messages clear unto you - and God is all-knowing,
wise!
13 I.e., in the sight of God: for, the unhappiness caused by unjust
persecution confers - as does
every undeserved and patiently borne suffering - a spiritual merit on the
person thus afflicted.
Cf. the saying of the Prophet, quoted by Bukhari and Muslim: "Whenever a
believer is stricken with
any hardship, or pain, or anxiety, or sorrow, or harm, or distress - even
if it be a thorn that
has hurt him - God redeems thereby some of his failings."
14 I.e,, by stressing, in a legally and morally inadmissible manner,
certain "circumstantial" details
or aspects of the case in order to make the slanderous, unfounded
allegation more believable,
15 Lit.; "whenever you hear it" - the pronoun "you" indicating here the
community as a whole.
16 This interpolation is necessary in view of the fact that the believers
spoken of in the preceding
verse are blamed, not for making the false accusation, but for not giving
it the lie.
17 Lit., "in support thereof" ('alayhi).

18 Sc., "yourselves and your whole society". With this and the next verse
the discourse returns to,
and elaborates, the idea touched upon in verse 10 and explained in note
11.
19 The interjection subhanaka ("O Thou who art limitless in Thy glory")
stresses here the believer's
moral duty to bethink himself of God whenever he is tempted to listen to,
or to repeat, a calumny
(since every such rumour must be considered a calumny unless its truth is
legally Proved).

24:19
(19) Verily, as for those who like [to hear] foul slander20 spread against [any of] those who have
attained to faith - grievous suffering awaits them in this world21 and in the life to come: for God
knows [the full truth], whereas you know [it] not.22
24:20
And were it not for God's favour upon you and His grace, and that God is compassionate, a
dispenser of grace... (24:21) O YOU who have attained to faith! Follow not Satan's footsteps: for
he who follows Satan's foot steps [will find that], behold, he enjoins but deeds of abomination
and all that runs counter to reason.24
And were it not for God's favour upon you and His grace, not one of you would ever have
remained pure. For [thus it is:] it is God who causes whomever He wills to grow in purity: for
God is all-hearing, all-knowing. (24:22) Hence, [even if they have been wronged by slander,] let
not those of you who have been graced with [God's] favour and ease of life ever become remiss
in helping25 [the erring ones among] their near of kin, and the needy, and those who have
forsaken the domain of evil for the sake of God,26 but let them pardon and forbear. [For,] do you
not desire that God should forgive you your sins, seeing that God is much-forgiving, a dispenser
of grace?27
20 The term fahishah signifies anything that is morally reprehensible or
abominable: hence,
"immoral conduct" in the widest sense of this expression. In the above
context it refers to
unfounded or unproven allegations of immoral conduct, in other words,
"foul slander".
21 I.e., the legal punishment as stipulated in verse 4 of this surah.
22 This Qur'anic warning against slander and, by obvious implication,
against any attempt at seeking
out other people's faults finds a clear echo in several wellauthenticated sayings of the Prophet:
"Beware of all guesswork [about one another], for, behold, all [such]
guesswork is most deceptive
(akdhab al-hadith); and do not spy upon one another, and do not try to
bare [other people's] failings"

(Muwatta'); almost identical versions of this Tradition have been quoted
by Bukhari, Muslim and Abu
Da'ud); "Do not hurt those who have surrendered themselves to God (almuslimin), and do not impute
evil to them, and do not try to uncover their nakedness [i.e., their
faults]: for, behold, if
anyone tries to uncover his brother's nakedness, God will uncover his own
nakedness [on the Day
of Judgment]" (Tirimidhi); and, "Never does a believer draw a veil over
the nakedness of another
believer without God's drawing a veil over his own nakedness on
Resurrection Day" (Bukhari). All
these injunctions have received their seal, as it were, in the Qur'anic
exhortation: "Avoid most
guesswork [about one another] - for, behold, some of [such] guesswork is
[in itself] a sin" (49:12).
23 See verse 10 of this surah and the corresponding note 11.
24 In this context, the term al-munkar has apparently the same meaning as
in 16:90 (explained in
the corresponding note 109) since, as the sequence shows, it clearly
relates to the unreasonable
self-righteousness of so many people who "follow Satan's footsteps" by
imputing moral failings to
others and forgetting that it is only due to God's grace that man, in his
inborn weakness, can
ever remain pure.
25 Or: "Swear that [henceforth] they would not help [lit., "give to"]
,
etc. Both these meanings "he swore [that]" and "he became remiss [in]" - are attributable to the
verb ala; which appears
in the above sentence in the form ya'tal. My rendering is based on the
interpretation given to
this verb by the great philologist Abu al-Qasim al-Harawi (cf. Lane I,
84).

24:23
[But,] verily, those who [falsely, and without repentance,28] accuse chaste women who may have
been unthinkingly careless but have remained true to their faith,29 shall be rejected [from God's
grace] in this world as well as in the life to come: and awesome suffering awaits them (24:24) on
the Day when their own tongues and hands and feet will bear witness against them by [recalling]
all that they did!
24:25
On that day will God pay them in full their just due, and they will come to know that God alone
is the Ultimate Truth, manifest, and manifesting [the true nature of all that has ever been done].30
(24:26) [In the nature of things,] corrupt women are for corrupt men, and corrupt men, for
corrupt women just as good women are for good men, and good men, for good women. [Since

God is aware that] these are innocent of all that evil tongues may impute to them,31 forgiveness
of sins shall be theirs, and a most excellent sustenance!32
24:27
O YOU who have attained to faith! Do not enter houses other than your own unless you have
obtained permission and greeted their inmates. This is [enjoined upon you] for your own good,
so that you might bear [your mutual rights] in mind.33
26 For an explanation of this rendering of the designation al-muhajiran
(or, in other places,
alladhina hajaru), see surah 2, note 203.
27 It is generally assumed that this verse refers to Abu Bakr, who swore
that he would never again
help his poor relative, the muhajir Mistah (whom he used to support until
then) after the latter
had taken part in slandering Abu Bakr's daughter, 'A'ishah (see note 12
above). There is no doubt
that this assumption of the commentators is well-founded; but there is
also no doubt that the
ethical purport of the above verse is timeless and, therefore,
independent of the fact or facts
with which it appears to be histoncally linked. (This view finds
additional support in the use
of the plural form throughout the above passage.) The call to "pardon and
forbear" is fully
consonant with the Qur'anic principle of countering evil with good (see
13:22 and the corresponding
note 44).
28 According to Razi, the absence of repentance is incontrovertibly implied
in the condemnation
expressed in the sequence, since the Qur'an makes it clear in many places
that God always accepts
a sinner's sincere repentance.
29 Lit., "chaste, unmindful [or "careless"] believing women", i.e.,
virtuous women who thoughtlessly
expose themselves to situations on which a slanderous construction may be
put.
30 Regarding the double meaning ("manifest" and "manifesting") inherent in
the adjective mubin,
see note 2 on 12:1; for my rendering of God's attribute al-haqq as "the
Ultimate Truth", see note
99 on 20:114. In this particular instance, the active form of mubin
("manifesting") apparently
relates to God's revelation, on Judgment Day, of the true nature of man's
actions and, thus, of
the enormity of the sin to which this passage refers.
31 Lit., "innocent of all that they [i.e., the slanderers] may say".

32 See note 5 on 8:4. The reference, in this context, to God's "forgiveness
of sins" (maghfirah)
is obviously meant to stress the innate weakness of man's nature, which
makes him prone to sinning,
however good and pure he may be (cf. 4:28).

24:28
Hence, [even] if you find no one within [the house], do not enter it until you are given leave;34
and if you are told, "Turn back," then turn back. This will be most conducive to your purity; and
God has full knowledge of all that you do.
24:29
[On the other hand,] you will incur no sin if you [freely] enter houses not intended for living in
but serving a purpose useful to you:35 but [always remember that] God knows all that you do
openly, and all that you would conceal.
24:30
TELL the believing men to lower their gaze and to be mindful of their chastity:36 this will be
most conducive to their purity - [and,] verily, God is aware of all that they do. (24:31) And tell
the believing women to lower their gaze and to be mindful of their chastity, and not to display
their charms [in public] beyond what may [decently] be apparent thereof;37 hence, let them draw
their head-coverings over their bosoms.38 And let them not display [more of] their charms to any
but their husbands, or their fathers, or their husbands' fathers, or their sons, or their husbands'
sons, or their brothers, or their brothers' sons, or their sisters' sons, or their womenfolk, or those
whom they rightfully possess, or such male attendants as are beyond all sexual desire,39 or
children that are as yet unaware of women's nakedness; and let them not swing their legs [in
walking] so as to draw attention to their hidden charms.40
And [always], O you believers - all of you - turn unto God in repentance, so that you might attain
to a happy state!41
33 This categorical prohibition connects with the preceding passages
inasmuch as it serves as an
additional protection of individuals against possible slander. In its
wider purport, it postulates
the inviolability of each person's home and private life. (For the sociopolitical implications
of this principle, see State and Government in Islam, pp.84 if.)
34 I.e., by the rightful owner or caretaker.
35 Lit., "uninhabited houses wherein there are things of use (mata') for
you". In the consensus
of all the authorities, including the Companions of the Prophet, this
relates to buildings or
premises of a more or less public nature, like inns, shops,
administrative offices, public baths,

etc., as well as to ancient ruins.
36 Lit., "to restrain [something] of their gaze and to guard their private
parts". The latter
expression may be understood both in the literal sense of "covering one's
private parts" - i.e.,
modesty in dress - as well as in the metonymical sense of "restraining
one's sexual urges", i.e.,
restricting them to what is lawful, namely, marital intercourse (cf.
23:5-6). The rendering
adopted by me in this instance allows for both interpretations. The
"lowering of one's gaze",
too, relates both to physical and to emotional modesty (Razi).
37 My interpolation of the word "decently" reflects the interpretation of
the phrase illa ma
zahara minha by several of the earliest Islamic scholars, and
particularly by Al-Qiffal
(quoted by Razi), as "that which a human being may openly show in
accordance with prevailing
custom (al-'adah al-jariyah)". Although the traditional exponents of
Islamic Law have for
centuries been inclined to restrict the definition of "what may
[decently] be apparent" to
a woman's face, hands and feet - and sometimes even less than that - we
may safely assume that
the meaning of illa ma zahara minha is much wider, and that the
deliberate vagueness of this
phrase is meant to allow for all the time-bound changes that are
necessary for man's moral and
social growth. The pivotal clause in the above injunction is the demand,
addressed in identical
terms to men as well as to women, to "lower their gaze and be mindful of
their chastity": and
this determines the extent of what, at any given time, may legitimately i.e., in consonance
with the Qur'anic principles of social morality - be considered "decent"
or "indecent" in a
person's outward appearance.
38 The noun khimar (of which khumur is the plural) denotes the headcovering customarily used by
Arabian women before and after the advent of Islam. According to most of
the classical commentators,
it was worn in pre-Islamic times more or less as an ornament and was let
down loosely over the
wearer's back; and since, in accordance with the fashion prevalent at the
time, the upper part of
a woman's tunic had a wide opening in the front, her breasts were left
bare. Hence, the injunction
to cover the bosom by means of a khimar (a term so familiar to the
contemporaries of the Prophet)
does not necessarily relate to the use of a khimar as such but is,
rather, meant to make it clear
that a woman's breasts are not included in the concept of "what may
decently be apparent" of her
body and should not, therefore, be displayed.

39 I.e., very old men. The preceding phrase "those whom they rightfully
possess" (lit., "whom their
right hands possess") denotes slaves; but see also note 78.
40 Lit., "so that those of their charms which they keep hidden may become
known". The phrase yadribna
bi-arjulihinna is idiomatically similar to the phrase daraba bi-yadayhi
fi mishyatihi, "he swung
his arms in walking" (quoted in this context in Taj al-'Aras), and
alludes to a deliberately
provocative gait.
41 The implication of this general call to repentance is that since "man
has been created weak"
(4:28), no one is ever free of faults and temptations so much so that
even the Prophet used to
say, "Verily, I turn unto Him in repentance a hundred times every day"
(Ibn Hanbal, Bukhari
and Bayhaqi, all of them on the authority of 'Abd Allah ibn 'Umar).

24:32
AND [you ought to] marry the single from among you42 as well as such of your male and female
slaves as are fit [for marriage].43
If they [whom you intend to marry] are poor, [let this not deter you;] God will grant them
sufficiency out of His bounty - for God is infinite [in His mercy], all-knowing. (24:33) And as
for those who are unable to marry,44 let them live in continence until God grants them
sufficiency out of His bounty.
And if any of those whom you rightfully possess45 desire [to obtain] a deed of freedom, write it
out for them if you are aware of any good in them:46 and give them [their share] of the wealth of
God which He has given you.47
And do not, in order to gain some of the fleeting pleasures of this worldly life, coerce your
[slave] maidens into whoredom if they happen to be desirous of marriage;49 and if anyone should
coerce them, then, verily, after they have been compelled [to submit in their helplessness), God
will be much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace!
42 I.e., from among the free members of the community, as is evident from
the subsequent juxtaposition
with slaves. (As most of the classical commentators point out, this is
not an injunction but a
recommendation to the community as a whole: hence my interpolation of the
words "you ought to".) The
term ayyim of which ayama is the plural - signifies a person of either
sex who has no spouse,
irrespective of whether he or she has never been married or is divorced
or widowed. Thus, the
above verse expresses the idea - reiterated in many authentic sayings of
the Prophet - that, from

both the ethical and the social points of view, the married state is
infinitely preferable to celibacy.
43 The term as-salihin connotes here both moral and physical fitness for
marriage: i.e., the attainment
of bodily and mental maturity as well as mutual affection between the man
and the woman concerned.
As in 4:25, the above verse rules out all forms of concubinage and
postulates marriage as the
only basis of lawful sexual relations between a man and his female slave.
44 I.e., because of poverty, or because they cannot find a suitable mate,
or for any other
personal reason.
45 Lit., "whom your right hands possess", i.e., male or female slaves.
46 The noun kitab is, in this context, an equivalent of kitabah or
mukatabah (lit., "mutual agreement
in writing"), a juridical term signifying a "deed of freedom" or "of
manumission executed on the
basis of an agreement between a slave and his or her owner, to the effect
that the slave undertakes
to purchase his or her freedom for an equitable sum of money payable in
instalments before or
after the manumission, or, alternatively, by rendering a clearly
specified service or services
to his or her owner. With this end in view, the slave is legally entitled
to engage in any
legitimate, gainful work or to obtain the necessary sum of money by any
other lawful means (e.g.,
through a loan or a gift from a third person). In view of the imperative
form of the verb katibuhum
("write it out for them"), the deed of manumission cannot be refused by
the owner, the only
pre-condition being an evidence to be established, if necessary, by an
unbiassed arbiter or arbiters of the slave's good character and ability to fulfil his or her
contractual obligations. The
stipulation that such a deed of manumission may not be refused, and the
establishment of precise
juridical directives to this end, clearly indicates that Islamic Law has
from its very beginning
aimed at an abolition of slavery as a social institution, and that its
prohibition in modern times
constitutes no more than a final implementation of that aim. (See also
next note, as well as note
146 on 2: 177.)
47 According to all the authorities, this relates (a) to a moral obligation
on the part of the owner
to promote the slave's efforts to obtain the necessary revenues by
helping him or her to achieve
an independent economic status and/or by remitting part of the agreedupon compensation, and (b)
to the obligation of the state treasury (bayt al-mal) to finance the
freeing of slaves in accordance

with the Qur'anic principle - enunciated in 9:60 - that the revenues
obtained through the obligatory
tax called zakah are to be utilized, among other purposes, "for the
freeing of human beings from
bondage" (fi 'r-riqab, an expression explained in surah 2, note 146).
Hence, Zamakhshari holds
that the above clause is addressed not merely to persons owning slaves
but to the community as
whole. - The expression "the wealth of God" contains an allusion to the
principle that "God has
bought of the believers their lives and their possessions, promising them
paradise in return"
(9:111) - implying that all of man's possessions are vested in God, and
that man is entitled to
no more than their usufruct.
48 Lit., "so that you might seek out" or "endeavour to attain to".
49 Lit., "if they desire protection against unchastity (tahassun)", i.e ,
through marriage (cf.
the expression muhsanat as used in 4:24). Most of the classical
commentators are of the opinion
that the term fatayat ("maidens") denotes here "slave-girls": an
assumption which is fully warranted
by the context, Hence, the above verse reiterates the prohibition of
concubinage by explicitly
describing it as "whoredom" (bigha').

24:34
AND, INDEED, from on high have We bestowed upon you messages clearly showing the truth,
and [many] a lesson from [the stories of] those who have passed away before you, and [many] an
admonition to the God-conscious.
24:35
God is the Light of the heavens and the earth. The parable of His light is, as it were,50 that of a
niche containing a lamp; the lamp is [enclosed] in glass, the glass [shining] like a radiant star:51
[a lamp] lit from a blessed tree - an olive-tree that is neither of the east nor of the west52 - the oil
whereof [is so bright that it] would well-nigh give light [of itself] even though fire had not
touched it: light upon light!53
God guides unto His light him that wills [to be guided];54 and [to this end] God propounds
parables unto men, since God [alone] has full knowledge of all things.55
24:36
IN THE HOUSES [of worship] which God has allowed to be raised so that His name be
remembered in them,56 there [are such as] extol His limitless glory at morn and evening - (24:37)
people whom neither [worldly] commerce nor striving after gain57 can divert from the
remembrance of God, and from constancy in prayer, and from charity:58 [people] who are filled

with fear [at the thought] of the Day on which all hearts and eyes will be convulsed, (24:38) [and
who only hope] that God may reward them in accordance with the best that they ever did, and
give them, out of His bounty, more [than they deserve]: for, God grants sustenance unto whom
He wills, beyond all reckoning.
50 The particle ka ("as if" or "as it were") prefixed to a noun is called
kaf at-tashbih ("the
letter kaf pointing to a resemblance [of one thing to another]" or
"indicating a metaphor").
In the above context it alludes to the impossibihty of defining God even
by means of a metaphor
or a parable - for, since "there is nothing like unto Him" (42:11), there
is also "nothing that
could be compared with Him" (112:4). Hence, the parable of "the light of
God" is not meant to
express His reality - which is inconceivable to any created being and,
therefore, inexpressible
in any human language but only to allude to the illumination which He,
who is the Ultimate Truth,
bestows upon the mind and the feelings of all who are willing to be
guided. Tabari, Baghawi and
Ibn Kathir quote Ibn 'Abbas and Ibn Mas'ud as saying in this context: "It
is the parable of His
light in the heart of a believer."
51 The "lamp" is the revelation which God grants to His prophets and which
is reflected in the
believer's heart - the "niche" of the above parable (Ubayy ibn Ka'b, as
quoted by Tabari) - after
being received and consciously grasped by his reason ("the glass [shining
brightly] like a
radiant star"): for it is through reason alone that true faith can find
its way into the heart
of man.
52 It would seem that this is an allusion to the organic continuity of all
divine revelation which,
starting like a tree from one "root" or proposition - the statement of
God's existence and
uniqueness - grows steadily throughout man's spiritual history, branching
out into a splendid
variety of religious experience, thus endlessly widening the range of
man's perception of the
truth. The association of this concept with the olive-tree apparently
arises from the fact that
this particular kind of tree is characteristic of the lands in which most
of the prophetic
precursors of the Qur'anic message lived, namely, the lands to the east
of the mediterranean:
but since all true revelation flows from the Infinite Being, it is
"neither of the east nor of
the west" - and especially so the revelation of the Qur'an, which, being
addressed to all mankind,
is universal in its goal as well.

53 The essence of the Qur'anic message is described elsewhere as "clear [in
itself] and clearly
showing the truth" (cf. note 2 on 12:1); and it is, I believe, this
aspect of the Qur'an that
the above sentence alludes to. Its message gives light because it
proceeds from God; but it "would
well-nigh give light [of itself] even though fire had not touched it":
i.e., even though one may
be unaware that it has been "touched by the fire" of divine revelation,
its inner consistency,
truth and wisdom ought to be self-evident to anyone who approaches it in
the light of his reason
and without prejudice.
54 Although most of the commentators read the above phrase in the sense of
"God guides unto His
light whomever He wills", Zamakhshari gives it the sense adopted in my
rendering (both being
syntactically permissible).
55 I.e., because of their complexity, certain truths can be conveyed to man
only by means of parables
or allegories: see notes S and 8 on 3:7.
56 Lit., "and [ordained] that His name ...", etc.: implying, as the
sequence shows, that the spiritual
purpose of those houses of worship is fulfilled only by some, and not
all, of the people who are
wont to congregate in them out of habit.

24:39
But as for those who are bent on denying the truth, their [good] deeds are like a mirage in the
desert, which the thirsty supposes to be water - until, when he approaches it, he finds that it was
nothing:59 instead, he finds [that] God [has always been present] with him, and [that] He will pay
him his account in full - for God is swift in reckoning!
24:40
Or [else, their deeds60 are] like the depths of darkness upon an abysmal sea, made yet more dark
by wave billowing over wave, with [black] clouds above it all: depths of darkness, layer upon
layer,61 [so that when one holds up his hand, he can hardly see it: for he to whom God gives no
light, no light whatever has he!
24:41
ART THOU NOT aware that it is God whose limitless glory all [creatures] that are in the
heavens and on earth extol, even the birds as they spread out their wings? 62 Each [of them]
knows indeed how to pray unto Him and to glorify Him; and God has full knowledge of all that
they do: (24:42) for, God's is the dominion over the heavens and the earth, and with God is all
journeys' end.

24:43
Art thou not aware that it is God who causes the clouds to move onward, then joins them
together, then piles them up in masses, until thou canst see rain come forth from their midst?
And He it is who sends down from the skies, by degrees, mountainous masses [of clouds]
charged with hail, striking therewith whomever He wills and averting it from whomever He
wills, [the while] the flash of His lightning well-nigh deprives [men of their] sight!
57 Lit., "bargaining" or "selling" or "buying and selling" (bay') - a
metonym for anything that
might bring worldly gain.
58 For this rendering of the term zakah, see surah 2, note 34.
59 I.e., he is bound to realize on Judgment Day that all his supposedly
"good" deeds have been
rendered worthless by his deliberate refusal to listen to the voice of
truth (Zamakhshari and Razi).
60 I.e., their bad deeds, as contrasted with their good deeds, which in the
preceding verse have
been likened to a mirage.
61 Lit., "one above another",
62 Cf. 17:44 and the corresponding note 53.

24:44
It is God who causes night and day to alternate: in this [too], behold, there is surely a lesson for
all who have eyes to see! (24:45) And it is God who has created all animals out of water;63 and
[He has willed that] among them are such as crawl on their bellies, and such as walk on two legs,
and such as walk on four.
God creates what He wills: for, verily, God has the power to will anything.
24:46
INDEED. from on high have We bestowed messages clearly showing the truth; but God guides
onto a straight way [only] him that wills [to be guided].64 (24:47) For, [many are] they [who] say,
"We believe in God and in the Apostle, and we pay heed!" - but then, some of them turn away
after this [assertion]: and these are by no means [true] believers. (24:48) And [so it is that]
whenever they are summoned unto God and His Apostle in order that [the divine writ] might
judge between them,65 lo! some of them turn away; (24:49) but if the truth happens to be to their
liking, they are quite willing to accept it!66
24:50

Is there disease in their hearts? Or have they begun to doubt [that this is a divine writ]? Or do
they fear that God and His Apostle might deal unjustly with them?67
Nay, it is [but] they, they who are doing wrong [to themselves]! (24:51) The only response of
believers, whenever they are summoned unto God and His Apostle in order that [the divine writ]
might judge between them, can be no other than,68 "We have heard, and we pay heed!" - and it is
they, they who shall attain to a happy state: (24:52) for, they who pay heed unto God and His
Apostle, and stand in awe of God and are conscious of Him, it is they, they who shall triumph [in
the end]!
24:53
Now [as for those half-hearted ones,] they do swear by God with their most solemn oaths that if
thou [O Apostle] shouldst ever bid them to do so, they would most certainly go forth [and
sacrifice themselves].69
Say: "Swear not! Reasonable compliance [with God's message is all that is required of you].70
Verily, God is aware of all that you do!"
63 See note 39 on 21:30. The term dabbah denotes every corporeal being
endowed with both life and
spontaneous movement; hence, in its widest sense, it comprises the entire
animal world, including man.
64 Or: "God guides whomever He wills onto a straight way". The rendering
adopted by me in this instance
seems preferable in view of the preceding, intensive stress on the
evidence, forthcoming from all
nature, of God's creative, planning activity and the appeal to "all who
have eyes to see" to let
themselves be guided by this overwhelming evidence.
65 I.e., in order that the divine writ - which is implied in the preceding
expression "God and His
Apostle" might determine their ethical values and, consequently, their
social behaviour.
66 Lit., "if the truth happens to be with them, they come to it willingly":
cf. 4:60-6l and the
corresponding notes, especially note 80.
67 I.e., by depriving them of what they choose to regard as "legitimate"
liberties and enjoyments,
or by supposedly preventing them from "keeping up with the times". As in
verses 47 and 48 (as
well as in verse 51 below) the expression "God and His Apostle" is here a
synonym for the divine
writ revealed to the Apostle.
68 Lit., "The only saying of the believers is that they say" - i.e.,
without any mental reservation.

The term qawl (lit., "saying") has here the sense of a genuine spiritual
"response" in contrast to
the mere lip-service alluded to in verse 47 above.
69 This is an allusion to the ephemeral, self-deceiving enthusiasms of the
half-hearted and their
supposed readiness for "self-sacrifice", contrasting with their obvious
reluctance to live up to
the message of the Qur'an in their day-to-day concerns.
70 This elliptic phrase alludes to the principle - repeatedly stressed in
the Qur'an - that God
does not burden man with more than he can easily bear.

24:54
Say: "Pay heed unto God, and pay heed unto the Apostle."
And if you turn away [from the Apostle, know that] he will have to answer only for whatever he
has been charged with, and you, for what you have been charged with; but if you pay heed unto
him, you will be on the right way. Withal, the Apostle is not bound to do more than clearly
deliver the message [entrusted to him].
24:55
God has promised those of you who have attained to faith and do righteous deeds that, of a
certainty, He will cause them to accede to power on earth,71 even as He caused [some of] those
who lived before them to accede to it; and that, of a certainty, He will firmly establish for' them
the religion which He has been pleased to bestow on them;72 and that, of a certainty, He will
cause their erstwhile state of fear to be replaced by a sense of security73 - [seeing that] they
worship Me (alone], not ascribing divine powers to aught beside Me.74
But all who, after [having understood] this, choose to deny the truth - it is they, they who are
truly iniquitous!
71 Lit., "cause them to be successors on earth" - i.e., enable them to
achieve, in their turn,
power and security and, thus, the capability to satisfy their worldly
needs. This Qur'anic
reference to God's "promise" contains an oblique allusion to the Godwilled natural law which
invariably makes the rise and fall of nations dependent on their moral
qualities.
72 Cf. 5:3 - "I have willed that self-surrender unto Me (al-islam) shall be
your religion". Its
"firm establishment" (tamkin) relates to the strengthening of the
believers' faith as well as
to the growth of its moral influence in the world.
73 Lit., "exchange for them, after their fear [or "danger"], security". It
is to be noted that the

term amn signifies not merely outward, physical security but also - and,
indeed, originally "freedom from fear" (Taj al-'Arus). Hence, the above clause implies not
only a promise of communal
security after an initial period of weakness and danger (which, as
history tells us, overshadows
the beginnings of every genuine religious movement), but also the promise
of an individual sense
of inner security - that absence of all fear of the Unknown which
characterizes a true believer.
(See next note.)
74 I.e., the believer's freedom from fear is a direct outcome of his
intellectual and emotional
refusal to attribute to anyone or anything but God the power to shape his
destiny.

24:56
(56) Hence, [O believers,] be constant in prayer, and render the purifying dues,75 and pay heed
unto the Apostle, so that you might be graced with God's mercy. (24:57) (And] think not that
those who are bent on denyiug the truth can elude [their final reckoning even if they remain
unscathed] on earth:76 the fire is their goal [in the life to come] - and vile indeed is such a
journey's end!
24:58
O YOU who have attained to faith!77 At three times [of day], let [even] those whom you
rightfully possess,78 as well as those from among you who have not yet attained to puberty:79 ask
leave of you [before intruding upon your privacy]: before the prayer of daybreak, and whenever
you lay aside your garments in the middle of the day, and after the prayer of nightfall:80 the three
occasions on which your nakedness is likely to be bared.81 Beyond these [occasions], neither you
nor they will incur any sin if they move [freely] about you, attending to [the needs of] one
another.
In this way God makes clear unto you His messages: for God is all-knowing, wise!
75 The specific mention of the "purifying dues" (az-zakah) in this context
is meant to stress the
element of unselfishness as an integral aspect of true faith. According
to Zamakhshari, the above
verse connects with, and concludes, verse 54.
76 For an explanation of the above sentence and the words interpolated by
me, see note 39 on a similar
phrase in 11:20.
77 In
as well
and
cannot,

pursuance of the Qur'anic principle that the social and individual as the spiritual
material - aspects of human life form one indivisible whole and
therefore, be dealt with

independently of one another, the discourse returns to the consideration
of some of the rules of
healthy social behaviour enunciated in the earlier parts of this surah.
The following passage takes
up and elaborates the theme of the individual's right to pflvacy, already
touched upon in verses
27-29 above.
78 Lit., "whom your right hands possess" - a phrase which, primarily and as
a rule, denotes male and
female slaves. Since, however, the institution of slavery is envisaged in
the Qur'an as a mere
historic phenomenon that must in time be abolished (cf. notes 46 and 47
on verse 33 of this silrah,
as well as note 146 on 2:177), the above expression may also be
understood as referring, in general,
to one's close dependants and to domestic servants of either sex.
Alternatively; the phrase
ma malakat aymainukum may denote, in this context, "those whom you
rightfully possess through
wedlock", i.e., wives and husbands (cf. 4:24 and the corresponding note
26).
79 I.e., all children, irrespective of whether they are related to one or
not.
80 The term zahirah (lit., "midday" or, occasionally, "heat of midday"),
which occurs in the Qur'an
only in this one instance, may have been used metonyrnically in the sense
of "day-time" as
contrasted with the time after the prayer of nightfall and before the
prayer of daybreak: hence
my tentative rendering as "middle of the day".
81 Lit., "three [periods] of nakedness (thalath 'awrat) for you". This
phrase is to be understood
both literally and figuratively. Primarily, the term 'awrah signifies
those parts of a mature
person's body which cannot in decency be exposed to any but one's wife or
husband or, in case
of illness, one's physician. In its tropical sense, it is also used to
denote spiritual "nakedness",
as well as situations and circumstances in which a person is entitled to
absolute privacy. The
number "three" used twice in this context is not, of course, enumerative
or exclusive, but is
obviously meant to stress the recurrent nature of the occasions on which
even the most familiar
members of the household, including husbands, wives and children, must
respect that privacy.

24:59
Yet when the children among you attain to puberty, let them ask leave of you [at all times], even
as those [who have reached maturity] before them have been enjoined to ask it.82

In this way God makes clear unto you His messages: for God is all-knowing, wise!
24:60
AND83 [know that] women advanced in years, who no longer feel any sexual desire, incur no sin
if they discard their [outer] garments, provided they do not aim at a showy display of [their]
charms. But [even so,] it is better for them to abstain [from this]: and God is all-hearing, allknowing.
24:61
[ALL OF YOU, O believers, are brethren:83 hence,] no blame attaches to the blind, nor does
blame attach to the lame, nor does blame attach to the sick [for accepting charity from the hale],
and neither to yourselves for eating [whatever is offered to you by others, whether it be food
obtained] from your [children's] houses,~ or your fathers' houses, or your mothers' houses, or
your brothers' houses, or your sisters' houses, or your paternal uncles' houses, or your paternal
aunts' houses, or your maternal uncles' houses, or your maternal aunts' houses, or [houses] the
keys whereof are in your charge,87 or [the house] of any of your friends; nor will you incur any
sin by eating in company or separately. But whenever you enter [any of these] houses, greet one
another with a blessed, goodly greeting, as enjoined by God.
In this way God makes clear unto you His messages, so that you might [learn to] use your
reason.
82 Lit., "have asked it": a reference to the injunction laid down in verses
27-28 above. My
interpolation, between brackets, of the phrase "who have reached
maturity" is based on Zamakhshari's
interpretation of the words "those before them".
83 This conjunction is, I believe, meant to indicate that the verse which
it introduces is connected
with certain previously revealed passages, namely, verse 31 above and
33:59, both of which allude
to the principle of modesty to be observed by Muslim women in the matter
of dress: hence, it must
be regarded as a separate "section".
84 Lit., "who do not desire (or "hope for"] sexual intercourse" - the
latter evidently being the
meaning of nikah in this context. Although this noun, as well as the verb
from which it is derived,
is almost always used in the Qur'an in the sense of "marriage" or
"marrying", there are undoubtedly
exceptions from this general rule: for instance, the manner in which the
verbal forrn yankihu is
used in verse 3 of this surah (see the corresponding note 5 above). These
xceptions confirm the
view held by some philologists of great renown, e.g., Al-Jawhari or alAzhari (the latter quoted

in the Lisan al-'Arab), to the effect that "in the speech of the Arabs,
the original meaning of
nikah is sexual intercourse (al-wat')"
85 The whole of verse 61 is construed in so highly elliptic a form that
disagreements as to its purport
have always been unavoidable. However, if all the explanations offered by
the early commentators
are taken into consideration, we find that their common denominator is
the view that the innermost
purport of this passage is a stress on the brotherhood of all believers,
expressed in a call to
mutual charity, compassion and good-fellowship and, hence, the avoidance
of all unnecessary
formalities in their mutual relations.
86 In the consensus of all the authorities, the expression "your houses"
implies in this context
also "your children's houses", since all that belongs to a person may be
said to belong, morally,
to his parents as well.
87 I.e., "for which you are responsible".

24:62
[TRUE] BELIEVERS are only they who have attained to faith in God and His Apostle, and who,
whenever they are [engaged] with him upon a matter of concern to the whole community,88 do
not depart [from whatever has been decided upon] unless they have sought [and obtained] his
leave.89
Verily, those who [do not abstain from the agreed-upon action unless they] ask leave of thee - it
is [only] they who [truly] believe in God and His Apostle!
Hence, when they ask leave of thee for some [valid] reason of their own, grant thou this leave to
whomsoever of them thou choose [to grant it],90 and ask God to forgive them: for, behold, God is
muchforgiving, a dispenser of grace!91
88 Lit., "a uniting [or "collective"] matter" (amr jami'). The personal
ptonoun in "with him" relates
to the Apostle and, by analogy, to every legitimate leader (imam) of the
Muslim community acting
in accordance with the spirit of the Qur'an and the Prophet's lifeexample.
89 I.e., his permission to abstain, for valid reasons, from participating
in a course of action or
a policy agreed upon by the majority of the community ('amma ijtama'u
lahu min al-amr: Tabari).
In a logical development of this principle we arrive at something like
the concept of a
"loyal opposition", which implies the possibility of dissent on a
particular point of communal

or state policy combined with absolute loyalty to the common cause. (But
see also note 91.)
90 I.e., after weighing the reasons advanced by the individual or the
individuals concerned against
the interests of the society as a whole.
91 The statement that "God is much-forgiving" obviously implies that an
avoidance of "asking leave"
to abstain from participation in an agreed-upon course of action is,
under all circumstances,
morally preferable (Zamakhshari)

24:63
DO NOT regard the Apostle's summons to you92 [in the same light] as a summons of one of you
to another: God is indeed aware of those of you who would withdraw surreptitiously: so let those
who would go against His bidding beware, lest a [bitter] trial befall them [in this world] or
grievous suffering befall them [in the life to come].
24:64
Oh, verily, unto God belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth: well does He know where
you stand and at what you aim!93
And one Day, all [who have ever lived will be brought back unto Him, and then He will make
them [truly] understand all that they were doing [in life]: for, God has full knowledge of
everything.
92 I.e., his summons to God's message in general, spoken of in verses 46-54
above, as well as
to a particular course of communal action, referred to in verse 62.
Alternatively, "the Apostle's
summons" may, in this context, be synonymous with the Qur'an itself.
93 Lit., "well does He know upon what you are": i.e., "what your beliefs
are and what moral
principles govern your attitudes and actions".

The Twenty-Fifth Surah
Al-Furqan (The Standard Of True And False)
Mecca Period

THERE IS little doubt that this surah belongs to the middle group of Meccan revelations, and is
almost contemporaneous with Maryam (which can be placed chronologically in the fifth or the
beginning of the sixth year of the Prophet's mission).
The title by which it has always been known - Al-Furqan - pithily circumscribes the main theme
of this surah: namely, the statement that it is the innermost purport of every divine revelation to

provide man with a stable criterion of true and false or right and wrong and, thus, with a standard
of moral valuation binding on the individual and on the society. Consequent upon this
proposition is the stress on the humanness of every apostle sent by God to man (verse 20), in
rebuttal of the false argument that the Qur'an could not have been God-inspired inasmuch as
Muhammad was but a mortal human being who shared the physical needs of all other mortals
and took part in all normal human activities (verses 7-8).
By implication, the revelation of the divine writ is shown as belonging to the same majestic order
of God's creative activity as all the visible phenomena of nature (see, e.g., verses 2, 45-54, 61-62,
etc.). But men do not easily submit to this divine guidance; hence, on the Day of Judgment the
Prophet himself will point out that many of his own followers had "come to regard this Qur'an as
something [that ought to be] discarded" (verse 30): a statement of particular significance for our
time.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
25:1
HALLOWED is He who from on high, step by step, has bestowed upon His servant the standard
by which to discern the true from the false,1 so that to all the world it might be a warning: (25:2)
He to whom the dominion over the heavens and the earth belongs, and who begets no offspring,2
and has no partner in His dominion: for it is He who creates every thing and determines its nature
in accordance with [His own] design.3
25:3
And yet, some choose to worship, instead of Him, [imaginary] deities that cannot create anything
but are themselves created,4 and have it not within their power to avert harm from, or bring
benefit to, themselves, and have no power over death, nor over life, nor over resurrection!
1 Almost all the commentators give this meaning to the term al-furqan. In
the above context it
denotes the Qur'an as well as the phenomenon of divine revelation as
such. (For an amplified
interpretation of this term by Muhammad 'Abduh, see note 38 on 2:53.) The
verbal form nazzala
implies gradualness both in time ("successively") and in method ("step by
step").
2 See note 133 on 17:111.
3 I.e., in accordance with the function assigned by Him to each individual
thing or phenomenon: cf.
the oldest formulation of this idea in 87:2-3.
4 I.e., whether they be inanimate "representations" of imaginary deities,
or personified forces
of nature, or deified human beings, or simply figments of the
imagination.

25:4
Moreover, those who are bent on denying the truth are wont to say, "This (Qur'an] is nothing but
a lie which he (himself) has devised with the help of other people: who thereupon have perverted
the truth and brought a falsehood into being."6
25:5
And they say, "Fables of ancient times which he has caused to be written down,7 so that they
might be read out to him at morn and evening!" (25:6) Say [O Muhammad]: "He who knows all
the mysteries of the heavens and the earth has bestowed from on high this (Qur'an upon me)!
Verily, He is much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace!"
25:7
Yet they say: "What sort of apostle is this [man] who eats food (like all other mortals] and goes
about in the market-places? Why has not an angel (visibly] been sent down unto him, to act as a
warner together with him?" (25:8) Or: "(Why has not] a treasure been granted to him (by God)?"
Or: "He should (at least] have a (bountiful] garden, so that he could eat thereof [without effort]!"8
And so these evildoers say (unto one another], "If you were to follow (Muhammad, you would
follow) but a man bewitched!"
25:9
See to what they liken thee, [O Prophet, simply] because they have gone astray and are now
unable to find a way (to the truth)! (25:10) Hallowed is He who, if it be His will, shall give thee
something better than that (whereof they speak] - gardens through which running waters flow and shall assign to thee mansions (of bliss in the life to come].
25:11
But nay! It is (the very coming of] the Last Hour to which they give the lie!
However, for such as give the lie to [the announcement of] the Last Hour We have readied a
blazing flame: (25:12) when it shall face them from afar,9 they will hear its angry roar and its
hiss; (25:13) and when they are flung, linked [all) together, into a tight space within, they will
pray for extinction there and then!10
5 Implying that the Qur'an, or most of it, is based on Judaeo-Christian
teachings allegedly communicated
to Muhammad by some unnamed foreigners (cf. 16:103 and the corresponding
notes, especially note 130)
or, alternatively, by various Arab converts to Judaism or Christianity;
furthermore, that Muhammad
had either deceived himself into believing that the Qur'an was a divine
revelation, or had
deliberately - knowing that it was not so - attributed it to God.

6 Lit., "and thus, indeed, have they come with [or "brought"] a perversion
of the truth" [which
obviously is the meaning of zuim in this context "and a falsehood".
Whereas it is generally
assumed that this clause constitutes a Qur'anic rebuttal of the malicious
allegation expressed
in the preceding clause, I am of the opinion that it forms part of that
allegation, making the
mythical "helpers" of Muhammad co-responsible, as it were, for the
"invention" of the Qur'an.
7 Because it was known to his contemporaries that he was unlettered (ummi)
and could not read
and write.
8 A sarcastic allusion to the "gardens of paradise" of which the Qur'an so
often speaks. (Cf.13:38
and the corresponding notes 74 and 75; also 5:75 and 21:7-8.)
9 Lit., "When it shall see them from a far-off place": a metaphorical
allusion, it would seem, to
the moment of their death on earth. As in many other instances, we are
given here a subtle
verbal hint of the allegorical nature of the Qur'anic descriptions of
conditions in the life
to come by a rhetoncal "transfer" of man's faculty of seeing to the
oblect of his seeing: a
usage which Zamakhshari explicitly characterizes as metaphorical ('ala'
sabil al-majaz).
10 For a tentative explanation of the allegory of the sinners' being
"linked together" in hell,
see my note 64 on 14:49. As regards the "tight space" into which they
will be flung, Zamakhshari
remarks: "Distress is accompanied by [a feeling of] constriction, just as
happiness is accompanied
by [a feeling of] spaciousness; and because of this, God has described
paradise as being 'as vast
as the heavens and the earth'[3:133]."

25:14
[But they will be told:] "Pray not today for one single extinction, but pray for many
extinctions!"11 (25:15) Say: "Which is better - that, or the paradise of life abiding which has been
promised to the God-conscious as their reward and their journey's end - (25:16) a promise given
by thy Sustainer, (always] to be prayed for?"
25:17
BUT [as for people who are oblivious of thy Sustainer's oneness12 -] one Day He will gather
them together with all that they [now) worship instead of God, and will ask [those to whom
divinity was falsely ascribed13]: "Was it you who led these My creatures astray, or did they by
themselves stray from the right path?"

25:18
They will answer: "Limitless art Thou in Thy glory! It was inconceivable for us to take for our
masters anyone but Thyself!14 But [as for them - ] Thou didst allow them and their forefathers to
enjoy [the pleasures of] life to such an extent that15 they forgot all remembrance [of Thee]: for
they were people devoid of all good."
11 Although the concept of "extinction" (thubur) implies finality and is,
therefore, unrepeatable,
the sinners' praying for "many extinctions" is used here as a metonym for
their indescribable
suffering and a corresponding, indescribable desire for a final escape.
12 This passage connects elliptically with verse 3 above.
13 The rhetorical "question" which follows is obviously addressed to
wrongfully deified rational
beings - i.e., prophets or saints - and not, as some commentators assume,
to lifeless idols
which, as it were, "will be made to speak".
14 Sc., "and so it would have been morally impossible for us to ask others
to worship us". On the
other hand, Ibn Kathir understands the expression "for us" (lana) as
denoting "us human beings"
in general, and not merely the speakers - in which case the sentence
could be rendered thus:
"It is not right for us [human beings] to take...', etc. In either case,
the above allegorical
"question~and~answer" - repeated in many variations throughout the Qur'an
- is meant to stress,
in a dramatic manner, the moral odiousness and intellectual futility of
attributing divine
qualities to any being other than God.
15 This is the meaning of harta (lit., "till" or "until") in the present
context.

25:19
[Thereupon God will say:] "And now, they [whom you regarded as divine] have given the lie to
all your [past] assertions, and you can neither ward off [your punishment] nor obtain any
succour! For, whoever of you has committed [such] evil, him shall We cause to taste great
suffering!"
25:20
AND [even] before thee, [O Muhammad,] We never sent as Our message-bearers any but
[mortal men,] who indeed ate food [like other human beings] and went about in the marketplaces: for [it is thus that] We cause you [human beings] to be a means of testing one another.16

Are you17 able to endure [this test] with patience? For [remember, O man,] thy Sustainer is truly
all-seeing!
25:21
But those who do not believe that they are destined to meet Us18 are wont to say, "Why have no
angels been sent down to us?" - or, "Why do we not see our Sustainer?"
Indeed, they are far too proud of themselves, having rebelled [against God's truth] with utter
disdain!
25:22
[Yet] on that Day - the Day on which they shall see the angels19- there will be no glad tiding for
those who were lost in sin; and they will exclaim, "By a forbidding ban [are we from God's grace
debarred]!" - (25:23) for We shall have turned towards all the [supposedly good] deeds they ever
wrought, and shall have transformed them into scattered dust -(25:24) [whereas] on that same
Day those who are destined for paradise will be graced with the best of abodes and the fairest
place of repose.20
16 This elliptic passage undoubtedly alludes to the fact that the
appearance of each new prophet
had, as a rule, a twofold purpose: firstly, to convey a divinely-inspired
ethical message to man,
and thus to establish a criterion of right and wrong or a standard by
which to discern the true
from the false (al-furqan, as stated in the first verse of this surah);
and, secondly, to be a
means of testing men's moral perceptions and dispositions as manifested
in their reactions to the
prophet's message - that is, their willingness or unwillingness to accept
it on the basis of its
intrinsic merit, without demanding or even expecting any "supernatural"
proof of its divine origin.
Indirectly, in its deepest sense, this passage implies that not only a
prophet but every human
being is, by virtue of his social existence, a means whereby the moral
qualities of his fellow-men
are put to a test: hence, some of the earliest commentators (among them
Tabari) give to the
above phrase the connotation of "We caused you human beings to be a means
of testing one another".
17 I.e., "you men" or, more specifically, "you whom the message of the
Qur'an has reached".
18 Lit., "who do not hope for [i.e., expect] a meeting with Us": the
implication being that they do
not believe in resurrection and, consequently, do not expect to be judged
by God in after-life.
19 I.e., on Judgment Day, when "all will have been decided" (cf. 6:8).

20 Lit., "will be happiest as regards their abode, and best as regards
their place of repose".

25:25
And on the Day on which the skies, together with the clouds, shall burst asunder, and the angels
are made to descend in a mighty descent - (25:26) on that Day [it will become obvious to all that]
true sovereignty belongs to the Most Gracious [alone]: hence, a Day of distress will it be for all
who deny the truth, (25:27) and a Day on which the evildoer will bite his hands (in despair],
exclaiming: "Oh, would that I had followed the path shown to me by the apostle!21 (25:28) Oh,
woe is me! Would that I had not taken so-and-so for a friend! (25:29) Indeed, he led me astray
from the remembrance (of God] after it had come unto me!" For (thus it is:] Satan is ever a
betrayer of man.22
25:30
AND (on that Day] the Apostle will say:23 "0 my Sustainer! Behold, [some of] my people have
come to regard this Qur'an as something [that ought to be] discarded !"24 (25:31) For so it is that
against every prophet We have set up enemies from among those who are lost in sin:25 yet none
can guide and give succour as thy Sustainer does!
25:32
Now they who are bent on denying the truth are wont to ask, "Why has not the Qur'an been
bestowed on him from on high in one single revelation?"26
(It has been revealed] in this manner so that We might strengthen thy heart thereby - for We have
so arranged its component parts that they form one consistent whole.27 - (25:33) and [that] they
[who deny the truth] might never taunt thee with any deceptive half-truth28 without Our
conveying to thee the [full] truth and [providing thee] with the best explanation.29
21 Lit., "taken a path with the apostle". The terms "the apostle" and "the
evildoer" are here obviously
used in their generic sense, applying to all of God's apostles and all
who consciously reject
their guidance. Similarly, the expression so-and-so" (fulan) occurring in
the next verse circumscribes
any person or personified influence responsible for leading a human being
astray.
22 For the implication of the term "Satan" as used here, see note 10 on
2:14, first half of note 16
on 15:17, as well as note 31 on 14:22.
23 My interpolation of the words "on that Day" and the (linguistically
permissible) attribution of
futurity to the past-tense verb qala is based on the identical
interpretation of the above phrase
by great commentators like Abu Muslim (as quoted by Razi) or Baghawi.

24 I.e., as mere wishful thinking and, therefore, of no account, or as
something that in the course
of time has "ceased to be relevant". Since many of those whom the message
of the Qur'an has reached
did and do regard it as a divine revelation and therefore as most
"relevant" in every sense of the
word, it is obvious that the expression "my people" cannot possibly
denote here all of the Prophet's
community (either in the national or in the ideological sense of this
word), but signifies only
such of his nominal followers as have lost all real faith in the Qur'anic
message:
hence the necessity of interpolating the (elliptically implied) words
"some of" before "my people".
25 Cf. 6:112, which refers in very similar terms to the evil forces
(shayatin) against which
every prophet has had to contend. The "glittering half-truths meant to
delude the mind" spoken
of in that verse are exemplified in the present passage, prophetically,
by the deceptive argument
that the Qur'an, having been enunciated fourteen centuries ago, must now
be considered "obsolete".
26 Lit., "in one piece" or "as one statement" (jumlatan wahidatan) implying, in the view of the
opponents of Islam, that the gradual, step-by-step revelation of the
Qur'an points to its having
been "composed" by Muhammad to suit his changing personal and political
requirements.
27 I.e., free of all inner contradictions (cf. 4:82). See also 39:23, where
the Qur'an is spoken of
as "fully consistent within itself". The concise phrase rattalnahu
tartilan comprises the parallel
concepts of "putting the component parts [of a thing] together and
arranging them well" as well
as "endowing it with inner consistency". Inasmuch as full consistency and
freedom from contradictions
in a message spread over twenty-three years of a life as full of movement
and drama as that of the
Prophet does give a clear indication of its God-inspired quality, it is
bound to strengthen the
faith of every thinking believer: and herein lies, according to the
Qur'an itself, the deepest
reason. for its slow, gradual revelation. (When applied to the reciting
of the Qur'an - as in 73:4 the term tartil refers to the measured diction and the thoughtful manner
in which it ought to be
enunciated.)
28 Lit., "come to thee with a parable (mathal)" - i.e., with all manner of
seemingly plausible
parabolic objections (exemplified in verses 7-8, 21 and 32 of this surah
as well as in many other

places in the Qur'an) meant to throw doubt on Muhammad's claim to
prophethood and, hence, on the
God-inspired character of the Qur'anic message.
29 Sc., "of the problem or problems involved": an allusion to the selfexplanatory character of the
Qur'an. Throughout this section (verses 30-34) the personal pronoun
"thou" (in the forms "thy"
and "thee") relates not only to the Prophet but also to every one of his
followers at all times.

25:34
[And so, tell those who are bent on denying the truth that] they who shall be gathered unto hell
upon their faces30 - it is they who [in the life to come] will be worst in station and still farther
astray from the path [of truth]!31
25:35
AND, INDEED, [long before Muhammad] We vouchsafed revelation unto Moses, and appointed
his brother Aaron to help him to bear his burden;[32 (25:36) and We said, "Go you both unto the
people who have given the lie to Our messages!" - and thereupon We broke those [sinners] to
smithereens.
25:37
And [think of] the people of Noah: when they gave the lie to [one of] the apostles, We caused
them to drown, and made them a symbol for all mankind: for, grievous suffering have We
readied for all who [knowingly] do wrong! (25:38) And [remember how We punished the tribes
of] 'Ad and Thamud, and the people of Ar-Rass,33 and many generations [of sinners] in-between:
(25:39) and unto each of them did We proffer lessons,34 and each of them did We destroy with
utter destruction.
30 I.e., in utter spiritual abasement (Razi, mentioning some other
commentators as well).
31 Cf. 17:72 and the corresponding note 87.
32 For this rendering of the term wazir, see note 18 on 20:29. The mention,
at this place, of Moses
and Aaron - and of Noah, etc., in the following verses - is intended to
remind us of the statement
in verse 31 above that "against every prophet We have set up enemies from
among those who are lost
in sin".
33 Regarding the tribes of 'Ad and Thamud, see surah 7, notes 48 and 56. As
for Ar-Rass, a town of
that name exists to this day in the Central-Arabian province of Al-Qasim;
in the ancient times
referred to it seems to have been inhabited by descendants of the
Nabataean tribe of Thamud (Tabari).

There is, however no agreement among the commentators as to the real
meaning of this name or
designation; Razi cites several of the current, conflicting
interpretations and rejects all of
them as purely conjectural.
34 Sc., "which they failed to heed". For my rendering of mathal, in this
context, as "lesson see
note 104 on 17:89.

25:40
And they [who now deny Our messages] must surely have come across that town which was
rained upon by a rain of evil:35 have they, then, never beheld it [with their mind's eye]? But nay,
they would not believe in resurrection!36 (25:41) Hence, whenever they consider thee, [O
Muhammad,] they but make thee a target of their mockery, [saying:] "Is this the one whom God
has sent as an apostle? (25:42) Indeed, he would well-nigh have led us astray from our deities,
had we not been [so] steadfastly attached to them!"
But in time, when they see the suffering [that awaits them], they will come to know who it was
that went farthest astray from the path [of truth]!
25:43
Hast thou ever considered [the kind of man] who makes his own desires his deity? Couldst thou,
then, [O Prophet,] be held responsible for him? (25:44) Or dost thou think that most of them
listen [to thy message] and use their reason? Nay, they are but like cattle - nay, they are even less
conscious of the right way!37
45) ART THOU NOT aware of thy Sustainer (through His works]? - how He causes the shadow
to lengthen [towards the night] when, had He so willed, He could indeed have made it stand still:
but then, We have made the sun its guide; (25:46) and then, [after having caused it to lengthen,]
We draw it in towards Ourselves38 with a gradual drawing-in.
35 A reference to Sodom and its destruction by a rain of "stone-hard blows
of chastisement pre-ordained"
(see 11:82 and the corresponding note 114). The phrase "they have come
across may be understood in
eitherof two ways: (a) in its literal sense of "chancing upon" or
"passing by", in which case
it applies to the Prophet's contemporaries and opponents, the pagan
Meccans, whose customary
caravan route to Syria passed close by the Dead Sea and the probable site
of Sodom and Gomorrah;
or (b) in the tropical sense of "becoming aware [of something]" through
reading or hearsay - in
which case it may be taken to refer to people of all times, and to the
fact that the story of
Sodom and Gomorrah is part and parcel of mankind's moral heritage.

36 Lit., "they were wont not to look forward to [i.e., to expect or believe
in] resurrection".
37 Lit., "they are farther astray from the path [of truth]": see note 144
on 7:179.
38 I.e., "We cause it to contract in accordance with the 'laws of nature'
which We Ourselves have
instituted." As in so many other instances in the Qur'an, the abrupt
change from the third-person
pronoun "He" to "We" is meant to illustrate the fact that God is
undefinable, and that it is only
the inadequacy of human speech - and, hence, of the human mind - that
makes it necessary to refer
to the Supreme Being by pronouns which in reality are applicable only to
finite-created "persons"
(cf. Foreword, note 2).

25:47
And He it is who makes the night a garment for you, and [your] sleep a rest, and causes every
[new] day to be a resurrection. (25:48) And He it is who sends forth the winds as a glad tiding of
His coming grace; and [thus, too,] We cause pure water to descend from the skies, (25:49) so that
We may bring dead land to life thereby, and give to drink thereof to many [beings] of Our
creation, beasts as well as humans.
25:50
And, indeed, many times have We repeated [all] this unto men,39 so that they might take it to
heart: but most men refuse to be aught but ingrate. (25:51) Now had We so willed, We could
have [continued as before and] raised up a [separate] warner in every single community:40
(25:52) hence, do not defer to [the likes and dislikes of] those who deny the truth, but strive hard
against them, by means of this [divine writ], with utmost striving.
25:53
AND HE it is who has given freedom of movement to the two great bodies of water41 - the one
sweet and thirst-allaying, and the other salty and bitter - and yet has wrought between them a
barrier and a forbidding ban.42 (25:54) And He it is who out of this [very] water has created
man,43 and has endowed him with [the consciousness of] descent and marriage-tie:44 for thy
Sustainer is ever infinite in His power.
39 Lit., "have We turned it over (sarrafnahu) among them": a reference to
the frequent, many-faceted
reiteration, in the Qur'an as well as in earlier revelations, of all the
evidence unmistakably
pointing to the existence of a conscious Creator (Zamakhshari).
40 Sc., "but We have willed instead that Muhammad be Our last prophet and,
hence, a warner unto
all people for all times to come".

41 The noun bahr, usually signifying "sea", is also applied to large
agglomerations of sweet-water,
like rivers, lakes, etc.; in the above context, the dual al-bahrayn
denotes 'the two great-bodies
[or "kinds"] of water" - the salty and the sweet - existing side by side
on earth.
42 I.e., has caused them - as if by an invisible barrier - to remain
distinct in kind despite their continuous meeting and mingling in the oceans: an indirect reminder of
God's planning creativeness
inherent in the cyclic transformation of water - its evaporation from the
salty seas, followed
by a formation of clouds, their condensation into rain and snow which
feed springs and rivers,
and - its return to the seas. Some Muslim mystics see in this stress on
the two kinds of water
an allegory of the gulf - and, at the same time, interaction - between
man's spiritual perceptions,
on the one hand, and his worldly needs and passions, on the other.
43 See second half of 21:30 where the creation of "every living thing out
of water" is spoken of,
as well as 24:45, which mentions in this connection the entire animal
world (including, of course, man).
44 I.e., has enabled him to attribute spiritual value to, and to derive
strength from, his organic
and social relationships.

25:55
And yet, some people45 worship, instead of God things that can neither benefit them nor harm
them: thus, he who denies the truth does indeed turn his back on his Sustainer! (25:56) Yet
[withal, O Prophet,] We have sent thee only as a herald of glad tidings and a warner. (25:57) say:
"For this, no reward do I ask of you [- no reward] other than that he who so wills may unto his
Sustainer find a way!"
25:58
Hence, place thy trust in the Living One who dies not, and extol His limitless glory and praise:
for none is as aware of His creatures' sins as He (25:59) He who has created the heavens and the
earth and all that is between them in six aeons, and is established on the throne of His
almightiness:46 the Most Gracious! Ask, then, about Him, [the] One who is [truly] aware.47
25:60
Yet when they [who are bent on denying the truth] are told, "Prostrate yourselves before the
Most Gracious," they are wont to ask, "And [who and] what is the Most Gracious? Are we to
prostrate ourselves before whatever thou biddest us [to worship]?" - and so [thy call] but
increases their aversion.

25:61
HALLOWED is He who has set up in the skies great constellations, and has placed among them
a [radiant] lamp and a light-giving moon.48 (25:62) And He it is who causes the night and the day
to succeed one another, [revealing Himself in His works] unto him who has the will to take
thought - that is,49 has the will to be grateful. (25:63) For, [true] servants of the Most Gracious
are [only] they who walk gently on earth, and who, whenever the foolish address them,50 reply
with [words of] peace; (25:64) and who remember their Sustainer far into the night, prostrating
themselves and standing; (25:65) and who pray: "O our Sustainer, avert from us the suffering of
hell - for, verily, the suffering caused by it is bound to be a torment dire: (25:66) verily, how evil
an abode and a station!" -;
45 Lit., 'they".
46 See note 43 on the first sentence of 7:54.
47 I.e., "ask God Himself": since He alone holds the keys to the mysteries
of the universe, it is
only by observing His creation and listening to His revealed messages
that man can obtain a
glimpse, however distant, of God's Own reality.
48 See 10:5, where the sun if spoken of as "a (source of) radiant light",
explained in the
corresponding note 10. For my rendering of buruj as "great
constellations", see note 15 on 15:16.
49 Lit., "or" (aw) - a particle which obviously does not denote here an
alternative but, rather,
an explanatory amplification, similar to Ihe expression "in other words".
50 Sc., "with the aim to ridicule them or to argue against their beliefs".

25:67
and who, whenever they spend on others,51 are neither wasteful nor niggardly but [remember
that] there is always a just mean between those [two extremes]; (25:68) and who never invoke
any [imaginary] deity side by side with God, and do not take any human being's life - [the life]
which God has willed to be sacred - otherwise than in [the pursuit of] justice,52 and do not
commit adultery. And [know that] he who commits aught thereof53 shall [not only] meet with a
full requital (25:69) [but] shall have his suffering doubled on Resurrection Day: for on that [Day]
he shall abide in ignominy.
25:70
Excepted, however, shall be they who repent and attain to faith and do righteous deeds: for it is
they whose [erstwhile] bad deeds God will transform into good ones - seeing that God is indeed
much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace, (25:71) and seeing that he who repents and [thenceforth]
does what is right has truly turned unto God by [this very act of] repentance.

25:72
And [know that true servants of God are only] those who never bear witness to what is false,54
and [who], whenever they pass by [people engaged in] frivolity, pass on with dignity; (25:73)
and who, whenever they are reminded of their Sustainer's messages, do not throw themselves
upon them [as if] deaf and blind;55 (25:74) and who pray: "O our Sustainer! Grant that our
spouses and our offspring be a joy to our eyes,56 and cause us to be foremost among those who
are conscious of Thee!"
51 In the Qur'an, the verb anfaqa (and the corresponding noun nafaqah) has
usually this connotation.
52 See surah 6, note 148.
53 Lit., "he who does that (dhalika)", i.e., any of the three sins referred
to in this verse. (For
my translation of zina as "adultery", see surah 24, note 2.)
54 Implying that neither do they themselves ever bear false witness (i.e.,
in the widest sense of
this expression, tell any lie), nor do they knowingly take part in
anything that is based on
falsehood (Razi).
55 Explaining this verse, Zamakhshari remarks that whereas the average run
of people approach the
divine writ with a mere outward show of eagerness, "throwing themselves
upon it" for the sake of
appearances but, in reality, not making the least attempt to understand
the message as such and,
hence, remaining deaf and blind to its contents - the truly God-conscious
are deeply desirous of
understanding it, and therefore "listen to it with wide-awake ears and
look into it with seeing eyes".
56 I.e., by living a righteous life.

25:75
[Such as] these will be rewarded for all their patient endurance [in life] with a high station [in
paradise], and will be met therein with a greeting of welcome and peace, (25:76) therein to abide:
[and] how, goodly an abode and [how high] a station!
25:77
SAY [unto those who believe]: "No weight or value would my Sustainer attach to you were it not
for your faith [in Him]!"57 [And say unto those who deny the truth:] "You have indeed given the
lie [to God's message], and in time this [sin] will cleave unto you!"58
57 Lit., "were it not for your prayer", which term Ibn 'Abbas (as quoted by
Tabari) equates in
this context with "faith".

58 I.e., "unless you repent, this sin will determine your spiritual destiny
in the life to come.

The Twenty-Sixth Surah
Ash-Shu'ara' (The Poets)
Mecca Period

THE WORD which suggested to the Companions of the Prophet the "title" of this surah is found
verse 224. Some of the commentators are of the opinion that the last four verses (beginning with
this very key-word) were revealed at Medina, but all the available evidence shows that the entire
surah belongs to the middle Mecca period, having been revealed about six or seven years before
Prophet's hijrah. Similarly, there is no cogent reason to assume, as Suyuti does, that verse 197
belongs to the Medina period simply because it mentions the "learned men from among the
children of Israel since references to the latter abound in many Meccan revelations.
The main purport of this surah lies in its stress on the unchanging character of man's weakness
and proneness to self-deception, which explains why the great majority of people, at all times a
in all communities, so readily reject the truth - whether it be the truth of God's messages or selfevident moral values and, in consequence, lose themselves in a worship of power, wealth what is
commonly described as "glory", as well as in a mindless acceptance of slogans a prevailing
fashions of thought.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dlspenser of Grace
26:1
Ta. Sin. Mim.1
THESE ARE MESSAGES of the divine writ, clear in itself and clearly showing the truth.2 (26:3)
Wouldst thou, perhaps, torment thyself to death [with grief] because they [who live around thee]
refuse to believe [in it)?3 (26:4) Had We so willed, We could have sent down unto them a
message from the skies, so that their necks would [be forced to] bown down before it in humility.
4

26:5
[But We have not willed it:] and so, whenever there comes unto them any fresh reminder from
the Most Gracious, they [who are blind of heart] always turn their backs upon it: (26:6) thus,
indeed, have they given the lie [to this message as well]. But [in time] they will come to
understand what it was that they were wont to deride!5
1 The letters ta, sin and mim are among the mysterious, disjointed lettersymbols (al muqatta'at)
preceding some of the chapters of the Qur'an (see Appendix II).
2 See surah 12, note 2.

3 see notes 3 and 4 on 18:6.
4 Inasmuch as the spiritual value of man's faith depends on its being an
outcome of free choice and
not of compulsion, the visible or audible appearance of a "message from
the skies" would, by its
very obviousness, nullify the element of free choice and, therefore,
deprive man's faith in that
message of all its moral significance.
5 See 6:4-5 and the corresponding note 4.

26:7
Have they, then, never considered the earth - how much of every noble kind [of life] We have
caused to grow thereon? (26:8) In this, behold, there is a message [unto men], even though most
of them will not believe [in it). (9) But, verily, thy Sustainer - He alone - is almighty, a dispenser
of grace!6
26:10
HENCE, [remember how it was] when thy Sustainer summoned Moses: "Go unto those
evildoing people, (26:11) the people of Pharaoh, who refuse to be conscious of Me!"7 (26:12) He
answered: "O my Sustainer! Behold, I fear that they will give me the lie, (26:13) and then my
breast will be straitened and my tongue will not be free: send, then, [this Thy command) to
Aaron.8 (26:14) Moreover, they keep a grave charge [pending] against me, and I fear that they
will slay me."9
26:15
Said He: "Not so, indeed! Go forth, then, both of you, with Our messages: verily, We shall be
with you, listening [to your call]! (26:16) And go, both of you, unto Pharaoh and say, 'Behold,
we bear a message from the Sustainer of all the worlds: (26:17) Let the children of Israel go with
us!' (26:18) [But when Moses had delivered his message, Pharaoh] said: "Did we not bring thee
up among us when thou wert a child? And didst thou not spend among us years of thy [later]
life? (26:19) And yet thou didst conimit that [heinous] deed of thine,10 and [hast thus shown that]
thou art one of the ingrate!"
26:20
Replied [Moses]: "I committed it while I was still going astray; (26:21) and I fled from you
because I feared you. But [since] then my Sustainer has endowed me with the ability to judge
[between right and wrong],11 and has made me one of [His] message-bearers. (26:22) And [as
for] that favour of which thou so tauntingly remindest me - [was it not) due to thy having
enslaved the children of Israel?"12
6 The above two verses appear eight times in this surah. Apart from the
present instance, they conclude,

like a refrain, each of the subsequent seven stories of earlier prophets,
which - by means of their,
in places, almost identical phrasing - are meant to stress the essential
identity of the ethical
teachings of all the prophets, as well as to illustrate the statement, in
verse 5, that a rejection
of God's messages is a recurrent phenomenon in the history of mankind
despite the fact that His
existence is clearly manifested in all living creation.
7 Lit., "Will they not be [or "become"] conscious [of me]?" Zamakhshari and
Razi understand this
rhetorical question in the sense apparent in my rendering, namely, as a
statement of fact.
8 Cf. 20:25-34 and the corresponding notes. In the present context, stress
is laid on the deep
humility of Moses, who considered himself incapable of fulfilling the
task for which he had been
chosen, and asked God to entrust it to Aaron instead.
9 Sc., "and thus frustrate my mission". This is a reference to Moses'
killing of the Egyptian, which
was the cause of his subsequent flight from his native land (cf. 28:15
ff.)
10 Lit., "thou didst commit thy deed which thou hast committed" - a
construction meant to express
the speaker's utter condemnation of the deed referred to: hence, my
interpolation of the word
"heinous". As regards the above aJlusions to Moses' childhood and youth
at Pharaoh's court, the
manslaughter committed by him, and his flight from Egypt, see 28:4-22.
11 As is shown in 28:15-16, after having killed the Egyptian, Moses
suddenly realized that he had
committed a grievous sin (see also note 15 on the last two sentences of
28:15).
12 See 28:4-5.

26:23
Said Pharaoh: "And what [and who] is that 'Sustainer of all the world'?"13 (26:24) [Moses]
answered. "[He is] the Sustainer of the heavens and the earth and all that is between them, if you
would but [allow yourselves to) be convinced!"14
26:25
Said [Pharaoh] unto those around him: "Did you hear [what he said]?"15 (26:26) [And Moses]
continued: "[He is] your Sustainer, [too,] as well as the Sustainer of your fore-fathers of old!"
(26:27) [Pharaoh] exclaimed: "Behold, [this] your apostle, who [claims that he] has been sent
unto you is mad indeed!"

26:28
[But Moses] went on: "[He of whom I speak is] the Sustainer of the east and the west and of all
that is between the two16 - [as you would know] if you would but use your reason!" (26:29) Said
[Pharaoh]: "Indeed, if thou choose to worship any deity other than me, I shall most certainly
throw thee into prison!17
26:30
Said he: "Even if I should bring about before thee something that clearly shows the truth?"18
(26:31) [Pharaoh] answered: "Produce it, then, if thou art a man of truth!" (26:32) Thereupon
[Moses] threw down his staff - and lo! it was a serpent, plainly visible; (26:33) and he drew forth
his hand - and lo! it appeared [shining) white to the beholders.19
13 A reference to the terms in which Moses was to - and apparently did announce his mission (see
verse 16 above).
14 Sc., "by the evidence of His creative will in all that exists": this
proposition being, I believe,
the main reason for a repetition of the story of Moses in the present
surah. (Cf. also verse 28 above.)
15 Lit., "Do you not hear?" - a rhetorical question meant to convey
astonishment, indignation or
derision, which may be idiomatically rendered in translation as above.
16 Cf. 2:115.
17 In the religion of ancient Egypt, the king (or "Pharaoh", as each of the
rulers was styled) represented
an incarnation of the divine principle, and was considered to be a god in
his own right. Hence,
a challenge to his divinity implied a challenge to the prevalent
religious system as a whole.
18 For this rendering of the term mubin, see note 2 on 12:1.
19 See 7:107-108 and the corresponding note 85, as well as 20:22, 27:12 and
28:32.

26:34
Said [Pharaoh] unto the great ones around him: "Verily, this is indeed a sorcerer of great
knowledge (26:35) who wants to drive you out of your land by his sorcery.20 What, then, do you
advise?" (26:36) They answered: "Let him and his brother wait a while, and send unto all cities
heralds (26:37) who shall assemble before thee all sorcerers of great knowledge."
26:38

And so the sorcerers were assembled at a set time on a certain day, (26:39) and the people were
asked: "Are you all present, (26:40) so that we might follow [in the footsteps of] the sorcerers if
it is they who prevail?"21 (26:41) Now when the sorcerers came, they said unto Pharaoh: "Verily,
we ought to have a great reward if it is we who prevail."22
26:42
Answered he: "Yea - and, verily, in that case you shall be among those who are near unto me."
(26:43) [And] Moses said unto them: "Throw whatever you are going to throw!" (26:44)
Thereupon they threw their [magic] ropes and their staffs, and said: "By Pharaoh's might, behold,
it is we indeed who have prevailed!"23
26:45
[But] then Moses threw his staff - and lo! it swallowed up all their deceptions.24 (26:46) And
down fell the sorcerers, prostrating themselves in adoration, (26:47) [and] exclaimed: "We have
come to believe in the Sustainer of all the worlds, (26:48) the Sustainer of Moses and Aaron!"
26:49
Said [Pharaoh): "Have you come to believe in him25 ere I have given you permission? Verily, he
must be your master who has taught you magic!26 But in time you shall come to know [my
revenge]: most certainly shall I cut off your hands and your feet in great numbers, because of
[your] perverseness, and shall most certainly crucify you in great numbers, all together !"27
20 Cf. 7:109-110 and the corresponding note 86.
21 There is no doubt that these "sorcerers" were priests of the official
Amon cult, in which magic
played an important role. Thus, their victory over Moses would constitute
a public vindication of
the state religion.
22 See note 88 on 7:113.
23 The reason for their premature sense of triumph is given in 7:116 ("they
cast a spell upon the
people's eyes, and struck them with awe") and 20:66-67 ("by virtue of
their sorcery, their [magic]
ropes and staffs seemed to him to be moving rapidly; and in his heart,
Moses became apprehensive").
24 See note 89 on 7:117.
25 See note 91 on 7:123.
26 I.e., "he is so superior a sorcerer that he could be your teacher".
27 See notes 44 and 45 on 5 : 33, and note 92 on 7:124, which explain the
repeated stress on
"great numbers" in the above sentence.

26:50
They answered: "No harm [canst thou do to us]: verily, unto our Sustainer do we turn! (26:51)
Behold, we [but] ardently desire that our Sustainer forgive us our faults in return for our having
been foremost among the believers!"
26:52
AND [there came a time25 when] We inspired Moses thus: "Go forth with My servants by night:
for, behold, you will be pursued!" (26:53) And Pharaoh sent heralds unto all cities, (26:54)
[bidding them to call out his troops and to proclaim:] "Behold, these [children of Israel] are but a
contemptible band;29 (26:55) but they are indeed filled with hatred of us (26:56) seeing that we
are, verily, a nation united, fully prepared against danger30 - (26:57) and so we have [rightly]
driven them out of [their] gardens and springs, (26:58) and [deprived them of their erstwhile]
station of honour!"31
26:59
Thus it was: but [in the course of time] We were to bestow all these [things] as a heritage on the
children of Israel.32 (26:60) And so [the Egyptians] caught up with them at sunrise; (26:61) and
as soon as the two hosts came in sight of one another, the followers of Moses exclaimed:
"Behold, we shall certainly be overtaken [and defeated]!"
26:62
He replied: "Nay indeed! My Sustainer is with me, [and] He will guide me!" {26:63) Thereupon
We inspired Moses thus: "Strike the sea with thy staff!" - whereupon it parted, and each part
appeared like a mountain vast.33
28 I.e., after the period of plagues with which the Egyptians were visited
(cf. 7 :130 ff.).
29 Lit., "a small band": Zamakhshari, however, suggests that in this
context the adjective qalilun
is expressive of contempt, and does not necessarily denote "few in
numbers".
30 Thus the Qur'an illustrates the psychological truth that, as a rule, a
dominant nation is unable
really to understand the desire for liberty on the part of the group or
groups which it oppresses,
and therefore attributes their rebelliousness to no more than
unreasonable hatred and blind envy
of the strong.
31 This is apparently an allusion to the honourable state and the
prosperity which the children of
Israel had enjoyed in Egypt for a few generations after the time of
Joseph - i.e., before a new

Egyptian dynasty dispossessed them of their wealth and reduced them to
the bondage from which
Moses was to free them. In the above passage, Pharaoh seeks to justify
his persecution of the
Israelites by emphasizing their dislike (real of alleged) of the
Egyptians.
32 This parenthetical sentence echoes the allusion, in 7:137, to the period
of prosperity and honour
which the children of Israel were to enjoy in Palestine after their
sufferings in Egypt. The
reference to "heritage" is, in this and in similar contexts, a metonym
for God's bestowal on the
oppressed of a life of well-being and dignity.

26:64
And We caused the pursuers34 to draw near unto that place: (26:65) and We saved Moses and all
who were with him, (26:66) and then We caused the others to drown.35 (26:67) In this [story],
behold, there is a message [unto all men], even though most of them will not believe [in it].
(26:68) And yet, verily, thy Sustainer - He alone -is almighty, a dispenser of grace!36
26:69
AND CONVEY unto them37 the story of Abraham -(26:70) [how it was] when he asked his
father and his people, "What is it that you worship?" (26:71) They answered: "We worship idols,
and we remain ever devoted to them." (26:72) Said he: 'Do [you really think that] they hear you
when you invoke them, (26:73) or benefit you or do you harm?"
26:74
They exclaimed: "But we found our fore-fathers doing the same!"38 (26:75) Said [Abraham]:
"Have you, then, ever considered what it is that you have been worshipping - (26:76) you and
those ancient forebears of yours? (26:77) "Now [as for me, I know that,] verily, these [false
deities] are my enemies, [and that none is my helper] save the Sustainer of all the worlds, (26:78)
who has created me and is
the One who guides me, (26:79) and is the One who gives me to eat and to drink, (26:80) and
when I fall ill, is the One who restores me to health, (26:81) and who will cause me to die and
then will bring me back to life - (26:82) and who, I hope, will forgive me my faults on Judgment
Day!
33 See 20:77 and the corresponding note 61. Cf. also the Biblical account
(Exodus xiv, 21), according
to which "the Lord caused the sea to go back by a strong east wind all
that night, and made the sea
dry land, and the waters were divided".
34 Lit., "the others"

35 From various indications in the Bible (in particular, Exodus xiv, 2 and
9), it appears that the
miracle of the crossing of the Red Sea took place at the north-western
extremity of what is known
today as the Gulf of Suez. In those ancient times it was not as deep as
it is now, and in some
respects may have resembled the shallow part of the North Sea between the
mainland and the Frisian
Islands, with its total ebbs which lay bare the sandbanks and make them
temporarily passable,
followed by sudden, violent tides which submerge them entirely.
36 See note 6 on verses 8-9.
37 I.e., to the kind of people spoken of in verses 3-8 of this surah.
38 The particle bal at the beginning of the sentence expresses
astonishment. Thus, evading a direct
answer to Abraham's criticism of idol-worship, his people merely stress
its antiquity, forgetting as Zamakhshari points out - that "ancient usage and precedence in time
are no proof of [a concept's]
soundness". Razi, for his part, states that the above verse represents
"one of the strongest
[Qur'anic] indications of the immorality (fasad) inherent in [the
principle of] taqlid", i.e.,
the blind, unquestioning adoption of religious concepts or practices on
the basis of one's
uncritical faith in no more than the "authority" of a scholar or
religious leader.

26:83
"O my Sustainer! Endow me with the ability to judge [between right and wrong], and make me
one with the righteous, (26:84) and grant me the power to convey the truth unto those who will
come after me,39 (26:85) and place me among those who shall inherit the garden of bliss! (26:86)
"And forgive my father - for, verily, he is among those who have gone astray40 - (26:87) and do
not put me to shame on the Day when all shall be raised from the dead:41 (26:88) the Day on
which neither wealth will be of any use; nor children, (26:89) [and when] only he [will be happy]
who comes before God with a heart free of evil!"
26:90
For, (on that Day,] paradise will be brought within sight of the God-conscious, (26:91) whereas
the blazing fire will be laid open before those who had been lost in grievous error; (26:92) and
they will be asked: "Where now is all that you were wont to worship (26:93) instead of God? 42
Can these [things and beings] be of any help to you or to themselves?"
26:94
Thereupon they will be hurled into he1143 - they, as well as all [others] who had been lost in
grievous error, (26:95) and the hosts of Iblis - all together.44 (26:96) And there and then, blaming

one another,45 they [who had grievously sinned in life] will exclaim: (26:97) "By God, we were
most obviously astray (26:98) when we deemed you [false deities] equal to the Sustainer of all
the worlds - (26:99) yet they who have seduced us [into believing in you] are the truly guilty
ones !46 (26:100) And now we have none to intercede for us, (26:101) nor any loving friend.
(26:102) Would that we had a second chance [in life],47 so that we could be among the
believers!"
39 Lit., "grant me a language of truth among the others" or "the later
ones". For alternative interpretations
of this phrase, see note 36 on 19:50.
40 Cf. l9:47-48.
41 Sc., "by letting me see my father among the damned" (Zamakhshari).
42 Or: "beside God". Whenever the relative pronoun ma ("that which" or "all
that which") is used in the
Qur'an with reference to false objects of worship, it indicates not
merely inanimate things (like
idols, fetishes, supposedly "holy" relics, etc.) or falsely deified
saints, dead or alive, but also
forces of nature, real or imaginary, as well as man's "worship" of
wealth, power, social position,
etc. (See also 10:28-29 and the corresponding notes.)
43 Lit., "into it".
44 Cf. 2: 24 - "the fire whose fuel is human beings and stones" - and the
corresponding note 16. The
"hosts of Iblis" are the forces of evil ("satans") frequently mentioned
in the Qur an in connection
with man's sinning (see note 10 on 2:14, the first half of note 16 on
15:17, as well as note 52 on
19:68; also cf. 19: 83 and the corresponding note 72).
45 Lit., "while they quarrel with one another".
46 Lit.,"yet none but those guilty ones (al-muidm un) have led us astray":
cf. 7:38, 33:67-68.
38:60-61 and the corresponding notes.

26:103
In all this, behold, there is a message [unto men], even though most of them will not believe [in
it]. (26:104) But, verily, thy Sustainer - He alone - is almighty, a dispenser of grace!48
26:105
THE PEOPLE of Noah [too] gave the lie to [one of God's] message-bearers (26:106) when their
brother Noah said unto them: "Will you not be conscious of God? (26:107) Behold, I am an
apostle [sent by Him] to you, [and therefore] worthy of your trust: (26:108) be, then, conscious
of God, and pay heed unto me!

26:109
"And no reward whatever do I ask of you for it: my reward rests with none but the Sustainer of
all the worlds. (26:110) Hence, remain conscious of God, and pay heed unto me!" (26:110) They
answered: "Shall we place our faith in thee, even though [only] the most abject [of people]
follow thee?"49 (26:112) Said he: "And what knowledge could I have as to what they were doing
[before they came to me]? (26:113) Their reckoning rests with none but my Sustainer: if you
could but understand [this]!50 (26:114) Hence, I shall not drive away [any of those [who profess
to be] believers; (26:115) I am nothing but a plain warner."
26:116
Said they: "Indeed, if thou desist not, O Noah, thou wilt surely be stoned to death!"51 (26:117)
[Whereupon] he prayed: "O my Sustainer! Behold, my people have given me the lie: (26:118)
hence, lay Thou wide open the truth between me and them,52 and save me and those of the
believers who are with me!"
47 Lit., "would that there were a return for us". See also 6:27-28 and the
corresponding note.
48 Sc., "and He may grant forgiveness to whomever He wills".
49 See note 47 on 11:27.
50 This is obviously a retort to the unbelievers' suggestion (elliptically
implied here) that those
"abject" followers of Noah had declared their faith in him, not out of
conviction, but only in
order to gain some material advantages. Noah's answer embodies a cardinal
principle of Qur'anic
ethics and, hence, of Islamic Law: No human being has the right to sit in
judgment on another
person's faith or hidden motives; whereas God knows what is in the hearts
of men, society may
judge only by external evidence (az-zahir), which comprises a person's
words as well as deeds.
Thus, if anyone says, "I am a believer", and does not act or speak in a
manner contradicting his
professed faith, the community must consider him a believer.
51 Lit., "thou wilt surely be among those who are stoned [to death)".
52 Or: "decide Thou with a [clear] decision between me and them". My choice
of the primary significance
of iftah ("lay open", i.e., the truth) has been explained in note 72 on
the last sentence of 7:89.

26:119
And so We saved him and those [who were] with him in the fully-laden ark, (26:120) and then
We caused those who stayed behind to drown.53 (26:121) In this [story], behold, there is a

message [unto men],54 even though most of them will not believe [in it]. (26:122) But, verily, thy
Sustainer - He alone - is almighty, a dispenser of grace!
26:123
[AND the tribe of] 'Ad gave the lie to [one of God's] message-bearers (26:124) when their
brother Hud55 said unto them: "Will you not be conscious of God? (26:125) Behold, I am an
apostle [sent by Him] to you, [and therefore] worthy of your trust: (26:126) be, then, conscious
of God, and pay heed unto me!
26:127
"And no reward whatever do I ask of you for it: my reward rests with none but the Sustainer of
all the worlds. (26:128) "Will you, in your wanton folly, build [idolatrous] altars on every
height,56 (26:129) and make for yourselves mighty castles, [hoping] that you might become
immortal?57 (26:130) And will you [always], whenever you lay hand [on others], lay hand [on
them) cruelly, without any restraint?58
26:131
"Be, then, conscious of God and pay heed unto me: (26:132) and [thus] be conscious of Him who
has [so] amply provided you with all [the good] that you might think of59 - (26:133) amply
provided you with flocks, and children, (26:134) and gardens, and springs -: (26:135) for, verily,
I fear lest suffering befall you on an awesome day!"
26:136
[But] they answered: "It is all one to us whether thou preachest [something new] or art not of
those who [like to] preach. (26:137) This [religion of ours) is none other than that to which our
forebears clung,60 (26:138) and we are not going to be chastised [for adhering to it]!"
53 The story of Noah and his people, as well as of the Deluge, is given in
greater detail in 11:25-48.
54 For the message specifically alluded to here, see verses 111-115, as
well as note 50 above.
55 See 7:65 and the corresponding note 48.
56 The noun ayah, which primarily denotes "a sign" or "a token", evidently
refers here to the ancient
Semitic custom of worshipping the tribal gods on hilltops, which were
crowned to this end by
sacrificial altars or monuments, each of them devoted to a particular
deity: hence my rendering of
ayah, in this particular context, as "altars" (in the plural).
57 The meaning could be either "hoping that you might live in them
forever", or "that you might gain
immortal renown for having built them".

58 The term jabbar, when applied to man, as a rule denotes one who is
haughty, overbearing, exorbitant
and cruel, and does not submit to any moral restraints in his dealings
with those who are weaker
than himself. Sometimes (as, e.g., in 11:59 or 14:15) this term is used
to describe a person's
negative ethical attitude, and in that case it may be rendered as "enemy
of the truth". In the
present instance, however, stress is laid on the tyrannical behaviour of
the tribe of 'Ad, evidently
relating to their warlike conflicts with other people: and in this sense
it expresses a Qur'anic
prohibition, valid for all times, of all unnecessary cruelty in warfare,
coupled with the positive,
clearly-implied injunction to subordinate every act of war - as well as
the decision to wage war
as such - to moral considerations and restraints.
59 Lit., "with all that you know" or "that you are [or "might be"] aware
of".

26:139
And so they gave him the lie: and thereupon We destroyed them.
In this [story], behold, there is a message [unto men], even though most of them will not believe
[in it].61 (26:140) But, verily, thy Sustainer - He alone - is almighty, a dispenser of grace!
26:141
[AND the tribe of) Thamud gave the lie to [one of God's) message-bearers (26:142) when their
brother Salih62 said unto them: "Will you not be conscious of God? (26:143) Behold, I am an
apostle [sent by Him] to you, [and therefore) worthy of your trust: (26:144) be, then, conscious
of God, and pay heed unto me!
26:145
"And no reward whatever do I ask of you for it: my reward rests with none but the Sustainer of
all the worlds. (26:146) "Do you think that you will be left secure [forever] in the midst of what
you have here and now?63 - (26:147) amidst [these] gardens and springs (26:148) and fields, and
[these] palm-trees with slender spathes? - (26:149) and that you will [always be able to] hew
dwellings out of the mountains with [the same] great skill?64
26:150
"Be, then, conscious of God, and pay heed unto me, (26:151) and pay no heed to the counsel of
those who are given to excesses -(26:152) those who spread corruption on earth instead of setting
things to rights!" (26:153) Said they: "Thou art but one of the bewitched! (26:154) Thou art

nothing but a mortal like ourselves! Come, then, forward with a token [of thy mission]65 if thou
art a man of truth!"
60 Lit., "the innate habit of the earlier people (al-awwalin)". The noun
khuluq denotes one's "nature"
in the sense of "innate disposition" (tabi'ah) or "moral character" (Taj
al-'Arus); hence the use
of this term to describe "that to which one clings", i.e., one's "innate
habit" or "custom", and,
in a specific sense, one's religion (ibid.).
61 The message referred to here is contained in verses 128-130, which point
out the three cardinal
sins resulting from man's inordinate striving for power: worship of
anything apart from God,
self-admiring search for "glory", and cruelty or harshness towards one's
fellow-men.
62 For the story of Salih and the tribe of Thamud, see 7:73 and the
corresponding note 56; also,
the version appearing in ii: 61-68.
63 Lit., "of what is here", i.e., on earth. In the original, this question
has a direct form, thus:
"Will you be left secure...?", etc. (See also note 69 below.)
64 See note 59 on 7:74.
65 Tabari: "... that is to say, 'with an indication (dalalah) and a proof
that thou art to be trusted
as regards thy claim that thou hast been sent to us by God'."

26:155
Replied he: "This she-camel66 shall have a share of water, and you shall have a share of water, on
the days appointed [therefor];67 (26:156) and do her no harm, lest suffering befall you on an
awesome day!" (26:157) But they cruelly slaughtered her - and then they had cause to regret it:68
(26:158) for the suffering [predicted by Salih] befell them [then and there].
In this [story], behold, there is a message [unto men], even though most of them will not believe
[in it].69 (26:159) But, verily, thy Sustainer - He alone - is almighty, a dispenser of grace!
26:160
[AND] the people of Lot70 gave the lie to [one of God's] message-bearers (26:161) when their
brother Lot said unto them: "Will you not be conscious of God? (26:162) Behold, I am an apostle
[sent by Him] to you, [and therefore] worthy of your trust: (26:163) be, then, conscious of God,
and pay heed unto me!
26:164

"And no reward whatever do I ask df you for it: my reward rests with none but the Sustainer of
all the worlds. (26:165) "Must you, of all people, [lustfully] approach men, (26:166) keeping
yourselves aloof from all the [lawful] spouses whom your Sustainer has created for you? Nay,
but you are people who transgress all bounds of what is right!"
26:167
Said they: "Indeed, if thou desist not, O Lot, thou wilt most certainly be expelled [from this town
ship]!" (26:168) [Lot] exclaimed: "Behold, I am one of those who utterly abhor your doings!"
66 Cf. the second paragraph of 7:73 - "This she-camel belonging to God
shall be a token for you - and
the corresponding note 57, which explains that the "token" spoken of by
Salih was to consist in the
manner in which the tribe would treat the animal.
67 Lit., "on a day appointed", which may mean either "each on a day
appointed" (i.e., by turns), or,
more probably - because more in consonance with the tribal customs of
ancient Arabia - "on the days
appointed for the watering of camels": implying that on those days the
ownerless she-camel should
receive a full share of water side by side with the herds and flocks
belonging to the tribe.
68 Lit., "they became regretful". For my rendering of 'aqaruha as "they
cruelly slaughtered her",
see note 61 on 7:77.
69 In my opinion, the specific message alluded to here relates, in the
first instance, to the individual
person's emotional reluctance to visualize the limited, transitory
character of his own life on earth
(hinted at in verses 14~l49 above) and, hence, the judgment that awaits
everyone in the life to come;
and, secondly, to the element of compassion for all other living beings
as a basis of true morality.
70 The story of Lot and the sinful people among whom he lived is narrated
in greater detail in 11:69-83.

26:169
[And then he prayed:] "O my Sustainer! Save me and my household from all that they are
doing!" (26:70) Thereupon We saved him and all his household - (26:171) all but an old woman,
who was among those that stayed behind;71 (26:172) and then We utterly destroyed the others,
(26:173) and rained down upon them a rain [of destruction]:72 and dire is such rain upon all who
let themselves be warned [to no avail]!73
26:174

In this [story], behold, there is a message [unto men], even though most of them will not believe
[in it]. (26:175) But, verily, thy Sustainer - He alone - is almighty, a dispenser of grace!
26:176
[AND] the dwellers of the wooded dales [of Madyan] gave the lie to [one of God's] messagebearers (26:177) when their brother Shu'ayb74 said unto them: "Will you not be conscious of
God? (26:178) Behold, I am an apostle [sent by Him] to you, [and therefore] worthy of your
trust: (26:179) be, then, conscious of God, and pay heed unto me! (26:180) "And no reward
whatever do I ask of you for it: my reward rests with none but the Sustainer of all the worlds.
26:181
"[Always] give full measure, and be not among those who [unjustly] cause loss [to others];
(26:182) and [in all your dealings] weigh with a true balance, (26:183) and do not deprive people
of what is rightfully theirs;75 and do not act wickedly on earth by spreading corruption, (26:184)
but be conscious of Him who has created you just as [He created] those countless generations of
old!"76
26:185
Said they: "Thou art but one of the bewitched, (26:186) for thou art nothing but a mortal like
ourselves! And, behold, we think that thou art a consummate liar!" (26:187) Cause, then,
fragments of the sky to fall down upon us, if thou art a man of truth!"
71 As is evident from 7:83, 11:81, 27:57 and 29:32-33, the old woman was
Lots' wife - a native of
Sodom - who chose to remain with her own people instead of accompanying
her husband, whom she
thus betrayed (cf. also 66:10).
72 See 11:82 and the corresponding note 114.
73 Or, in the past tense: "dire was the rain upon those who had been
warned" - in which case this
sentence would refer specifically to the sinful people of Sodom and
Gomorrah. However, it is much
more probable that its purport is general (see note 115 on the last
sentence of 11:83).
Zamakhshari's interpretation of the above sentence is analogous to mine.
74 See note 67 on the first sentence of 7:85. The story of Shu'ayb and the
people of Madyan
(the 'wooded dales") is given in greater detail in 11:84-95.
75 Cf. surah 7, note 68.
76 An allusion to the ephemeral character of man's life on earth and by
implication to God's judgment.

26:188

Answered [Shu%yb]: "My Sustainer knows fully well what you are doing." (26:189) But they
gave him the lie. And thereupon suffering overtook them on a day dark with shadows:78 and,
verily, it was the suffering of an awesome day! (26:190) In this [story), behold, there is a
message [unto men], even though most of them will not believe [in it). (26:191) But, verily, thy
Sustainer - He alone - is almighty, a dispenser of grace!"
26:192
NOW, BEHOLD, this [divine writ) has indeed been bestowed from on high by the Sustainer of
all the worlds:77 (26:193) trustworthy divine inspiration has alighted with it from on high
(26:194) upon thy heart, [O Muhammad] so that thou mayest be among those who preach
(26:195) in the clear Arabic tongue.82
26:196
And, verily, [the essence of) this [revelation) is indeed found in the ancient books of divine
wisdom [as well].83
77 Lit., "that thou art indeed one of the liars".
78 This may refer either to the physical darkness which often accompanies
volcanic eruptions; and
earthquakes (which, as shown in 7:91, overtook the people of Madyan), or
to the spiritual darkness
and gloom which comes in the wake of belated regrets.
79 With this refrain ends the cycle of seven stories showing that spiritual
truth in all its
manifestations - whether it relates to an intellectual realization of
God's existence, to a refusal
to regard power, wealth or fame as real values, or to the virtues of
compassion and kindness towards
all that lives on earth - has at all times been unacceptable to the
overwhelming majority of mankind,
and has always been submerged under the average man's blindness and
deafness of heart. The very
repetition of phrases, sentences and situations in all of the above
stories - or, rather, in the
above versions of these oft-narrated stories - tends to bring home to us
the fact that the human
situation as such never really changes, and that, in consequence, those
who preach the truth must
always struggle against human greed, power-hunger and proneness to selfadulation.
80 Thus the discourse returns to the theme enunciated at the beginning of
this surah, namely, the
phenomenon of divine revelation as exemplified in the Qur'an, and men's
reactions to it.
81 According to almost all the classical commentators, the expression arruh al-amin (lit., "the

faithful [or "trustworthy"] spirit") is a designation of Gabriel, the
Angel of Revelation, who, by
virtue of his purely spiritual, functional nature, is incapable of
sinning and cannot, therefore,
be other than utterly faithful to the trust reposed in him by God (cf.
16:50). On the other hand,
since the term ruh is often used in the Qur'an in the sense of "divine
inspiration" (see surah 2,
note 71, and surah 16, note 2), it may have this latter meaning in the
above context as well,
especially tn view of the statement that it had "alighted from on high
upon the heart" of the Prophet.
82 See 14:4 - "never have We sent forth any apostle otherwise than [with a
message] in his own people's
tongue" - and the corresponding note 3. That the message of the Qur'an
is, nevertheless, universal
has been stressed in many of its verses (e.g., in 7:158 or 25:1). The
other prophets mentioned in
the Qur'tn who "preached in the Arabic tongue" were Ishmael, Hud, Salih
and Shu'ayb, all of them
Arabians. in addition, if we bear in mind that Hebrew and Aramaic are but
ancient Arabic dialects,
all the Hebrew prophets may be included among "those who preached in the
Arabic tongue".
83 Lit., "in the scriptures (zubur, sing. zabur) of the ancients" (see
surah 21, note 101). This
interpretation of the above verse - advanced among others by Zamakhshari
and Baydawi (and,
according to the former, attributed to Imam Abu Hanifah as well) - is in
full consonance with the
oft-repeated Qur'anic doctrine that the basic teachings revealed to
Muhammad are in their purport
(ma'ani) identical with those preached by the earlier prophets. Another,
more popular interpretation
is, "... this [Qur'an] has been mentioned [or "foretold") in the earlier
scriptures" (see in this
connection note 33 on 2:42 and - with particular reference to a
prediction made by Jesus - note 6
on 61:6).

26:197
Is it not evidence enough for them84 that [so many] learned men from among the children of
Israel have recognized this [as true]?85 (26:198) But [even] had We bestowed it from on high
upon any of the non-Arabs, (26:199) and had he recited it unto them [in his own tonguej, they
would not have believed in it.86
26:200
Thus have We caused this [message] to pass [unheeded] through the hearts of those who are lost
in sin:

(26:201) they will not believe in it till they behold the grievous suffering (26:202) that will come
upon them [on resurrection,] all of a sudden, without their being aware [of its approach];
(26:203) and then they will exclaim, "Could we have a respite?"88
26:204
Do they, then, [really] wish that Our chastisement be hastened on?89 (26:205) But hast thou ever
considered [this]: If We do allow them to enjoy [this life] for some years, (26:206) and thereupon
that [chastisement] which they were promised befalls them - (26:207) of what avail to them will
be all their past enjoyments? (26:208) And withal, never have We destroyed any community
unless it had been warned (26:209) and reminded:90 for, never do We wrong [anyone].
84 I.e., for those who disbelieve in the prophethood of Muhammad.
85 Sc., "and in consequence have become Muslims": for instance, 'Abd Allah
ibn Salim, Ka'b ibn
Malik and other learned Jews of Medina in the lifetime of the Prophet,
Ka'b al-Ahbar the Yemenite
and a number of his compatriots during the reign of 'Umar, and countless
others throughout the
world who embraced Islam in the course of centuries. The reason why only
learned Jews and not
learned Christians as well are spoken of in this context lies in the fact
that - contrary to the
Torah, which still exists, albeit in a corrupted form - the original
revelation granted to Jesus
has been lost (see surah 3, note 4) and cannot, therefore, be cited in
evidence of the basic
identity of his teachings with those of the Qur'an.
86 As the Qur'an points out in many places, most of the Meccan
contemporaries of Muhammad refused
in the beginning to believe in his prophethood on the ground that God
could not have entrusted
"a man from among themselves" with His message: and this in spite of the
fact that the Qur'an
was expressed "in the clear Arabic tongue", which they could fully
understand: but (so the argument
goes) if the Prophet had been a foreigner, and his message expressed in a
non-Arabic tongue, they
would have been even less prepared to accept it - for then they would
have had the legitimate
excuse that they were unable to understand it (cf. 41:44).
87 I.e., not to take root in their hearts, but to "go into one ear and out
of the other". As regards
God's "causing" this to happen, see surah 2, note 7, and surah 14, note
4.
88 I.e., a second chance in life.
89 For this sarcastic demand of the unbelievers, see 6:57 and 8:32, as well
as the corresponding
notes; also verse 187 of the present surah.

26:210
And [this divine writ is such a reminder:] no evil spirits have brought it down:91 (26:211) for,
neither does it suit their ends, nor is it in their power (to impart it to man]: (26:212) verily, [even]
from hearing it are they utterly debarred! (26:213) Hence, [O man,] do not invoke any other deity
side by side with God, lest thou find thyself among those who are made to suffer (on Judgment
Day].92
26:214
And warn (whomever thou canst reach, beginning with] thy kinsfolk,93 (26:215) and spread the
wings of thy tenderness over all of the believers who may follow thee;94 (26:216) but if they
disobey thee, say, "I am free of responsibility for aught that you may do!" - (26:217) and place
thy trust in the Almighty, the Dispenser of Grace, (26:218) who sees thee when thou standest
[alone],95 (26:219) and (sees] thy behaviour among those who prostrate themselves [before
Him]:96 (26:220) for, verily, He alone is all-hearing, all-knowing!
26:221
[And] shall I tell you upon whom it is that those evil spirits descend? (26:222) They descend
upon all sinful self-deceivers (26:223) who readily lend ear [to every falsehood], and most of
whom lie to others as well.98
90 Lit., "unless it had its warners by way of a reminder": see 6:131, 15:4,
20:134, and the
corresponding notes.
91 During the early years of his prophetic mission, some of Muhammad's
Meccan opponents tried to
explain the rhetorical beauty and persuasiveness of the Qur'an by
insinuating that he was a
soothsayer (kahin) in communion with all manner of dark forces and evil
spirits (shayatin).
92 The conjunctive particle fa at the beginning of this sentence (rendered
here as "hence") evidently
connects with verse 208 above. As shown in note 94 below, the whole of
the presen passage is
addressed to man in general.
93 A believer is morally obliged to preach the truth to all whom he can
reach, but obviously he must
begin with those who are nearest to him, and especially those who
recognize his authority.
94 For an explanation of the metaphorical expression "lower thy wing"
rendered by me as "spread
the wings of thy tenderness" see 17:24 and the corresponding note 28. The
phrase "all of the believers
who follow thee" shows that (contrary to the assumption of most of the
commentators) the above

passage is not addressed to the Prophet - since all who believe in him
are, by definition, his
followers, and vice versa - but to everyone who chooses to be guided by
the Qur'an, and who is
herewith called upon to extend his loving kindness and care to all
believers who may "follow" him,
i.e., who may regard him as spiritually or intellectually superior or
more experienced. This
interpretation also explains verse 213 above: for whereas the exhortation
contained in that verse
is meaningful with regard to all who may listen to or read the Qur'an, it
would be meaningless
with reference to its Prophet, for whom the principle of God's oneness
and uniqueness was the
unquestionable beginning and end of all truth.
95 According to Mujahid (as quoted by Tabari), this means "wherever thou
mayest be". Other commentators
take it to mean "when thou standest up for prayer", but this seems to be
too narrow an interpretation.
96 I.e., among the believers. as contrasted with those who "disobey thee"
(see verse 216 above).
97 The
has here
"one
Stresses
fact

term affak which literally denotes "a great [or "habitual"] liar",
the meaning of
who lies to himself": this is brought out in the next verse. which
the psychological
that most of such self-deceivers readily lie to others as well.

98 Lit., "most of them are lying".

26:224
And as for the poets99 - [they, too, are prone to deceive themselves: and so, only] those who are
lost In grievous error would follow them. (26:225) Art thou not aware that they roam confusedly
through all the valleys [of words and thoughts],100 (26:226) and that they [so often] say what they
do not do [or feel]?
26:227
[Most of them are of this kind - ] save those who have attained to faith, and do righteous deeds,
and remember God unceasingly, and defend them selves [only] after having been wronged,101
and [trust in God's promise that] those who are bent on wrong doing will in time come to know
how evil a turn their destinies are bound to take!102
99 An allusion to the fact that some of the pagan Arabs regarded the Qur'an
as a product of Muhammad's
supposedly poetic mind. (See also 36:69 and the corresponding notes 38
and 39.)
100 The idiomatic phrase hama fi widyan (lit., "he wandered [or "roamed"]
through valleys") is used,

as most of the commentators point out, to describe a confused or aimless
and often self-contradictory play with words and thoughts. In this context it is meant to stress the
difference between the
precision of the Qur'an, which is free from all inner contradictions (cf.
note 97 on 4:82), and
the vagueness often inherent in poetry.
101 Thus the Qur'an makes it clear that a true believer may fight only in
self-defence: cf.
22:39-40, the earliest reference to war as such, and 2:190-194, where the
circumstances making
war fully justified are further elaborated.
102 Lit., "by what [kind of] turning they will turn".

The Twenty-Seventh Surah
An-Naml (The Ants)
Mecca Period

THE PROPHET and most of his close Companions used to refer to this surah as Ta-Sin (the
letter-symbols which precede its first verse). In later times, however, it came to be known as AnNaml after a word occurring in verse 18, which, because of its association with Solomonic
legends, caught and held the imagination of countless Muslims who listened to or read the
Qur'an. As pointed out in my note 77 on 21:82, the Qur'an often employs such legends as a
vehicle for allegories expressing certain universal ethical truths; and it employs them for the
simple reason that even before theadvent of Islam they had become so firmly embedded in the
poetic memories of the Arabs - the people in whose language the Qur'an was expressed and to
whom it was addressed in the first instance - that most of these legends had acquired, as it were,
a cultural reality of their own, which made a denial or a confirmation of their mythical origin
utterly irrelevant. Within the context of the Qur'an, the only thing that is relevant in this respect
is the spiritual truth underlying each one of these legends: a many-sided, many-layered truth
which the Qur'an invariably brings out, sometimes explicitly, sometimes elliptically, often
allegorically, but always with a definite bearing on some of the hidden depths and conflicts
within our own, human psyche.
In the consensus of most of the authorities, An-Naml belongs to the middle Mecca period,
having been revealed shortly after the preceding surah.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
27:1
Ta. Sin.1
THESE ARE MESSAGES of the Qur'an - a divine writ clear in itself and clearly showing the
truth:2 (27:2) a guidance and a glad tiding to the believers (27:3) who are constant in prayer and
spend in charity:3 for it is they, they who in their innermost are certain of the life to come!

27:4
As for those who will not believe in the life to come - behold, goodly have We made their own
doings appear unto them, and so they stumble blindly to and fro.4(27:5) It is they whom the
worst of suffering awaits: for it is they, they who in the life to come shall be the greatest losers!
(27:6) But [as for thee, O believer,] verily, thou hast received this Qur'an out of the grace of One
who is wise, all-knowing.5
1 See Appendix II.
2 For an explanation of this composite rendering of the adjective mubin,
see note 2 on 12:1. In the
present instance, the term kitab ("divine writ") is preceded by the
conjunction wa, which primarily
signifies "and", but in this case has a function more or less similar to
the expression "namely";
hence, it may be replaced in translation by a dash without affecting the
meaning of the sentence.
3 This is obviously the meaning of the term zakah in the above context,
since at the time of the
revelation of this surah it had not yet received its later, specific
connotation of a tax incumbent
upon Muslims (cf. surah 2, note 34).
4 The implication is that people who do not believe in life after death
concentrate all their endeavours,
as a rule, on material gains alone, and cannot think of anything
worthwhile beyond "their own doings".
See also note 7 on 2:7, which explains why the "causing" of this
spiritual blindness and confusion
in itself but a consequence of man's own behaviour is attributed to God.
5 This stress on the spiritual illumination offered to man through divine
revelation not only connects
with the opening verses of this surah, but also forms a link between this
passage and the following
one, which calls to mind the sudden illumination of Moses, symbolized by
the vision of the burning bush.

27:7
LO! (While lost in the desert,6] Moses said to his family: "Behold, I perceive a fire (far away]; I
may bring you from there some tiding [as to which way we are to pursue], or bring you tat least]
a burning brand so that you might warm yourselves." (27:8) But when he came close to it, a call
was sounded: "Blessed are all who are within [reach of] this fire, and all who are near it!7 And
limitless in His glory is God, the Sustainer of all the worlds!"
27:9

[And God spoke thus:] "O Moses! Verily, I alone am God, the Almighty, the Wise!" (27:10)
[And then He said:] "Now throw down thy staff!"10 But when he saw it move rapidly, as if it
were a serpent, he drew back [in terror], and did not [dare to] return.9
[And God spoke to him again:] "O Moses! Fear not for, behold, no fear need the messagebearers have in My Presence, (27:11) and neither10 need anyone who has done wrong and then
has replaced the wrong with good:11 for, verily, I am much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace!
(27:12) "Now place thy hand into thy bosom: it will come forth [shining] white, without
blemish!12 "[And thou shalt go] with nine [of My] messages unto Pharaoh and his people13 - for,
verily, they are people depraved!"
6 Cf. 20:9 ff., and particularly note 7 on verse 10 of that surah.
7 Thus Zamakhshari explains the expression hawlaha (lit., "around it").
According to some of the
earliest commentators, quoted by Tabari, the "fire" (nar) is in this
context synonymous with "light"
(nur), namely, the illumination which God bestows on His prophets, who one may presume - are a
priori "near it" by virtue of their inborn spiritual sensitivity.
Alternatively, the phrase
man fi 'n-nar wa-man hawlaha may be 'inderstood as referring to God's Own
light, which encompasses,
and is the core of, all spiritual illumination.
8 Cf. 20:17-20.
9 For a tentative explanation of the symbolism underlying the miracle of
the staff, see note 14
on 20:2O~2l.
10 For my rendering of illa, in this context, as "and neither", see note 38
on 4:29.
11 I.e., by sincere repentance. Apart from its general significance, this
may also be an allusion
to the crime which Moses had committed in his youth by slaying the
Egyptian (see 28:15-17).

27:13
But when Our light-giving messages came unto them, they said, "This is clearly [but]
spellbinding deception!" 14 (27:14) - and in their wickedness and self-exaltation they rejected
them, although their minds were convinced of their truth: and behold what happened in the end
to those spreaders of corruption!
27:15
AND, INDEED, We granted [true] knowledge15 unto David and Solomon [as well]; and both
were wont to say: "All praise is due to God, who has [thusj favoured us above many of His
believing servants!"

27:16
And [in this insight] Solomon was [truly] David's heir; and he would say: "O you people! We
have been taught the speech of birds, and have been given [in abundance] of all [good] things:
this, behold, is indeed a manifest favour [from God]!" (27:17) And [one day] there were
assembled before Solomon his hosts of invisible ~ and of men, and of birds; and then they were
led forth in orderly ranks, (27:18) till, when they came upon a valley [full] of ants, an ant
exclaimed: "O you ants! Get into your dwellings, lest Solomon and his hosts crush you without
[even] being aware [of you]!"
27:19
Thereupon [Solomon] smiled joyously at her words, and said: "O my Sustainer! Inspire me so
that I may forever be grateful for those blessings of Thine with which Thou hast graced me and
my parents,17 and that I may do what is right [in a manner] that will please Thee; and include me,
by Thy grace, among Thy righteous servants!"
27:20
And [one day] he looked in vain for [a particular one of] the birds; and so he said: "How is it that
I do not see the hoopoe? Or could he be among the absent? (27:21) [If so,] I will punish him
most severely or will kill him unless he bring me a convincing excuse!"18
12 See note 85 on 7:108.
13 Cf. 17:101 - "We gave unto Moses nine clear messages" - and the
corresponding note 119.
14 See note 99 on 10:76. The people referred to as "they" are Pharaoh and
his nobles.
15 I.e., spiritual insight.
16 Apart from 114:6, which contains the earliest Qur'anic reference to the
concept of jinn, the above
is apparently the oldest instance where this concept occurs in the
personalized form of invisible
beings". (For a fuller discussion, see Appendix III.)
17 In this instance, Solomon evidently refers to his own understanding and
admiration of nature
(cf. 38:31-33 and the corresponding notes) as well as to his loving
compassion for the humblest
of God's creatures, as a great divine blessing: and this is the Qur'anic
moral of the legendary
story of the ant.
18 Lit., "a clear evidence". The threat of "killing" the hoopoe is, of
course, purely idiomatic, and
not to be taken literally.

27:22
But [the hoopoe] tarried but a short while; and [when it came] it said: "I have encompassed [with
my knowledge] something that thou hast never yet encompassed [with thine] - for I have come to
thee from Sheba with a tiding sure!"
27:23
"Behold, I found there a woman ruling over them; and she has been given [abundance] of all
[good] things, and hers is a mighty throne. (27:24) And l found her and her people adoring the
sun instead of God; and Satan has made these doings of theirs seem goodly to them, and [thus]
has barred them from the path [of God], so that they cannot find the right way: (27:25) [for they
have come to believe] that they ought not to adore God20 - [although it is He] who brings forth
all that is hidden in the heavens and on earth,21 and knows all that you would conceal as well as
all that you bring into the open: (27:26) God, save whom there is no deity - the Sustainer, in
awesome almightiness enthroned!"22
27:27
Said [Solomon]: "We shall see whether thou hast told the truth or art one of the liars! (27:28) Go
with this my letter and convey it to them; and thereafter withdraw from them and see what
[answer] they return." (27:29) [When the Queen had read Solomon's letter,] she said: "O you
nobles! A truly distinguished letter has been conveyed unto me. (27:30) Behold, it is from
Solomon, and it says, 'In the name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace: (27:31)
[God says:] Exalt not yourselves against Me, but come unto Me in willing surrender!'"23
19 Thus, we are parabolically reminded that even the most lowly being can and on occasion does - have
knowledge of things of which even a Solomon in all his wisdom may be
ignorant (Razi) - a reminder which
ought to counteract the ever-present danger (fitnah) of self-conceit to
which learned men, more than
anyone else, are exposed (Zamakhshari). - As regards the kingdom of
Sheba, see note 23 on 34:15.
20 I.e., their own immoral impulses (which is the meaning of ash-shaytan in
this context) had persuaded
them that they should not submit to the idea of man's responsibility to a
Supreme Being who, by
definition, is "beyond the reach of human perception", but should worship
certain perceivable
natural phenomena instead.
21 An allusion to the appearance and disappearance of the sun and other
celestial bodies which the
Sabaeans - in common with almost all the Semites of antiquity - used to
worship. (Cf. the story
of Abraham's search for God in 6:74 ff.)
22 See surah 9, note 171.

23 My interpolation, at the beginning of this verse, of the words "God
says" is based on the fact
that, within the context of the above legend, the information brought by
the hoopoe is the very
first link between the kingdoms of Sheba and of Solomon. In the absence
of any previous contact,
hostile or otherwise, there would have been no point whatever in
Solomon's telling the people of
Sheba that they should not "exalt themselves" against or above himself.
On the other hand, the
narrative of the hoopoe makes it clear that the Sabaeans did "exalt
themselves" against God by
worshipping the sun and by being convinced "that they ought not to
worship God" (verses 2~25 above).
Hence, Solomon, being a prophet, is justified in calling upon them, in
the name of God, to abandon
this blasphemy and to surrender themselves to Him. (Cf. the almost
identical phrase, "Exalt not
yourselves against God", in 44:19.)

27:32
She added: "O you nobles! Give me your opinion on the problem with which I am now faced;24 I
would never make a [weighty] decision unless you are present with me." (26:33) They answered:
"We are endowed with power and with mighty prowess in war - but the command is thine;
consider, then, what thou wouldst command."
27:34
Said she: "Verily, whenever kings enter a country they corrupt it,25 and turn the noblest of its
people into the most abject. And this is the way they (always] behave.26 (27:35) Hence, behold, I
am going to send a gift to those (people], and await whatever [answer] the envoys bring back."
27:36
Now when [the Queen's messenger] came unto Solomon, he said: "Do you people mean to add to
my wealth? But that which God has given me27 is [so much] better than all that He has given
you! Nay, it is (only such as] you28 that would rejoice in this gift of yours!
27:37
"Go thou back unto them (that have sent thee)! For, (God says:] 'We shall most certainly come
upon them with forces which they will never be able to withstand, and shall most certainly cause
them to be driven from that (land of theirs], despicable and humbled'!'"29
24 Lit., "on this case [or "problem"] of mine".
25 In this context - as pointed out by all classical commentators - the
term dukhul undoubtedly
connotes "entering by force ('anwatan)", whether it be by armed invasion
or by usurpation of

political power from within the country. (The term mulak, lit., "kings",
may be understood to
denote also persons who, while not being "kings" in the conventional
sense of this word, wrongfully
seize and forcibly hold absolute power over their "subjects".)
26 Thus, the Queen of Sheba rules out force as a suitable method for
dealing with Solomon. Implied
in her statement is the Qur'anic condemnation of all political power
obtained through violence
('anwatan) inasmuch as it is bound to give rise to oppression, suffering
and moral corruption.
27 I.e., not only worldly wealth but also faith, wisdom and an insight into
realities normally
hidden from other men.
28 I.e., people who prize only material things and have no inkling of
spiritual values.
29 Lit., "and they will be humbled". Since the Qur'an explicitly prohibits
all wars of aggression
(see 2:l90-l94 and the corresponding notes), it is not plausible that
this same Qur'an should place
a crude threat of warlike aggression in the mouth of a prophet. We must,
therefore, assume that here
again, as in verse 31 above, it is God who, through His prophet, warns
the people of Sheba of His
"coming upon them" - i.e., punishing them - unless they abandon their
blasphemous belief that they
"ought not" to worship God. This interpretation finds considerable
support in the sudden change
from the singular in which Solomon speaks of himself in the preceding (as
well as in the subsequent)
verses, to the majestic plural "We" appearing in the above sentence.

27:38
(WHEN SOLOMON learned that the Queen of Sheba was coming,31] he said (to his council]: "O
you nobles! Which of you can bring me her throne ere she and her followers come unto me in
willing surrender to God?"31 (27:39) Said a bold one of the invisible beings [subject to
Solomon]: "I shall bring it to thee ere thou rise from thy council-seat - for, behold, I am powerful
enough to do it, [and] worthy of trust!"
27:40
Answered he who was illumined by revelation:32 "[Nay] as for me - I shall bring it to thee ere the
twinkling of thy eye ceases!"33
And when he saw it truly before him,34 he exclaimed: "This is [an outcome] of my Sustainer's
bounty, to test me as to whether I am grateful or ungrateful!35 However, he who is grateful [to
God] is but grateful for his own good; and he who is ungrateful [should know that], verily, my
Sustainer is self-sufficient, most generous in giving!"

27:41
(And] he continued: "Alter her throne so that she may not know it as hers: let us see whether she
allows herself to be guided [to the truth] or remains one of those who will not be guided."36
(27:42) And so, as soon as she arrived, she was asked: "Is thy throne like this?"
She answered: "It is as though it were the same!"37
[And Solomon said to his nobles: "She has arrived at the truth without any help from us,38]
although it is we who have been given [divine] knowledge before her, and have [long ago]
surrendered ourselves unto God! (27:43) [And she has recognized the truth) although that which
she has been wont to worship instead of God39 had kept her away [from the right path]: for,
behold, she is descended of people who deny the truth!"40
30 I.e., evidently in response to his message (Razi, Ibn Kathir).
31 Lit., "before they come unto me as people who surrender themselves
(muslimin)" i.e., to God
(see verse 31 above). The term "throne" ('arsh) is used here and in the
sequence - as well as
at the end of verse 23 - in its metonymic sense of "dominion" or "regal
power" (Raghib). It
appears that Solomon intends to confront his guest with an image of her
worldly power, and thus
to convince her that her "throne" is as nothing when compared with the
awesome almightiness of God.
32 Lit., "he who had knowledge out of (or "through"] revelation (al-kitab)"
- i.e., Solomon himself (Razi).
33 I.e., faster than any magic could achieve: thus alluding to the symbolic
nature of the forthcoming
appearance of the "throne". Here, as in the whole of the story of Solomon
and the Queen of Sheba,
symbolism and legendary "fact" are subtly intertwined, evolving into an
allegory of the human soul's
awakening to a gradual realization of spiritual values.
34 Lit., "established before him". Since the verbal form istaqarra and its
participle mustaqirr
often indicate no more than that something "has being" or "exists" (cf.
Lane VII, 2500), the
phrase ra'ahu mustaqirran 'indahu may be understood as "he saw it being
[i.e., actually] before
him": hence my rendering.
35 I.e., "whether I attribute my spiritual powers to God or,
vaingloriously, to myself".
36 I.e., whether she remains satisfied with perceiving only the outward
appearance of things and
happenings, or endeavours to fathom their spiritual reality. Seeing that
the people of Sheba

were, until then, motivated by love of luxury and worldly power, Solomon
intends to show the Queen
her "throne", or the image of her domainion, as it could be if it were
inspired by faith in God
and, hence, by a consciousness of moral responsibility.
37 Sc., "and yet not quite the same": thus, she expresses doubt - and doubt
is the first step in
all spiritual progress. She realizes that the "altered throne" is
outwardly the same as that
which she has left behind; but she perceives intuitively that it is
imbued with a spiritual quality
which the other did not possess, and which she cannot yet quite
understand.
38 Thus Tabari, Zamakhshari and Ibn Kathir, on whose interpretation of this
passage my rendering and
the above interpolation are based.
39 An allusion to her and her people's worship of celestial bodies (cf.
verses 24-25 and the
corresponding notes 20 and 21).
40 Lit., "she was [sc., "born"] of people...", etc. - thus stressing the
role of the idolatrous
tradition in which she had grown up, and which in the past had made it
difficult for her to find
the right path. Considering this cultural background, Solomon points out,
her awakening at the
very moment of her leaving her ancestral environment must be deemed most
remarkable and praiseworthy.

27:44
[After a while] she was told: "Enter this court!" - but when she saw it, she thought that it was a
fathomless expanse of water, and she bared her legs.41
Said he: "Behold, it is [but) a court smoothly paved with glass!"42
Cried she: "O my Sustainer! I have been sinning against myself [by worshipping aught but
Thee]: but (now) I have surrendered myself, with Solomon, unto the Sustainer of all the worlds!"
27:45
AND [likewise], indeed, We sent unto [the tribe of] Thamud their brother $alih [with this
message]: "Worship God alone!"43 - and behold, they were [split into) two factions contending
with one another. (27:46) Said [Salih to the erring ones): "Why do you seek to hasten the coming
upon you of evil instead
of hoping for the good?44 Why do you not, rather, ask God to forgive you your sins, so that you
might be graced with His mercy?"

41 I.e., in order to wade into it, or perhaps to swim through it, thus
braving the seemingly fathomless
deep: possibly a symbolic indication of the fear which a human being may
feel when his own search
after truth forces him to abandon the warm, soothing security of his
erstwhile social and mental
environment, and to venture into the - as yet - unknown realm of the
spirit.
42 I.e., not a dangerous, bottomless deep, as it appeared at first glance,
but, rather, the firm,
glass-clear light of truth: and with her perception of the ever-existing
difference between
appearance and reality, the Queen of Sheba comes to the end of her
spiritual journey.
43 For the story of the Thamud and their prophet Salib, see notes 56 and 57
on 7:73. My interpolation
of the word "likewise" at the beginning of this verse is based on the
fact that Salih's message
to the tribe of Thamud is identical with that of Solomon to the Queen of
Sheba - which, in itself,
is an indication of the sameness of the fundamental truths underlying all
revealed religions.
44 Lit., "hasten the evil before the good": cf. 13:6 and the corresponding
note 14; also the second
sentence of 10:50 and note 71.

27:47
They answered: "We augur evil from thee and those that follow thee!"45
Said he: "Your destiny, good or evil, rests with God:46 yea, you are people undergoing a test!"
(27:48) Now there were in the city nine men47 who were wont to commit deeds of depravity all
over the land, and would not reform; (27:49) [and] after having bound one another by an oath in
God's name,48 they said: "Indeed, we shall suddenly fall upon him and his household by night
[and slay them all]; and then we shall boldly say to his next of kin, 'We did not witness the
destruction of his household - and, behold, we are indeed men of truth!'"
27:50
And so they devised an evil scheme; but We devised a subtle scheme [of Our own], and they
perceived it not (27:51) Behold, then, what all their scheming came to in the end: We utterly
destroyed them and their people, all of them; (27:52) and [now] those dwellings of theirs are
empty, [ruined] as an outcome of their evil deeds.
In this, behold, there is a message indeed for people of [innate] knowledge - (27:53) seeing that
We saved those who had attained to faith and were conscious of Us.
27:54

AND [thus, too, did We save] Lot, when he said unto his people:49 "Would you commit this
abomination with your eyes open [to its being against all nature50]? (27:55) Must you really
approach men with lust instead of women? Nay, but you are people without any awareness [of
right and wrong]!"
45 See surah 7, note 95.
46 Sc., "who has tied every human being's destiny (ta'ir) to his neck": see
17:13 and the corresponding
note 17.
47 Or "nine clans", since, in the above context, the term raht, is liable
to either of these two
interpretations, The "city" referred to is evidently the region known as
Al-Hijr, in northern
Hijaz (cf. surah 7, notes 56 and 59). - In contrast with the preceding
story of the Queen of
Sheba's eager way to faith, the stories of the tribe of Thamud and (in
verses 54-58) of Lot's
people are meant to call attention to the hostility which a call to
righteousness so often evokes
in people who are strong but vain, or, alternatively, weak and addicted
to senseless passions.
48 Lit., "by God". As is evident from 7:73 if. and from the above allusion,
the Thamlid did have a
vague notion of God, but their erstwhile faith had been overlaid by their
excessive arrogance and
thus deprived of all spiritual value.
49 The story of Lot and the perverted people of Sodom is mentioned in
several places, particularly in
7:80-84, 11:69-83 and 26:160-l73.
50 Thus Zamakhshari and Razi, stressing the principle that a revolt against
the God-willed nature
of heterosexuality is a revolt against God Himself.

27:56
But his people's only answer was this : "Expel [Lot and) Lot's followers from your township!
Verily, they are folk who make themselves out to be pure !"51 (27:57) Thereupon We saved him
and his household - all but his wife, whom We willed to be among those that stayed behind52 (27:58) the while We rained a rain [of destruction] upon the others: and dire is such rain upon all
who let themselves be warned [to no avail]!53
27:59
SAY: "All praise is due to God, and peace be upon those servants of His whom He chose [to be
His message-bearers]!"
Is not God far better than anything to which men [falsely] ascribe a share in His divinity?54

27:60
Nay - who is it that has created the heavens and the earth, and sends down for you [life-giving]
water from the skies? For it is by this means that We cause gardens of shining beauty to grow [whereas] it is not in your power to cause [even one single of] its trees to grow!
Could there be any divine power besides God? Nay, they [who think so] are people who swerve
[from the path of reason]!
27:61
Nay - who is it that has made the earth a fitting abode55 [for living things], and has caused
running waters [to flow] in its midst, and has set upon it mountains firm, and has placed a barrier
between the two great bodies of water?56
Could there be any divine power besides God? Nay, most of those [who think so] do not know
[what they are saying]!
27:62
Nay - who is it that responds to the distressed when he calls out to Him, and who removes the ill
[that caused the distress], and has made you inherit the earth?57
Could there be any divine power besides God? How seldom do you keep this in mind!
(63) Nay - who is it that guides you in the midst of the deep darkness of land and sea,58 and sends
forth the winds as a glad tiding of His coming grace?59
Could there be any divine power besides God? Sublimely exalted is God above anything to
which men may ascribe a share in His divinity!
51 See note 65 on 7:82.
52 See note 66 on 7:83; also 11:81 and 66:10, and the corresponding notes.
53 Cf. 26:173 and the corresponding note 73.
54 Lit., "Is God better, or that to which they ascribe...", etc.: thus
including, by implication, not
only deified beings or forces of nature, but also false social and moral
values to which custom and
ancestral tradition have lent an almost "religious" sanction.
55 Lit., "place of rest" (qarar). But see also 77:25-26 and the
corresponding note 9.
56 See 25:53 and the corresponding notes 41 and 42.
57 Cf. 2:30 and the corresponding note 22. In the present instance the
accent is on God's having

caused man to "inherit the earth" by endowing him with specific faculties
and abilities an implicit
denial of man's claim that he is independent and "master of his fate".

27:64
Nay - who is it that creates [all life] in the first instance, and then brings it forth anew?60 And
who is it that provides you with sustenance out of heaven and earth?61
Could there be any divine power besides God?
Say: "[If you think so,] produce your evidence - if you truly believe in your claim!"62
27:65
Say: "None in the heavens or on earth knows the hidden reality [of anything that exists: none
knows it] save God."63 And neither can they [who are living] perceive when they shall be raised
from the dead: (27:66) nay, their knowledge of the life to come stops short of the truth:64 nay,
they are [often] in doubt as to its reality: nay, they are blind to it.65
27:67
And so, they who are bent on denying the truth are saying: "What! After we have become dust we and our forefathers - shall we [all], forsooth, be brought forth [from the dead]? (27:68)
Indeed, we were promised this - we and our forefathers - in the past as well; it is nothing but
fables of ancient times!"
58 I.e., metonymically, through all the seemingly insoluble complexities of
human life.
59 See 7:57 and the corresponding note 44.
60 This relates to man's life on earth and his resurrection after bodily
death as well as to the
this worldly cycle of birth, death and regeneration manifested in all
organic nature.
61 As in 10:31, the term "sustenance" (rizq) has here both a physical and a
spiritual connotation;
hence the phrase, "out of heaven and earth".
62 Lit., "if you are truthful" the implication being that most people who
profess a belief in a
multiplicity of divine powers, or even in the possibility of the One
God's "incarnation" in a
created being, do so blindly, sometimes only under the influence of
inherited cultural traditions
and habits of thought, and not out of a reasoned conviction.

63 In this context, the term al-ghayb - rendered by me here as "the hidden
reality" - apparently relates
to the "how" of God's Being, the ultimate reality underlying the
observable aspects of the universe,
and the meaning and purpose inherent in its creation. My repetition,
within brackets, of the words
"none knows it", i.e., save God, is necessitated by the fact that He is
infinite, unlimited as
to space, and cannot, therefore, be included among the beings "in the
heavens or on earth", who
have all been created by Him.
64 I.e., they cannot truly visualize the hereafter because its reality is
beyond anything that man
may experience in this world: and this, it cannot be stressed often
enough, is an indfrect
explanation of the reason why all Qur'anic references to the conditions,
good or bad, of man's
life after death are of necessity expressed in purely allegorical terms.
65 I.e., blind to its logical necessity within God's plan of creation. For,
it is only on the premise
of a life after death that the concept of man's moral responsibility and,
hence, of God's ultimate
judgment can have any meaning; and if there is no moral responsibility,
there can be no question
of a preceding moral choice; and if the absence of choice is taken for
granted, all differentiation
between right and wrong becomes utterly meaningless as well.

27:69
Say: "Go all over the earth and behold what happened in the end to those [who were thus] lost in
sin (27:70) But do not grieve over them, and neither be distressed by the false arguments which
they devise [against God's messages].67 (27:71) And [when] they ask, "When is this promise [of
resurrection] to be fulfilled? [Answer this, O you who believe in it,] if you are men of truth!" (27:72) say thou: "It may well be that something of that which [in your ignorance] you so hastily
demand"' has already drawn close unto you...."
27:73
Now, verily, thy Sustainer is indeed limitless in His bounty unto men - but most of them are
bereft of gratitude. (27:74) But, verily, thy Sustainer knows all that their hearts conceal as welt as
all that they bring into the open: (27:75) for there is nothing [so deeply] hidden in the heavens or
on earth but is recorded in (His] clear decree.
27:76
BEHOLD, this Qur'an explains69 to the children of Israel most [of that] whereon they hold
divergent views;70 (27:77) and, verily, it is a guidance and a grace unto all who believe [in it].
(27:78) Verily, [O believer,] thy Sustainer will judge between them in His wisdom - for He alone

is almighty, all-knowing. (27:79) Hence, place thy trust in God [alone] - for, behold, that in
which thou believest is truth selfevident.71
27:80
[But,] verily, thou caust not make the dead hear: and [so, too] thou canst not make the deaf [of
heart] hear this call when they turn their backs [on thee] and go away, (27:81) just as thou canst
not lead the blind [of heart] out of their error; none canst thou make hear save such as [are
willing to] believe in Our messages, and thus surrender themselves unto Us.72
66 I.e., those who denied the reality of a life after death and, hence, of
man's ultimate
responsibility for his conscious doings. As pointed out in the preceding
note, the unavoidable
consequence of this denial is the loss of all sense of right and wrong:
and this, in its turn,
leads to spiritual and social chaos, and so to the downfall of
communities and civilizations.
67 Lit., "by their scheming". For the Qur'anic use of the term makr in the
sense of "devising false
arguments [against something]", see 10:21 and the corresponding note 33.
68 I.e., the end of their own life, which must precede their resurrection.
69 For this rendering of the verb yaqussu, see note 5 on 12:3.
70 I.e., where they differ from the truth made evident to them in their
scriptures. The term
"children of Israel" comprises here both the Jews and the Christians
(Zamakhshari) inasmuch
as both follow the Old Testament, albeit in a corrupted form. It is
precisely because of this
corruption, and because of the great influence which Jewish and Christian
ideas exert over a
large segment of mankind, that the Qur'an sets out to explain certain
ethical truths to both
these communities. The above reference to "most" (and not all) of the
problems alluded to in
this context shows that the present' passage bears only on man's moral
outlook and social life
in this world, and not on ultimate, metaphysical questions which - as the
Qur'an so often repeats will be answered only in the hereafter.
71 Lit., "thou art [or "standest"] upon the obvious [or "self-evident"]
truth".
72 This passage corresponds to the oft-repeated Qur'anic statement that
"God guides him that
wills [to be guided] (yahdi man yasha')".

27:82

Now, [as for the deaf and blind of heart - I when the word [of truth] stands revealed against
them,73 We shall bring forth unto them out of the earth a creature which will tell them that
mankind had no real faith in Our messages.74
27:83
And on that Day We shall gather from within every community a host of those who gave the lie
to Our messages; and they will be grouped [according to the gravity of their sins] (27:84) until
such a time as they shall come [to be judged. And] He will say: "Did you give the lie to My
messages even though you failed to encompass them with [your] knowledge?75 Or what was it
that [you thought] you were doing?" (27:85) And the word [of truth] will stand revealed against
them in the face of76 all the wrong which they had committed, and they will not [be able to] utter
a single word [of excuse]: (27:86) for, were they not aware that it is We who had made the night
for them, so that they might rest therein, and the day, to make [them] see? 77
In this, behold, there are messages indeed for people who will believe!
73 Lit., "comes to pass against them" - i.e., when the truth becomes
obvious to them against all
their expectations, and thus confounds them utterly: an allusion to the
approach of the Last Hour,
Resurrection and God's Judgment, all of which they were wont to regard as
"fables of ancient times"
(cf. verses 67-68 above). Alternatively, the phrase idha waqa'a al-qawi
'alayhim may be understood
as "when the sentence [of doom] is passed on them", i.e., at the approach
of the Last Hour, when
it will be too late for repentance.
74 The "creature brought forth out of the earth" is apparently an allegory
of man's "earthly" outlook
on life - in other words, the soul-destroying materialism characteristic
of the time preceding
the Last Hour. This "creature" parabolically "tells" men that their
submergence in exclusively
materialistic values - and, hence, their approaching self-destruction is an outcome of their
lack of belief in God. (See also 7:175-176 and the corresponding note
141.)
75 I.e., without having understood them or made any attempt to understand
them (Zamakhshari).
76 Or: "the sentence [of doom] will have been passed on them in recompense
of...", etc.
(see note 73 above).
77 In the present context (as in 10:67 or 40:61) the reference to "night"
and "day" has a symbolic
significance: namely, man's God-given ability to gain insight through
conscious reasoning ("the
day that makes them see") as well as through the iutuition that comes
from a restful surrender to

the voice of one's own heart ("the night made for rest") - both of which
tell us that the existence
of God is a logical necessity, and that a rejection of His messages is a
sin against ourselves.

27:87
And on that Day the trumpet [of judgment] will be sounded, and all [creatures] that are in the
heavens and all that are on earth will be stricken with terror, except such as God wills [to
exempt]: and in utter lowliness all will come unto Him. (27:88) And thou wilt see the mountains,
which [now] thou deemest so firm, pass away as clouds pass away: a work of God, who has
ordered all things to perfection!78
Verily, He is fully aware of all that you do!
27:89
Whoever shall come [before Him] with a good deed will gain [further] good therefrom;79 and
they will be secure from the terror of that Day. (27:90) But they who shall come with evil
deeds80 - their faces will be thrust into the fire, [and they will be asked:] "Is this aught but a just
requital 81 for what you were doing [in life]?"
27:91
[SAY, O Muhammad:] "I have been bidden to worship the Sustainer of this City82 - Him who
has made it sacred, and unto whom all things belong; and I have been bidden to be of those who
surrender themselves to Him, (27:92) and to convey this Qur'an [to the world]."
Whoever, therefore, chooses to follow the right path, follows it but for his own good; and if any
wills to go astray, say [unto him]: "I am only a warner!"
27:93
And say: "All praise is due to God! In time He will make you see [the truth of] His messages,
and then you shall know them [for what they are]."
And thy Sustainer is not unmindful of whatever you all may do.
78 I.e., in perfect consonance with the purpose for which He has created
them: which is the approximate
meaning of the verb atqana, In this particular instance, stress is laid
on the God-willed transitory
nature of the world as we know it (cf. 14:48 and 20:105-107, and the
corresponding notes) in contrast
with the lasting reality of the life to come.
79 Lit., "good shall be his from it", i.e., in consequence or in result of
it (Ibn 'Abbas, Al-Hasan,

Qatadah, Ibn Jurayj, all of them quoted by Tabari) - thus stressing the
Qur'anic doctrine that what
is metaphorically described as "rewards" and "punishments" in the life to
come are but the natural
consequences, good or bad, of man's attitudes and doings in this world.
On a different level, the
above phrase may also be understood thus: "Whoever shall come with a good
deed will gain something
better than (or "through'~ it" - an allusion to the 'fact that whereas
the deed itself may be
transitory, its merit is enduring (Zamakhshari).
80 I.e., those who did only evil, or whose evil deeds greatly outweigh
their good deeds (Ibn Kathir).
81 Lit., "Are you requited for anything else than...", etc.
82 I.e., Mecca, where the first temple dedicated to the One God was built
(cf. 3:96).

The Twenty-Eighth Surah
Al-Qasas, (The Story)
Mecca Period

THERE is hardly any doubt that this surah as a whole was revealed in the late part of the Mecca
period, immediately preceding surah 17 (Al-Isra); but according to some authorities, verse 85
was revealed at a place called Juhfah during the Prophet's flight from Mecca to Medina.
The conventional "title" appears to have been taken at random from the word al-qasas occurring
in the second part of verse 25 - a choice that may have been influenced by the fact that about
one-half of the surah is devoted to the story of Moses. It is noteworthy that most of this story
depicts the purely human aspects of his life - that is to say, the impulses, perplexities and errors
which are part of the human condition as such: aspects which the Qur'an stresses in order to
counteract any possible tendency on the part of the pious to attribute "superhuman" or, in the last
resort, semi-divine qualities to God's apostles. Appropriately; the surah ends with a sonorous
evocation of the truth that "there is no deity save God", and that "everything is bound to perish,
save His [eternal] Self".
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
28:1
Ta. Sin. Mim.1
THESE ARE MESSAGES of a divine writ clear in itself and clearly showing the truth.2 (28:3)
We [now] convey unto thee some of the story of Moses and Pharaoh, setting forth the truth for
[the benefit of] people who will believe.
28:4

Behold, Pharaoh exalted himself in the land and divided its people into castes.3 One group of
them he deemed utterly low; he would slaughter their sons and spare [only] their women:4 for,
behold, he was one of those who spread corruption [on earth]. (28:5) But it was Our will to
bestow Our favour upon those [very people] who were deemed [so] utterly low in the land, and
to make them forerunners in faith,5 and to make them heirs [to Pharaoh's glory], (28:6) and to
establish them securely on earth, and to let Pharaoh and Haman6 and their hosts experience
through those [children of Israel] the very thing against which they sought to protect
themselves.7
1 See Appendix II.
2 For an explanation of the above rendering of the adjective mubin, see
note 2 on 12:1.
3 Lit,, "parties" or "sects" - here undoubtedly referring to the division
of people into "high"
and "low-born": a division which the Qur'an utterly condemns. The group
which, as mentioned in
the next sentence, Pharaoh "deemed utterly low" were the Israelites, who
had been placed on the
lowest rung of the Egyptian social scale and were deprived of almost all
human rights.
4 See note 7.
5 Lit., "leaders" or "exemplars" (a'immah, sing. imam) - an allusion to the
historical fact that
the Hebrews were the first to accept a monotheistic creed in a clear,
unequivocal formulation,
and thus became the forerunners of both Christianity and Islam.

28:7
And so, [when he was born,] We inspired [thus] the mother of Moses: "Suckle him [for a time],
and then, when thou hast cause to fear for him. cast him into the river,8 and have no fear and do
not grieve - for We shall restore him to thee, and shall make him one of Our message-bearers!"
28:8
And [some of] Pharaoh's household9 found [and spared] him: for [We had willed] that he
become an enemy unto them and [a source of grief, seeing that Pharaoh and Haman and their
hosts were sinners indeed! (28:9) Now the wife of Pharaoh said: "A joy to the eye [could this
child be] for me and thee! Slay him not: he may well be of use to us, or we may adopt him as a
son!" And they had no presentiment [of what he was to become].
28:10
On the morrow, however, an aching void grew up in the heart of the mother of Moses, and she
would indeed have disclosed all about him10 had We not endowed her heart with enough strength

to keep alive her faith [in Our promise].11 (28:11) And so she said to his sister, "Follow him" and [the girl] watched him from afar, while they [who had taken him in] were not aware of it.
28:12
Now from the very beginning We caused him to refuse the breast of [Egyptian] nurses; and
[when his sister came to know this,] she said: "Shall I gutde you to a family that might rear him
for you, and look after him with good will?" (28:13) And thus We restored him to his mother, so
that her eye might be gladdened, and that she might grieve no longer, and that she might know
that God's promise always comes true - even though most of them know it not!
6 This Haman, who is mentioned several times in the Qur'an as Pharaoh's
chief adviser, is not to be
confused with the Persian Haman of the Old Testament (The Book of Esther
iii ff.). Most probably,
the word "Haman" as used in the Qur'an is not a proper name at all but
the Arabicized echo of the
compound designation Ha-Amen given to every high priest of the Egyptian
god Amon. Since at the time
in question the cult of Amon was paramount in Egypt, his high priest held
a rank second only to that
of the reigning Pharaoh. The assumption that the person spoken of in the
Qur'an as Haman was indeed
the high priest of the cult of Amon is strengthened by Pharaoh's demand
(mentioned in verse 38 of
this surah as well as in 40:36-37) that Haman erect for him "a lofty
tower" from which he could
"have a look at [or "ascend to"] the god of Moses": which may be, among
other things, an allusion
to the hieratic purpose of the great pyramids of Egypt and to the
function of the high priest as
their chief architect. (But see also note 37.)
7 The Egyptians - obviously remembering the earlier, alien Hyksos dynasty
that had invaded Egypt
and subsequently allied itself with the Hebrews (see surah 12, note 44) feared that the latter
might in the future, too, make common cause with foreign invaders (cf.
Exodus i, 10): and to
protect themselves against this danger, they decided - as mentioned in
several places in the
Qur'an as well as in the Bible - to have every male Hebrew child killed.
8 Sc., "and he will be saved": cf. 20:39.
9 As is evident from the next verse as well as from 66: 1], it was
Pharaoh's own wife.
10 I.e., disclose his true identity in the hope that he would be returned
to her.
11 Lit., "so that she might be of those who have faith".

28:14

NOW WHEN [Moses] reached full manhood and had become mature [of mind], We bestowed
upon him the ability to judge (between right and wrong] as well as [innatel knowledge: for thus
do We reward the doers of good.12
28:15
And (one day] he entered the city at a time when [most of] its people were [resting in their
houses,] unaware of what was going on [in the streets];13 and there he encountered two men
fighting with one another - one of his own people,14 and the other of his enemies. And the one
who belonged to his own people cried out to him for help against him who was of his enemies whereupon Moses struck him down with his fist, and [thus] brought about his end.
[But then] he said [to himself]: "This is of Satan's doing! Verily, he is an open foe, leading [man]
astray!"15
28:16
[And] he prayed: O my Sustainer! Verily, I have sinned against myself! Grant me, then, Thy
forgiveness!" And He forgave him - for, verily, He alone is truly forgiving, a dispenser of grace.
12 This statement, almost entirely identical with 12:22 (where it refers to
Joseph), stresses the
supreme divine blessing of spiritual consciousness ('ilm in its deepest
significance) combined with
rational thought, as expressed in the concept of hukm, the "ability to
judge [between right and wrong]".
As is evident from 26:20, Moses reached this spiritual maturity after the
events described in verses 15 ff.
13 Lit., "at a time of its people's unawareness".
14 I.e., of the Hebrews.
15 Regarding the reference to "Satan's doing", see first half of note 16 on
15:17. In the present
instance, verses 16-17 seem to indicate that it was the Israelite, and
not the Egyptian, who had
been in the wrong (cf. next note). Apparently, Moses had come to the
assistance of the Israelite
out of an instinctive sense of racial kinship without regard to the
rights and wrongs of the case;
but immediately afterwards he realized that he had committed a grave sin
not only by killing, however
inadvertently, an innocent person, but also by basing his action on a
mere tribal - or, as we would
describe it today, racial or national - prejudice. Evidently, this is the
purport of the above
Qur'anic segment of the story of Moses. Its moral has been stressed and
explained by the Prophet
on many occasions: cf. his famous saying, "He is not of us who proclaims
the cause of tribal

partisanship ('asabiyyah); and he is not of us who fights in the cause of
tribal partisanship; and
he is not of us who dies in the cause of tribal partisanship" (Abu Da'ud,
on the authority of
Jubayr ibn Mut'im). When he was asked to explain the meaning of "tribal
partisanship", the Prophet
answered, "It means helping thine own people in an unjust cause" (ibid.,
on the authority of
Wathilah ibn al-Asqa').

28:17
Said he: "O my Sustainer! [I vow] by all the blessings which Thou hast bestowed on me:
Nevermore shall I aid such as are lost in sin!"16 (28:18) And next morning he found himself in
the city, looking fearfully about him, when lo! the one who had sought his help the day before
[once again] cried out to him [for help17 - whereupon] Moses said unto him: "Behold, thou art
indeed, most clearly, deeply in the wrong!"18
28:19
But then,19 as soon as he was about to lay violent hands on the man who was their [common]
enemy, the latter exclaimed: "O Moses, dost thou intend to slay me as thou didst slay another
man yesterday? Thy sole aim is to become a tyrant in this land, for thou dost not care to be of
those who would set things to rights!"
28:20
And [then and there] a man came running from the farthermost end of the city, and said: "O
Moses! Behold, the great ones [of the kingdom] are deliberating upon thy case with a view to
killing thee! Begone, then: verily, I am of those who wish thee well!" (28:21) So he went forth
from thence, looking fearfully about him, and prayed: "O my Sustainer! Save me from all
evildoing folk!"
28:22
And as he turned his face towards Madyan, he said [to himself]: "It may well be that my
Sustainer will [thus] guide me onto the right path!"20
28:23
NOW WHEN he arrived at the wells21 of Madyan, he found there a large group of men who
were watering [their herds and flocks]; and at some distance from them he came upon two
women who were keeping back their flock.
He asked [them]: "What is the matter with you?"
They answered: "We cannot water [our animals] until the herdsmen drive [theirs] home - for [we
are weak and] our father is a very old man.

16 According to Ibn 'Abbas and Muqatil (both of them quoted by Baghawi),
"this is an indication that
the Israelite whom Moses had helped was a denier of the truth (kafir)" i.e., in the moral sense
of this definition. (See also last sentence of verse 86 of this surah.)
17 Sc., "against another Egyptian".
18 Lit., "lost in grievous error" or "deviating from what is right".
19 Sc., "swayed once again by his feeling of kinship with the Israelite",
as indicated in the subsequent
reference to the Egyptian as "their [common] enemy".
20 The inhabitants of Madyan (called Midian in the Bible) were Arabs of the
Amorite group. Since they
were racially and linguistically closely related to the Hebrews, they
could be counted upon to help
Moses in his plight. For the geographical location of the region of
Madyan, see surah 7, note 67.
21 Lit., "water" or "waters".

28:24
So he watered [their flock] for them; and then he withdrew into the shade and prayed: "O my
Sustainer! Verily, in dire need am I of any good which Thou mayest bestow upon me!" (28:25)
[Shortly] afterwards, one of the two [maidens] approached him, walking shyly, and said:
"Behold, my father invites thee, so that he might duly reward thee for thy having watered [our
flock] for us."
And as soon as [Moses] came unto him and told him the story [of his life], he said: "Have no
fear! Thou art now safe from those evildoing folk!" (28:26) Said one of the two [daughters]: "O
my father! Hire him: for, behold, the best [man] that thou couldst hire is one who is [as] strong
and worthy of trust [as he]!"
28:27
[After some time, the father] said: "Behold, I am willing to let thee wed one of these two
daughters of mine on the understanding that thou wilt remain eight years in my service; and if
thou shouldst complete ten [years], that would be [an act of grace] from thee, for I do not want to
impose any hardship on thee: [on the contrary,] thou wilt find me, if God so wills, righteous in
all my dealings."22
28:28
Answered [Moses]: "Thus shall it be between me and thee! Whichever of the two terms I fulfil,
let there be no ill-will against me. And God be witness to all that we say!"
28:29

AND WHEN Moses had fulfilled his term, and was wandering with his family [in the desert], he
perceived a fire on the slope of Mount Sinai:23 [and so] he said to his family: "Wait here. Behold,
I perceive a fire [far away]; perhaps I may bring you from there some tiding,24 or [at least] a
burning brand from the fire, so that you might warm yourselves."
28:30
But when he came close to it, a call was sounded from the right-side bank of the valley, out of
the tree [burning] on blessed ground:25 "O Moses! Verily, I am God, the Sustainer of all the
worlds!"
22 Lit., "one of the righteous".
23 For an explanation of Moses' wanderings in the desert, see note 7 on
20:10; for that of the allegory
of the "fire", note 7 on 27:7-8. - Throughout this work, the noun at-tur
("the mountain") is being
rendered as "Mount Sinai", for it is to this and to no other mountain
that the Qur'an invariably
refers in the above term.
24 Sc., "as to which way we are to pursue".
25 As in 19:52 and 20:80, the reference to the "right" side has a
connotation of "blessedness":
see in this respect note 25 on 74:39. As regards the "blessed ground",
see note 9 on the expression
"twice-hallowed valley" in 20:12. The "tree" referred to in the above
verse is obviously identical
with the "burning bush" of the Bible (Exodus iii, 2).

28:31
And [then He said]: "Throw down thy staff!"
But as soon as [Moses] saw it move rapidly, as if it were a snake, he drew back [in terror], and
did not [dare to] return.26 [And God spoke to him again:] "O Moses! Draw near, and have no fear
for, behold, thou art of those who are secure [in this world and in the next]!27
28:32
"[And now] put thy hand into thy bosom: it will come forth [shining] white, without blemish.28
And [henceforth] hold thine arm close to thyself, free of all fear.29
"These, then, shall be the two signs [of thy bearing a message] from thy Sustainer30 unto Pharaoh
and his great ones - for, behold, they are people depraved!"
28:33

Said [Moses]: "O my Sustainer! I have slain one of them, and so I fear that they will slay me...31
(28:34) And my brother Aaron - he is far better in speech than I am.32 Send him, therefore, as a
helper, so that he might [more eloquently] bear witness to my speaking the truth: for I fear
indeed that they will give me the lie."
28:35
Said He: "We shall strengthen thine arm through thy brother, and endow both of you with power,
so that they will not be able to touch you:33 by virtue of Our messages shall you two, and all who
follow you, prevail!"
28:36
BUT AS SOON as Moses came unto them with Our clear messages [Pharaoh and his great ones]
said: "All this is nothing but spellbinding eloquence devised [by man]:34 and never did we hear
[the like of] this, [nor has it ever been heard of] in the time of our forebears of old!"
26 The miracle of the staff has, possibly, a symbolic significance: see
surah 20, note 14.
27 Cf. 27:10 - "no fear need the message-bearers have in My Presence".
28 See note 85 on 7:108.
29 As pointed out by Zamakhshari, the above idiomatic sentence is a metonym
recalling a 'well-known
gesture of terror - the involuntary stretching-forth of one's hands or
arms when suddenly faced
with something terrifying; conversely, the "holding of one's arm [lit.,
"wing"] close to oneself"
is expressive of freedom from fear. In the present instance, the phrase
echoes the concluding
words of verse 31 - "behold, thou art of those who are secure [in this
world and in the next]".
30 The "two signs" (burhanan) may be understood as Moses' ability to
remain, by virtue of his certainty
of God's omnipresence, forever free of all physical or moral fear, as
well as his ability to show
that appearance and reality are not always identical.
31 Sc., "and thus make it impossible for me to accomplish my mission": for,
as regards himself, Moses
was henceforth free of fear.
32 Cf. 20:27-28 and 26:12-13, as well as the corresponding notes.
33 Lit., "so that they will not reach you".
34 See note 12 on 74:24, which is the earliest Qur'anic instance of the
term sihr in the above connotation.

28:37
And Moses replied: "My Sustainer knows best as to who comes with guidance from Him, and to
whom the future belongs!35 Verily, never will evildoers attain to a happy state!" (28:38)
Whereupon Pharaoh said: "O you nobles! I did not know that you could have any deity other
than myself!36 Well, then, O Haman, kindle me a fire for [baking bricks of] clay, and then build
me a lofty tower, that haply I may have a look at the god of Moses37 - although, behold, I am
convinced that he is of those who [always] tell lies!"
28:39
Thus arrogantly, without the least good sense,38 did he and his hosts behave on earth - just as if
they thought that they would never have to appear before Us [for judgment]!39 (28:40) And so
We seized him and his hosts and cast them into the sea: and behold what happened in the end to
those evildoers: (28:41) [We destroyed them,] and We set them up as archetypes [of evil] that
show the way to the fire [of hell];40 and [whereas] no succour will come to them on Resurrection
Day, (28:42) We have caused a curse to follow them in this world as well;41 and on Resurrection
Day they will find themselves among those who are bereft of all good.42
35 For an explanation of the above phrase, see surah 6, note 118.
36 In view of the fact that the
this observation is not to
be taken literally; but since
incarnation of the divine
principle as such, he claimed
their "Lord All-Highest"
(cf. 79:24), combining within
attributable to gods.

ancient Egyptians worshipped many gods,
each of the Pharaohs was regarded as an
and received his people's adoration as
himself, as it were, all the qualities

37 Or: "ascend to the god of Moses". Whichever of the two meanings is given
to the verb ittali'u,
Pharaoh's demand for a "lofty tower" is not only an allusion to the
building of one of the great
pyramids (see note 6 above), but also a derisory, contemptuous reference
to Moses' concept of God
as an all-embracing Power, inconceivably high above all that exists.
38 Lit., "without [any] truth" or "justification" (bi-ghayr al-haqq).
39 Lit., "and they thought that they would not be brought hack to Us".
There is no doubt that the
ancient Egyptians did believe in a life after death, and that this belief
included the concept of
a divine judgment as well. Since, however, the particular Pharaoh whom
Moses confronted is said to
have behaved with an arrogance opposed to all good sense, the Qur'an by
implication - likens his
attitude to that of a person who does not believe in resurrection and in
man's ultimate responsibility
before God: hence my rendering of the conjunctive particle wa at the
beginning of the above clause

as "just as if".
40 Lit., "archetypes (a'immah) inviting to the fire". This is the pivotal
sentence of the above fragment
of the story of Moses. Just as verses 15-16 are meant to draw our
attention to the sin of tribal
or racial prejudice (see note 15), the present reference to Pharaoh as an
"archetype [of evil]"
points to the fact that false pride (takabbur) and arrogance (istikbar)
are truly "satanic"
attitudes of mind, repeatedly exemplified in the Qur'an by Iblis's
symbolic "revolt" against God
(for the meaning of which see note 26 on 2:34 and note 31 on 15:41).
Inasmuch as they are intrinsically
evil, these "satanic" impulses lead to evil actions and, consequently, to
aweakening or even a total
destruction of man's spiritual potential: which, in its turn, is bound to
cause suffering in
the hereafter.
41 I.e., in the pejorative connotation universally given to the adjective
"pharaonic". It is to be
noted that the term la'nah, here rendered as "curse", primarily denotes
"estrangement" (ib'ad),
i.e., from all that is good and, hence, really desirable.
42 I.e., among those who by their own actions will have removed themselves
from God's grace:
a meaning given to the term maqbuh, in this context, by most of the
classical commentators and
philologists (cf. Lisan al-'Arab, Taj-'Aras, etc.).

28:43
And [then,] indeed, after We had destroyed those earlier generations [of sinners], We vouchsafed
unto Moses [Our] revelation as a means of insight for men,43 and as a guidance and grace, so that
they might bethink themselves [of Us].
28:44
NOW [as for thee, O Muhammad,] thou wert not present on the sunset slope (of Mount Sinai]
when We imposed the Law upon Moses, nor wert thou among those who witnessed [his times]:44
(28:45) nay, but [between them and thee] We brought into being [many] generations, and long
was their span of life.
And neither didst thou dwell among the people of Madyan, conveying Our messages unto
them:45 nay, but We have [always] been sending [Our message-bearers unto man].
28:46
And neither wert thou present on the slope of Mount Sinai when We called out [to Moses]:46 but
[thou, too, art sent] as an act of thy Sustainer's grace, to warn people to whom no warner has

come before thee, so that they might bethink themselves (of Us]; (28:47) and [We have sent
thee] lest they say [on Judgment Day], when disaster befalls them as an outcome of what their
own hands have wrought, "O our Sustainer, if only Thou hadst sent an apostle unto us, we would
have followed Thy messages, and would have been among those who believe!"
28:48
And yet, now that the truth has come unto them from Us, they say, "'Why has he not been
vouchsafed the like of what Moses was vouchsafed?"47
But did they not also, before this, deny the truth of what Moses was vouchsafed? [For] they do
say, "Two examples of delusion, [seemingly] supporting each other!"48 And they add, "Behold,
we refuse to accept either of them as true!"
43 By virtue of its being the first instance of a divinely-inspired Law,
the Torah inaugurated a new
phase in mankind's religious history (cf. the reference to the children
of Israel as "forerunners
in faith" in verse 5 of this surah).
44 Implying that the story of Moses as narrated in the Qur'an could not
have come to Muhammad's
knowledge otherwise than through revelation: consequently, the Qur'an as
such must obviously be
a result of divine revelation. - The term al-amr, rendered above as "the
Law", is the Arabic
equivalent of the Hebrew word torah ("law" or "precept"), the commonlyaccepted title of the
revelation granted to Moses.
45 I.e., "thou art not the first of Our apostles, O Muhammad: We have sent
thee to the people of thy
time just as We sent Shu'ayb to the people of Madyan" (Ad-Dahhak, as
quoted by Razi).
46 According to some of the classical commentators, this second reference
to "the slope of Mount Sinai"
contains an allusion to the divine assurance mentioned in 7:156: "My
grace overspreads everything..."
(Tabari, Razi). This interpretation is most plausible in view of the
subsequent reference to Muhammad's
mission as "an act of thy Sustainer's grace (rahmah)".
47 As the Qur'an frequently points out, the basic ethical truths enunciated
in it are the same as
those of earlier revelations. It is this very statement which induced the
opponents of Muhammad in his own time as well as in later times - to question the authenticity
of the Qur'an: "If it had
really been revealed by God," they argue, "would so many of its
propositions, especially its social
laws, differ so radically from the laws promulgated in that earlier
divine writ, the Torah?" By

advancing this argument (and quite apart from the question of whether the
text of the Bible as we
know it today has or has not been corrupted in the course of time), the
opponents of Muhammad's
message deliberately overlook the fact, repeatedly stressed in the
Qur'an, that the earlier systems
of law were conditioned by the spiritual level of a particular people and
the exigencies of a
particular chapter of human history, and therefore had to be superseded
by new laws at a higher
stage of human development (see in this connection the second paragraph
of 5:48 and the corresponding
note 66). However, as is evident from the immediate sequence - and
especially from the last sentence
of this verse - the above specious argument is not meant to uphold the
authenticity of the Bible as
against that of the Qur'an, but, rather, aims at discrediting both - and,
through them, the basic
religious principle against which the irreligious mind always revolts:
namely, the idea of divine
revelation and of man's absolute dependence on and responsibility to God,
the Ultimate Cause of
all that exists.
48 A contemptuous allusion, on the one hand, to Old-Testament predictions
of the coming of the Prophet
Muhammad (cf. surah 2, note 33), and, on the other, to the oft-repeated
Qur'anic statement that
this divine writ had been revealed to "confirm the truth of earlier
revelations". As regards my
rendering of the term sihr (lit., "magic" or "sorcery") as "delusion" and occasionally as "spellbinding
eloquence" - see note 12 on 74:24.

28:49
Say: "Produce, then, [another] revelation from God which would offer better guidance than
either of these two49 - [and) I shall follow it, if you speak the truth!"
28:50
And since they cannot respond to this thy challenge,50 know that they are following only their
own likes and dislikes: and who could be more astray than he who follows [but) his own likes
and dislikes without any guidance from God?
Verily, God does not grace with His guidance people who are given to evildoing!
28:51
NOW, INDEED, We have caused this word [of Ours] to reach mankind step by step,51 so that
they might [learn to] keep it in mind. (28:52) As for those unto whom We have vouchsafed
revelation aforetime - they [are bound to] believe in this one [as well];52 (28:53) and whenever it

is [clearly] conveyed unto them, they [are bound to] profess, "We have come to believe in it, for,
behold, it is the truth from our Sustainer - and, verily, even before this have we surrendered
ourselves unto Him!"
49 I.e., the Torah and the Qur'an. The Gospel is not mentioned in this
context because, as Jesus
himself had stressed, his message was based on the Law of Moses, and was
not meant to displace
the latter.
50 Lit., "if they do not respond to thee", implying that they are unable to
accept the above challenge.
51 Lit., "We have caused this word to reach them gradually": this meaning
is implied in the verbal
form wassalna; which - like the grammatically identical form nazzalna points to the gradual,
step-by-step revelation of the Qur'an during the twenty-three years of
Muhammad's prophetic ministry.

28:54
These it is that shall receive a twofold reward for having been patient in adversity, and having
repelled evil with good,53 and having spent on others out of what We provided for them as
sustenance, (28:55) and, whenever they heard frivolous talk,54 having turned away from it and
said: "Unto us shall be accounted our deeds, and unto you, your deeds Peace be upon you - [but]
we do not seek out such as are ignorant [of the meaning of right and wrong]."
28:56
VERILY, thou canst not guide aright everyone whom thou lovest: but it is God who guides him
that wills [to be guided];55 and He is fully aware of all who would let themselves be guided.56
(28:57) Now some say, "If we were to follow the guidance to which thou invitest us, we would
be torn away from our very soil!"57
Why - have We not established for them a sanctuary secure, to which, as a provision from Us,
shall be gathered the fruits of all [good] things?58
But most of them are unaware [of this truth].
52 This is both a statement of historical fact - alluding to conversions of
Jews and Christians in
Muhammad's lifetime - and a prophecy. It must, however, be understood
that, in the above context,
God's "vouchsafing" revelation implies a conscious, sincere acceptance of
its teachings by those
to whom it has been conveyed: for it is this sincerity that has enabled
them - or will enable them to realize that the Qur'an preaches the same ethical truths as those
forthcoming from earlier
revelations. (Cf. 26:196-197 and the corresponding notes 83-85.)

53 See note 44 on the identical phrase in 13:22. In the present context,
the reference to "patience
in adversity" and "repelling evil with good" evidently relates to the
loss of erstwhile communal
links, social ostracism, and all manner of physical or moral persecution
which is so often the
lot of persons who accept religious tenets different from those of their
own community.
54 This obviously refers to attempts, based on prejudice, at deriding the
spiritual re-orientation
of the person concerned.
55 Or: "God guides whomever He wills" - either of these two renderings
being syntactically correct.
According to several extremely well-authenticated Traditions, the above
verse relates to the Prophet's
inability to induce his dying uncle Abu Talib, whom he loved dearly and
who had loved and protected
him throughout his life, to renounce the pagan beliefs of his ancestors
and to profess faith in
God's oneness. Influenced by Abu Jahl and other Meccan chieftains, Abu
Talib died professing, in
his own words, "the creed of 'Abd al-Muttalib" (Bukhari) or, according to
another version (quoted
by Tabari), "the creed of my ancestors (al-ashyakh)". However, the
Qur'anic statement "thou canst
not guide aright everyone whom thou lovest" has undoubtedly a timeless
import as well: it stresses
the inadequacy of all human endeavours to "convert" any other person,
however loving and loved, to
one's own beliefs, or to prevent him from falling into what one regards
as error, unless that
person wills to be so guided.
56 The above rendering of the expression al-muhtadin conforms to the
interpretations offered in this
context by many classical commentators - e.g., "those who accept
guidance" (Zamakhshari), "everyone
who in time would find the right way" (Razi), "those who are prepared
(musta'iddin) for it" (Baydawi),
"all who deserve guidance" (Ibn Kathir), and so forth. Thus, God's
guidance is but the final act of
His grace with which He rewards all who desire to be guided. For a
further consideration of this
problem, the reader is referred to Zamakhshari's illuminating remarks
quoted in note 4 on 14:4.
57 Lit., "lf we were to follow the guidance together with thee, we would be
snatched away from our land"
(or "our soil"). This passage has obviously a twofold connotation. On the
historical plane, it echoes
an objection voiced by many pagan Meccans to Muhammad's preaching: "If we
were to accept thy call,
most of the other tribes would regard this as a betrayal of our common
ancestral beliefs, and would

drive us away from our land." In a more general, timeless sense it
reflects the hesitation of so
many people of whatever period, environment or religious persuasion who,
while realizing the truth
of a new spiritual call, are yet fearful of acknowledging it as true lest
this acknowledgment cause
a total breach between them and their community and thus, as it were, cut
the ground from under
their feet.
58 Like the preceding expression of fear, this Qur'anic answer, too, can be
understood in two senses.
In the limited, historical sense it is an allusion to Abraham's prayer
that the land around the
Kabah be made secure for all times and its natural barrenness be
compensated by fruitful help from
outside (cf. 14:35-41; also 2:126), and to God's acceptance of this
prayer: thus, the Prophet's
Meccan contemporaries are reminded that they need not fear to be
dispossessed of this holy land so
long as they remain righteous and trust in God. In its purely spiritual
connotation, on the other
hand, the "sanctuary secure" is God's promise - referred to in verse 61
below - that all who have
faith in Him and are conscious of their responsibility to Him shall be
graced with a sense of inner
peace in this world and with enduring bliss in the life to come; and
since they are thus to be
rewarded with the "fruits" of all their good deeds, "no fear need they
have, and neither shall
they grieve" (cf. 2:62, 3:170, 5:69, 6:48, 7:35, 10:62, 46:13). See also
note 59 on 29:67.

28:58
And how many a community that [once] exulted in its wanton wealth and ease of life have We
destroyed, so that those dwelling-places of theirs - all but a few have never been dwelt-in after
them: for it is indeed We alone who shall remain when all else will have passed away!59 (28:59)
Yet, withal, thy Sustainer would never destroy a community without having [first] raised in its
midst an apostle who would convey unto them Our messages;60 and never would We destroy a
community unless its people are wont to do wrong [to one another].61
28:60
And [remember:] whatever you are given [now] is but for the [passing] enjoyment of life in this
world, and for its embellishment - whereas that which is with God is [so much] better and more
enduring. Will you not, then, use your reason? (28:61) Is, then, he to whom We have given that
goodly promise which he shall see fulfilled [on his resurrection]62 comparable to one on whom
We have bestowed [all] the enjoyments of this worldly life but who, on Resurrection Day, will
find himself among those that shall be arraigned [before Us]?63
28:62

For, on that Day He will call unto them, and will ask: "Where, now, are those [beings or powers]
whom you imagined to have a share in My divinity?"64 (28:63) [whereupon] they against whom
the word [of truth] shall thus stand revealed65 will exclaim: "O our Sustainer! Those whom we
caused to err so grievously, we but caused to err as we ourselves had been erring. We [now]
disavow them before Thee: it was not us that they worshipped!"67
28:64
And [they] will be told: "Call [now] unto those [beings or powers] to whom you were wont to
ascribe a share in God's divinity!"68 - and they will call unto them [for help], but those [false
objects of worship] will not respond to them: whereupon they will see the suffering [that awaits
them the suffering which could have been avoided] if only they had allowed themselves to be
guided!69
28:65
And on that Day He will call unto them, and will ask: "How did you respond to My messagebearers?"70 - (28:66) but all arguments and excuses will by then have been erased from their
minds,71 and they will not [be able to] obtain any [helpful] answer from one another.72
28:67
But as against this - anyone who repents73 and attains to faith and does righteous deeds may well
[hope to] find himself among those who achieve a happy state [in the life to come].
59 Lit., "We are indeed (kunna) the inheritors". For an explanation of my
rendering of this phrase,
see note 22 on 15:23. The above passage stresses the insignificance and
brittleness of all worldly
"advantages" as compared with the imperishable good of divine guidance.
60 Sc., "and thus make them aware of the meaning of right and wrong": cf.
6:l30-132 and the corresponding
notes 116 and 117.
61 Cf. in this connection 11:117 and note 149. All the three passages
referred to in this as well as
the preceding note (i.e., 6:130-132, 11:117 and 28:59) are interdependent
and must, therefore, be
read side by side. The present passage connects with verse 58 above and
its reference to "wanton
wealth and ease of life", for the sake of which people so often wrong one
another.
62 See second half of note 58.
63 Sc., "for having misused Our gifts and attributed them to powers other
than Us".
64 Lit., "those partners of Mine whom you supposed [to exist]": see notes
15 and 16 on 6:22-23.

65 I.e., in the very fact of God's calling them to account (cf. 27:82 and
the corresponding note 73).
As the sequence shows, the persons thus addressed are the "leaders of
thought" supposed to have set
the community's faulty standards of social behaviour and moral valuation;
and since they are
primarily responsible for the wrong direction which their followers have
taken, they will be the
first to suffer in the life to come.
66 I.e., "we did not lead them astray out of malice, but simply because we
ourselves had been led
astray by our predecessors". This "answer" is, of course, evasive, but it
is quoted here to show
that man's attachment to false - but, nevertheless, almost deified values and concepts based on
stark materialism is, more often than not, a matter of "social
continuity": in other words, the
validity of those materialistic pseudo-values is taken for granted simply
because they are time-honoured,
with every generation blindly subscribing to the views held by their
forebears. In its deepest sense,
this passage - as so many similar ones throughout the Qur'an - points to
the moral inadmissibility
of accepting an ethical or intellectual proposition as true on no other
grounds than that it was
held to be true by earlier generations.
67 In other words, they were but wont to worship their own passions and
desires projected onto
extraneous beings. See in this connection 10:28 and the corresponding
notes, especially note 46;
also 34:41 and note 52.
68 Lit., "those (God-)partners of yours": see note 64 above.
69 For this rendering of the phrase law kanu yahtadun, see note 56 above.
70 This connects with the first sentence of verse 59, which has been
explained in the corresponding
note 60. The present verse clearly implies that those sinners had not
responded to the guidance
offered them by God's apostles. As in many other instances in the Qur'an,
God's "question" is but
meant to stress a moral failure which by now has become obvious to man's
self-accusing conscience.
71 Lit., "will on that Day have become obscured to them". The operative
noun anba; which literally
denotes "tidings", has here the compound meaning of "arguments and
excuses" (Tabari).
72 I.e., they will all be equally confused. For the above rendering of la
yatasa'alun (lit., "they
will not [be able to] ask one another"), see the explanations of this
phrase advanced by Baghawi,

Zamakhshari and Baydawi.

28:68
AND [thus it is:] thy Sustainer creates whatever He wills; and He chooses [for mankind]
whatever is best for them.74 Limitless is God in His glory, and sublimely exalted above anything
to which they may ascribe a share in His divinity! (28:69) And thy Sustainer knows all that their
hearts conceal as well as all that they bring into the open: (28:70) for He is God, save whom
there is no deity. Unto Him all praise is due, at the beginning and at the end [of time];75 and with
Him rests all judgment; and unto Him shall you all be brought back.
28:71
Say: "Have you ever considered [this]: If God had willed that there should always be night about
you, without break, until the Day of Resurrection - is there any deity other than God that could
bring you light?76 Will you not, then, listen [to the truth]?"
28:72
Say: "Have you ever considered [this]: If God had willed that there should always be daylight
about you, without break, until the Day of Resurrection - is there any deity other than God that
could bring you [the darkness of] night, wherein you might rest? Will you not, then, see [the
truth]?"77
28:73
For it is out of His grace that He has made for you the night and the day, so that you might rest
therein as well as seek to obtain [what you need] of His bounty: and [He gave you all this] so that
you might have cause to be grateful.
73 I.e., during his life in this world. For an explanation of this stress
on repentance - which
flows from one's realization of moral failure - see surah 24, note 41.
74 Some of the classical commentators incline to interpret the ma in the
phrase ma kana lahum al-khirah
as a particle of negation and the noun khirah as "choice" or "freedom of
choice", thus giving to
this phrase the meaning of "He chooses, [but] they [i.e., human beings]
have no freedom of choice".
To my mind, however, this interpretation conflicts not only with the
immediately preceding passages
but with the tenor of the Qur'an as a whole, which insists throughout on
man's responsibility for
(and, hence, on relative freedom in) choosing between right and wrong and this side by side with
its stress on God's unlimited power to determine the factual course of
events. Hence, I prefer to
base my rendering on the interpretation advanced and convincingly argued
by Tabari, who regards the

crucial particle ma not as a negation but as a relative pronoun
synonymous with alladhi ("that which"
or "whatever"), and understands the noun khirah in its primary
significance of "that which is chosen"
or "preferred", i.e., because it is considered to be the best: in another
word, as a synonym of khayr.
Zamakhshari refers to this interpretation with evident approval (without,
however, mentioning Tabari
specifically), and enlarges upon it thus: "God chooses for mankind
whatever is best (ma huwa khayr)
and most beneficial (aslah) for them, for He knows better than they
themselves do what is good for
them."
75 Or: "in this first [i.e., present life] as well as in the life to come"
76 Lit., "who [i.e., "where"] is a deity...", etc., obviously implying that
no such "deity" exists.
77 I.e., "Will you not recognize the miracle of planned and purposeful
creation?"

28:74
AND ON THAT DAY78 He will call unto those [that shall have been arraigned before His
judgment seat], and will ask: "Where, now, are those [beings or powers] whom you imagined to
have a share in My divinity?"79 (28:75) And [they will remain silent: for by then] We will have
called forth witnesses from within every community,80 and will have said [unto the sinners]:
"Produce an evidence for what you have been claiming!"81
And so they will come to understand that all truth is God's [alone];82 and all their false imagery
will have forsaken them.83
28:76
[NOW,] BEHOLD, Qarun was one of the people of Moses;84 but he arrogantly exalted himself
above them - simply because We had granted him such riches that his treasure-chests alone
would surely have been too heavy a burden for a troop of ten men or even more.85
When [they perceived his arrogance,] his people said unto him: "Exult not [in thy wealth], for,
verily, God does not love those who exult [in things vain]!
78 I.e., the Day of Resurrection thus reverting to the theme enunciated in
verses 62-66 above.
79 This repetition of God's "question", already mentioned in verse 62
above, is meant to stress the
utter inability of the sinners concerned to justify their erstwhile
attitude rationally; hence my
interpolation at the beginning of the next verse.

80 I.e., the prophets who had appeared at various stages of man's history,
and who will now bear
witness that they had duly conveyed God's message to the people for whom
it was meant.
81 Lit., "Produce your evidence" - i.e., for the possibility of anyone or
anything having a share
in God's divinity.
82 I.e., that He is the Ultimate Reality, and that whatever is or could be
is an outcome of His
will alone.
83 For the meaning of the phrase ma kanu yaftarun (lit., "all that they
were wont to invent" - rendered
by me here as well as in 6:24, 7:53, 10:30, 11:21 and 16:87 as "all their
false imagery"), see surah
11, note 42; also note 15 on 6:22. A specific instance of such "false
imagery" - the futility of
man's relying on his own wealth and worldly power - is illustrated in the
immediately following
legend of Qarun (see next note).
84 The structure of the above sentence is meant to show that even a person
who had been a follower
of one of the greatest of God's apostles was not above the possibility of
sinning under the
influence of false pride and self-exaltation - a particular example of
the "false imagery" referred
to in the preceding passage. The conventional "identification" of Qarun
with the Korah of the
Old Testament (Numbers xvi) is neither relevant nor warranted by the
Qur'anic text, the more so
as the purport of this legend is a moral lesson and not a historical
narrative. This, by the way,
explains also the juxtaposition, elsewhere in the Qur'an (29:39 and
40:24), of Qarun with Pharaoh,
the arch-sinner.
85 The term 'usbah denotes a company of ten or more (up to forty) persons,
since it is used here
metonymically, pointing to the great weight involved, it is best rendered
as above. - The noun
mafatih is a plural of both miftah or miftah ("key") and maftah ("that
which is under lock and key",
i.e., a 'hoard of wealth" or "treasure chest"), which latter meaning is
obviously the one intended
in the present context.

28:77
(77) Seek instead, by means of what God has granted thee, [the good of] the life to come,86
without forgetting, withal, thine own [rightful] share in this world;87 and do good [unto others] as
God has done good unto thee; and seek not to spread corruption on earth: for, verily, God does
not love the spreaders of corruption!"

28:78
Answered he: "This [wealth] has been given to me only by virtue of the knowledge that is in
me!"88
Did he not know that God had destroyed [the arrogant of] many a generation that preceded him people who were greater than he in power, and richer in what they had amassed?
But such as are lost in sin may not be asked about their sins....89
28:79
And so he went forth before his people in all his pomp; [and] those who cared only for the life of
this world would say, "Oh, if we but had the like of what Qarun has been given! Verily, with
tremendous good fortune is he endowed!"
28:80
But those who had been granted true knowledge said: "Woe unto you! Merit in the sight of God90
is by far the best for any who attains to faith and does what is right: but none save the patient in
adversity can ever achieve this [blessing]."
28:81
And thereupon We caused the earth to swallow him and his dwelling; and he had none and
nothing to succour him against God, nor was he of those who could succour themselves.91
86 I.e., by spending in charity and on good causes.
87 Lit., "and do not forget..., etc.: a call to generosity and, at the same
time, to moderation
(cf. 2:143 - "We have willed you to be a community of the middle way").
88 I.e., "as a result of my own experience, shrewdness and ability" (ef.
39:49 and the corresponding
note 55).
89 Obviously implying that "such as are lost in sin" (al-mujrimun) are, as
a rule, blind to their
own failings and, therefore, not responsive to admonition.
90 Lit., "God's reward", sc., "of spiritual merit".
91 Lit., "he had no host whatever to succour him ... , etc. Qarun's being
"swallowed by the earth" may
possibly be a metaphor of a catastrophic, unforeseen loss - from whatever
cause - of all his worldly
goods and, thus, of his erstwhile grandeur.

28:82

And on the morrow, those who but yesterday had longed to be in his place exclaimed: "Alas [for
our not having been aware] that it is indeed God [alone] who grants abundant sustenance, or
gives it in scant measure, unto whichever He wills of His creatures! Had not God been gracious
to us, He might have caused [the earth] to swallow us, too! Alas [for our having forgotten) that
those who deny the truth can never attain to a happy state!"
28:83
As for that [happy] life in the hereafter, We grant it [only] to those who do not seek to exalt
themselves on earth, nor yet to spread corruption: for the future belongs to the God-conscious.92
(28:84) Whosoever shall come [before God] with a good deed will gain [further] good
therefrom;93 but as for any who shall come with an evil deed - [know that] they who do evil
deeds will not be requited with more than [the like of] what they have done.94
28:85
VERILY, [O believer,] He who has laid down this Qur'an in plain terms, making it binding on
thee,95 will assuredly bring thee back [from death] to a life renewed.95
Say [unto those who reject the truth]: "My Sustainer knows best as to who is right-guided97 and
who is obviously lost in error!"
92 This last clause makes it clear that, in order to have spiritual value,
man's "not seeking" worldly
grandeur or self-indulgence in things depraved must be an outcome, not of
indifference or of a
lack of opportunity, but solely of a conscious moral choice.
93 See note 79 on the identical phrase in 27:89.
94 Cf. 6:160 and the corresponding note 162.
95 According to Mujahid (as quoted by Tabari), the phrase farada 'alayka is
almost synonymous with a'taka,
"He gave [it] to thee". This, however, elucidates only one part of the
above complex expression, which,
I believe, has here a meaning similar to that of faradnaha ("We laid it
down in plain terms") occurring
in the first verse of surah 24 (An-Nur) and explained in the
corresponding note 1. In the present
context, the particle 'alayka ("upon thee"), with its pronominal suffix,
gives to the above clause
the additional meaning of a moral obligation on the part of the recipient
of the Qur'anic message to
conform his or her way of life to its teachings; hence my compound
rendering of the phrase.
96 The term ma'ad denotes, literally, "a place [or "a state"] to which one
returns", and, tropically,
one's "ultimate destination" or "ultimate condition"; in the present
context, it is obviously

synonymous with "life in the hereafter". This is how most of the
classical authorities interpret
the above phrase. But on the vague assumption that this passage is
addressed exclusively to the
Prophet, some commentators incline to the view that the noun has here a
specific, purely physical
connotation - "a place of return" - allegedly referring to God's promise
to His Apostle (given
during or after the latter's exodus from Mecca to Medina) that one day he
would return victonously
to the city of his birth. To my mind, however, the passage has a much
deeper meaning, unconnected
with any place or specific point in history: it is addressed to every
believer, and promises not
only a continuaUon of life after bodily death but also a spiritual
rebirth, in this world, to
anyone who opens his heart to the message of the Qur'an and comes to
regard it as binding on himself.
97 Lit., "as to who comes with guidance".

28:86
Now [as for thyself, O believer,] thou couldst never foresee98 that this divine writ would [one
day] be offered to thee: but [it did come to thee] by thy Sustainer's grace.
Hence, never uphold those who deny the truth [of divine guidance], (28:87) and never let them
turn thee away from God's messages after they have been bestowed upon thee from on high:
instead,99 summon [all men] to thy Sustainer.
And never be of those who ascribe divinity to aught but Him, (28:88) and never call upon any
other deity side by side with God.
There is no deity save Him. Everything is bound to perish, save His [eternal] Self.100 With Him
rests all judgment; and unto Him shall you all be brought back.
98 Lit., "hope" or "expect".
99 Lit., "and".
100 See 55:26-27 and the corresponding note II.

The Twenty-Ninth Surah
Al-'Ankabut (The Spider)
Period Uncertain

MOST of the authorities are of the opinion that this surah is one of the last to have been revealed
in Mecca, while some maintain that it is one of the earliest Medina revelations. Others again
assert that while the main body of the surah is Meccan, the first ten or eleven verses were
revealed at Medina. And, finally, there are some scholars who hold the opposite view, ascribing

the first nine verses to Mecca, and the rest to Medina. On the whole, it would seem that,
historically, the surah marks the transition between the Mecca and Medina periods.
The title has been derived from the parable of "the spider's house" in verse 41, a symbol of false
beliefs and false values, which in the long run are bound to be blown away by the winds of truth.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
29:1
Alif. Lam. Mim.1
DO MEN THINK that on their [mere] saying, "We have attained to faith", they will be left to
themselves, and will not be put to a test? (29:3) Yea, indeed, We did test those who lived before
them; and so, [too, shall be tested the people now living: and] most certainly will God mark out
those who prove themselves true, and most certainly will He mark out those who are lying.2
29:4
Or do they think - they who do evil deeds [while claiming to have attained to faith] - that they
can escape Us? Bad, indeed, is their judgment! (29:5) Whoever looks forward [with hope and
awe] to meeting God [on Resurrection Day, let him be ready for it]: for, behold, the end set by
God [for everyone's life] is bound to come - and He alone is all-hearing, all-knowing!
29:6
Hence, whoever strives hard [in God's cause] does so only for his own good: for, verily, God
does not stand in need of anything in all the worlds! (29:7) And as for those who attain to faith
and do righteous deeds, We shall most certainly efface their [previous] bad deeds, and shall most
certainly reward them in accordance with the best that they ever did.
1 See Appendix II.
2 I.e., to others and~or to themselves (see note 7).

29:8
Now [among the best of righteous deeds which] We have enjoined upon man [is] goodness
towards his parents;3 yet [even so,] should they endeavour to make thee ascribe divinity, side by
side with Me, to something which thy mind cannot accept [as divine],4 obey them not: [for] it is
unto Me that you all must return, whereupon I shall make you [truly] understand [the right and
wrong of] all that you were doing [in life].
29:9
But as for those who have attained to faith and have done righteous deeds, We shall most
certainly cause them to join the righteous [in the hereafter as well].

29:10
NOW THERE IS among men many a one who says [of himself and of others like him], "We do
believe in God" - but whenever he is made to suffer in God's cause, he thinks that persecution at
the hands of man is as [much to be feared, or even more than,] God's chastisement; whereas, if
succour from thy Sustainer comes [to those who truly believe],6 he is sure to say, "Behold, we
have always been with you!"
Is not God fully aware of what is in the hearts of all creatures?
29:11
[Yea -] and most certainly will God mark out those who have [truly] attained to faith, and most
certainly will He mark out the hypocrites.7
3 Cf. 31:l4-l5 and, particularly, the corresponding note 15.
4 Lit., "something of which thou hast no knowledge": i.e., in this
particular case, "something which
conflicts with thy knowledge that none and nothing can have any share in
God's qualities or powers".
According to Razi, this phrase may also allude to concepts not evolved
through personal knowledge but,
rather, acquired through a blind, uncritical acceptance of other people's
views (taqlid).
5 I.e., the suffering which is bound to befall in the hereafter all who
abandon their faith for fear
of being persecuted in this world. (It is to be borne in mind that a mere
outward renunciation of
faith under torture or threat of death is not considered a sin in Islam,
although martyrdom for the
sake of one's faith is the highest degree of merit to which man can
attain.)
6 I.e., when it is no longer risky to be counted as one of them.
7 This is probably the earliest occurrence of the term munafiq in the
chronology of Qur'anic revelation.
Idiomatically, the term is derived from the noun nafaq, which denotes an
"underground passage"
having an outlet different from the entry, and signifying, specifically,
the complicated burrow of
a field-mouse, a lizard, etc., from which the animal can easily escape or
in which it can outwit a
pursuer. Tropically, the term munafiq describes a person who is "twofaced", inasmuch as he always
tries to find an easy way out of any real commitment, be it spiritual or
social, by adapting his
course of action to what promises to be of practical advantage to him in
the situation in which
he happens to find himself. Since a person thus characterized usually
pretends to be morally better

than he really is, the epithet munafiq may roughly be rendered as
"hypocrite". It should, however,
be noted that whereas this Western term invariably implies conscious
dissembling with the intent to
deceive others, the Arabic term munafiq may also be applied - and
occasionally is applied in the
Qur'an to a person who, being weak or uncertain in his beliefs or moral
convictions, merely deceives
himself. Hence, while using in my rendering of the Qur'anic text the
conventional expression
"hypocrite", I have endeavoured to point out the above differentiation,
whenever possible and necessary,
in my explanatory notes.

29:12
And [He is aware, too, that] they who are bent on denying the truth speak [thus, as it were,] to
those who have attained to faith: "Follow our way [of life], and we shall indeed take your sins
upon ourselves!"8 But never could they take upon themselves9 aught of the sins of those [whom
they would thus mislead]: behold, they are liars indeed!
29:13
Yet most certainly will they have to bear their own burdens, and other burdens besides their
own;10 and most certainly will they be called to account on Resurrection Day for all their false
assertions!
29:14
AND, INDEED, [in times long past] We sent forth Noah unto his people,11 and he dwelt among
them a thousand years bar fifty;12 and then the floods overwhelmed them while they were still
lost in evildoing: (29:15) but We saved him, together with all who were in the ark, which We
then set up as a symbol [of Our grace] for all people [to remember].
29:16
AND ABRAHAM, [too, was inspired by Us] when he said unto his people: "Worship God, and
be conscious of Him: this is the best for you, if you but knew it! (29:17) You worship only
[lifeless] idols instead of God, and [thus] you give visible shape to a lie!13 Behold, those [things
and beings] that you worship instead of God have it not in their power to provide sustenance for
you: seek, then, all [your] sustenance from God, and worship Him [alone) and be grateful to
Him: [for] unto Him you shall be brought back!
8 The above "saying" of the deniers of the truth is, of course, but a
metonym for their attitude towards
the believers; hence my interpolation, between brackets, of the words "as
it were". The implication is
that people who deny the validity of any spiritual commitment arising out
of one's faith in "something

that is beyond the reach of human perception" ~al-ghayb) - in this case,
the existence of God - are,
as a rule, unwilling to tolerate such a faith and such a commitment in
others as well: and so they
endeavour to bring the believers to their way of thinking by a sarcastic,
contemptuous reference to
the alleged irrelevance of the concept of "sin" as such.
9 Lit., "bear" - implying a reduction of the burden which the others would
have to bear (Razi).
See also next note.
10 Cf. the Prophet's saying: Whoever calls [others] unto the right way
shall have a reward equal
to the [combined] rewards of all who may follow him until Resurrection
Day, without anything being
lessened of their rewards; and whoever calls unto the way of error will
have to bear a sin equal
to the [combined] sins of all who may follow him until Resurrection Day,
without anything being
lessened of their sins" (Bukhari).
11 This passage connects with verse 2 above, "We did test those who lived
before them". The story of
Noah and of his failure to convert his people occurs in the Qur'an
several times, and most extensively
in 11:25-48. In the present instance it is meant to illustrate the truth
that no one - not even a
prophet - can bestow faith on another person (cf. 28:56 - "thou canst not
guide aright everyone
whom thou lovest"). The same purport underlies the subsequent references,
in verses 16-40, to
other prophets.
12 Sc., "and despite this great length of time was unable to convince them
of the truth of his mission".
The identical figure - 950 years - is given in the Bible (Genesis ix, 29)
as Noah's life-span. By
repeating this element of the Biblical legend, the Qur'an merely stresses
the fact that the duration
of a prophet's mission has nothing to do with its success or failure,
since "all true guidance is
God's guidance" (3:73) - and, as we are so often told in the Qur'an, "God
guides [only] him that
wills [to be guided]". Thus, the reference to Noah is meant to reassure
the believer who may be
distressed at seeing the majority of his fellow-men refuse to accept, all
at once, a truth which
appears self-evident to him.
13 Lit., "you create a lie".

29:18

"And if ydu give [me) the lie - well, [other) communities have given the lie (to God's prophets)
before your time: but no more is an apostle bound to do than clearly deliver the message
[entrusted to him]."
29:19
ARE, THEN, they [who deny the truth] not aware of how God creates (life] in the first instance,
and then brings it forth anew?14 This, verily, is easy for God! (29:20) Say: "Go all over the earth
and behold how [wondrously) He has created [man) in the first instance:15 and thus, too, will
God bring into being your second life - for, verily, God has the power to will anything!
29:21
"He causes to suffer whomever He wills, and bestows His mercy on whomever He wills; and
unto Him you shall be made to return: (29:22) and never - not on earth and not in the skies - can
you (hope to) elude Him; and you have none to protcct you from God, and none to bring you
succour." (29:23) And [thus it is:] they who are bent on denying the truth of God's messages and
of their [ultimate] meeting with Him - it is they who abandon all hope of My grace and mercy:
and it is they whom grievous suffering awaits (in the life to come].16
14 This passage - consisting of verses 19-23 - is parenthetically placed in
the midst of the story
of Abraham, connecting with the latter's reference to resurrection at the
end of verse 17 ("unto
Him you shall be brought back"). The ever-recurring emergence, decay and
re-emergence of life,
so vividly exemplified in all organic nature, is often cited in the
Qur'an not merely in support
of the doctrine of resurrection, but also as evidence of a consciouslydevised plan underlying
creation as such - and, thus, of the existence of the Creator.
15 Cf., for example, 23:12-14, which alludes to man's coming into existence
out of most primitive
elements, and gradually evolving into a highly complex being endowed not
only with a physical
body but also with a mind, with feelings, and instincts.
16 Implying that such people depnve themselves of God's grace and mercy
(which is the twofold significance
of the term rahmah in this context) by rejecting all belief in His
existence: in other words, belief
in God - or one's readiness to believe in Him - is, in and by itself,
already an outcome of His
grace and mercy, just as suffering in the hereafter is an outcome of
one's be~ing "bent on denying
the truth".

29:24

NOW (as for Abraham,] his people's only answer was,17 "Slay him, or burn him!" - but God
saved him from the fire.18 Behold, in this (story] there are messages indeed for people who will
believe!
29:25
And [Abraham] said: "You have chosen to worship idols instead of God for no other reason than
to have a bond of love,19 in the life of this world, between yourselves [and your forebears]:20 but
then, on Resurrection Day, you shall disown one another and curse one another - for the goal of
you all will be the fire, and you will have none to succour you.
29:26
Thereupon [his brother's son] Lot came to believe in him and said: "Verily, I [too] shall forsake
the domain of evil (and turn] to my Sustainer:21 for, verily, He alone is almighty, truly wise!"
(29:27) And [as for Abraham,] We bestowed upon him Isaac and [Isaac's son] Jacob,22 and
caused prophethood and revelation to continue among his offspring. And We vouchsafed him his
reward in this world:23 and, verily, in the life to come [too] he shall find himself among the
righteous.
29:28
AND LOT, [too, was inspired by Us] when he said unto his people: "Verily, you commit
abominations such as none in all the world has ever committed before you! (29:29) Must you
indeed approach men [with lust] and thus cut across the way [of nature]?24 and must you commit
these shameful deeds in your [open] assemblies?"
But his people's only answer was. "Bring down upon us God's chastisement, if thou art a man of
truth!"
17 Lit., "the answer of his people was nothing but that they said" - thus
connecting with the
passage ending with verse 18.
18 See note 64 on 21:69.
19 Lit., "solely out of love".
20 Thus Razi. explaining this idol-worship as a result of a mere blind
imitation (taqlid) of
attitudes inherited from past generations.
21 For an explanation of the concept of hijrah and of my above rendering of
the term muhajir,
see surah 2, note 203, and surah 4, note 124. In the present instance
this term is obviously
used in both its physical and spiritual senses, analogous to the earlier
allusion (in 19:48-49)
to Abraham's "withdrawal" (i'tizal) from his evil, native environment and
to his physical

migration to Harran (in northern Mesopotamia), and thence to Syria and
Palestine. The story of
Lot (Lut) is mentioned in the Quran several times, and particularly in
11:69-83.
22 I.e., in addition to Ishmael (Isma'il), who had been born some years
earlier (cf. 21:72).
23 Among. other things, by making him "a leader of men" (2:124).
24 This particular interpretation of the phrase taqa'un as-sabil is
advanced by Baghawi and
(on the authority of Al-Hasan) by Zamakhshari; Razi adopts it exclusively
and without reservation.

29:30
[And] he prayed: "O my Sustainer! Succour Thou me against these people who spread
corruption!" (29:31) And so, when Our [heavenly] messengers came to Abraham with the glad
tiding [of the birth of Isaac],25 they [also] said, "Behold, we are about to destroy the people of
that land,26 for its people are truly evildoers!"
29:32
[And when Abraham] exclaimed, "But Lot lives there!" - they answered: "We know fully well
who is there; most certainly we shall save him and his household - all but his wife: she will
indeed be among those that stay behind."27 (29:33) And when Our messengers came unto Lot, he
was sorely grieved on their account, seeing that it was beyond his power to shield them;28 but
they said:
"Fear not, and grieve not! Behold, we shall save thee and thy household - all but thy wife: she
will indeed be among those that stay behind. (29:34) Verily, we shall bring down upon the
people of this land a horror from heaven in requital of all their iniquitous doings!"
29:35
And [so it happened; and] thereof, indeed, We have left a clear sign for people who use their
reason.29
29:36
AND UNTO [the people of] Madyan [We sent] their brother Shu'ayb,30 who thereupon said: "O
my peopie! Worship God [alone], and look forward to the Last Day, and do not act wickedly on
earth by spreading corruption!" (29:37) But they gave him the lie. Thereupon an earthquake
overtook them: and then they lay lifeless, in their very homes, on the ground.31
29:38

AND [the tribes of] 'Ad and Thamud,32 [too, did We destroy -] as should have become obvious
to you from [whatever there remains of] their dwellings.33 (They perished] because Satan had
made their [sinful] doings seem goodly to them, and thus had barred them from the path (of God]
despite their having been endowed with the ability to perceive the truth.34
25 See 11:69 if., as well as the first half of the corresponding note 99.
26 The term qaryah has here, as so often in classical Arabic, the
connotation of "land", in this
instance comprising the towns of Sodom and Gomorrah.
27 See note 66 on 7:83 and note 113 on 11:81. In the present instance, as
well as in the next verse,
the past-tense auxiliary verb kanat is meant to stress the inevitability
of the future event
referred to: hence, "she will indeed be..., etc.
28 See note 107 on 41:77.
29 This is an allusion to the Dead Sea - known to this day as Bahr Lut
("The Sea of Lot") - which
covers most of the region in which Sodom and Gomorrah were once situated.
Its waters contain so
high a percentage of sulphur and potash that no fish or plants can live
in them.
30 See note 67 on 7:85. The story of Shu'ayb and his people appears in
greater detail in 11:84-95.
31 See note 62 on 7:78 (a passage which relates to the tribe of Thamud),
and note 73 on 7:91.
32 See surah 7, second half of note 48, and note 56.
33 As regards the tribe of 'Ad, the above seems to be an allusion to their
one-time capital, the
legendary "Iram the many-pillared" (mentioned in the Qur'an only once,
namely, in 89:7). It has
since been buried by the moving sand-dunes of Al-Ahqaf (a region between
'Uman and Hadramawt,
within the great South-Arabian desert of Rub' al-Khali); it is said,
however, that its traces
are occasionally uncovered by strong winds. For an explanation of the
reference to the dwellings
of the Thamud, see note 59 on 7:74.
34 Thus, the Qur'an implies that it is man's "ability to perceive the
truth" (istibsar) that makes
him morally responsible for his doings and, hence, for his failure to
resist his own evil impulses which is evidently the meaning of "Satan" in this context. See in this
connection 14:22 and the
corresponding notes 31 and 33.

29:39

And [thus, too, did We deal with] Qarun and Pharaoh, arid Haman:35 to them had come Moses
with all evidence of the truth, but they behaved arrogantly on earth [and rejected him]; and
withal, they could not escape [Us]. (29:40) For, every one of them did We take to task for his sin:
and so, upon some of them We let loose a deadly storm-wind; and some of them were overtaken
by a [sudden] blast;36 and some of them We caused to be swallowed by the earth; and some of
them We caused to drown. And it was not God who wronged them, but it was they who had
wronged themselves.
29:41
THE PARABLE of those who take [beings or forces] other than God for their protectors is that
of the spider which makes for itself a house: for, behold, the frailest of all houses is the spider's
house. Could they but understand this! (29:42) Verily, God knows whatever it is that men invoke
instead of Him37 for He alone is almighty, truly wise. (29:43) And so We propound these
parables unto man: but none can grasp their innermost meaning save those who [of Us] are
aware,38 (29:44) [and hence are certain that] God has created the heavens and the earth in
accordance with [an inner] truth:39 for, behold, in this [very creation] there is a message indeed
for all who believe [in Him].
29:45
CONVEY [unto others] whatever of this divine writ has been revealed unto thee,40 and be
constant in prayer: for, behold, prayer restrains [man] from loathsome deeds and from all that
runs counter to reason;41 and remembrance of God is indeed the greatest [good]. And God knows
all that you do.
35 As regards Qarun, see 28:76 ff. and, in particular, the corresponding
note 84; for Haman, note
6 on 28:6. The common denominator between these two and Pharaoh is their
false pride (takabbur)
and arrogance (istikbar), which cause them to become "archetypes of evil"
(cf. 28:41 and the
corresponding note 40). A similar attitude of mind is said to have been
characteristic of the
tribes of 'Ad and Thamud, mentioned in the preceding verse.
36 Sc., "of God's punishment": cf. note 98 on 11:67.
37 Lit., "whatever thing they invoke instead of Him": i.e., He knows the
nothingness of those false
objects of worship (Zamakhshari), irrespective of whether they be
imaginary deities, or deified
saints, or forces of nature, or even false concepts or ideas; but He also
knows the weakness of
the human heart and mind and, hence, the hidden motivation of all such
irrational worship.
38 Inasmuch as awareness of the existence of God is here postulated as a
prerequisite of a full
understanding of the Qur'anic parables (and, by implication, allegories
as well), the above verse

should be read side by side with the statement that the Qur'an is meant
to be "a guidance for all
the God-conscious, who believe in [the existence of] a reality which is
beyond the reach of human
perception" (see 2:2-3 and the corresponding note 3).
39 I.e., endowed with meaning and purpose: see surah 10, note 11. In other
words, belief in the
existence of a meaning and a purpose underlying the creation of the
universe is a logical corollary
of one's belief in God.

29:46
And do not argue with the followers of earlier revelation otherwise than in a most kindly manner
- unless it be such of them as are bent on evildoing42 - and say: "We believe in that which has
been bestowed from on high upon us, as well as that which has been bestowed upon you: for our
God and your God is one and the same, and it is unto Him that We [all] surrender ourselves."
29:47
For it is thus43 that We have bestowed this divine writ from on high upon thee [O Muhammad].
And they to whom we have vouchsafed this divine writ believe in it - just as among those
[followers of earlier revelation] there are some who believe in it. And none could knowingly
reject Our messages unless it be such as would deny [an obvious] truth: (29:48) for, [O
Muhammad,] thou hast never been able to recite any divine writ ere this one [was revealed], nor
didst thou ever transcribe one with thine own hand46 - or else, they who try to disprove the truth
[of thy revelation]47 might indeed have had cause to doubt [it].
29:49
Nay, but this [divine writ] consists of messages clear to the hearts of all who are gifted with
[innate] knowledge48 - and none could knowingly reject Our messages unless it be such as would
do wrong [to themselves].
40 If we assume that verses 45-46 are addressed not merely to the Prophet
but to believers in general
(an assumption which is strengthened by the plural form of address in the
last clause of verse 45
and throughout verse 46); the above phrase may be taken to mean "whatever
of the divine writ has
revealed itself to thy understanding".
41 For an explanation of this rendering of the term and concept of almunkar, see surah 16, note 109.
42 Sc., "and are therefore not accessible to friendly argument": the
implication being that in such
cases all disputes should a priori be avoided. As regards religious
discussions in general, see
note 149 on 16:125.

43 I.e., "in this spirit": a reference to the sameness of the fundamental
truths in all revealed religions.
44 I.e., "they to whom We grant the ability to understand this divine
writ".
45 This rendering of the verb jahada in the present instance and in verse
49 below (as well as in 31:32,
40:63 or 41:28) - in the sense of a person's denying or rejecting
something which he knows to be
true is based on the authority of Zamakhshari's Asas.
46 Lit., "with thy right hand" - the term yamin being used here
metonymically, denoting no more than
one's "own hand". - It is historically established that Muhammad, the
"unlettered prophet" (cf. 7:157
and 158), could neither read nor write, and could not, therefore, have
derived his extensive knowledge
of the contents of earlier revelations from the Bible or other
scriptures: which - as the Qur'an
points out - ought to convince any unprejudiced person that this
knowledge must have come to him
through divine revelation.
47 The participial noun mubtil is derived from the verb abt ala, "he made a
false [or "vain"] claim",
or "tried to disprove the truth [of something]", or "to reduce
[something] to nothing", or "to
prove [it] to be of no account", or "null and 'void", or "unfounded",
"false", "spurious", etc.;
irrespective of whether the object is true or false, authentic or
spurious, valid or unfounded
(Lisan al-'Arab and Taj al-'Arus).
48 Lit., "self-evident (bayyinat) in the breasts of those who have been
given knowledge" - the term
'ilm having here the connotation of intuitive, spiritual perception.

29:50
And yet they say, "Why have no miraculous signs ever been bestowed upon him from on high by
his Sustainer?"
Say: "Miracles are in the power of God alone;49 and as for me - I am but a plain warner.
29:51
Why - is it not enough for them that We have bestowed this divine writ on thee from on high, to
be conveyed [by thee] to them?50 For, verily, in it is [manifested Our] grace, and a reminder to
people who will believe.
29:52

Say [unto those who will not believe]: "God is witness enough between me and you! He knows
all that is in the heavens and on earth; and they who are bent on believing in what is false and
vain, and thus on denying God - it is they, they who shall be the losers!" (29:53) Now they
challenge thee to hasten the coming upon them of [God's] chastisement:51 and indeed, had not a
term been set [for it by God], that suffering would already have come upon them! But indeed, it
will most certainly come upon them of a sudden, and they will be taken unawares.
29:54
They challenge thee to hasten the coming upon them of [God's] chastisement: but, verily, hell is
bound to encompass all who deny the truth - (29:55) [encompass them] on the Day when
suffering will overwhelm them from above them and from beneath their feet:52 whereupon He
shall say: "Taste [now the fruit of] your own doings!"
49 See note 94 on 6:109.
50 I.e.. "are the contents of this revelation not enough for them to make
them grasp its intrinsic truth
without the help of 'miraculous proofs' of its divine origin?" (Cf. note
60 on the last sentence of 7:75.)
51 See note 32 on 18:32.

29:56
O YOU servants of Mine who have attained to faith! Behold, wide is Mine earth: worship Me,
then, Me alone!53 (29:57) Every human being is bound to taste death, [and] in the end unto Us
shall all be brought back: (29:58) whereupon unto those who have attained to faith and wrought
good works We shall most certainly assign mansions in that paradise through which running
waters flow, therein to abide: how excellent a reward for those who labour - (29:59) those who
are patient in adversity and in their Sustainer place their trust!
29:60
And how many a living creature is there that takes no thought of its own sustenance,54 [the
while] God provides for it as [He provides] for you since He alone is all-hearing, all-knowing.
(29:61) And thus it is [with most people]: if55 thou ask them, "Who is it that has created the
heavens and the earth, and made the sun and the moon subservient [to His laws]?" they will
surely answer, "God."
How perverted, then, are their minds![56
29:62
God grants abundant sustenance, or gives it in scant measure, to whichever He wills of His
creatures: for, behold, God has full knowledge of every-thing.57
52 I.e., from all directions and from many causes.

53 Implying that since the earth offers innumerable, multiform facilities
to human life, there is
no excuse for forgetting God "owing to the pressure of adverse
circumstances". Whenever or wherever
the worship of God in its essential, and not merely liturgical sense becomes impossible, the
believer is obliged to "forsake the domain of evil" (which, as explained
in note 124 on 4:97, is
the innermost meaning of the concept of hijrah) and to "migrate unto
God", that is, to a place where
it is possible to live in accordance with one's faith.
54 Lit., "that does not bear [or "assume responsibility for"] its
sustenance" - i.e., is either too
weak to fend for itself or (according to Al-Hasan, as quoted by
Zamakhshari) does not store up
provisions for the morrow. This passage connects with the reference at
the end of the preceding
verse to "those who in their Sustainer place their trust".
55 Regarding my rendering of la'in as "thus it is: if ...", etc., see surah
30, note 45. The people
spoken of in the sequence are such as do acknowledge the existence of God
but have only a vague
idea as to what this acknowledgment implies or should imply.
56 See surah 5, note 90 The perversion consists in their thinking that they
really "believe in God"
and nevertheless worshipping false values and allegedly "divine" powers
side by side with Him:
all of which amounts to a virtual denial of His almightiness and
uniqueness.
57 Sc., "and, hence, knows what is really good and, from the viewpoint of
His unfathomable
plan, necessary for each living being".

29:63
And thus it is: if thou ask them, "Who is it that sends down water from the skies, giving life
thereby to the earth after it had been lifeless?" they will surely answer, "God."
Say thou: "[Since this is so,] all praise is due to God [alone]!"
But most of them will not use their reason: (29:64) for, [if they did, they would know that] the
life of this world is nothing but a passing delight and a play - whereas, behold, the life in the
hereafter is indeed the only [true] life: if they but knew this!
29:65
And so, when they embark on a ship [and find themselves in danger], they call unto God, [at that
moment] sincere in their faith in Him alone; but as soon as He has brought them safe ashore,

they [begin to] ascribe to imaginary powers a share in His divinity: (29:66) and thus38 they show
utter ingratitude for all that We have vouchsafed them, and go on [thoughtlessly] enjoying their
worldly life.
29:67
Are they, then, not aware that We have set up a sanctuary secure [for those who believe in Us],
the while all around them men are being carried away [by fear and despair]?59 Will they, then,
[continue to] believe in things false and vain, and thus God's blessings deny?
29:68
And who could be more wicked than he who attributes his own lying inventions to God,60 or
gives the lie to the truth when it comes unto him [through revelation]? Is not hell the [proper]
abode for all who [thus] deny the truth?
29:69
But as for those who strive hard in Our cause - We shall most certainly guide them onto paths
that lead unto Us:61 for, behold, God is indeed with the doers of good.
58. The particle li prefixed to the subsequent verbs yakfuru ("they show
[utter] ingratitude")
and yatarnatta'u- ("they enjoy [or "go on enjoying"] their worldly life")
is not an indication
of intent ("so that" or "in order that") but merely of a causal sequence;
in the above context,
it may be appropriately rendered as "and thus".
59 See note 58 on the second paragraph of 28:57. In contrast to the
"sanctuary secure" - the inner
peace and sense of spiritual fulfilment which God bestows on those who
truly believe in Him the atheist or agnostic is more often than not exposed to fear of the
Unknown and a despair born
of the uncertainty as to what will happen to him after death.
60 I.e., by persuading himself that there is, side by side with God or even
independently of Him, any
"power" that could govern men's destinies.
61 Lit., "Our paths". The plural used here is obviously meant to stress the
fact - alluded to often
in the Qur'an - that there are many paths which lead to a cognizance
(ma'rifah) of God.

The Thirtieth Surah
Ar-Rum (The Byzantines)
Mecca Period

THIS SURAH, revealed about six or seven years before the hijrah, takes its designation from the
prophetic reference to the Byzantines in the opening verses. (For the historical background of
this prophecy, see notes 2 and 3 below.) From this unequivocal prediction of events which at the
time of its revelation were still shrouded in the mists of the future, the surah proceeds rapidly to
its central theme: the wonder of God's creation of all that exists, His constant "bringing forth the
living out of that which is dead", and thus His ability, and promise, to resurrect the dead at the
end of time. But this, the Qur'an says, most people are "determined not to know" (verse 56),
because "they know but the outer surface of this world's life, whereas of the ultimate things they
are utterly unaware" (verse 7); and because of their oblivion of those ultimate things, "corruption
has appeared on land and in the sea as an outcome of what men's hands have wrought" (verse
41): a most incisive prediction of what is happening in the world of our days.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
30:1
Alif. Lam. Mim.1
DEFEATED have been the Byzantines (30:3) in the lands close-by; yet it is they who,
notwithstanding this their defeat, shall be victorious (30:4) within a few years: [for with God
rests all power of decision, first and last.2
And on that day will the believers [too, have cause to] rejoice (30:5) in God's succour:3 [for] He
gives succour to whomever He wills, since He alone is almighty, a dispenser of grace.
1 See Appendix II.
2 Lit., "before and after". The defeats and victories spoken of above
relate to the last phases of the
centuries-long struggle between the Byzantine and Persian Empires. During
the early years of the
seventh century the Persians conquered parts of Syria and Anatolia, "the
lands close-by", i.e.,
near the heartland of the Byzantine Empire; in 613 they took Damascus,
and in 614, Jerusalem; Egypt
fell to them in 615-16, and at the same time they laid siege to
Constantinople itself. At the time
of the revelation of this surah - about the seventh year before the
hijrah, corresponding to 615
or 616 of the Christian era - the total destruction of the Byzantine
Empire seemed imminent. The
few Muslims around the Prophet were despondent on hearing the news of the
utter discomfiture of
the Byzantines, who were Christians and, as such, believed in the One
God. The pagan Quraysh,
on the other hand, sympathized with Persians who, they thought, would
vindicate their own opposition
to the One-God idea. When Muhammad enunciated the above Qur'an-verses
predicting a Byzantine victory
"within a few years", this prophecy was received with derision by the
Quraysh. Now the term bid'

(commonly rendered as "a few") denotes any number between three and ten;
and, as it happened, in
622 - i.e., six or seven years after the Qur'anic prediction - the tide
turned in favour of the
Byzantines. In that year, Emperor Heraclius succeeded in defeating the
Persians at Issus, south
of the Taurus Mountains, and subsequently drove them out of Asia Minor.
By 624, he carried the
war into Persian territory and thus put the enemy on the defensive; and
in the beginning of December,
626, the Persian armies were completely routed by the Byzantines.
3 This is a prediction of the battle of Badr, which was to take place eight
or nine years later, in
the month of Ramadan, 2 H. (corresponding to January, 624, of the
Christian era), when the Muslims
decisively defeated a very much superior force of pagan Quraysh (see
introductory note to surah 8).
The expression 'on that day" has in this context the meaning of "at the
same time", for although
the battle of Badr began and ended on one day, the victories of Heraclius
over the Persians took
some years to materialize.

30:6
[This is] God's promise. Never does God fail to fulfil His promise - but most people know [it]
not: (30:7) they know but the outer surface of this world's life, whereas of the ultimate things
they are utterly unaware.4 (30:8) Have they never learned to think for themselves?5
God has not created the heavens and the earth and all that is between them without [an inner]
truth and a term set [by Him]:6 and yet, behold, there are many people who stubbornly deny the
truth that they are destined to meet their Sustainer!
30:9
Have they, then, never journeyed about the earth and beheld what happened in the end to those
[deniers of the truth] who lived before their time? Greater were they in power than they are; and
they left a stronger impact on the earth, and built it up even better7 than these [are doing]; and to
them [too] came their apostles with all evidence of the truth: and so, [when they rejected the truth
and thereupon perished,] it was not God who wronged them, but it was they who had wronged
themselves.
30:10
And once again:8 evil is bound to be the end of those who do evil by giving the lie to God's
messages and deriding them.
30:11

GOD CREATES [man] in the first instance, and then brings him forth anew:9 and, in the end,
unto Him you all will be brought back. (30:12) And when the Last Hour dawns, those who were
lost in sin will be broken in spirit: (30:13) for they will have no intercessors in the beings to
whom they were wont to ascribe a share in God's divinity,10 seeing that [by then] they
themselves will have ceased to believe in their erstwhile blasphemous fancies.11
4 The term al-akhirah circumscribes, in this context, both the inner
reality of this world's life
and the ultimate reality of the hereafter.
5 Lit., "Have they never thought within themselves?"
6 I.e., in contrast to God, who is eternal and unlimited, everything
created is limited and subject
to change and termination. As regards my rendering of illa bi'l-haqq
(lit., "otherwise than with
[or "in"] truth") as "without [an inner] truth", see note 11 on the
second sentence of 10:5.
7 Lit., "more". The phrase can also be rendered as "peopled it [or "dwelt
in it"] in great numbers".
8 For this particular rendering of thumma, see surah 6, note 31.
9 I.e., He will bring him forth anew: cf. 10:4 and the corresponding note
8. (A more general
formulation of the same statement is found in verse 27 of this surah.)
10 Lit., "among their [God-]partners" (see surah 6, note 15).
11 Lit., "they will have rejected those [God-]partners of theirs".

30:14
And when the Last Hour dawns - on that Day will all [men] be sorted out: (30:15) as for those
who attained to faith and did righteous deeds, they shall be made happy in a garden of delight;
(30:16) but as for those who refused to acknowledge the truth and gave the lie to Our messages and [thus] to the announcement12 of a life to come - they will be given over to suffering.
30:17
EXTOL, then, God's limitless glory when you enter upon the evening hours, and when you rise
at morn; (30:18) and [seeing that] unto Him is due all praise in the heavens and on earth, [glorify
Him] in the afternoon as well, and when you enter upon the hour of noon.13
30:19
He (it is who] brings forth the living out of that which is dead, and brings forth the dead out of
that which is alive, and gives life to the earth after it had been lifeless: and even thus will you be
brought forth [from death to life]. (30:20) And among His wonders is this: He creates you out of
dust14 - and then, lo! you become human beings ranging far and wide.

30:21
And among His wonders is this: He creates for you mates out of your own kind,15 so that you
might incline towards them, and He engenders love and tenderness between you: in this, behold,
there are messages indeed for people who think! (30:22) And among his wonders is the creation
of the heavens and the earth, and the diversity of your tongues and colours: for in this, behold,
there are messages indeed for all who are possessed of [innate] knowledge!
30:23
And among His wonders is your sleep, at night or in daytime, as well as your [ability to go about
in] quest of some of His bounties: in this, behold, there are messages indeed for people who fare
willing to] listen!
12 See note 111 on 7:147.
13 I.e., 'remember God at all times". Apart from this general exhortation,
the hours mentioned above
circumscribe the times of the five daily prayers incumbent upon a Muslim.
The 'evening hours" indicate
the prayer after sunset (maghrib) as well as that after nightfall
('isha').
14 See second half of note 47 on 3:59, and note 4 on 23:12.
15 Lit., "from among yourselves" (see surah 4, note 1).

30:24
And among His wonders is this: He displays before you the lightning, giving rise to [both] fear
and hope,16 and sends down water from the skies, giving life thereby to the earth after it had been
lifeless: in this, behold, there are messages indeed for people who use their reason!
30:25
And among His wonders is this: the skies and the earth stand firm at His behest.17
[Remember all this: for] in the end, when He will call you forth from the earth with a single call lo! you will [all] emerge [for judgment].
30:26
For, unto Him belongs every being that is in the heavens and on earth; all things devoutly obey
His will. (30:27) And He it is who creates [all life] in the first instance, and then brings it forth
anew:18 and most easy is this for Him, since His is the essence of all that is most sublime in the
heavens and on earth,19 and He alone is almighty, truly wise.
30:28

He propounds unto you a parable drawn from your own life:20 Would you [agree to) have some
of those Whom your right hands possess21 as [full-fledged] partners in whatever We may have
bestowed upon you as sustenance, so that you [and they] would have equal shares in it, and you
would fear [to make use of it without consulting] them, just as you might fear [the more powerful
of] your equals?22
Thus clearly do We spell out these messages unto people who use their reason.
16 I.e., hope of rain - an oft-recurring Qur'anic symbol of faith and
spiritual life (cf. 13:12).
17 Cf. 13:2, where God is spoken of as having "raised the skies without any
supports that you could
see" - a phrase explained in the corresponding note 4.
18 Although this statement is phrased in almost exactly the same words as
in verse 11 above (as well
as in 10:4), it evidently has here a more general purport, relating not
only to man and man's
individual resurrection but to the creation and constant re-creation of
all life.
19 Primarily, the term mathal denotes a "likeness" or "similitude", and
hence is often used in the
Qur'an (e.g., in the next verse) in the sense of "parable". Occasionally,
however, it is synonymous
with sifah, which signifies the intrinsic "attribute", "quality" or
"nature" of a thing, concept or
living being (cf. the reference to "the nature of Jesus" and "the nature
of Adam" in 3:59). With
reference to God, who is "sublimely exalted above anything that men may
devise by way of definition"
(see 6:100 and the corresponding note 88), the expression mathal clearly
points to a quality of
being entirely different from all other categories of existence, inasmuch
as there is "nothing
like unto Him" (42:11) and "nothing that could be compared With Him"
(112:4): hence, the rendering
of mathal as 'essence" is most appropriate in this context.
20 Lit., "a parable (mathal) from yourselves".
21 I.e., slaves or persons otherwise subject to one's authority.
22 Lit., "yourselves" - i.e., "those who are equal to you in status". The
question is, of course,
rhetorical, and must be answered in the negative. But if (so the implied
argument goes) a human
master would not willingly accept his slaves as full-fledged partners even though master and
slave are essentially equal by virtue of the humanness common to both of
them (Zamakhshari) how can man regard any created beings or things as equal to Him who is
their absolute Lord and Master,

and is beyond comparison with anything that exists or could ever exist?
(Parables 'with a similar
purport are found in 16:75-76.

30:29
But nay - they who are bent on evildoing follow but their own desires, without having any
knowledge [of the truth].~ And who could guide those whom God has [thus] let go astray, and
who [thereupon] have none to succour them?24
30:30
AND SO, set thy face25 steadfastly towards the [one ever-true] faith, turning away from all that is
false,26 in accordance with the natural disposition which God has instilled into man:27 [for,] not
to allow any change to corrupt what God has thus created28 - this is the [purpose of the one] evertrue faith; but most people know it not.
30:31
[Turn, then, away from all that is false,] turning unto Him [alone]; and remain conscious of Him,
and be constant in prayer, and be not among those who ascribe divinity to aught beside Him,
(30:32) [or] among those who have broken the unity of their faith and have become sects, each
group delighting in but what they themselves hold [by way of tenets].29
30:33
NOW [thus it is:] when affliction befalls men, they cry out unto their Sustainer, turning unto Him
[for help]; but as soon as He lets them taste of His grace, lo! some of them [begin to ascribe to
other powers a share in their Sustainer's divinity,30 (30:34) [as if] to prove their ingratitude for all
that We have granted them!
Enjoy, then, your [brief] life: but in time you will come to know [the truth]!
23 In this instance, the phrase alladhina zalamu ("they who are bent on
evildoing") relates to those
who deliberately ascribe divinity or divine powers to anyone or anything
beside God, thus yielding
to a desire for divine or semi-divine "mediators" between themselves and
Him. Inasmuch as such a
desire offends against the concept of God's omniscience and omnipresence,
its very existence shows
that the person concerned does not really believe in Him and, therefore,
does not have the least
knowledge of the truth.
24 For an explanation of God's "letting man go astray", see note 4 on the
second sentence of 14:4,
as well as note 7 on 2:7.

25 I.e., "surrender thy whole being"; the term "face" is often used
metonymically in the sense of
one's "whole being".
26 For this rendering of hanif, see note 110 on 2:135.
27 See 7:172 and the corresponding note 139. The term fitrah, rendered by
me as "natural disposition",
connotes in this context man's inborn, intuitive ability to discern
between right and wrong, true
and false, and, thus, to sense God's existence and oneness. Cf. the
famous saying of the Prophet,
quoted by Bukhiri and Muslim: "Every child is born in this natural
disposition; it is only his parents
that later turn him into a 'Jew', a 'Christian', or a 'Magian'." These
three religious formulations,
best known to the contemporaries of the Prophet, are thus contrasted with
the "natural disposition"
which, by definition, consists in man's instinctive cognition of God and
self-surrender (islam)
to Him. (The term "parents" has here the wider meaning of "social
influences or environment").
28 Lit., "no change shall there be [or "shall be made"] in God's creation
(khalq)", i.e., in the natural
disposition referred to above (Zamakhshari). In this context, the term
tabdil ("change") obviously
comprises the concept of "corruption".
29 See 6:159, 21:92-93 and 23:52-53, as well as the corresponding notes.
30 See note 61 on 16:54.

30:35
Have We ever bestowed upon them from on high a divine writ31 which would speak [with
approval] of their worshipping aught beside Us?32 (30:36) And [thus it is:] when we let men taste
[Our] grace, they rejoice in it; but if evil befalls them as an outcome of what their own hands
have wrought33 lo! they lose all hope! (30:37) Are they, then, not aware that it is God who grants
abundant sustenance, or gives it in scant measure, unto whomever He wills?
In this, behold, there are messages indeed for people who will believe!
30:38
Hence, give his due to the near of kin, as well as to the needy and the wayfarer;34 this is best for
all who seek God's countenance: for it is they, they that shall attain to a happy state! (30:39) And
[remember:] whatever you may give out in usury so that it might increase through [other]
people's possessions will bring [you] no increase in the sight of God35 - whereas all that you give
out in charity, seeking God's countenance, (will be blessed by Him:36] for it is they, they (who
thus seek His countenance] that shall have their recompense multiplied!

31 Lit., "a warrant" or "authority" (sultan), in this context obviously
denoting a revelation.
32 Lit., "of that which they were wont to associate [with Us]". Cf. second
paragraph of 35:40 and
the corresponding note 27.
33 See 4:79 and the corresponding note 94.
34 Cf. 17:26.
35 This is the earliest mention of the term and concept of riba in the
chronology of Qur'anic
revelation. In its general, linguistic sense, this term denotes an
"addition" to or an "increase"
of a thing over and above its original size or amount; in the terminology
of the Qur'an, it
signifies any unlawful addition, by way of interest, to a sum of money or
goods lent by one person
or body of persons to another. Considering the problem in terms of the
economic conditions
prevailing at or before their time, most of the early Muslim jurists
identified this "unlawful
addition" with profits obtained through any kind of interest-bearing
loans irrespective of the
rate of interest and the economic motivation involved. With all this - as
is evidenced by the
voluminous juridical literature on this subject - Islamic scholars have
not yet been able to reach
an absolute agreement on the definition of riba: a definition, that is,
which would cover all
conceivable legal situations and positively respond to all the exigencies
of a variable economic
environment. In the words of Ibn Kathir (in his commentary on 2:275),
"the subject of riba is one
of the most difficult subjects for many of the scholars (ahi al-'ilm)".
It should be borne in mind
that the passage condemning and prohibiting riba in legal terms (2:275281) was the last revelation
received by the Prophet, who died a few days later (cf. note 268 on 2:28
1); hence, the Companions
had no opportunity to ask him about the shar'i implications of the
relevant injunction - so much
so that even 'Umar ibn al-Khattab is reliably reported to have said: "The
last [of the Qur'an) that
was revealed was the passage [lit., "the verse") on riba; and, behold,
the Apostle of God passed
away without [lit., "before"] having explained its meaning to us" (Ibn
Hanbal, on the authority
of Sa'id ibn al-Musayyab). Nevertheless, the severity with which the
Qur'an condemns riba and those
who practice it furnishes - especially when viewed against the background
of mankind's economic
experiences during the intervening centuries - a sufficiently clear
indication of its nature and
its social as well as moral implications. Roughly speaking, the
opprobrium of riba (in the sense in

which this term is used in the Qur'an and in many sayings of the Prophet)
attaches to profits
obtained through interest-bearing loans involving an exploitation of the
economically weak by the
strong and resourceful: an exploitation characterized by the fact that
the lender, while retaining
full ownership of the capital loaned and having no legal concern with the
purpose for which it is
to be used or with the manner of its use, remains contract,'alJy assured
of gain irrespective of any
losses which the borrower may suffer in conseqence of this transaction.
With this definition in mind,
we realize that the question as to what kinds of financial transactions
fall within the category of
riba is, in the last resort, a moral one, closely connected with the
socio-economic motivation
underlying the mutual relationship of borrower and lender; and, stated in
purely economic terms, it
is a question as to how profits and risks may be equitably shared by both
partners to a loan transaction.
It is, of course, impossible to answer this double question in a rigid,
once-for-all manner: our
answers must necessarily vary in accordance with the changes to which
man's social and technological
development - and, thus, his economic environment - is subject. Hence,
while the Qur'anic condemnation
of the concept and practice of riba is unequivocal and final, every
successive Muslim generation is
faced with the challenge of giving new dimensions and a fresh economic
meaning to this term which, for
want of a better word, may be rendered as "usury". - the present instance
(which, as I have mentioned,
is the earliest in the history of the Qur'an), no clear-cut prohibition
is as yet laid down; but the
prohibition appearing in 2:275 if. is already foreshadowed by the
reference to the immoral hope of
increasing one's own substance "through (other] people's possessions",
i.e., through the exploitation
of others.
36 Cf. 2: 276.

30:40
IT IS GOD who has created you, and then has provided you with sustenance, and then will cause
you to die, and then will bring you to life again. Can any of those beings or powers to whom you
ascribe a share in His divinity37 do any of these things? Limitless is He in His glory, and
sublimely exalted above anything to which men may ascribe a share in His divinity!
30:41
[Since they have become oblivious of God,] corruption has appeared on land and in the sea as an
outcome of what men's hands have wrought: and so He will let them taste38 [the evil of] some of
their doings, so that they might return (to the right path].39

37 Lit., "any of your [God-Jpartners". Cf. note 15 on 6:22.
38 The prefix Ii in li-yudhiqahum does not indicate here a purport or
intent ("so that" or "in order that"),
but is a lam al-'aqibah, i.e., a prefix expressing a factual consequence
(best rendered as "thereupon"
or "and so").
39 Thus, the growing corruption and destruction of our natural environment,
so awesomely - if as yet
only partially - demonstrated in our time, is here predicted as "an
outcome of what men's hands
have wrought", i.e., of that self-destructive - because utterly
materialistic - inventiveness and
frenzied activity which now threatens mankind with previously
unimaginable ecological disasters: an
unbridled pollution of land, air and water through industrial and urban
waste, a progressive
poisoning of plant and marine life, all manner of genetic malformations
in men's own bodies through
an ever-widening use of drugs and seemingly "beneficial" chemicals, and
the gradual extinction of
many animal species essential to human well-being. To all this may be
added the rapid deterioration
and decomposition of man's social life, the all-round increase in sexual
perversion, crime and
violence, with, perhaps, nuclear annihilation as the ultimate stage: all
of which is, in the last
resort, an outcome of man's oblivion of God and, hence, of all absolute
moral values, and their
supersession by the belief that material "progress" is the on~ thing that
matters.

30:42
Say: "Go all over the earth, and behold what happened in the end to those [sinners] who lived
before [you]: most of them were wont to ascribe divine qualities to things or beings other than
God."40 (30:43) Set, then, thy face steadfastly towards the one ever-true faith,41 ere there come
from God a Day [of reckoning - the Day] which cannot be averted.
On that Day all will be sundered: (30:44) he who has denied the truth will have to bear [the
burden of] his denial, whereas all who did what is right and just will have made goodly provision
for themselves, (30:45) so that He might reward, out of His bounty, those who have attained to
faith and done righteous deeds.
Verily, He does not love those who refuse to acknowledge the truth - (30:46) for among His
wonders is this: He sends forth [His messages as He sends forth] the winds that bear glad
tidings,42 so that He might give you a taste of His grace [through life-giving rains], and that ships
might sail at His behest, and that you might go about in quest of some of His bounties, and that
you might have cause to be grateful.
30;47

And indeed, [O Muhammad, even] before thee did We send forth apostles - each one unto his
own people43 - and they brought them all evidence of the truth: and then, [by causing the
believers to triumph,] We inflicted Our retribution upon those who [deliberately] did evil: for We
had willed it upon Ourselves to succour the believers. (30:48) It is God who sends forth the
winds [of hope],44so that they raise a cloud - whereupon He spreads it over the skies as He wills,
and causes it to break up so that thou seest rain issue from within it: and as soon as He causes it
to fall upon whomever He wills of His servants - lo! they rejoice, (30:49) even though a short
while ago, [just] before it was sent down upon them, they had abandoned all hope!
40 I.e., they worshipped material comfort and power, and thus lost sight of
all spiritual values and,
in the end, destroyed themselves.
41 See verse 30 above, as well as the corresponding notes; also 3:19 - "the
only [true) religion in
the sight of God is [man's] self-surrender unto Him.
42 The mention of God's messages, interpolated by me between brackets, is
justified by the verses
which precede and follow this passage. Moreover, it is only by means of
such an interpolation
that the symbolic purport of the above reference to "the winds that bear
glad tidings" can be
made fully obvious.
43 Lit., "did We send apostles to their [own] people": see note 96 on
10:74.
44 As in verse 46 above, the reference to "the winds" has here a symbolic
significance, namely,
spiritual life and hope; hence my interpolation.

30:50
Behold, then, [O man,] these signs of God's grace - how He gives life to the earth after it had
been lifeless! Verily, this Selfsame [God) is indeed the One that can bring the dead back to life:
for He has the power to will anything!
30:51
But thus it is: if45 We send a wind [that scorches their land], and they see it turn yellow, they
begin, after that [erstwhile joy], to deny the truth [of Our almightiness and grace]!46 (30:52) And,
verily, thou canst not make the dead hear: and [so, too,] thou canst not make the deaf [of heart]
hear this call when they turn their backs [on thee] and go away, (30:53) just as thou canst not
lead the blind [of heart] out of their error: none canst thou make hear [thy call] save
such as [are willing to] believe in Our messages, and thus surrender themselves unto Us.47
30:54

IT IS GOD who creates you [all in a state] of weakness, and then, after weakness, ordains
strength [for you], and then, after [a period of] strength, ordains [old-age] weakness and grey
hair.48 He creates what He wills; and He alone is all-knowing, infinite in His power.
30:55
[He it is who will cause you to die, and in time will resurrect you.]49 And when the Last Hour
dawns, those who had been lost in sin will swear that they had not tarried [on earth] longer than
an hour: thus were they wont to delude themselves [all their lives]!50
45 The particle la'in (lit., "indeed, if ...") is often used in the Qur'an
to express the recurrent,
typical character of the attitude or situation referred to in the
sequence; in all such cases
it may be suitably rendered as "thus it is: if ...", etc.
46 For a full explanation of this verse, see 11:9 and the corresponding
notes 16-19.
47 Cf. the identical passage in 27:80-81 and the corresponding note 72.
48 In the original, this sentence is formulated in the past tense ("has
created you" and "has ordained"),
stressing the recurrent character of man's life-phases. In translation,
this recurrence can be
suitably expressed by using the present tense.
49 This interpolation - the meaning of which is elliptically implied here shows the connection of
the present passage with the preceding one, as well as with verses 11-16
and 27.
50 The illusory character of man's earthbound concept of "time" is brought
out in the Quran in
several places. In the above context stress is laid, firstly, on the
relativity of this concept i.e., on the infinitesimal shortness of our life on earth as compared
with the timeless duration
of life in the hereafter (cf., for instance, 10:45 or 17:52) - and,
secondly, on the resurrected
sinners' self-deluding excuse that their life on earth had been too short
to allow them to realize
their errors and mend their ways. It is to this second aspect of the
problem that the Qur'an
alludes in the "words, "thus were they wont to delude themselves" (lit.,
"to be turned away", i.e.,
from the truth). For an explanation of the verb yu'fikun, see surah 5,
note 90.

30:56
But those who (in their lifetime] were endowed with knowledge51 and faith will say: "Indeed,
you have been tardy in [accepting as true] what God has revealed,52 [and you have waited] until

the Day of Resurrection: this, then, is the Day of Resurrection: but you you were determined not
to know it!"53 (30:57) And so, on that Day their excuse will be of no avail to those who were
bent on evildoing, nor will they be allowed to make amends.
30:58
AND, INDEED, We have propounded unto men all kinds of parables in this Qur'an.54 But thus it
is: if thou approach them with any [such] message, those who are bent on denying the truth are
sure to say, "You are but making false claims!" (30:59) In this way does God seal the hearts of
those who do not (want to] know Ithe truth].55
30:60
Remain, then, patient in adversity: verily, God's promise [of resurrection] is true indeed - so let
not those who are devoid of all inner certainty disquiet thy mind!
51 See surah 16, note 25.
52 Lit., "with regard to (fi) God's revelation (kitab)", i.e., that the
dead shall be resurrected
and judged by Him. It is to be noted that the verb labitha signifies "he
waited [for something] or
"he was tardy [with regard to something]" as well as "he stayed [in a
place]" or "he remained".
Evidently, in verse 55 ma labithu has the meaning of "they had not
stayed" or "remained", while
in verse 56 labihtum denotes "you have been tardy" or "you have waited".
53 Lit., "you were wont not to know" - i.e., "you persistently closed your
mind to this promise".
54 See note 33 on the first clause of 39:27.
55 For an explanation of God's "sealing" the hearts of such people, see
note 7 on 2:7.

The Thirty-First Surah
Luqman
Mecca Period

REVEALED, like the preceding surah, in the middle of the Mecca period, Luqman owes its title
to verses 12-19, where this legendary sage (see note 12) is spoken of as counselling his son.
There is no cogent reason to ascribe, as some commentators do, certain verses of this surah to the
Medina period.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
31:1

Alif. Lam. Mim.1
THESE ARE MESSAGES of the divine writ, full of wisdom,2 (31:3) providing guidance and
grace unto the doers of good (31:4) who are constant in prayer and dispense charity:3 for it is
they, they who in their innermost are certain of the life to come!
31:5
It is they who follow the guidance [that comes to them) from their Sustainer; and it is they, they
who shall attain to a happy state! (31:6) But among men there is many a one that prefers a mere
play with words [to divine guidance],4 so as to lead [those) without knowledge astray from the
path of God, and to turn it to ridicule: for such there is shameful suffering in store.
31:7
For, whenever Our messages are conveyed to such a one, he turns away in his arrogance5 as
though he had not heard them - as though there were deafness in his ears: give him, then, the
tiding of grievous suffering [in the life to come].
1 See Appendix II.
2 See note 2 on l0:l.
3 The term az-zakah seems to have here its more general meaning of
"charity" rather than the legal
connotation of "purifying dues" (see note 34 on 2:43), the more so as the
above passage has a close
inner resemblance to 2:2-4, where "spending on others out of what We
provide as sustenance" is
described as one of the characteristics of the God-conscious.
4 Lit., "among the people there is he who [or "such as"] takes playful [or
"idle"] talk in exchange",
i.e., for divine guidance: apparently an allusion to a pseudophilosophical play with words and
metaphysical speculations without any real meaning behind them (cf. note
38 on 23:67). Contrary to
what some of the commentators assume, the above statement does not refer
to any one person
(allegedly a contemporary of the Prophet) but describes a type of
mentality and has, therefore,
a general import.
5 Cf. 23: 66~7.

31:8
[As against this,] verily, those who attain to faith and do righteous deeds shall have gardens of
bliss, (31:9) to abide therein in accordance with God's true promise: for He alone is almighty,
truly wise.6 (31:10) He [it is who] has created the skies without any supports that you could see,7

and has placed firm mountains upon the earth, lest it sway with you,8 and has caused all manner
of living creatures to multiply thereon.
And We9 send down water from the skies, and thus We cause every noble kind [of life] to grow
on earth.10 (31:11) [All] this is God's creation: show Me, then, what others than He may have
created! Nay, but the evildoers11 are obviously lost in error!
31:12
AND, INDEED, We granted this wisdom unto Luqman:12 "Be grateful unto God - for he who is
grateful [unto Him] is but grateful for the good of his own self; whereas he who chooses to be
ungrateful [ought to know that], verily, God is self-sufficient, ever to be praised!"
31:13
And, lo, Luqman spoke thus unto his son, admonishing him: "O my dear son!13 Do not ascribe
divine powers to aught beside God: for, behold, such (a false] ascribing of divinity is indeed an
awesome wrong!
6 Commenting on the above three verses, Razi points out, firstly, that the
deliberate contrast between
the plural in the promise of "gardens (jannat) of bliss" and the singular
in that of "suffering"
('adhab) is meant to show that God's grace surpasses His wrath (cf. note
10 on 6:12); and, secondly,
that the use of the expression "to abide therein" in connection with the
mention of paradise only,
and not with that of otherworldly suffering (or hell), is an indication
that whereas the enjoyment
of the former will be unlimited in duration, suffering in what is
described as "hell" will be limited.
7 See note 4 on 13:2.
8 See note 11 on 16:15.
9 This is another of the many Qur'anic instances where the personal pronoun
relating to God is suddenly
changed - in this instance, from "He" to "We" - in order to indicate that
God, being infinite, cannot
be circumscribed by any pronoun applicable to created, finite beings, and
that the use of such pronouns
with reference to Him is no more than a concession to the limited nature
of every human language.
10 Lit., "thereon". As in 26:7, the term zawi has here the significance of
"a kind".
11 Sc., "who ascribe divine powers to beings or things other than God".
12 Popularly (though without sufficient justification) identified with
Aesop, Luqman is a legendary

figure firmly established in ancient Arabian tradition as a prototype of
the sage who disdains
worldly honours or benefits and strives for inner perfection. Celebrated
in a poem by Ziyad ibn
Mu'awiyah (better known under his pen-name Nibighah adh-Dhubyani), who
lived in the sixth century
of the Christian era, the person of Luqman had become, long before the
advent of Islam, a focal
point of innumerable legends, stories and parables expressive of wisdom
and spiritual maturity: and
it is for this reason that the Qur'an uses this mythical figure - as it
uses the equally mythical
figure of Al-Khidr in surah 18 - as a vehicle for some of its admonitions
bearing upon the manner
in which man ought to behave.
13 Lit., "O my little son" - a diminutive idiomatically expressive of
endearment irrespective of
whether the son is a child or a grown man.

31:14
"And [God says:] 'We have enjoined upon man goodness towards his parents: his mother bore
him by bearing strain upon strain, and his utter dependence on her lasted two years:14 (hence, O
man,] be grateful towards Me and towards thy parents, (and remember that] with Me is all
journeys' end.15 (31:15) "'[Revere thy parents;] yet should they endeavour to make thee ascribe
divinity, side by side with Me, to something which thy mind cannot accept (as divine],16 obey
them not; but (even then] bear them company in this world's life with kindness, and follow the
path of those who turn towards Me. In the end, unto Me you all must return; and thereupon I
shall make you (truly] understand all that you were doing (in life].'
31:16
"O my dear son," [continued Luqmin,] "verily, though there be aught of but the weight of a
mustard-seed, and though it be [hidden] in a rock, or in the skies, or in the earth, God will bring
it to light: for, behold, God is unfathomable (in His wisdom], all-aware.17
31:17
"O my dear son! Be constant in prayer, and enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid the doing
of what is wrong, and bear in patience whatever (ill] may befall thee: this, behold, is something
to set one's heart upon! (31:18) "And turn not thy cheek away from people in (false] pride, and
walk not haughtily on earth: for, behold, God does not love anyone who, out of selfconceit, acts
in a boastful manner. (31:19) "Hence, be modest in thy bearing, and lower thy voice: for, behold,
the ugliest of all voices is the (loud] voice of asses...."
14 Lit., "his weaning is [or "takes place"] within two years". According to
some philologists,
the term fisal circumscribes the entire period of conception, gestation,
birth and earliest infancy

(Taj al-'Arus): in brief, the period of a child's utter dependence on its
mother.
15 Thus, gratitude towards parents, who were instrumental in one's coming
to life, is here stipulated
as a concomitant to man's gratitude towards God, who is the ultimate
cause and source of his existence
(cf. 17:23-24).
16 Lit., "something of which thou hast no knowledge", i.e., "something
which is contrary to thy knowledge
that divine qualities are God's alone" (cf. 29:8).
17 For my rendering of latif as "unfathomable", see surah 6, note 89.

31:20
ARE YOU NOT aware that God has made subservient to you all18 that is in the heavens and all
that is on earth, and has lavished upon you His blessings, both outward and inward?19
And yet, among men there is many a one that argues about God without having any knowledge
[of Him], without any guidance, and without any light-giving revelation; (31:21) and when such
[people] are told to follow that which God has bestowed from on high, they answer, "Nay, we
shall follow that which we found our forefathers believing in and doing!"
Why - [would you follow your forefathers] even if Satan had invited them unto the suffering of
the blazing flame?20
31:22
Now whoever surrenders his whole being unto God,21 and is a doer of good withal, has indeed
taken hold of a support most unfailing: for with God rests the final outcome of all events. (31:23)
But as for him who is bent on denying the truth - let not his denial grieve thee: unto Us they must
return, and then We shall make them [truly] understand all that they were doing [in life]: for,
verily, God has full knowledge of what is in the hearts [of men]. (31:24) We will let them enjoy
themselves for a short while - but in the end We shall drive them into suffering severe.
31:25
AND THUS it is [with most people]: if22 thou ask them, "Who is it that has created the heavens
and the earth?" - they will surely answer, "God."
Say: "[Then you ought to know that] all praise is due to God!" - for most of them do not know
[what this implies].23 (31:26) Unto God belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth. Verily,
God alone is self-sufficient, the One to whom all praise is due!
18 I.e., "has enabled you to derive benefit from all ...", etc. (Cf. note
46 on 14:32-33.)

19 I.e.; both visible and invisible benefits, as well as both physical and
intellectual (or
spiritual) endowments.
20 Regarding the implications of the term "Satan" in this context, see note
10 on 2:14 and note 16
on 15:17. As in many other places in the Qur'an, the above verse
expresses an oblique condemnation
of the principle and practice of taqlid (see Razi's observations quoted
in note 38 on 26:74).
21 See note 91 on 2:112.
22 For the above rendering of la'in, see surah 30, note 45.
23 I.e., they give the above answer unthinkingly, following a vague habit
of thought, without realizing
that a cognition of God as the Ultimate Cause of all existence logically
postulates one's full
surrender to Him, and to Him alone.

31:27
And if all the trees on earth were pens, and the sea [were] ink, with seven [more] seas yet24
added to it, the words of God would not be exhausted: for, verily, God is almighty, wise.25
(31:28) [For Him,] the creation of you all and the resurrection of you all is but like [the creation
and resurrection of] a single soul:26 for, verily, God is all-hearing, all-seeing.
31:29
Art thou not aware that it is God who makes the night grow longer by shortening the day, and
makes the day grow longer by shortening the night, and that He has made the sun and the moon
subservient [to His laws], each running its course for a term set [by Him]27 - and that God is fully
aware of all that you do?
31:30
Thus it is, because God alone is the Ultimate Truth,28 so that all that men invoke instead of Him
is sheer falsehood; and because God alone is exalted, truly great! (31:31) Art thou not aware how
the ships speed through the sea by God's favour, so that He might show you some of His
wonders?
Herein, behold, there are messages indeed for all who are wholly patient in adversity and deeply
grateful [to God]. (31:32) For [thus it is with most men:] when the waves engulf them like
shadows [of death], they call unto God, sincere [at that moment] in their faith in Him alone: but
as soon as He has brought them safe ashore, some of them stop half-way [between belief and
unbelief].29
Yet none could knowingly reject Our messages unless he be utterly perfidious, ingrate.

31:33
O MEN! Be conscious of your Sustainer, and stand in awe of the Day on which no parent will be
of any avail to his child, nor a child will in the least avail his parent!
Verily, God's promise [of resurrection] is true indeed: let not, then, the life of this world delude
you, and let not [your own] deceptive thoughts about God delude you!30 24 Lit., "after that".
25 Cf. a similar passage in 18:109.
26 I.e., in view of His almightiness, there is no difference between the
creation and resurrection
of many and of one, just as every single soul is as much within His ken
as is all mankind.
27 See note 5 on 13:2.
28 See su~rah 20, note 99.
29 Cf. 17:67, as well as 29:65, which says - in a similar context - that
"they [begin to) ascribe
to imaginary powers a share in His divinity" (yushrikun). The parable of
a storm at sea is, of
course, a metonym applying to every kind of danger that may beset man in
life.

31:34
Verily, with God alone rests the knowledge of when the Last Hour will come; and He [it is who]
sends down rain; and He [alone] knows what is in the wombs:31 whereas no one knows what he
will reap tomorrow, and no one knows in what land he will die.
Verily, God [alone] is all-knowing, all-aware.
30 For instance, the self-deluding expectation, while deliberately
committing a sin, that God will
forgive it (Sa'id ibn Jubayr, as quoted by Tabari, Baghawi, Zamakhshari).
According to Tabari, the
term gharur denotes "anything that deludes" (ma gharra) a person in the
moral sense, whether it be
Satan, or another human being, or an abstract concept, or (as in 57:14)
"wishful thinking".
31 This relates not merely to the problem of the sex of the as yet unborn
embryo, but also to the
question of whether it will be born at all, and if so, what its natural
endowments and its character
will be, as well as what role it will be able to play in life; and life
itself is symbolized by the
preceding mention of rain, and the end of all life in this world, by the
mention of the Last Hour.

The Thirty-Second Surah
As-Sajdah (Prostration)
Mecca Period

ALMOST all the authorities agree in that this surah belongs to the late Mecca period, and that it
was revealed immediately after surah 23 ("The Believers"). The view advanced by some
commentators that verses 16-20 were revealed at Medina is purely speculative and does not
deserve serious consideration.
The key-word which came to be accepted as the "title" of this surah is found in verse 15.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
32:1
Alif. Lam. Mim.1
THE BESTOWAL from on high of this divine writ1 issues, beyond any doubt, from the
Sustainer of all the worlds: (32:3) and yet,2 they [who are bent on denying the truth] assert,
"[Muhammad] has invented it!"
Nay, but it is the truth from thy Sustainer, enabling thee to warn [this] people to whom no warner
has come before thee, so that they might follow the right path.
32:4
IT IS GOD who has created the heavens and the earth and all that is between them in six aeons,
and is established on the throne of His almightiness.3 You have none to protect you from God,
and none to intercede for you [on Judgment Day]: will you not, then, bethink yourselves?
32:5
He governs all that exists, from the celestial space to the earth; and in the end all shall ascend
unto Him [for judgment] on a Day the length whereof will be [like] a thousand years of your
reckoning.4 (32:6) Such is He who knows all that is beyond the reach of a created being's
perception, as well as all that can be witnessed by a creature's senses or mind:5 the Almighty, the
Dispenser of Grace, (32:7) who makes most excellent everything that He creates.6
Thus, He begins the creation of man out of clay;7 (32:8) then He causes him to be begotten8 out
of the essence of a humble fluid; (32:9) and then He forms him in accordance with what he is
meant to be, and breathes into him of His spirit:9 and [thus, O men,] He endows you with
hearing, and sight, and feelings as well as minds:10 [yet] how seldom are you grateful!
1 See Appendix II.
2 Cf. note 61 on 10:38.

3 See note 43 on 7:54.
4 I.e., the Day of Judgment will seem to be endless to those who are
judged. In the ancient Arabic idiom,
a day that is trying or painful is described as "long", just as a happy
day is spoken of as "short"
(Maraghi XXI, 105).

32:10
For, (many are] they [who] say, "What! After we have been [dead and] lost in the earth, shall we
indeed be [restored to life] in a new act of creation?"
Nay, but [by saying this] they deny the truth that they are destined to meet their Sustainer!11
32:11
Say: "(One day,] the angel of death who has been given charge of you will gather you, and then
unto your Sustainer you will be brought back." (32:12) If thou couldst but see [how it will be on
Judgment Day), when those who are lost in sin will hang their heads before their Sustainer,
[saying:) "O our Sustainer! [Now] we have seen, and we have heard! Return us, then, [to our
earthly life) that we may do good deeds: for [now], behold, we are certain [of the truth]!"
32:13
Yet had We so willed, We could indeed have imposed Our guidance upon every human being:12
but [We have not willed it thus - and so] that word of Mine has come true: "Most certainly will I
fill hell with invisible beings as well as with humans, all together!"13
5 See surah 6, note 65.
6 I.e., He fashions every detail of His creation in accordance with the
functions intended for it,
irrespective of whether those functions can be understood by us or are
beyond the reach of our
perception. In the text, the passage comprising verses 7-9 is in the past
tense; but since it relates
to a continuous act of creation, it signifies the present and the future
as well as the past, and
may, therefore, be suitably rendered in the present tense.
7 Cf. note 4 on 23:12. In view of the next verse, this "beginning" of man's
creation seems to allude
to the basic composition of the human body as such, as well as to each
individual's pre-natal existence
in the separate bodies of his parents.
8 Lit., "He caused [i.e., as pointed out in note 6 above, "He causes"] his
procreation [or "his begetting"]
to be out of ..., etc.

9 As in 15:29 and 38:72, God's "breathing of His spirit into man" is a
metaphor for the divine gift
of life and consciousness, or of a "soul" (which, as pointed out in surah
4, note 181, is one of
the meanings of the term ruh). Consequently, "the soul of every human
being is of the spirit of God"
(Razi). Regarding the verb sawwahu - rendered by me as "He forms him in
accordance with what he is
meant to be" - see note 1 on 87:2 and note 5 on 91:7.
10 Lit., "hearts" (af'idah), which in classical Arabic is a metonym for
both "feelings" and "minds";
hence my composite rendering of this term.
11 Sc., "and thus, by implication, they deny His existence". (Cf. notes 11
and 12 on 13:5.)
12 Lit., "We could indeed have given unto every human being (nafs) his
guidance", i.e., forcibly: but
since this would have deprived man of his ability to choose between right
and wrong - and, thus,
of all moral responsibility - God does not "impose" His guidance upon
anyone (cf. 26:4 and the
corresponding note).
13 See 7 :18 as well as the last paragraph of 11: 119. As regards the
"invisible beings" (jinn),
see Appendix III.

32:14
(14) [And He will say unto the sinners:] "Taste, then, [the recompense] for your having been
oblivious of the coming of this your Day [of Judgment] - for, verily, We are [now] oblivious of
you: taste, then, [this] abiding suffering for all [the evil] that you were wont to do!"
32;15
ONLY THEY [truly] believe in Our messages who, whenever they are conveyed to them, fall
down, prostrating themselves in adoration, and extol their Sustainer's limitless glory and praise;
and who are never filled with false pride; (32:16) [and] who are impelled to rise14 from their beds
[at night] to call out to their Sustainer in fear and hope; and who spend on others out of what We
provide for them as sustenance.
32:17
And [as for all such believers,] no human being can imagine what blissful delights, as yet hidden,
await them [in the life to come]15 as a reward for all that they did. (32:18) Is, then, he who [in his
earthly life] was a believer to be compared with one who was iniquitous? [Nay,] these two are
not equal!
32:19

As for those who attain to faith and do righteous deeds - gardens of rest await them, as a
welcome [from God], in result of what they did; (32:20) but as for those who are lost in iniquity their goal is the fire: as oft as they will try to come out of it, they will be thrown back into it; and
they will be told, "Taste [now] this suffering through fire which you were wont to call a lie!"
32:21
However, ere [We condemn them to] that supreme suffering, We shall most certainly let them
taste of a suffering closer at hand,16 so that they might [repent and] mend their ways.17 (32:22)
And who could be more wicked than he to whom his Sustainer's messages are conveyed and who
thereupon turns away from them? Verily, We shall inflict Our retribution on those who are [thus]
lost in sin!
14 Lit., "whose sides [i.e.. bodies] restlessly rise".
15 Lit., "what is kept hidden for them [by way] of a joy of the eyes",
i.e., of blissful delights,
irrespective of whether seen, heard or felt. The expression "what is kept
hidden for them" clearly
alludes to the unknowable - and, therefore, only allegorically
describable - quality of life in
the hereafter. The impossibility of man's really "imagining" paradise has
been summed up by the
Prophet in the well-authenticated hadith; "God says: 'I have readied for
My righteous servants
what no eye has ever seen, and no ear has ever heard, and no heart of man
has ever conceived"'
(Bukhari and Muslim, on the authority of Abu Hurayrah; also Tirmidhi).
This hadith has always
been regarded by the Companions as the Prophet's own comment on the above
verse'(cf. Fath
al-Bari VIII, 418 f.).
16 Lit., "nearer", i:e., in this world: for an explanation, see note 27 on
52:47.
17 Lit., "so that they might return [to righteousness]".

32:23
AND, INDEED, [O Muhammad,] We did vouchsafe revelation unto Moses [as well]: so be not
in doubt of [thy] having met with the same [truth in the revelation vouchsafed to thee).18
And [just as] We caused that [earlier revelation] to be a guidance for the children of Israel,
(32:24) and [as] We raised among them leaders who, so long as they bore themselves with
patience and had sure faith in Our messages, guided [their people] in accordance with Our
behest19 - [so, too, shall it be with the divine writ revealed unto thee, O Muhammad.]20
32:25

VERILY, it is God alone who will decide between men21 on Resurrection Day with regard to all
on which they were wont to differ.22 (32:26) [But) can, then, they [who deny the truth] learn no
lesson by recalling how many a generation We have destroyed before their time?23 - [people] in
whose dwelling-places they [themselves now) walk about?
In this, behold, there are messages indeed: will they not, then, listen?
18 With this passage the discourse returns to the theme enunciated at the
beginning of this surah namely, the divine origin of the revelation granted to Muhammad, which,
as the present passage
points out, proceeds from the same source as that granted to Moses (the
last of the great apostles
of God accepted as such by all the three monotheistic religions, Judaism,
Christianity and Islam).
Furthermore, the identity of the fundamental truths in all divine
revelations, stressed in the above
verse, implies an identity of the moral demands made of the followers of
those revelations irrespective
of period, race or social environment.
19 I.e., in accordance with the divine ordinances enunciated in and for
their time in the Torah:
an allusion to the decline of faith, frequently mentioned in the Qur'an,
among the children of Israel
of later times, and the tendency among many of their leaders and learned
men to corrupt the text of
the Torah and, thus, to "overlay the truth with falsehood" (see, e.g.,
2:42, 75, 79, and the
corresponding notes).
20 This interpolation reflects Zamakhshari's commentary on the above
passage, to the effect that the
Qur'an is destined to provide guidance and light so long as the
coinmunity's religious leaders are
patient in adversity and steadfast in their faith: an interpretation
which implies that the Qur'an
will cease to be of benefit to people who have lost their moral virtues
and their faith.
21 Lit., "between them",
22 See surah 2, note 94; also 22:67-69. In the present instance, this
difference of opinion relates
to belief in resurrection, on the one hand, and its denial, on the other.
23 For the wider meaning of the term qarn (lit., "generation"), see note
111 on 20:128.

32:27
Are they not aware that it is We who drive the rain onto dry land devoid of herbage, and thereby
bring forth herbage of which their cattle and they themselves do eat? Can they not, then, see [the
truth of resurrection]?

32:28
But they answer: "When will that final decision take place, if what you [believers] say is true?"24
(32:29) Say: "On the Day of the Final Decision, their [newly-found] faith will be of no use to
those who [in their lifetime] were bent on denying the truth, nor will they be granted respite!" (32:30) and then leave them alone, and wait [for the truth to unfold as] they, behold, are
waiting....
24 A reference to the statement in verse 25.

The Thirty-Third Surah
Al-Ahzab (The Confederates)
Medina Period

THE DESIGNATION of this surah is derived from the references in verses 9-27 to the War of
the Confederates, which took place in the year 5 H. (see note 13 below). The tone of these
references, and especially of verse 20, shows that this part of the surah was revealed immediately
after that war, i.e., towards the end of 5 H. Verses 37-40, which deal with the Prophet's marriage
to Zaynab bint Jahsh, were revealed in the same year, probably a few months earlier; the same
can be said of verses 4-5, which apparently contain an indirect allusion to the Prophet's adoptive
relationship with Zaynab's first husband, Zayd ibn Harithah (see in this connection note 42
below). On the other hand, verses 28-29 and 52 cannot have been revealed earlier than the year 7
H., and may even belong to a later period (cf. note 65 on verse 52). There is no clear evidence as
to the date of the rest of this surah, although some authorities (e.g., Suyuti) maintain that much if not most - of it was revealed after surah 3 ("The House of "Imran") and before surah 4
("Women"), which would place it towards the end of 3 H. or in the early part of 4 H. In brief, it
can be stated with certainty that the surah was revealed in small segments at various times
between the end of the first and the middle of the last third of the Medina period. This, together
with the fact that a considerable portion of it deals with the personal history of the Prophet, the
relationship between him and his contemporaries - in particular, his family - and certain rules of
behaviour which applied explicitly, and specifically, to his wives alone, explains why this surah
is so complex in its structure and so diversified in its modes of expression.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
33:1
O PROPHET! Remain conscious of God, and defer not to the deniers of the truth and the
hypocrites: for God is truly all-knowing, wise. (33:2) And follow [but] that which comes unto
thee through revelation from thy Sustainer:1 for God is truly aware of all that you do, [O men].
(33:3) And place thy trust in God [alone]: for none is as worthy of trust as God.
33:4
NEVER has God endowed any man with two hearts in one body:2 and [just as] He has never
made your wives whom you may have declared to be "as unlawful to you as your mothers'

bodies" [truly] your mothers,3 so, too, has He never made your adopted sons [truly] your sons:4
these are but [figures of] speech uttered by your mouths - whereas God speaks the [absolute]
truth:5 and it is He alone who can show [you] the right path.
1 Lit., "what is revealed to thee from thy Sustainer" - indicating that He
is the source of all revelation.
2 Lit., "within him". In the first instance, this connects with the
preceding passage, implying that man
cannot be truly conscious of God and at the same time defer to the views
of "the deniers of the truth
and the hypocrites" (Razi) Beyond this, however, the above sentence forms
a conceptual link with the
sequence, which states that it is against the God-willed laws of nature and, therefore, unreasonable
and morally inadmissible - to attribute to one and the same person two
mutually incompatible roles
within the framework of human relationships (Zamakhshari).
3 This is a reference to the pre-islamic Arabian custom called zihar,
whereby a husband could divorce
his wife by simply declaring, "Thou art [henceforth as unlawful] to me as
my mother's back", the
term zahr ("back") being in this case a metonym for "body". In pagan Arab
society, this mode of
divorce was considered final and irrevocable; but a woman thus divorced
was not allowed to remarry,
and had to remain forever in her former husband's custody. As is evident
from the first four verses
of surah 58 (Al-Mujadalah) - which was revealed somewhat earlier than the
present surah - this cruel
pagan custom had already been abolished by the time of the revelation of
the above verse, and is
mentioned here only as an illustration of the subsequent dictum that the
"figures of speech [lit.,
"your sayings"] which you utter with your mouths" do not necessarily
coincide with the reality of
human relations.
4 I.e., in the sense of blood relationship: hence, the marriage
restrictions applying to real sons and, by obvious implication, daughters as well do not apply to adoptive
children. This statement
has a definite bearing on verses 37 ff. below.
5 Sc., by bringing into being the factual, biological relationship of
parent and child in distinction
from all man-made, social relationships like husband and wife, or fosterparent and adoptive child.
In this connection it should be borne in mind that the Qur'an frequently
uses the metaphor of God's
"speech" to express His creative activity.

33:5

[As for your adopted children,] call them by their [real] fathers' names: this is more equitable in
the sight of God; and if you know not who their fathers were, [call them] your brethren in faith
and your friends.6 However, you will incur no sin if you err in this respect:7 [what really matters
is] but what your hearts intend - for God is indeed much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace!
33:6
The Prophet has a higher claim on the believers than [they have on] their own selves, [seeing that
he is as a father to them] and his wives are their mothers:8 and they who are [thus] closely related
have, in accordance with God's decree, a higher claim upon one another than (was even the case
between] the believers [of Yathrib] and those who had migrated [there for the sake of God].9
None the less, you are to act with utmost goodness towards your [other] close friends as well:10
this [too] is written down in God's decree.
6. I.e., "make it clear that your relationship is an adoptive one, and do
not create the impression
that they are your real children" - thus safeguarding their true
identity.
7 I.e., by making a mistake in the attribution of the child's parentage, or
by calling him or her,
out of love, "my son" or "my daughter".
8 Thus, connecting with the preceding mention of voluntary, elective
relationships (as contrasted with
those by blood), this verse points to the highest manifestation of an
elective, spiritual
relationship: that of the God-inspired Prophet and the person who freely
chooses to follow him.
The Prophet himself is reported to have said: "None of you has real faith
unless I am dearer unto
him than his father, and his child, and all mankind" (Bukhari and Muslim,
on the authority of Anas,
with several almost identical versions in other compilations). The
Companions invariably regarded
the Prophet as the spiritual father of his community. Some of them e.g., lbn Mas'ud (as quoted
by Zamakhshari) or Ubayy ibn Ka'b, Ibn 'Abbas and Mu'awiyah (as quoted by
Ibn Kathir) hardly ever
recited the above verse without adding, by way of explanation, "seeing
that he is (as] a father
to them"; and many of the tabi'in - including Mujahid, Qatadah, 'Ikrimah
and Al-Hasan (cf. Tabari
and Ibn Kathir) - did the same: hence my interpolation, between brackets,
of this phrase. (However,
see also verse 40 of this surah and the corresponding note 50.) As
regards the status of the
Prophet's wives as the "mothers of the believers", this arises primarily
from the fact of their
having shared the life of God's Apostle in its most intimate aspect.
Consequently, they could not
remarry after his death (see verse 53 below), since all the believers
were, spiritually, their
"children".

33:7
AND LO! We did accept a solemn pledge from all the prophets" - from thee, [O Muhammad,] as
well as from Noah, and Abraham, and Moses, and Jesus the son of Mary -: for We accepted a
most weighty, solemn pledge from [all of] them, (33:8) so that [at the end of time] He might ask
those men of truth as to [what response] their truthfulness [had received on earth].12 And
grievous suffering has He readied for all who deny the truth!
33:9
O YOU who have attained to faith! Call to mind the blessings which God bestowed on you [at
the time] when [enemy] hosts came down upon you, whereupon We let loose against them a
stormwind and [heavenly] hosts that you could not see:13 yet God saw all that you did.
9 See note 86 on the last but one sentence of 8:75. As explained in that
note, neither of these
two passages (8:75 and 33:6) can be satisfactorily interpreted as bearing
on the laws of inheritance:
all endeavours to interpret them in that sense only do violence to the
logical build-up and inner
cohesion of the Qur'anic discourse. On the other hand, it is obvious that
both passages have
basically a similar (namely, spiritual) import - with the difference only
that whereas the concluding
sentences of Al-Anfal refer to the brotherhood of all believers in
general, the present passage lays
stress on the yet deeper, special relationship between every true
believer and God's Apostle.
10 I.e., towards all other believers, as stressed so often in the Qur'an,
and particularly in 8:75
(see preceding note): in other words, a believer's exalted love for the
Prophet should not blind
him to the fact that "all believers are brethren" (49:10). The extremely
complex term ma'ruf,
rendered by me in this context as "innermost goodness", may be defined as
"any act [or attitude]
the goodness whereof is evident to reason" (Raghib).
11 This parenthetic passage connects with verses 1-3 above, and relates to
every prophet's "pledge" i.e., sacred duty - to convey God's message to man, and thus to act as "a
bearer of glad tidings
and a warner". (For my rendering of idh, in this context, as "lo", see
surah 2, note 21.)
12 Cf 5:109 and, more particularly, 7:6 "We shall most certainly call to
account all those unto
whom Our message was sent, and We shall most certainly call to account
the message-bearers
[themselves]".
13 Cf. 3:124-125 and the corresponding note 93. The present passage (verses
9-27) relates to the

War of the Confederates (al-ahzab) - also called the War of the Trench
(al-khandaq) - which took
place in 5 H. At the instigation of the Jewish tribe of Banu 'n-Nadir,
who had been expelled
from Yathrib (Medina) after they had broken the treaty binding them to
the Muslims, several of
the most powerful Abrabian tribes formed a confederacy with a view to
overcoming, once and for
all, the threat posed by Islam to the beliefs and many of the customs of
pagan Arabia. In the
month of Shawwal, 5 H., a force of well over 12,000 men, composed of the
Quraysh and their
allies the Banu Kinanah, Banu Asad and the people of the coastlands (the
Tihamah), as well as
the great Najdi tribe of Ghatafan and its allies, the Hawizin (or Banu
'Amir) and Banu Sulaym converged upon Medina. Forewarned of their coming, the Prophet had
ordered a deep trench to be
dug around the town - a defensive measure unknown in pre-Islamic Arabia and thus brought the
assault uf the Confederates to a halt. At that point, however, another
danger arose for the Muslims.
The Jewish tribe of Banu Qurayzah, who lived in the outskirts of Medina
and until then had been
allied with the Muslims, broke the treaty of alliance and openly joined
the Confederates. Nevertheless,
during a siege lasting several weeks all the attempts of the latter to
cross the trench - manned
by the numerically much weaker and less well-armed Muslims - were
repulsed with heavy losses to
the attackers; dissensions, based on mutual distrust, gradually
undermined the much-vaunted alliance
between the Jewish and the pagan Arab tribes; in the month of Dhu'lQa'dah their frustration became
complete when a bitterly-cold stormwind raged for several days, making
life unbearable even for
hardened warriors. And so, finally, the siege was raised and the
Confederates dispersed, thus
ending the last attempt of the pagans to destroy the Prophet and his
community.

33:10
[Remember what you felt] when they came upon you from above you and from below you,14 and
when [your] eyes became dim and [your] hearts came up to [your] throats, and [when] most
conflicting thoughts about God passed through your minds:15 (33:11) [for] there and then were
the believers tried, and shaken with a shock severe.
33:12
And [remember how it was] when the hypocrites and those with hearts diseased16 said [to one
another], "God and His Apostle have promised us nothing but delusions!"17 (33:13) and when
some of them said, "O you people of Yathrib! You cannot withstand [the enemy] here:18 hence,
go back [to your homes]!" - whereupon a party from among them asked leave of the Prophet,

saying, "Behold, our houses are exposed [to attack]!" - the while they were not [really] exposed:
they wanted nothing but to flee.
33:14
Now if their town had been stormed,19 and they had been asked [by the enemy] to commit
apostasy, [the hypocrites] would have done so without much delay20 (33:15) although ere that
they had vowed before God that they would never turn their backs (on His message]: and a vow
made to God must surely be answered for!
14 The Ghatafan group tried to take the trench by assault from the upper,
eastern part of the
Medina plain, while the Quraysh and their allies launched an attack from
its lower, i.e., western
part (Zamakhshari), and this obviously in consonance with their original
lines of approach - the
Ghatafan having come from the highlands (Najd), and the Quraysh from the
coastal lowlands (the
Tihimah).
15 Lit., "[when] you thought all [manner of] thoughts about God": i.e.,
"whether He would save you or
allow your enemies to triumph".
16 This phrase obviously denotes here the weak of faith among the
believers.
17 This is a reference to Muhammad's prophetic vision, at the time of
digging the trench, of the
future Muslim conquest of the whole Arabian Peninsula as well as of the
Persian and Byzantine
Empires (Tabari). Several authentic Traditions testify to the Prophet's
announcement of this
vision at the time in question.
18 I.e., outside the city, defending the trench.
19 Lit., "if entry to them had been forced".

33:16
Say: "Whether you flee from [natural] death or from being slain (in battle], flight will not profit
you - for, however you fare,21 you are not (allowed] to enjoy life for more than a little while!"
33:17
Say: "Who is there that could keep you away from God if it be His will to harm you, or if it be
His will to show you mercy?"
For, (do they not know that] besides God they can find none to protect them, and none to bring
them succour?

33:18
God is indeed aware of those of you who would divert others (from fighting in His cause], as
well as of those who say to their brethren, "Come hither to us (and face the enemy)!" - the while
they (themselves] join battle but seldom, (33:19) begrudging you all help. But then, when danger
threatens, thou canst see them looking to thee (for help, O Prophet], their eyes rolling (in terror]
like (the eyes of] one who is overshadowed by death: yet as soon as the danger has passed, they
will assail you (believers] with sharp tongues, begrudging you all that is good!
[People like] these have never known faith - and therefore God will cause all their works to come
to nought: for this is indeed easy for God. (33:20) They think that the Confederates have not
(really] withdrawn;22 and should the Confederates return, these (hypocrites] would prefer to be in
the desert, among the bedouin, asking for news about you, [O believers, from far away;] and
even were they to find themselves in your midst, they would but make a pretence at fighting (by
your side].23
33:21
VERILY, in the Apostle of God you have a good example for everyone who looks forward (with
hope and awe] to God and the Last Day, and remembers God unceasingly.24
20 Lit., "and would not have tarried more than a little [while]".
21 Lit., "for then" or "in that case" (idhan), signifying here "however it
may be".
22 Sc., "but would come back in force and resume the siege".
23 Lit.,"'they would not fight except a little".
24 This verse (and the passage that follows) connects with verses 9-11
above, and especially
with verse 11 - "there and then were the believers tried, and shaken with
a shock severe" - which
summarizes, as it were, their experiences during the critical days and
weeks of the War of the
Trench. Although it is addressed, in the first instance, to those early
defenders of Medina who
were thus exhorted to emulate the Prophet's faith, courage and
steadfastness, the above verse is
timeless in its import and its validity for all situations and
conditions. - Since the verb rajawa,
as well as the noun-forms rajw, rujuww and raja' derived from it, carry
the connotation of both
"hope" and "fear" (or "awe"), I have rendered yarju accordingly.

33:22
And [so,] when the believers saw the Confederates (advancing against them], they said, "This is
what God and His Apostle have promised us!" - and, "Truly spoke God and His Apostle!"25 - and
all this but increased their faith and their readiness to surrender themselves unto God.

33:23
Among the believers are men who have [always] been true to what they have vowed before
God;26 and among them are such as have [already] redeemed their pledge by death, and such as
yet await (its fulfilment] without having changed [their resolve] in the least.
33:24
[Such trials are imposed upon man] so that God may reward the truthful for having been true to
their word, and cause the hypocrites to suffer - if that be His will - or [if they repent,] accept their
repentance:27 for, verily, God is indeed much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace!
33:25
(25) Thus, for all their fury, God repulsed those who were bent on denying the truth;28 no
advantage did they gain, since God was enough to (protect] the believers in battle - seeing that
God is most powerful, almighty -; (33:26) and He brought down from their strongholds those of
the followers of earlier revelation who had aided the aggressors,29 and cast terror into their
hearts: some you slew, and some you made captive; (33:27) and He made you heirs to their
lands, and their houses, and their goods - and [promised you] lands on which you had never yet
set foot:30 for God has indeed the power to will anything.
25 These seem to be allusions to 29:2 (which may have been one of the last
Meccan revelations) as
well as to 2:155 and 214 (i.e., verses of the first surah of the Medina
period).
26 Specifically, this verse is said to apply to certain of the Companions
who vowed, at the time of
the early campaigns, that they would fight until death at the Prophet's
side (Zamakhshari);
in its wider sense, however, it relates to all efforts involving a
supreme sacrifice in God's
cause.
27 Cf. 6:12 - "God, who has willed upon Himself the law of grace and mercy"
- and the corresponding
note 10.
28 I.e., the pagans among the Confederates (see note 13 above); their
Jewish allies are mentioned
separately in the next verse.
29 Lit., "them", i.e., the tribes allied against Muhammad and his
community. The "followers of
earlier revelation" (ahi al-kitab) referred to here were the Jews of the
tribe of Banu Qurayzah,
who despite their monotheistic faith had betrayed the Muslims and made
common cause with the pagan
Confederates. After the dismal rout of the latter, the Banu Qurayzah,
anticipating the vengeance

of the community which they had betrayed, withdrew to their fortresses in
the vicinity of Medina.
After a siege lasting twenty-five days they surrendered to the Muslims,
forfeiting all that they
possessed.
30 I.e., lands which the Muslims were to conquer and hold in the future.
This clause - with its
allusion to yet more prosperous times to come - provides a connection
between the present passage
and the next.

33:28
O PROPHET! Say unto thy wives: "If you desire [but] the life of this world and its charms well, then, I shall provide for you and release you in a becoming manner;31 (33:29) but if you
desire God and His Apostle, and [thus the good of] the life in the hereafter, then [know that],
verily, for the doers of good among you God has readied a mighty reward!"32
33:30
O wives of the Prophet! If any of you were to become guilty of manifestly immoral conduct,33
double [that of other sinners] would be her suffering [in the hereafter]: for that is indeed easy for
God. (33:31) But if any of you devoutly obeys God and His Apostle and does good deeds, on her
shall We bestow her reward twice-over: for We shall have readied for her a most excellent
sustenance [in the life to come].34
33:32
O wives of the Prophet! You are not like any of the [other] women, provided that you remain
[truly] conscious of God.35 Hence, be not over-soft in your speech, lest any whose heart is
diseased should be moved to desire [you]: but, withal, speak in a kindly way. (33:33) And abide
quietly in your homes, and do not flaunt your charms as they used to flaunt them in the old days
of pagan ignorance;36 and be constant in prayer, and render the purifying dues, and pay heed unto
God and His Apostle: for God only wants to remove from you all that might be loathsome, O
you members of the (Prophet's] household, and to purify you to utmost purity. (33:34) And bear
in mind all that is recited in your homes of God's messages and (His] wisdom: for God is
unfathomable (in His wisdom], all-aware.37
31 By the time this verse was revealed (see note 65 on verse 52 of this
surah) the Muslims had
conquered the rich agricultural region of Khaybar, and the community had
grown more prosperous.
But while life was becoming easier for most of its members, this ease was
not reflected in the
household of the Prophet who, as before, allowed himself and his family
only the absolute minimum
necessary for the most simple living. In view of the changed
circumstances, it was no more than

natural that his wives were longing for a share in the comparative
luxuries which other Muslim women
could now enjoy. but an acquiescence by Muhammad to their demand would
have conflicted with the
principle, observed by him throughout his life, that the standard of
living of God's Apostle and
his family should not be higher than that of the poorest of the
believers.
32 When, immediately after their revelation, the Prophet recited the above
two verses to his wives,
all of them ernphatically rejected all thought of separation and declared
that they had chosen
"God and His Apostle and the [good of the] hereafter" (recorded in
several compilations of ahadith,
among them Bukhari and Muslim). Some of the earliest Islamic scholars
(e.g., Qatadah and Al-Hasan,
as quoted by Tabari) held that the subsequent revelation of verse 52 of
this surah constituted
God's reward, as it were, for this attitude.
33 Regarding this connotation of the term fahishah, see surah 4, note 14.
According to Zamakhshari,
in his commentary on the present verse, this term comprises all that may
be described as a
"gross sin' (kabirah).
34 See note 5 on 8:4.
35 Sc., "and, thus, conscious of your special position as the consorts of
God's Apostle and mothers
of the believers".
36 The term jahiliyyah denotes the period of a people's or civilization's moral ignorance between
the obliteration of one prophetic teaching and the emergence of another;
and, more specifically,
the period of Arabian paganism before the advent of Muhammad. Apart from
these historical connotations,
however, the term describes the state of moral ignorance or
unconsciousness in its general sense,
irrespective of time or social environment. (See also note 71 on 5:50.)

33:35
VERILY, for all men and women who have surrendered themselves unto God, and all believing
men and believing women, and all truly devout men and truly devout women, and all men and
women who are true to their word, and all men and women who are patient in adversity, and all
men and women who humble themselves [before God], and all men and women who give in
charity, and all self-denying men and self-denying women,38 and all men and women who are
mindful of their chastity,39 and all men and women who remember God unceasingly: for (all of]
them has God readied forgiveness of sins and a mighty reward.
33:36

(36) Now whenever God and His Apostle have decided a matter40, it is not for a believing man or
a believing woman to claim freedom of choice insofar as they themselves are concerned:41 for he
who [thus] rebels against God and His Apostle has already, most obviously, gone astray.
33:37
AND LO,42 [O Muhammad,] thou didst say unto the one to whom God had shown favour and to
whom thou hadst shown favour,43 "Hold on to thy wife, and remain conscious of God!" And
[thus] wouldst thou hide within thyself something that God was about to bring to light44 - for
thou didst stand in awe of (what] people [might think], whereas it was God alone of whom thou
shouldst have stood in awe!45
[But] then, when Zayd had come to the end of his union with her,46 We gave her to thee in
marriage, so that [in future] no blame should attach to the believers for (marrying] the spouses of
their adopted children when the latter have come to the end of their union with them.47 And
[thus] God's will was done.
37 For the meaning of the term latif as applied to God, especially in
combination with the term khabir,
see note 89 on 6:103.
38 The term sa'im, usually rendered as "fasting", has here its primary
connotation of "one who abstains
[from anything]" or "denies to himself (anything]": cf. 19:26, where the
noun sawm denotes "abstinence
from speech".
39 Lit., "the men who guard their private parts and the women who guard
(them]": see note 36 on 24:30.
40 I.e., whenever a specific law has been formulated as such in the Qur'an
or in an injunction promulgated
by the Prophet.
41 Lit., "to have a choice in their concern (min amrihim)" i.e., to let
their attitude or course of
action be determined, not by the relevant law, but by their personal
interests or predilections.
42 For this rendering of the particle idh, see surah 2, note 21. - With the
above verse, the discourse
returns to the problem of "elective" relationships touched upon in verses
4 ff.
Several years before Muhammad's call to prophethood, his wife Khadijah
made him a present of a young
slave, Zayd ibn Harithah, a descendant of the North-Arabian tribe of Banu
Kalb, who had been taken
captive as a child in the course of one of the many tribal wars and then
sold into slavery at Mecca.
As soon as he became the boy's owner, Muhammad freed him, and shortly
afterwards adopted him as his

son; and Zayd, in his turn, was among the first to embrace Islam. Years
later, impelled by the desire
to break down the ancient Arabian prejudice against a slave's or even a
freedman's marrying a
"free-born" woman, the Prophet persuaded Zayd to marry his (Muhammad's)
own cousin, Zaynab hint Jahsh,
who, without his being aware of it, had been in love with Muhammad ever
since her childhood. Hence,
she consented to the proposed marriage with great reluctance, and only in
deference to the authority
of the Prophet. Since Zayd, too, was not at all keen on this alliance
(being already happily married
to another freed slave, Umm Ayman, the mother of his son Usamah), it was
not surprising that the
marriage did not bring happiness to either Zaynab or Zayd. On several
occasions the latter was about
to divorce his new wife who, on her part, did not make any secret of her
dislike of Zayd; and each
time they were persuaded by the Prophet to persevere in patience and not
to separate. In the end,
however, the marriage proved untenable, and Zayd divorced Zaynab in the
year 5 H. Shortly afterwards
the Prophet married her in order to redeem what he considered to be his
moral responsibility for
her past unhappiness.
43 I.e., Zayd ibn Harithah, whom God had caused to become one of the
earliest believers, and whom the
Prophet had adopted as his son.
44 Namely, that the marriage of Zayd and Zaynab, which had been sponsored
by Muhammad himself, and on
which he had so strongly insisted, was a total failure and could only end
in divorce (see also next note).
45 Lit., "whereas God was more worthy (ahaqq) that thou shouldst stand in
awe of Him". Referring to this
divine reprimand (which, in itself, disproves the allegation that the
Qur'an was "composed by Muhammad"),
'A'ishah is reliably quoted as having said, "Had the Apostle of God been
inclined to suppress anything
of what was revealed to him, he would surely have suppressed this verse"
(Bukhari and Muslim).
46 Lit., "ended his want of [or "claim on"] her", sc., by divorcing her
(Zamakhshari).
47 Thus, apart from the Prophet's desire to make amends for Zaynab's past
unhappiness, the divine purpose
in causing him to marry the former wife of his adopted son (stressed in
the phrase, "We gave her to
thee in marriage") was to show that - contrary to what the pagan Arabs
believed - an adoptive
relationship does not involve any of the marriage-restrictions which
result from actual, biological
parent-and-child relations (cf. note 3 on verse 4 of this surah).

33:38
(Hence,] no blame whatever attaches to the Prophet for [having done] what God has ordained for
him.48 [Indeed, such was] God's way with those that have passed away aforetime49 - and
[remember that] God's will is always destiny absolute -; (33:39) [and such will always be His
way with] those who convey God's messages (to the world], and stand in awe of Him, and hold
none but God in awe: for none can take count [of man's doings] as God does!
48 I.e,, his marriage with Zaynab, which was meant to exemplify a point of
canon law as well as to
satisfy what the Prophet regarded as his personal moral duty.
49 I.e., the prophets who preceded Muhammad -; in all of whom, as in him,
all personal desires
coincided with their willingness to surrender themselves lo - God: an
inborn, harmonious disposition
of the spirit which characterizes God's elect and - as the subsequent,
parenthetic clause declares is their "destiny absolute" (qadar maqdur).

33:40
[And know, O believers, that] Muhammad is not the father of any one of your men,50 but is
God's Apostle and the Seal of all Prophets.51 And God has indeed full knowledge of everything.
33:41
O YOU who have attained to faith! Remember God with unceasing remembrance, (33:42) and
extol His limitless glory from morn to evening.52 (33:43) He it is who bestows His blessings
upon you, with His angels [echoing Him], so that He might take you out of the depths of
darkness into the light.
And, indeed, a dispenser of grace is He unto the believers. (33:44) On the Day when they meet
Him, they will be welcomed with the greeting, "Peace"; and He will have readied for them a
most excellent reward.
33:45
[And as for thee,] O Prophet - behold, We have sent thee as a witness [to the truth], and as a
herald of glad tidings and a warner, (33:46) and as one who summons [all men] to God by His
leave,53 and as a light-giving beacon. (33:47) And [so,] convey to the believers the glad tiding
that a great bounty from God awaits them; (33:48) and defer not to [the likes and dislikes of] the
deniers of the truth and the hypocrites, and disregard their hurtful talk,54 and place thy trust in
God: for none is as worthy of trust as God.
33:49

O YOU who have attained to faith! If you marry believing women and then divorce them ere you
have touched them, you have no reason to expect, and to calculate, any waiting-period on their
part:55 hence, make [at once] provision for them, and release them in a becoming manner.56
50 I.e., he is the spiritual "father" of the whole community (cf. note 8 on
verse 6 of this surah), and
not of any one person or particular persons thus, incidentally, refuting
the erroneous idea that
physical descent from a prophet confers, by itself, any merit on the
persons concerned.
51 I.e., the last of the prophets, just as a seal (khatam) marks the end of
a document; apart from
this, the term khatam is also synonymous with khitam, the "end" or
"conclusion" of a thing: from
which it follows that the message revealed through Muhammad the Qur'an must be regarded as the
culmination and the end of all prophetic revelation (cf. note 66 on the
first sentence of the second
paragraph of 5:48, and note 126 on 7:158). See also note 102 on 21:107.
52 Lit., "at morn and evening", i.e., at all times.
53 I.e., at His behest (Tabari).
54 Or: "yet [withal,] abstain from injuring them" (Zamakhshari) - depending
on whether adhahum is
taken to mean "the hurt caused by them" or "done by them".
55 Lit., "you have no waiting-period whatever upon them which you should
count" - i.e., "which either
of you should take into accoupt as an obligation": cf. the first part of
2:228, and the corresponding
note 215. Since the question of pregnancy does not arise if the marriage
has not been consummated,
a waiting-penod on the part of the diyorced wife would be meaningless and
of no benefit either to
her or to her former husband.
56 This injunction, relating to certain marital problems which affect the
believers in general, forms
an introduction, as it were, to a resumption, in the next verse, of the
discourse on the marital
laws applying exclusively to the Prophet: thus, it connects with the
passage beginning with the words,
"O wives of the Prophet! You are not like any of the [other] women"
(verse 32), as well as with
the subsequent reference to his marriage with Zaynab (verses 37 f.).

30:50
O PROPHET! Behold, We have made lawful to thee thy wives unto whom thou hast paid their
dowers,57 as well as those whom thy right hand has come to possess from among the captives of
war whom God has bestowed upon thee:58 And [We have made lawful to thee] the daughters of

thy paternal uncles and aunts, and the daughters of thy maternal uncles and aunts, who have
migrated with thee [to Yathrib];59 and any believing woman who offers herself freely to the
Prophet and whom the Prophet might be willing to wed:60 [this latter being but] a privilege for
thee, and not for other believers - [seeing that] We have already made known what We have
enjoined upon them with regard to their wives and those whom their right hands may possess.61
[And] in order that thou be not burdened with [undue] anxiety - for God is indeed muchforgiving, a dispenser of grace - (33:51) [know that] thou mayest put off for a time whichever of
them thou pleasest, and mayest take unto thee whichever thou pleasest; and [that,] if thou seek
out any from whom thou hast kept away [for a time], thou wilt incur no sin [thereby]:62 this will
make it more likely that their eyes are gladdened [whenever they see thee],63 and that they do not
grieve [whenever they are overlooked], and that all of them may find contentment in whatever
thou hast to give them: for God [alone] knows what is in your hearts - and God is indeed allknowing, forbearing.64
57 The term ajr is in this context synonymous with faridah in its specific
sense of "dower" (mahr):
see surah 2, note 224.
58 As pointed out in several places (see, in particular, note 32 on 4:25),
Islam does not countenance
any form of concubinage, and categorically prohibits sexual relations
between a man and a woman
unless they are lawfully married to one another. In this respect, the
only difference between a
"free" woman and a slave is that whereas the former must receive a dower
from her husband, no
such obligation is imposed on a man who marries his rightfully owned
slave (lit., "one whom his
right hand possesses") - that is, a woman taken captive in a "holy war"
(jihad) waged in defence
of the Faith or of liberty (note 167 on 2:190 and note 72 on 8:67) -:
for, in such a case, the
freedom conferred upon the bride by the very act of marriage is
considered to be equivalent
to a dower.
59 This was - in addition to his not being allowed to divorce any of his
wives (see verse 52 below) a further restriction imposed on the Prophet in the matter of marriage:
whereas all other Muslims
are free to marry any of their paternal or maternal cousins, the Prophet
was allowed to marry only
such from among them as had proved their strong, early attachment to
Islam by having accompanied
him on his exodus (the hijrah) from Mecca to Medina. In the opinion of
Baghawi - an opinion
obviously based on the corresponding, ancient Arabian usage - the term
"daughters of thy paternal
uncles and aunts" comprises in this context not only the actual paternal
cousins but, in general,
all women of the tribe of Quraysh, to which Muhammad's father belonged,
while the term "daughters

of thy maternal uncles and aunts" comprises all women of his mother's
tribe, the Banu Zuhrah.
60 The relevant clause reads, literally, "if she offered herself as a gift
(in wahabat nafsaha)
to the Prophet". Most of the classical commentators take this to mean
"without demanding or
expecting a dower (mahr)", which, as far as ordinary Muslims are
concerned, is an essential
item in a marriage agreement (cf. 4:4 and 24, and the correspanding
notes; also surah 2,
note 224).
61 The above parenthetic sentence refers to the previously revealed,
general laws relating to marriage
(see 2:221, 4:3-4 and l9-25, as well as the corresponding notes), and
particularly the laws bearing
on the question of dower.
62 Thus, the Prophet was told that he need not observe a strict "rotation"
in the conjugal attentions
due to his wives, although he himself, impelled by an inborn sense of
fairness, always endeavoured
to give them a feeling of absolute equality.
63 I.e., by the inner certainty that whenever he turned to any of them, he
did so on impulse, out
of genuine affection, and not out of a sense of marital "obligation".
64 According to a hadith on the authority of 'A'ishah, recorded in the
Musnad of Ibn Hanbal, the
Prophet "used to divide his attentions equitably among his wives, and
then would pray: 'O God!
I am doing whatever is in my power: do not, then, blame me for [failing
in] something which is
in Thy power [alone], and not in mine!' thus alluding to his heart, and
to loving some [of his
wives] more than others."

33:52
No [other] women shall henceforth be lawful to thee65 - nor art thou [allowed] to supplant [any
of] them by other wives,66 even though their beauty should please thee greatly -: [none shall be
lawful to thee] beyond those whom thou [already] hast come to possess.67 And God keeps watch
over everything.
65 Some commentators (e.g., Tabari) assume that this restriction relates to
the four categories of
women enumerated in verse 50 above: it is, however, much more probable
that it is a prohibition
barring the Prophet from marrying any woman in addition to those to whom
he was already married
(Baghawi, Zamakhshari). Some of the earliest, most outstanding
authorities on the Qur'an, like

Ibn 'Abbas, Mujahid, Ad-Dahhak, Qatadah, Ibn Zayd (all of them cited by
Ibn Kathir), or Al-Hasan
al-Basri (quoted by Tabari in his commentary on verses 28-29), link this
prohibition of further
marriages with the choice between the charms of worldly life and the good
of the hereafter with
which the wives of the Prophet were confronted on the strength of verses
2~29, and their emphatic
option for "God and His Apostle" (cf. note 32 above). All those early
authorities describe the
revelation of verse 52 - and the assurance which it was meant to convey
to the wives of the Prophet as God's reward, in this world, of their faith and fidelity. Since it is
inconceivable that the
Prophet could have disregarded the categorical injunction, "No [other]
women shall henceforth be
lawful to thee", the passage in question cannot have been revealed
earlier than the year 7 H.,
that is, the year in which the conquest of Khaybar and the Prophet's
marriage with Safiyyah his last marriage - took place. Consequently, verses 28-29 (with which,
as we have seen, verse
52 is closely connected) must have been revealed at that later period,
and not, as some
commentators think, in the year 5 H. (i.e., at the time of the Prophet's
marriage with Zaynab).
66 I.e., to divorce any of them with a view to taking another wife in her
stead (with the prohibitive
accent on the 'supplanting" - i.e., divorcing - of any of his wives).
67 In my opinion, the expression ma malakat yaminuka (lit., "what thy right
hand possesses", or "has
come to possess") has here the same meaning as in 4:24, namely, "those
whom thou hast come to
possess through wedlock" (see surah 4, note 26); thus, the above verse is
to be understood as
limiting the Prophet's marriages to those already contracted.

33:53
O YOU who have attained to faith! Do not enter the Prophet's dwellings unless you are given
leave; [and when invited] to a meal, do not come [so early as] to wait for it to be readied: but
whenever you are invited, enter [at the proper time]; and when you have partaken of the meal,
disperse without lingering for the sake of mere talk: that, behold, might give offence to the
Prophet, and yet he might feel shy of [asking] you [to leave]: but God is not shy of [teaching
you] what is right.68
And [as for the Prophet's wives,] whenever you ask them for anything that you need, ask them
from behind a screen:69 this will but deepen the purity of your hearts and theirs. Moreover, it
does not behove you to give offence to God's Apostle - just as it would not behove you ever to
marry his widows after he has passed away:70 that, verily, would be an enormity in the sight of
God.

33:54
Whether you do anything openly or in secret, [remember that,] verily, God has full knowledge of
everything. (33:55) [However,] it is no sin for them71 [to appear freely] before their fathers, or
their sons, or their brothers, or their brothers' sons, or their sisters' sons, or their womenfolk, or
such [male slaves] as their right hands may possess.
But [always, O wives of the Prophet,72] remain conscious of God - for, behold, God is witness
unto everything.
33:56
Verily, God and His angels bless the Prophet: [hence,] O you who have attained to faith, bless
him and give yourselves up [to his guidance] in utter self-surrender!
68 Connecting with the reference, in verses 45-48, to the Prophet's
mission, the above passage
is meant to stress his unique position among his contemporaries; but as
is so often the case with
Qur'anic references to historical events and situations, the ethical
principle enunciated here is
not restricted to a particular time or environment. By exhorting the
Prophet's Companions to revere
his person, the Qur'an reminds all believers, at all times, of his
exalted status (cf. note 85 on 2:104);
beyond that, it teaches them certain rules of behaviour bearing on the
life of the community as
such: rules which, however insignificant they may appear at first glance,
are of psychological value
in a society that is to be governed by a genuine feeling of brotherhood,
mutual consideration, and
respect for the sanctity of each other's personality and privacy.
69 The term hijab denotes anything that intervenes between two things, or
conceals, shelters or protects
the one from the other; it may be rendered, according to the context, as
"barrier", "obstacle",
"partition", "screen", "curtain", "veil", etc., in both the concrete and
abstract connotations of
these words. The prohibition to approach the Prophet's wives otherwise
than "from behind a screen"
or "curtain" may be taken literally - as indeed it was taken by most of
the Companions of the Prophet or metaphorically, indicating the exceptional reverence due to these
"mothers of the faithful".
70 Lit., "to marry his wives after him".
71 I.e., the wives of the Prophet (connecting with the injunction, in verse
53 above, that they should
be spoken to "from behind a screen").

72 This interpolation is conditioned by the feminine gender of the
subsequent plural imperative ittaqina.

33:57
Verily, as for those who (knowingly] affront God and His Apostle - God will reject them73 in this
world and in the life to come; and shameful suffering will He ready for them. (33:58) And as for
those who malign believing men and believing women without their having done any wrong they surely burden themselves with the guilt of calumny, and [thus] with a flagrant sin!
33:59
(59) O Prophet! Tell thy wives and thy daughters, as well as all (other] believing women, that
they should draw over themselves some of their outer garments [when in public]: this will be
more conducive to their being recognized [as decent women] and not annoyed.74 But [withal,]
God is indeed much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace!75
33:60
THUS IT IS: if 76 the hypocrites, and they in whose hearts is disease,77 and they who, by
spreading false rumours, would cause disturbances78 in the City [of the Prophet] desist not [from
their hostile doings], We shall indeed give thee mastery over them, [O Muhammad] - and then
they will not remain thy neighbours in this [city] for more than a little while:79 (33:61) bereft of
God's grace, they shall be seized wherever they may be found, and slain one and all.80
73 In classical Arabic, the term la'nah is more or less synonymous with
ib'ad ("removal into distance"
or "banishment"); hence, God's la'nah denotes "His rejection of a sinner
from all that is good"
(Lisan al-'Arab) or "exclusion from His grace" (Manar 11, 50). The term
mal'un which occurs
in verse 61 below signifies, therefore, "one who is bereft of God's
grace".
74 Cf. the first two sentences of 24:31 and the corresponding notes 37 and
38.
75 The specific, time-bound formulation of the above verse (evident in the
reference to the wives
and daughters of the Prophet), as well as the deliberate vagueness of the
recommendation that women
"should draw upon themselves some of their outer garments (min
jalabibihinna)" when in public,
makes it clear that this verse was not meant to be an injunction (hukm)
in the general, timeless
sense of this term but, rather, a moral guideline to be observed against
the ever-changing background
of time and social environment. This finding is reinforced by the
concluding reference to God's
forgiveness and grace.

76 For my above rendering of la'in, see surah 30, note 45. With this
passage, the discourse returns to
the theme touched upon in verse 1 and more fully dealt with in verses 927: namely, the opposition
with which the Prophet and his followers were faced in their early years
at Yathrib (which by that
time had come to be known as Madinat an-Nabi, "the City of the Prophet").
77 See note 16 above.
78 Thus Zamakhshari, explaining the term al-murjifun in the above context.
79 I.e., "there will be open warfare between thee and them", which will
result in their expulsion
from Medina: a prediction which was fulfilled in the course of time.
80 Lit., "slain with [a great] slaying". See in this connection note 168 on
2:191. For my
rendering of mal'unin as "bereft of God's grace", see note 73 above.

33:62
Such has been God's way with those who [sinned in like manner and] passed away aforetime and never wilt thou find any change in God's way!81
33:63
PEOPLE will ask thee about the Last Hour. Say: "Knowledge thereof rests with God alone; yet
for all thou knowest, the Last Hour may well be near!"82 (33:64) Verily, God has rejected the
deniers of the truth, and has readied for them a blazing fire, (33:65) therein to abide beyond the
count of time: no protector will they find, and none to bring them succour.
33:66
On the Day when their faces shall be tossed about in the fire,83 they will exclaim, "Oh, would
that we had paid heed unto God, and paid heed unto the Apostle!" (33:67) And they will say: "O
our Sustainer! Behold, we paid heed unto our leaders and our great men, and it is they who have
led us astray from the right path! (33:68) O our Sustainer! Give them double suffering, and
banish them utterly from Thy grace!"84
33:69
O YOU who have attained to faith! Be not like those [children of Israel] who gave offence to
Moses, and [remember that] God showed him to be innocent of whatever they alleged [against
him or demanded of him]:85 for of great honour was he in the sight of God.
33:70
O you who have attained to faith! Remain conscious of God and [always] speak with a will to
bring out [only] what is just and true86 - (33:71) [whereupon] He will cause your deeds to be

virtuous and will forgive you your sins. And [know that] whoever pays heed unto God and His
Apostle has already attained to a mighty triumph.
81 Cf. 35 : 42-44. and particularly the last paragraph of verse 43.
82 See 7:187.
83 As in several other instances in the Qur'an. the "face", being the
noblest and most expressive
part of a human person, represents here man's "personality" in its
entirety; and its being "tossed
about in the fire" is symbolic of the annihilation of the sinner's will
and his reduction to utter
passivity.
84 Lit., "reject them (il'anhum) with agreat rejection". i.e., "from Thy
grace"
85 This is an allusion to the aspersions occasionally cast upon Moses by
some of his followers and
mentioned in the Old Testament (e.g., Numbers xii, 1-13), as well as to
the blasphemous demands of
which the Qur'an speaks - e.g., "O Moses, indeed we shall not believe
thee until we see God face
to face" (2:55) or. "Go forth, thou and thy Sustainer, and fight, both of
you!" (5:24). These
instances are paralleled here with the frequently cited accusations that
Muhammad had "invented"
the Qur'an and then falsely attributed it to God, that he was a madman,
and so forth. as well as
with frivolous demands to prove his prophethood by bringing about
miracles or - as is restated
in verse 63 of this surah - by predicting the date of the Last Hour.
86 The expression qawl sadid signifies. literally, "a saying that hits the
mark", i.e., is truthful,
relevant and to the point. In the only other instance where this
expression is used in the Qur'an
(at the end of 4:9) it may be appropriately rendered as "speaking in a
just manner"; in the present
instance, however it obviously relates to speaking of others in a manner
devoid of all hidden
meanings, insinuations and frivolous suspicions, aiming at no more and no
less than the truth.

33:72
Verily, We did offer the trust [of reason and volition] to the heavens, and the earth, and the
mountains:87 but they refused to bear it because they were afraid of it. Yet man took it up88 - for,
verily, he has always been prone to be most wicked, most foolish.
33:73

[And so it is] that God imposes suffering on the hypocrites, both men and women, as well as on
the men and women who ascribe divinity to aught beside Him.89 And [so, too, it is] that God
turns in His mercy unto the believing men and believing women: for God is indeed muchforgiving, a dispenser of grace!
87 The classical commentators give all kinds of laborious explanations to
the term amanah ("trust")
occurring in this parable, but the most convincing of them (mentioned in
Lane 1, 102, with reference
to the above verse) are "reason", or "intellect", and "the faculty of
volition" - i.e., the ability
to choose between two or more possible courses of action or modes of
behaviour, and thus between
good and evil.
88 Sc., "and then failed to measure up to the moral responsibility arising
from the reason and the
comparative free will with which he has been endowed" (Zamakhshari). This
obviously applies to
the human race as such, and not necessarily to all of its individuals.
89 In other words, on those who offend against what their own reason and
conscience would have them
do. This suffering, whether in this world or in the hereafter, is but a
causal consequence - as
the lam al-'aqibah at the beginning of this sentence shows - of man's
moral failure, and not an
arbitrary act of God. (Cf. in this connection note 7 on 2:7, which speaks
of God's "sealing" the
hearts of those who are bent on denying the truth.)

The Thirty-Fourth Surah
Saba-(Sheba)
Mecca Period

ALMOST certainly, this surah was revealed in the second half of the Mecca period, proably a
short time before surah 17 ("The Night Journey"). The title is based on the reference in verses
15-20, to the people of Saba (the Biblical Sheba), who are cited as an example of impermanence
of all human power, wealth and glory.
The pivotal ideas of the whole surah may be summed up in the question, addressed to all human
beings, in verse 9: "Are they, then, not aware of how little of the sky and the earth lies open
before them and how much is hidden from them?" and in the call to moral responsibility sounded
in verse 46: "Say: 'I counsel you one thing only: Be ever conscious of standing before God
whether you are in the company of others or alone.'"
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
34:1

ALL PRAISE is due to God, to whom all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth belongs;
and to Him will be due all praise in the life to come.
For He alone is truly wise, all-aware: (34:2) He knows all that enters the earth, and all that comes
out of it, as well as all that descends from the skies, and all that ascends to them.1 And He alone
is a dispenser of grace, truly-forgiving.
34:3
And yet, they who are bent on denying the truth assert, "Never will the Last Hour come upon
us!"2
Say: "Nay, by my Sustainer! By Him who knows all that is beyond the reach of a created being's
perception: it will most certainly come upon you!"
Not an atom's weight [of whatever there is] in the heavens or on earth escapes His knowledge;
and neither is there anything smaller than that, or larger, but is recorded in [His] clear decree,
(34:4) to the end that He may reward those who believe and do rightcous deeds: [for] it is they
whom forgiveness of sins awaits, and a most excellent sustenance3 - (34:5) whereas for those
who strive against Our messages, seeking to defeat their purpose, there is grievous suffering in
store as an outcome of [their] vileness.4
1 This definition comprises things physical and spiritual: waters
disappearing underground and
reappearing; the metamorphosis of seed into plant, and of decaying plant
into oil and coal; traces
of old artifacts and entire civilizations buried in the earth and then
reappearing within the sight
and consciousness of later generations of men; the transformation of dead
bodies of animals and men
into elements of nourishment for new life; the ascent of earthy vapours
towards the skies, and their
descent as rain, snow or hail; the ascent towards the heavens of men's
longings, hopes and ambitions,
and the descent of divine inspiration into the minds of men, and thus a
revival of faith and thought
and, with it, the growth of new artifacts, new skills and new hopes: in
short, the endless recurrence
of birth, death and re-birth which characterizes all of God's creation.
2 This assertion of the godless has a twofold meaning: (1) "The universe is
without beginning and
without end; it can only change, but can never cease to exist" - which
amounts to a denial of the
fact that God alone is eternal; and (2) "There is no resurrection and
divine judgment as symbolized
by the Last Hour" - which amounts to a denial of life after death and,
hence of all significance
and purpose attaching to human life as such.
3 See note 5 on 8:4.

4 The particle min (lit., "out of") which precedes the noun rijz
("vileness" or "vile conduct")
indicates that the suffering which awaits such sinners in the life to
come is an organic consequence
of their deliberately evil conduct in this world.

34:6
NOW THEY who are endowed with [innate] knowledge are well aware that whatever has been
bestowed upon thee from on high by thy Sustainer is indeed the truth, and that it guides onto the
way that leads to the Almighty, the One to whom all praise is due!
34:7
As against this, they who are bent on denying the truth say [unto all who are of like mind]: "Shall
we point out to you a man who will tell you that [after your death,] when you will have been
scattered in countless fragments, you shall - lo and behold! - be [restored to life] in a new act of
creation? (34:8) Does he [knowingly] attribute his own lying inventions to God - or is he a
madman?"
Nay, [there is no madness in this Prophet -] but they who will not believe in the life to come are
[bound to lose themselves] in suffering and in a profound aberration.5
34:9
Are they, then, not aware of how little of the sky and the earth lies open before them, and how
much is hidden from them?6 - [or that,] if We so willed, We could cause the earth to swallow
them,7 or cause fragments of the sky to fall down upon them?8 In all this, behold, there is a
message indeed for every servant [of God] who is wont to turn unto Him [in repentance].9
34:5
5 Lit., "remote aberration". (For the Qur'anic use of the term dalal lit., "error" or "going astray" in the sense of "aberration", see 12:8 and 95.) The construction of this
phrase points definitely to
suffering in this world (in contrast with the suffering in the hereafter
spoken of in verse 5 above):
for whereas the concept of "aberration" is meaningless in the context of
the life to come, it has an
obvious meaning in the context of the moral and social confusion - and,
hence, of the individual and
social suffering - which is the unavoidable consequence of people's loss
of belief in the existence
of absolute moral values and, thus, in an ultimate divine judgment on the
basis of those values.
6 Lit., "... not aware of what of the sky and the earth is between their
hands, and what is behind
them": an idiomatic phrase explained in surah 2, note 247. In the present
context - as well as in

2:255 - the above phrase stresses the insignificance of the knowledge
attained to by man, or accessible
to him; hence, so the argument goes, how can anyone be so presumptuous as
to deny the reality of
resurrection and life after death, seeing that it is a phenomenon beyond
man's experience, while,
on the other hand, everything within the universe points to God's
unlimited creative power"
7 I.e., in an earthquake.
8 This allusion to unpredictable geological and cosmic occurrences earthquakes, the fall of meteors
and meteorites, cosmic rays, and so forth - reinforces the statement
about "how little of the sky and
the earth ties open before them, and how much is hidden from them", and
contrasts man's insignificance
with God's omniscience and almightiness.
9 See last sentence of 24:31 and the corresponding note 41.

34:10
AND [thus], indeed, did We grace David with Our favour:10 "O you mountains! Sing with him
the praise of God! And [likewise] you birds!"11
And We softened all sharpness in him,12 (34:11) [and inspired him thus:] "Do good deeds
lavishly, without stint, and give deep thought to their steady flow."13
And [thus should you all, O believers,] do righteous deeds: for, verily, I see all that you do!
34:12
AND UNTO Solomon (We made subservient] the wind: its morning course [covered the
distance of] a month's journey, and its evening course, a month's journey.14
And We caused a fountain of molten copper to flow at his behest;15 and [even] among the
invisible beings there were some that had [been constrained] to labour for him 16 by his
Sustainer's leave and whichever of them deviated from Our command, him would We let taste
suffering through a blazing flame -: (34:13) they made for him whatever he wished of
sanctuaries, and statues, and basins as [large as] great watering-troughs, and cauldrons firmly
anchored.17
[And We said:] "Labour, O David's people, in gratitude [towards Me] 18 - and [remember that]
few are the truly grateful [even] among My servants!"19
10 Lit., "did We bestow upon David a favour from Ourselves". This connects
with the elliptic reference
to repentance in the preceding verse: David is singled out for special
mention in view of the allusion,

in surah 38, to his having suddenly become aware that he had committed a
sin, whereupon "he asked his
Sustainer to forgive him his sin... and turned unto Him in repentance"
(38:24).
11 Cf. 21:79 and the corresponding note 73.
12 Lit., "for him". The term hadid denotes, primarily, something that is
"sharp" in both the concrete
and abstract senses of the word: for the latter sense, cf. the Qur'anic
phrase "sharp (hadid) is
thy sight today" (50:22), or the many idiomatic expressions like rajul
hadid, "a man of sharp intellect",
hadid an-nazar; "one who looks boldly (at others]", ra'ihah hadidah, "a
sharp odour", etc.
(Lisan al-'Arab). As a noun with a definite article (al-hadid), it
signifies "all that is sharp",
or "sharpness", as well as "iron". God's having "softened all sharpness"
in David is evidently an
allusion to his exalted sense of beauty (expressed in the poetry of his
Psalms) as well as to his
goodness and humility. - An alternative rendering of the above phrase
would be: "We caused iron to
become soft for him", which might be an allusion to his outstanding
abilities as poet, warrior and ruler.
13 The adjective sabigh (fem. sabighan) signifies anything that is "ample",
"abundant" and "complete"
(in the sense of being perfect). In its plural form sabighat it assumes
the function of the noun
which it is meant to qualify, and denotes, literally, "things (or
"deeds"] ample and complete" or
"perfect" - i.e., good deeds done abundantly and without stint: cf. the
only other Qur'anic instance
of the same stem in 31:20- "[God] has lavished (asbagha) upon you His
blessings". The noun sard, on
the other hand, denotes something "carried on consecutively", or
something the parts (or stages)
whereof are "following one another steadily", i.e., are continued or
repeated.
14 Cf. 21:81 and the corresponding note 75. For a more general explanation
of the legends connected
with the person of Solomon, see note 77 on 21:82.
15 Lit., "for him": probably a reference to the many furnishings of copper
and brass which, according
to the Bible (cf. II Chronicles iv), Solomon caused to be made for his
newly-built temple.
16 Lit., "between his hands", i.e., subject to his will: see 21:82 and the
corresponding notes 76 and
77. For my rendering of jinn as invisible beings", see Appendix III.
17 I.e., because of their enormous size. Cf. II Chronicles iii, 10-13,
where statues ("images")

of cherubim are mentioned, as well as iv, 2-5, describing "a molten sea"
(i.e., basin) of huge
dimensions, resting upon twelve statues of oxen, and meant to contain
water "for the priests to
wash in" (ibid., iv, 6). Tbe "sanctuaries" were apparently the various
halls of the new temple.
18 These words, ostensibly addressed to "the people" or "the family" of
David, are in reality an
admonition to all believers, at all times, since all of them are,
spiritually, "David's people".
19 I.e., even among those who consider themselves God's servants - for
"truly grateful [to God] is
only he who realizes his inability to render adequate thanks to Him"
(Zamakhshari).

34:14
Yet (even Solomon had to die; but] when We decreed that he should die, nothing showed them
that he was dead except an earthworm that gnawed away his staff.20 And when he fell to the
ground, those invisible beings [subservient to him] saw clearly that, had they but understood the
reality which was beyond the reach of their perception,21 they would not have continued [to toil]
in the shameful suffering [of servitude].22
34:15
INDEED, in [the luxuriant beauty of] their homeland, the people of Sheba had an evidence [of
God's grace]23 - two [vast expanses of] gardens, to the right and to the left, [calling out to them,
as it were:] "Eat of what your Sustainer has provided for you, and render thanks unto Him: a land
most goodly, and a Sustainer much-forgiving!"
20 This is yet another of the many Solomonic legends which had become an
inalienable part of ancient
Arabian tradition, and which the Qur'an uses as a vehicle for the
allegorical illustration of some
of its teachings. According to the legend alluded to above, Solomon died
on his throne, leaning
forward on his staff, and for a length of time nobody became aware of his
death: with the result
that the jinn, who had been constrained to work for him, went on
labouring at the heavy tasks
assigned to them. Gradually, however, a termite ate away Solomon's staff,
and his body, deprived
of support, fell to the ground. This story - only hinted at in its
outline - is apparently used
here as an allegory of the insignificance and inherent brittleness of
human life and of the
perishable nature and emptiness of all worldly might and glory.
21 Al-ghayb, "that which is beyond the reach of [a created being's]
perception", either in an absolute
or - as in this instance - in a relative, temporary sense.

22 I.e., because they would have known that Solomon's sway over them had
ended. In the elliptic manner
so characteristic of the Qur'an, stress is laid here, firstly, on the
limited nature of all empirical
knowledge, including the result of deductions and inferences based on no
more than observable or
calculable phenomena, and, secondly, on the impossibility to determine
correctly, on the basis of
such limited fragments of knowledge alone, what course of action would be
right in a given situation.
Although the story as such relates to "invisible beings", its moral
lesson (which may be summed up
in the statement that empirical knowledge cannot provide any ethical
guideline unless it is accompanied,
and completed, by divine guidance) is obviously addressed to human beings
as well.
23 This connects with the call to gratitude towards God in the preceding
passage, and the mention, at
the end of verse 13, that "few are the truly grateful" even among those
who think of themselves
as "God's servants" (see note 19 above). The kingdom of Sheba (Saba in
Arabic) was situated in
south-western Arabia, and at the time of its greatest prosperity (i.e.,
in the first millenium B.C.)
comprised not only the Yemen but also a large part of Hadramawt and the
Mahrah country, and probably
also much of present-day Abyssinia. In the vicinity of its capital Ma'rih
sometimes also spelled
Marib - the Sabaeans had built in the course of centuries an
extraordinary system of dams, dykes
and sluices, which became famous in history, with astonishing remnants
extant to this day. It was
to this great dam that the whole country of Sheba owed its outstanding
prosperity, which became
proverbial throughout Arabia. (According to the geographer Al-Hamdani,
who died in 334 H., the
area irrigated by this system of dams stretched eastward to the desert of
Sayhad on the confines
of the Rub' al-Khali.) The flourishing state of the country was reflected
in its people's intense
trading activities and their control of the "spice road" which led from
Ma'rib northwards to Mecca,
Yathrib and Syria, and eastwards to Dufar on the shores of the Arabian
Sea, thus connecting with
the maritime routes from India and China. - The period to which the above
Qur'anic passage refers
is evidently much later than that spoken of in 27:22-44.

34:16
But they turned away [from Us], and so We let loose upon them a flood that overwhelmed the
dams,24 and changed their two [expanses of luxuriant] gardens into a couple of gardens yielding

bitter fruit, and tamarisks, and some few [wild] lote-trees: (34:17) thus We requited them for
their having denied the truth. But do We ever requite [thus] any but the utterly ingrate?25
34:18
(18) Now [before their downfall,] We had placed between them and the cities which We had
blessed26 [many] towns within sight of one another; and thus We had made travelling easy [for
them, as if to say]: "Travel safely in this [land], by night or by day!"
24 Lit., "the flooding of the dams" (sayl al-'arim). The date of that
catastrophe cannot be
established with any certainty, but the most probable period of the first
bursting of the Dam of
Ma'rib seems to have been the second century of the Christian era. The
kingdom of Sheba was largely
devastated, and this led to the migration of many southern (Qahtan)
tribes towards the north of
the Peninsula. Subsequently, it appears, the system of dams and dykes was
to some extent repaired,
but the country never regained its earlier prosperity; and a few decades
before the advent of
Islam the great dam collapsed completely and finally.
25 Neither the Qur'an nor any authentic had ith tells us anything definite
about the way in which
the people of Sheba had sinned at the time immediately preceding the
final collapse of the Dam
of Ma'rib (i.e., in the sixth century of the Christian era). This
omission, however, seems to be
deliberate. In view of the fact that the story of Sheba's prosperity and
subsequent catastrophic
downfall had become a byword in ancient Arabia, it is most probable that
its mention in the Qur'an
has a purely moral purport similar to that of the immediately preceding
legend of Solomon's death,
inasmuch as both these legends, in their Qur'anic presentation, are
allegories of the ephemeral
nature of all human might and achievement. As mentioned at the beginning
of note 23 above, the story
of Sheba's downfall is closely linked with the phenomenon of men's
recurrent ingratitude towards
God. (See also verse 20 and the corresponding note 29.)
26 I.e., Mecca and Jerusalem, both of which lay on the caravan route much
used by the people of Sheba.

34:19 (19) But now they would say, "Long has our Sustainer made the distance between our
journey-stages !"27 for they had sinned against themselves. And in the end We caused them to
become [one of those] tales [of things long past], and scattered them in countless fragments.28
Herein, behold, there are messages indeed for all who are wholly patient in adversity and deeply
grateful [to God]. (34:20) Now, indeed, Iblis did prove that his opinion of them had been right:29
for [when he called them,] they followed him - all but some of the believers [among them].

34:21
And yet, he had no power at all over them:30 [for if We allow him to tempt man,] it is only to the
end that We might make a clear distinction between those who [truly] believe in the life to come
and those who are in doubt thereof:31 for thy Sustainer watches over all things.
34:22
SAY: "Call upon those [beings] whom you imagine [to be endowed with divine powers] beside
God: they have not an atom's weight of power either in the heavens or on earth, nor have they
any share in [governing] either, nor does He [choose to] have any helper from among them."32
34:23
And, before Him, intercession can be of no avail [to any] save one in whose case He may have
granted leave [therefor]:33 so much so that when the terror [of the Last Hour] is lifted from their
hearts, they [who have been resurrected) will ask [one another], "What has your Sustainer
decreed [for you]?" - [to which) the others will answer, "Whatever is true and deserved34 - for He
alone is exalted, great!"
27 In its generally-accepted spelling - based on the reading adopted by
most of the early scholars
of Medina and Kufah - the above phrase reads in the vocative rabbana and
the imperative ba'id
("Our Sustainer! Make long the distances ...", etc.), which, however,
cannot be convincingly explained.
On the other hand, Tabari, Baghawi and Zamakhshari mention, on the
authority of some of the earliest
Qur'an-commentators, another legitimate reading of the relevant words,
namely, rabbuna (in the
nominative) and ba'ada (in the indicative), which gives the meaning
adopted by me: "Long has our
Sustainer made the distances ...", etc. To my mind, this reading is much
more appropriate since
(as pointed out by Zamakhshari) it expresses the belated regrets and the
sorrow of the people of
Sheba at the devastation of their country, the exodus of large groups of
the population, and the
resultant abandonment of many towns and villages on the great caravan
routes.
28 An allusion to the mass-migration of South-Arabian tribes in all
directions - particularly towards
central and northern Arabia - subsequent to the destruction of the Dam of
Ma'rib.
29 See 17:62, as well as the last sentence of 7:17, in which Iblis (i.e.,
Satan) says of the human
race, "most of them wilt Thou find ungrateful".
30 Cf. a similar phrase placed in the mouth of Iblis in 14:22 ("I had no
power at all over you: I but

called you - and you responded unto me"), and the corresponding note 31;
also, see note 30 on
15:39-40. - Although, on the face of it, verses 20-21 of the present
surah refer to the people
of Sheba, their import is (as the sequence shows) much wider, applying to
the human race as such.
31 See 15:41 and the corresponding note 31.
32 I.e., anybody who would "mediate" between Him and any of His creatures.
As is evident from the
sequence (as well as from 17:56-57), this passage relates, in particular,
to the attribution of
divine or semi-divine qualities to saints and angels and to the problem
of their "intercession"
with God.
33 Regarding the Qur'anic concept of "intercession", see note 7 on 10:3.
Cf. also 19:87 and 20:109.
34 Lit., "the truth" - i.e., whatever God decides regarding His grant or
refusal of leave for intercession
(which is synonymous with His redemptive acceptance or His rejection of
the human being concerned)
will conform with the requirements of absolute truth and justice (see
note 74 on 19:87).

34:24
Say: "Who is it that provides for you sustenance out of the heavens and the earth?"35
Say: "It is God. And, behold, either we [who believe in Him] or you [who deny His oneness] are
on the right path, or have clearly gone astray!"
34:25
Say: "Neither shall you be called to account for whatever we may have become guilty of, nor
shall we be called to account for whatever you are doing." (34:26) Say: "Our Sustainer will bring
us all together [on Judgment Day], and then He will lay open the truth between us, in justice - for
He alone is the One who opens all truth, the All-Knowing!"
34:27
Say: "Point out to me those [beings] that you have joined with Him [in your minds] as partners
[in His divinity]! Nay-nay, but He [alone] is God, the Almighty, the Wise!"
34:28
NOW [as for thee, O Muhammad,] We have not sent thee otherwise than to mankind at large, to
be a herald of glad tidings and a warner; but most people do not understand [this], (34:29) and so

they ask, "When is this promise [of resurrection and judgment] to be fulfilled? [Answer this, O
you who believe in it,] if you are men of truth!"36
34:30
Say: "There has been appointed for you a Day which you can neither delay nor advance by a
single moment."37 (34:31) And [yet,] those who are bent on denying the truth do say, "We shall
never believe in this Qur'an, and neither in whatever there still remains of earlier revelations !"38
But if thou couldst only see [how it will be on Judgment Day,] when these evildoers shall be
made to stand before their Sustainer, hurling reproaches back and forth at one another!
Those [of them] who had been weak [on earth] will say unto those who had gloried in their
arrogance:39 "Had it not been for you, we would certainly have been believers!"
35 See note 49 on the first sentence of 10:31.
36 The Qur'anic answer to this ironic question is found in 7:187.
37 For my rendering of sa'ah (lit., "hour") as "a single moment", see surah
7, note 26.
38 For the rendering of ma bayna yadayhi, in relation to the Qur'an, as
"whatever there still
remains of earlier revelations", see surah 3, note 3. As is evident from
the preceding and
subsequent verses, the rejection by "those who are bent on denying the
truth" of all revelation
is motivated by their refusal to believe in resurrection and God's
judgment, and, hence, to admit
the validity of absolute moral standards as postulated by every higher
religion.

34:32
[And] those who were wont to glory in their arrogance will say unto those who had been weak:
"Why - did we keep you [forcibly] from following the right path after it had become obvious to
you?" Nay, it was but you [yourselves] who were guilty!"
34:33
But those who had been weak will say unto those who had gloried in their arrogance: "Nay,
[what kept us away was your] devising of false arguments, night and day,41 [against God's
messages as you did] when you persuaded us to blaspheme against God and to claim that there
are powers that could rival Him"42
And when they see the suffering [that awaits them], they will [all] be unable to express [the full
depth of] their remorse:43 for We shall have put shackles around the necks of those who had been

bent on denying the truth:44 (and] will this be aught but a [just] requital for what they were
doing?
34:34
For [thus it is:] whenever We sent a warner to any community, those of its people who had lost
themselves entirely in the pursuit of pleasures45 would declare, "Behold, we deny that there is
any truth in [what you claim to be] your message!" - (34:35) and they would add, "Richer [than
you] are we in wealth and in children, and [so] we are not going to be made to suffer!"46
39 I.e., as the "intellectual leaders" of their community.
40 Lit., "did we keep you away from guidance after it had come to you?"
41 I.e., always. The term makr (lit., "a scheme" or "scheming") has here
the connotation of "devising
false arguments" against something that is true: in this case, as is
shown in the first paragraph
of verse 31 above, against God's messages (cf. a similar use of this term
in 10:21 and 35:43;
see also 86: 15).
42 Lit., "[that we should] give God compeers (andad)". For an explanation
of this phrase and my
rendering of it, see surah 2, note 13.
43 For a justification of this rendering of the phrase asarru 'n-nadamah,
see surah 10, note 77.
44 As pointed out by several of the classical commentators (e.g.,
Zamakhshari, Razi and Baydawi)
in their explanations of similar phrases occurring in 13:5 and 36:8, the
"shackles" (aghlal)
which these sinners carry, as it were, "around their necks" in life, and
will carry on Judgment
Day, are a metaphor of the enslavement of their souls to the false values
to which they had
surrendered, and of the suffering which will be caused by that surrender.
45 The term mutraf denotes "one who indulges in the pursuit of pleasures",
i.e., to the exclusion
of all moral considerations: cf. note 147 on 11:116.
46 Implying, firstly, that the only thing that really counts in life is the
enjoyment of material
benefits; and, secondly, that a materially successful life is, by itself,
an evidence of one's being
"on the right way".

34:36
(36) Say: "Behold, my Sustainer grants abundant sustenance, or gives it in scant measure, unto
whomever He wills: but most men do not understand [God's ways]."47 (34:37) For, it is neither

your riches nor your children that can bring you nearer to Us: only he who attains to faith and
does what is right and just [comes near unto Us]; and it is [such as] these whom multiple
recompense awaits for all that they have done; and it is they who shall dwell secure in the
mansions [of paradise] - (34:38) whereas all who strive against Our messages, seeking to defeat
their purpose, shall be given over to suffering.
34:39
Say: "Behold, my Sustainer grants abundant sustenance, or gives it in scant measure, unto
whomever He wills of His servants;48 and whatever it be that you spend on others, He [always]
replaces it:49 for He is the best of providers." (34:40) And [as for those who now deny the truth,]
one Day He will gather them all together, and will ask the angels, "Was it you that they were
wont to worship?"50
34:41
They will answer: "Limitless art Thou in Thy glory! Thou [alone] art close unto us, not they!51
Nay, [when they thought that they were worshipping us,] they were but [blindly] worshipping
forces concealed from their senses; most of them believed in them."52
47 Sc., "and foolishly regard riches and poverty as indications of God's
favour or disfavour". Indirectly,
this statement refutes the belief held by many people in the present as
well as in the past that
material prosperity is a justification of all human endeavour.
48 I.e., God's promise to the righteous that they would attain to happiness
in the life to come
neither precludes nor implies their being wealthy or poor in this world.
49 I.e., either with worldly goods, or witb inner contentment, or with
spiritual merit (Zamakhshari).
50 This allegorical "question" - allegorical, because God is omniscient and
has no need to "ask" implies that many of "those who deny the truth" of God's messages delude
themselves into believing
that they are, nevertheless, worshipping spiritual forces, here comprised
in the term "angels".
51 Implying that they (the angels) would never have accepted that worship
which is due to God alone.
52 In this instance, I believe, the term jinn has its primary meaning of
"that which is concealed
from [man's] senses" (see Appendix III), thus including all manner of
unknown forces, both real and
imaginary, believed to be inherent in what we describe as "nature".
Hence, the answer of the angels
implies that the sinners' alleged worship of them had never been more
than a subconscious screen

for their fear of the invisible forces of nature and, ultimately, of the
yet deeper fear of the
Unknown that fear which sooner or later engulfs all who refuse to believe
in the existence of God
and, hence, cannot see any meaning or purpose in human life. (See also
the last sentence of 10:28
and the corresponding note 46.)

34:42
And [on that Day God will say]: "None of you [created beings] has today any power to benefit or
to harm another!"
And [then] We shall say unto those who had been bent on evildoing: "Taste [now] that suffering
through fire which you were wont to call a lie!"
34:43
For [thus it is:] whenever Our messages are conveyed unto them in all their clarity, they [who are
bent on denying the truth] say [to one another], "This [Muhammad] is nothing but a man who
wants to turn you away from what your forefathers were wont to worship!"
And they say, "This [Qur'an] is nothing but a falsehood invented [by man]!"
And [finally,] they who are bent on denying the truth speak thus of the truth when it comes to
them: "This is clearly nothing but spellbinding eloquence!"53
34:44
And yet, [O Muhammad,] never have We vouchsafed them any revelations which they could
quote,54 and neither have We sent unto them any warner before thee. (34:45) Thus, too, gave the
lie to the truth [many of] those who lived before them; and although those [earlier people] had
not attained to even a tenth of [the evidence of the truth] which We have vouchsafed unto these
[late successors of theirs], yet when they gave the lie to My apostles, how awesome was My
rejection!55
34:46
Say: "I counsel you one thing only: Be [everconscious of] standing before God, whether you are
in the company of others or alone;56 and then bethink yourselves [that] there is no madness in
[this prophet,] your fellow-man:57 he is only a warner to you of suffering severe to come."
53 Lit., "sorcery" or "magic" - a term frequently used in the sense of
"spellbinding eloquence"
(cf. 74:24, the earliest instance in the chronology of Qur'anic
revelation).
54 Lit., "which they could study", i.e., in support of the blasphemous
beliefs and practices

inherited from their ancestors. Cf. 30:35, which expresses a similar
idea.
55 Sc., "And how much worse will fare the deniers of the truth to whom so
explicit and so comprehensive
a divine writ as the Qur'an has been conveyed ~." My rendering of the
whole of this verse is based
on Razi's interpretation, which differs from that of most of the other
commentators.
56 Lit., "two by two (mathna) and singly (furada)". According to Razi, the
expression mathna denotes,
in this context, "together with another person" or "other persons":
hence, the above phrase may
be understood to refer to man's social behaviour - i.e., his actions
concerning others - as well
as to his inner, personal attitude in all situations requiring a moral
choice.
57 See note 150 on 7:184.

34:47
Say: "No reward have I ever asked of you (out of anything] that is yours:58 my reward rests with
none but God, and He is witness unto everything!" (34:48) Say: "Verily, my Sustainer hurls the
truth (against all that is false]59 - He who fully knows all the things that are beyond the reach of a
created being's perception!"
34:49
Say: "The truth has now come [to light, and falsehood is bound to wither away60]: for, falsehood
cannot bring forth anything new, nor can it bring back [what has passed away]."61 (34:50) Say:
"Were I to go astray, I would but go astray [due to my own self, and] to the hurt of myself;62 but
if I am on the right path, it is but by virtue of what my Sustainer reveals unto me: for, verily, He
is all-hearing, ever-near!"
34:51
IF THOU couldst but see [how the deniers of the truth will fare on Resurrection Day,] when they
will shrink in terror, with nowhere to escape since they will have been seized from so close
nearby63 - (34:52) and will cry, "We do (now] believe in it!"
But how can they [hope to] attain [to salvation] from so far away,64 (34:53) seeing that aforetime
they had been bent on denying the truth, and had been wont to cast scorn, from far away, on
something that was beyond the reach of human perception?65
58 I.e., no reward of a material nature: cf. 25:57 "no reward other than
that he who so wills may
unto his Sustainer find a way".
59 Cf. 21:18.

60 Cf. 17:81.
61 I.e., in contrast to the creativeness inherent in every true idea,
falsehood - being in itself
an illusion - cannot really create anything or revive any values that may
have been alive in the past.
62 According to Zamakhshari, the idea expressed by the interpolated words
"due to my own self" is
implied in the above, inasmuch as "everything that goes against [the
spiritual interests of]
oneself is caused by oneself". (See note 4 on 14:4.)
63 Lit., "from a place nearby" - i.e., from within their own selves: cf.
17:13 ("every human being's
destiny have We tied to his neck") and the corresponding note 17. The
same idea is expressed in 13:5
("it is they who carry the shackles [of their own making] around their
necks"), as well as in the
second part of verse 33 of the present surah ("We shall have put shackles
around the necks of those
who had been bent on denying the truth"). See also 50:41 and the
corresponding note 33.
64 Lit., "from a place far-away" -i.e., from their utterly different past
life on earth.
65 The obvious implication is that man's fate in the hereafter will be a
consequence of, and invariably
conditioned by, his spiritual attitude and the manner of his life during
the first, earthly stage
of his existence. In this instance, the expression "from far away" is
apparently used in a sense
similar to sayings like "far off the mark" or "without rhyme or reason",
and is meant to qualify
as groundless and futile all negative speculations about what the Qur'an
describes as al-ghayb
("that which is beyond the reach of human [or "a created being's"]
perception"): in this case,
life after death.

34:54
And so, a barrier will be set between them and all that they had [ever] desired,66 as will be done
to such of their kind as lived before their time: for, behold, they [too were lost in doubt
amounting to suspicion.67
66 Thus, the impossibility of attaining to the fulfilment of any of their
desires - whether positive
or negative - sums up, as it were, the suffering of the damned in the
life to come.
67 I.e., a suspicion that all moral postulates were but meant to deprive
them of what they considered

to be the "legitimate advantages" of life in this world.

The Thirty-Fifth Surah
Al-Fatir (The Originator)
Mecca Period

MOST of the authorities place this surah - which derives its title from God's attribute of
"Originator of the heavens and the earth" in its first verse - chronologically between surahs 25
(Al-Furqan) and 19 (Maryam): that is, about seven or eight years before the Prophet's exodus
from Mecca to Medina. Another title given to it by some of the Companions and several classical
commentators is Al-Mala'ikah ("The Angels"), also based on verse 1.
Almost the whole of Al-Fatir deals with God's unique power to create and to resurrect, as well as
with His having revealed His will through the medium of His prophets - but "only such as are
endowed with [innate] knowledge stand [truly] in awe of God: [for they alone comprehend that,]
verily, God is almighty, much-forgiving" (second paragraph of verse 28).
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
35:1
ALL PRAISE is due to God, Originator of the heavens and the earth, who causes the angels to be
[His] message-bearers, endowed with wings, two, or three, or four.1
[Unceasingly] He adds to His creation whatever He wills:2 for, verily, God has the power to will
anything. (35:2) Whatever grace God opens up to man, none can withhold it; and whatever He
withholds, none can henceforth release: for He alone is almighty, truly wise.
35:3
O men! Call to mind the blessings which God has bestowed upon you! Is there any creator, other
than God, that could provide for you sustenance out of heaven and earth?3 There is no deity save
Him: and yet, how perverted are your minds!4
35:4
But if they [whose minds are perverted] give thee the lie, [O Prophet, remember that] even so,
before thy time, have [other] apostles been given the lie: for [the unbelievers always refuse to
admit that] all things go back to God [as their source].
1 The "wings" of the spiritual beings or forces comprised within the
designation of angels are,
obviously, a metaphor for the speed and power with which God's
revelations are conveyed to His
prophets. Their multiplicity ("two, or three, or four") is perhaps meant
to stress the countless

ways in which He causes His commands to materialize within the universe
created by Him: an assumption
which, to my mind, is supported by an authentic hadith to the effect that
on the night of his
Ascension (see Appendix IV) the Prophet saw Gabriel "endowed with six
hundred wings" (Bukhari
and Muslim, on the authority of Ibn Mas'ud).
2 I.e., the process of creation is continuous, constantly expanding in
scope, range and variety.
3 See 10:31 and the corresponding note 49.
4 Sc., "inasmuch as you attribute divine qualities or powers to anyone or
anything beside Him", For
an explanation of the phrase anna tu'fakun (lit., "how turned-away you
are", i.e., from the truth),
see surah 5, note 90.

35:5
O MEN! Verily, God's promise [of resurrection] is true indeed: let not, then, the life of this world
delude you, and let not [your own] deceptive thoughts about God delude you!5 (35:6) Behold,
Satan is a foe unto you: so treat him as a foe. He but calls on his followers to the end that they
might find themselves among such as are destined for the blazing flame - (35:7) [seeing that] for
those who are bent on denying the truth there is suffering severe in store, just as for those who
have attained to faith and do righteous deeds there is forgiveness of sins, and a great reward.
35:8
Is, then, he to whom the evil of his own doings is [so] alluring that [in the end] he regards it as
good [anything but a follower of Satan]?
For, verily, God lets go astray him that wills [to go astray], just as He guides him that wills [to be
guided].6 Hence, [O believer,] do not waste thyself in sorrowing over them: verily, God has full
knowledge of all that they do!
35:9
AND [remember:] it is God who sends forth the winds, so that they raise a cloud, whereupon We
drive it towards dead land and thereby give life to the earth after it had been lifeless: even thus
shall resurrection be!
35:10
He who desires might and glory [ought to know that] all might and glory belong to God [alone].
Unto Him ascend all good words, and the righteous deed does He exalt. But as for those who
cunningly devise evil deeds - suffering severe awaits them; and all their devising is bound to
come to nought.7 (35:11) And [remember:] God creates [every one of] you out of dust,8 then out
of a drop of sperm; and then He fashions you into either of the two sexes.9 And no female

conceives or gives birth unless it be with His knowledge; and none that is long-lived has his days
lengthened - and neither is aught lessened of his days - unless it be thus laid down in [God's]
decree: for, behold, all this is easy for God.
5 See 31:33 (which is phrased in exactly the same way) and the
corresponding note 30. As regards the
explicit reference to Satan in the next verse of the present surah, see
Razi's remarks quoted in
note 31 on 14:22, as well as note 16 on 15:17.
6 See surah 14, note 4, which explains my rendering of this sentence.
7 It appears that in this context - as in the first paragraph of 10:21 or
in 34:33 - both the noun
makr (lit., "a scheme", or "scheming" or "plotting") and the verb
yamkurun (lit., "they scheme"
or "plot") have the connotation of "devising false [or "fallacious"]
arguments" against something
that is true. Since the preceding passages refer to God's creativeness
and, in particular, to His
power to create life and resurrect the dead (verse 9), the "evil deeds"
spoken of above are,
presumably, specious arguments meant to "disprove" the announcement of
resurrection.
8 See second half of note 47 on 3:59, and note 4 on 23:12.
9 Lit., "makes you pairs" or "mates [of one another]".

35:12
[Easy is it for Him to create likeness and variety:10] thus, the two great bodies of water [on
earth]11 are not alike - the one sweet, thirst-allaying, pleasant to drink, and the other salty and
bitter: and yet, from either of them do you eat fresh meat, and [from either] you take gems which
you may wear; and on either thou canst see ships ploughing through the waves, so that you might
[be able to] go forth in quest of some of His bounty, and thus have cause to be grateful.
35:13
He makes the night grow longer by shortening the day, and He makes the day grow longer by
shortening the night; and He has made the sun and the moon subservient [to His laws], each
running its course for a term set [by Him].12
Thus is God, your Sustainer: unto Him belongs all dominion - whereas those whom you invoke
instead of Him do not own so much as the husk of a date-stone! (35:14) If you invoke them, they
do not hear your call; and even if they could hear, they would not [be able to] respond to you.
And [withal,] on the Day of Resurrection they will utterly disown your having associated them
with God.13
And none can make thee understand [the truth] like the One who is all-aware.

35:15
O men! It is you who stand in need of God, whereas He alone is self-sufficient, the One to whom
all praise is due. (35:16) If He so wills, He can do away with you and bring forth a new mankind
[in your stead]:14 (35:17) nor is this difficult for God.
10 This interpolated sentence reflects Razi's convincing explanation of the
passage that follows
here, and its connection with the preceding one.
11 For this rendering of al-bahran, see note 41 on 25:53.
12 See surah 13, note 5.
13 The Qur'an states in many places that all false objects of worship whether saints, angels,
relics, fetishes, or deified forces of nature will 'bear witness" against
their one-time worshippers
on Resurrection Day, and will "disown" them: a symbolic allusion to man's
perception, at the end
of time, of the ultimate reality.
14 See note 27 on 14:19.

35:18
AND NO BEARER of burdens shall be made to bear another's burden;15 and if one weighed
down by his load calls upon [another] to help him carry it, nothing thereof may be carried [by
that other], even if it he one's near of kin.16
Hence, thou canst [truly] warn only those who stand in awe of their Sustainer although He is
beyond the reach of their perception,17 and are constant in prayer, and [know that] whoever
grows in purity, attains to purity but for the good of his own self, and (that] with God is all
journeys' end.
35:19
For [thus it is:] the blind and the seeing are not equal; (35:20) nor are the depths of darkness and
the light; (35:21) nor the [cooling) shade and the scorching heat: (35:22) and neither are equal
the living and the dead [of heart].
Behold, [O Muhammad] God can make hear whomever He wills, whereas thou canst not make
hear such as are [dead of heart like the dead] in their graves: (35:23) thou art nothing but a
warner.
35:24
Verily, We have sent thee with the truth, as a bearer, of glad tidings and a warner: for there never
was any community but a warner has [lived and] passed away in its midst.18 (35:25) And if they

give thee the lie - even so gave the lie to the truth [many of] those who lived before their time,
[when] there came unto them their apostles with all evidence of the truth, and with books of
divine wisdom, and with light-giving revelation; (35:26) [but] tn the end I took to task all those
who were bent on denying the truth: and how awesome was My rejection!
35:27
ART THOU NOT aware that God sends down water from the skies, whereby We bring forth
fruits of many hues - just as in the mountains there are streaks of white and red of various shades,
as well as [others] raven-black, (35:28) and [as] there are in men, and in crawling beasts, and in
cattle, too, many hues?19
Of all His servants, only such as are endowed with [innate] knowledge20 stand (truly] in awe of
God: [for they alone comprehend that,] verily, God is almighty, much-forgiving.
15 I.e., on Judgment Day - for "whatever [wrongj any human being commits
rests upon him alone"
(6:164, which is followed by a sentence identical with the one above).
16 Thus, any transfer of moral responsibility from one person to another is
shown to be impossible.
Whereas the first part of the above statement implies a negation of the
Christian doctrine of
"original sin" with which mankind is supposedly burdened, the second part
categorically refutes
the doctrine of the "vicarious atonement" of that sin by Jesus. (See also
53 :38 and the corresponding
note 31.)
17 For an explanation of this rendering of bi'l-ghayb, see surah 2, note 3.
The meaning is that only
those "who believe in the existence of that which is beyond the reach of
human perception" can
really benefit by the "warning" inherent in the preceding statement. (See
also 27:80-8l and 30:52-53.)
18 One of the meanings of the term ummah (preferred by Zamakhshari in his
commentary on the above
verse) is "people of one time" or "age"; another, "people of one kind",
i.e., "a nation" or
"a community" (which is adopted by me in this context). Taking into
consideration a third,
well-established meaning, namely, "a [particular] way of life" or 'of
behaviour" (Jawhari), the
term "community" comes, in this instance, close to the modern concept of
"civilization" in its
historical sense. - The stress on the warners' (i.e., prophets) having
"passed away" is meant to
emphasize the humanness and mortality of each and all of them.
19 Cf. 16:13, where the splendour of nature ("the beauty of many hues") is
spoken of as an evidence
of God's creative power.

20 I.e., spiritual knowledge, born of the realization that the phenomena
which can be observed do not
comprise the whole of reality, inasmuch as there is "a realm beyond the
reach of a created being's
perception" (cf. surah 2, note 3).

35:29
[It is] they who [truly] follow God's revelation, and are constant in prayer, and spend on others,
secretly and openly, out of what We provide for them as sustenance - it is they who may look
forward to a bargain that can never fail, (35:30) since He will grant them their just rewards, and
give them yet more out of His bounty: for, verily, He is much-forgiving, ever-responsive to
gratitude.
35:31
And (know that] all of the divine writ with which We have inspired thee is the very truth,
conftrming the truth of whatever there still remains of earlier revelations21 - for, behold, of [the
needs of] His servants God is fully aware, all-seeing.
35:32
And so, We have bestowed this divine writ as a heritage unto such of Our servants as We chose:
and among them are some who sin against themselves; and some who keep half-way [between
right and wrong];22 and some who, by God's leave, are foremost in deeds of goodness: [and] this,
indeed, is. a merit most high!
35:33
[Hence,] gardens of perpetual bliss will they enter, therein to be adorned with bracelets of gold
and pearls, and therein to be clad in raiments of silk;23 (35:34) and they will say: "All praise is
due to God, who has caused all sorrow to leave us: for, verily, our Sustainer is indeed muchforgiving, ever-responsive to gratitude - (35:35) He who, out of His bounty, has made us alight
in this abode of life enduring, wherein no struggle can assail us, and wherein no weariness can
touch us!"
35:36
But as for those who are bent on denying the truth - the fire of hell awaits them: no end shall be
put to their lives so that they could die, nor shall aught of the suffering caused by that [fire] be
lightened for them: thus shall We requite all who are bereft of gratitude.
21 For this explanatory rendering of the phrase ma bayna yadayhi, see note
3 on 3:3.
22 See 7:46 and the corresponding note 37.

23 Regarding this symbolic "adornment" of the blessed in paradise, see note
41 on 18:31.

35:37
And in that [hell] they will cry aloud: "O our Sustainer! Cause us to come out [of this suffering]!
We shall [henceforth] do good deeds, not such as we were wont to do [aforetime]!"
[But We shall answer:] "Did We not grant you a life long enough so that whoever was willing to
take thought could bethink himself? And [withal,] a warner had come unto you! Taste, then, [the
fruit of your evil deeds]: for evildoers shall have none to succour them!"
35:38
VERILY, God knows the hidden reality of the heavens and the earth: [and,] behold, He has full
knowledge of what is in the hearts [of men]. (35:39) He it is who has made you inherit the
earth.24 Hence, he who is bent on denying the truth [of God's oneness and uniqueness ought to
know that] this denial of his will fall back upon him: for their [persistent] denial of this truth does
but add to the deniers' loathsomeness in their Sustainer's sight and, thus, their denial of this truth
does but add to the deniers' loss.
35:40
Say: "Have you ever [really] considered those beings and forces to whom you ascribe a share in
God's divinity,25 [and] whom you invoke beside God? Show me what it is that they have created
on earth or do [you claim that] they have a share in [governing] the heavens?"
Have We ever vouchsafed them26 a divine writ on which they could rely as evidence [in support
of their views]?27 Nay, [the hope which] the evildoers hold out to one another [is] nothing but a
delusion.28
35:41
Verily, it is God [alone] who upholds the celestial bodies29 and the earth, lest they deviate [from
their orbits] for if they should ever deviate, there is none that could uphold them after He will
have ceased to do so.30)
[But,] verily, He is ever-forbearing, much-forgiving!31
24 See note 22 on 2:30. In this instance, God's having made man "inherit
the earth" implies the grant
to him of the ability to discern between right and wrong as well as
between truth and falsehood.
25 Lit., "those [God-]partners of yours": see note 15 on 6:22.
26 I.e., to those who ascribe divinity to beings or forces other than God.

27 Cf. 30:35 - "Have We ever bestowed upon them from on high a divine writ
which would speak
[with approval] of their worshipping aught beside Us?" The reference to a
"divine writ" makes
it clear that the people spoken of here are the erring followers of
earlier revelation, and
not atheists.
28 I.e., their expectation that the saints whom they invest with divine or
semi-divine qualities
will "mediate" between them and God, or "intercede" for them before Him,
is based on nothing but
wishful thinking.
29 Lit., "the heavens" - in this case apparently a metonym for all the
stars, galaxies, nebulae,
etc., which traverse the cosmic spaces in obedience to a most intricate
system of God-willed laws,
of which the law of gravity, perhaps most obvious to man, is but one.
30 Lit., "after Him". This seems to be an allusion to the Last Hour, which,
according to the Qur'an,
will be heralded by a cosmic catastrophe.
31 I.e., inasmuch as He does not speed up the end of the world despite the
sinfulness of most of
its inhabitants, and neither punishes without giving the sinner time to
reflect and to repent
(cf. verse 45).

35:42
As it is, they [who are averse to the truth often] swear by God with their most solemn oaths that
if a warner should ever come to them, they would follow his guidance better than any of the
communities [of old had followed the warner sent to them]:32 but now that a warner has come
unto them, [his call) but increases their aversion, (35:43) their arrogant behaviour on earth, and
their devising of evil [arguments against God's messages].33
Yet [in the end,] such evil scheming will engulf none but its authors; and can they expect
anything but [to be made to go] the way of those [sinners] of olden times?34
Thus [it is]: no change wilt thou ever find in God's way; yea, no deviation wilt thou ever find in
God's way!
35:44
Have they never journeyed about the earth and beheld what happened in the end to those [deniers
of the truth] who lived before their time and were [so much] greater than they in power? And [do
they not see that the will of] God can never be foiled by anything whatever in the heavens or on
earth, since, verily, He is all-knowing, infinite in His power?
35:45

Now if God were to take men [at once] to task for whatever [wrong] they commit [on earth], He
would not leave a single living creature upon its surface. However, He grants them respite for a
term set [by Him]:35 but when their term comes to an end-then, verily, [they come to know that]
God sees all that is in [the hearts of] His servants.
32 Cf. 6:157 and the corresponding note 158.
33 I,,e., fallacious arguments meant to disparage those messages and to
"disprove" their divine
origin (cf. 10:21 or 34:33 and the corresponding notes on the Qur'anic
use of the term makr
in this sense).
34 I.e., the way (sunnah) in which God has punished them.
35 Or: "known [to Him alone]"- i.e., the end of their lives on earth.

The Thirty-Sixth Surah
Ya Sin (O Thou Human Being)
Mecca Period

FOR an explanation of my rendering of the title Ya Sin as "O Thou Human Being", see note 1
below. Revealed in the early part of what is termed the "middle" Mecca period (probably just
before Al-Firqan), this surah is almost entirely devoted to the problem of man's moral
responsibility and, hence, to the certainty of resurrection and God's judgment: and it is for this
reason that the Prophet called upon his followers to recite it over the dying and in prayers for the
dead (cf. several Traditions to this effect quoted by Ibn Kathir at the beginning of his
commentary on this surah).
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
36:1
O THOU human being!1 (26:2) Consider this Qur'an full of wisdom: (36:3) verily, thou att
indeed one of God's message-bearers,2 (36:4) pursuing a straight way (36:5) by [virtue of] what
is being bestowed from on high by the Almighty, the Dispenser of Grace,3 (36:6) [bestowed
upon thee] so that thou mayest warn people whose forefathers had not been warned, and who
therefore are unaware [of the meaning of right and wrong].4
1 Whereas some of the classical commentators incline to the view that the
letters y-s (pronounced ya sin)
with which this surah opens belong to the category of the mysterious
letter-symbols (al-muqatta'at)
introducing a number of Qur'anic chapters (see Appendix II), 'Abd Allah
ibn 'Abbas states that
they actually represent two distinct words, namely the exclamatory
particle ya ("O") and sin, which
in the dialect of the tribe of Tayy' is synonymous with insan ("human
being" or "man"): hence,

similar to the two syllables ta ha in surah 20, ya sin denotes "O thou
human being!" This interpretation
has been accepted by 'Ikrimah, Ad-Dahhak, Al-Hasan al-Basri, Sa'id ibn
Jubayr, and other early
Qur'an-commentators (see Tabari, Baghawi, Zamakhshari, Baydawi, Ibn
Kathir, etc.). According to
Zamakhshari, it would seem that the syllable sin is an abbreviation of
unaysin, the diminutive form
of insan used by the Tayy' in exclamations. (It is to be borne in mind
that in classical Arabic a
diminutive is often expressive of no more than endearment: e.g., ya
bunayya, which does not necessarily
signify "O my little son" but, rather, "my dear son" irrespective of the
son's age.) On the whole, we
may safely assume that the words ya sin apostrophize the Prophet
Muhammad, who is explicitly addressed
in the sequence, and are meant to stress - as the Qur'an so often does the fact of his and all other
apostles' humanness.
2 This statement explains the adjurative particle wa (rendered by me as
"Consider") at the beginning
of the preceding verse - namely: "Let the wisdom apparent in the Qur'an
serve as an evidence of the
fact that thou art an apostle of God". As regards my rendering of alqur'an al-hakim as "this Qur'an
full of wisdom", see note 2 on 10:1.
3 Cf. 34:50 - "if I am on the right path, it is but by virtue of what my
Sustainer reveals unto me.
4 Cf. 6:131-132. In the wider sense of this expression, the "forefathers"
may be a metonym for a
community's cultural past: hence, the reference to those "forefathers"
not having been "warned"
(i.e., against evil) evidently alludes to the defectiveness of the
ethical heritage of people who
have become estranged from true moral values.

36:7
Indeed, the word [of God's condemnation] is bound to come true5 against most of them: for they
will not believe. (36:8) Behold, around their necks We have put shackles,6 reaching up to their
chins, so that their heads are forced up;7 (36:9) and We have set a barrier before them and a
barrier behind them,8 and We have enshrouded them in veils so that they cannot see: (36:10)
thus, it is all one to them whether thou warnest them or dost not warn them: they will not believe.
36:11
Thou canst [truly] warn only him who is willing to take the reminder to heart,9 and who stands in
awe of the Most Gracious although He is beyond the reach of human perception: unto such, then,
give the glad tiding of [God's] forgiveness and of a most excellent reward.

36:12
Verily, We shall indeed bring the dead back to life; and We shall record whatever [deeds] they
have sent ahead, and the traces [of good and evil] which they have left behind: for of all things
do We take account in a record clear.
36:13
AND SET FORTH unto them a parable - [the story of how] the people of a township [behaved]
when [Our] message-bearers came unto them. (34:14) Lo! We sent unto them two [apostles], and
they gave the lie to both; and so We strengthened [the two] with a third; and thereupon they said:
"Behold, we have been sent unto you [by God]!"10
5 Lit., "has come true", the past tense indicating the inevitability of its
"coming true' I.e.,
taking effect.
6 Zamakhshari: "[This is] an allegory of their deliberate denial of the
truth." See note 13 on 13:5
and note 44 on 34:33.
7 Sc., "and they cannot see the right way" (Razi); their
symbolize also their arrogance.
On the other hand, God's 'placing shackles" around the
a metaphor similar to His
"sealing their hearts and their hearing", spoken of in
in the corresponding note 7.
The same applies to the metaphor of the "barriers" and
mentioned in the next verse.

"forced-up heads"
sinners' necks is
2:7 and explained
the "veiling"

8 Sc., "so that they can neither advance nor go back": a metaphor of utter
spiritual stagnation.
9 Lit., "who is following the reminder".
10 As is usual with such passages, the commentators advance various
speculations as to the "identity"
of the town and the apostles. Since, however, the story is clearly
described as a parable, it must
be understood as such and not as an histoncal narrative. It seems to me
that we have here an allegory
of the three great monotheistic religions, successively propounded by
Moses, Jesus and Muhammad,
and embodying, essentially, the same spiritual truths. The "township"
(qaryah) mentioned in the
parable represents, I think, the common cultural environment within which
these three religions
appeared. The apostles of the first two are said to have been sent
"together", implying that the
teachings of both were - and are - anchored in one and the same
scripture, the Old Testament of the
Bible. When, in the course of time, their impact proved insufficient to
mould the ethical attitude

of the people or peoples concerned, God "strengthened" them by means of
His final message, conveyed
to the world by the third and last of the apostles, Muhammad.

36:15
[The others] answered: "You are nothing but mortal men like ourselves; moreover, the Most
Gracious has never bestowed aught [of revelation] from on high. You do nothing but lie !"11
(36:16) Said [the apostles]: "Our Sustainer knows that we have indeed been sent unto you;
(36:17) but we are not bound to do more than clearly deliver the message [entrusted to us]."
36:18
Said [the others]: "Truly, we augur evil from you!12 Indeed, if you desist not, we will surely
stone you, and grievous suffering is bound to befall you at our hands!"
36:19
[The apostles] replied: "Your destiny, good or evil, is [bound up] with yourselves!13 [Does it
seem evil to you] if you are told to take [the truth] to heart? Nay, but you are people who have
wasted their own selves!"14
36:20
At that, a man came running from the farthest end of the city, [and] exclaimed: "O my people!
Follow these message-bearers! (36:21) Follow those who ask no reward of you, and themselves
are rightly guided! (36:22) "[As for me,] why should I not worship Him who has brought me into
being, and to whom you all will be brought back? (36:23) Should I take to worshipping [other]
deities beside Him? [But then,] if the Most Gracious should will that harm befall me, their
intercession could not in the least avail me, nor could they save me: (36:24) and so, behold, I
would have indeed, most obviously, lost myself in error!
36:25
"Verily, [O my people,] in the Sustainer of you all have I come to believe: listen, then, to me!"
(36:26) [And] he was told,15 "[Thou shalt] enter paradise!" - [whereupon] he exclaimed: "Would
that my people knew (36:27) how my Sustainer has forgiven me [the sins of my past], and has
placed me among the honoured ones!"
11 Cf. 6:91 "no true understanding of God have they when they say, 'Never
has God revealed anything
unto man.'" See also 34:31 and the corresponding note 38. Both these
passages, as well as the one
above, allude to people who like to think of themselves as "believing" in
God without, however,
allowing their "belief" to interfere in the practical concerns of their
lives: and this they justify
by conceding to religion no more than a vaguely emotional role, and by
refusing to admit the fact

of objective revelation for the concept of revelation invariably implies
a promulgation, by God,
of absolute moral values and, thus, a demand for one's self~surrender to
them.
12 For an explanation of the phrase tat ayyania bikum, see surah 7, note
95.
13 Cf. 17:13 "every human being's destiny (ta-'ir) have We tied to his
neck" and the corresponding
note 17.
14 For this rendering of musrifan (sing. musrif), see note 21 on the last
sentence of 10:12.
15 I.e., by the apostles or, more probably (in view of the allegorical
character of this story),
by his own insight. The intervention of the man who "came running from
the farthest end of the city"
is evidently a parable of the truly believing minority in every religion,
and of their desperate,
mostly unavailing endeavours to convince their erring fellow-men that
God-consciousness alone can
save human life from futility.

36:28
(28) And after that, no host out of heaven did We send down against his people, nor did We need
to send down any: (36:29) nothing was [needed] but one single blast [of Our punishment] - and
lo! they became as still and silent as ashes.
36:30
OH, TH REGRETS that [most] human beings will have to bear!16 Never has an apostle come to
them without their deriding him! (36:31) Are they not aware of how many a generation We have
destroyed before their time, [and] that those [that have perished] will never return to them,17
(36:32) and [that] all of them, all together, will [in the end] before Us be arraigned?
36:33
And [yet,] they have a sign [of Our power to create and to resurrect] in the lifeless earth which
We make alive, and out of which We bring forth grain, whereof they may eat; (36:34) and [how]
We make gardens of date-palms and vines [grow] thereon, and cause springs to gush [forth]
within it, (36:35) so that they may eat of the fruit thereof, though it was not their hands that made
it.
Will they not, then, be grateful?
36:36

Limitless in His glory is He who has created opposites in whatever the earth produces, and in
men's own selves, and in that of which [as yet] they have no knowledge.18
16 Lit., "Oh, the regrets upon the bondmen" (al-'ibad) - since all human
beings, good or bad, are God's
"bondmen". This phrase alludes to the Day of Judgment - which is
described in 19:39 as 'the Day of
Regrets" as well as to the fact, repeatedly stressed in the Qur'an, that
most human beings choose
to remain deaf to the voice of truth, and thus condemn themselves to
spiritual death.
17 I.e., to the people now living. As in many other Qur'anic passages, the
term qarn, which literally
signifies a "generation" or "people living at the same period", has in
this context the wider meaning
of "society" or "civilization" in the historical connotation of these
terms. Thus, the downfall and
utter disappearance of past societies and civilizations is here linked to
their spiritual frivolity
and consequent moral failure. A further lesson to be drawn from this
parable is the implied
conclusion that the majority of people in every society, at all times
(our own included), refuse to
be guided by moral considerations, regarding them as opposed to their
conventional mode of life
and their pursuit of materialistic values - with the result that "never
has an apostle come to them
without their deriding him".
18 Lit., "who has created all the pairs out of whatever the earth produces,
and out of themselves,
and out of that of which they have no knowledge": a reference to the
polarity evident in all creation,
both animate and inanimate, which expresses itself in the existence of
antithetic and yet complementary
forces, like the sexuality in human beings, animals and plants, light and
darkness, heat and cold,
positive and negative magnetism and electricity, the positive and
negative charges (protons and
electrons) in the structure of the atom, and so forth. (It is to be borne
in mind that the noun zawj
denotes both "a pair" and "one of a pair", as explained in note 7 on
13:3.) The mention of "that of
which they have no knowledge" evidently relates to things or phenomena
not yet understood by man but
potentially within the range of his comprehension: hence my
interpolation, between brackets, of
the words "as yet".

36:37
And [of Our sway over all that exists] they have a sign in the night: We withdraw from it the
[light of] day - and lo! they are in darkness. (36:38) And [they have a sign in] the sun: it runs in
an orbit of its own19 - [and] that is laid down by the will of the Almighty, the All-Knowing;

(36:39) and [in] the moon, for which We have determined phases [which it must traverse] till it
becomes like an old date-stalk, dried-up and curved:20 (36:40) [and] neither may the sun overtake
the moon, nor can the night usurp the time of day,21 since all of them float through space [in
accordance with Our laws].
36:41
And [it ought to be] a sign for them that We bear their offspring [over the seas] in laden ships,22
(36:42) and [that] We create for them things of a similar kind, on which they may embark [in
their travels];23 (36:43) and [that,] if such be Our will, We may cause them to drown, with none
to respond to their cry for help: and [then] they cannot be saved, (36:44) unless it be by an act of
mercy from Us and a grant of life for a [further span of] time.
36:45
And [yet,] when they are told, "Beware of [God's insight into] all that lies open before you and
all that is hidden from you,24 so that you might be graced with His mercy," [most men choose to
remain deaf;] (36:46) and no message of their Sustainer's messages25 ever reaches them without
their turning away from it.
19 In the generally-accepted reading, this phrase is spelled li-mustaqarrin
laha, which may be rendered
as above or, more conventionally, as "to its point of rest", i.e., the
time (or point) of the daily
sunset (Razi). However, 'Abd Allah ibn Mas'ud is reliably reported to
have read these words as la
mustaqarra laha (Zamakhshari), which gives us the meaning of "it runs [on
its course] without having
any rest", i.e., unceasingly.
20 This is, in a condensed form, the meaning of the noun 'urjan - the
raceme of the date-palm, which,
when old and dry, becomes slender and curves like a crescent (cf. Lane V,
1997).
21 Lit., "nor does the night outrun [or "outstrip") the day".
22 Lit., "in the laden ship": a generic singular with a plural
significance. The term "offspring" denotes
here the human race as a whole (cf. the recurring expression "children of
Adam").
23 Cf. 16:8 and the corresponding note 6. In both of these passages man's
ingenuity is shown to be
a direct manifestation of God's creativeness.
24 For an explanation of this rendering of the above phrase, see surah 2,
note 247. In the present instance
it apparently denotes men's conscious doings as well as their unconscious
or half-conscious motivations.

25 Or: "no sign of their Sustainer's signs" - since the noun ayah, repeated
several times in the
preceding passage, denotes "a message" as well as "a sign".

36:47
Thus, when they are told, "Spend on others out of what God has provided for you as
sustenance,"26 those who are bent on denying the truth say unto those who believe, "Shall we
feed anyone whom, if [your] God had so willed, He could have fed [Himself]? Clearly, you are
but lost in error!" (36:48) And they add, "When is this promise [of resurrection] to be fulfilled?
[Answer this] if you are men of truth!"
36:49
[And they are unaware that] nothing awaits them beyond a single blast [of God's punishment],27
which will overtake them while they are still arguing [against resurrection): (36:50) and so
[sudden will be their end that] no testament will they be able to make, nor to their own people
will they return! (36:51) And [then] the trumpet [of resurrection] will be blown - and lo! out of
their graves towards their Sustainer will they all rush forth!
36:52
They will say: "Oh, woe unto us! Who has roused us from our sleep [of death]?"
[Whereupon they will be told:] "This is what the Most Gracious has promised! And His
message-bearers spoke the truth!"
36:53
Nothing will there have been but one single blast - and lo! before Us will all of them be
arraigned [and be told]: (36:54) "Today, then, no human being shall be wronged in the least, nor
shall you be requited for aught but what you were doing [on earth].
36:55
"Behold, those who are destined for paradise shall today have joy in whatever they do: (36:56) in
happiness will they and their spouses on couches recline;28 (36:57) [only] delight will there be
for them, and theirs shall be all that they could ask for: (36:58) peace and fulfilment29 through
the word of a Sustainer who dispenses all grace.
36:59
"But stand aside today, O you who were lost in sin! (36:60) Did I not enjoin on you, O you
children of Adam, that you should not worship Satan - since, verily, he is your open foe30 (36:61) and that you should worship Me [alone]? This would have been a straight way! (36:62)
And [as for Satan-] he had already led astray a great many of you: could you not, then, use your
reason?

26 In Qur'anic usage, the verb anfaqa (lit., "he spent") invariably
signifies one's spending on others,
or for the good of others, whatever the motive. The ethical importance of
this "spending on others"
is frequently stressed in the Qur'an, and is embodied in the concept of
zakah, which denotes
"purifying dues" or, in its broader sense, "charity" (see note 34 on
2:43).
27 Lit., "they wait for nothing but a single blast...", etc.
28 In the Qur'anic descriptions of paradise, the term zill ("shade") and
its plural zilal is often
used as a metaphor for "happiness" - thus, for instance, in 4:57, where
zill zalil signifies
"happiness abounding" (see surah 4, note 74) - while the "couches" on
which the blessed are to
recline are obviously a symbol of inner fulfilment and peace of mind, as
pointed out by Razi in
his comments on 18:31 and 55:54.
29 This composite expression is, I believe, the nearest approach in English
to the concept of salam
in the above context. For a further explanation of this term, see note 29
on 5:16, where salam
is rendered as "salvation".
30 For the meaning of what the Qur~a~n describes as "worship of Satan", see
note 33 on 19: 44.

36:63
"This, then, is the hell of which you were warned again and again:31 (36:64) endure it today as an
outcome of your persistent denial of the truth!" (36:65) On that Day We shall set a seal on their
mouths32 - but their hands will speak unto Us, and their feet will bear witness to whatever they
have earned [in life].
36:66
NOW HAD IT BEEN Our will [that men should not be able to discern between right and
wrong], We could surely have deprived them of their sight,33 so that they would stray forever
from the [right] way: for how could they have had insight [into what is true]?34
36:67
And had it been Our will [that they should not be free to choose between right and wrong], We
could surely have given them a different nature35 [and created them as beings rooted] in their
places, so that they would not be able to move forward, and could not turn back.36 (36:68) But
[let them always remember that] if We lengthen a human being's days, We also cause him to
decline in his powers [when he grows old]: will they not, then, use their reason?37

31 The phrase "This, then, is the hell" points to the fact that the
sinners' realization of their
having gone astray despite repeated warnings by the prophets will, in
itself, be a source of intense
suffering ('adhab) in the life to come. The element of repetition or
persistence is implied in the
use of the auxiliary verb kuntum both here and in the next verse.
32 A metaphor for their being unable really to excuse or defend their past
actions and attitudes.
33 Lit., "We could surely have effaced their eyes": a metaphor for "We
could have created them morally
blind" and, thus, devoid of all sense of moral responsibility - which, in
its turn, would constitute
a negation of all spiritual value in human life as such. (Cf. 2:20 - "if
God so willed, He could
indeed take away their hearing and their sight".)
34 In this instance - as, e.g., in 20:96 - the verb basura ("he became
seeing" or "he saw") is
obviously used in its tropical sense of "perceiving [somethingj
mentally". According to Ibn 'Abbas,
as quoted by Tabari, the phrase anna yubsirun signifies "how could they
perceive the truth".
35 Lit., "transformed [or "transmuted"] them".
36 I.e., if it had been God's will that men should have no freedom of will
or moral choice, He would
have endowed them from the very beginning with a spiritually and morally
stationary nature, entirely
rooted in their instincts ("in their places"), devoid of all urge to
advance, and incapable either
of positive development or of retreat from a wrong course.
37 I.e., man should never postpone his exercise of moral choice - for if
human beings are their devotees,
even though to them they may superior creatures inasmuch as they have
been endowed with the faculty of
discernment and a wide measure of free will, let them also remember that
"man has been created weak"
(4:28) and liable to decline still further in old age, so that the time
at his disposal is short.

36:69
AND [thus it is:] We have not imparted to this [Prophet the gift of] poetry, nor would [poetry]
have suited this [message]:38 it is but a reminder and a [divine] discourse, clear in itself and
clearly showing the truth,39 (36:70) to the end that it may warn everyone who is alive [of heart],
and that the word [of God] may bear witness[40 against all who deny the truth.
36:71

Are they, then, not aware that it is for them that We have created, among all the things which
Our hands have wrought,41 the domestic animals of which they are [now] masters? - (36:72) and
that We have subjected them to men's will,42 so that some of them they may use for riding and of
some they may eat, (36:73) and may have [yet other] benefits from them, and [milk] to drink?
Will they not, then, be grateful?
36:74
But [nay,] they take to worshipping deities other than God,43 [hoping] to be succoured [by them,
and not knowing that] (36:75) they are unable to succour [appear to] be hosts drawn up [for
succour].
38 This passage resumes the theme enunciated in the opening verses of this
surah, namely, the revelation
of the Qur'an. As in 26:224, we have here an allusion to the allegation
of Muhammad's opponents, in
his own as well as in later times, that what he described as divine
revelation was in reality an
outcome of his own poetic invention. This the Qur'an refutes by alluding
to the fundamental difference
between poetry - especially Arabic poetry - and divine revelation as
exemplified by the Qur'an:
whereas in the former the meaning is often subordinated to the rhythm and
the melody of language, in
the Qur'an the exact opposite is the case, inasmuch as here the choice of
words, their sound and their
position in the sentence - and, hence, its rhythm and melody - are always
subordinated to the
meaning intended. (Cf. also 26: 225 and the corresponding note 100.)
39 For this composite rendering of the adjective mubin, see surah 12, note
2. Literally, the above
phrase reads, "a reminder and a [divine] discourse..., etc., with the
conjunctive particle wa ("and")
being used here, as in 15:1, to point out that the Qur'an is an integral
element in the process of
divine revelation.
40 Lit., "may come [or "be proved"] true", i.e., on the Day of Judgment
(cf. verse 7 of this surah).
41 I.e., "which We alone have or could have created" (Zamakhshari and
Razi). The above metaphorical
expression is based on the concept of "handiwork" in its widest sense,
abstract as well as concrete.
42 Lit., "made them submissive (dhallalnaha) to them": implying also that
man is morally responsible
for the manner in which he uses or misuses them.
43 Or: "other deities beside God" - alluding, in either case, to objects of
worship consciously conceived

as such - i.e., idols, imaginary deities, deified persons, saints, etc. as well as to abstract
concepts like power, wealth or "luck", which may not be consciously
"worshipped" but are nevertheless
often revered in an almost idolatrous fashion. The verb ittakhadhu (lit.,
"they took [or "have taken"]
for themselves"), used in the Qur'an in this and in similar contexts, is
particularly suited for the
wide range of meanings alluded to inasmuch as it bears the connotation of
adopting something - whether
it be concrete or abstract - for one's own use or adoration.
44 Lit., "them"

36:76
However, be not grieved by the sayings of those [who deny the truth]: verily, We know all that
they keep secret as well as all that they bring into the open.
36:77
IS MAN, then, not aware that it is We who create him out of a [mere] drop of sperm whereupon, lo! he shows himself endowed with the power to think and to argue?45 (36:78) And
[now] he [argues about Us, and] thinks of Us in terms of comparison,46 and is oblivious of how
he himself was created! [And so] he says, "Who could give life to bones that have crumbled to
dust?"
36:79
Say: "He who brought them into being in the first instance will give them life [once again],
seeing that He has full knowledge of every act of creation: (36:80) He who produces for you fire
out of the green tree, so that, lo! you kindle [your fires] therewith."47
36:81
Is, then, He who has created the heavens and the earth not able to create [anew] the like of those
[who have died]?
Yea, indeed - for He alone is the all-knowing Creator: (36:82) His Being alone48 is such that
when He wills a thing to be, He but says unto it, "Be" - and it is. (36:83) Limitless, then, in His
glory is He in whose hand rests the mighty dominion over all things; and unto Him you all will
be brought back!
45 See similar passage in 16:4, as well as the corresponding note 5.
Completing the interpretation
advanced in his (and Zamakhshari's) commentary on the above-mentioned
verse, Razi equates here the
term khasim (lit., "contender in argument") with the highest manifestation
of what is described as
natiq ("articulate [or "rational") being").

46 Lit., "he coins for Us a simile (mathal)" an elliptic allusion to the
unwillingness of "those who
deny the truth" to conceive of a transcendental Being, fundamentally
different from all that is
graspable by man's senses or imagination, and having powers beyond all
comparison with those which
are available to any of the created beings. (Cf. 42:11, "there is nothing
like unto Him", and 112:4,
"there is nothing that could be compared with Him".) Since they are
enmeshed in a materialistic outlook
on life, such people deny - as the sequence shows - all possibility of
resurrection, which amounts to
a denial of God's creative powers and, in the final analysis, of His
existence.
47 Cf. the ancient Arabian proverb, "In every tree there is a fire"
(Zamakhshari): evidently an allusion
to the metamorphosis of green - i.e., water-containing - plants into
fuel, be it through desiccation
or man-made carbonization (charcoal), or by a millenial, subterranean
process of decomposition into
oil or coal. in a spiritual sense, this "fire" seems also to symbolize
the God-given warmth and light
of human reason spoken of in verse 77 above.
48 This is the meaning of the phrase innama amruhu - the term amr being
synonymous, in this instance,
with sha'n ("state [or "manner"] of being"). The exclusiveness of God's
creative Being is stressed
by the restrictive particle innama.

The Thirty-Seventh Surah
As-Saffat (Those Ranged In Ranks)
Mecca Period

ALL authorities agree in that this surah was revealed in its entirety in Mecca, most probably
about the middle of that period.
Like the preceding surah, this one deals mainly with the prospect of resurrection and, hence, the
certainty that all human beings will have to answer before God for what they have done on earth.
Since man is apt to err (cf. yerse 71 - "most of the people of old went astray"), he is in constant
need of prophetic guidance: and this explains the renewed reference (in verses 75-148) to the
stories of some of the earlier prophets, as well as the frequent allusions to the message of the
Qur'an itself, which centres in the tenet that "your God is One" (verse 4), "above anything that
men may devise by way of definition" (verses 159 and 180).
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
37:1

CONSIDER these [messages] ranged in serried ranks,1 (37:2) and restraining [from evil] by a
call to restraint, (37:3) and conveying [to all the world a reminder: (37:4) Verily, most surely,
your God is One - (37:5) the Sustainer of the heavens and the earth and of all that is between
them, and the Sustainer of all the points of sunrise!2
37:6
Behold, We have adorned the skies nearest to the earth with the beauty of stars, (37:7) and have
made them secure against every rebellious, satanic force,3 (37:8) [so that] they [who seek to learn
the unknowable] should not be able to overhear the host on high,4 but shall be repelled from all
sides, (37:9) cast out [from all grace], with lasting suffering in store for them [in the life to
come]; (37:10) but if anyone5 does succeed in snatching a glimpse [of such knowledge], he is
[henceforth] pursued by a piercing flame.6
1 Regarding the adjurative particle wa and my rendering it as "Consider",
see first half of note 23 on 74:32. Most of the classical commentators assume that verses 1-3 refer to angels
- an assumption which Abu
Muslim al-Isfahani (as quoted by Razi) rejects, stating that the passage
refers to the true believers
among human beings. However, Razi advances yet another (and, to my mind,
most convincing) interpretation,
suggesting that what is meant here are the messages (ayat) of the Qur'an,
which - in the commentator's
words - "deal with various subjects, some speaking of the evidence of
God's oneness or of the evidence
of His omniscience, omnipotence and wisdom, and some setting forth the
evidence of [the truth of]
prophetic revelation or of resurrection, while some deal with man's
duties and the laws [relating
thereto], and yet others are devoted to the teaching of high moral
principles; and these messages are
arranged in accordance with a coherent system above all [need of] change
or alteration, so that they
resemble beings or things standing 'in serried ranks'."
2 Sc., "and of sun set" (cf. 55:17 and the corresponding note 7). The
stress on the various "points of
sunrise" (al-mashariq) brings out the endless variety of all created
phenomena as contrasted with
the oneness and uniqueness of their Creator. The mention of "the points
of sunrise" and omission of
"the points of sunset" in the wording (though not in the meaning) of the
above phrase alludes, I
believe, to the light-giving quality of the Qur'an spoken of in verses 13.
3 For an explanation of this passage, see note 16 on 15:17.
4 I.e., the angelic forces, whose "speech" is a metonym for God's decrees.
5 Lit., "excepting [or "except that"] anyone who ...", etc. However, as
pointed out by some authorities

(e.g., Mughni), the particle illa is occasionally synonymous with the
simple conjunction wa, which in
this case has the significance of "but".
6 For the meaning of this phrase, see note 17 on 15:18. After the stress on
God's oneness in verses 4-5,
the passage comprising verses 6-l0 points to the fact that human beings
are precluded from really
grasping the variety and depth of the universe created by Him. We have
here an echo of 34:9 - "Are
they, then, not aware of how little of the sky and the earth lies open
before them, and how much is
hidden from them?" and, thus, a new, oblique approach to the theme of
resurrection, which is taken
up in the sequence in the form of an indirect question.

37:11
AND NOW ask those [who deny the truth] to enlighten thee: Were they more difficult to create
than all those [untold marvels] that We have created? - for, behold, them have We created out of
[mere] clay commingled with water!' (37:12) Nay, but whereas thou dost marvel,8 they [only]
scoff; (37:13) and when they are reminded [of the truth]; they refuse to take it to heart; (37:14)
and when they become aware of a [divine] message, they turn it to ridicule (37:15) and say:
"This is clearly nothing but [a mortal's] spellbinding eloquence! (37:16) Why - after we have
died and become mere dust and bones, shall we, forsooth, be raised from the dead? - (37:17) and
perhaps also our forebears of old?"
37:18
Say: "Yea, indeed - and most abject will you then be!" - (37:19) for that [resurrection which they
deride] will be [upon them of a sudden, as if it were] but a single accusing cry - and then, lo!
they will begin to see [the truth] (37:20) and will say: "Oh, woe unto us! This is the Day of
Judgment!"
37:21
[And they will be told:] "This is the Day of Distinction [between the true and the false9 - the
Day] which you were wont to call a lie!" (37:22) [And God will thus command:] "Assemble all
those who were bent on evildoing, together with others of their ilk10 and [with] all that they were
wont to worship (37:23) instead of God, and lead them all onto the way to the blazing fire,
(37:24) and halt them [there]!" [And then,] behold, they shall be asked, (37:25) "How is it that
[now] you cannot succour one another?"
7 I.e., out of primitive substances existing in their elementary forms in
and on the earth (see surah 23,
note 4) substances which are as nothing when compared with the complexity
of "the heavens and the earth
and all that is between them": hence, man's individual resurrection is as
nothing when compared with
the creation of the multiform universe.

8 I.e., at God's creative power as well as at the blind arrogance of those
who deny it.
9 See note 6 on 77:13.
10 According to almost all of the earliest authorities - including 'Umar
ibn al-Khattab, 'Abd Allah ibn
'Abbas, Qatadah, Mujahid, As-Suddi, Sa'id ibn Jubayr, Al-Hasan al-Basri,
etc., - the expression azwaj
denotes here "people resembling one another (in their dispositions)", or
"people of the same kind"
or "of the same ilk".

37:26
Nay, but on that Day they would willingly surrender [to God]; (37:27) but [since it will be too
late,] they will turn upon one another, demanding of each other [to relieve them of the burden of
their past sins].11 (37:28) Some [of them] will say: "Behold, you were wont to approach us
[deceptively] from the right!"12 (37:29) [To which] the others will reply: "Nay, you yourselves
were bereft of all faith! (37:30) Moreover, we had no power at all over you: nay, you were
people filled with overweening arrogance! (37:31) But now our Sustainer's word has come true
against us [as well]: verily, we are bound to taste [the fruit of our sins]. (37:32) So then, [if it be
true that] we have caused you to err grievously - behold, we ourselves had been lost in grievous
error!"13
37:33
And, verily, on that Day they all will share in their common suffering. (37:34) Verily, thus shall
We deal with all who were lost in sin: (37:35) for, behold, whenever they were told, "There is no
deity save God," they would glory in their arrogance (37:36) and would say, "Shall we, then,
give up our deities at the bidding of a mad poet?"14
37:37
Nay, but he [whom you call a mad poet] has brought the truth; and he confirms the truth of [what
the earlier of God's] message-bearers [have taught].15
11 Cf. the contrasting - though verbally identical - passage in verses 50
ff. of the present surah. Whereas
in the latter instance the verb yatasa'alun has its primary connotation
of "asking one another [about
something)", it signifies here "demanding [something) of one another" as the sequence shows, to
assume responsibility for their erstwhile denial of the truth.
12 I.e., "claiming that what you were asking us to do was right and good".
The idiomatic phrase approaching
one from the right" is more or less synonympus with "pretending to give a
morally good advice", as well

as "approaching another person from a position of power and influence"
(Zamakhshari).
13 For an explanation see 28:62-64 and the corresponding notes.
14 Lit., "for [or "for the sake of") a mad poet" - thus alluding to the
allegation that the Qur'an
is a product of Muhammad's mind (see note 38 on 36:69). The reference to
"deities" comprises, in
this context, everything that man may "worship" in both the literal and
the metaphorical senses
of this word.
15 See surah 2, note 5. It is to be borne in mind that this refers to the
fundamental teachings, which
have always been the same in every true religion, and not to the many
time-bound laws evident in the
earlier religious codes.

37:38
Behold, you will indeed taste grievous suffering [in the life to come], (37:39) although you shall
not be requited for aught but what you were wont to do. (37:40) Not so, however, God's true
servants:16 (37:41) [in the hereafter,] theirs shall be a sustenance which they17 will recognize
(37:42) as the fruits [of their life on earth]; and honoured shall they be (37:43) in gardens of
bliss, (37:44) facing one another [in love] upon thrones of happiness.18
37:45
A cup will be passed round among them [with a drink] from unsullied springs, (37:46) clear,
delightful to those who drink it: (37:47) no headiness will be in it, and they will not get drunk
thereon. (37:48) And with them will be mates of modest gaze,19 most beautiful of eye, (37:49)
[as free of faults] as if they were hidden [ostrich] eggs.20
37:50
And they will all turn to one another, asking each other [about their past lives].21 (37:51) One of
them speaks thus: "Behold, I had [on earth] a close companion (37:52) who was wont to ask
[me], 'Why - art thou really one of those who believe it to be true (37:53) [that] after we have
died and become mere dust and bones we shall, forsooth, be brought to judgment?'"
37:54
[And] he adds: "Would you like to look [and see him]?" - (37:55) and then he looks and sees that
[companion of his] in the midst of the blazing fire, (37:56) and says: "By God! Verily, thou hast
almost destroyed me [too, O my erstwhile companion] - (37:57) for had it not been for my
Sustainer's favour, I would surely be [now] among those who are given over [to suffering]!
(37:58) But then, [O my friends in paradise,] is it [really] so that we are not to die (37:59)
[again,] beyond our previous death, and that we shall never (again] be made to suffer? (37:60)
Verily, this - this indeed - is the triumph supreme!"

16 Lit., "sincere servants". In contrast to the principle that "a bad deed
will be requited with no
more than the like thereof", implied in the preceding verse, the Qur'an
states here that he who
"shall come [before God] with a good deed will receive ten times the like
thereof" (see 6:160).
17 Lit., "a known sustenance". For a tentative explanation of this phrase,
see note 17 on 2:25.
18 For my occasional rendering of the plural noun surur as "thrones of
happiness", see note 34 on 15:47.
19 See note 46 on 38:52, where the expression qasirat at-tarf (lit., "such
as restrain their gaze")
appears for the first time in the chronology of Qur'anic revelation.
20 This is an ancient Arabian figure of speech derived from the habit of
the female ostrich, which
buries its eggs in the sand for protection (Zamakhshari). Its particular
application to the women
who attain to paradise becomes clear from 56:34 ff., which states that
all righteous women,
irrespective of their age and condition at the time of death, will be
resurrected as beautiful
maidens.
21 Cf. verse 27 above and the corresponding note 11. Like the mutual
reproaches of the sinners in
that passage, the "conversation" of the blessed which follows here is, of
course, allegorical,
and is meant to stress the continuity of individual consciousness in the
hereafter.

37:61
For the like of this, then, let them labour, those who labour [in God's way]! (37:62) Is such [a
paradise] the better welcome - or the [hellish] tree of deadly fruit?22 (37:63) Verily, We have
caused it to be a trial for evildoers:23 (37:64) for, behold, it is a tree that grows in the very heart
of the blazing fire [of hell], (37:65) its fruit [as repulsive] as satans' heads;24 (37:66) and they
[who are lost in evil] are indeed bound to eat thereof, and to fill their bellies therewith. (37:67)
And, behold, above all this they will be confounded with burning despair.25
37:68
And once again:26 Verily, the blazing fire is their ultimate goal - (37:69) for, behold, they found
their forebears on a wrong way, (37:70) and [now] they make haste to follow in their footsteps'.27
(37:71) Thus, indeed, most of the people of old went astray before them, (37:72) although,
verily, We had sent warners unto them: (37:73) and behold what happened in the end to those
that had been warned [to no avail]!
37:74

EXCEPT for God's true servants, [most people are apt to go astray.]28
22 According to the lexicographers, the noun zaqqam (which occurs, apart
from the present instance,
in 44:43 and in 56:52 as well) denotes any "deadly food"; hence, the
expression shajarat az-zaqqum,
a symbol of hell, may be appropriately rendered as "the tree of deadly
fruit" (undoubtedly identical
with "the tree cursed in this Qur'an", mentioned in 17:60), symbolizing
the fact that the otherworldly
sufferings which the Qur'an describes as "hell" are but the fruit - i.e.,
organic consequence - of
one's evil deeds done on earth.
23 It cannot be often enough repeated that all Qur'anic references to hell
and paradise - and, for
that matter, all descriptions of men's conditions in the hereafter - are,
of necessity, highly
allegorical (see Appendix I) and therefore liable to be grossly
misunderstood if one takes them in
their literal sense or, conversely, interprets them in an arbitrary
manner (cf. 3:7 and the
corresponding notes 5, 7 and 8): and this, to my mind, explains why the
symbol of the "tree of deadly
fruit" - one of the metonyms for the suffering of the sinners in the
hereafter - has become "a trial
(fitnah) for evildoers" (or "for men" in 17:60). See in this connection
74:31, which is the earliest
Qur'anic instance of this concept of "trial".
24 According to Zamakhshari, "this purely verbal metaphor (isti'arah
lafziyyah) is meant to express
the ultimate in repulsiveness and ugliness ... inasmuch as Satan is
considered to be the epitome of
all that is evil".
25 Lit., "and upon it, behold, they will have an admixture [or "confusion"]
of hamim". (For my rendering
of the last term as "burning despair", see surah 6, note 62.)
26 See surah 6, note 31.
27 I.e., blind imitation (taqlid) of the - obviously absurd - beliefs,
valuations and customs of
one's erring predecessors, and disregard of all evidence of the truth
supplied by both reason and
divine revelation, is here shown to be the principal cause of the
suffering referred to in the
preceding passage (Zamakhshari).
28 Sc., "and are, therefore, in need of prophetic guidance": which explains
the subsequent mention
of stories relating to several of the prophets. The story of Noah, which
is briefly referred to
here, appears in greater detail in 11:25-48.

37:75
And, indeed, [it was for this reason that] Noah cried unto Us - and how excellent was Our
response: (37:76) for We saved him and his household from that awesome calamity,29 (37:77)
and caused his offspring to endure [on earth]; (37:78) and We left him thus to be remembered30
among later generations: (37:79) "Peace be upon Noah throughout all the worlds!"
37:80
Verily, thus do We reward the doers of good -(37:81) for he was truly one of our believing
servants: (37:82) [and so We saved him and those who followed him] and then We caused the
others to drown.
37:83
AND, BEHOLD, of his persuasion was Abraham, too, (37:84) when he turned to his Sustainer
with a heart free of evil, (37:85) and [thus] spoke to his father and his people: "What is it that
you worship? (37:86) Do you want [to bow down before] a lie - [before] deities other than God?
(37:87) What, then, do you think of the Sustainer of all the worlds?"31
37:88
Then he cast a glance at the stars,32 (37:89) and said, "Verily, I am sick [at heart]!"33 (37:90) and
at that they turned their backs on him and went away. (37:91) Thereupon he approached their
gods stealthily and said, "What! You do not eat [of the offerings placed before you]? (37:92)
What is amiss with you that you do not speak?" (37:93) And then he fell upon them, smiting
them with his right hand.34
37:94
[But] then the others came towards him hurriedly [and accused him of his deed]. (37:95) He
answered: "Do you worship something that you [yourselves] have carved, (37:96) the while it is
God who has created you and all your handiwork?" (37:97) They exclaimed: "Build a pyre35 for
him, and cast him into the blazing fire!"
37:98
(98) But whereas they sought to do evil unto him, We (frustrated their designs, and thus] brought
them low.36
29 I.e., the Deluge.
30 Lit., "and We left upon him", sc., "this praise
expressed in the salutation which follows.

or "remembrance",

31 Abraham's argument goes thus: "Do you believe in the existence of a
Creator and Lord of the universe?" -

a question which his people were bound to answer in the affirmative,
since belief in a Supreme Deity
was an integral part of their religion. The next stage of the argument
would be:
"How, then, can you worship idols - the work of your own hands - side by
side with the idea of
a Creator of the universe?"
32 Obviously an allusion to his early, futile attempts at identifying God
with the stars, the sun
or the moon (see 6:76-78).
33 Sc., "at your worshipping idols instead of God" (Ibn Kathir; cf. also
Lane IV, 1384).
34 A metonym for "with all his strength". For what happened afterwards, see
21:58 ff.
35 Lit., "a building" or "a structure".

37:99
And [Abraham] said: "Verily, I shall (leave this land and] go wherever my Sustainer will guide
me!"37 (37:100) [And he prayed:] "O my Sustainer! Bestow upon me the gift of (a son who shall
be] one of the righteous!"-(37:l01) whereupon We gave him the glad tiding of a boy-child gentle
[like himself].38
37:102
And [one day,] when [the child] had become old enough to share in his [father's] endeavours,39
the latter said: "O my dear son! I have seen in a dream that I should sacrifice thee: consider, then,
what would be thy view!"
[Ishmael] answered: "O my father! Do as thou art bidden: thou wilt find me, if God so wills,
among those who are patient in adversity!"
37:103
But as soon as the two had surrendered themselves to [what they thought to be] the will of God,40
and [Abraham] had laid him down on his face, (37:104) We called out to him: "O Abraham,
(37:105) thou hast already fulfilled [the purpose of] that dreamvision!"41
Thus, verily, do We reward the doers of good: (37:106) for, behold, all this was indeed a trial,
clear in itself.42 (37:107) And We ransomed him with a tremendous sacrifice,43 (37:108) and left
him thus to be remembered among later generations:44 (37:109) "Peace be upon Abraham!"
36 See surah 21, note 64.
37 Lit., "I shall go to my Sustainer: He will guide me."
38 I.e., Abraham's first-born son, Ishmael (Isma'il).

39 Lit., "attained to [the age of] walking [or "striving"] with him":
evidently a metonym for the
child's attaining to an age when he could understand, and share in, his
father's faith and aims.
40 The above interpolation is, I believe, absolutely necessary for a proper
understanding of this
passage. As pointed out repeatedly in these notes, the verb aslama
signifies, in Qur'anic usage,
"he surrendered himself to God", or "to God's will", even if there is no
express mention of God;
hence, the dual form aslama occurring in the above verse might, on the
face of it, have this meaning
as well. Since, however, the sequence clearly shows that it was not God's
will that Ishmael should
be sacrificed, his and his father's "self-surrender to God's will" can
have in this context only a
purely subjective meaning- namely "to what they thought to be the will of
God".
41 I.e., the moral significance of Abraham's dream-vision consisted in a
test of his readiness to
sacrifice, at what he thought to be God's behest (see preceding note),
all that was dearest to
him in life.
42 I.e., a trial of this severity clearly implied that Abraham would be
capable to bear it, and thus
constituted a high moral distinction - in itself a reward from God.
43 The epithet 'azim ("tremendous" or "mighty") renders it improbable that
this sacrifice refers to
nothing but the ram which Abraham subsequently found and slaughtered in
Ishmael's stead
(Genesis xxit, 13). To my mind, the sacrifice spoken of here is the one
repeated every year by
countless believers in connection with the pilgrimage to Mecca (al-hajj),
which, in itself,
commemorates the experience of Abraham and Ishmael and constitutes one of
the "five pillars" of
Islam. (See 22:27-37, as well as 2:196-203.)
44 See note 30 on verse 78.

37:110
Thus do We reward the doers of good - (37:111) for he was truly one of our believing servants
(37:112) And [in time] We gave him the glad tiding of Isaac, [who, too, would be] a prophet, one
of the righteous; (37:113) and We blessed him and Isaac: but among the offspring of these two
there were [destined] to be both doers of good and such as would glaringly sin against
themselves.45
37:114

THUS, INDEED, did We bestow Our favour upon Moses and Aaron;46 (37:115) and We saved
them and their people from the awesome calamity [of bondage], (37:116) and succoured them, so
that [in the end] it was they who achieved victory.
37:117
And We gave them the divine writ that made [right and wrong] distinct,47 (37:118) and guided
them the straight way, (37:119) and left them thus to be remembered among later generations:
(37:120) "Peace be upon Moses and Aaron!" (37:121) Thus do We reward the doers of good (37:122) for those two were truly among Our believing servants.
37:123
AND, BEHOLD, Elijah [too] was indeed one of Our message-bearers48 (37:124) when he
spoke[thus] to his people: "Will you not remain conscious of God? (37:125) Will you invoke
Baal and forsake [God,] the best of artisans49 - (37:126) God, your Sustainer and the Sustainer of
your forebears of old?"
45 I.e., commit evil. With this prediction the Qur'an refutes, as in so
many other places, the spurious
contention of the Jews that they are 'the chosen people" by virtue of
their descent from Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob, and therefore a priori 'assured", as it were, of God's
acceptance. In other words,
God's blessing a prophet or a saint does not, by itself, imply the
conferment of any special status on
his descendants.
46 I.e., in consideration of their own merit, and not because of their
descent from Abraham and
Isaac (see preceding verse and note).
47 I.e., "the Torah, wherein there was guidance and light ... unto those
who followed the Jewish
faith" (5:44).
48 The Hebrew prophet Elijah (Ilyas in Arabic) is mentioned in the Bible (I
Kings xvii if. and
11 Kings i-ii) as having lived in the Northern Kingdom of Israel during
the reigns of Ahab and
Ahaziah - i.e., in the ninth century B.C. - and having been succeeded by
Elisha (Al-Yasa in
Arabic). The above stress on his, too, having been "one of the messagebearers" (min al-mursalin)
recalls the Qur'anic principle that God makes "no distinction between any
of His apostles" (cf.
2:136 and 285, 3:84, 4:152, and the corresponding notes).
49 As regards this rendering of ahsan al-khaliqin, see surah 23, note 6. The term ba'l
(conventionally spelt Baal in European languages) signified "lord" or
"master" in all branches

of ancient Arabic, including Hebrew and Phoenician; it was an honorific
applied to every one of the
many "male" deities worshipped by the ancient Semites, especially in
Syria and Palestine. In the
Old Testament this designation has sometimes the generic connotation of
"idol-worship" - a sin into
which, according to the Bible, the early Israelites often relapsed.

37:127
But they gave him the lie: and therefore they will most surely be arraigned [on Judgment Day],
(37:128) excepting only [those who were] God's true servants; (37:129) and him We left thus to
be remembered among later generations: (37:130) "Peace be upon Elijah and his followers!"50
50 The form Il-Yasin in which this name appears in the above verse is
either a variant of Ilyas (Elijah)
or, more probably, a plural - "the Elijahs" - meaning "Elijah and his
followers" (Tabari,
Zamakhshari, et al). According to Tabari, 'Abd Allah ibn Mas'ud used to
read this verse as
"Peace be upon Idrasin", which, apart from giving us a variant or a
plural of Idris ("Idris and his
followers"), lends support to the view that Idris and Ilyas are but two
designations of one and
the same person, the Biblical Elijah. (See also note 41 on 19:56.)
51 See 7:8~84 and 11:69-83.
52 As is evident from 7:83 and 11:81, that woman was Lot's wife, who had
chosen to stay behind
(cf. note 66 on 7:83).
53 Lit., "you pass by them", i.e., by the places where they lived (see
15:76 and the corresponding
note 55).
54 I.e., when he abandoned the mission with which he had been entrusted by
God (see surah 21,
note 83, which gives the first part of Jonah's story), and thus, in the
words of the Bible (The Book
of Jonah i, 3 and 10), committed the sin of "fleeing from the presence of
the Lord". In its primary
significance, the infinitive noun ibaq (derived from the verb abaqa)
denotes "a slave's running-away
from his master"; and Jonah is spoken of as having "fled like a runaway
slave" because - although he
was God's message-bearer - he abandoned his task under the stress of
violent anger. The subsequent
mention of "the laden ship" alludes to the central, allegorical part of
Jonah's story. The ship ran
into a storm and was about to founder; and the mariners "said everyone to
his fellow, Come and let
us cast lots, that we may know for whose cause this evil is upon us" (The
Book of Jonah i, 7) a procedure to which Jonah agreed.

55 Lit., "he cast lots [with the mariner], and was among the losers".
According to the Biblical
account (The Book of Jonah i, 10-l5), Jonah told them that he had "fled
from the presence of the
Lord", and that it was because of this sin of his that they all were now
in danger of drowning.
"And he said unto them, Take me up, and cast me forth into the sea, so
shall the sea be calm unto
you: for I know that for my sake this tempest is upon you .... So they
took up Jonah, and cast him
forth into the sea: and the sea ceased from her raging."

37:131
Verify, thus do We reward the doers of good (37:132) for he was truly one of Our believing
servants!
37:133
AND, BEHOLD, Lot was indeed one of Our message-bearers; (37:134) [and so,] when [We
decreed the doom of his sinful town,51] We saved him and his household, (37:135) except an old
woman who was among those that stayed behind;52 (37:136) and then We utterly destroyed the
others; (37:137) and, verily, [to this day] you pass by the remnants of their dwellings53 at
morning-time (37:138) and by night. Will you not, then, use your reason?
37:139
AND, BEHOLD, Jonah was indeed one of Our message-bearers (37:140) when he fled like a
runaway slave onto a laden ship.54 (37:141) And then they cast lots, and he was the one who
lost;55 (37:142) [and they cast him into the sea,] whereupon the great fish swallowed him, for he
had been blameworthy.56 (37:143) And had he not been of those who [even in the deep darkness
of their distress are able to] extol God's limitless glory,57 (37:144) he would indeed have
remained in its belly till the Day when all shall be raised from the dead: (37:145) but We caused
him to be cast forth on a desert shore, sick [at heart] as he was, (37:146) and caused a creeping
plant to grow over him [out of the barren soil].58
37:147
And [then] We sent him [once again] to [his people,] a hundred thousand [souls] or more:
(37:148) and [this time] they believed [in him]59 - and so We allowed them to enjoy their life
during the time allotted to them.60
37:149
AND NOW ask them61 to enlighten thee: Has thy Sustainer daughters, whereas they would have
[only] sons?62 (37:150) - or is it that We have created the angels female, and they [who believe
them to be divine] have witnessed [that act of creation]?

37:151
Oh, verily, it is out of their own [inclination to] falsehood that some people63 assert, (37:152)
"God has begotten [a son]"; and, verily, they are lying [too, when they say], (37:153) "He has
chosen daughters in preference to sons"!64
37:154
What is amiss with you and your judgment?65 (37:155) Will you not, then, bethink yourselves?
56 In all the three instances where Jonah's "great fish" is explicitly
mentioned in the Qur'an (as al-hut
in the above verse and in 68:48, and an-nun in 21:87), it carries the
definite article al. This may
possibly be due to the fact that the legend of Jonah was and is so widely
known that every reference
to the allegory of "the great fish" is presumed to be self-explanatory.
The inside of the fish that
"swallowed" Jonah apparently symbolizes the deep darkness of spiritual
distress of which 21:87 speaks:
the distress at having "fled like a runaway slave" from his prophetic
mission and, thus, "from the
presence of the Lord". Parenthetically, the story is meant to show that,
since "man has been created
weak" (4:28), even prophets are not immune against all the failings
inherent in human nature.
57 I.e., to remember God and to repent: see 21:87, which reveals in its
very formulation the universal
purport of Jonah's story.
58 I.e., to shade and comfort him. Thus, rounding off the allegory of Jonah
and the fish, the Qur'an
points out in the figurative manner so characteristic of its style that
God, who can cause a plant
to grow out of the most arid and barren soil, can equally well cause a
heart lost in darkness to come
back to light and spiritual life.
59 Cf. the reference to the people of Jonah in 10:98. For the Biblical
version of this story, see
The Book of Jonah iii.
60 Lit., "for a time": i.e., for the duration of their natural lives (Razi;
also Manar XI, 483).
61 This reference to people who ascribe divinity to beings other than God
connects with verse 4
("verily, most surely, your God is One") as well as with verses 69-70
("behold, they found their
forebears on a wrong way, and [now] they make haste to follow in their
footsteps").

62 For an explanation of this passage, see 16:57-59 and the corresponding
notes.
63 Lit., "they".
64 Cf. 6:100 ("they have invented for Him sons and daughters") and the
corresponding notes 87 and 88.
See also note 49 on 17:40, as well as 53:19-22 and the corresponding
notes.
65 Lit., "how do you judge?"

37:156
Or have you, perchance, a clear evidence [for your assertions]? (37:157) Produce, then, that
divine writ of yours, if you are speaking the truth! (37:158) And some people66 have invented a
kinship between Him and all manner of invisible forces67 - although [even] these invisible forces
know well that, verily, they [who thus blaspheme against God] shall indeed be arraigned [before
Him on Judgment Day: for] (37:159) limitless is God in His glory, above anything that men may
devise by way of definition!69
37:160
Not thus, however, [behave] God's true servants: (37:161) for, verily, neither you [blasphemers]
nor the objects of your worship (37:162) can cause anyone to fall prey to your temptation
(37:163) unless it be such as rushes towards the blazing fire [of his own accord]!70
37:164
[All forces of nature praise God and say:71]
"Among us, too, there is none but has a place assigned to it [by Him]; (37:165) and, verily, we
too are ranged [before Him in worship]; (37:166) and, verily, we too extol His limitless glory!"
37:167
AND, INDEED, they [who deny the truth] have always been wont to say, (37:168) "If only we
had a tradition [to this effect] from our forebears,72 (37:169) we would certainly be true servants
of God." (37:170) And yet, [now that this divine writ has been placed before them,] they refuse
to acknowledge it as true!
In time, however, they will come to know [what it was that they had rejected]: (37:171) for, long
ago has Our word gone forth unto Our servants, the message-bearers, (37:172) that, verily, they they indeed - would be succoured, (37:173) and that, verily, Our hosts - they indeed - would [in
the end] be victorious!
66 Lit., "they".

67 See Appendix III. Whereas most of the classical commentators are of the
opinion that the term
al-jinnah denotes here the angels, since they - like all beings of this
category - are imperceptible
to man's senses, I believe that the above verse refers to those
intangible forces of nature which
elude all direct observation and manifest themselves only in their
effects: hence their designation,
in this context, by the plural noun al-jinnah, which primarily denotes
"that which is concealed
from [man's] senses". Inasmuch as people who refuse to believe in God
often tend to regard those
elemental forces as mysteriously endowed with a purposeful creative power
(cf. Bergson's concept of
the elan vital), the Qur'an states that their votaries invent a "kinship"
between them and God, i.e.,
attribute to them qualities and powers similar to His.
68 For this metaphorical attribution of "knowledge" to the elemental forces
of nature, see verses
164-166 and the corresponding note 71.
69 See note 88 on the last sentence of 6:100.
70 True belief in God precludes all temptation to define Him who is
undefinable, or to associate,
conceptually, anyone or anything with Him; conversely, the blasphemy
inherent in such attempts
destroys the potential value of one's belief in God and, thus, brings
about the spiritual ruin of
the person concerned.
71 The metaphorical "saying" that follows is in tune with many other
Qur'anic passages which speak
of even inanimate objects as "praising God", e.g., "The seven heavens
extol His limitless glory, and
the earth, and all that they contain" (17:44), or "We caused the
mountains to join David in extolling
Our glory" (21:79), or "O you mountains! Sing with him the praise of
God!" (34:10); similarly, even
the shadows of material things are spoken of as "prostrating themselves
before God"'(16:48).
72 Lit., "a reminder (dhikr) from those of old": see note 27 on verses 6970 above. Most of the
commentators assume that the term dhikr connotes here, as so often in the
Qur'an, a "divine writ".
In my opinion, however, it is far more probable - because more in tune
with the context - that in
this case it signifies an ancestral tradition bearing on the (to them
astonishing) message of God's
oneness and uniqueness as promulgated by the Qur'an.

37:174

Hence, turn thou aside for a while from those [who deny the truth], (37:175) and see them [for
what they are];73 and in time they [too] will come to see [what they do not see now].74 (37:176)
Do they, then, [really] wish that Our chastisement be hastened on?75 (37:177) But then, once it
alights upon them, hapless will be the awakening of those who were warned [to no avail]!76
37:178
Hence, turn thou aside for a while from them, (37:179) and see [them for what they are]; and in
time they [too] will come to see [what they do not see now].
37:180
LIMITLESS in His glory is thy Sustainer, the Lord of almightiness, [exalted] above anything
that men may devise by way of definition!
37:181
And peace be upon all His message-bearers! (37:182) And all praise is due to God alone, the
Sustainer of all the worlds!
73 I.e., as people who are bent on deceiving themselves. In this context,
the verb basura (lit.,
"he saw" or "became seeing") is used tropically, in the sense of "seeing
mentally" or "gaining insight".
74 I.e., they will realize the truth as well as the suffering which its
rejection entails: obviously
a reference to the Day of Judgment.
75 This is an allusion to the sarcastic demand of the people who refused to
regard the Qur'an as a
divine revelation, to be punished forthwith "if this be indeed the truth
from God" (see 8:32
and the corresponding note).
76 Lit., "when it alights in their courtyard, evil [or "hapless"] is the
morning of those ...", etc.
In ancient Arabic usage, the idiomatic phrase "chastisement [or
"suffering"] has alighted
(nazala) in so-and-so's courtyard" denotes its coming-down upon, or
befalling, the person or
persons concerned (Tabari). Similarly, the "morning" (sabah) is a metonym
for "awakening".

The Thirty-Eighth Surah
Sad
Mecca Period

REVEALED comparatively early - probably towards the end of the fourth or the beginning of
the fifth year of the Prophet's mission - this surah is devoted almost entirely to the problem of
divine guidance and its rejection by those who are "lost in false pride, and (hence] deeply in the
wrong" (verse 2).
The only "title" or, rather, key-word - applied to this surah since the earliest times is the letter s
(Sad) which introduces: the first verse.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
38:1
Sad.'
CONSIDER2 this Qur'an, endowed with all that one ought to remember!3
38:2
But nay - they who are bent on denying the truth are lost in [false] pride, and [hence] deeply in
the wrong.4 (38:3) How many a generation5 have We destroyed before their time (for this very
sin]! And [how] they called [unto Us] when it was too late to escape!6
38:4
Now these [people] deem it strange that a warner should have come unto them from their own
midst - and [so] the deniers of the truth are saying: "A [mere] spellbinder is he, a liar!7 (38:5)
Does he claim that all the deities are [but] one God? Verily, a most strange thing is this!"8
1 See Appendix II.
2 For an explanation of this rendering of the adjurative particle wa, see
first half of note 23 on 74:32.
3 Or: "endowed with eminence" (Zamakhshari), since the term dhikr (ht.,
"reminder" or "remembrance")
has also the connotation of "that which is remembered"' i.e., "renown",
"fame" and, tropically, "eminence".
As regards the rendering preferred by me, see 21:10, where the phrase
fihi dhikrukum (relating, as
above, to the Qur'an) has been translated as "wherein is found all that
you ought to bear in mind",
i.e., in order to attain to dignity and happiness.
4 I.e., they refuse to acknowledge the fact of divine revelation because
such an acknowledgment would
imply an admission of man's responsibility to God - and this their false
pride, manifested in their
arrogant belief in man's "self-sufficiency", does not allow them to do.
The same idea is expressed in
16:22 and, in a more general way, in 2:206. Cf. also 96:6-7.

5 It is to be noted that the term qarn signifies not merely a "generation"
but also - and quite frequently
in the Qur'an - people belonging to a particular period and environment",
i.e., a "civilization" in
the historical connotation of this word.
6 Lit., "while there was no time for escaping".
7 Although this passage describes, in the first instance, the attitude of
the pagan Quraysh towards
the Prophet, it touches upon the reluctance of most people, at all times,
to recognize "a man from
their own midst" - i.e., a human being like themselves - as God-inspired.
(See note 2 on 50:2.)
8 Divorced from its purely historical background, this criticism acquires a
timeless significance,
and may be thus paraphrased: "Does he claim that all creative powers and
qualities are inherent
exclusively in what he conceives as 'one God'?" - a paraphrase which
illustrates the tendency of
many people to attribute a decisive influence on human life - and, hence,
a quasi-divine status to a variety of fortuitous phenomena or circumstances (like wealth,
"luck", social position, etc.)
rather than to acknowledge the overwhelming evidence, in all observable
nature, of God's unique
existence.

38:6
And their leaders launch forth [thus]: "Go ahead, and hold steadfastly onto your deities: this,
behold, is the only thing to do!9 (38:7) Never did we hear of [a claim like] this in any faith of
latter days!10 It is nothing but [a mortal man's] invention! (38:8) What! Upon him alone from
among all of us should a [divine] reminder have been bestowed from on high?"
Nay, but it is My Own reminder that they distrust!11 Nay, they have not yet tasted the suffering
which I do impose!12 (38:9) Or do they [think that they] own the treasures of thy Sustainer's
grace [the grace] of the Almighty, the Giver of Gifts?13 (38:10) Or [that] the dominion over the
heavens and the earth and all that is between them is theirs? Why, then, let them try to ascend [to
God-like power] by all [conceivable] means!14
38:11
[But] there it is: any and all human beings, however [strongly] leagued together,15 are bound to
suffer defeat [whenever they refuse to accept the truth].
9 Lit., "a thing desired" or "to be desired", i.e., a sensible course of
action.

10 I.e., "in any of the faiths prevalent in our days": an oblique reference
to Christianity and its
dogma of the Trinity, which contrasts with the Qur'anic concept of God's
oneness and uniqueness,
as well as to any other faith based on the belief in a multiplicity or
multiform incarnation of
divine powers (e.g., Hinduism with its triad of Brahma, Vishnu and
Shiva).
11 Lit., "that they are in doubt of: i.e., it is not the personality of the
Prophet that fills them
with distrust, but, rather, the substance of the message proclaimed by
him - and, in particular,
his insistence on God's absolute oneness and uniqueness, which runs
counter to their habits of
thought and social traditions.
12 Sc., "on people who refuse to accept the truth".
13 I.e., "Do they think that it is for them to decide as to who should and
who should not be graced
with divine revelation?"
14 I.e,, "Do they think that human beings are so highly endowed that they
are bound to attain, some
day, to mastery over the universe and all nature, and thus to God-like
power?" Cf. in this connection
96:6-8 and the corresponding note 4. - As regards my rendering of alasbab as "all [conceivable]
means", see note 82 on 18:84.
15 The collective noun jund, which primarily denotes "a host" or "an army",
has also the meaning of
"created beings", in this context obviously human beings; in combination
with the particle ma,
"any number of human beings". The term hizb (of which ahzab is the
plural), on the other hand,
denotes "a party" or "a group of people of the same mind" or "people
leagued together", i.e., for
a definite purpose.

38:12
To the truth gave the lie aforetime16 Noah's people, and (the tribe of] 'Ad, and Pharaoh of the
[many] tent-poles,17 (38:13) and [the tribe of] Thamud, and the people of Lot, and the dwellers of
the wooded dales [of Madyan]: they all were leagued together, [as it were, in their unbelief:]
(38:14) not one [was there] but gave the lie to the apostles - and thereupon My retribution fell
due.
38:15
And they [who now deny the truth - they, too,] have but to wait for one single blast [of
punishment to overtake them]: it shall not be delayed a whit.18 (38:16) As it is, they say

[mockingly]: "O our Sustainer! Hasten on to us our share [of punishment even] before the Day of
Reckornng!"19
38:17
[But] bear thou with patience whatever they may say, and remember Our servant David, him
who was endowed with [so much] inner strength! He, verily, would always turn unto Us: (38:18)
[and for this,] behold, We caused20 the mountains to join him in extolling Our limitless glory at
eventide and at sunrise, (38:19) and [likewise] the birds in their assemblies:21 [together] they all
would turn again and again unto Him [who had created them]. (38:20) And We strengthened his
dominidn, and bestowed upon him wisdom and sagacity in judgment.
38:21
AND YET, has the story of the litigants come within thy ken - [the story of the two] who
surmounted the walls of the sanctuary [in which David prayed]?22
16 Lit., "before them", i.e., before the people who opposed or oppose
Muhammad's message.
17 In classical Arabic, this ancient bedouin term is used idiomatically as
a metonym for "mighty dominion"
or "firmness of power" (Zamakhshari). The number of poles supporting a
bedouin tent is determined by
its size, and the latter has always depended on the status and power of
its owner: thus, a mighty
chieftain is often alluded to as "he of many tent-poles".
18 Sc., "beyond the term set for it by God".
19 Cf. 8:32. This mocking "demand" of the unbelievers is mentioned in
several other places in the Qur'an.
20 Lit., "We compelled" or "constrained".
21 See surah 21, note 73.
22 The story which, according to the oldest sources at our disposal, is
alluded to in verses 2l-26
affects the question as to whether God's elect, the prophets - all of
whom were endowed, like David,
with "wisdom and sagacity in judgment" - could or could not ever commit a
sin: in other words,
whether they, too, were originally subject to the weaknesses inherent in
human nature as such or were
a priori endowed with an essential purity of character which rendered
each of them "incapable of sinning"
(ma'sum). In the form in which it has been handed down from the earliest
authorities (including,
according to Tabari and Baghawi, Companions like 'Abd Allah ibn 'Abbas
and Anas ibn Malik, as well
as several of the most prominent of their immediate successors), the
story contradicts the doctrine -

somewhat arbitrarily developed by Muslim theologians in the course of the
centuries - that prophets
cannot sin by virtue of their very nature, and tends to show that their
purity and subsequent
sinlessness is a result of inner struggles and trials and, thus,
represents in each case a moral
achievement rather than an inborn quality.
As narrated in some detail by Tabari and other early commentators, David
fell in love with a beautiful
woman whom he accidentally observed from his roof terrace. On inquiring,
he was told that she was the
wife of one of his officers, named Uriah. Impelled by his passion, David
ordered his field-commander
to place Uriah in a particularly exposed battle position, where he would
be certain to be killed; and
as soon as his order was fulfilled and Uriab died, David married the
widow (who subsequently became
the mother of Solomon). This story agrees more or less with the Old
Testament, which gives the woman's
name as Bath-Sheba (II Samuel xi), barring the Biblical allegation that
David committed adultery with
her before Uriab's death (ibid. xi, ~5) - an allegation which has always
been rejected by Muslims
as highly offensive and slanderous: cf. the saying of the fourth Caliph,
'Ali ibn Abi Talib (quoted
by Zamakhshari on the authority of Sa'id ibn al-Musayyab): "If anyone
should narrate the story of
David in the manner in which the story-tellers narrate it, I will have
him flogged with one hundred
and sixty stripes for this is a [suitable] punishment for slandering
prophets" (thus indirectly
recalling the Qur'anic ordinance, in 24:4, which stipulates flogging with
eighty stripes for accusing
ordinary persons of adultery without legal proof).
According to most of the commentators, the two "litigants" who suddenly
appeared before David were
angels sent to bring home to him his sin. It is possible, however, to see
in their appearance an
allegory of David's own realization of having sinned: voices of his own
conscience which at last
"surmounted the walls" of the passion that had blinded him for a time.

38:22
As they came upon David, and he shrank back in fear from them, they said: "Fear not! [We are
but] two litigants. One of us has wronged the other: so judge thou between us with justice, and
deviate not from what is right, and show [both of] us the way to rectitude. (38:23) "Behold, this
is my brother: he has ninety-nine ewes, whereas I have [only] one ewe - and yet he said, 'Make
her over to me,' and forcibly prevailed against me in this [our] dispute."
38:24

Said [David]: "He has certainly wronged thee by demanding that thy ewe be added to his ewes!
Thus, behold, do many kinsmen wrong one another - [all] save those who believe [in God] and
do righteous deeds: but how few are they!"
And [suddenly] David understood that We had tried him:24 and so he asked his Sustainer to
forgive him his sin, and fell down in prostration, and turned unto Him in repentance.
38:25
And thereupon We forgave him that [sin]: and, verily, nearness to Us awaits him [in the life to
come], and the most beauteous of all goals! (38:26) [And We said:] "O David! Behold, We have
made thee a [prophet and, thus, Our] vicegerent on earth: judge, then, between men with justice,
and do not follow vain desire, lest it lead thee astray from the path of God: verily, for those who
go astray from the path of God there is suffering severe in store for having forgotten the Day of
Reckoning!"
23 The term khulata' (sing. khalit) denotes, literally, "people who mix
[i.e., are familiar or intimate]
with others" or "with one another". In the present instance it evidently
alludes to the "brotherhood"
between the two mysterious litigants, and is therefore best rendered as
"kinsmen".
24 Sc., "and that he had failed" (in the matter of Bath-Sheba).

38:27
AND [thus it is:] We have not created heaven and earth and all that is between them without
meaning and purpose, as is the surmise of those who are bent on denyin the truth:25 but then, woe
from the fire [of hell] unto all who are bent on denying the truth!26 (38:28) [For,] would We treat
those who have attained to faith and do righteous deeds in the same manner as [We shall treat]
those who spread corruption on earth? Would We treat the God-conscious in the same manner as
the wicked?27
38:29
[All this have We expounded in this] blessed divine writ which We have revealed unto thee, [O
Muhammad,] so that men may ponder over its messages, and that those who are endowed with
insight may take them to heart.
38:30
AND UNTO DAVID We granted Solomon [as a son - and] how excellent a servant [of Ours he
grew up to be]!
Behold, he would always turn unto Us28 - (38:31) [and even] when, towards the close of day,
nobly-bred, swift-footed steeds were brought before him, (38:32) he would say, "Verily, I have
come to love the love of all that is good because I bear my Sustainer in mind!"29 - [repeating

these words as the steeds raced away,] until they were hidden by the veil [of distance30 whereupon he would command], (38:33) "Bring them back unto me!" - and would [lovingly]
stroke their legs and their necks.31
25 Cf. 3: 191. The above statement appears in the Qur'an in several
formulations; see, in particular,
note 11 on 10:5. In the present instance it connects with the mention of
the Day of Reckoning in the
preceding verse, thus leading organically from a specific aspect of
David's story to a moral teaching
of wider import.
26 I.e., a deliberate rejection of the belief that the universe - and, in
particular, human life - is
imbued with meaning and purpose leads unavoidably - though sometimes
imperceptibly - to a rejection
of all moral imperatives, to spiritual blindness and, hence, to suffering
in the life to come.
27 By implication, belief in resurrection, judgment and life after death is
postulated in this passage
(verses 27-28) as a logical corollary - almost a premise - of all belief
in God: for, since we see
that many righteous people suffer all manner of misery and deprivations
in this world, while, on the
other hand, many of the wicked and depraved enjoy their lives in peace
and affluence, we must either
assume that God does not exist (because the concept of injustice is
incompatible with that of Godhead),
or - alternatively - that there is a hereafter in which both the
righteous and the unrighteous will
harvest in full what they had morally sown during their lives on earth.
28 I.e., he would always think of God, as illustrated by the example given
in the sequence.
29 Lit,, "because of [or "out of"] ('an) the remembrance of my Sustainer".
30 This and the preceding interpolation are based on Razi's interpretation
of this passage.
31 The story of Solomon's love of beautiful horses is meant to show that
all true love of God is bound
to be reflected in one's realization of, and reverence for, the beauty
created by Him.

38:34
But [ere this], indeed, We had tried Solomon by placing upon his throne a [lifeless] body;32 and
thereupon he turned [towards Us; and] (38:35) he prayed:
"O my Sustainer! Forgive me my sins, and bestow upon me the gift of a kingdom which may not
suit anyone after me:33 verily, Thou alone art a giver of gifts!"

38:36
And so34 We made subservient to him the wind, so that it gently sped at his behest withersoever
he willed,35 (38:37) as well as all the rebellious forces [that We made to work for him] - every
kind of builder and diver - (38:38) and others linked together in fetters.36
38:39
[And We told him:] "This is Our gift, for thee to bestow freely on others, or to withhold, without
[having to render] account!" (38:40) And, verily, nearness to Us awaits him [in the life to come],
and the most beauteous of all goals!
38:41
AND CALL to mind Our servant Job,37 [how it was] when he cried out to his Sustainer, "Behold,
Satan has afflicted me with [utter] weariness and suffering!"38 - (38:42) [and thereupon was
told:] "Strike [the ground] with thy foot: here is cool water to wash with and to drink!"39
32 To explain this verse, some of the commentators advance the most
fantastic stories, almost all of
them going back to Talmudic sources. Razi rejects them all, maintaining
that they are unworthy of
serious consideration. Instead, he plausibly suggests that the "body"
(jasad) upon Solomon's throne
is an allusion to his own body, and - metonymically - to his kingly
power, which was bound to remain
"lifeless" so long as it was not inspired by God-willed ethical values.
(It is to be borne in mind
that in classical Arabic a person utterly weakened by illness, worry or
fear, or devoid of moral values,
is often described as "a body without a soul".) In other words, Solomon's
early trial consisted in
his inheriting no more than a kingly position, and it rested upon him to
endow that position with
spiritual essence and meaning.
33 I.e., a spiritual kingdom, which could not be inherited by anyone and,
hence, would not be exposed
to envy or worldly intrigue.
34 I.e., as a reward for his humility and turning-away from worldly
ambitions, implied in the prayer,
"Forgive me my sins".
35 Cf. 21:81 and the corresponding note 75. For the meaning, in general, of
the many legends surrounding
the person of Solomon, see note 77 on 21:82.
36 I.e., subdued and, as it were, tamed by him: see note 76 on 21:82, which
explains my rendering,
in this context, of shayatin as "rebellious forces".
37 See note 78 on 21:83.

38 I.e., with life-weariness in consequence of suffering. As soon as he
realizes that God has been
testing him, Job perceives that his utter despondency and weariness of
life - eloquently described
in the Old Testament (The Book of Job iii) - was but due to what is
described as "Satan's whisperings":
this is the moral to be drawn from the above evocation of Job's story.
39 According to the classical commentators, the miraculous appearance of a
healing spring heralded
the end of Job's suffering, both physical and mental.

38:43
And We bestowed upon him new offspring,40 doubling their number as an act of grace from Us,
and as a reminder unto all who are endowed with insight. (38:44) [And finally We told him:]
"Now take in thy hand a small bunch of grass, and strike therewith, and thou wilt not break thine
oath!"41 - for, verily, We found him full of patience in adversity: how excellent a servant [of
Ours], who, behold, would always turn unto Us!
38:45
AND CALL to mind Our servants Abraham and Isaac and Jacob, [all of them] endowed with
inner strength and vision: (38:46) for, verily, We purified them by means of a thought most pure:
the remembrance of the life to come.42 (38:47) And, behold, in Our sight they were indeed
among the elect, the truly good!
38:48
And call to mind Ishmael and Elisha,43 and every one who [like them] has pledged himself [unto
Us]:44 for, each of them was of the truly good!
38:49
LET [all] this be a reminder [to those who believe in God] - for, verily, the most beauteous of all
goals awaits the God-conscious: (38:50) gardens of perpetual bliss,45 with gates wide-open to
them, (38:51) wherein they will recline, [and] wherein they may [freely] call for many a fruit and
drink, (38:52) having beside them well-matched mates of modest gaze."46
40 Lit., "his family" (cf. 21:84 and the corresponding note 79).
41 In the words of the Bible (The Book of Job ii, 9), at the time of his
seemingly hopeless suffering
Job's wife reproached her husband for persevering in his faith: "Dost
thou still retaip thine integrity?
Curse God, and die." According to the classical Qur'an-commentators, Job
swore that, if God would
restore him to health, he would punish her blasphemy with a hundred
stripes. But when he did recover,

he bitterly regretted his hasty oath, for he realized that his wife's
"blasphemy" had been an outcome
of her love and pity for him; and thereupon he was told in a revelation
that he could fulfil his
vow in a symbolic manner by striking her once with "a bunch of grass
containing a hundred blades or
more". (Cf. 5:89 - "God will not take you to task for oaths which you may
have uttered without thought.")
42 Lit., "of the [final] abode".
43 Al-Yasa' in Arabic - the Biblical prophet who succeeded Elijah (see
saiah 37, note 48).
44 For an explanation of this rendering of dhu'l-kifl, see surah 21, note
81.
45 In all the eleven instances in which the noun 'adn occurs in the Qur'an
- and of which the present
is the oldest - it is used as a qualifying term for the "gardens"
(lannat) of paradise. This noun is
derived from the verb 'adana, which primarily denotes "he remained
[somewhere]" or "he kept (to
something]", i.e., permanently: cf, the phrase 'adantu 'l-balad ("I
remained for good [or "settled"]
in the country"). In Biblical Hebrew - which, after all, is but a very
ancient Arabian dialect the closely related noun 'eden has also the additional connotation of
"delight", "pleasure" or "bliss".
Hence the combination of the two concepts in my rendering of 'adn as
"perpetual bliss". As in many
other places in the Qur'an, this bliss is here allegorized - and thus
brought closer to man's
imagination - by means of descriptions recalling earthly joys.
46 Lit., "such as restrain their gaze", i.e., are of modest bearing and
have eyes only for their
mates (Razi). This allegorical reference to the delights of paradise
occurs in the Qur'an three
times (apart from the above instance, which is chronologically the
earliest, in 37:48 and 55:56
as well). As an allegory, this phrase evidently applies to the righteous
of both sexes, who in
the life to come will be rejoined with those whom they loved and by whom
they were loved in this
world: for, "God has promised the believers, both men and women, gardens
through which running waters
flow, therein to abide, and goodly dwellings in gardens of perpetual
bliss" (9:72); and, "anyone be it man or woman - who does [whatever he can] of good deeds and is a
believer withal, shall enter
paradise" (4:124, with similar statements in 16:97 and 40:40). Finally,
we are told in 36:56 that
in this paradise "will they and their spouses on couches recline" - i.e.,
will find peace and inner
fulfilment with and in one another. (For an explanation of the term
atrab, rendered by me as

"well-matched", see note 15 on 56:38.

38:53
This is what you are promised for the Day of Reckoning: (38:54) this, verily, shall be Our
provision [for you], with no end to it! (38:55) All this [for the righteous]: but, verily, the most
evil of all goals awaits those who are wont to transgress the bounds of what is right: (38:56) hell
will they have to endure - and how vile a resting-place!
38:57
This, [then, for them -] so let them taste it: burning despair and ice-cold darkness (38:58) and,
coupled with it, further [suffering] of a similar nature.47 (38:59) [And they will say to One
another: "Do you see] this crowd of people who rushed headlong [into sin] with you?"' No
welcome to them! Verily, they [too] shall have to endure the fire!"49
38:60
[And] they [who had been seduced] will exclaim: "Nay, but it is you! No welcome to you! It is
you who have prepared this for us: and how vile a state to abide in!" {38:61) [And] they will
pray: "O our Sustainer! Whoever has prepared this for us, double Thou his suffering in the fire
!"50
38:62
And they will add: "How is it that we do not see [here any of the] men whom we were wont to
count among the wicked, (38:63) [and] whom we made the target of our derision?51 Or is it that
[they are here, and) our eyes have missed them?" (38:64) Such, behold, will in truth be the
[confusion and) mutual wrangling of the people of the fire!
47 Lit., "of its kind": i.e., corresponding in intensity to what the Qur'an
describes as hamim
and ghassaq. For my rendering of hamim as "burning despair", see surah 6,
note 62. The term ghassaq,
on the other hand, is derived from the verb ghasaqa, "it became dark" or
"intensely dark" (Taj al-'Arus);
thus, al-ghasiq denotes "black darkness" and, tropically, "the night" or,
rather, "the black night".
According to some authorities, the form ghassaq signifies "intense [or
"icy"] cold". A combination of
these two meanings gives us the concept of the "ice-cold darkness" of the
spirit which, together with
"burning despair" (hamim), will characterize the suffering of inveterate
sinners in the life to come.
All other interpretations of the term ghassaq are purely speculative and,
therefore, irrelevant.
48 I.e., "people whom you had seduced, and who thereupon blindly followed
you": an apostrophe stressing
the double responsibility of the seducers,

49 In Arabic usage, the phrase "no welcome to them" or "to you" (la
marhaban bihim, resp. bihum)
is equivalent to a curse. In this context - carried on into the next
verse - it expresses a mutual
disavowal of the seducers and the seduced.
50 Cf. 7:38 (and the corresponding notes 28 and 29) as well as 33:67-68.
51 I.e., the prophets and the righteous, who - as the Qur'an points out in
many places - have always
been derided by people enamoured of the life of this world and,
therefore, averse to all moral
exhortation.

38:65
SAY [O Muhammad]: "I am only a warner; and there is no deity whatever save God, the One,
who holds absolute sway over all that exists, (38:66) the Sustainer of the heavens and the earth
and all that is between them, the Almighty, the All-Forgiving!"
38:67
Say: "This is a message tremendous: (38:68) [how can] you turn away from it?" (38:69) [Say, O
Muhammad:] "No knowledge would I have had of [what passed among] the host on high when
they argued [against the creation of man];52 (38:70) had it not been revealed unto me [by God] to no other end than that I might convey [unto you] a plain warning."53
38:71
[For,] ~ thy Sustainer said unto the angels:
"Behold, I am about to create a human being out of clay;55 (38:72) and when I have formed him
fully and breathed into him of My spirit, fall you down before him in prostration!"56 (38:73)
Thereupon the angels prostrated themselves, all of them together, (38:74) save Iblis: he gloried in
his arrogance, and [thus] became one of those who deny the truth.57
38:75
Said He: "O Iblis! What has kept thee from prostrating thyself before that [being] which I have
created with My hands?58 Art thou too proud [to bow down before another created being], or art
thou of those who think [only] of themselves as high?"59
52 For the allegorical contention of the angels ("the host on high")
against the creation of man,
see 2:30 ff. and the corresponding notes 22-24. The allegory of man's
creation, of God's command
to the angels to "prostrate themselves" before the new creature, and of
Iblis' refusal to do so

appears in the Qur'an six times (2:30-34, 7:11 ff., 15:28-44, 17:6l-65,
18:50, and 38:69-85),
each time with an accent on a different aspect of this allegory. In the
present instance (which
is undoubtedly the earliest in the chronology of revelation) it is
connected with the statement,
in 2:31, that God "imparted unto Adam the names of all things", i.e.,
endowed man with the faculty
of conceptual thinking (see note 23 on 2:31) and, thus, with the ability
to discern between what
is true and what false. Since he possesses this faculty, man has no
excuse for not realizing God's
existence and oneness - the "message tremendous" - referred to in the
preceding passage.
53 Lit., "otherwise than that I be (illa annama ana) a plain warner" i.e., of the prospect of
spiritual self-destruction inherent in a wilful disregard of the fact of
God's existence and oneness,
which is the core of all religious cognition and, hence, of all true
prophethood.
54 For this rendering of idh, see surah 2, note 21.
55 See nole 24 on 15:26.
56 See 15:29 and the corresponding note 26.
57 See note 26 on 2:34 and note 31 on 15:41.
58 Cf. the metaphorical phrase "the things which Our hands have wrought" in
36:71, explained in
the corresponding note 42. In the present instance, the stress lies on
the God-willed superiority
of man's intellect - which, like everything else in the universe, is
God's "handiwork" - over the
rest of creation (see note 25 on 2:34).
59 This "question" is, of course, only rhetorical, since God is omniscient.
The phrase interpolated
by me ("to bow down before another created being") reflects Zamakshari's
interpretation of this
passage.

38:76
Answered [Iblis): "I am better than he: Thou hast created me out of fire,60 whereas him Thou
hast created out of clay."
38:77
Said He: "Go forth, then, from this [angelic state] - for, behold, thou art henceforth accursed,
(38:78) and My rejection shall be thy due until the Day of Judgment!" (38:79) Said [Iblis):
"Then, O my Sustainer, grant me a respite till the Day when all shall be raised from the dead!"

38:80
Answered He: "Verily, so [be it:] thou shalt be among those who are granted respite (38:81) till
the Day the time whereof is known [only to Me)."61 (38:82) [Whereupon Iblis) said: "Then [I
swear) by Thy very might: I shall most certainly beguile them all into grievous error - (38:83)
[all) save such of them as are truly Thy servants!"
38:84
[And God) said: "This, then, is the truth!62 And this truth do I state: (38:85) Most certainly will I
fill hell with thee and such of them as shall follow thee, all together!"
38:86
SAY [O Prophet): "No reward whatever do I ask of you for this [message); and I am not one of
those who claim to be what they are not.63 (38:87) This [divine writ], behold, is no less than a
reminder to all the worlds - (38:88) and you will most certainly grasp its purport after a lapse of
time!"
60 I.e., out of something non-corporeal and, therefore (in the view of
Iblis), superior to the "clay"
out of which man has been created. Inasmuch as "fire" is a symbol of
passion, the above "saying" of
Iblis contains, I believe, a subtle allusion to the Qur'anic concept of
the "satanic forces"
(shayatin) active within man's own heart: forces engendered by
uncontrolled passions and love of
self, symbolized by the preceding characterization of Iblis, the foremost
of the shayatin, as
"one of those who think only of themselves as high" (min al-'alin).
61 The grant of "respite" to Iblis implies that he would have the power to
tempt man until the end of time.
62 Cf. 15 41 - "This is, with Me, a straight way" - and the corresponding
note 31.
63 The expression mutakallif denotes, primarily, "a person who takes too
much upon himself", be it
in action or in feeling; hence, a person who pretends to be more than he
really is, or to feel what
he does not really feel, In this instance, it indicates the Prophet's
disclaimer of any "supernatural"
status.

The Thirty-Ninth Surah
Az-Zumar (The Throngs)
Mecca Period

REVEALED in the middle of the Mecca period, this surah derives its title from the incidental
mention of the word zumaran ("in throngs") in verses 71 and 73. Its central theme is the
evidence, in all manifestations of nature, of God's existence and oneness - from which it follows
that He alone can determine man's fate, and that it is to Him that man is ultimately responsible. A
pivotal idea is expressed in verse 53 - "O you servants of Mine who have transgressed against
your own selves! Despair not of God's mercy: behold, God forgives all sins", i.e., to him who
repents before his death. Hence, a large part of the surah consists of allegories of the Last Hour
and the Day of Judgment - for "in this way does God imbue His servants with fear" (verse 16),
just as He promises the righteous that "all that they have ever yearned for awaits them with their
Sustainer" (verse 34).
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
39:1
THE BESTOWAL from on high of this divine writ issues from God, the Almighty, the Wise:
(39:2) for, behold, it is We who have bestowed this revelation upon thee from on high, setting
forth the truth: so worship Him, sincere in thy faith in Him alone!
39:3
Is it not to God alone that all sincere faith is due? And yet, they who take for their protectors
aught beside Him [are wont to say], "We worship them for no other reason than that they bring
us nearer to God."1
Behold, God will judge between them2 [on Resurrection Day] with regard to all wherein they
differ [from the truth]: for, verily, God does not grace with His guidance anyone who is bent on
lying [to himself3 and is] stubbornly ingrate!
39:4
Had God willed to take unto Himself a son, He could have chosen anyone that He wanted out of
whatever He has created - [but] limitless is He in His glory!4 He is the One God, the One who
holds absolute sway over all that exists!
1 This relates not only to the worship of saints, angels and "deified"
persons as such, but also
to that of their symbolic representations (statues, pictures, relics,
etc.) and, in the case of
defunct human personalities, of their real or reputed tombs. Since all
such practices are based
on the worshipper's hope of "mediation" between himself and God, they
obviously conflict with the
concept of His omniscience and justice, and are, therefore notwithstanding their widespread
occurrence - utterly rejected by the Qur'an.
2 I.e., between those worshippers and the spiritual leaders who have led
them astray (cf. 34:31-33).

3 Cf. 6:22-24 and the corresponding notes.
4 The implication is this: Since God is almighty, He can have or do
anything that He wills; and so,
if He wanted, He could "take unto Himself a son" (which is an allusion to
the Christian doctrine of
Jesus as 'the son of God"). Since, however, He is "limitless in His
glory" - i.e., complete in His
excellence and utterly remote from all imperfection - He is ipso facto
remote from the incompleteness
inherent in the need of, or desire for, progeny, which logically
precludes the possibility of His
having a "son". (Cf. the last sentence of 6:100 and the corresponding
note 88.)

39:5
He it is who has created the heavens and the earth in accordance with [an inner] truth.5 He causes
the night to flow into the day; and causes the day to flow into the night; and He has made the sun
and the moon subservient [to His laws], each running its course for a term set [by Him].6
Is not He the Almighty, the All-Forgiving?
39:6
He has created you [all] out of one living entity, and out of it fashioned its mate;7 and he has
bestowed upon you four kinds of cattle of either sex;8 [and] He creates you in your mothers'
wombs, one act of creation after another, in threefold depths of darkness.9
Thus is God, your Sustainer: unto Him belongs all dominion: there is no deity save Him: how,
then, can you lose sight of the truth?10
39:7
If you are ingrate11 - behold, God has no need of you; none the less, He does not approve of
ingratitude in His servants: whereas, if you show gratitude, He approves it in you.
And no bearer of burdens shall be made to bear another's burden.12 In time, unto your Sustainer
you all must return, and then He will make you [truly] understand all that you were doing [in
life]: for, verily, He has full knowledge of what is in the hearts [of men].
5 See note 11 on the last but one sentence of 10:5.
6 See note 5 on 13:2.
7 See 4:1 and the corresponding note 1.
8 Lit., "eight [in] pairs", i.e., the male and the female of four kinds of
cattle (sheep, goats, camels

and bovine cattle). For an explanation of my rendering, see note 130 on
6:143-144, where the same
kinds of domesticated cattle are spoken of in connection with certain
meaningless, superstitious taboos
of pre-Islamic times, whereas here they are mentioned as "bestowed upon
you" by God, and therefore
lawful. Beyond this, the mention of cattle in this context is meant to
remind man that it is God
who provides his sustenance and that, therefore, man is utterly dependent
on Him.
9 Lit., "by creation after creation, in three darknesses": an allusion to
the successive stages of
embryonic development, repeatedly spoken of in the Qur'an (cf. 22:5 and
23:12-14), and to the darkness
of the womb, the membrane enveloping the embryo, and its pre-natal
blindness.
10 Lit., "how, then, are you turned away?" - i.e., from the truth.
11 Or: "If you deny the truth".
12 This statement occurs in the Qur'an five times in exactly the same
formulation (apart from the above
instance, in 6:164, 17:15, 35:18 and 53:38 - this last being the earliest
in the chronology of revelation).
In the present instance, it contains an allusion to (and rejection of)
the Christian doctrine of
"vicarious atonment" and, indirectly, to the worship of saints, etc.,
spoken of in verse 3 above and
referred to in note 1. (See also note 31 on 53:38.)

39:8
NOW [thus it is:] when affliction befalls man, he is likely to cry out13 to his Sustainer, turning
unto Him [for help]; but as soon as He has bestowed upon him a boon by His grace, he forgets
Him whom he invoked before, and claims that there are other powers that could rival God14 - and
thus leads [others] astray from His path.
Say [unto him who sins in this way]: "Enjoy thyself for a while in this thy denial of the truth;
[yet,] verily, thou art of those who are destined for the fire! (39:9) Or [dost thou deem thyself
equal to] one who devoutly worships [God] throughout the night, prostrating himself or standing
[in prayer], ever-mindful of the life to come, and hoping for his Sustainer's grace?"15
Say: "Can they who know and they who do not know be deemed equal?"
[But] only they who are endowed with insight keep this in mind!
39:10
Say: "[Thus speaks God:16] "O you servants of Mine who have attained to faith! Be conscious of
your Sustainer! Ultimate good awaits those who persevere in doing good in this world. And

[remember:] wide is God's earth,17 [and,] verily, they who are patient in adversity will be given
their reward in full, beyond all reckoning!"'
39:11
Say [O Muhammad]: "Behold, I am bidden to worship God, sincere in my faith in Him alone;
(39:12) and I am bidden to be foremost among those who surrender themselves unto God."
(39:13) Say: "Behold, I would dread, were I to rebel against my Sustainer, the suffering [which
would befall me] on that awesome Day [of Judgment]."
39:14
Say: "God alone do I worship, sincere in my faith in Him alone (39:15) and [it is up to you, O
sinners, to] worship whatever you please instead of Him!"
Say: "Behold, the [true] losers will be they who shall have lost their own selves and their kith
and kin on Resurrection Day:18 for is not this, this, the [most] obvious loss? (39:16) Clouds of
fire will they have above them, and [similar] clouds beneath them...."
In this way does God imbue His servants with fear.19
O you servants of Mine! Be, then, conscious of Me - (39:17) seeing that for those who shun the
powers of evil lest they [be tempted to] worship them,20 and turn unto God instead, there is the
glad tiding [of happiness in the life to come].21
Give, then, this glad tiding to [those of] My servants (39:18) who listen [closely] to all that is
said, and follow the best of it:22 [for] it is they whom God has graced with His guidance, and it is
they who are [truly] endowed with insight!
39:19
On the other hand,23 could one on whom [God's] sentence of suffering has been passed [be
rescued by man]? Couldst thou, perchance, save one who is [already, as it were,] in the fire?24
13 Lit., "he cries out"; i.e., instinctively, and as a rule.
14 Lit., "and gives God compeers (andad, sing. nidd)". Cf. the last
sentence of 2:22 and the corresponding
note 13.
15 Alternatively, the above verse could be rendered thus: "Is, perchance,
he who worships ... hoping for
his Sustainer's grace, [equal to one who denies the truth]?"
16 This interpolation is justified by the fact that the possessive pronoun
in the subsequent phrase
"servants of Mine" obviously relates to God.

17 I.e., there is always a possibility of doing good and "migrating from
evil unto God" - which is
the permanent, spiritual connotation of the concept of hijrah implied
here: see note 124 on 4:97.
18 Implying that on Resurrection Day they will be irretrievably separated
from all whom they had loved,
and all who had been close to them in this world. The "loss of one's own
self" signifies, I think,
the destruction of one's true identity and uniqueness as a human being,
which is described in the
next clause as "the most obvious loss" that man may be made to suffer in
the life to come.
19 As in many other instances, the Qur'an alludes in this phrase to the
allegorical nature as well as
to the real purpose of all descriptions of the suffering which awaits the
sinners in the hereafter;
cf. 74:35-36 - "that [hell-fire] is indeed one of the great
[forewarnings]: a warning to mortal man".
20 For my rendering of at-taghut as "powers of evil", see surah 2, note
250. In the present context,
this term apparently circumscribes the seductive force of certain evil
ambitions or desires - like
striving after power for its own sake, acquisition of wealth by
exploiting one's fellow-beings, social
advancement by all manner of immoral means, and so forth - any of which
may cause man to lose all
spiritual orientation, and to be enslaved by his passions.
21 Cf. 10:62-64.
22 According to Razi, this describes people who examine every religious
proposition (in the widest sense
of this term) in the light of their own reason, accepting that which
their mind finds to be valid or
possible, and rejecting all that does not measure up to the test of
reason. In Razi's words, the above
verse expresses "a praise and commendation of following the evidence
supplied by one's reason
(hujjat al-'aql), and of reaching one's conclusions in accordance with
[the results of] critical
examination (nazar) and logical inference (istidlal)." A somewhat similar
view is advanced, albeit
in simpler terms, by Tabari.
23 This, to my mind, is the meaning of the prefix fa in fa-man - stressing,
by implication, the contrast
between the glad tiding given to those who have attained to faith and the
suffering which awaits those
"who shall have lost their own selves" through sinning (verses 15-16).
24 In view of the repeated Qur'anic statements that God always accepts a
sinner's sincere repentance,
provided it is proffered before the hour of death, His ineluctable
"sentence of suffering" obviously

relates to such as die without repentance, and hence find themselves, as
it were, "already in the fire".

39:20
As against this,25 they who of their Sustainer are conscious shall fin the life to come] have
mansions raised upon mansions high, beneath which running waters flow: [this is] God's promise
- [and] never does God fail to fulfil His promise.
39:21
ART THOU NOT aware that it is God who sends down water from the skies, and then causes it
to travel through the earth in the shape of springs? And then He brings forth thereby herbage of
various hues; and then it withers, and thou canst see it turn yellow; and in the end He causes it to
crumble to dust.26
Verily, in [all] this there is indeed a reminder to those who are endowed with insight!
39:22
Could, then, one whose bosom God has opened wide with willingness towards self-surrender
unto Him, so that he is illumined by a light [that flows] fromhis Sustainer, [be likened to the
blind and deaf of heart]?
Woe, then, unto those whose hearts are hardened against all remembrance of God! They are most
obviously lost in error!
39:23
(23) God bestows from on high27 the best of all teachings in the shape of a divine writ fully
consistent within itself, repeating each statement [of the truth] in manifold forms25 - [a divine
writ] whereat shiver the skins of all who of their Sustainer stand in awe: [but] in the end their
skins and their hearts do soften at the remembrance of [the grace of] God....
Such is God's guidance: He guides therewith him that wills [to be guided]29 - whereas he whom
God lets go astray can never find any guide.30
39:24
Could, then, one who shall have nothing but his [bare] face to protect him31 from the awful
suffering [that will befall him] on Resurrection Day [be likened to the God-conscious]?
[On that Day,) the evildoers will be told: "Taste [now) what you have earned [in life]!"
25 Lit., "But" (lakin), indicating a return to the theme of verses 17-18.

26 As in many other instances, the above Qur'anic reference to the endless
transformations and the
miraculous cycle of life and death in all nature serves to emphasize
God's almightiness and, specifically,
His power to resurrect the dead - thus alluding, indirectly, to the
statement at the end of the preceding
verse that "never does God fail to fulfil His promise".
27 Lit., "has been bestowing from on high", i.e., step by step. The verbal
form nazzala indicates both
gradualness and continuity in the process of divine revelation and may,
therefore, be appropriately
rendered by the use of the present tense.
28 This is the most acceptable meaning, in this context, of the term
mathani (p1. of mathna), as
explained by Zamakhshari in his commentary on the above verse. Another
possible meaning, preferred
by Razi, is "pairing its statements", i.e., referring to the polarity
stressed in all Qur'anic
teachings (e.g., command and prohibition, duties and rights, reward and
punishment, paradise and
hell, light and darkness, the general and the specific, and so forth). As
regards the inner consistency
of the Qur'an, see also 4:82 and 25:32, as well as the corresponding
notes.
29 Or: "He guides therewith whomever He wills", either of these two
formulations being syntactically correct.
30 See note 4 on 14:4.
31 Lit., "who will protect himself with his face": an idiomatic phrase
implying that the person
concerned has nothing whatever with which to protect himself.

39:25
Those who lived before them did [too] give the lie to the truth - whereupon suffering befell them
without their having perceived whence it came: (39:26) and thus God let them taste ignominy
[even] in the life of this world.32 Yet [how much greater will be the [sinners'] suffering in the life
to come - if they [who now deny the truth] but knew it!
39:27
THUS, INDEED, have We propounded unto men all kinds of parables in this Qur'an,33 so that
they might bethink themselves; [and We have revealed it] (39:28) as a discourse in the Arabic
tongue, free of all deviousness,32 so that they might become conscious of God.
39:29

[To this end,] God sets forth a parable: A man who has for his masters several partners,35 [all of
them] at variance with one another, and a man depending wholly on one person: can these two be
deemed equal as regards their condition?36
[Nay,] all praise is due to God [alone]: but most of them do not understand this.
39:30
Yet, verily, thou art bound to die, [O Muhammad,] and, verily, they, too, are bound to die:
(39:31) and then, behold, on the Day of Resurrection you all shall place your dispute before your
Sustainer.
32 Cf. 16:26, which contains the additional sentence, "God visited with
destruction all that they had ever
built ...", etc., which explains the present reference to their suffering
and ignominy "in the life of
this world".
33 As in many other passages of the Qur'an, the use of the term "parable"
(mathal) immediately or shortly
after a description of men's condition - whether good or bad - in the
hereafter is meant to remind
us that all such descriptions relate to something that is "beyond the
reach of a created being's
perception" (al-ghayb), and cannot, therefore, be conveyed to man
otherwise than by means of allegories
or parables expressed in terms of human experience and therefore
accessible, in a general sense, to
human imagination.
34 Lit., "without any deviousness ('iwaj)", i.e., which could obscure its
meaning: see note 1 on
18:1; where this term occurs in a slightly different phrasing. As regards
the stress on the formulation
of this divine writ "in the Arabic tongue", see 12:2, 13:37, 14:4 and
41:44, as well as the
corresponding notes.
35 Lit., "with regard to whom there are [several] partners (shuraka')",
i.e., as masters: a metaphor
for belief in a plurality of divine powers.
36 The term mathal, which is usually rendered by me as "parable" (e.g., at
the beginning of this verse
as well as in verse 27), primarily denotes a "likeness", i.e., of one
thing to another; but sometimes
it is used tropically as a synonym for sifah (the "quality", "intrinsic
attribute" or "nature" of a
thing) or halah (its "state" or "condition"). In the present instance,
the last-mentioned of these
meanings is most appropriate, inasmuch as it alludes to man's condition
arising from either of two
contrasting attitudes: a belief in God's transcendental oneness and
uniqueness, on the one hand,

and a readiness to ascribe divine powers and qualities to a variety of
created beings or supposed
"incarnations" of God, on the other.

39:32
And who could be more wicked than he who invents lies about God,37 and gives the lie to the
truth as soon as it has been placed before him? Is not hell the [proper] abode for all who deny the
truth?38
39:33
But he who brings the truth, and he who wholeheartedly accepts it as true - it is they, they, who
are [truly] conscious of Him! (39:34) All that they have ever yearned for awaits them with their
Sustainer: such will be the reward of the doers of good. (39:35) And to this end, God will efface
from their record the worst that they ever did, and give them their reward in accordance with the
best that they were doing [in life].
39:36
IS NOT God enough for His servant? And yet, they would frighten thee with those [imaginary
divine powers which they worship] beside Him!39
But he whom God lets go astray can never find any guide; (39:37) whereas he whom God guides
aright can never be led astray.
Is not God almighty, an avenger of evil?
39:38
And thus it is [with most people):40 thou ask them, "Who is it that has created the heavens and
the earth?" - they Will surely answer, "God."41
Say: "Have you, then, ever considered what it is that you invoke instead of God? If God wills
that harm should befall me, could those [imaginary powers] remove the harm inflicted by Him?
Or, if He wills that grace should alight on me, could they withhold His grace [from me]?"
Say: "God is enough for me! In Him [alone] place their trust all who have trust [in His
existence]."
39:37
In this instance, the "inventing of lies about God" alludes to the attribution of a share in His
divinity to anyone or anything beside Him, whether it be a belief in a plurality of deities, or in an
imaginary "incarnation" of God in human form, or in saints allegedly endowed with semi-divine
powers.

38 Lit., "Is not in hell an abode..., etc.: a rhetorical question
indicating, firstly, that
other-worldly suffering is the unavoidable destiny - symbolically, "an
abode" - of all such
sinners; and, secondly, that in the concept and picture of "hell" we are
given an allegory of
that self-caused suffering.
39 Or: "instead of Him". This relates not merely to false deities, but also
to saints alive or dead,
and even to certain abstract concepts which the popular mind endows with
charismatic qualities like wealth, power, social status, national or racial pre-eminence, the
idea of man's "self-sufficiency",
etc. - and, finally, to all false values which are allowed to dominate
man's thoughts and desire's.
The godless always stress the supposed necessity of paying attention to
all these imaginary forces
and values, and frighten themselves and their fellow-men by the thought
that a neglect to do so
might have evil consequences in their practical life.
40 For this rendering of la'in, see surah 11, note 11.
41 See note 23 on 31:25.

39:39
Say: "O my [truth-denying] people! Do yet all that may be within your power, [whereas] I,
behold, shall labour [in God's way]: in time you will come to know (39:40) who it is that shall be
visited [in this world] by suffering which will cover him with ignominy,42 and upon whom longlasting suffering shall alight [in the life to come]!"
39:41
BEHOLD, from on high have We bestowed upon thee this divine writ, setting forth the truth for
[the benefit of all] mankind. And whoever chooses to be guided [thereby), does so for his own
good, and whoever chooses to go astray, goes but astray to his own hurt; and thou hast not the
power to determine their fate.43
39:42
It is God [alone that has this power - He] who causes all human beings to die at the time of their
[bodily] death, and [causes to be as dead], during their sleep, those that have not yet died:44 thus,
He withholds [from life] those upon whom He has decreed death, and lets the others go free for a
term set [by Him).
In [all] this, behold, there are messages indeed for people who think!
39:43

And yet,45 they choose [to worship], side by side with God, [imaginary] intercessors !46 Say:
"Why - even though they have no power over anything, and no understanding?"47
42 Lit., "suffering ('adhab) that will disgrace him": implying that
surrender to false values inevitably
leads to man's spiritual decay and, if persisted in by many, to social
catastrophes and widespread suffering.
43 Or: "thou art not responsible for their conduct" (see note 4 on 17:2).
44 According to Razi, this passage connects allegorically with the
preceding - the light of guidance being
likened to life, and man's going astray, to death or, if it is not
permanent, to death-like sleep
followed by awakening. Beyond this, however, we have here a reminder - in
tune with the subsequent
passages - of God's almightiness, and especially of His exclusive power
to create and to withdraw life.
As to the operative verb yatawaffa; it primarily denotes "He takes
[something] away in full"; and because
death is characterized by a disappearance of all vital impulses (the
"soul") from the once-living body their being "taken away in full", as it were - this form of the verb has
been used tropically, since
time immemorial, in the sense of "causing to die", and (in its
intransitive form) "dying" or (as a noun)
"death": a usage invariably adhered to in the Qur'an. The traditional
likening of sleep to death is due
to the fact that in both cases the body appears to be devoid of
consciousness, partially and temporarily
in the former case, and completely and permanently in the latter. (The
popular translation of anfus p1. of nafs - as "souls" is certainly inappropriate in the above context,
since, according to the
fundamental teaching of the Qur'an, man's soul does not "die" at the time
of his bodily death but,
on the contrary, lives on indefinitely. Hence, the term anfus must be
rendered here as "human beings".)
45 This is the meaning of the particle am in this context (Zamakhshari),
implying that despite all the
evidence of God's almightiness, many people tend to disregard it.
46 I.e., intercessors who could act as such independently of God's
permission - an assumption which
the Qur'an categorically denies (see surah 10, note 7).
47 A reference to the adoration of dead saints or their tombs or relics. as
well as of inanimate
representations of saints, of imaginary deities, etc.

39:44
Say: "God's alone is [the power to bestow the right of] intercession:48 His [alone] is the dominion
over the heavens and the earth; and, in the end, unto Him you will all be brought back."

39:45
And yet, whenever God alone is mentioned, the hearts of those who will not believe in the life to
come contract with bitter aversion - whereas, when those [imaginary powers] are mentioned side
by side with Him, lo, they rejoice!49 (39:46) Say: "O God! Originator of the heavens and the
earth! Knower of all that is beyond the reach of a created being's perception, as well as of all that
can be witnessed by a creature's senses or mind!50 It is Thou who wilt judge between Thy
servants [on Resurrection Day] with regard to all on which they were wont to differ!"
39:47
But if those who are bent on evildoing possessed all that is on earth, and twice as much,51 they
would surely offer it as ransom from the awful suffering [that will befall them] on the Day of
Resurrection:52 for, something with which they had not reckoned before will [by then] have been
made obvious to them by God;53 (39:48) and obvious to them will have become the evil that they
had wrought [in life]: and thus shall they be overwhelmed by the very truth which they were
wont to deride.54
39:49
NOW [thus it is:] when affliction befalls man, he cries out unto Us for help; but when We
bestow upon him a boon by Our grace, he says [to himself], "I have been given [all] this by
virtue of [my own] wisdom !"55 Nay, this [bestowal of grace] is a trial: but most of them
understand it not!
48 Regarding the problem of intercession as such, see note 7 on 10:3.
49 Since a cognition of God must have a sense of moral responsibility as
its correlate, the godless shrink
from it, and joyfully turn to the "worship" - real or metaphoric - of
imaginary powers which make no
such moral demand.
50 See surah 6, note 65.
51 Lit., "and the like of it with it".
52 Cf. 3:91 and the corresponding note 71.
53 Lit., "will have become obvious to them (bada lahum) from God" - i.e.,
the fact that man's attitudes
and actions in this world determine his state and further development in
the hereafter: in other words,
that happiness or suffering in the life to come (allegorically described
as "paradise" or "hell", and
"reward" or "chastisement") are but natural consequences of the use which
man makes in this life of
his capabilities, endowments and opportunities.
54 Lit., "that which they were wont to deride will enfold them" or "will
have enfolded them":

i.e., the reality of life after death and of the spiritual truths
preached by God's prophets will
overwhelm them.

39:50
The same did say [to themselves many of] those who lived before their time; but of no avail to
them was all that they had ever achieved: (39:51) for all the evil deeds that they had wrought fell
[back] upon them. And [the same will happen to] people of the present time who are bent on
wrongdoing:56 all the evil deeds that they have ever wrought will fall [back] upon them, and
never will they be able to elude [God]!
39:52
Are they, then, not aware that it is God who grants abundant sustenance, or gives it in scant
measure, unto whomever He wills?
In this, behold, there are messages indeed for people who will believe!
39:53
SAY: "[Thus speaks God:57] "O you servants of Mine who have transgressed against your own
selves! Despair not of God's mercy: behold, God forgives all sins58 - for, verily, He alone is
much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace!'"
39:54
Hence, turn towards your Sustainer [alone] and surrender yourselves unto Him ere the suffering
[of death and resurrection] comes upon you, for then you will not be succoured.59 (39:55) And
ere that suffering comes upon you of a sudden, without your being aware [of its approach],
follow the most goodly [teaching] that has been revealed unto you by your Sustainer, (39:56) lest
any human being60 should say [on Judgment Day], "Alas for me for having been remiss in what
is due to God, and for having been indeed one of those who scoffed [at the truth]!" - (39:57) or
lest he should say, "If God had but guided me, I would surely have been among those who are
conscious of Him!" - (39:58) or lest he should say, when he becomes aware of the suffering [that
awaits him], "Would that I had a second chance [in life], so that I could be among the doers of
good!"61
55 Lit., "knowledge" - i.e., "my prosperity is due to my own ability and
shrewdness": see the first sentence
of 28:78 and the corresponding note. But whereas there this "saying" or
thought is attributed to the
legendary Qarun, in the present instance - which is by far the earlier in
the chronology of Qur'anic
revelation - it is said to be characteristic of man as such (see, e.g.,
7:189-190, where this tendency
is referred to in connection with the experience of parenthood).

56 Lit., "those who are bent on wrongdoing {alladhina zalamu) from among
these here".
57 See note 16 on the opening words of verse 10 of this surah.
58 Sc., "whenever the sinner repents and turns to Him": cf., for instance,
6:54 - "Your Sustainer has
willed upon Himself the law of grace and mercy - so that if any of you
does a bad deed out of ignorance,
and thereafter repents and lives righteously, He shall be [found] muchforgiving, a dispenser of grace";
or 4:110 - "he who does evil or [otherwise] sins against himself, and
thereafter prays God to forgive
him, shall find God much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace".
59 Cf. 4:18 - "repentance shall not be accepted from those who do evil
deeds until their dying hour,
and then say, 'Behold, I now repent'; nor from those who die as deniers
of the truth".
60 Whenever there is no clear indication that the term nafs has another
meaning, it signifies a "human
being"; hence, the personal pronouns relating to this term (which is
feminine in Arabic) are masculine
in my rendering.
61 Cf. 2:167 and 26:102, as well as 6:27-28 and the corresponding note 19.

39:59
[But God will reply:] "Yea, indeed! My messages did come unto thee; but thou gavest them the
lie, and wert filled with false pride, and wert among those who deny the truth!" (39:60) And [so,]
on the Day of Resurrection thou wilt see all who invenied lies about God [with] their faces
darkened [by grief and ignominy].62 Is not hell the [proper] abode for all who are given to false
pride?63
39:61
But God will safeguard all who were conscious of Him, [and will grant them happiness] by
virtue of their [inner] triumphs; no evil shall ever touch them, and neither shall they grieve.
39:62
GOD is the Creator of all things, and He alone has the power to determine the fate of all things.64
(39:63) His are the keys [to the mysteries] of the heavens and the earth: and they who are bent on
denying the truth of God's messages - it is they, they, who are the losers!
39:64
Say: "Is it, then, something other than God that you bid me to worship, O you who are unaware
[of right and wrong]?" (39:65) And yet, it has already been revealed to thee [O man,]65 as well as

to those who lived before thee, that if thou ever ascribe divine powers to aught but God, all thy
works shall most certainly have been in vain: for [in the life to come] thou shalt most certainly be
among the lost.
62 The phrase iswadda wajhuhu (lit., "his face became black" or "dark") is
used idiomatically to describe
a face expressive of grief or ignominy (cf. 16:58), just as its opposite,
ibyadda wajhuhu (lit., "his
face became white" or "shining") describes a countenance expressive of
happiness or justified pride:
cf. 2:106 - "some faces will shine [with happiness] and some faces will
be dark [with grief]". Apart
from this, both phrases have also a tropical significance, namely, "he
became [or "felt"] disgraced",
resp. "honoured". - As regards the "inventing of lies about God" spoken
of in this verse, see note 37
above.
63 See note 38 on the last sentence of verse 32 of this surah.
64 For the meaning of the term wakil in this context, see note 4 on 17:2.
65 I.e., "it has been conveyed to thee through the divine messages revealed
to the prophets". The
assumption of almost all the classical commentators that this passage is
addressed to Muhammad does
not make much sense in view of God's knowledge that neither he nor any of
the prophets who came before
him would ever commit the deadly sin (referred to in the sequence) of
"ascribing divine powers to aught
beside God". On the other hand, the above reminder becomes very cogent
and relevant as soon as it is
conceived as being addressed to man in general, irrespective of time and
circumstance,

39:66
Nay, but thou shalt worship God [alone], and be among those who are grateful [to Him]! (39:67)
And no true understanding of God have they [who worship aught beside Him], inasmuch as the
whole of the earth will be as a [mere] handful to Him on Resurrection Day, and the heavens will
be rolled up in His right hand:66 limitless is He in His glory, and sublimely exalted above
anything to which they may ascribe a share in His divinity!
39:68
And [on that Day,] the trumpet [of judgment] will be sounded, and all [creatures] that are in the
heavens and all that are on earth will fall down senseless, unless they be such as God wills [to
exempt].67
And then it will sound again - and lo! standing [before the Seat of Judgment], they will begin to
see [the truth]!68

39:69
And the earth will shine bright with her Sustainer's light.69 And the record [of everyone's deeds]
will be laid bare,70 and all the prophets will be brought forward, and all [other] witnesses;71 and
judgment will be passed on them all in justice. And they will not be wronged, (39:70) for every
human being will be repaid in full for whatever [good or evil] he has done:72 and He is fully
aware of all that they do.
39:71
And those who were bent on denying the truth will be urged on in throngs towards hell till, when
they reach it, its gates will be opened, and its keepers will ask them, "Have there not come to you
apostles from among yourselves, who conveyed to you your Sustainer's messages and warned
you of the coming of this your Day [of Judgment]?"
They will answer: "Yea, indeed!"
But the sentence of suffering will [already] have fallen due upon the deniers of the truth;73
(39:72) [and] they will be told, "Enter the gates of hell, therein to abide!"
And how vile an abode for those who were given to false pride!74
66 I.e., the whole universe is as nothing before Him: for this specific
allegory of God's almightiness,
see 21:104. There are many instances, in the Qur'an as well as in
authentic ahadith, of the clearly
metaphorical use of the term "hand" in allusions to God's absolute power
and dominion. The particular
reference, in the above, to the Day of Resurrection is due to the fact
that it will be only on his
own resurrection that a human being shall fully grasp the concept of
God's almightiness; referred to
in the subsequent words, "limitless is He in His glory" (subhanahu)".
67 As is evident from 27:89, the above is an allusion to the unbroken
spiritual life in this world and, therefore, happiness in the hereafter - of those who have attained
to faith and have done
righteous deeds. Cf. 21:103 - "the supreme awesomeness [of the Day of
Resurrection] will cause
them no grief".
68 Cf. 37:19.
69 I.e., with a clear revelation of His will. See also 14:48, where it is
stated that on Resurrection
Day "the earth shall be changed into another earth, as shall be the
heavens". A further allusion to
this transformation (and not annihilation) of the universe is found in
20:105-107.
70 Cf. 17:13-14 (and the corresponding note 18); also 18:49.

71 See 4:41 and the corresponding note 52. Accordingly, the above phrase
may well have the meaning
of "all the prophets as witnesses", i.e., for or against those to whom
they conveyed God's message.
In all probability, however, the term shuhada' (or ashhad in 40:51)
signifies here - as its singular
shahid obviously does in 50:21 - man's newly-awakened consciousness,
which will compel him to bear
witness against himself on Judgment Day (cf. 6: 130, 17:14, 24:24, 36:65,
41:20 ff.).
72 Cf. 99:7-8, "he who shall have done an atom's weight of good, shall
behold it; and he who shall have
done an atom's weight of evil, shall behold it".
73 I.e., as an ineluctable consequence of their unrepented sinning.
74 Sc., "and therefore refused to submit to the guidance offered them by
God's apostles": cf.
96:6-7 - "man becomes grossly overweening whenever he believes himself to
be self-sufficient".
See also 16:22 and the corresponding note 15.

39:73
But those who were conscious of their Sustainer will be urged on in throngs towards paradise till,
when they reach it, they shall find its gates wideopen;73 and its keepers will say unto them,
"Peace be upon you! Well have you done: enter, then, this [paradise], herein to abide!"
39:74
And they will exclaim: "All praise is due to God, who has made His promise to us come true,
and has bestowed upon us this expanse [of bliss) as our portion,76 so that we may dwell in
paradise as we please!"
And how excellent a reward will it be for those who laboured [in God's way]!
39:75
And thou wilt see the angels surrounding the throne of [God's] almightiness,77 extolling their
Sustainer's glory and praise. And judgment will have been passed in justice on all [who had lived
and died], and the word will be spoken:78 "All praise is due to God, the Sustainer of all the
worlds!"
75 Lit., "and its gates have [or "will have"] been opened", i.e., before
their arrival, as indicated
by the particle wa (lit., "and"), which in this case denotes precedence
in time (Zamakhshari). Cf.
in this connection 38:50 - "gardens of perpetual bliss, with gates wideopen to them".

76 Lit., "has made us heirs to this land", i.e., of paradise. According to
all the classical commentators,
the concept of "heritage" is used here metaphorically, to denote the
rightful due, or portion, of
the blessed. The term ard (lit., "earth" or "land") has also especially
in poetry - the connotation
of "anything that is spread" (cf. Lane 1, 48): hence my rendering of it,
in the above context, as
"expanse".
77 Whenever the term al-'arsh ("the throne [of God]") occurs in the Qur'an,
tt is used as a metaphor
for His absolute dominion over all that exists: hence my rendering, "the
throne of [God's] almightiness".
(See also 7:54 and the corresponding note 43.) The mention of the "angels
surrounding" it has,
obviously, a metaphorical meaning: see note 4 on 40:7
78 Lit., "it will be said"

The Fortieth Surah
Ghafir (Forgiving)
Mecca Period

THE MAIN THEME of this surah is that false pride which often makes man think that he is the
centre of the universe, and thus impels him to remain smugly satisfied with his own, empiricallyacquired knowledge (verse 83), to worship all manner of imaginary forces and false values
seemingly helpful to human aggrandizement - like wealth, power, or even the conceit of
"progress" - and to deny validity to any truth, however obvious, which runs counter to his sense
of self-importance. The arrogant assumption that man is self-sufficient - an illusion already
touched upon in verses 6-7 of one of the earliest Qur'anic revelations (surah 96) - brings with it
the conviction that he is above all need of divine guidance, implying a rejection of the belief in
resurrection and of God's ultimate judgment on "the Day of Reckoning" (verse 27). The opening
chord of this theme appears in the statement that "none but those who are bent on denying the
truth would call God's messages in question" (verse 4), and is developed in many variations
throughout the surah: thus, "in their hearts is nothing but overweening self-conceit, which they
will never be able to satisfy" (verse 56); and "perverted are the minds of those who knowingly
reject God's messages" (verse 63) - for "God sets a seal on every arrogant, self-exalting heart"
(verse 35), condemning it to spiritual blindness in this world and, as a consequence, to suffering
in the life to come.
As so often in the Qur'an, these ideas are illustrated by references to the stories of earlier
prophets, and to what happened in the end to deniers of the truth in bygone times (verses 21-22
and 82 ff.)- "such being the way of God that has always obtained for His creatures" (verse 85).
The. key-word by which the surah is known has been taken from verse 3, where God is spoken
of as ghafir adh-dhanb ("forgiving sins"): but it has also been designated as Al-Mu'min ("The
Believer"), alluding to the "believing man of Pharaoh's family" who tried to convince his erring
compatriots of the truth of Moses' mission.

All authorities agree that the present and the six successive surahs (all of which are prefixed with
the letter-symbols Ha Mim) belong to the later part of the middle Mecca period.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
40:1
Ha; Mim.1
THE BESTOWAL from on high of this divine writ issues from God, the Almighty, the AllKnowing, (40:3) forgiving sins and accepting repentance, severe in retribution, limitless in His
bounty.
There is no deity save Him: with Him is all journeys' end.
40:4
NONE BUT THOSE who are bent on denying the truth would call God's messages in question.
But let it not deceive thee that they seem to be able to do as they please on earth: (40:5) to the
truth gave the lie, before their time, the people of Noah and, after them, all those [others] who
were leagued together [against God's message-bearers];2 and each of those cornmunities
schemed against the apostle sent unto them,3 aiming to lay hands on him; and they contended
[against his message) with fallacious arguments, so as to render void the truth thereby: but then I
took them to task - and how awesome was My retribution!
1 See Appendix II.
2 Cf. 38:12-14, where some of those who were "leagued together" (al ahzab)
are enumerated; also verses
30 ff, of this surah.
3 Lit., "each community schemed against their apostle".

40:6
And thus shall thy Sustainer's word come true against all who are bent on denying the truth: they
shall find themselves in the fire [of hell].
40:7
THEY WHO BEAR [within themselves the knowledge of] the throne of [God's] almightiness, as
well as all who are near it,4 extol their Sustainer's limitless glory and praise, and have faith in
Him, and ask forgiveness for all [others] who have attained to faith:
"O our Sustainer! Thou embracest all things within [Thy] grace and knowledge: forgive, then,
their sins unto those who repent and follow Thy path, and preserve them from suffering through
the blazing fire!

40:8
"And, O our Sustainer, bring them into the gardens of perpetual bliss5 which Thou hast promised
them, together with the righteous from among their forebears, and their spouses, and their
offspring - for, verily, Thou alone art almighty, truly wise - (40:9) and preserve them from
[doing] evil deeds: for anyone whom on that Day [of Judgment] Thou wilt have preserved from
[the taint of] evil deeds, him wilt Thou have graced with Thy mercy: and that, that will be the
triumph supreme!"
4 Lit, "around it": cf. Zamakhshari's explanation of the expression hawlaha
occurring in 27:8 in the
sense of "near it". In his commentary on the verse which we are now
considering, Baydawi states
explicitly that the "bearing" of God's throne of almightiness (al-'arsh see note 43 on 7:54)
must be understood in a metaphorical sense: "Their carrying it and
surrounding it [or "being near it]
is a metaphor of their being mindful of it and acting in accordance
therewith (majaz 'an hifzihim
wa tadbirihim lahu), or a metonym (kinayah) for their closeness to the
Lord of the Throne, their
dignity in His sight, and their being instrumental in the realization of
His will." My rendering of
the above verse reflects Baydawi's interpretation. - As regards the
beings which are said to be close
to the throne of God's almightiness, most of the classical commentators obviously basing their view
on the symbolic image of "the angels surrounding the throne of [God's]
almightiness" on the Day of Judgment
(39: 75) - think in this instance, too, exclusively of angels. But
whereas it cannot be denied that the
present verse refers also to angels, it does not follow that it refers
exclusively to them. In its
abstract connotation, the verb hamala frequently signifies "he bore [or
"took upon himself"] the
responsibility [for something]": and so it is evident that it applies
here not only to angels but also
to all human beings who are conscious of the tremendous implications of
the concept of God's almightiness,
and hence feel morally responsible for translating this consciousness
into the reality of their own
and their fellow~beings' lives.
5 See note 45 on 38:50.

40:10
[But,] behold, as for those who are bent on denying the truth - [on that same Day] a voice will
call out unto them:6 "Indeed, greater than your [present] loathing of yourselves7 was God's
loathing of you [at the time] when you were called unto faith but went on denying the truth!"8
40:11

[Whereupon] they will exclaim: "O our Sustainer! Twice hast Thou caused us to die, just as
twice Thou hast brought us to life!9 But now that we have acknowledged our sins, is there any
way out [of this second death)?" (40:12) [And they will be told:] "This [has befallen you]
because, whenever the One God was invoked, you denied this truth; whereas, when divinity was
ascribed to aught beside Him, you believed [in it]! But all judgment rests with God, the Exalted,
the Great!"10
40:13
HE IT IS who shows you His Wonders [in all nature], and sends down sustenance for you from
the sky: but none bethinks himself [thereof] save those who are wont to turn to God. (40:14)
Invoke, then, God, sincere in your faith in Him alone, however hateful this may be to those who
deny the truth!
40:15
High above all orders [of being] is He, in almightiness enthroned.11 By His Own will does He
bestow inspiration upon whomever He wills of His servants, so as to warn [all human beings of
the coming] of the Day when they shall meet Him12 - (40:16) the Day when they shall come forth
[from death], with nothing of themselves hidden from God.
With whom will sovereignty rest on that Day?
With God, the One who holds absolute sway over all that exists!
6 Lit., "they will be called" or "summoned".
7 I.e., "on realizing, belatedly, your past sinfulness".
8 Since it is impossible to attribute to God a purely human emotion, "God's
loathing" of those sinners
is obviously a metonym for His rejection of them (Razi), similar to the
metonymic use of the expression
"God's wrath (ghadab)" in the sense of His condemnation (see first
sentence of note 4 on 1:7).
9 I.e., "Thou hast brought us to life on earth, and then hast caused us to
die; thereupon Thou hast
resurrected us, and now hast condemned us to spiritual death in
consequence of our wilful spiritual
blindness on earth."
10 An answer to the sinners' question at the end of the preceding verse may
be found in the following
extremely well-authenticated, parabolic saying of the Prophet: "[On the
Day of Judgment,] those who
deserve paradise will enter paradise, and those who deserve the fire, the
fire. Thereupon God, the
Sublimely Exalted, will say, 'Take out [of the fire] everyone in whose
heart there was as much of

faith [or, in some versions, "as much of good"] as a grain of mustard
seed!' And so they will be
taken out of it, already blackened, and will be thrown into the River of
Life; and then they will come
to life [lit., 'sprout'] as a herb sprouts by the side of a stream: and
didst thou not see how it
comes out, yellow and budding?" (Bukhari, on the authority of Abu Sa'id
al-Khudri, in Kitab al-Iman
and Kitab Bad' al-Khalq; also Muslim, Nasa'i and Ibn Hanbal.) The
characterization as "yellow and
budding" - i.e., tender and of light colour - indicates the freshness of
new life in the pardoned
sinner. This, of course, has nothing to do with the sinners futile because meaningless - request
on Judgment Day to be given a "second chance" on earth (Cf. 6:27-28 or
32:12). See also last but one
sentence of 6:128 and the corresponding note 114.
11 Lit., "He of the throne of almightiness". For the meaning of the term
carsh, see note 43 on 7:54.
12 Lit., "the Day of the Meeting". - For my rendering of ar-ruh as
"inspiration", see note 2 on 16:2,
as well as note 71 on 2:87.

40:17
On that Day will every human being be requited for what he has earned: no wrong [will be done]
on that Day: verily, swift in reckoning is God! (40:18) Hence, warn them of that Day which
draws ever nearer, when the hearts will chokingly come up to the throats: no loving friend will
the evildoers have, nor any intercessor who would be heeded:13 (40:19) [for] He is aware of the
[most] stealthy glance, and of all that the hearts would conceal.14
40:20
And God will judge in accordance with truth and justice, whereas those [beings] whom they
invoke beside Him15 cannot judge at all: for, verily, God alone is all-hearing, all-seeing.
40:21
Have they, then, never journeyed about the earth and beheld what happened in the end to those
[deniers of the truth] who lived before their time? Greater were they in power than they are, and
in the impact which they left on earth: but God took them to task for their sins, and they had
none to defend them against God: (40:22) this, because their apostles had come to them with all
evidence of the truth, and yet they rejected it: and so God took them to task - for, verily, He is
powerful, severe in retribution!
40:23
THUS, INDEED, did We send Moses with Our messages and a manifest authority [from Us]
(40:24) unto Pharaoh, and Haman, and Qarun;16 but they [only] said, "A spellbinder is he, a liar!"

13 Regarding the problem of "intercession" (shafa 'ah) and its meaning in
the Qur'an, see note 7 on 10:3.
14 God's omniscience is shown here as the reason why there can be no
"intercession" with Him in the
commonly-accepted sense of this term (cf. surah 10, note 27).
15 I.e., saints, whether real or imaginary, or angels. (The pronoun
alladhina is used only with
reference to sentient beings endowed with reason.)
16 As regards Qarun, who is said to have been a follower - and subsequently
an opponent - of Moses,
see 28:76 ff., as well as the corresponding note 84. For a discussion of
the name "Hamin", see note
6 on 28:6.

40:25
Now [as for Pharaoh and his followers,] when he came to them, setting forth the truth from Us,
they said, "Slay the sons of those who share his beliefs,17 and spare [only] their women!" - but
the guile of those deniers of the truth could not lead to aught but failure. (40:26) And Pharaoh
said: "Leave it to me to slay Moses - and let him invoke his [alleged] sustainer!18 Behold, I fear
lest he cause you to change your religion, or lest he cause corruption to prevail in the land!"
40:27
But Moses said: "With [Him who is] my Sustainer as well as your Sustainer have I indeed found
refuge from everyone who, immersed in false pride, will not believe in (the coming of] the Day
of Reckoning!" (40:28) At that, a believing man of Pharaoh's family, who [until then] had
concealed his faith,19 exclaimed:
"Would you slay a man because he says, 'God is my Sustainer' - seeing, withal, that he has
brought you all evidence of this truth from your Sustainer? Now if he be a liar, his lie will fall
back on him; but if he is a man of truth, something [of the punishment] whereof he warns you is
bound to befall you: for, verily, God would not grace with His guidance one who has wasted his
own self by lying [about Him].20
40:29
"O my people! Yours is the dominion today, [and] most eminent are you on earth: but who will
rescue us from God's punishment, once it befalls us?"
Said Pharaoh: "I but want to make you see what I see myself;21 and I would never make you
follow any path but that of rectitude!" (40:30) Thereupon exclaimed he who had attained to faith:
"O my people! Verily, I fear for you the like of what one day befell those others who were
leagued together [against God's truth] - (40:31) the like of what happened to Noah's people, and
to [the tribes of] 'Ad and Thamud and those who came after them! And, withal, God does not
will any wrong for His creatures.22

17 Lit., "those who have come to believe with him".
18 My interpolation of the word "alleged" is necessitated by the obvious
sarcasm of Pharaoh's remark.
19 Cf. the parable of the believer in 36:20-27 and, in particular, the
corresponding note 15.
20 Lit., "a liar". As regards my rendering of musrif as "one who wastes [or
"has wasted"] his own
self", see note 21 on the last sentence of 10:12. Thus, the anonymous
believer spoken of here argues
that the message brought by Moses is so convincing that, by itself, it is
a proof of his not being
"one who wastes his own self" - i.e., destroys himself spiritually - by a
spurious claim to divine
inspiration.
21 Thus alluding to the reasons underlying his intention to kill Moses,
expressed in verse 26.
22 I.e., those sinners were not wronged by what befell them in this world:
they had deserved it. The
next two verses refer to the Day of Judgment.

40:32
"And, O my people, I fear for you [the coming of] that Day of [Judgment - the Day when you
will be] calling unto one another [in distress] - (40:33) the Day when you will [wish to] turn your
backs and flee, having none to defend you against God: for he whom God lets go astray can
never find any guide.23
40:34
"And [remember:] it was to you that Joseph came aforetime with all evidence of the truth; but
you never ceased to throw doubt on all [the messages] that he brought you - so much so that
when he died, you said, 'Never will God send any apostle [even) after him!'24
"In this way God lets go astray such as waste their own selves by throwing suspicion [on His
revelations] - (40:35) such as would call God's messages in question without having any
evidence therefor:25 [a sin] exceedingly loathsome in the sight of God and of those who have
attained to faith. It is in this way that God sets a seal on every arrogant, self-exalting heart."26
40:36
But Pharaoh said: "O Haman! Build me a lofty tower, that haply I may attain to the [right] means
- (40:37) the means of approach to the heavens - and that [thus] I may have a look at the god of
Moses:27 for, behold, I am indeed certain that he is a liar!"
And thus, goodly seemed unto Pharaoh the evil of his own doings, and so he was barred from the
path [of truth): and Pharaoh's guile did not lead to aught but ruin.

40:38
Still, the man who had attained to faith went on. "O my people! Follow me: I shall guide you
onto the path of rectitude!
23 See note 152 on 7:186 and note 4 on 14:4.
24 Thus not only refusing to acknowledge Joseph's prophethood, but also
denying the possibility of any
prophet being sent by God (Zamakhshari). It would seem that Joseph had
been accepted in Egypt as a
prophet only by the ruling class, the Hyksos, who were of Arab origin;
spoke a language closely related
to Hebrew (cf. surah 12, note 44), and were, therefore, emotionally and
culturally predisposed towards
the spirit of Joseph's mission, while the rest of the population was and
remained hostile to the faith
preached by him.
25 Lit., "without any authority [or "evidence"] having come to them": i.e.,
without having any cogent
evidence that would support their "denial" of the fact of revelation. The verb jadala primarily
denotes "he argued"; followed by the particle fi ("with regard to" or
"about") it has the meaning
of contesting the truth of something, or "calling it in question".
26 Lit., "on the heart of every arrogant, self-exalting [person]". For an
explanation of God's "sealing"
an inveterate sinner's heart, see note 7 on 2:7.
27 See surah 28, notes 6 and 37,

40:39
"O my people! This worldly life is but a brief enjoyment, whereas, behold, the life to come is the
home abiding. (40:40) [There,] anyone who has done a bad deed will be requited with no more
than the like thereof, whereas anyone, be it man or woman, who has done righteous deeds and is
a believer withal - all such will enter paradise, wherein they shall be blest with good beyond all
reckoning!28
40:41
"And, O my people, how is it29 that I summon you to salvation, the while you summon me to the
fire? (40:42) - [for] you call upon me to deny [the oneness of] God and to ascribe a share in His
divinity to aught of which I cannot [possibly] have any knowledge,30 the while I summon you to
[a cognition of] the Almighty, the All-Forgiving!
40:43

"There is no doubt that what you summon me to is something that has no claim to being invoked
either in this world or in the life to come - as [there is no doubt] that unto God is our return, and
that they who have wasted their own selves shall find themselves in the fire: (40:44) and at that
time you will [have cause to] remember what I am telling you [now].
"But [as for me,] I commit myself unto God: for, verily, God sees all that is in [the hearts of] His
servants."
40:45
And God preserved him from the evil of their scheming, whereas suffering vile was to
encompass Pharaoh's folk: (40:46) the fire [of the hereafter - that fire] which they had been made
to contemplate [in vain], morning and evening:31 for on the Day when the Last Hour dawns [God
will say], "Make Pharaoh's folk enter upon suffering most severe!"
40:47
AND LO! They [who in life were wont to deny the truth] will contend with one another in the
fire [of the hereafter]; and then the weak will say unto those who had gloried in their arrogance,
"Behold, we were but your followers: can you, then, relieve us of some [of our] share of this
fire?"32 - (40:48) [to which] they who had [once] been arrogant will reply, "Behold, we are all in
it [together]! Verily, God has judged between His creatures!"
28 I.e., beyond any earthly imagination. The concept of rizq (expressed in
the verb yurzaqun) has
here its full significance of all that is good and of benefit to a living
being, comprising things
material as well as intellectual and spiritual; hence my rendering of
yurzaqun (lit., "they will
be given sustenance") as "they shall be blest with good".
29 Lit., "what is the matter with me": an expression of astonishment at the
incongruity of the two
attitudes referred to in the sequence.
30 I.e., because there is no reality whatsoever in those supposedly
"divine" beings or forces (Zamakhshari).
31 I.e., of which they had been warned, day-in and day-out, by prophets and
believers like the one
spoken of in this passage.

40:49
And they who are in the fire will say to the keepers of hell,33 "Pray unto your Sustainer that He
lighten, [though it be] for one day [only], this suffering of ours!" (40:50) [But the keepers of hell]
will ask, "Is it not [true] that your apostles came unto you with all evidence of the truth?" Those
[in the fire] will reply, "Yea, indeed." [And the keepers of hell] will say, "Pray, then!"34 - for the
prayer of those who deny the truth cannot lead to aught but delusion.

40:51
BEHOLD, We shall indeed succour Our apostles and those who have attained to faith, [both] in
this world's life and on the Day when all the witnesses shall stand up35 - (40:52) the Day when
their excuses will be of no avail to the evildoers, seeing that their lot will be rejection from all
that is good, and a woeful hereafter.36
40:53
And, indeed, We bestowed aforetime [Our] guidance on Moses, and [thus] made the children of
Israel heirs to the divine writ [revealed to him] (40:54) as a [means of] guidance and a reminder
for those who were endowed with insight:37 (40:55) hence, remain thou patient in adversity - for,
verily, God's promise always comes true - and ask forgiveness for thy sins, and extol thy
Sustainer's glory and praise by night and by day.38
32 Cf. 14: 21 and the corresponding notes 28 and 29.
33 I.e., the angelic forces that are to watch over the suffering of the
sinners in the hereafter:
perhaps an allegory of the belated awakening of the latters' conscience.
34 According to the classical commentators, this answer implies no more
than a refusal on the part of
the "keepers of hell" to intercede for the doomed sinners, telling them,
as it were, "Pray yourselves,
if you can." It seems to me, however, that we have here an indirect
allusion to the sinners erstwhile,
blasphemous devotion to false objects of worship and false values the
meaning being, "Pray now to those
imaginary powers to which you were wont to ascribe a share in God's
divinity, and see whether they can
help you!" This interpretation finds support in the next sentence, which
speaks of the delusion (dalal)
inherent in the prayers of "those who deny the truth", i.e., during their
life on earth - for, obviously,
on the Day of Judgment all such delusions will have disappeared.
35 See note 71 on 39:69.
36 Lit., "the evil of the [otherworldly] abode". As regards the term
1a~nah, its primary significance is
"estrangement" or "rejection"; in Qur'anic terminology it denotes
"rejection from all that is gdod"
(Lisan al-'Arab) and, specifically, "estrangement from God's grace"
(Zamakhshari).
37 Sc., "and thus, too, have We bestowed Our revelation upon Muhammad".
This connects with the opening
words of verse 51, "We shall indeed succour Our apostles and those who
have attained to faith", thus
explaining the purport of the preceding story of the believer who stood
up for Moses. The reference

to "those [of the children of Israel] who were endowed with insight" and
therefore could benefit from
the message of Moses, is undoubtedly meant to remind the followers of the
Qur'an that this divine
writ, too, is for "those who are endowed with insight" (ulu 'l-albab),
for "people who think"
(qawm yatafakkarun), and "people who use their reason" (qawm ya'qilun).

40:56
Behold, as for those who call God's messages in question without having any evidence therefor39
- in their hearts is nothing but overweening self-conceit, which they will never be able to
satisfy:40 seek thou, then, refuge with God - for, verily, He alone is all-hearing, all-seeing!
40:57
Greater indeed than the creation of man is the creation of the heavens and the earth:41 yet most
men do not understand [what this implies]. (40:58) But [then,) the blind and the seeing are not
equal; and neither [can] they who have attained to faith and do good works and the doers of evil
[be deemed equal]. How seldom do you keep this in mind!
40:59
Verily, the Last Hour is sure to come: of this there is no doubt; yet most men will not believe it.42
(40:60) But your Sustainer says: "Call unto Me, [and) I shall respond to you!43 Verily, they who
are too proud to worship Me will enter hell, abased!"
40:61
IT IS GOD who has made the night for you, so that you might rest therein, and the day, to make
[you] see.44 Behold, God is indeed limitless in His bounty unto man - but most men are
ungrateful. (40:62) Such is God, your Sustainer, the Creator of all that exists: there is no deity
save Him. How perverted, then, are your minds!45 (40:63) [For] thus it is: perverted are the
minds of those who knowingly reject God's messages.46
38 According to all classical commentators, the above passage is addressed
in the first instance to
the Prophet and, through him, to every believer. As regards the Prophet
himself, see note 41 on the
last sentence of 24:31.
39 See note 25 above.
40 Lit., "which they will never [be able to] reach" or "fulfil". This is a
reference to the conceit
which makes many agnostics think that man is "self-sufficient" and that,
therefore, there are no limits
to what he may yet achieve, and no need to assume that he is responsible
to a higher Power. Cf. in

this connection 96:6-7, which is one of the earliest Qur'anic
revelations: "Nay, verily, man becomes
grossly overweening whenever he believes himself to be self-sufficient."
And since this "self-sufficiency"
is entirely illusory, those who build their world-view on it "will never
be able to satisfy their
overweening conceit". (Cf. also the reference to "arrogant, self-exalting
hearts" in verse 35 above.)
41 I.e., of the universe as a whole. By stressing the fact that man is only
a small, insignificant
part of the universe, the Qur'an points out the absurdity of the mancentred world-view alluded to
in the preceding verse.
42 I.e., refuse to admit to themselves that the world as they know it could
ever come to an end:
which is another aspect of the "overweening conceit" spoken of in verse
56 above.
43 Cf. 2:186.
44 See note 77 on 27:86.
45 Sc., "O you who deny this truth!" For my above rendering of tu'fakun,
see note 90 on the last
sentence of 5:75.
46 See surah 29, note 45.

40:64
It is God who has made the earth a resting-place for you and the sky a canopy, and has formed
you - and formed you so well47 - and provided for you sustenance out of the good things of life.
Such is God, your Sustainer: hallowed, then, is God, the Sustainer of all the worlds!
40:65
He is the Ever-Living; there is no deity save Him: call, then, unto Him [alone), sincere in your
faith in Him. All praise is due to God, the Sustainer of all the worlds! (40:66) Say: "Since all
evidence of the truth has come to me from my Sustainer, I am forbidden to worship [any of]
those beings whom you invoke instead of God; and I am bidden to surrender myself to the
Sustainer of all the worlds."
40:67
It is He who creates you out of dust,48 and then out of a drop of sperm, and then out of a germcell; and then He brings you forth as children; and then [He ordains] that you reach maturity, and
then, that you grow old - though some of you [He causes to] die earlier -: and [all this He
ordains] so that you might reach a term set [by Him),49 and that you might [learn to] use your
reason.

40:68
It is He who grants life and deals death; and when He wills a thing to be, He but says unto it,
"Be" - and it is.
40:69
ART THOU NOT aware of how far they who call God's messages in question have lost sight of
the truth?50 - (40:70) they who give the lie to this divine writ and [thus] to all [the messages] with
which We sent forth Our apostles [of old]?51
But in time they will come to know [how blind they have been: they will know it on Judgment
Day], (40:71) when they shall have to carry the shackles and chains [of their own making]
around their necks:52 and are dragged (40:72) into burning despair, and in the end become fuel
for the fire (of hell].53
47 I.e., in accordance with the exigencies of human life. See also note 9
on the first sentence of 7:11.
48 See note 4 on 23:12.
49 Or: "a term known [only to Him]" - cf. 6:2 and the corresponding note 2.
50 Lit., "how they are turned away" - i.e., from the truth: in this case,
from all the observable
evidence of God's almightiness and creative activity.
51 Since, as the Qur'an so often points out, the fundamental truths set
forth in all divine revelations
are the same, a rejection of the last of them amounts to a rejection of
all the preceding ones.
52 For an explanation of the allegory of "shackles" and "chains", see note
13 on 13:5, note 44 on the
last but one sentence of 34:33, and notes 6 and 7 on 36:8.
53 Thus Mujahid (as quoted by Tabari) explains the verb yusjarun. As
regards my rendering of hamim as
"burning despair", see surah 6, note 62.

40:73
And then they will be asked: "Where now are those [powers] to which you were wont to ascribe
divinity (40:74) side by side with God?"
They will answer: "They have forsaken us - or, rather, what we were wont to invoke aforetime
did not exist at all!"54
[And they will be told:] "It is thus that God lets the deniers of the truth go astray:55 (40:75) this is
an outcome of your having arrogantly exulted on earth without any [concern for what is] right,

and of your having been so full of self-conceit! (40:76) Enter [now) the gates of hell, therein to
abide: and how vile an abode for all who are given to false pride!"
40:77
HENCE, remain thou patient in adversity - for, verily, God's promise always comes true. And
whether We show thee [in this world] something of what We hold in store for those [deniers of
the truth], or whether We cause thee to die [ere that retribution takes place - know that, in the
end), it is unto Us that they will be brought back.56
40:78
And, indeed, [O Muhammad,] We sent forth apostles before thy time; some of them We have
mentioned to thee,57 and some of them We have not mentioned to thee. And it was not given to
any apostle to bring forth a miracle other than by God's leave.58
Yet when God's will becomes rqanifest,59 judgment will [already] have been passed in all justice,
and lost will be, then and there, all who tried to reduce to pothing [whatever they could not
understand].60
54 Lit., "we have not been invoking aforetime any [real] thing": thus
realizing, belatedly, the intrinsic
nothingness of all those imaginary powers and values - including the
belief in man's alleged
self-sufficiency and greatness - to which they paid homage in life.
55 I.e., by allowing them to pursue illusions and foolish fancies in
consequence of their unwillingness
to acknowledge the self-evident truth of God's existence and uniqueness
and of man's utter dependence
on Him. For a discussion of the problem of God's "letting" a sinner go
astray, see note 4 on 14:4.
56 See the almost identical passage in 10:46, as well as the corresponding
notes 66 and 67.
57 I.e., in the Qur'an.
58 See 6:109 - "Miracles are in the power of God alone" - and the
corresponding note 94. Both passages
(6:109 and the present one) relate to the futile demand of Muhammad's
opponents to be shown a miracle
in proof of the divine origin of the Qur'an - the implication being that
it is not God's will to
convince the deniers of the truth by means of what is commonly regarded
as "miracles".
59 Lit., "when God's command comes", i.e., whether it be in this world or
on the Day of Judgment:
a reference to the retribution spoken of in verse 77 above.

60 I.e., in this case, divine revelation as such. For the above rendering
of al-mubtilun, see note 47
on the last sentence of 29:48.

40:79
It is God who [at all times works wonders for you:61 thus, He] provides for you [all manner of]
livestock, so that on some of them you may ride, and from some derive your food, (40:80) and
find [yet other] benefits in them;62 and that through them you may attain to the fulfilment of
[many] a heartfelt need:63 for on them, as on ships, you are borne [through life].
40:81
And [thus] He displays His wonders before you: which, then, of God's wonders can you still
deny?
40:82
HAVE THEY, then, never journeyed about the earth and beheld what happened in the end to
those [deniers of the truth] who lived before their time? More numerous were they, and greater in
power than they are, and in the impact which they left on earth:
but all that they ever achieved was of no avail to them - (40:83) for when their apostles came to
them with all evidence of the truth, they arrogantly exulted in whatever knowledge they [already]
possessed:64 and [so, in the end,] they were overwhelmed by the very thing which they were
wont to deride.65
40:84
And then, when they [clearly] beheld Our punishment,66 they said: "We have come to believe in
the One God, and we have renounced all belief in that to which we were wont to ascribe a share
in His divinity!"67
40:85
But their attaining to faith after they had beheld Our punishment could not possibly benefit
them68 - such being the way of God that has always obtained for His creatures -: and so, then and
there, lost were they who had denied the truth.69
61 I.e., by providing in a wondrous manner the means of man's subsistence,
and by endowing him with
the miracle of a creative intellect which enables him to make fruitful
use of so many natural phenomena.
(This passage connects with the statement implied in verse 78 that
"miracles are in the power of God
alone": see note 58.)
62 The "other benefits" are both concrete and abstract in their nature:
concrete benefits like wool,

skins, etc., and abstract ones like beauty (cf. 16:6-8, as well as
Solomon's reverence for the
God-created beauty of horses expressed in 38:31-33) or the all-time
companionship of man and dog
symbolized in the legend of the Men of the Cave (18:18 and 22).
63 Lit., "a need in your bosoms" [or "hearts"]: i.e., a genuine need.
64 I.e., they were fully satisfied with their own empirically or
speculatively acquired or inherited
knowledge; and so, in their arrogant conviction that man is "selfsufficient" and, therefore, not
in need of any guidance by a Power beyond the reach of human perception,
they rejected whatever ethical
and spiritual truths were offered them by the prophets.
65 I.e,, the idea of God's existence and inescapable judgment: see 6:10 and
the corresponding note 9.
66 I.e., the God-willed, catastrophic breakdown of their society and
civilization in consequence of
their persistent rejection of all spiritual values.
67 This evidently includes their past belief in man's supposedly "unlimited
possibilities" and the
illusory conviction that one day he would achieve "mastery over nature".
68 I.e., firstly, because this belated faith could not unmake a reality
which had already come into
being,and, secondly, because it could not contribute to their spiritual
growth inasmuch as it was
not an outcome of free choice but had been, rather, forced on them hy the
shock of an irreversible
calamity.
69 The "way of God" (sunnat Allah) is the Qur'anic term for the totality of
natural laws instituted
by the Creator: in this case, the law that faith has no spiritual value
unless it arises out of a
genuine, inner enlightenment.

The Forty-First Surah
Fussilat (Clearly Spelled Out)
Mecca Period

REVEALED immediately after the preceding surah, this one continues the theme begun in the
latter; man's reasoned acceptance or wilful rejection of divine revelations.
The title is derived from the verb fussilat occurring in verse 3, where it relates to the "clearly
spelled-out" messages of the Qur'an.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:

41:1
Ha. Min.1
HE BESTOWAL from on high [of this revelation) issues from the Most Gracious, the Dispenser
of Grace: (41:3) a divine writ, the messages whereof have been clearly spelled out as a discourse
in the Arabic tongue2 for people of [innate] knowledge, (41:4) to be a herald of glad tidings as
well as a warning.
And yet, [whenever this divine writ is offered to men,] most of them turn away, so that they
cannot hear fits message);3 (41:5) and so they say, [as it were:] "Our hearts are veiled from
whatever thou callest us to, [O Muhammad,] and in our ears is deafness, and between us and thee
is a barrier.4 Do, then, [whatever thou wilt, whereas,] behold, we shall do [as we have always
done]!"
41:6
Say thou, [O Prophet:] "I am but a mortal like you.5 It has been revealed to me that your God is
the One God: go, then, straight towards Him and seek His forgiveness!"
And woe unto those who ascribe divinity to aught beside Him, (41:7) [and] those who do not
spend in charity: for it is they, they who [thus] deny the truth of the life to come!6
1 See Appendix II.
2 See 12:2 and the corresponding note 3.
3 The "people of [innate] knowledge" mentioned in the preceding verse are
obviously those who understand
the spiritual purport of this divine writ and, therefore, submit to its
guidance:
hence, it cannot be "most of them" who are referred to in the above
phrase and in the next verse, but,
on the contrary, people who are devoid of such knowledge and to whom, in
consequence, the Qur'an is
meaningless. This elliptically implied differentation - overlooked by
almost all of the commentators
(with perhaps the sole exception of Ibn Kathir) - can only be brought out
by means of an interpolation
at the beginning of the sentence.
4 For this rendering of the term hijab, see note 36 on the first sentence
of 7:46. See also 6:25.
The "saying" of those who turn away from the message of the Qur'an is, of
course, figurative,
describing only their attitude.
5 Cf. 6:50 and the corresponding note 38.
6 Belief in God's oneness and charitableness towards one's fellow-men are
two cardinal demands of Islam.

Conversely, a deliberate offence against either of these two demands
amounts to a denial of man's
responsibility before God and hence, by implication, of a continuation of
life in the hereafter. (For
my rendering of zakah, in this context, as "charity", see surah 2, note
34. It is to be borne in mind
that the application of this term to the obligatory tax incumbent on
Muslims dates from the Medina
period, whereas the present surah is a Meccan revelation.)

41:8
[But,] verily, they who have attained to faith and do good works shall have a reward unending!
41:9
SAY: "Would you indeed deny Him who has created the earth in two aeons? 7 And do you claim
that there is any power that could rival Him,8 the Sustainer of all the worlds?" (41:10) For He [it
is who, after creating the earth,] placed firm mountains on it, [towering] above its surface, and
bestowed [so many] blessings on it, and equitably apportioned9 its means of subsistence to all
who would seek it: [and all this He created] in four aeons.10
41:11
And11 He [it is who] applied His design to the skies, which were [yet but] smoke;12 and He [it is
who] said to them and to the earth, "Come [into being], both of you, willingly or unwillingly!" to which both responded, "We do come in obedience."13
7 For the above rendering of the term yawm (lit., "day"), as "aeon", see
last third of note 43 on 7:54.
As in so many verses of the Qur'an which relate to cosmic events, the
repeated mention of the "six
aeons" during which the universe was created "two" of which, according to
the above verse, were taken
by the evolution of the inorganic universe, including the earth has a
purely allegorical import: in
this case, I believe, an indication that the universe did not exist
"eternally" but had a definite
beginning in time, and that it required a definite time-lapse to evolve
to its present condition.
8 Lit., "do you give Him compeers (andad)?" For an explanation, see note 13
on 2:22.
9 I.e., in accordance with divine justice, and not with human concepts of
"equity" or "need".
10 Almost all the classical commentators agree in that these "four aeons"
include the "two" mentioned
in the preceding verse: hence my interpolation of the words "and all this
He created". Together with
the "two aeons" of verse 12, the entire allegorical number comes to six.

11 Whenever the particle thumma is used, as in the above instance, to link
parallel statements -i.e.,
statements not necessarily indicating a sequence in time it has the
function of a simple conjunction,
and may be rendered as "and".
12 I.e., a gas - evidently hydrogen gas, which physicists regard as the
primal element from which all
material particles of the universe have evolved and still evolve. For the
meaning of the term sama
("sky" or "skies" or "heaven") in its cosmic connotation, see note 20 on
2:29.
13 Explaining this passage, Zamakhshari observes: "The meaning of God's
command to the skies and the
earth to 'come', and their submission [to His command] is this: He willed
their coming into being,
and so they came to be as He willed them to be...: and this is the kind
of metaphor (majaz) which
is called 'allegory' (tamthil)... Thus, the purport [of this passage] is
but an illustration (taswir)
of the effect of His almighty power on all that is willed [by Him], and
nothing else...." (It is
obvious that Zamakhshari's reasoning is based on the oft-repeated
Qur'anic statement, "When God wills
a thing to be, He but says unto it, 'Be' - and it is.") Concluding his
interpretation of the above
passage, Zamakshari adds: "If I am asked about the meaning of [the words]
'willingly or unwillingly',
I say that it is a figurative expression (mathal) indicating that His
almighty will must inevitably
take effect."

41:12
And He [it is who] decreed that they become seven heavens14 in two aeons, and imparted unto
each heaven its function. And We adorned the skies nearest to the earth with lights, and made
them secure:15 such is the ordaining of the Almighty, the All-Knowing.
41:13
BUT IF they turn away,16 say: "I warn you of [the coming of] a thunderbolt of punishment17 like
the thunderbolt [that fell upon the tribes] of 'Ad and Thamud!"18 (41:14) Lo! There came unto
them [God's] apostles, speaking of what lay open before them and what was [still) beyond their
ken,19 [and calling unto them,] "Worship none but God!"
They answered: "If our Sustainer had willed [us to believe in what you say], He would have sent
down angels [as His message-bearers] 20, As it is, behold, we deny that there is any truth in what
you [claim to] have been sent with!"
41:15

Now as for [the tribe of) 'Ad, they walked arrogantly on earth, [offending] against all right, and
saying, "Who could have a power greater than ours?"
Why - were they, then, not aware that God, who created them, had a power greater than theirs?
But they went on rejecting Our messages; (41:16) and thereupon We let loose upon them a
stormwind raging through days of misfortune,21 so as to give them, in the life of this world, a
foretaste of suffering through humiliation: but [their] suffering in the life to come will be far
more humiliating, and they will have none to succour them.
14 I.e., a multiplicity of cosmic systems (cf. note 20 on 2:29).
15 Cf. 15:l6-l8 and the corresponding notes 16 and 17; also 37:6 ff.
16 This connects with the opening sentence of verse 9 above: "Would you
indeed deny Him who has
created...", etc.
17 See note 40 on 2:55.
18 For the story of these two ancient tribes, see 7:65-79 and the
corresponding notes, in particular
48 and 56; also 26:123-158.
19 Lit., "from between their hands and from behind them": i.e., reminding
them of something that was
known to them - namely, what happened to sinners like themselves who
lived before their time - and
warning them of what was bound to happen in the future to them, too, if
they persisted in their denial
of the truth (Al-Hasan al-Basri, as quoted by Zamakhshari). However, it
is possible to understand
the above phrase (which has been explained in note 247 on 2:255) in yet
another, more direct way:
God's message-bearers pointed out to those sinning communities something
that should have been
obvious to them (lit.,"between their hands") - namely, their patently
wrong attitude in their worldly,
social concerns and moral concepts - as well as the unreasonableness of
their denying something
that was still beyond their ken (lit., "behind them"): namely, life after
death and God's ultimate
judgment.
20 Cf. 6:8-9 and 15:7
21 See 69:6-8.

41:17
And as for [the tribe of] Thamud, We offered them guidance, but they chose blindness in
preference to guidance: and so the thunderbolt of shameful suffering fell upon them as an
outcome of all [the evil] that they had wrought; (41:18) and We saved [only] those who had
attained to faith and were conscious of Us.

41:19
Hence, [warn all men of] the Day when the enemies of God shall be gathered together before the
fire, and then shall be driven onward, (41:20) till, when they come close to it, their hearing and
their sight and their [very] skins will bear witness against them, speaking of what they were
doing [on earth].
41:21
And they will ask their skins, "Why did you bear witness against us?" [and] these will reply:
"God, who gives speech to all things, has given speech to us [as well]: for He [it is who] has
created you in the first instance - and unto Him you are [now] brought back. (41:22) And you did
not try to hide [your sins] lest your hearing or your sight or your skins bear witness against you:
nay, but you thought that God did not know much of what you were doing (41:23) and that very
thought which you thought about your Sustainer has brought you to perdition, and so now you
find yourselves among the lost!"
41:24
And then, [even] if they endure [their lot] in patience, the fire will still be their abode;22 and if
they pray to be allowed to make amends, they will not be allowed to do so:23 (41:25) for [when
they became oblivious of Us,] We assigned to them [their own evil impulses as their] other
selves,24 and these made appear goodly to them whatever lay open before them and whatever
was beyond their ken.25
And so, the sentence (of doom] will have fallen due upon them together with the [other sinful]
communities of invisible beings26 and humans that passed away before their time: verily, they
[all] will indeed be lost!
22 Sc., "unless God wills to reprieve them": see the last paragraph of
6:128 and the corresponding
note 114; also the hadith quoted in note 10 on 40:12.
23 Lit., "they will not be of those who are allowed to make amends": an
allusion to the request of
the doomed, on the Day of Judgment, to be granted a "second chance" on
earth, and to God's refusal
of this request (cf. 6:27-28 and 32:12).
24 Or: "soul-mates" (cf. 4:38). The verb qarana, from which the noun qarm
is derived, signifies
"he linked" or "intimately associated" or "yoked together [one thing with
another]". Cf. 43:36 "as for anyone who chooses to remain blind to the remembrance of the Most
Gracious, to him We
assign an [enduring] evil impulse [lit., "a satan"], to become his other
self".

25 Lit,, "that which was between their hands and that which was behind
them": i.e., their own
26 For this rendering - and the meaning - of the term jinn, see Appendix
III evil impulses (which
had become their "other selves", as it were) made alluring to them the
unrestrained enjoyment,
without any moral discrimination, of all the worldly attractions which
lay open before them, causing
them, at the same time, to dismiss as an illusion the idea of
resurrection and of God's judgment thus giving them a false sense of security with regard to something that
was beyond their ken.

41:26
NOW THOSE who are bent on denying the truth say [unto one another]: "Do not listen to this
Qur'an, but rather talk frivolously about it, so that you might gain the upper hand!"27 (41:27) But
We shall most certainly give those who are [thus] bent on denying the truth a taste of suffering
severe, and We shall most certainly requite them according to the worst of their deeds! (41:28)
That requital of God's enemies will be the fire [of the hereafter]: in it will they have an abode of
unmeasurable duration as an outcome of their having knowingly rejected Our messages.28
41:29
And they who [in their life on earth] were bent on denying the truth will [thereupon] exclaim: "O
our Sustainer! Show us those of the invisible beings and humans that have led us astray:29 we
shall trample them underfoot, so that they shall be the lowest of all!"30
41:30
[But,] behold, as for those who say, "Our Sustainer is God," and then steadfastly pursue the right
way - upon them do angels often descend, [saying:] "Fear not and grieve not, but receive the glad
tiding of that paradise which has been promised to you! (41:31) We are close unto you in the life
of this world and [will be so] in the life to come; and in that [life to come] you shall have all that
your souls may desire, and in it you shall have all that you ever prayed for, (41:32) as a ready
welcome from Him who is much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace!"
27 This is an allusion to efforts aimed at discrediting the Qur'an by
describing it as "invented" by
Muhammad for his own - personal and political - ends, as a series of
"misunderstood quotations"
from earlier scriptures, as the result of "hallucinations", and so forth:
all of which implies that
the opponents of the Qur'anic message instinctively feel its force,
realizing at the same time that
it endangers their self-complacent, materialistic outlook on life and
ought, therefore, to be
combatted. This explains the statement, at the end of verse 28, that they
"knowingly reject" God's
messages.

28 For the above rendering of the verb jahada, see surah 29, note 45.
29 See 6:112- "against every prophet We have set up as enemies the evil
forces (shayatin) from
among humans as well as from among invisible beings" - and the
corresponding note 98.
30 Cf. 7:38.

41:33
And who could be better of speech than he who calls [his fellow-men] unto God, and does what
is just and right, and says, "Verily, I am of those who have surrendered themselves to God"?
(41:34) But [since] good and evil cannot be equal, repel thou [evil) with something that is
better31 - and lo! he between whom and thyself was enmity [may then become] as though he had
[always] been close [unto thee], a true friend!
41:35
Yet [to achieve] this is not given to any but those who are wont to be patient in adversity: it is
not given to any but those endowed with the greatest good fortune! (41:36) Hence, if it should
happen that a prompting from Satan stirs thee up [to blind anger], seek refuge with God: behold,
He alone is all-hearing, all-knowing!32
41:37
Now among His signs are the night and the day, as well as the sun and the moon: [hence,] adore
not the sun or the moon, but prostrate yourselves in adoration before God, who has created them
- if it is Him whom you [really] worship.33
41:38
And though some be too proud [to listen to this call], they who [in their hearts] are with thy
Sustainer extol His limitless glory by night and by day, and never grow weary [thereof]. (41:39)
For among His signs is this: thou seest the earth lying desolate - and lo! when We send down
water upon it, it stirs and swells [with life]! Verily, He who brings it to life can surely give life to
the dead [of heart as well]: for, behold, He has the power to will anything.34
31 See note 44 on 13:22. In the present instance, the injunction to "repel
[evil] with something that
is better" relates to scurrilous objections to, and hostile criticism of,
the Qur'an. The whole of
this passage (verses 33 ff.) connects with verse 26.
32 I.e., He alone sees what is in the hearts of men, and He alone
understands the innermost motivations,
of which they themselves are unconscious, of those who criticize the
Qur'an adversely. - See
7:199-200 and the corresponding notes, especially note 164.

33 This, according to Razi, connects with the phrase "calling (one's
fellow-men] unto God" in verse
33 above. God is the sole cause and source of all that exists; and
whatever exists is but a wondrous
sign of His creative power. Hence, it is a blasphemy - apart from being
unreasonable - to ascribe
real power (which is the meaning of "adoration" in this context) to
anything created, whether it
be a concrete phenomenon, or an abstract force of nature, or a set of
circumstances, or even an idea.
34 Although the allusion to the reviving earth often occurs in the Qur'an
as a parable of man's ultimate
resurrection, in the present context (and in tune with the entire passage
comprising verses 33-39)
it appears to be an illustration of God's power to bestow spiritual life
upon hearts that have
hitherto remained closed to the truth of His existence and omnipotence.
Hence, it implies a call to
the believer never to abandon the hope that "those who deny the truth"
may one day grasp the truth
of the Qur'anic message.

41:40
VERILY, they who distort the meaning of Our messages are not hidden from Us: hence, which
[of the two) will be in a better state - he that is [destined to be] cast into the fire, or he that shall
come secure [before Us) on Resurrection Day?
Do what you will: verily, He sees all that you do. (41:41) Verily, they who are bent on denying
the truth of this reminder as soon as it comes to them - [they are the losers]: for, behold, it is a
sublime divine writ: (41:42) no falsehood can ever attain to it openly, and neither in a stealthy
manner,35 [since it is] bestowed from on high by One who is truly wise, ever to be praised.
41:43
[And as for thee, O Prophet,] nothing is being said to thee but what was said to all [of God's)
apostles before thy time.36
Behold, thy Sustainer is indeed full of forgiveness - but He has also the power to requite most
grievously!
41:44
Now if We had willed this [divine writ] to be a discourse in a non-Arabic tongue, they [who now
reject it] would surely have said, "Why is it that its messages have not been spelled out clearly? 37
Why - [a message in] a non-Arabic tongue, and [its bearer] an Arab?"

Say: "Unto all who have attained to faith, this [divine writ] is a guidance and a source of health;
but as for those who will not believe in their ears is deafness, and so it remains obscure to them:
they are [like people who are) being called from too far away.38
35 Lit., "neither from between its hands, nor from behind it", i.e., it
cannot be openly changed by means
of additions or omissions (Razi), and neither surreptitiously, by hostile
or deliberately confusing
interpretations. The above is one of the Qur'anic passages on which the
great commentator Abu Muslim
al-Isfahani (as quoted by Razi) bases his absolute rejection of the
theory of "abrogation" (for which
see note 87 on 2:106). Since the "abrogation" of any Qur'an-verse would
have amounted to its ibtal that is, to an open or implied declaration that it was henceforth to be
regarded as null and void the verse in question would have to be considered "false" (batil) in the
context of the Qur'an as it
is before us: and this, as Abu Muslim points out, would clearly
contradict the above statement that
"no falsehood (batil) can ever attain to it".
36 This is an allusion to the allegation of the Prophet's opponents that he
himself was the "author"
of what he claimed to be a divine revelation, as well as to their demand
that he should "prove" the
truth of his prophetic mission by producing a miracle: a scornful
attitude with which all the earlier
prophets had been confronted at one time or another, and which is
epitomized in the "saying" of
the unbelievers mentioned in verse 5 of this surah.
37 Sc., "in a tongue which we can understand". Since the Prophet was an
Arab and lived in an Arabian
environment, his message had to be expressed in the Arabic language,
which the people to whom it
was addressed in the first instance could understand: see in this
connection note 72 on the first
sentence of 13:37, as well as the first half of 14:4 - "never have We
sent forth any apostle otherwise
than [with a message] in his own people's tongue, so that he might make
[the truth] clear unto them".
Had the message of the Qur'an been formulated in a language other than
Arabic, the opponents of the
Prophet would have been justified in saying, "between us and thee is a
barrier" (verse 5 of this surah).
38 Lit., "from a far-off place": i.e., they only hear the sound of the
words, but cannot understand
their meaning.

41:45
Thus, too, have We vouchsafed revelation unto Moses aforetime, and thereupon disputes arose
about it.39 And [then, as now,] had it not been for a decree that had already gone forth from thy

Sustainer, all would indeed have been decided between them [from the outset).40 As it is, behold,
they [who will not believe in this divine writ] are in grave doubt, amounting to suspicion, about
what it portends.41
41:46
WHOEVER does what is just and right, does so for his own good; and whoever does evil, does
so to his own hurt: and never does God do the least wrong to His creatures. (41:47) In Him alone
is vested the knowledge of when the Last Hour will come. And no fruit bursts forth from its
calyx, and no female ever conceives, nor ever gives birth, save with His knowledge.
And so, on the Day when He shall call out to them, "Where, now, are those [alleged] partners of
Mine?" - they will [surely) answer, "We confess unto Thee that none of us can bear witness [to
anyone's having a share in Thy divinity]!" (41:48) And so, all that they were wont to invoke
aforetime will have forsaken them; and they shall know for certain that there is no escape for
them.
41:49
MAN NEVER TIRES of asking for the good [things of life]; and if evil fortune touches him, he
abandons all hope,42 giving himself up to despair. (41:50) Yet whenever We let him taste some
of Our grace after hardship has visited him, he is sure to say, "This is but my due!" and, "I do not
think that the Last Hour will ever come:43 but if [it should come, and] I should indeed be brought
back unto my Sustainer, then, behold, the ultimate good awaits me with Him!"44
But [on the Day of Judgment] We shall most certainly give those who were bent on denying the
truth45 full understanding of all that they ever did, and shall most certainly give them [thereby] a
taste of suffering severe.46
39 As was and is the case with the Qur'an, some people accepted the divine
message revealed to Moses,
and some rejected it (Zamakhshari, Razi), while others disagreed about
the import and application
of its tenets (Tabari).
40 For an explanation of this passage, as well as of the above parallel
between men's attitudes towards
the earlier scriptures and the Qur'an, see the second sentence of 10:19
and the corresponding note 29.
41 Lit., "about it", i.e., doubts as to whether the Qur'anic approach to
problems of man's spirit and
body - and, in particular, its stress on the essential unity of these
twin aspects of human life
(cf. note 118 on the first sentence of 2:143) is justified or not. In a
wider sense, these doubts of
the deniers of the truth relate to the question of whether religion as
such is "beneficial" or
injurious" to human society - a question which is posed and answered by
theni with a strong bias

against all religious faith.
42 See note 17 on 11:9.
43 I.e., man is, as a rule, so blinded by his love of this world that he
cannot imagine its ever coming
to an end. Implied in this statement is a doubt as to whether there will
really be an afterlife, and
whether man will really be judged by God on resurrection.
44 Being fully convinced of his own merit (as expressed in the words, "This
is but my due"), he is
confident that - in case there should really be a life after death - his
own flattering view of
himself will be confirmed by God.

41:51
And, too, when We bestow Our blessings upon man, he tends to turn aside and keep aloof [from
remembering Us]; but as soon as evil fortune touches him, he is full of wordy prayers!47
41:52
HAVE YOU given thought [to how you will fare] if this be truly [a revelation] from God, the
while you deny its truth? Who could be more astray than one who places himself [so] deeply in
the wrong?48 (41:53) In time We shall make them fully understand49 Our messages [through
what they perceive] in the utmost horizons [of the universe] and within themselves,50 so that it
will become clear unto them that this [revelation] is indeed the truth [Still,] is it not enough [for
them to know] that thy Sustainer is witness unto everything?51
41:54
Oh, verily, they are in doubt as to whether they will meet their Sustainer [on Judgment Day]! Oh,
verily, He encompasses everything!
45 I.e., the truth of resurrection and of God's judgment.
46 I.e., the realization of the spiritual blindness in which they spent
their life will in itself be
a source of their suffering in the hereafter: cf. 17:72 - "whoever is
blind [of heart] in this [world]
will be blind in the life to come [as well]".
47 Lit., "wide [i.e., prolonged or diffuse] prayers"
48 According to Razi, this is an implied allusion to the attitude of people
who - as mentioned in verses 4
and 5 of this surah - "turn away" from the message of the Qur'an, saying,
as it were:
"Our hearts are veiled from whatever thou callest us to, [O Muhammad,]
and in our ears is deafness,
and between us and thee is a barrier."

49 Lit., "We will show them" or "make them see".
50 I.e., through a progressive deepening and widening of their insight into
the wonders of the umverse
as well as through a deeper understanding of man's own psyche - all of
which points to the existence
of a conscious Creator.
51 I.e., that He is almighty and all-seeing: a fundamental truth which, by
itself, should be enough to
remind man of his responsibility before Him.

The Forty-Second Surah
Ash-Shura (Consultation)
Mecca Period

THE BEGINNING and the end of this surah stress the reality of divine revelation, and the fact
that all prophets, at all times, preached one and the same essential truth - namely, the existence
and oneness of God - and the same ethical principles: either of which makes it imperative that all
believers in the One God, whatever their historical "denomination", should regard themselves as
"one single community" (see verse 13 and the corresponding note 14, as well as verse 15).
Hence, all divisive speculations about the "nature" of God are "null and void in their Sustainer's
sight" (verse 16), because "there is nothing like unto Him" (verse 11), and, therefore, nothing by
which to define Him. And because God is undefinable and unfathomable, man cannot grasp even
the real nature of His activity beyond the fact that He has imposed on all creation the law of
cause and effect - so that in the life to come man will only harvest "what his own hands have
wrought" in this world.
The key-word by which this surah has always been designated is derived from the phrase shura
baynahum ("consultation among themselves") in verse 36, outlining one of the basic social
principles which ought to characterize the community of true behevers.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
42:1
Ha. Mim. (42:2) 'Ayn. Sin. Qaf.1
42:3
THUS has God, the Almighty, the Wise, revealed [the truth] unto thee, [O Muhammad,] and
unto those who preceded thee:2 (42:4) His is all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth; and
most exalted, tremendous is He.
42:5

The uppermost heavens are well-nigh rent asunder [for awe of Him]; and the angels extol their
Sustainer's limitless glory and praise, and ask forgiveness for all who are on earth.3
Oh, verily, God alone is truly-forgiving, a dispenser of grace!
42:6
NOW AS FOR those who take aught beside Him for their protectors - God watches them, and
thou art not responsible for their conduct. (42:7) [Thou art but entrusted with Our message:] and
so We have revealed unto thee a discourse in the Arabic tongue4 in order that thou mayest warn
the foremost of all cities and all who dwell around it5 - to wit, warn [them) of the Day of the
Gathering, [the coming of) which is beyond all doubt: [the Day when] some shall find
themselves in paradise, and some in the blazing flame.
1 See Appendix II.
2 I.e., the basic truths propounded in the Qur'anic revelation - some of
which are summarized in the
sequence - are the same as those revealed to all the earlier prophets.
3 I.e., all human beings (as indicated by the relative pronoun man, which
always refers to beings endowed
with conscious intelligence). The implication is that whereas all humans
- whether believers or
unbelievers - are liable to err and to sin, God "is full of forgiveness
unto men despite all their
evildoing" (13:6). See also the first sentence of 10:11 and the
corresponding note 17.
4 Cf; 14:4 - "never have We sent forth any apostle otherwise than [with a
message] in his own people's
tongue": see also note 72 on the first sentence of 13:37.
5 I.e., all mankind (Tabari, Baghawi, Razi). As regards the designation of
Mecca as "the foremost of all
cities", see note 75 on the identical phrase in 6:92.

42:8
Now had God so willed, He could surely have made them all one single community:6 none the
less, He admits unto His grace him that wills [to be admitted]7 whereas the evildoers shall have
none to protect them and none to succour them [on Judgment Day].
42:9
Did they, perchance, [think that they could) choose protectors other than Him? But God alone is
the Protector [of all that exists], since it is He alone who brings the dead to life, and He alone
who has the power to will anything.
42:10

AND ON WHATEVER you may differ, [O believers,] the verdict thereon rests with God.8
[Say, therefore:] "Such is God, my Sustainer: in Him have I placed my trust, and unto Him do I
always turn!" (42:11) The Originator [is He] of the heavens and the earth. He has given you
mates of your own kind9 - just as [He has willed that] among the beasts [there be] mates - to
multiply you thereby: [but) there is nothing like unto Him, and He alone is all-hearing, allseeing.10
6 The implication being, "but He has not willed it": see second paragraph
of 5:48 and the corresponding
notes 66 and 67; 16:93 and note 116; also note 29 on 10:19.
7 Or: "He admits whomever He wills unto His grace" - similar to the double
meaning inherent in the
oft-recurring phrase, Allahu yahdi man yasha'u wa-yudillu man yasha'u,
which can be understood either
as "God guides whomever He wills and lets go astray whomever He wills",
or, alternatively, as "God
guides him that wills [to be guided] and let go astray him that wills [to
go astray]". See, in
particular, Zamakhshari's elaborate comment on this problem quoted in
note 4 on the second half
of 14:4.
8 This, connecting with the first sentence of verse 8 above, evidently
relates to problems of faith
and religious law (Baghawi, Zamakhshari). The above verse has provided
some of the great exponents
of Islamic Law - Ibn Hazm among them - with one of the main arguments
against the acceptance of
deductions by analogy (qiyas) as a means to "establish" points of
religious law not formulated as
such in the nass - i.e., the self-evident (zahir) wording of the Qur'an
and, by obvious implication,
of the Prophet's commandments. This, as Razi points out, is the meaning
of the phrase "on whatever you
may differ, the verdict (hukm) thereon rests with God". (See in this
connection note 120 on 5:101; also
the section on "The Scope of Islamic Law" in my State and Government,
pp.11-15.)
9 See note 81 on 16:72.
10 The preceding allusion to the God-willed function of sex and, hence, to
the polarity and multiplicity
evident in all animated nature - man and animal alike - is meant to
stress the above statement of the
oneness and absolute uniqueness of God. The phrase "there is nothing like
unto Him" implies that He
is fundamentally - and not merely in His attributes - "different" from
anything that exists or could
exist, or anything that man can conceive or imagine or define (see note
88 on 6:100); and since "there
is nothing that could be compared with Him" (112:4), even the "how" of
His being "different" from

everything else is beyond the categories of human thought.

42:12
His are the keys of the heavens and the earth: He grants abundant sustenance, or gives it in scant
measure, unto whomever He wills: for, behold, He has full knowledge of everything.11 (42:13) In
matters of faith,12 He has ordained for you that which He had enjoined upon Noah - and into
which We gave thee [O Muhammad] insight through revelation13 - as well as that which We had
enjoined upon Abraham, and Moses, and Jesus: Steadfastly uphold the [true] faith, and do not
break up your unity therein.14
[And even though] that [unity of faith] to which thou callest them appears oppressive to those
who are wont to ascnbe to other beings or forces a share in His divinity, God draws unto Himself
everyone who is willing, and guides unto Himself everyone who turns unto Him.
42:14
And [as for the followers of earlier revelation,] they broke up their unity, out of mutual jealousy,
only after they had come to know [the truth].15 And had it not been for a decree that had already
gone forth from thy Sustainer, [postponing all decision] until a term set [by Him], all would
indeed have been decided between them (from the outset].16 As it is, behold, they who have
inherited their divine writ from those who preceded them17 are [now] in grave doubt, amounting
to suspicion, about what it portends.18
11 I.e., He knows not only what every human being "deserves", but also what
is intrinsically - though not
always perceptibly - good and necessary in the context of His plan of
creation. Moreover, all that exists
belongs to Him alone, and man is allowed no more than the usufruct of
what is commonly regarded
as "property".
12 See first paragraph of note 249 on 2:256. Since, as the sequence shows,
the term din cannot apply
in this context to "religion" in its widest connotation, including
religious laws - which, by their
very nature, have been different in each successive dispensation (cf.
note 66 on 5:48) - it obviously
denotes here only the ethical and spiritual contents of religion, i.e.,
"faith" in its most general
sense. With this verse, the discourse returns to the theme sounded at the
beginning of this surah,
namely, the unchanging sameness of the spiritual and moral principles
underlying all revealed religions.
13 Lit., "which We have revealed unto thee", implying that it was only
through revelation that the
Prophet Muhammad came to know "that which God had enjoined upon Noah".
14 Cf. 3:19 - "the only [true) religion in the sight of God is [man's)
self-surrender unto Him";

and 3:85 - "if one goes in search of a religion other than self-surrender
unto God, it will never
be accepted from him". Parallel with this principle, enunciated by all of
God's apostles, is the
categorical statement in 21:92 and 23:52 - "Verily, [O you who believe in
Me,] this cbmmunity of
yours is one single community, since I am the Sustainer of you all". Most
of the great commentators
(e.g., Zamakhshari, Razi, Ibn Kathir) understand this as an unequivocal
reference to the ecumenical
unity of all religions based on belief in the One God, notwithstanding
all the differences with
regard to "the [specific] statutes and practices enjoined for the benefit
of the various communities
in accordance with their [time-bound] conditions ('ala hasab ahwaliha)",
as expressed by Zamakhshari
in his comments on the verse under discussion.
15 Lit., "they did not break up their unity until after knowledge had come
to them" - i.e., the knowledge
that God is one, and that the teachings of all of His prophets were
essentially the same. Cf. 2:213
and, more explicitly, 23:53, which comes immediately after the statement
that "this community of yours
is one single community" (see also note 30 on 23:53).
16 For an explanation of this passage, see note 29 on 10:19.
17 Lit., "who have become heirs to the divine writ after them": obviously
referring to the Bible and
its followers in later times.
18 Lit., "about it" - i.e., in doubt as to whether the relevant scripture
has really been revealed
by God, and, ultimately, as to whether there is any truth in the concept
of "divine revelation" as such.

42:15
Because of this, then,19 summon [all mankind), and pursue the right course, as thou hast been
bidden [by God]; and do not follow their likes and dislikes, but say:
"I believe in whatever revelation God has bestowed from on high; and I am bidden to bring about
equity in your mutual views.20 God is our Sustainer as well as your Sustainer. To us shall be
accounted our deeds, and to you, your deeds. Let there be no contention between us and you:
God will bring us all together - for with Him is all journeys' end."
42:16
And as for those who would [still] argue about God21 after He has been acknowledged [by them]
- all their arguments are null and void in their Sustainer's sight, and upon them will fall [His]
condemnation, and for them is suffering severe in store: (42:17) [for] it is God [Himself] who

has bestowed revelation from on high, setting forth the truth, and [thus given man] a balance
[wherewith to weigh right and wrong].22
And for all thou knowest, the Last Hour may well be near!
42:18
Those who do not believe in it [mockingly] ask for its speedy advent23 - whereas those who have
attained to faith stand in awe of it, and know it to be the truth.
Oh, verily, they who call the Last Hour in question have indeed gone far astray!
19 I.e., because of this breach of the original unity of men's faith in the
One God.
20 Lit., "between you" - i.e., "to induce you to be more tolerant of one
another": evidently an allusion
to the bitterness which stands in the way of an understanding between the
various sects and schools of
thought in all revealed religions.
21 I.e., about His attributes and the "how" of His Being, all of which is
beyond the grasp of the human mind.
22 The above two interpolations are based on 57:25, where the idea
underlying this verse has been stated
clearly. The implication is that since God Himself has given man, through
successive revelations, a
standard whereby to discern between right and wrong, it is presumptuous
and futile to argue about the
nature of His Being and His ultimate judgment: hence the reference, in
the second half of this and the
next verse, to the Last Hour and, thus, the Day of Judgment.
23 This is not merely a reference to the sarcastic demand of Muhammad's
opponents (mentioned several times
in the Qur'an) to bring about their "speedy chastisement" in proof of his
being God's message-bearer,
but also an oblique allusion to unbelievers of all times who, without
having any "proof" either way,
categorically reject the idea of resurrection and judgment.

42:19
GOD is most kind unto His creatures: He provides sustenance for whomever He wills - for He
alone is powerful, almighty! (42:20) To him who desires a harvest in the life to come, We shall
grant an increase in his harvest; whereas to him who desires [but] a harvest in this world, We
[may] give something thereof - but he will have no share in [the blessings of] the life to come.24
42:21

Is it that they [who care for no more than this world] believe in forces supposed to have a share
in God's divinity,~ which enjoin upon them as a moral law something that God has never
allowed?26
Now were it not for [God's) decree dn the final judgment,27 all would indeed have been decided
between them [in this world]:27 but, verily, grievous suffering awaits the evildoers [in the life to
come].
42:22
[In that life to come,] thou wilt see the evildoers full of fear at [the thought of] what they have
earned: for [now] it is bound to fall back upon them.
And in the flowering meadows of the gardens [of paradise thou wilt see] those who have attained
to faith and done righteous deeds: all that they might desire shall they have with their Sustainer:
[and] this, this is the great bounty - (42:23) that [bounty] whereof God gives the glad tiding to
such of His servants as attain to faith and do righteous deeds.
Say [O Prophet]: "No reward do I ask of you for this [message] other than [that you should) love
your fellow-men."29
For, if anyone gains [ihe merit of] a good deed, We shall grant him through it an increase of
good: and, verily, God is much-forgiving, ever responsive to gratitude.
24 I.e., whereas those who live righteously and turn their endeavours
towards spiritual ends are sure
to receive in the hereafter more than they are hoping for, those who
strive exclusively after worldly
rewards may - but not necessarily will - achieve something, and not
necessarily all, of their aims,
without having any reason to expect "a share in the blessings" that await
the righteous in the hereafter.
25 Lit., "Is it that they have partners [of God]" - i.e., "do they believe
that circumstantial phenomena
like wealth, power, 'luck', etc.., have something divine about them?" the implication being that
belief in such "forces" is usually at the root of men's pursuance of
exclusively worldly ends.
(For my above explanatory rendering of the term shuraka' - lit.,
"partners" or "associates" [of God] see note 15 on 6:22.)
26 I.e., which cause them to abandon themselves with an almost religious
fervour to something of which
God disapproves - namely, the striving after purely materialistic goals
and a corresponding disregard
of all spiritual and ethical values. For my rendering of din, in this
context, as "moral law", see
note 3 on 109:6.

27 Lit., "word of decision"; i.e., that His final judgment shall be
postponed until the Day of
Resurrection (see next note).
28 I.e., God would have made a clear-cut distinction, in this world,
between those who look forward
to the hereafter and those who care for no more than worldly success, by
granting unlimited happiness
to the former and causing the latter to suffer: but since it is only in
the hereafter that man's
life is to be truly fulfilled, God has willed to postpone this
distinction until then.

42:24
DO THEY, perchance, say, "[Muhammad] has attributed his own lying inventions to God"?
But then, had God so willed, He could have sealed thy heart [forever]: for God blots out all
falsehood, and by His words proves the truth to be true.30
Verily, He has full knowledge of what is in the hearts [of men]; (42:25) and it is He who accepts
repentance from His servants, and pardons bad deeds, and knows all that you do, (42:26) and
responds unto all who attain to faith and do righteous deeds; and [it is He who, in the life to
come,] will give them, out of His bounty, far more [than they will have deserved], whereas for
the deniers of the truth there is [but] suffering severe in store.
42:27
For, if God were to grant [in this world) abundant sustenance to [all of] His servants, they would
behave on earth with wanton insolence:31 but as it is, He bestows [His grace] from on high in due
measure, as He wills: for, verily, He is fully aware of [the needs of] His creatures, and sees them
all.
42:28
And it is He who sends down rain after [men] have lost all hope, and unfolds His grace
[thereby]:32 for He alone is [their] Protector, the One to whom all praise is due.
29 Lit., "love for those who are near (al-qurba)". Some commentators take
this to mean "those who are near
to me", i.e., Muhammad's kinsfolk: but quite apart from the objection
that such a "personal" demand
would conflict with the preceding assurance, "No reward do I ask of you",
the deliberate ommission of
any possessive pronoun in respect of the term al-qurba indicates that it
is not limited to aay personal
relationship but, rather, alludes to a relationship common to all human
beings: namely, the fellowship
of man - a concept which implies the fundamental ethical postulate to
care for one another's material
and spiritual welfare.

30 See note 103 on 10:82.
31 This passage connects with, and elucidates, the statement in the
preceding verse that God "responds
unto all who attain to faith and do righteous deeds" - a statement which,
at first glance, seems to be
contrary to the fact that whereas many wrongdoers prosper and are happy,
many righteous people suffer
hurt and deprivation. In reply to this objection, the above verse points
elliptically to man's innate
"greed for mere and more" (see 102:1), which often causes him to become
"grossly overweening whenever
he believes himself to be self-sufficient" (96:6). To counteract this
tendency, the Qur'an stresses
again and again that God's "response" to the righteous - as well as to
wrongdoers - will become fully
evident only in the life to come, and not necessarily in this world,
which, after all, is only the
first, short stage of man's existence.
32 This reference to the symbol of life-giving rain connects with
preceding statement that "He bestows
[His grace] in due measure, as He wills", and is a preamble, as
to the statement in the next
verse that all creation is but a visible "sign" or "revelation"
existence and purposeful
activity, as well as of the God-willed continuation of all life
hereafter.

the
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of God's
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42:29
And among His signs is the [very] creation of the heavens and the earth, and of all the living
creatures which He has caused to multiply throughout them:33 and [since He has created them,]
He has [also] the power to gather them [unto Himself] whenever He wills.
42:30
Now whatever calamity may befall you [on Judgment Day] will be an outcome of what your own
hands have wrought,34 although He pardons much; (42:31) and you cannot elude Him on earth,
and you will have none to protect you from God [in the life to come], and none to bring you
succour.
42:32
And among His signs35 are the ships that sail like [floating] mountains through the seas: (42:33)
if He so wills, He stills the wind, and then they lie motionless on the sea's surface [and] herein,
behold, there are messages indeed for all who are wholly patient in adversity and deeply grateful
[to God]; (42:34) or else He may cause them to perish because of what they have wrought;36 and
[withal,] He pardons much.
42:35

And let them know, those who call Our messages in question,37 that for them there is no escape.
42:36
AND [remember that] whatever you are given [now] is but for the [passing] enjoyment of life in
this world - whereas that which is with God is far better and more enduring.
[It shall be given] to all who attain to faith and in their Sustainer place their trust; (42:37) and
who shun the more heinous sins and abominations; and who, whenever they are moved to anger,
readily forgive; (42:38) and who respond to [the call of] their Sustainer and are constant in
prayer; and whose rule [in all matters of common concern] is consultation among themselves;38
and who spend on others out of what We provide for them as sustenance;39 (42:39) and who,
whenever tyranny afflicts them, defend themselves.
33 Lit., "in both". In the Qur'an, the expression "the heavens and the
earth" invariably denotes the
universe in its entirety.
34 This oft-recurring phrase is a Qur'anic metonym for man's doings and
conscious attitudes in this world,
meant to bring out the fact that these doings or attitudes are the
"harvest" of a person's spiritual
character and have, therefore, a definite influence on the quality of his
life in the hereafter. Since
the latter is but an organic continuation of earthly life, man's
subsequent spiritual growth and bliss
or, alternatively, spiritual darkness and suffering - symbolically
circumscribed as God's "reward" and
"chastisement" or "paradise" and "hell" - depend on, and are a result of,
what one has previously
"earned".
35 As is evident from the sequence, in this instance the term ayah (lit.,
"sign" or "[divine] message")
is used in the sense of "parable". (See next note.)
36 I.e., because of the evil which they have committed. The above passage
is, I believe, a parabolical
allusion to the three possible alternatives in the life to come:
spiritual progress and happiness
(symbolized by ships that sail freely through the sea); spiritual
stagnancy (ships that lie motionless
on the sea's surface); and spiritual disaster and suffering (summarized
in the concept of perdition).
The second of these three alternatives seems to point to the condition of
those 'ala 'l-a'raf spoken
of in 7:46 f. and explained in the corresponding note 37.
37 For this rendering of yujadilun, see note 25 on 40:35.
38 This particular qualification of true believers - regarded by the
Prophet's Companions as so important
that they always referred to this surah by the key-word "consultation"
(shara) - has a double import:

firstly, it is meant to remind all followers of the Qur'an that they must
remain united within one
single community (ummah); and, secondly, it lays down the principle that
all their communal business
must be transacted in mutual consultation. (For the political
implications of this principle, see
State and Government, pp.44 ff.).
39 See note 4 on 2:3. Following as it does immediately upon the call to
communal unity and consultation,
the "spending on others" bears here the general connotation of social
justice.

42:40
But [remember that an attempt at] requiting evil may, too, become an evil:40 hence, whoever
pardons [his foe] and makes peace, his reward rests with God - for, verily, He does not love
evildoers.41 (42:41) Yet indeed, as for any who defend themselves after having been wronged no blame whatever attaches to them: (42:42) blame attaches but to those who oppress [other]
people and behave outrageously on earth, offending against all right: for them there is grievous
suffering in store!
42:43
But withal, if one is patient in adversity and forgives - this, behold, is indeed something to set
one's heart upon!42
42:44
AND [thus it is:] he whom God lets go astray43 has henceforth no protector whatever: and so
thou wilt see such evildoers44 [on Judgment Day, and wilt hear how] they exclaim as soon as
they behold the suffering [that awaits them], "Is there any way of return?"45
40 Lit., "is [or "may be"] an evil like it". In other words, successful
struggle against tyranny (which
latter is the meaning of the noun baghy in the last sentence of the
preceding verse) often tends to
degenerate into a similarly tyrannical attitude towards the erstwhile
oppressors, Hence, most of the
classical commentators (e.g., Baghawi, Zamakhshari, Razi, Baydawi) stress
the absolute prohibition
of "going beyond what is right" (i'tida') when defending oneself against
tyranny and oppression.
(Cf. the passage relating to fighting against "those who wage war again
you" in 2:190 ff.)
41 I.e., in this context, such as succumb to the temptation of indulging in
undue acts of reveng against
their former oppressors.
42 Cf. 41:34-35, as well as note 44 on 13:22.

43 See note 4 on 14:4.
44 Although this is primarily a reference to "those who oppress [other]
people and behave outrageously
on earth, offending against all right" (verse 42 above), the meaning of
the term is general, applying
to all kinds of deliberate evildoers.
45 I.e., a "second chance" on earth: cf. 6:27-28.

42:45
And thou wilt see them exposed to that [doom], humbling themselves in abasement, looking
[around] with a furtive glance - the while those who had attained to faith will say, "Verily, lost
on [this] Day of Resurrection are they who have squandered their own and their followers'
selves!" 46
Oh, verily, the evildoers will fall into long-lasting suffering, (42:46) and will have no protector
whatever to succour them against God: for he whom God lets go astray shall find no way [of
escape].
42:47
[Hence, O men,] respond to your Sustainer before there comes, at God's behest,47 a Day on
which there will be no turning back: [for] on that Day you will have no place of refuge, and
neither will you be able to deny aught [of the wrong that you have done].
42:48
BUT IF they turn away [from thee, O Prophet, know that] We have not sent thee to be their
keeper: thou art not bound to do more than deliver the message [entrusted to thee].
And, behold, [such as turn away from Our messages are but impelled by the weakness and
inconstancy of human nature:48 thus,] when We give man a taste of Our grace, he is prone to
exult in it;49 but if misfortune befalls [any of] them in result of what their own hands have sent
forth, then, behold, man shows how bereft he is of all gratitude!50
46 The term ahl denotes primarily the "people" of one town, country or
family, as well as the "fellow-members"
of one race, religion, profession, etc. In its wider, ideological sense
it is applied to people who
have certain characteristics in common, e.g., ahl al-'ilm ("people of
knowledge", i.e., scholars),
or who follow one and the same persuasion or belief, e.g., ahl al-kitab
("the followers of [earlier]
revelation"), ahl al-Qur'an ("the followers of the Qur'an"), and so
forth. Since, as has been pointed
out in note 44, the above passage refers primarily - though not
exclusively - to the tyrants and oppressors

spoken of in verse 42, the term ahluhum evidently connotes "their
followers". Thus, the above sentence
implies that every kind of evildoing (zulm), and particularly the
oppression of others, inevitably
results in a spiritual injury to, and ultimately the self-destruction of,
its perpetrators and/or
their followers.
47 Lit., "from God".
48 This interpolation - necessary for a proper understanding of the context
- is based on Razi's convincing
explanation of how this passage connects with the preceding one. Man is,
as a rule, absorbed in a pursuit
of material goods and comforts, the achievement of which he identifies
with "happiness"; hence, he pays
but scant attention to spiritual aims and values, and the more so if he
is called upon to abandon his
selfish pursuits in favour of the - to him as yet hypothetical - life in
the hereafter.
49 I.e., when God bestows on him a measure of material benefits, man tends
to exult in this "success"
as such, attributing it exclusively to his own ability and cleverness
(cf. the first sentence of 41:50).
50 I.e., instead of remembering his past happiness with gratitude,
the very existence of God
in question, arguing that if God did really exist, He "could not
have permitted" so much
misfortune and unhappiness to prevail in the world: a fallacious
inasmuch as it does not
take the reality of the hereafter into account and is, moreover,
a concept of God in terms
of purely human feelings and expectations.

he calls
possibly
argument
based on

42:49
God's alone is the dominion over the heavens and the earth. He creates whatever He wills: He
bestows the gift of female offspring on whomever He wills, and the gift of male offspring on
whomever He wills; (42:50) or He gives both male and female [to whomever He wills], and
causes to be barren whomever He wills: for, verily, He is all-knowing, infinite in His power.51
42:51
And it is not given to mortal man that God should speak unto him otherwise than through
sudden52 inspiration, or [by a voice, as it were,] from behind a veil, or by sending an apostle to
reveal, by His leave, whatever He wills [to reveal]:53 for, verily, He is exalted, wise.
42:52
And thus, too,54 [O Muhammad,] have We revealed unto thee a life-giving message,55 [coming]
at Our behest. [Ere this message came unto thee,] thou didst not know what revelation is, nor

what faith [implies]:56 but [now] We have caused this [message] to be a light, whereby We guide
whom We will of Our servants, and, verily, [on the strength thereof] thou, too, shalt guide [men]
onto the straight way - (42:53) the way that leads to God, to whom all that is in the heavens and
all that is on earth belongs.
Oh, verily, with God is the beginning and the end of all things!57
51 The purport of this passage is a re-affirmation of the fact that
whatever happens to man is an outcome
of God's unfathomable will: a fact which is illustrated in the sequence
by the most common, recurrent
phenomenon in man's life - the unpredictability of male or female births,
as well as of barrenness:
and so, too, God's bestowal of worldly happiness and unhappiness cannot
be measured or predicted in
terms of what man may regard as his "due".
52 This is the primary meaning of wahy, a term which combines the concepts
of suddenness and inner
illumination (Raghib); in the usage of the Qur'an, it is often, though by
no means always, synonymous
with "revelation". - The above passage connects with the first paragraph
of verse 48, which speaks
of the divine message entrusted to the Prophet.
53 Cf. 53:10.
54 I.e., in all the three ways mentioned in the preceding verse.
55 The term ruh (lit,, "spirit" or "soul") has in the Qur'an often the
meaning of "divine inspiration"
(see surah 16, note 2). In the present context, it evidently denotes the
contents of the divine
inspiration bestowed on the Prophet Muhammad, i.e., the Qur'an (Tabari,
Zamakhshari, Razi, Ibn Kathir),
which is meant to lead man to a more intensive spiritual life: hence my
above rendering.
56 I.e., that the very concept of "faith" implies man's complete selfsurrender (islam) to God.
57 Lit., "unto God do all things (al-umur) pursue their course": i.e., all
things go back to Him as
their source, and from His will depends the course which they take
(Baydawi).

The Forty-Third Surah
Zukhruf (Gold)
Mecca Period

DERIVING its title from the incidental mention of the word zukhruf in verse 35, this surah is
almost entirely devoted to the principle that to attribute divinity, in whatever form, to anyone or

anything but God is not only spiritually destructive but also logically inadmissible. Furthermore,
stress is laid on the fact that all such spiritual aberration is, as a rule, due to people's blind
adherence to what they regard as the faith of their forebears: "Behold, we found our forefathers
agreed on what to believe - and, verily, it is in their footsteps that we find our guidance" (verse
22 and, in a slightly modified form, verse 23).
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
43:1
Ha. Mim1
CONSIDER this divine writ, clear in itself and clearly showing the truth:2 (43:3) behold, We
have caused it to be a discourse in the Arabic tongue, so that you might encompass it with your
reason.3 (43:4) And, verily, [originating as it does] in the source, with Us, of all revelation,4 it is
indeed sublime, full of wisdom.
43:5
[O YOU who deny the truth!] Should We, perchance, withdraw this reminder from you
altogether, seeing that you are people bent on wasting your own selves?5
43:6
And how many a prophet did We send to people of olden times! (43:7) But never yet came a
prophet to them without their deriding him - (43:8) and so, [in the end,] We destroyed them
[even though they were] of greater might than these:6 and the [very] image of those people of old
became a thing of the past.
1 See Appendix II.
2 Regarding this rendering of the term mubin, see note 2 on 12:1.
3 See note 3 on 12:3.
4 Cf. last clause of 13:39 - "with Him ('indahu) is the source (umm) of all
revelation". The term umm
(lit., "mother") has often the idiomatic connotation of "origin" or
"source" (asi), and sometimes as in 3:7 - of "essence". In the present context, only the former meaning
is applicable. See also note
11 on the last verse of surah 85.
5 For this rendering of the term musrif, see note 21 on the last sentence
of 10:12. The above rhetorical
question answers itself, of course, in the negative - implying that God
never ceases to "remind" the sinner
through His revelations, and always accepts repentance.
6 I.e., than the people addressed in verse 5 above.

43:9
Yet thus it is (with most people]: if 7 thou ask them, "Who is it that has created the heavens and
the earth?" - they will surely answer, "The Almighty, the All-Knowing has created them."
(43:10) He it is who has made the earth a cradle for you, and has provided for you ways [of
livelihood] thereon,8 so that you might follow the right path.
43:11
And He it is who sends down, again and again,9 waters from the sky in due measure: and [as] We
raise therewith dead land to life, even thus will you be brought forth [from the dead]. (43:12)
And He it is who has created all opposites.10 And He [it is who] has provided for you all those
ships and animals whereon you ride, (43:13) in order that you might gain mastery over them,"
and that, whenever you have mastered them, you might remember your Sustainer's blessings and
say:
"Limitless in His glory is He who has made [all] this subservient to our use - since [but for Him,]
we would not have been able to attain to it. (43:14) Hence, verily, it is unto Him that we must
always turn."
43:15
AND YET,12 they attribute to Him offspring from among some of the beings created by Him!13
Verily, most obviously bereft of all gratitude is man!
7 See surah 30, note 45.
8 Cf. 20:53.
9 The grammatical form nazzala implies here recurrence: hence, "again and
again".
10 Lit., "all pairs". Some commentators regard the term azwaj as synonymous
in this context with
"kinds" (Baghawi, Zamakhsharl, Baydawi, Ibn Kathir): i.e., they take the
above phrase to mean no
more than that God created all kinds of things, beings and phenomena.
Others (e.g., Tabari) see in
it a reference to the polarity evident in all creation. Ibn 'Abbas (as
quoted by Razi) says that
it denotes the concept of opposites in general, like "sweet and sour, or
white and black, or male
and female"; to which Razi adds that everything in creation has its
complement, "like high and low,
right and left, front and back, past and future, being and attribute",
etc., whereas God - and He
alone - is unique, without anything that could be termed "opposite" or
"similar" or "complementary".
Hence, the above sentence is an echo of the statement that "there is
nothing that could be compared

with Him" (112:4).
11 Lit., "over its backs" i.e., according to all classical commentators,
the "backs" of the above-mentioned
animals and ships alike, the singular form of the pronoun ("its")
relating to the collective entity
comprised in the concept of "all whereon you ride" (ma tarkabun): in
other words, "all that you use or
may use by way of transport". As regards my rendering of li-tasta'u as so
that you might gain mastery",
I should like to point out that the verb istawa (lit., "he established
himself") has often the connotation
adopted by me: see Jawhari, Raghib and Lisan al-'Arab, art. sawa; also
Lane IV, 1478.
12 I.e., despite the fact that most people readily admit that God has
created all that exists (verse 9
above), some of them tend to forget His uniqueness.
13 Lit., "attribute to Him a part out of fsome of] His creatures ('ibad)":
cf. 6:100 and the corresponding
notes. The noun juz (lit., "part") evidently denotes here "a part of
Himself", as implied in the concept
of "offspring"; hence my rendering. If, on the other hand, juz is
understood in its literal sense, the
above sentence could have (as Razi assumes) a more general meaning,
namely, "they attribute a part of
His divinity to some of the beings created by Him". However, in view of
the sequence, which clearly
refers to the blasphemous attribution of "offspring" to God, my rendering
seems to be preferable.

43:16
Or [do you think], perchance, that out of all His creation He has chosen for Himself daughters,
and favoured you with sons?14 (43:17) For [thus it is:] if any of them is given the glad tiding of
[the birth of] what he so readily attributes to the Most Gracious,15 his face darkens, and he is
filled with suppressed anger: (43:18) "What! [Am I to have a daughter -] one who is to be reared
[only] for the sake of ornament?"16 - and thereupon he finds himself torn by a vague inner
conflict.17
43:19
And [yet] they claim that the angels - who in themselves are but beings created by the Most
Gracious18 - are females: [but] did they witness their creation?
This false claim of theirs19 will be recorded, and they will be called to account [for it on
Judgment Day]!
43:20
Yet they say, "Had [not] the Most Gracious so willed, we would never have worshipped them!"

[But] they cannot have any knowledge of [His having willed] such a thing: they do nothing but
guess 20 (43:21) Or have We, perchance, vouchsafed them, before this one, a revelation [to the
contrary,] to which they are still holding fast?21
43:22
Nay, but they say, "Behold, We found our forefathers agreed on what to believe - and, verily, it
is in their footsteps that we find our guidance!"
14 It should be remembered that the people thus addressed were the pagan
Arabs, who believed that
some of their goddesses, as well as the angels, were "God's daughters".
In view of the fact that
those pre-Islamic Arabs regarded daughters as a mere liability and their
birth as a disgrace, this
verse is obviously ironical. (Cf. in this connection 16:57-59.)
15 Lit., "what he postulates as a likeness of [or "as likely for"] the Most
Gracious": i.e., female
offspring, which implies a natural "likeness" to its progenitor.
16 I.e., one who, from the viewpoint of the pre-Islamic Arabs, would have
no function other than
"embellishing" a man's life.
17 Lit., "he finds himself in an invisible (ghayr mubin) conflict" - i.e.,
an inner conflict which he
does not quite admit to his consciousness: Cf. 16:59 - "[he debates
within himself:] Shall he keep
this child despite the contempt [which he feels for it] - or shall he
bury it in the dust?"
(See also, in particular, the corresponding note 66.)
18 Or: "who are but worshippers [or "creatures"] ('ibad) of the Most
Gracious" - in either case stressing
their having been created and, hence, not being divine.
19 Lit., "their testimony", i.e., regarding the "sex" of the angels, who
are spiritual in nature (Razi)
and, therefore, sexless.
20 I.e., they cannot have any "knowledge" of something that is devoid of
all reality - because, far from
having "willed" their sin, God had left it to their free will to make a
moral choice between right
and wrong. (See in this connection surah 6, note 143.)
21 I.e., a revelation which would allow man to worship other beings beside
God, or to attribute
"offspring" to Him: a rhetorical question implying its own negation.

43:23

And thus it is: whenever We sent, before thy time, a warner to any community, those of its
people who had lost themselves entirely in the pursuit of pleasures22 would always say, "Behold,
we found our forefathers agreed on what to believe - and, verily, it is but in their footsteps that
we follow!"22
43:24
[Whereupon each prophet) would say,24 "Why, even though I bring you a guidance better than
that which you found your forefathers believing in?" - [to which] the others would reply,
"Behold, we deny that there is any truth in [what you claim to be) your messages!"
43:25
And so We inflicted Our retribution on them: and behold what happened in the end to those who
gave the lie to the truth!
43:26
AND WHEN Abraham spoke to his father and his people, [he had this very truth in mind:25]
"Verily, far be it from me to worship what you worship! (43:27) None [do I worship] but Him
who has brought me into being: and, behold, it is He who will guide me!" (43:28) And he uttered
this as a word destined to endure among those who would come after him, so that they might
[always] return [to it].
43:29
Now [as for those who did come after him,] I allowed them - as [I had allowed) their forebears to enjoy their lives freely until the truth should come unto them through an apostle who would
make all things clear:26 (43:30) but now that the truth has come to them, they say, "All this is
mere spellbinding 27 eloquence - and, behold, we deny that there is any truth in it!"
22 For this rendering of the term mutraf (derived from the verb tarafa),
see note 147 on 11:116.
23 Commenting on this passage, Razi says: "Had there been in the Qur'an
nothing but these verses, they
would have sufficed to show the falsity of the principle postulating [a
Muslim's] blind, unquestioning
adoption of [another person's] religious opinions (ibtal al-qawl bi'ttaqlid): for, God has made it
clear [in these verses] that those deniers of the truth had not arrived
at their convictions by way
of reason, and neither on the clear authority of a revealed text, but
solely by blindly adopting the
opinions of their forebears and predecessors; and all this God has
mentioned in terms of blame and
sharp disparagement."
24 Whereas in some of the readings of the Qur'an the opening word of this
verse is vocalized as an

imperative, qul ("say"), the reading of Hafs ibn Sulayman al-Asadi - on
which this translation is
based - gives the pronounciation qala ("lie said" or, since it is a
repeated occurrence, "he would
say").
25 Namely, the inadmissibility of blindly accepting the religious views
sanctioned by mere ancestral
tradition and thus prevalent in one's environment, and regarding them as
valid even though they may
conflict with one's reason andlor divine revelation. Abraham's search
after truth is mentioned
several times in the Qur'an, and particularly in 6:74 if. and 21:51 ff.
26 I.e., God did not impose on them any moral obligations before making the
meaning of right and
wrong clear to them through a revealed message. Primarily, this is an
allusion to the pagan
contemporaries of the Prophet, and to the prosperity which they had been
allowed to enjoy for
a long time (cf. 21:44); in its wider sense, however, this passage
implies that God would never
call people to task for any wrong they may have done so long as they have
not been clearly shown
how to discriminate between good and evil (cf. 6:131-132).
27 See note 12 on 74:24, where this connotation of sihr appears for the
first time in the course of
Qur'anic revelation.

43:31
And they say, too, "Why was not this Qur'an bestowed from on high on some great man of the
two cities?"28 (43:32) But is it they who distribute thy Sustainer's grace?
[Nay, as] it is We who distribute their means of livelihood among them in the life of this world,
and raise some of them by degrees above others, to the end that they might avail themselves of
one another's help - [so, too, it is We who bestow gifts of the spirit upon whomever We will]:
and this thy Sustainer's grace is better than all [the worldly wealth] that they may amass.
43:33
And were it not that [with the prospect of boundless riches before them] all people would
become one [evil] community,29 We might indeed have provided for those who [now] deny the
Most Gracious roofs of silver for their houses, and [silver] stairways whereon to ascend, (43:34)
and [silver] doors for their houses, and [silver] couches whereon to recline, (43:35) and gold
[beyond count]... 30
Yet all this would have been nothing but a [brief] enjoyment of life in this world - whereas
[happiness in] the life to come awaits the God-conscious with thy Sustainer.
43:36

But as for anyone who chooses to remain blind to the remembrance of the Most Gracious, to him
We assign an [enduring] evil impulse, to become his other self:31 (43:37) whereupon, behold,
these [evil impulses] bar all such from the path [of truth], making them think that they are guided
aright!
43:38
But in the end,32 when he [who has thus sinned] appears before us [on Judgment Day], he will
say [to his other self], "Would that between me and thee there had been the distance of east and
west!"33 - for, evil indeed [has proved] that other self! (43:39) On that Day it will not profit you
in the least [to know] that, since you have sinned [together], you are now to share your suffering
[as well].34
28 I.e., Mecca and Ta'if - implying that if it were really a divine
revelation it would have been bestowed
on a person of "great standing", and not on Muhammad, who had neither
wealth nor a position of eminence
in his native city.
29 Since "man has been created weak" (4:28), it is almost a "law of nature"
that whenever he is exposed
to the prospect of great wealth he is liable to lose sight of all
spiritual and moral considerations,
and to become utterly selfish, greedy and ruthless.
30 The primary meaning of the noun zukhruf is "gold"; its application to
"ornaments" or (as in 10:24)
to "artful adornment" is only secondary (Taj al-'Arus).
31 Lit., "to him We assign a satan, and he becomes his other self (qarin)":
see note 24 on 41:25.
For the psychological connotation of the term shaytan as "evil impulse",
see first half of note 16
on 15:17 as well as note 31 on 14:22.
32 Lit., "until".
33 Thus do most of the commentators interpret the above phrase which,
literally, reads "the two easts"
(al-mashriqayn). This interpretation is based on the idiomatic usage, not
infrequent in classical Arabic,
of referring to two opposites - or two conceptually connected entities by giving them the designation
of one of them in the dual form: e.g., "the two moons", denoting "sun and
moon"; "the two Basrahs", i.e.,
Kufah and Basrah; and so forth.
34 I.e., "you will not be consoled, as would have been the case in earthly
suffering, by the knowledge
that you are not to suffer alone" (Zamakhshari, Razi, Baydawi). Since
this address is formulated in
the plural and not in the dual, it evidently relates to all sinners who,
in their lifetime, were impelled

by their own evil impulses - their "other selves", as it were - to
"remain blind to the remembrance of
God". In its wider meaning, the above verse implies that all evil deeds,
whenever and wherever committed,
are but links of one chain, one evil ineluctably leading to another: cf.
14:49 - "on that Day thou wilt
see those who were lost in sin linked together (muqarranin) in fetters" a phrase which has been
explained in my corresponding note 64. It is noteworthy that the
participle muqarran is derived from
the same verbal root (qarana) as the term qarin (rendered by me in verses
36 and 38 of this surah and
in 41:25 as "other self"): and this, I believe, is a further indication,
alluded to in the present
verse, to the "togetherness" of all evil deeds.

43:40
CANST THOU, perchance, [O Muhammad,] make the deaf hear, or show the right way to the
blind or to such as are obviously lost in error?35 (43:41) But whether We do [or do not] take thee
away [ere thy message prevails] - verily, We shall inflict Our retribution on them; (43:42) and
whether We show thee [or do not show thee in this world] the fulfilment of what We have
promised them - verily, We have full power over them!
43:43
So hold fast to all that has been revealed to thee: for, behold, thou art on a straight way; (43:44)
and, verily, this [revelation] shall indeed become [a source of] eminence for thee and thy
people:36 but in time you all will be called to account [for what you have done with it].37
43:45
Yet [above all else,] ask any of Our apostles whom We sent forth before thy time38 whether We
have ever allowed that deities other than the Most Gracious be worshipped!
35 This rhetorical question implies a negative answer: cf. 35:22 - "thou
canst not make hear such
as are [deaf of heart like the dead] in the graves".
36 For the above rendering of dhikr as "[a source of] eminence", see first
half of note 13 on 21:10.
37 The meaning is that on the Day of Judgment all prophets will be asked,
metaphorically, as to what
response they received from their people (cf. 5:109), and those who
professed to follow them will be
called to account for the spiritual and social use they made - or did not
make - of the revelation
conveyed to them: and thus, the "eminence" promised to the followers of
Muhammad will depend on
their actual behaviour and not on their mere profession of faith.

38 I.e., "look into the earlier revelations and ask thyself"

43:46
THUS, INDEED,39 have We sent Moses with Our messages unto Pharaoh and his great ones;
and he said: "Behold, I am an apostle of the Sustainer of all the worlds!" (43:47) But as soon as
he came before them with Our [miraculous] signs,"' lo! they derided them, (43:48) although each
sign that We showed them was weightier than the preceding one: and [each time] We took them
to task through suffering, so that they might return [to Us].41
43:49
And [every time] they exclaimed: "O thou sorcerer! Pray for Us to thy Sustainer on the strength
of the covenant [of prophethood] which He has made with thee: for, verily, we shall now follow
the right way!" (43:50) But whenever We removed the suffering from them, lo! they would
break their word.
43:51
And Pharaoh issued a call to his people, saying: "O my people! Does not the dominion over
Egypt belong to me, since all these running waters flow at my feet? 42 Can you not, then, see [that
I am your lord supreme]? (43:52) Am I not better than this contemptible man who can hardly
make his meaning clear?43
43:53
"And then - why have no golden armlets been bestowed on him?44 - or why have no angels come
together with him?" (43:54) Thus he incited his people to levity, and they obeyed him: for,
behold, they were people depraved! (43:55) But when they continued to challenge Us, We
inflicted Our retribution on them, and drowned them all: (43:56) and so We made them a thing of
the past, and an example to those who would come after them.
39 I.e., in pursuance of the principle, referred to above, that it is not
permissible to worship anyone
or anything but God.
40 See note 94 on the last sentence of 6:109.
41 The concept of "returning" to God implies that the instinctive ability
to perceive His existence is
inherent in human nature as such, and that man's "turning away" from God
is only a consequence of
spiritual degeneration, and not an original tendency or predisposition:
cf. 7:172-173.- The "suffering"
('adhab) mentioned above relates to the plagues with which the
recalcitrant Egyptians were struck
(see 7:130 ff.).
42 Lit., "beneath me", i.e., "at my command": a reference to the imposing
irrigation system originating

in the Nile and controlled by royal power.
43 An allusion to the impediment in speech from which Moses suffered (cf.
20:27-28 and the corresponding
note 17), or perhaps to the contents of his message, which to Pharaoh
appeared unconvincing.
44 In ancient Egypt, golden armlets and necklaces were regarded as princely
insignia (cf. Genesis xli, 42),
or at least as evidence of high social dignity. This is apparently an
echo of the pagan objection
to Muhammad, mentioned in verse 31 above: "Why was not this Qur'an
bestowed from on high on some great
man of the two cities?" The same is the case with the subsequent
reference to the "absence of angels".

43:57 NOW WHENEVER [the nature of] the son of Mary is set forth as an example, [O
Muhammad,] lo! thy people raise an outcry on this score, (43:58) and say, "Which is better - our
deities or he?"45
[But] it is only in the spirit of dispute that they put this comparison before thee: yea, they are
contentious folk!45
43:59
[As for Jesus,] he was nothing but [a human being -] a servant [of Ours] whom We had graced
[with prophethood], and whom We made an example for the children of Israel. (43:60) And had
We so willed, [O you who worship angels,] We could indeed have made you into angels
succeeding one another on earth!47
43:61
AND, BEHOLD, this [divine writ] is indeed a means to know [that] the Last Hour [is bound to
come];48 hence, have no doubt whatever about it, but follow Me: this [alone] is a straight way.
(43:62) And let not Satan bar you [from it] - for, verily, he is your open foe!
43:63
NOW WHEN Jesus came [to his people] with all evidence of the truth, he said: "I have now
come unto you with wisdom,49 and to make clear unto you some of that on which you are at
variance:50 hence, be conscious of God, and pay heed unto me.
45 Objecting to the Qur'anic condemnation of their idolatrous worship of
angels - whom they describe
here as "our deities" - the pagan Quraysh pointed to the parallel
Christian worship of Jesus as "the
son of God", and even as "God incarnate", and argued more or less thus:
"The Qur'an states that Jesus
was purely human - and yet the Christians, whom the same Qur'an describes
as 'followers of earlier

revelation' (ahl al-kitab), consider him divine. Hence; are we not rather
justified in our worshipping
angels, who are certainly superior to a mere human being?" The fallacy
inherent in this "argument" is
disposed of in the sequence.
46 Since the Qur'an condemns explicitly, and in many places, the
deification of Jesus by the Christians,
this unwarranted deification cannot be used as an argument in favour of
the pagan worship of angels
and, thus, against the Qur'an: in the words of Zamakhshari, such an
argument amounts to "applying a
false analogy to a false proposition" (qiyas batil bi-batil).
47 Implying not only that Jesus was not a supernatural being, but that the
angels, too, are mere created
beings finite in their existence - as indicated by the phrase "succeeding
one another" - and,
therefore, utterly removed from the status of divinity (Baydawi).
48 Whereas most of the commentators regard the pronoun hu in innahu as
relating to Jesus and, consequently,
interpret the above phrase as "he is indeed a means to know [i.e., an
indication of the coming of] the
Last Hour", some authorities - e.g., Qatadah, Al-Hasan al-Basri and Sa'id
ibn Jubayr (all of them
quoted by Tabari, Baghawi and Ibn Kathir) - relate the pronoun to the
Qur'an, and understand the
phrase in the sense adopted in my rendering. The specific mention of the
Last Hour in the above context
is meant to stress man's ultimate responsibility before the Creator and,
therefore, the fact that
worship is due to Him alone: and so this parenthetic passage follows
logically upon the mention of
the false deification of Jesus.
49 I.e., with divine revelation.
50 According to Tabari, the restrictive allusion to "some of that..., etc.,
bears on the realm of
faith and morals alone, since it was not a part of Jesus' mission to deal
with problems of his
people's worldly life. This observation coincides with the image of Jesus
forthcoming from the
(admittedly fragmentary) description of his teachings available to us in
the Synoptic Gospels.

43:64
"Verily, God is my Sustainer as well as your Sustainer; so worship [none but) Him: this [alone]
is a straight way!" (43:65) But factions from among those [who came after Jesus] began to hold
divergent views:51 woe, then, unto those who are bent on evildoing - [woe] for the suffering [that
will befall them] on a grievous Day!
43:66

ARE THEY [who are lost in sin] but waiting for the Last Hour - [waiting] that it come upon
them of a sudden, without their being aware [of its approach]? (43:67) On that Day, [erstwhile]
friends will be foes unto one another52 - [all] save the God-conscious.
43:68
[And God will say:] "O you servants of Mine! No fear need you have today, and neither shall
you grieve - (43:69) [O you] who have attained to faith in Our messages and have surrendered
your own selves unto Us! (43:70) Enter paradise, you and your spouses, with happiness blest!"
43:71
[And there] they will be waited upon with trays and goblets of gold; and there will be found all
that the souls might desire, and [all that] the eyes might delight in.
And therein shall you abide, [O you who believe:] (43:72) for such will be the paradise which
you shall have inherited by virtue of your past deeds:. (43:73) fruits [of those deeds] shall you
have in abundance, [and] thereof shall you partake!
43:74
[But,] behold, they who are lost in sin shall abide in the suffering of hell:53 (43:75) it will not be
lightened for them; and therein they will be lost in hopeless despair. (43:76) And it is not We
who will be doing wrong unto them, but it is they who will have wronged themselves.
43:77
And they will cry: "O thou [angel] who rulest [over hell]! Let thy Sustainer put an end to us!" [whereupon] he will reply: "Verily, you must live on [in this state]..."
43:78
INDEED, [O you sinners,] We have conveyed the truth unto you; but most of you abhor the
truth.54 (43:79) Why - can they (who deny the truth ever] determine what [the truth] should be?55
(43:80) Or do they, perchance, think that We do not hear their hidden thoughts and their secret
confabulations?56
Yea, indeed, [We do,) and Our heavenly forces57 are with them, recording [all).
43:81
Say [O Prophet): "If the Most Gracious [truly) had a son, I would be the first to worship him!"
(43:82) Utterly remote, in His glory, is the Sustainer of the heavens and the earth the Sustainer,
in almightiness enthroned58 - from all that they may attribute to Him by way of definition!59
43:83

But leave them to indulge in idle talk and play [with words]60 until they face that [Judgment)
Day of theirs which they have been promised: (43:84) for [then they will come to know that) it is
He [alone) who is God in heaven and God on earth, and [that) He alone is truly wise, allknowing.
54 As is evident from verses 81 if. above, this is a reference to the truth
of God's oneness and uniqueness,
which those who believe in Jesus as "the son of God" refuse, as it were,
to acknowledge: thus, the
discourse returns here to the question of the "nature" of Jesus touched
upon in verses 57-65.
55 The verb barama or abrama signifies, literally, "he twined" or "twisted
[something] together", e.g.,
the strands that are to form a rope; or "he twisted [something] well" or
"strongly". Tropically, it
connotes the act of "establishing" or "determining" a thing, a
proposition, a course of events, etc.
(Jawhari). According to the Lisan al-'Arab, the phrase abrama al-amr has
the meaning of "he determined
(ahkama) the case". In the present context, the term amr, having no
definite article, signifies
"anything" or - in its widest sense - "anything that should [or "could"]
be": and so, taking the
preceding verse into account, we arrive at the meaning of arbitrarily
"determining what [the truth]
should be" - i.e., in contradiction to what the Qur'an postulates as the
truth.
56 This is most probably an allusion to the centuries-long subtle Christian
controversies on the question
as to whether or not Jesus was "the son of God" and, hence, divine. These
controversies were often
influenced by a subconscious leaning of some of the early Christian
thinkers towards ancient, mostly
Mithraistic, cults and concepts which were in the beginning strongly
opposed by unitarian theologians,
foremost among them Arius, Patriarch of Alexandria (about 280-336 C.E.).
However, at the
politically-motivated Council of Nicaea (325 c.E.), the Arian views which until then had been shared
by the overwhelming majority of articulate Christians - were condemned as
"heretical", and the doctrine
of Christ's divinity was officially formulated in the so-called Nicene
Creed as the basis of Christian
beliefs. (See also note 60 below).
57 Lit., "Our messengers", i.e., angels.
58 Cf. the last clause of surah 9 and the corresponding note 171.
59 See note 88 on the last sentence of 6:100.
60 Evidently an allusion to the verbal subtleties of the Nicene Creed, and
particularly the statemeht,

"Jesus Christ, the Son of God, begotten, not made [i.e., not created), by
the Father as His only Son,
of the same substance as the Father, God of God ...", etc.

43:85
And hallowed be He unto whom the dominion over the heavens and the earth and all that is
between them belongs, and with whom the knowledge of the Last Hour rests, and unto whom
you all shall be brought back! (43:86) And those [beings] whom some invoke beside God61 have
it not in their power to intercede [on Judgment Day] for any but such as have [in their lifetime]
borne witness to the truth, and have been aware [that God is one and unique].62
43:87
Now if thou ask those [who worship any being other than God] as to who it is that has created
them, they are sure to answer, "God." How perverted, then, are their minds! (43:88) [But God
has full knowledge of the true believer63] and of his [despairing] cry: "O my Sustainer! Verily,
these are people who will not believe!"
43:89
Yet bear thou with them, and say, "Peace [be upon you]!" - for in time they will come to know
[the truth].
61 A reference to falsely deified saints or prophets and, particularly (in
view of the context), to Jesus.
62 For an explanation of the Qur'anic concept of "intercession", see 10:3 "There is none that could
intercede with Him unless He grants leave therefor" - and the
corresponding note 7. - My interpolation,
at the end of the above verse, of the words "that God is one and unique"
is based on Razi's interpretation
of this passage, implying that a mere oral "bearing witness to the truth"
is useless if it is not the
outcome of an inner awareness of God's oneness and uniqueness.
63 Razi (on whose commentary the above interpolation is based), regards
this as a reference to the Prophet
Muhammad. It seems, however, that the meaning is wider, embracing every
believer, of whatever denomination,
who is distressed at the blindness of people who attribute divinity or
divine qualities to any being
other than God Himself.

The Forty-Fourth Surah
Ad-Dukhan (Smoke)
Mecca Period

REVEALED at the same period as the other six chapters of the Ha-Mim sequence - that is, in the
later half of the middle Mecca period - this surah derives its customary title from the word
dukhan occurring in verse 10.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
44:1
Ha. Mim.1
CONSIDER this divine writ, clear in itself and clearly showing the truth!2
44:3
Behold, from on high have We bestowed it on a blessed night:3 for, verily, We have always been
warning [man].4 (44:4) On that [night] was made clear, in wisdom, the distinction between all
things [good and evil]5 (44:5) at a behest from Ourselves: for, verily, We have always been
sending [Our messages of guidance] (44:6) in pursuance of thy Sustainer's grace [unto man].
Verily, He alone is all-hearing, all-knowing, (44:7) the Sustainer of the heavens and the earth and
all that is between them - if you could but grasp it with inner certainty!6
44:8
There is no deity save Him: He grants life and deals death: He is your Sustainer as well as the
Sustainer of your forebears of old. (44:9) Nay, but they [who lack inner certainty] are but toying
with their doubts.7
1 See Appendix II.
2 See note 2 on 12:1.
3 I.e., the night on which the revelation of the Qur'an began: see surah
97.
4 The revelation of the Qur'an is but a continuation and, indeed, the
climax of all divine revelation
which has been going on since the very dawn of human consciousness. Its
innermost purpose has always
been the warning extended by God to man not to abandon himself to mere
material ambitions and pursuits
and, thus, to lose sight of spiritual values.
5 Lit., "was made distinct everything wise", i.e., "wisely" or "in wisdom":
a metonymical attribution
of the adjective "wise" - which in reality relates to God, the maker of
that distinction - to what has
thus been made distinct (Zamakhshari and Razi). The meaning is that the
revelation of the Qur'an,
symbolized by that "blessed night" of its beginning, provides man with a
standard whereby to discern

between good and evil, or between all that leads to spiritual growth
through an ever-deepening realization
(ma'rifah) of God's existence, on the one hand, and all that results in
spiritual blindness and
self-destruction, on the other.
6 Lit.,"if you had but inner certainty". According to Abn Muslim alIsfahani (as quoted by Razi), this
means, "you would know it if you would but truly desire inner certainty
and would pray for it".
7 Lit., "are toying in doubt": i.e., their half-hearted admission of the
possibility that God exists
is compounded of doubt and irony (Zamakhshari) - doubt as to the
proposition of God's existence, and
an ironical amusement at the idea of divine revelation.

44:10
WAIT, THEN, for the Day when the skies shall bring forth a pall of smoke which will make
obvious [the approach of the Last Hour], (44:11) enveloping all mankind, [and causing the
sinners to exclaim:] "Grievous is this suffering! (44:12) O our Sustainer, relieve us of suffering,
for, verily, we [now] believe [in Thee]!"
44:13
[But] how shall this remembrance avail them [at the Last Hour], seeing that an apostle had
previously come unto them, clearly expounding the truth, (44:14) whereupon they turned their
backs on him and said, "Taught [by others] is he,8 a madman"?
44:15
[Still,] behold, We shall postpone9 this suffering for a little while, although you are bound to
revert [to your evil ways: but] (44:16) on the Day when We shall seize [all sinners] with a most
mighty onslaught, We shall, verily, inflict Our retribution [on you as well]!
44:17
AND, INDEED, [long] before their time did We try Pharaoh's people [in the same way]: for
there came unto them a noble apostle, [who said:] (44:18) "Give in unto me, O God's bondmen!10
Verily, I am an apostle [sent] unto you, worthy of trust! (44:19) "And exalt not yourselves
against God: for, verily, I come unto you with a manifest authority [from Him]; (44:20) and,
behold, it is with my Sustainer - and your Sustainer - that I seek refuge against all your
endeavours to revile me.11 (44:21) And if you do not believe me, [at least] stand away from me!"
8 A reference to the allegation of the Prophet's opponents that someone
else had "imparted" to him the
ideas expressed in the Qur'an (see 16:103 and the corresponding notes 129
and 130), or at least had
"helped" him to compose it (cf. 25:4 and notes 5 and 6).

9 Lit., "remove". This is apparently said on the time-level of the present
- i.e., before the coming of
the Last Hour - so as to give the sinners an opportunity to repent.
10 Most of the classical commentators (e.g., Tabari, Zaniakhshari, Razi,
Baydawi) point out that this
phrase can be understood in either of two senses, namely: "Give in unto
me, O God's bondmen ('ibad)",
implying a call to the Egyptians (since all human beings are "God's
bondmen") to accept the divine
message which Moses was about to convey to them; or, alternatively, "Give
up to me God's servants",
i.e., the children of Israel, who were kept in bondage in Egypt, inasmuch
as the vocalization 'ibada
is applicable to the vocative as well as the accusative case, either of
these two interpretations
is legitimate.
11 Lit., "lest you throw stones at me". It is to be noted that the verb
rajama is used in the physical
sense of "throwing stones" as well as, metaphorically, in the sense of
"throwing aspersions or reviling".

44:22
But then, [when they beset him with their enmity,] he called out to his Sustainer, "These are
[indeed] people lost in sin!" (44:23) And [God said]: "Go thou forth with My servants by night,
for you will surely be pursued; (44:24) and leave the sea becalmed12 [between thee and Pharaoh's
men]: for, verily, they are a host destined to be drowned!"
44:25
[And so they perished: and] how many gardens did they leave behind, and water-runnels, (44:26)
and fields of grain, and noble dwellings, (44:27) and [all that] life of ease in which they used to
delight! (44:28) Thus it was. And [then] We made another people heirs [to what they had left],
(44:29) and neither sky nor earth shed tears over them, nor were they allowed a respite.13
44:30
And, indeed, We delivered the children of Israel from the shameful suffering (44:31) [inflicted
on them] by Pharaoh, seeing that he was truly outstanding among those who waste their own
selves;14 (44:32) and, indeed, We chose them knowingly above all other people,15 (44:33) and
gave them such signs [of Our grace] as would clearly presage a test.16
44:34
[Now,] behold, these [people] say indeed:17 (44:35) "That [which is ahead of us) is but our first
[and only] death,18 and we shall not be raised to life again. (44:36) So then, bring forth our
forefathers [as witnesses], if what you claim is true!"19

12 Or: "cleft" - the expression rahwan having both these connotations
(Jawhari, with especial reference
to the above phrase). See also notes 33 and 35 on 26:63-66.
13 Sc., "to repent their sins".
14 For this rendering of the term musrif, see surah 10, note 21.
15 I.e., according to all commentators, above all people of their time,
because at that time the children
of Israel were the only people who worshipped the One God: which is the
reason of the frequent
Qur'anic references to the story of their delivery from bondage. The
stress on God's having "chosen
them knowingly" alludes to His foreknowledge that in later times they
would deteriorate morally and
thus forfeit His grace (Zamakhshari and Razi).
16 Lit., "as would have in them a manifest test": an allusion to the long
line of prophets raised in their
midst, as well as to the freedom and prosperity which they were to enjoy
in the Promised Land. All
this presaged a test of their sincerity with regard to the spiritual
principles which in the beginning
raised them "above all other people" and, thus, of their willingness to
act as God's message-bearers
to all the world. The formulation of the above sentence implies
elliptically that they did not pass
that test inasmuch as they soon forgot the spiritual mission for which
they had been elected, and
began to regard themselves as God's "chosen people" simply on account of
their descent from Abraham:
a notion which the Qur'an condemns in many places. Apart from this, the
majority of the children of
Israel very soon lost their erstwhile conviction that the life in this
world is but the first and not
the final stage of human life, and - as their Biblical history shows abandoned themselves entirely
to the pursuit of material prosperity and power. (See next note.)
17 Although, on the face of it, by "these people" the Israelites are meant,
the reference is obviously
a general one, applying to all who hold the views expressed in the
sequence, and in particular to the
pagan contemporaries of the Prophet Muhammad. Nevertheless, there is a
subtle connection between this
passage and the preceding allusion to the "test" with which the children
of Israel were to be faced:
for it is a historical fact that up to the time of the destruction of the
Second Temple and their
dispersion by the Roman emperor Titus, the priestly aristocracy among the
Jews, known as the Sadducees,
openly denied the concepts of resurrection, divine judgment and life in
the hereafter, and advocated
a thoroughly materialistic outlook on life.
18 I.e., "it is a final death, with nothing beyond it".

19 I.e., "bring our forefathers back to life and let them bear witness that
there is a hereafter". This
ironic demand accords with the saying of the unbelievers mentioned in
43:22 and 23, "We found our
forefathers agreed on what to believe - and, verily, it is in their
footsteps that we find our guidance!"
Thus, in the last resort, the fact that their ancestors did not believe
in a hereafter is to them as
conclusive an argument against it as the fact that nobody has as yet come
back to life to confirm
the truth of resurrection.

44:37
Are they, then, better than the people of Tubba', and those before them, whom We destroyed
because they were truly lost in [the same) sin?20 (44:38) For [thus it is:] We have not created the
heavens and the earth and all that is between them in mere idle play:21 (44:39) none of this have
We created without [an inner] truth:22 but most of them understand it not.
44:40
VERILY, the Day of Distinction [between the true and the false] is the term appointed for all of
them:23 (44:41) the Day when no friend shall be of the least avail to his friend, and when none
shall be succoured (44:42) save those upon whom God will have bestowed His grace and mercy:
for, verily, He alone is almighty, a dispenser of grace.
44:43
Verily, [in the life to come] the tree of deadly fruit24 (44:44) will be the food of the sinful:24
(44:45) like molten lead will it boil in the belly, (44:46) like the boiling of burning despair.25
(44:47) [And the word will be spoken:] "Seize him, [O you forces of hell,] and drag him into the
midst of the blazing fire: (44:48) then pour over his head the anguish of burning despair! (44:49)
Taste it - thou who [on earth] hast considered thyself so mighty, so noble!27 (44:50) This is the
very thing which you [deniers of the truth] were wont to call in question!"28
20 "Tubba'" was the title borne by a succession of powerful Himyar kings
who ruled for centuries over
the whole of South Arabia, and were finally overcome by the Abyssinians
in the fourth century of the
Christian era. They are mentioned elsewhere in the Qur'an (50:14) as
having denied the truth of
resurrection and God's judgment.
21 I.e., without meaning or purpose (cf. 21:16) - implying that if there
were no hereafter, man's
life on earth would be utterly mearnagless, and thus in 'contradiction to
the above as well as
the subsequent statement, "none of all this have We created without (an
inner] truth".

22 See note 11 on 10:5.
23 See note: 6 on 77:13.
24 See scrah 37, note 22.
25 The term al-athim (lit., "the sinful one") has here apparently a
specific connotation, referring to
a wilful denial of resurrection and of God's judgment: in other words, of
all sense and meamng in man's
existence.
26 For this tropical meaning of the term hamfm, see surah 6, note 62.
27 Lit., "for, behold, thou wert...", etc. - thus alluding to the sin of
arrogance due to disbelief in
a continuation of life after death and, hence, in man's ultimate
responsibility to God. (Cf. - "Verily,
man becomes grossly overweening whenever he believes himself to be selfsufficient" - and the
corresponding note 4.)
28 I.e., the continuation of life after death.

44:51
[As against this -] verily, the God-conscious will find themselves in a state secure, (44:52) amid
gardens and springs, (44:53) wearing [garments] of silk and brocade, facing one another [in
love].29 (44:54) Thus shall it be. And We shall pair them with companions pure, most beautiful
of eye.30 (44:55) In that [paradise] they shall [rightfully] claim all the fruits [of their past
deeds],31 resting in security; (44:56) and neither shall they taste death there after having passed
through their erstwhile death.32 Thus will He have preserved them from all suffering through the
blazing fire - (44:57) an act of thy Sustainer's favour:33 and that, that will be the triumph
supreme!
44:58
THUS, THEN, [O Prophet,] have We made this [divine writ] easy to understand, in thine own
[human] tongue, so that men might take it to heart.34 (44:59) So wait thou [for what the future
will bring]: behold, they, too, are wa1ting.35
29 For these particular allegories of life in paradise, see note 41 on
18:31.
30 For the rendering of hur 'in as "companions pure, most beautiful of
eye", see scrah 56, notes 8 and 13.
It is to be noted that the noun zawj (lit., "a pair" or - according to
the context - "one of a pair")
applies to either of the two sexes, as does the transitive verb zawaja,
"he paired" or "joined", i.e.,
one person with another.
31 Cf. 43:73.

32 Lit., "except [or "beyond"] the first [i.e., erstwhile] death" (cf.
37:58-59).
33 I.e., by His having offered them guidance, of which they availed
themselves: thus, the attainment
of ultimate felicity is the result of an interaction between God and man,
and of man's communion
with Him.
34 See note 81 on 19:97.
35 I.e., whether they know it or not, God's will shall be done.

The Forty-Fifth Surah
Al-Jathiyah (Kneeling Down)
Mecca Period

THE DESIGNATION of this surah - revealed immediately after the preceding one - is based on
a word which appears in verse 28 and refers to the humility with which all human beings will
face, on resurrection, their final judgment.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
45:1
Ha. Mim.1
THE BESTOWAL from on high of this divine writ I issues from God, the Almighty, the Wise.
45:3
Behold, in the heavens as well as on earth there are indeed messages for all who [are willing to]
believe.2 (45:4) And in your own nature, and in [that of] all the animals which He scatters [over
the earth] there are messages for people who are endowed with inner certainty.3
45:5
And in the succession of night and day, and in the means of subsistence4 which God sends down
from the skies, giving life thereby to the earth after it had been lifeless, and in the change of the
winds: [in all this] there are messages for people who use their reason.
45:6
These messages of God do We convey unto thee, setting forth the truth. In what other tiding, if
not in God's messages,5 will they, then, believe? (45:7) Woe unto every sinful self-deceiver6
(45:8) who hears God's messages when they are conveyed to him, and yet, as though he had not
heard them, persists in his haughty disdain!

Hence, announce unto him grievous suffering - (45:9) for when he does become aware of any of
Our messages, he makes them a target of his mockery!
For all such there is shameful suffering in store. (45:10) Hell is ahead of them; and all that they
may have gained [in this world] shall be of no avail whatever to them, and neither shall any of
those things which, instead of God, they have come to regard as their protectors:7 for, awesomc
suffering awaits them.
1 See Appendix II.
2 Cf. 2:164, where the term ayat has been rendered by me in the same way,
inasmuch as those visible signs
of a consciously creative Power convey a spiritual message to man.
3 Cf. 7:185 and the corresponding note 151. - The intricate structure of
human and animal bodies, and
the life-preserving instincts with which all living creatures have been
endowed, make it virtually
impossible to assume that all this has developed "by accident"; and if we
assume, as we must, that a
creative purpose underlies this development, we must conclude, too, that
it has been willed by a
conscious Power which creates all natural phenomena in accordance with an
inner truth" (see note 11
on 10:5).
4 I.e., rain, with the symbolic connotation of physical and spiritual grace
often attached to it in the Qur'an.
5 Lit., "in what tiding after God and His messages".
6 The term affak, which literally signifies a "liar" - and, particularly, a
"habitual liar" -~ has here
the connotation of "one who lies to himself" because he is ma'fuk, i.e.,
'perverted in his intellect
and judgment" (Jawhari).
7 I.e., anything to which they may attribute a quasi-divine influence on
their lives, whether it be
false deities or false values, e.g., wealth, power, social status, etc.

45:11
[To pay heed to God's signs and messages:] this is [the meaning of] guidance; on the other hand,8
for those who are bent on denying the truth of their Sustainer's messages there is grievous
suffering in store as an outcome of [their] vileness.9
45:12
IT IS GOD who has made the sea subservient [to His laws, so that it be of use] to you10 - so that
ships might sail through it at His behest, and that you might seek to obtain [what you need] of
His bounty, and that you might have cause to be grateful.

45:13
And He has made subservient to you, [as a gift] from Himself, all that is in the heavens and on
earth:11 in this, behold, there are messages indeed for people who think! (45:14) Tell all who
have attained to faith that they should forgive those who do not believe in the coming of the
Days of God,12 [since it is] for Him [alone] to requite people for whatever they may have earned.
45:15
Whoever does what is just and right, does so for his own good; and whoever does evil, does so to
his own hurt; and in the end unto your Sustainer you all will be brought back.
45:16
AND, INDEED, [already] unto the children of Israel did We vouchsafe revelation, and wisdom,
and prophethood;13 and We provided for them sustenance out of the good things of life, and
favoured them above all other people [of their time].14
8 Lit., "and" or "but".
9 For an explanation of this rendering of the phrase min rijzin, see note 4
on 34:5.
10 For the reason of the above interpolation, see surah 14, note 46.
11 I.e., by endowing man, alone among all living beings, with a creative
mind and, thus, with the
ability to make conscious use of the nature that surrounds him and is
within him.
12 Lit., "who do not hope for [i.e., expect] the Days of God", implying
that they do not believe in
them. As regards the meaning of "the Days of God", see surah 14, note 5.
13 Sc., "in the same way and for the same purpose as We now bestow this
revelation of the Qur'an"
thus stressing the fact of continuity in all divine revelation.
14 I.e., inasmuch as at that time they were the only truly monotheistic
community (cf. 2:47).

45:17
And We gave them clear indications of the purpose [of faith];15 and it was only after all this
knowledge had been vouchsafed to them that they began, out of mutual jealousy, to hold
divergent views:16 [but,] verily, thy Sustainer will judge between them on Resurrection Day
regarding all whereon they were wont to differ.
45:18

And, finally,17 [O Muhammad,] We have set thee on a way by which the purpose [of faith] may
be fulfilled:18 so follow thou this [way], and follow not the likes and dislikes of those who do not
know [the truth].19 (45:19) Behold, they could never be of any avail to thee if thou wert to defy
the will of God20 - for, verily, such evildoers are but friends and protectors of one another,
whereas God is the Protector of all who are conscious of Him.
45:20
This [revelation, then,]21 is a means of insight for mankind, and a guidance and grace unto
people who are endowed with inner certainty.
15 This, I believe, is the meaning of the phrase min al-amr in the above
context, although most of
the classical commentators are of the opinion that amr signifies here
"religion" (din), and interpret
the whole phrase, accordingly, as "of what pertains to religion". Since,
however, the common denominator
in all the possible meanings of the term amr - e.g., "command",
"injunction", "ordinance , matter
[of concern]", "event", "action", etc. - is the element of purpose,
whether implied or explicit, we
may safely assume that this is the meaning of the term in the above
elliptic phrase, which obviously
alludes to the purpose underlying all divine revelation and,
consequently, man's faith in it. Now from
the totality of the Qur'anic teachings, becomes apparent that the
innermost purpose of all true faith
is, firstly, a realization of the existence of God and of every human
being's responsibility to Him;
secondly, man's attaining to a consciousness of his own dignity as a
positive element - a logically
necessary element - in God's plan of creation and, thus, achieving
freedom from all manner of superstitions
and irrational fears; and, lastly, making man aware that whatever good or
evil he does is but done for
the benefit, or to the detriment, of his own self (as expressed in verse
15 above).
16 See 23:53 and the corresponding note 30.
17 Lit., "thereafter" or "in the end" (thumma) - i.e., after the failure of
the earlier communities to
realize the ideal purpose of faith in their actual mode of life.
18 Lit., "on a way of the purpose [of faith]": see note 15 above. It is to
be borne in mind that the
literal meaning of the term shari'ah is "the way to a watering-place",
and since water is indispensable
for all organic life, this term has in time come to denote a "system of
laws", both moral and practical,
which shows man the way towards spiritual fulfilment and social welfare:
hence, "religious law" in the widest sense of the term. (See in this
connection note 66 on the second

part of 5:48.)
19 I.e., who are not - or not primarily - motivated by God-consciousness
and, hence, are swayed only
by what they themselves regard as "right" in accordance with worldly,
changing circumstances.
20 Lit., "against [i.e., "in defiance of"] God".
21 I.e., the Qur'an, which unfolds to man the purpose of all faith.

45:21
Now as for those who indulge in sinful doings - do they think that We place them, both in their
life and their death, on an equal footing with those who have attained to faith and do righteous
deeds?22
Bad, indeed, is their judgment: (45:22) for, God has created the heavens and the earth in
accordance with [an inner] truth,23 and [has therefore willed] that every human being shall be
recompensed for what he has earned and none shall be wronged.
45:23
HAST THOU ever considered [the kind of man) who makes his own desires his deity, and whom
God has [thereupon] let go astray, knowing [that his mind is closed to all guidance],24 and whose
hearing and heart He has sealed, and upon whose sight He has placed a veil?25 Who, then, could
guide him after God [has abandoned him]? Will you not, then, bethink yourselves?
45:24
And yet they say: "There is nothing beyond our life in this world. We die as we come to life,26
and nothing but time destroys us."
But of this they have no knowledge whatever: they do nothing but guess. (45:25) And [so,)
whenever Our messages are conveyed to them in all their clarity, their only argument is this:27
"Bring forth our forefathers [as witnesses), if what you claim is true!"28
45:26
Say: "It is God who gives you life, and then causes you to die; and in the end He will gather you
together on Resurrection Day, [the coming of] which is beyond all doubt - but most human
beings understand it not." (45:27) For, God's is the dominion over the heavens and the earth; and
on the Day when the Last Hour dawns - on that Day will be lost all who [in their lifetime] tried
to reduce to nothing [whatever they could not understand].29
22 The meaning is twofold: "that We consider them to be equal with those
who...", etc., and "that We shall
deal with them in the same manner as We deal with those who...", etc. The
reference to the intrinsic

difference between these two categories with regard to "their life and
their death" points not merely
to the moral quality of their worldly existence, but also, on the one
hand, to the inner peace and
tranquility with which a true believer faces life's tribulations and the
moment of death, and on the
other, to the nagging anxiety which so often accompanies spiritual
nihilism, and the "fear of the unknown"
at the time of dying.
23 See note 11 on 10:5. The implication is that without a differentiation
between right and wrong or
true and false - there would be no "inner truth" in the concept of a
divinely-planned creation.
24 Thus Razi, evidently reflecting the views of Zamakhshari, which have
been quoted at length in my
note 4 on 14:4.
25 See note 7 on 2:7
26 I.e., by accident, or as an outcome of blind forces of nature.
27 Lit., "their argument is nothing but that they say".
28 Cf. 44: 36 and the corresponding note 19.
29 I.e., whatever they could not "prove" by direct observation or
calculation. For the above rendering
of al-mubtilun, see surah 29, note 47.

45:28
And [on that Day] thou wilt see all people kneeling down [in humility]: all people will be called
upon to [face] their record: "Today you shall be requited for all that you ever did! (45:29) This
Our record speaks of you in all truth: for, verily, We have caused to be recorded all that you ever
did!"
45:30
Now as for those who have attained to faith and done righteous deeds, their Sustainer will admit
them to His grace: that, that will be [their] manifest triumph! (45:31) But as for those who were
bent on denying the truth, [they will be told:] "Were not My messages conveyed to you? And
withal, you gloried in your arrogance, and so you became people lost in sin: (45:32) for when it
was said, 'Behold, God's promise always comes true, and there can be no doubt about [the
coming of] the Last Hour' - you would answer, 'We do not know what that Last Hour may be: we
think it is no more than an empty guess, and [so] we are by no means convinced!'"
45:33
And [on that Day,] the evil of their doings will become obvious to them, and they will be
overwhelmed by the very thing which they were wont to deride.30

45:34
And [the word] will be spoken: "Today We shall be oblivious of you as you were oblivious of
the coming of this your Day [of Judgment]; and so your goal is the fire, and you shall have none
to succour you: (45:35) this, because you made God's messages the target of your mockery,
having allowed the life of this world to beguile you!"31
On that Day, therefore, they will not be brought out of the fire,32 nor will they be allowed to
make amends.
45:36
AND THUS, all praise is due to God, Sustainer of the heavens and Sustainer of the earth: the
Sustainer of all the worlds! (45:37) And His alone is all majesty in the heavens and on earth; and
He alone is almighty, truly wise!
30 Lit., "and that which they were wont to deride will have enfolded them".
31 Lit., "since the life of this world has beguiled you": implying that
this self-abandonment to worldly
pursuits was the cause of their scornful disregard of God's messages.
32 Lit., "out of it". Regarding the stress on the phrase, "On that Day",
see note 114 on the last paragraph
of 6:128, note 10 on 40:12 and note 59 on 43:74.

The Forty-Sixth Surah
Al-Ahqaf (The Sand-Dunes)
Mecca Period

THE KEY-WORD of this surah (the last of the Ha-Mim series) is found in verse 21. It was most
probably revealed at approximately the same time as surah 72, that is, about two years, or even
less, before the Prophet's hijrah to Medina.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
46:1
Ha; Mim.1
THE BESTOWAL from on high of this divine writ issues from God, the Almighty, the Wise.
(46:3) We have not created the heavens and the earth and all that is between them otherwise than
in accordance with [an inner] truth, and for a term set [by Us]:2 and yet, they who are bent on
denying the truth turn aside from the warning which has been conveyed unto them.3
46:4

Say: "Have you [really] given thought to what it is that you invoke instead of God? Show me
what these [beings or forces) have created anywhere on earth! Or had they, perchance, a share in
[creating] the heavens? [If so,) bring me any divine writ preceding this one, or any [other]
vestige of knowledge4 - if what you claim is true!"
46:5
And who could be more astray than one who invokes, instead of God, such as will not respond to
him either now or on the Day of Resurrection,5 and are not even conscious of being invoked? (46:6) such as, when all mankind is gathered [for judgment], will be enemies unto those (who
worshipped them], and will utterly reject their worship?6
1 See Appendix II.
2 Regarding the expression "in accordance with [an inner] truth", see note
11 on 10:5. The reference to
the "term" set by God to all creation is meant to stress the fact of its
finality in time as well as
in space, in contrast with His Own timelessness and infinity.
3 Lit., "from that whereof they have been warned": i.e., they refuse to
heed the warning not to attribute
divine qualities to any being or force beside God.
4 Sc., "in support of your claim that there are other divine powers besides
God".
5 Lit., "will not respond to him till the Day of Resurrection", i.e.,
never.
6 For this symbolic "enmity" of all false objects of worship, see note 13
on 35:14.

46:7
But whenever Our messages are conveyed to them in all their clarity, they who are bent on
denying the truth speak thus of the truth as soon as it is brought to them: "This is clearly nothing
but spellbinding eloquence!"7 (46:8) Or do they say, "He has invented all this"?
Say [O Muhammad]: "Had I invented it, you would not be of the least help to me against God.8
He is fully aware of that [slander] into which you so recklessly plunge: enough is He as a witness
between me and you! And [withal,] He alone is truly-forgiving, a true dispenser of grace."9
46:9
Say: "I am not the first of [God's] apostles;10 and [like all of them] I do not know what will be
done with me or with you:" for I am nothing but a plain warner." (45:10) Say: "Have you given
thought [to how you will fare] if this be truly [a revelation] from God and yet you deny its truth?
- even though a witness from among the children of Israel has already borne witness to [the

advent of] one like himself,12 and has believed [in him], the while you glory in your arrogance
[and reject his message]? Verily, God does not grace [such] evildoing folk with His guidance!"
46:11
But they who are bent on denying the truth speak thus of those who have attained to faith: "If this
[message] were any good, these [people] would not have preceded us in accepting it!"13 And
since they refuse to be guided by it, they will always say, "This14 is [but] an ancient falsehood!"
7 Lit., "sorcery": see note 12 on 74:24, where the term sihr has been used,
chronologically, for the first
time in the above sense. As in that early instance, the truth referred to
here is the message of the Qur'an.
8 Sc., "then why should I have invented all this for your sake?"
9 The implication is, "May God forgive you, and grace you with His
guidance" (Zamakhshari).
10 Thus Tabari, Baghawi, Razi, Ibn Kathir, implying - as Razi stresses - "I
am but a human being like
all of God's message-bearers who preceded me". Alternatively, the phrase
may be rendered as "I am no
innovator among the apostles" - i.e., "I am not preaching anything that
was not already preached by
all of God's apostles before me" (Razi and Baydawi): which coincides with
the Qur'anic do ctnne of
the identity of the ethical teachings propounded by all of God's
prophets.
11 I.e., "What will happen to all of us in this world" (Tabari, quoting
with approval this interpretation
of Al-Hasan al-Basri), or "both in this world and in the hereafter"
(Baydawi): Either of these two
interpretations implies a denial on the Prophet's part of any
foreknowledge of the future and, in a
wider sense, any knowledge of "that which is beyond the reach of human
perception" (al-ghayb):
cf. 6:50 or 7:188.
12 I.e., a prophet like himself. The "witness" spoken of here is evidently
Moses: cf. the two Biblical
passages relating to the advent of the Prophet Muhammad (Deuteronomy
xviii, 15 and 18):
"The Lord thy God will raise up unto thee a prophet from the midst of
thee, of thy brethren, like unto
me"; and "I will raise them up a prophet from among thy brethren, like
unto thee, and will put My
words in his mouth." (See in this connection note 33 on 2:42.)
13 Lit., "towards it". Almost all of the classical commentators assume that
this refers, specifically,
to the contempt with which the pagan Quraysh looked down upon the early
followers of Muhammad, most of

whom came from the poorest, lowliest strata of Meccan society. However,
the above "saying" has undoubtedly
a timeless import inasmuch as the poor and lowly have always been among
the first to follow a prophet.
Moreover, it may also have a bearing on our times as well, inasmuch as
the materially powerful nations,
whom their technological progress has blinded to many spiritual verities,
are increasingly contemptuous
of the weakness of those civilizations in which religion still plays an
important, albeit largely
formalistic, role; and so, not realizing that this very formalism and the
ensuing cultural sterility,
and not religious faith as such, is the innermost cause of that weakness,
they attribute it to the
influence of religion per se, saying as it were, "If religion were any
good, we would have been the first
in holding on to it" - thus "justifying" their own materialistic attitude
and their refusal to be guided
by spiritual considerations.
14 I.e., the concept of divine revelation as such, as is evident from the
subsequent reference to the
revelation of Moses.

46:12
And yet, before this there was the revelation of Moses, a guide and a [sign of God's] grace; and
this [Qur'an] is a divine writ confirming the truth [of the Torah15] in the Arabic tongue, to warn
those who are bent on evildoing, and [to bring] a glad tiding to the doers of good: (46:13) for,
behold, all who say, "Our Sustainer is God", and thereafter stand firm [in their faith] - no fear
need they have, and neither shall they grieve: (46:14) it is they who are destined for paradise,
therein to abide as a reward for all that they have done.
46:15
NOW [among the best of the deeds which] We have enjoined upon man is goodness towards his
parents.16 In pain did his mother bear him, and in pain did she give him birth; and her bearing
him and his utter dependence on her took thirty months.17 And so, when he attains to full
maturity and reaches forty years,18 he [that is righteous] prays: "O my Sustainer! Inspire me so
that I may forever be grateful for those blessings of Thine with which Thou hast graced me and
my parents, and that I may do what is right [in a manner] that will meet with Thy goodly
acceptance; and grant me righteousness in my offspring [as well]. Verily, unto Thee have I
turned in repentance:19 for, verily, I am of those who have surrendered themselves unto Thee!"
46:16
It is [such as] these from whom We shall accept the best that they ever did,20 and whose bad
deeds We shall overlook: [they will find themselves] among those who are destined for paradise,
in fulfilment of the true promise which they were given [in this world].
15 Sc., in its original, uncorrupted form.

16 Cf. 29:8 and 31:14. In the present instance, this connects with the
reference to the "doers of good"
at the end of verse 12 and in verses 13-14.
17 See note 14 on 31:14.
18 I.e., the age at which man is supposed to attain to full intellectual
and spiritual maturity. It is
to be borne in mind that the masculine noun insan ("man" or "human
being") appearing in the first
sentence of this verse applies to both sexes alike.
19 Sc., "of whatever sin I may have cominitted". See note 41 on the last
sentence of 24:31.

46:17
But [there is many a one] who says to his parents [whenever they try to imbue him with faith in
God]: "Fie upon both of you! Do you promise me that I shall be brought forth [from the dead],
although [so many] generations have passed away before me?"21 And [while] they both pray for
God's help [and say], "Alas for thee! For, behold, God's promise always comes true!" - he but
answers, "All this is nothing but fables of ancient times!"
46:18
It is [such as] these upon whom the sentence [of doom] will fall due, together with the [other
sinful] communities of invisible beings22 and humans that have passed away before their time.
Verily, they will be lost: (46:19) for, [in the life to come,] all shall have their degrees in
accordance with whatever [good or evil] they did: and so,23 He will repay them in full for their
doings, and none shall be wronged. (46:20) And on the Day when those who were bent on
denying the truth will be brought within sight of the fire, [they will be told:] "You have
exhausted your [share of] good things in your worldly life, having enjoyed them [without any
thought of the hereafter]: and so today you shall be requited with the suffering of humiliation for
having gloried on earth in your arrogance,24 offending against all that is right, and for ill your
iniquitous doings!"
46:21
AND REMEMBER that brother of [the tribe of] 'Ad,25 how - seeing that [other] warnings had
already come and gone within his own knowledge as well as in times beyond his ken26 - he
warned his people [who lived] among those sand-dunes: "Worship none but God! Verily, I fear
lest suffering befall you on an awesome day!"
20 I.e., "whom We shall reward in accordance with the best that they ever
did": cf. 29:7.
21 Sc., "without any indication that anyone has been or will be
resurrected". This parabolical "dialogue"

is not only meant to illustrate the ever-recurring - and perhaps natural
- conflict between older and
younger generations, but also points to the transmission of religious
ideas as the most important
function of parenthood, and thus, in a wider sense, as the basic element
of all social continuity.
22 See Appendix III.
23 The particle li prefixed to the subsequent verb is evidently what the
grammarians call a lam
al-'aqibah: i.e., not an indication of intent ("so that") but simply of a
causal sequence, which
is best rendered as "and", "and so", or "hence".
24 I.e., for having arrogantly, without any objective justification,
asserted that there is no life after death.
25 I.e., the Prophet Hud (see surah 7, note 48). The mention of Hud and the
tribe of 'Ad connects with
the last sentence of the preceding verse, inasmuch as this tribe
"transgressed all bounds of equity
all over their lands" (89:11).
26 Lit., "from between his hands and from behind him". This idiomatic
phrase (explained in note 247
on 2:255) is evidently an allusion to the many warning messages, in Hud's
own time as well as in the
almost forgotten past, which ought to have made - but did not make - the
tribe of 'Ad conscious of how
far astray they had gone. We have here a subtle, parenthetic reminder
that, apart from the revelations
which He bestows upon His prophets, God offers His guidance to man
through the many signs and warnings
apparent in all nature as well as in the changing conditions of human
society.

46:22
They answered: "Hast thou come to seduce us away from our gods? Bring, then, upon us that
[doom] with which thou threatenest us, if thou art a man of truth!"
46:23
Said he: "Knowledge [of when it is to befall you] rests with God alone: I but convey unto you the
message with which I have been entrusted; but I see that you are people ignorant [of right and
wrong]!" (46:24) And so, when they beheld it27 in the shape of a dense cloud approaching their
valleys, they exclaimed, "This is but a heavy cloud which will bring us [welcome] rain!"
[But Hud said:] "Nay, but it is the very thing which you [so contemptuously] sought to hasten - a
wind bearing grievous suffering, (46:25) bound to destroy everything at its Sustainer's behest!"

And then they were so utterly wiped out, that nothing could be seen save their [empty]
dwellings: thus do We requite people lost in sin.
46:26
And yet, We had established them securely in a manner in which We have never established you,
[people of later times;]29 and We had endowed them with hearing, and sight, and
[knowledgeable] hearts:30 but neither their hearing, nor their sight, nor their hearts were of the
least avail to them, seeing that they went on rejecting God's messages; and [in the end] they were
overwhelmed31 by the very thing which they had been wont to deride.
27 I.e., when they beheld, without recognizing it as such, the approach of
their doom.
28 Lit., "then they became so that ...", etc. See 69:6-8, describing the
sandstorm which destroyed
the tribe of 'Ad without leaving any trace of them.
29 This relates in the first instance to the pagan contemporaries of the
Prophet, but applies to later
generations as well. - The tribe of 'Ad were the unchallenged lords in
the vast region in which they
lived (cf. 89:8 - "the like of whom has never been reared in all the
land"). Moreover, the social
conditions of their time were so simple and so free of the many
uncertainties and dangers which beset
people of higher civilizations that they could be regarded as more
"securely established" on earth
than people of later, more complex times.
30 I.e., intellect and feeling, both of which are comprised in the noun
fu'ad.
31 Lit., "enfolded".

46:27
Thus have We destroyed many a [sinful] community living round about you;32 and yet, [before
destroying them,] We had given many facets to [Our warning] messages, so that they might turn
back [from their evil ways]. (46:28) But, then, did those [beings) whom they had chosen to
worship as deities beside God, hoping that they would bring them nearer [to Him],33 help them
[in the end]? Nay, they forsook them: for that [alleged divinity] was but an outcome of their selfdelusion and all their false imagery.34
46:29
AND LO!35 We caused a group of unseen beings to incline towards thee, [O Muhammad,)36 so
that they might give ear to the Qur'an; and so, as soon as they became aware of it,37 they said
[unto one another], "Listen in silence!" And when [the recitation) was ended, they returned to
their people as warners.38

46:30
They said: "O our people! Behold, we have been listening to a revelation bestowed from on high
after [that of] Moses, confirming the truth of whatever there still remains [of the Torah]:39 it
guides towards the truth, and onto a straight way. (46:31) "O our people! Respond to God's call,
and have faith in Him: He will forgive you [whatever is past] of your sins, and deliver you from
grievous suffering [in the life to come]. (46:32) But he who does not respond to God's call can
never elude [Him] on earth, nor can he have any protector against Him [in the life to come): all
such are most obviously lost in error."40
32 I.e., "close to you in space as well as in time". In its wider sense,
this phrase denotes "all the rest
of the world".
33 This clause gives the meaning of the expression qurbanan, which contains
an allusion not merely to
false deities but also to the deification of saints, living or dead, who
allegedly act as mediators
between man and the transcendental Supreme Being.
34 Lit., "that was their lie and all that they were wont to invent".
35 See surah 2, note 21 The connection between this passage and the
preceding one apparently lies
in the fact that whereas "those who are lost in sin" (of whom the tribe
of 'Ad is given as an example)
refuse to heed God's messages, the "unseen beings" spoken of in the
sequence immediately perceived
their truth and accepted them.
36 The term nafar signifies a group of more than three and up to ten
persons. The occurrence
mentioned in this passage - said to have taken place in the small oasis
of Nakhlah, on the way
leading from Mecca to Ta'if (Tabari) - is evidently identical with that
described in 72:1-i 5;
for a tentative explanation, see note I on 72:1.
37 Lit., "as soon as they attended to it", i.e., to its recitation by the
Prophet.
38 I.e., as preachers of the Qur'anic creed. The expression "as warners"
connects with the preceding
references to "warning messages".
39 For an explanation of this rendering of the phrase ma bayna yadayhi, see
surah 3, note 3. - As
pointed out in note I on 72:1, this reference to the Qur'an as revealed
"after Moses", omitting
any mention of Jesus, seems to indicate that the speakers were followers
of the Jewish faith; hence
my interpolation of the words "of the Torah".
40 See note 11 on 72:15.

46:33
ARE, THEN, they [who deny the life to come] not aware that God, who has created the heavens
and the earth and never been wearied by their creation,41 has [also) the power to bring the dead
back to life? Yea, verily, He has the power to will anything!
46:34
And so, on the Day when those who were bent on denying the truth will be brought within sight
of, the fire [and will be asked), "Is not this the truth?" - they will answer, "Yea, by Our
Sustainer!"
[And] He will say: "Taste, then, this suffering as an outcome of your denial of the truth!"
46:35
REMAIN, then, [O believer,) patient in adversity, just as all of the apostles, endowed with
firmness of heart, bore themselves with patience. And do not ask for a speedy doom of those
[who still deny the truth]:
on the Day when they see [the fulfilment of] what they were promised,42 [it will seem to them] as
though they had dwelt [on earth) no longer than one hour of [an earthly) day!43
[This is Our] message. Will, then, any be [really) destroyed save iniquitous folk? 44
41 This is apparently an allusion to the Qur'anic doctrine that God's
creative activity is continuous
and unending.
42 I.e., the reality of life after death.
43 In this parabolic manner the Qur'an points to the illusory concept of
"time" as experienced by the
human mind - a concept which has no bearing on the ultimate reality to be
unfolded in the hereafter.
44 Cf. the last sentence of 6:47 and the corresponding note 37.

The Forty-Seventh Surah
Muhammad
Medina Period

THIS IS undoubtedly one of the earliest revelations.- perhaps the earliest - of the Medina period;
as pointed out in note 11 below, verse 13 may have been revealed during the Prophet's hijrah.
The view of Ad-Dahhak and Sa'id ibn Jubayr (cited by Zamakhshari) that it is a Meccan surah
lacks both internal and external evidence, and cannot be accepted.

The title is based on the mention of the name of the Prophet Muhammad in verse 2; but since the
surah deals prominently with various aspects of fighting (qital) in God's cause, it was often
designated by the Prophet's Companions and their immediate successors as Surat al-Qital.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
47:1
AS FOR THOSE who are bent on denying the truth and on barring [others] from the path of God
- all their [good] deeds will He let go to waste;' (47:2) whereas those who have attained to faith
and do righteous deeds, and have come to believe in what has been bestowed from on high on
Muhammad - for it is the truth from their Sustainer - [shall attain to God's grace:] He will efface
their [past] bad deeds, and will set their hearts at rest.2
47:3
This, because they who are bent on denying the truth pursue falsehood, whereas they who have
attained to faith pursue [but] the truth [that flows] from their Sustainer.
In this way does God set forth unto man the parables of their true state.3
47:4
NOW WHEN you meet [in war] those who are bent on denying the truth,4 smite their necks until
you overcome them fully, and then tighten their bonds;5 but thereafter [set them free,] either by
an act of grace or against ransom, so that the burden of war may be lifted:6 thus [shall it be].
And [know that] had God so willed, He could indeed punish them [Himself]; but [He wills you
to struggle] so as to test you [all] by means of one another.7
And as for those who are slain in God's cause, never will He let their deeds go to waste: (47:5)
He will guide them [in the hereafter as well], and will set their hearts at rest, (47:6) and will
admit them to the paradise which He has promised them.
1 I.e. whatever good deeds they may do will be so completely outweighed by
the above-mentioned sin that
they will amount to nothing on the Day of Judgment. (But see also note 9
below) The above verse connects
with the last sentence of the preceding surah, "Will, then, any be
[really] destroyed save iniquitous folk?"
2 Lit will set aright their hearts" or "their minds", inasmuch as bne of
the several meanings of the
term bal is the "heart" or "mind" of man (Jawhari)
3 Lit their parables" (amthdlahum). This, according to some of the most
outstanding commentators,
relates to the parabolic expressions in the above three verses: the
"going to waste" - in consequence

of their deliberate "pursuance of falsehood" - of the good deeds of those
who deny the truth, as
well as the "effacement of the bad deeds" of the true believers in
consequence of their "pursuance
of the truth" (Baghawi, Zamakhshari, Razi, Baydawi). In a broader
perspective, this interpretation
takes into account the parabolic nature not only of the above sentence
but also of many other
Qur'anic statements relating to men's spiritual conditions and destinies
in this world as well as
in the life to come.
4 Sc., "and on barring [others] from the path of God" - thus connecting
with verse 1 and laying down
the fundamental condition which alone justifies physical warfare: namely,
a defence of the Faith and
of freedom (cf. in this connection note 167 on 2:190). In other words,
when "those who are bent on
denying the truth" try to deprive the Muslims of their social and
political liberty and thus to. make
it impossible for them to live in accordance with the principles of their
faith, a just war (jihad)
becomes allowable and, more than that, a duty. The whole of the above
verse relates to war actually
in progress (cf. note 168 on the first part of 2:191); and there is no
doubt that it was revealed
after 22:39-40, the earliest Qur'anic reference to physical warfare.
5 Lit., "tighten the bond". According to almost all the commentators, this
expression denotes the taking
of prisoners of war. In addition, it may also refer to any sanctions or
safeguards which would make
it unlikely that the aggression could be resumed in the foreseeable
future.
6 Lit., "so that (hatta) the war may lay down its burdens". The term
"ransom" comprises also, in this
context, a mutual exchange of prisoners of war (Zamakhshari, quoting an
opinion of Imam Ash-Shafi'i).
7 I.e., so as to enable the believers to prove by actual deeds the depth of
their faith and their
readiness for self-sacrifice, and to enable the aggressors to realize how
wrong they have been,
and thus to bring them closer to the truth.

47:7
O you who have attained to faith! If you help [the cause of] God, He will help You, and will
make firm your steps; (47:8) but as for those who are bent on denying the truth, ill fortune awaits
them, since He will let all their [good] deeds go to waste: (47:9) this, because they hate [the very
thought of] what God has bestowed from on high8 - and thus He causes all their deeds to come to
nought!9

47:10
Have they, then, never journeyed about the earth and beheld what happened in the end to those
[wilful sinners] who lived before their time? God destroyed them utterly: and the like thereof
awaits all who deny the truth.10
8 Namely, the revelation relating to man's moral responsibility to a
Supreme Being.
9 The particle fa ("and thus") at the beginning of this clause connotes a
consequence: in other words,
it is their rejection of the idea of moral responsibility, inherent in
all divine revelation, that
deprives the deeds of "those who are bent on denying the truth" even such
deeds as might be termed
"good" - of all moral value. This law of inner causality explains fully
the phrase "He will let all
their [good] deeds go to waste" occurring in verses 1 and 8.
10 Cf. 6:10 and the corresponding note 9.

47:11
This, because God is the Protector of all who have attained to faith, whereas they who deny the
truth have no protector. (47:12) Verily, God will admit all who attain to faith and do righteous
deeds into gardens through which running waters flow, whereas they who are bent on denying
the truth shall have - even though they may enjoy their life [in this world] and eat as cattle eat the fire [of the hereafter] for their abode. (47:13) And how many a community11 of greater power
than this thy community which has driven thee out, [O Muhammad,) have We destroyed, with
none to succour them!
47:14
CAN, THEN, he who takes his stand on a clear evidence from his Sustainer be likened unto
one12 to whom the evil of his own doings [always] seems goodly, and unto such as would follow
but their own lusts? (47:15) [And can] the parable of the paradise which the God-conscious are
promised13 - [a paradise] wherein there are rivers of water which time does not corrupt, and
rivers of milk the taste whereof never alters, and rivers of wine delightful to those who drink it,14
and rivers of honey of all impurity cleansed, and the enjoyment15 of all the fruits [of their good
deeds] and of forgiveness from their Sustainer -:
can this [parable of paradise] be likened unto [the parable of the recompense of16] such as are to
abide in the fire and be given waters of burning despair17 to drink, so that it will tear their bowels
asunder?
47:16

Now among those [hapless sinners] are such as [pretend to] listen to thee, [O Muhammad,]18 and
then, as soon as they leave thy presence, speak [with scorn] unto those who have understood [thy
message]:19 "What is it that he has said just now?"
It is such as these whose hearts God has sealed because they [always] followed but their own
lusts20 - (47:17) just as for those who are [willing to be] guided, He increases their [ability to
follow His] guidance and causes them to grow in God-consciousness.21
11 See note 116 on 6:131. It is said that this verse was revealed on the
first night of the Prophet's
hijrah from Mecca to Medina (Tabari, on the authority of Ibn 'Abbas).
12 Lit., "Is, then, one who takes his stand... like one..., etc.
13 My rendering of this verse is based in its entirety on the grammatical
construction given to it by
Zamakhshari and supported by Razi. In this construction, the parabolic
description of paradise beginning with the phrase "wherein there are rivers
, etc., and ending
with the words "and forgiveness
from their Sustainer" - is a parenthetic passage (jumlah mu'taridah). As
for the term "parable" (mathal)
itself, it is undoubtedly meant to impress upon those who read or listen
to the Qur'an that its
descriptions of life in the hereafter are purely allegorical: see in this
connection Zamakhshari's
explicit remarks cited in note 65 on 13:35.
14 Cf. 37 : 4S~7, especially verse 47: "no headiness wiU there be in it,
and they will not get drunk thereon".
15 Lit., "and wherein they [i.e., the God-conscious] will have ..., etc.
16 This interpolation reproduces literally Zamakhshari's explanation of the
above ellipticism.
17 Lit., "exceedingly hot [or "boiling"] water". For an explanation of this
metaphor, see note 62 on 6:70.
18 Cf. 6:25 and 10:42-43.

47:18
Are, then, they [whose hearts are sealed] waiting for the Last Hour [waiting] that it come upon
them of a sudden? But it has already been foretold!22 And what will their remembrance [of their
past sins] avail them, once it has come upon them?23
47:19
Know, then, [O man,] that there is no deity save God, and [while there is yet time,] ask
forgiveness for thy sins and for [the sins of] all other believing men and women: for God knows
all your comings and goings as well as your abiding [at rest].24

47:20
NOW THOSE who have attained to faith say, "Would that a revelation [allowing us to fight]
were bestowed from on high!"25
But now that a revelation clear in and by itself,26 mentioning war, has been bestowed from on
high, thou canst see those in whose hearts is disease looking at thee, [O Muhammad,] with the
look of one who is about to faint for fear of death! And yet, far better for them would be (47:21)
obedience [to God's call] and a word that could win [His) approyal: for, since the matter has been
resolved [by His revelation], it would be but for their own good to remain true to God.
19 Lit., "unto those who have been given knowledge", Sc., "of the truth" or
"of thy message":
i.e., the believers. The people spoken of in the above are the hypocrites
among the contemporaries
of the Prophet as well as all people, at all times, who pretend to
approach the Qur'anic message
with a show of "reverence" but are in their innermost unwilling to admit
that there is any sense
in it.
20 I.e., the "sealing" of their hearts (for an explanation of which see
note 7 on 2:7) is a consequence
of their "following but their own lusts".
21 Lit., "and gives them their God-consciousness (taqwahum)".
22 Lit., "its indications have already come": a reference to the many
Qur'anic predictions of its inevitability,
as well as to the evidence, accessible to every unprejudiced mind, of the
temporal finality of all creation.
23 I.e., "of what benefit will be to them, when the Last Hour comes, their
dawning awareness of having
sinned, and their belated repentance?"
24 I.e., "He knows all that you do and all that you fail to do".
25 I am rendering the term surah here and in the next sentence as "a
revelation", for whereas there is
no surah as such which deals exclusively with questions of war, there are
numerous references to it in
various surahs; and this is evidently the meaning of this term in the
present context as well as in 9::86.
There is no doubt that this verse precedes the revelation, in the year 1
H., of 22:39, which states
categorically - and for the first time - that the believers are allowed
to wage war whenever "war is
wrongfully waged" against them (see in this connection note 57 on 22:39).
26 This is a reference to 22:39-40. For an explanation of the expression
muhkamah ("clear in and by itself"),
see note 5 on 3:7. (As in the preceding sentence, the term surah has been
rendered here, exceptionally,

as "revelation".)

47:22
[Ask them:) "Would you, perchance, after having turned away [from God's commandment,
prefer to revert to your old ways, and] spread corruption on earth, and [once again) cut asunder
your ties of kinship?28 (47:23) It is such as these whom God rejects, and whom He makes deaf
[to the voice of truth], and whose eyes He blinds [to its sight]!29 (47:24) Will they not, then,
ponder over this Qur'an? - or are there locks upon their hearts?
47:25
VERILY, those who turn their backs [on this message] after guidance has been vouchsafed to
them, [do it because] Satan has embellished their fancies and filled them with false hopes:
(47:26) [they do turn their backs on it) inasmuch as30 they are wont to say unto those who abhor
all that God has revealed, "We will comply with your views on some points."31
But God knows their secret thoughts: (47:27) hence, how [will they fare) when the angels gather
them in death, striking their faces and their backs?32 (47:28) This, because they were wont to
pursue what God condemns, and to hate [whatever would meet with] His goodly acceptance:33
and so He has caused all their [good] deeds to come to nought.
47:29
Or do they in whose hearts is disease think, perchance, that God would never bring their moral
failings to light?34
27 I.e., an expression of readiness to fight in His cause: which is
obviously the meaning of qawl ma'ruf
in this context.
28 The above interpolations are in tune with the explanation of this
passage advanced by almost all of
the classical commentators, who regard this rhetoricaj "question" as an
allusion to the chaotic
conditions of pre-Islamic Arabia, its senseless internecine wars, and the
moral darkness from which
Islam had freed its followers. Nevertheless, this verse has, like the
whole of the passage of which
it forms a part, a timeless import as well.
29 Cf. the reference to God's "sealing" the hearts of stubborn wrongdoers
in 2:7.
30 Lit., "this, because ..., etc.
31 Lit., "in some [or "parts of"] the matter" i e "although we cannot agree
with you Iatheistsl as regards
your denial of God, or of resurrection, or of the fact of revelation as
such, we do agree with you

that Muhammad is an impostor and that the Qur'an is but his invention"
(Razi). By "those who turn their
backs [on this message] after guidance has been vouchsafed to them" are
meant, in the first instance,
the hypocrites and half-hearted followers of Islam at the time of the
Prophet who refused to fight
in defence of the Faith; in a wider sense, however, this definition
applies to all people, at all
times, who are impressed by the teachings of the Qur'an but nevertheless
refuse to accept it as
God-inspired and, therefore, morally binding.
32 See note 55 on 8:50.
33 See first clause of verse 3 of this surah, which speaks of the "pursuit
of falsehood". In ihe
present instance, "that which would meet with His goodly acceptance" is
the believer's readiness
to sacrifice, if necessary, his life in the defence of the Faith.
34 The noun dighn (of which ad, ghan is the plural) denotes, primarily,
"rancour" or "hate"; in its
wider sense it signifies a person's "disposition", "inclination" or
"leaning", especially in its
negative aspects (Jawhari): hence, a "moral defect" or "failing".

47:30
Now had We so willed, We could have shown them clearly to thee, so that thou wouldst know
them for sure as by a visible mark:35 but [even so,] thou wilt most certainly recognize them by
the tone of their voice.36
And God knows all that you do, [O men;] (47:31) and most certainly We shall try you all, so
that. We might mark out37 those of you who strive hard [in Our cause] and are patient in
adversity: for We shall put38 to a test [the truth of) all your assertions.
47:32
Verily, they who are bent on denying the truth and on barring [others] from the path of God, and
[who thus) cut themselves off from the Apostle39 after guidance has been vouchsafed to them,
can in no wise harm God; but He will cause all their deeds to come to nought.
47:33
O you who have attained to faith! Pay heed unto God, and pay heed unto the Apostle, and let not
your [good] deeds come to nought! (47:34) Verily, as for those who are bent on denying the truth
and on barring [others] from the path of God, and then die as deniers of the truth - indeed, God
will not grant them forgiveness!
47:35

AND SO, [when you fight in a just cause,] do not lose heart and [never] beg for peace: for,
seeing that God is with you, you are bound to rise high [in the end];40 and never will He let your
[good] deeds go to waste. (47:36) The life of this world is but a play and a passing delight: but if
you believe [in God] and are conscious of Him, He will grant you your deserts.
And withal, He does not demand of you (to sacrifice in His cause all of) your possessions:41
(47:37) [for,] if He were to demand of you all of them, and urge you,42 you would niggardly
cling [to them], and so He would [but] bring out your moral failings.43
35 Lit., "by their marks": implying, elliptically, that God does not grant
to anyone a clear insight, as
by a visible mark, into another human being's heart or mind.
36 Lit., "the tone (lahn) of speech": indicating that a true believer
recognizes hypocrisy even without
a "visible mark" (sima).
37 Cf. 3:140, where the verb 'alama has been rendered in the same way.
38 Lit., "your announcements" - i.e., all assertions relating to belief.
The "test" consists in one's
readiness to undergo any sacrifice - and, since most of this surah deals
with the problem of a just
war (jihad) in God's cause - even the sacrifice of one's life.
39 For the above rendering of shaqqu, see note 16 on 8:13. The "cutting
oneself off" from the Apostle
signifies, of course, a rejection of his message, and, in this particular
context, a refusal to follow
the Qur'anic call to fight in a just cause, i.e., in defence of the Faith
or of freedom (see note 167
on 2:190).
40 I.e., even if the fortunes of war go against them, the consciousness of
having fought in the cause,
of truth and justice is bound to enhance the inner strength of the
believers and, thus, to become a
source of their future greatness: cf. 3:139.
41 Although the life of this world is "but a play and a passing delight",
God does not want to deprive
the believers of its rightful enjoyment: and so He expects them to
sacrifice only a small part of their
possessions in His cause. This passage evidently foreshadows the
imposition of the obligatory annual
tax called zakah ("the purifying dues"), amounting to about 2.5 percent
of a Muslims's income and
property, as pointed out by most of the classical commentators in
connection with the above verse
(hence my interpolation). The proceeds of this tax are to be utilized in
what the Qur'an describes
as "the cause [lit., "way"] of God", i.e., for the defence and
propagation of the Faith and the welfare
of the community; and its spiritual purpose is the "purification" of a
Muslim's possessions from the

blemish of greed and selfishness. (It is to be noted that the payment of
zakah was made obligatory
at the very beginning of the Medina period, that is, at approximately the
same time as the revelation
of the present surah.)
42 Sc., "to divest yourselves of all your possessions".
43 For my rendering of adghan as "moral failings", see note 37. In the
present context, this term has
more or less the same meaning as the term fujur in 91 8. The implication
is that since man has been
created weak" (4:28), the imposition of too great a burden on the
believers would be self-defeating
inasmuch as it might result not in an increase of faith but, rather, in
its diminution. This passage
illustrates the supreme realism of the Qur'an, which takes into account
human nature as it is, with
all its God-willed complexity and its inner contradictions, and does not,
therefore, postulate a
priori an impossible ideal as a norm of human behaviour, (Cf. 91:8, which
speaks of man's personality
as "imbued with moral failings as well as consciousness of God" - a
phrase which is explained in the
corresponding note 6.)

47:38
Behold, [O believers,] it is you who are called upon to spend freely in God's cause: but [even]
among you are such as turn out to be niggardly! And yet, he who acts niggardly [in God's cause]
is but niggardly towards his own self: for God is indeed self-sufficient, whereas you stand in
need [of Him]; and if you turn away [from Him], He will cause other people to take your place,
and they will not be the likes of you!

The Forty-Eighth Surah
Al-Fath (Victory)
Medina Period

TOWARDS the end of the sixth year of the hijrah, the Prophet decided to perform, accompanied
by his followers, the "lesser pilgrimage" or "pious visit" ('umrah) to Mecca. Although for nearly
six years there had been a more or less permanent state of war between the Muslim community
at Medina and the pagan oligarchy of Mecca, the Prophet did not anticipate any hostilities on that
occasion, since the month of Dhu'l-Qa'dah, in which he intended to reach Mecca, was one of the
four "sacred months" during which, in accordance with time-honoured Arabian custom, all
warfare was outlawed, and particularly so in and around the Holy City. A call was issued to
some of the allied bedouin tribes in the vicinity of Medina to join the Prophet on this pilgrimage,
but most of them excused themselves on some pretext or other (see note 10 on verse 11 of this
surah). Thus, the Prophet's party which set out for Mecca consisted of only 1400-1500 men, all
of them dressed in the pilgrim's garb (ihram) and, apart from their sheathed swords, unarmed.

On learning of the Prophet's approach, the Meccans decided - against all Arabian tradition - to
oppose the entry of the pilgrims by force of arms. A detachment of two hundred horsemen under
the command of Khalid ibn al-Walid (who was destined to embrace Islam less than two years
later) was sent out to intercept the Prophet's party, while several thousand heavily-armed men
took up positions around Mecca. Since the Prophet was neither inclined nor in a position to give
battle, he turned westwards from Bir 'Usfan (a place about one day's journey from Mecca) and
alighted on the plain of Al-Hudaybiyyah, where he and his followers remained for the next few
days. There and then negotiations were opened between the Muslims and the Meccan oligarchy.
After some preliminary discussions conducted by various emissaries of both parties, the Prophet
sent 'Uthman ibn 'Affan (who belonged to one of the most influential Meccan clans) as his
envoy. Shortly after 'Uthmin's arrival in Mecca, a rumour that he had been murdered reached the
Muslim camp at Hudaybiyyah. Thereupon the Prophet, expecting a treacherous attack by the
Meccans, assembled his followers and, sitting under a wild acacia tree, took, amid scenes of the
greatest enthusiasm, a pledge from each one of his followers that they would remain steadfast
and fight unto death; and after the revelation of verse 18 of this surah, this "Pledge of the Tree"
became known to history as Bay'at ar-Ridwan ("the Pledge of [God's] Goodly Acceptance").
When a few days later the rumour of 'Uthmin's death proved false and he himself returned to
Hudaybiyyah, it became clear that the Meccans were prepared to conclude a truce. A treaty was
drawn up, stipulating, among other provisions, that all warfare between Mecca and Medina
should be suspended for ten years, and that the Prophet and his followers should refrain from
entering Mecca that year, but would be free to do so the following year. The Prophet also agreed
that if a Meccan minor or any other person under guardianship should go over to the Muslims
without the permission of his guardian, he would be returned to the latter; but should any
follower of the Prophet - whether minor or of age - go over to the Quraysh of his own free will,
he or she would not be returned. Although this last stipulation appeared at first glance to be
disadvantageous to the Muslims, it is obvious that the Prophet agreed to it in pursuance of the
principle that "there shall be no coercion in matters of faith" (2:256).
The Truce of Hudaybiyyah was to prove of the greatest importance to the future of Islam. For the
first time in six years peaceful contacts were established between Mecca and Medina, and thus
the way was opened to the penetration of Islamic ideas into the citadel of Arabian paganism. The
Meccans who had occasion to visit the Muslim camp at Hudaybiyyah returned deeply impressed
by the spirit and the unity of Muhammad's followers, and many of them began to waver in their
hostility towards the faith preached by him. As soon as the perennial warfare came to an end and
people of both sides could meet freely, new converts rallied around the Prophet, first in tens, then
in hundreds, then in thousands - so much so that when the pagan Quraysh broke the truce two
years after its Conclusion, the Prophet could and did occupy Mecca almost without resistance.
Thus, in fact if not in appearance, the Truce of Hudaybiyyah ushered in the moral and political
victory of Islam over all Arabia.
In the consensus of all the authorities, the surah commemorating this victory was revealed during
the Prophet's return march from Hudaybiyyah to Medina.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:

48:1
VERILY, [O Muhammad,] We have laid open before thee a manifest victory,' (48:2) so that God
might show His forgiveness of all thy faults, past as well as future,2 and [thus] bestow upon thee
the full measure of His blessings, and guide thee on a straight way,3 (48:3) and [show] that God
will succour thee with [His] mighty succour.
48:4
It is He who from on high has bestowed inner peace upon the hearts of the believers, so that seeing that God's are all the forces of the heavens and the earth, and that God is all-knowing,
truly wise they might grow yet more firm in their faith;5 (48:5) [and] that He might admit the
believers, both men and women, into gardens through which running waters flow, therein to
abide, and that He might efface their [past bad] deeds: and that is, in the sight of God, indeed a
triumph supreme!
48:6
And [God has willed] to impose suffering [in the life to come] on the hypocrites, both men and
women, and on those who ascribe divinity to aught beside Him, both men and women: all who
entertain evil thoughts about God.6 Evil encompasses them from all sides, and God's
condemnation rests upon them; and He has rejected them [from His grace], and has readied hell
for them: and how evil a journey's end!
48:7
For, God's are all the forces of the heavens and the earth; and God is indeed almighty, truly wise!
1 Namely, the moral victory achieved by the Truce of Hudaybiyyah, which
opened the doors to the subsequent
triumph of Islam in Arabia (see introductory note, which explains many
allusions to this historic event
found in the subsequent verses).
2 Lit., "so that God might forgive thee all that is past of thy sins and
all that is yet to come" thus indicating elliptically that freedom from faults is an exclusive
prerogative of God, and that
every human being, however exalted, is bound to err on occasion.
3 Sc., "to a fulfilment of thy mission", which the Truce of Hudaybiyyah
clearly presaged.
4 I.e., endowed them, although they were few and practically unarmed, with
calm courage in the face
of the much more powerful forces of the enemy.
5 Lit., "so that they might add faith to their faith, seeing that God's are
. . .", etc. Since the latter

is obviously a parenthetic clause, I have transposed it in my rendering
in order to make the meaning clear.
6 I.e., who deny His.existence or man's responsibility to Him, or offend
against the concept of His oneness.

48:8
VERILY, [O Muhammad,] We have sent thee as a witness [to the truth], and as a herald of glad
tidings and a warner - (48:9) so that you [O men] might believe in God and His Apostle, and
might honour Him, and revere Him, and extol His limitless glory from morn to evening.7
48:10
Behold, all who pledge their allegiance to thee pledge their allegiance to God: the hand of God is
over their hands.8 Hence, he who breaks his oath, breaks it only to his own hurt; whereas he who
remains true to what he has pledged unto God, on him will He bestow a reward supreme.
48:11
Those of the bedouin who stayed behind9 will say unto thee: "[The need to take care of] our
chattels and our families kept us busy: do then, [O Prophet,] ask God to forgive us!" [Thus,] they
will utter with their tongues something that is not in their hearts.10
Say: "Who, then, has it in his power to avert from you aught that God may have willed," whether
it be His will to harm you or to confer a benefit on you? Nay, but God is fully aware of what you
do! (48:12) Nay, you thought that the Apostle and the believers would never return to their kith
and kin: and this seemed goodly to your hearts.12 And you entertained [such] evil thoughts
because you have always been people devoid of all good!"
48:13
Now as for those who will not believe in God and His Apostle - verily, We have readied a
blazing flame for all [such] deniers of the truth!
7 Lit., "at morn and evening", i.e., at all times.
8 This refers, in the first instance, to the pledge of faith and allegiance
(bay'at ar-ridwan) which
the Muslims assembled at Hudaybiyyah gave to the Prophet (see
introductory note). Beyond this historical
allusion, however, the above sentence implies that as one's faith in
God's message-bearer is to all
intents and purposes synonymous with a declaration of faith in God
Himself, so does one's willingness
to obey God necessarily imply a willingness to obey His message-bearer. The phrase "the hand of God
is over their hands" does not merely allude to the hand-clasp with which
all of the Prophet's followers

affirmed their allegiance to him, but is also a metaphor for His being a
witness to their pledge.
9 Lit., "who were left behind": i.e., the bedouin belonging to the tribes
of Ghifar, Muzaynah, Juhaynah,
Ashja', Aslam and Dhayl, who, although allied with the Prophet and
outwardly professing Islam, refused
under various pretexts to accompany him on his march to Mecca (which
resulted in the Truce of Hudaybiyyah),
since they were convinced that the Meccans would give battle and destroy
the unarmed Muslims (Zamakhshari).
The excuses mentioned in the sequence were made after the Prophet's and
his followers' successful return
to Medina; hence the future tense, sayaqul.
10 Implying that the excuses which they would proffer would be purely
hypocritical.
11 Lit., "has anything in his power [that could be obtained] in your behalf
from God": a construction
which, in order to become meaningful in translation, necessitates a
paraphrase.
12 Implying that the real sympathies of those bedouin were with the pagan
Quraysh rather than with the Muslims.

48:14
But God's is the dominion over the heavens and the earth: He forgives whomever He wills, and
imposes suffering on whomever He wills - and [withal,] He is indeed much-forgiving, a
dispenser of grace.13 (48:15) As soon as you [O believers] are about to set forth on a war that
promises booty,14 those who stayed behind [aforetime] will surely say, "Allow us to go with
you" - [thus showing that] they would like to alter the Word of God.15
Say: "By no means shall you go with us: God has declared aforetime16 [to whom all spoils shall
belong]."
Thereupon they will [surely] answer, "Nay, but you begrudge us [our share of booty]!"
Nay, they can grasp but so little of the truth!
48:16
Say unto those bedouin who stayed behind: "In time you will be called upon [to fight] against
people of great prowess in war:17 you will have to fight against them [until you die] or they
surrender. And then, if you heed [that call], God will bestow on you a goodly reward; but if you
turn away as you turned away this time,18 He will chastise you with grievous chastisement."
48:17

No blame attaches to the blind, nor does blame attach to the lame, nor does blame attach to the
sick [for staying away from a war in God's cause];19 but whoever heeds [the call of] God and His
Apostle [in deed or in heart20], him will He admit into gardens through which running waters
flow; whereas him who turns away will He chastise with grievous chastisement.
13 Implying that He may forgive even the most hardened sinners if they
truly repent and mend their ways:
an allusion to what the Prophet was to say according to verse 16.
14 Lit., "set forth to take booty": i.e., any expedition other than against
the Quraysh of Mecca, with
whom the Prophet had just concluded a truce. This is generally taken as
an allusion to the forthcoming
war against the Jews of Khaybar (in the year 7 H.), but the meaning may
well be more general.
15 Evidently a reference to 8:1 - "All spoils of war belong to God and the
Apostle" - which, as pointed
out in note 1 on that verse, implies that no individual warrior can have
any claim to the booty obtained
in war. Moreover, fighting for the sake of booty contravenes the very
principle of a "war in God's cause",
which may be waged only in defence of faith or liberty (cf. surah 2, note
167), "until there is no more
oppression and all worship is devoted to God alone" (see 2:193 and the
corresponding note 170). It
is to these principles, too, that the Prophet's anticipated answer,
mentioned in the sequence, refers.
16 I.e., in the first verse of Al-Anfal, which was revealed in the year 2
H. (see preceding note).
17 This is evidently a prophecy relating to the future wars against
Byzantium and Persia.
18 Lit., "before", i.e., at the time of the expedition which resulted in
the Truce Of Hudaybiyyah.
19 These three categories circumscribe metonymically all kinds of
infirmities or disabilities which
may prevent a person from actively participating in a war in God's cause.
20 This latter applies, by obvious implication, to such as are unable to
participate in the fighting
physically, but are in their hearts with those who fight.

48:18
INDEED, well-pleased was God with the believers when they pledged their allegiance unto thee
[O Muhammad] under that tree,21 for He knew what was in their hearts; and so He bestowed
inner peace upon them from on high, and rewarded them with [the glad tiding of] a victory soon
to come,22 (48:19) and [of] many war-gains which they would achieve: for God is indeed
almighty, wise.

48:20
[O you who believe!] God has promised you many war-gains which you shall yet achieve; and
He has vouchsafed you these [worldly gains]' well in advance,23 and has stayed from you the
hands of [hostile] people, so that this [your inner strength] may become a symbol to the believers
[who will come after you24], and that He may guide you all on a straight way.
48:21
And there are yet other [gains] which are still beyond your grasp,25 [but] which God has already
encompassed [for you]: for God has the power to will anything. (48:22) And [now,] if they who
are bent on denying the truth should fight against you, they will indeed turn their backs [in
flight], and will find none to protect them and none to bring them succour:26 (48:23) such being
God's way which has ever obtained in the past - and never wilt thou find any change in God's
way.27
48:24
And He it is who, in the valley of Mecca, stayed their hands from you, and your hands from
them, after He had enabled you to vanquish them; and God saw indeed what you were doing.28
21 I.e., at Hudaybiyyah (see introductory note).
22 Most of the commentators assume that this relates to the conquest of
Khaybar, which took place a few
months after the Truce of Hudaybiyyah. It is probable, however, that the
implication is much wider than
that - namely, a prophecy of the almost bloodless conquest of Mecca in
the year 8 H., the victorious
establishment of Islam in all of Arabia and, finally, the tremendous
expansion of the Islamic Commonwealth
under the Prophet's immediate successors.
23 Sc., "of what is to come to you in the hereafter".
24 Thus Razi.
25 I.e., the achievement of final bliss in the life to come.
26 This divine promise was fulfllled in the unbroken sequence of Muslim
victories after the Truce of
Hudaybiyyah, ultimately leading to the establishment of an empire which
extended from the Atlantic
Ocean to the confines of China. - For the conditional nature of the above
promise, see note 82 on 3:111.
27 This reference to "God's way" (sunnat Allah) is twofold: on the one
hand, "you are bound to rise high
if you are [truly] believers" (3:139), and, on the other, "God does not
change men's condition unless
they change their inner selves" (13:11), in both the positive and
negative connotations of the concept

of "change".
28 Shortly before the 'Truce of Hudaybiyyah was concluded, a detachment of
Quraysh warriors - variously
estimated at between thirty and eighty men - attacked the Prophet's camp,
but his practically unarmed
followers overcame them and took them prisoner; after the signing of the
treaty the Prophet released
them unharmed (Muslim; Nasa'i, Tabari).

48:25
[It was not for your enemies' sake that He stayed your hands from them:29 for] it was they who
were bent on denying the truth, and who debarred you from the Inviolable House of Worship30
and prevented your offering from reaching its destination.31 And had it not been for the believing
men and believing women [in Mecca], whom you might have unwittingly trampled underfoot,32
and on whose account you might have become guilty, without knowing it, of a grievous wrong -:
[had it not been for this, you would have been allowed to fight your way into the city: but you
were forbidden to fight33] so that [in time] God might admit to His grace whomever He wills.34
Had they [who deserve Our mercy and they whom We have condemned] been clearly discernible
[to youj,35 We would indeed have imposed grievous suffering [at your hands] on such of them as
were bent on denying the truth.
48:26
Whereas they who are bent on denying the truth harboured a stubborn disdain in their hearts - the
stubborn disdain [born] of ignorance36 - God bestowed from on high His [gift ofl inner peace
upon His Apostle and the believers, and bound them to the spirit of God-consciousness:37 for
they were most worthy of this [divine gift], and deserved it well. And God has full knowledge of
all things.
29 This interpolation is based on Razi's explanation of the connection
between this and the preceding verse.
30 I.e., the Ka'bah, which, until the year 7 H., the Muslims were not
allowed to approach.
31 See surah 2, note 175.
32 I.e., killed. After the Prophet's and his followers' exodus to Medina, a
number of Meccans - both men
and women - had embraced Islam, but had been prevented by the pagan
Quraysh from emigrating (Tabari,
Zamakhshari). Their identities were not generally known to the Muslims of
Medina.
33 Thus Zamakhshari, supported by Razi, Ibn Kathir, and other commentators.
34 I.e., so that the believers might be spared, and that in time many a
pagan Meccan might embrace Islam,
as actually happened.

35 Lit., "had they been separated from one another": i.e., the believers
and the pagans among the Meccans.
In its wider sense, the above implies that man never really knows whether
another human being deserves
God's grace or condemnation.
36 Although this reference to the "stubborn disdain" (hamiyyah) on the part
of the pagan Quraysh may
have been characteristic of their over-all attitude towards the Prophet
and his mission, it is probable as Zamakhshari points out - that its special mention here relates to an
incident which occurred at
Hudaybiyyah during the truce negotations between the Prophet and the
emissary of the Meccans, Suhayl
ibn 'Amr. The Prophet began to dictate to 'Ali ibn Abi Tilib the text of
the proposed agreement: "Write
down, 'In the name of God, the Most Gracious, the Dispenser of Grace'";
but Suhayl interrupted him
and said: "We have never heard of [the expression] 'the Most Gracious';
write down only what we know."
Whereupon the Prophet said to 'Ali: "Write, then, 'In Thy name, O God'."
'Ali wrote as he was told;
and the Prophet continued:
"This is what has been agreed upon between Muhammad, God's Apostle, and
the people of Mecca...". But
Suhayl interrupted again: "If thou wert [really] an apostle of God, [this
would be an admission on our
part that] we have been doing wrong to thee; write, therefore, as we
understand it." And so the Prophet
dictated to 'Ali: "Write thus: 'This is what has been agreed upon between
Muhammad, the son of 'Abd Allah,
son of 'Abd al-Muttalib, and the people of Mecca..." (This story is
recorded in many versions, among
others by Nasa'i, Iba Hanbal and Tabari.)

48:27
Indeed, God has shown the truth in His Apostle's true vision:38 most certainly shall you enter the
Inviolable House of Worship, if God so wills, in full security, with your heads shaved or your
hair cut short,39 without any fear: for He has (always] known that which you yourselves could
not know.40 And He has ordained [for you], besides this, a victory soon to come.41
48:28
He it is who has sent forth His Apostle with the [task of spreading] guidance and the religion of
truth, to the end that He make it prevail over every [false] religion; and none can bear witness [to
the truth] as God does.42
48:29
MUHAMMAD is God's Apostle; and those who are [truly] with him are firm and unyielding43
towards all deniers of the truth, [yet] full of mercy towards one another.43 Thou canst see them

bowing down, prostrating themselves [in prayer], seeking favour with God and [His] goodly
acceptance: their marks are on their faces, traced by prostration.45
This is their parable in the Torah as well as their parable in the Gospel:46 [they are] like a seed
that brings forth its shoot, and then He strengthens it, so that it grows stout, and [in the end]
stands firm upon its stem, delighting the sowers....
[Thus will God cause the believers to grow in strength,] so that through them He might
confound47 the deniers of the truth. [But] unto such of them as may [yet] attain to faith and do
righteous deeds, God has promised forgiveness and a reward supreme.48
37 Lit., "the word of God-consciousness" (kalimat at-taqwa): implying that
their consciousness of God
and of His all-pervading power enabled them to bear the "stubborn
disdain" of their enemies with
inner calm and serenity.
38 Shortly before the expedition which ended at Hudaybiyyah, the Prophet
had a dream in which he saw
himself and his followers entering Mecca as pilgrims. This dream-vision
was destined to be fulfilled
a year later, in 7 H., when the Muslims were able to perform their first
peaceful pilgrimage to the
Holy City.
39 Male pilgrims usually shave or (which is the meaning of the conjunctive
wa in this context) cut their
hair short before assuming the pilgrim's garb (ihram), for it is not
permitted to do so while in
the state of pilgrimage. A repetition of the same act marks the
completion of the pilgrimage
(cf. 2:196).
40 Namely, the future.
41 See note 22.
42 Sc., "through the revelations which He grants to His prophets". See also
3:19 "the only [true] religion
in the sight of God is [man's] self-surrender unto Him": from which it
follows that any religion (in
the widest sense of this term) which is not based on the above principle
is, eo ipso, false.
43 This composite gives, I believe, the full meaning of the term ashidda'
(sing. shadid) in the above
context.
44 Lit., "among themselves". Cf. 5:54 - "humble towards the believers,
proud towards all who deny
the truth".
45 The infinitive noun sujud ("prostration") stands here for the innermost
consummation of faith,

while its "trace" signifies the spiritual reflection of that faith in the
believer's manner of life
and even in his outward aspect. Since the "face" is the most expressive
part of man's personality, it
is often used in the Qur'an in the sense of one's "whole being".
46 Regarding the significance of the term Injil ("Gospel") as used in the
Qur'an, see surah 3, note 4.
47 Lit., "infuse with wrath".
48 Whereas most of the classical commentators understand the above sentence
as alluding to believers in
general, Razi relates the pronoun minhum ("of them" or "among them")
explicitly to the deniers of the
truth spoken of in the preceding sentence - i.e., to those of them who
might yet attain to faith and
thus achieve God's forgiveness: a promise which was fulfilled within a
few years after the revelation
of this verse, inasmuch as most of the Arabian enemies of the Prophet
embraced Islam, and many of
them became its torchbearers. But in a wider sense, this divine promise
remains open until Resurrection
Day (Tabari), relating to everybody, at all times and in all cultural
environments, who might yet
attain to the truth and live up to it.

The Forty-Ninth Surah
Al-Hujurat (The Private Apartments)
Medina Period

REVEALED, in the consensus of most of the authorities, in the year 9 H., this surah deals
predominantly with social ethics. Beginning with the reverence due to the Prophet and - by
implication - to the righteous leaders of the community after him, the discourse culminates in the
principle of the brotherhood of all believers (verse 10) and, in its widest sense, the brotherhood
of all mankind (verse 13). The concluding passage (verses 14 ff.) points out the difference
between true faith and a mere outward observance of religious formalities.
The title is derived from the mention of the word al-hujurat in verse 4.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
49:1
O YOU who have attained to faith! Do not put yourselves forward1 in the presence of [what]
God and His Apostle [may have ordained], but remain conscious of God: for, verily, God is allhearing, all-knowing!
49:2

O you who have attained to faith! Do not raise your voices above the voice of the Prophet,2 and
neither speak loudly to him, as you would speak loudly to one another,3 lest all your [good]
deeds come to nought without your perceiving it. (49:3) Behold, they who lower their voices in
the presence of God's Apostle - it is they whose hearts God has tested [and opened] to
consciousness of Himself; [and] theirs shall be forgiveness and a reward supreme.
49:4
Verily, [O Prophet,] as for those who call thee from without thy private apartments4 - most of
them do not use their reason: (49:5) for, if they had the patience [to wait] until thou come forth to
them [of thine own accord], it would be for their own good. Still, God is much forgiving, a
dispenser of grace.
1 I.e., "do not allow your own desires to have precedence".
2 This has both a literal and a figurative meaning: literal in the case of
the Prophet's Companions,
and figurative for them as well as for believers of later times implying that one's personal opinions
and predilections must not be allowed to overrule the clear-cut legal
ordinances and/or moral stipulations
promulgated by the Prophet (cf. 4:65 and the corresponding note 84).
3 I.e., address him, or (in later times) speak of him, with unbecoming
familiarity.
4 While this relates in the first instance to the Prophet, it may also be
taken to apply to any supreme
leader of the communitY (amir al-mu'minin) who acts as the Prophet's
successor (khalifah) and rules
in his name, i.e., under the aegis of Islamic Law. (As regards the
Prophet himself, the above exhortation
to reverent behaviour implies, in the view of many outstanding Islamic
thinkers, a prohibition to
"call out to him" when visiting his tomb.)

49:6
O YOU who have attained to faith! If any iniquitous person comes to you with a [slanderous)
tale, use your discernment,5 lest you hurt people unwittingly and afterwards be filled with
remorse for what you have done.6 (49:7) And know that God's Apostle is among you:7 were he to
comply with your inclinations in each and every case,8 you would be bound to come to harm [as
a community]. But as it is, God has caused [your) faith to be dear to you, and has given it beauty
in your hearts, and has made hateful to you all denial of the truth, and all iniquity, and all
rebellion [against what is good].
Such indeed are they who follow the right course (49:8) through God's bounty and favour; and
God is all-knowing, truly wise.
49:9

Hence, if two groups of believers fall to fighting,9 make peace between them; but then, if one of
the two [groups) goes on acting wrongfully towards the other, fight against the one that acts
wrongfully until it reverts to God's commandment;10 and if they revert, make peace between
them with justice, and deal equitably (with them]: for verily, God loves those who act equitably!
49:10
All believers are but brethren.11 Hence, [whenever they are at odds,] make peace between your
two brethren, and remain conscious of God, so that you might be graced with His mercy.
5 I.e., verify the truth before giving credence to any such report or
rumour. The tale-bearer is
characterized as "iniquitous" because the very act of spreading
unsubstantiated rumours affecting
the reputation of other persons constitutes a spiritual offence.
6 Thus, after laying stress in the preceding verses on the reverence due to
God's message-bearer and, by
implication, to every righteous leader of the community - the discourse
turns to the moral imperative
of safeguarding the honour and reputation of every member of the
community, man and woman alike.
This principle is taken up, more explicitly, in verse 12.
7 Sc., "and he ought to be an example for you as regards your behaviour
towards one another". i.e., he would
not accept rashly a hearsay tale affecting the honour of third persons,
but would either refuse to listen
to it altogether or, should a clarification become necessary in the
interests of the community, would
insist on ascertaining the truth objectively.
8 Lit., "in many a case (amr)": the implication being that, more often than
not, man is prone to give
credence to malicious rumours devoid of any real evidence.
9 The expression "fighting" comprises in this context all modes of discord
and contention, both in word
and deed, evidently as a consequence of the slanderous rumours spoken of
in verse 6 above.
10 I.e., that the believers should act as brethren (see next verse).
11 The plural noun ikhwah ("brethren" or "brotherhood") has here, of
course, a purely ideological connotation,
comprising men and women alike; the same applies to the subsequent
mention of "your two brethren".

49:11
O YOU who have attained to faith! No men shall deride [other] men: it may well be that those
[whom they deride] are better than themselves; and no women [shall deride other] women: it
may well be that those [whom they deride] are better than themselves.12 And neither shall you

defame one another, nor insult one another by [opprobrious] epithets: evil is all imputation of
iniquity after [one has attained to] faith;13 and they who [become guilty thereof and] do not
repent - it is they, they who are evildoers!
49:12
O you who have attained to faith! Avoid most guesswork [about one another]14 - for, behold,
some of [such] guesswork is [in itself] a sin; and do not spy upon one another, and neither allow
yourselves to speak ill of one another behind your backs. Would any of you like to eat the flesh
of his dead brother? Nay, you would loathe it!
And be conscious of God. Verily, God is an acceptor of repentance, a dispenser of grace!
49:13
O men! Behold, We have created you all out of a male and a female,15 and have made you into
nations and tribes, so that you might come to know one another.16 Verily, the noblest of you in
the sight of God is the one who is most deeply conscious of Him. Behold, God is all-knowing,
all-aware.
49:14
THE BEDOUIN say, "We have attained to faith." Say [unto them, O Muhammad]: "You have
not [yet] attained to faith; you should [rather] say, 'We have [outwardly] surrendered' - for [true]
faith has not yet entered your hearts.17 But if you [truly] pay heed unto God and His Apostle, He
will not let the least of your deeds18 go to waste: for, behold, God is much-forgiving, a dispenser
of grace."
12 The implication is that believers, whether men or women, shall never
deride one another (Zamakhshari, Baydawi).
13 This applies no less to the faith of the one who insults than to that of
the insulted (Razi): cf. 6:82 "[those who have not obscured their faith by wrongdoing".
14 I.e., guesswork that may lead to unfounded suspicion of another person's
motives: see note 22 on 24:19.
15 I,e., "We have created every one of you out of a father and a mother"
(Zamakhsharl, Razi, Baydiwl) implying that this equality of biological origin is reflected in the
equality of the human dignity
common to all.
16 I.e., know that all belong to one human family, without any inherent
superiority of one over another
(Zamakhshari). This connects with the exhortation, in the preceding two
verses, to respect and safeguard
each other's dignity. In other words, men's evolution into "nations and
tribes" is meant to foster

rather than to diminish their mutual desire to understand and appreciate
the essential human oneness
underlying their outward differentiations; and, correspondingly, all
racial, national or tribal prejudice
('as abiyyah) is condemned - implicitly in the Qur'an, and most
explicitly by the Prophet (see second
half of note 15 on 28:15). in addition, speaking of people's boasting of
their national or tribal past,
the Prophet said: "Behold, God has removed from you the arrogance of
pagan ignorance (1ahiliyyah) with
its boast of ancestral glories. Man is but a God-conscious believer or an
unfortunate sinner. All people
are children of Adam, and Adam was created out of dust." (Fragment of a
hadith quoted by Tirmidhi and
Abu Da'ud, on the authority of Abu Hurayrah.)

49:15
[Know that true] believers are only those who have attained to faith in God and His Apostle and
have left all doubt behind,19 and who strive hard in God's cause with their possessions and their
lives: it is they, they who are true to their word!
49:16
Say: "Do you, perchance, [want to] inform God of [the nature of] your faith46 - although God
knows all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth? Indeed, God has full knowledge of
everything!" (49:17) Many people21 think that they have bestowed a favour upon thee [O
Prophet] by having surrendered [to thee].22 Say thou: "Deem not your surrender a favour unto
me: nay, but it is God who bestows a favour upon you by showing you the way to faith - if you
are true to your word!"
49:18
Verily, God knows the hidden reality of the heavens and the earth; and God sees all that you do.
17 Inasmuch as this is evidently an allusion to the intense tribalism of
the bedouin and their "pride of
descent" (Razi), the above verse connects with the preceding condemnation
of all tribal preferences
and prejudices, and with the call for their abandonment as a prerequisite
of true faith. Primarily,
this relates to the bedouin contemporaries of the Prophet, but its import
is general and timeless.
18 I.e., "your own deeds, in distinction from the supposed 'glorious deeds'
of your ancestors, which count
for nothing in His sight".
19 Lit., "and thereafter have had no doubt".
20 Like the preceding passage, this, too, is addressed in the first
instance to certain contemporaries

of the Prophet, but its meaning extends to all people, at all times, who
think that their mere profession
of faith and outward adherence to its formalities makes them "believers".
21 Lit., "They" (see preceding note).
22 I.e., "by professing to be thy followers".

The Fiftieth Surah
Qaf
Mecca Period

KNOWN only by the letter-symbol q (qaf) preceding the first verse, this surah appears to have
been revealed in the fourth year of the Prophet's mission. Commencing and ending with a
reference to the Qur'an, it is devoted in its entirety to the twin problems of death and
resurrection.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
50:1
Qaf.1
CONSIDER this sublime Qur'an! (50:2) But nay - they deem it strange that a warner should have
come unto them from their own midst;2 and so these deniers of the truth are saying, "A strange
thing is this! (50:3) Why - [how could we be resurrected] after we have died and become mere
dust? Such a return seems far-fetched indeed!"
50:4
Well do We know how the earth consumes their bodies,3 for with Us is a record unfailing. (50:5)
Nay, but they [who refuse to believe in resurrection] have been wont to give the lie to this truth
whenever it was proffered to them; and so they are in a state of confusion.4
1 Chronologically, the above is the second occurrence (after surah 68) of
one of the disjointed
letter-symbols which precede some of the Qur'anic surahs. For the
theories relating to these symbols,
see Appendix II. As regards my rendering of the adjurative particle wa
which opens the next sentence
as "Consider", see first half of note 23 on 74:32, where this adjuration
appears for the first time
in the chronological order of revelation.
2 This is the earliest Qur'anic mention - repeated again and again in other
places of people's "deeming
it strange" that a purportedly divine message should have been delivered
by someone "from their own

midst", i.e., a mortal like themselves. Although it is undoubtedly, in
the first instance, a reference
to the negative attitude of the Meccan pagans to Muhammad's call, its
frequent repetition throughout
the Qur'an has obviously an implication going far beyond that historical
reference: it points to the
tendency common to many people, at all stages of human development, to
distrust any religious statement
that is devoid of all exoticism inasmuch as it is enunciated by a person
sharing the social and
cultural background of those whom he addresses, and because the message
itself relies exclusively as the Qur'an does - on an appeal to man's reason and moral sense. Hence,
the Qur'an explicitly mentions
people's "objections" to a prophet "who eats food [like ordinary mortals]
and goes about in the
market-places" (25:7; see also note 16 on 25:20).
3 Lit., "what the earth diminishes of them" - implying that God's promise
of resurrection takes the fact
of the dead bodies' decomposition fully into account. Consequently,
resurrection will be like
"a new creation" (cf. 10:4, 21:104, 30:11, 85:13, etc.), recalling the
recurrent process of creation
and re-creation visible in all organic nature (cf. 10:34, 27:64, 30:27).
4 Since they reject a priori all thought of life after death, they are
perplexed by the lack of any answer
to the "why" and "what for" of man's life, by the evident inequality of
human destinies, and by what
appears to them as a senseless, blind cruelty of nature: problems which
can be resolved only against
the background of a belief in a continuation of life after bodily "death"
and, hence, in the existence
of a purpose and a plan underlying all creation.

50:6
Do they not look at the sky above them - how We have built it and made it beautiful and free of
all faults?95 (50:7) And the earth - We have spread it wide, and set upon it mountains firm, and
caused it to bring forth plants of all beauteous kinds, (50:8) thus offering an insight and a
reminder unto every human being who willingly turns unto God.
50:9
And We send down from the skies water rich in blessings, and cause thereby gardens to grow,
and fields of grain, (50:10) and tall palm-trees with their thickly-clustered dates, (50:11) as
sustenance apportioned to men; and by [all] this We bring dead land to life: [and] even so will be
[man's] coming-forth from death.
50:12

[Long] before those [who now deny resurrection) did Noah's people give the lie to this truth, and
[so did] the folk of Ar-Rass,6 and [the tribes of] Thamud (50:13) and 'Ad, and Pharaoh, and Lot's
brethren,7 (50:14) and the dwellers of the wooded dales [of Madyan], and the people of Tubba':8
they all gave the lie to the apostles - and thereupon that whereof I had warned [them] came true.
50:15
Could We, then, be [thought of as being] worn out by the first creation?9 Nay - but some people10
are [still] lost in doubt about [the possibility of] a new creation!
50:16
NOW, VERILY, it is We who have created man, and We know what his innermost self whispers
within him: for We are closer to him than his neck-vein. (50:17) [And so,] whenever the two
demands [of his nature] come face to face, contending from the right and from the left,11 (50:18)
not even a word can he utter but there is a watcher with him, ever-present.12
5 Lit., "and it has no gaps [or "breaks"j whatever".
6 See note 33 on 25:38.
7 The term "brethren" (ikhwan) is used here metonymically, denoting a group
of people who share the
same views or, alternatively, the same environment. Since the people
referred to formed Lot's social
environment (cf. 7:83 or 11:77-83), they are described as his "brethren"
although his moral concepts
and inclinations were entirely different from theirs.
8 Regarding "the people of Tubba'", see 44:37 and the corresponding note.
The "dwellers of the wooded
dales" are the people of Madyan (the Biblical Midian), as is evident from
26:176 ff. Their story is
found in the Qur'an in several places; for the most detailed version, see
11:84-95.
9 I.e., by the creation of the universe or, more specifically, of man.
10 Lit., "they".
11 The first part of the above sentence - i.e., the phrase yatalaqqa al-mutalaqqiyan - may be understood
in either of two senses: "the two that are meant to receive do receive",
or "the two that aim at meeting
each other do meet". The classical commentators adopt, as a rule, the
first sense and, consequently,
interpret the passage thus: ..... the two angels that are charged with
recording man's doings - do
record them, sitting on his right and on his left". In my opinion,
however, the second of the two possible
meanings ("the two that aim at meeting each other") corresponds better
with the preceding verse, which

speaks of what man's innermost self (nafs) - whispers within him", i.e.,
voices his subconscious desires.
Thus, "the two that aim at meeting" are, I believe, the two demands of,
or, more properly, the two
fundamental motive forces within man's nature: his primal, instinctive
urges and desires, both sensual
and non-sensual (all of them comprised in the modern psychological term
"libido"), on the one side, and
his reason, both intuitive and reflective, on the other. The "sitting
(qa'id) on the right and on the
left" is, to my mind, a metaphor for the conflicting nature of these dual
forces which strive for
predominance within every human being: hence, my rendering of qa'id as
"contending". This interpretation
is, moreover, strongly supported by the reference, in verse 21, to man's
appearing on Judgment Day with
"that which drives and that which bears witness" - a phrase which
undoubtedly alludes to man's
instinctive urges as well as his conscious reason (see note 14 below).
12 I.e., his conscience, The "uttering of a word" is conceptually connected
with the "whispering" within
man's psyche spoken of in the preceding verse,

50:19
And [then,] the twilight of death brings with it the [full] truth13 - that [very thing, O man,] from
which thou wouldst always look away! - (50:20) and [in the end] the trumpet [of resurrection]
will be blown: that will be the Day of a warning fulfilled.
50:21
And every human being will come forward with [his erstwhile] inner urges and [his] conscious
mind,14 (50:22) [and will be told:] "Indeed, unmindful hast thou been of this [Day of Judgement];
but now We have lifted from thee thy veil, and sharp is thy sight today!" (50:23) And one part15
of him will say: "This it is that has been ever-present with me!"16
50:24
[Whereupon God will command:] "Cast, cast17 into hell every [such) stubborn enemy of the
truth, (50:25) [every] withholder of good [and] sinful aggressor [and] fomentor of distrust
[between man and man - everyone] (50:26) who has set up another deity beside God:18 cast him,
then, cast him into suffering severe!"
13 I.e., full insight into one's own self.
14 Lit., "with that which drives (sa'iq) and that which bears witness
(shahid)". While the former term
evidently circumscribes man's primal urges - and particularly those which
drive him into unrestrained
self-indulgence and, thus, into sin - the term shahd (rendered by me as
"conscious mind") alludes

here to the awakening of the deeper layers of man's consciousness,
leading to a sudden perception of
his own moral reality - the "lifting of the veil" referred to in the next
verse - which forces him
to "bear witness" against himself (cf. 17:14, 24:24, 36:65, 41:20 ff.).
15 Lit., "his intimate companion" (qarinuhu). The term qarin denotes
something that is "connected",
"linked" or "intimately associated" with another thing (cf. 41:25 and
43:36, where qarin is rendered
as "[one's] other self"). In the present instance - read together with
verse 21 - the term apparently
denotes "one part" of man, namely, his awakened moral consciousness.
16 I.e., the sinner's reason will plead that he had always been more or
less conscious, and perhaps even
critical, of the urges and appetites that drove him into evildoing: but,
as is shown in the sequence,
this belated and, therefore, morally ineffective rational cognition does
not diminish but, rather,
enhances the burden of man's guilt.
17 In this instance, as well as in verse 26, the imperative "cast" has the
dual form (alqiya). As
many classical philologists (and almost all of the commentators) point
out, - this is linguistically
permissible for the sake of special stress, and is equivalent to an
emphatic repetition of the imperative
in question. Alternatively, the dual form may be taken as indicative of
an actual duality thus addressed:
namely, the two manifestations within man's psyche alluded to in verse 17
and described in verse 21 as
sa'iq and shahid (see note 14 above), both of which, in thefr
interaction, are responsible for his
spiritual downfall and, hence, for his suffering in the life to come.
18 This relates not merely to the veneration of real or imaginary beings or
forces to which one
ascribes divine qualities, but also to the "worship" of false values and
immoral concepts to which
people often adhere with an almost religious fervour.

50:27
Man's other self19 will say: "O our Sustainer! It was not I that led his conscious mind20 into evil [nay,) but it had gone far astray [of its own accord]!"21 (50:28) [And] He will say: "Contend not
before Me, [O you sinners,] for I gave you a forewarning [of this Day of Reckoning). (50:29)
The judgment passed by Me shall not be altered; but never do I do the least wrong unto My
creatures!"
50:30
On that Day We will ask hell, "Art thou filled?" - and it will answer, "[Nay,] is there yet more
[for me]?" (50:31) And [on that Day) paradise will be brought within the sight of22 the God-

conscious, and will no longer be far away; [and they will be told:) (50:32) "This is what you
were promised - [promised) unto everyone who was wont to turn unto God and to keep Him
always in mind - (50:33) [everyone) who stood in awe of the Most Gracious although He is
beyond the reach of human perception, and who has come [unto Him] with a heart full of
contrition.23 (34) Enter this [paradise] in peace; this is the Day on which life abiding begins!"24
19 Lit., as in verse 23, "his intimate companion" (qarin): but whereas
there it may be taken as denoting
man's moral consciousness or reason (cf. note 15 above), in the present
instance the "speaker" is
obviously its counterpart, namely, the complex of the sinner's
instinctive urges and inordinate,
unrestrained appetitites summarized in the term sa'iq ("that which
drives") and often symbolized as
shaytan ("satan" or "satanic force": see Razi's remarks quoted in note 31
on 14:22.) In this sense,
the term qarin has the same connotation as in 41:25 and 43:36.
20 Lit., "him" or "it" - referring to man's faculty of conscious,
controlling reason (shahid).
21 I.e., man's evil impulses and appetites cannot gain ascendancy unless
his conscious mind goes
astray from moral verities: and this explains the purport, in the present
context, of verses 24-25 above.
22 Lit., "brought near to".
23 See last sentence of 24:31 and the corresponding note 41.
24 Lit., "the Day of Abiding".

50:35
In that [paradise] they shall have whatever they may desire - but there is yet more with Us
50:36
AND HOW MANY a generation have We destroyed before those [who now deny the truth]25 people of greater might than theirs -: but [when Our chastisement befell them,] they became
wanderers on the face of the earth, seeking no more than a place of refuge.26
50:37
In this, behold, there is indeed a reminder for everyone whose heart is wide-awake27 - that is,
[everyone who] lends ear with a conscious mind28 - (50:38) and [who knows that] We have
indeed created the heavens and the earth and all that is between them in six aeons, and [that] no
weariness could ever touch Us.29
50:39

HENCE, [O believe,] bear thou with patience whatever they may say,30 and extol thy Sustainer's
limitless glory and praise before the rising of the sun and before its setting;31 (50:40) and in the
night, too, extol His glory, and at every prayer's end.32 (50:41) And [always] listen for the day
when He who issues the call [of death] shall call [thee] from closeby;33 (50:42) [and bethink
thyself, too, of] the Day on which all [human beings) will in truth hear the final blast - that Day
of [their] coming-forth [from death].
25 This connects with verses 12-14 above. It should be borne in mind that
in ancient Arabic usage the
term qarn - here rendered as "generation" - often denotes "a period of
time succeeding another": hence,
a "century", or "people of one and the same period" and, finally, a
"civilization" in the historical
sense of this word, That this last significance is intended here becomes
evident from the sequence.
26 Lit., "they wandered searching (naqqabu) in the lands: Is there any
place of refuge?" - implying
that after the destruction of their civilization they could do no more
than strive for bare survival.
27 Thus Zamakhshari; literally, the phrase reads, "who has a heart".
28 Lit., "or lends ear and is withal a witness (wa-huwa shahid)", which
latter phrase Zamakhshari
explains as meaning "is present with his intellect", i.e., with a
conscious mind. (Cf. the same use
of the term shahid in verse 21.) The conjunctive particle "or" (aw) which
precedes the above clause
does not signify an alternative but has - as is often the case in
Qur'anic usage - an explanatory
function, similar to phrases like "that is" or "in other words", followed
by an amplification of what
was said before.
29 The whole of this passage (verses 36-38) stresses God's omnipotence,
which can be perceived by "anyone
whose heart is wide-awake". The above reference to God's having created
the universe in six aeons' is
the oldest in the chronology of Qur'anic revelation. In this connection
it is to be noted that in ancient
Arabic usage the term yawm does not always denote the twenty-four hours
of the earthly "day", but is
also applied to any period of time, however long or short. In the cosmic
sense in which it is used here
and elsewhere in the Qur'an, the plural ayyam is best rendered as
"acons". The mention of the impossibility
of God's ever being "wearied" by the process of creation connects the
present passage with verse 15 of
this surah and, thus, alludes to God's power to resurrect the dead.
30 Sc., "regarding the alleged 'impossibility' of resurrection".
31 Le.,"remember His almightiness at all times of day".

32 Lit., "at the ends (adbar) of prostration".
33 Lit., "from a place nearby" - i.e., from within man himself: an echo of
verse 15, "We are closer to him
than his neck-vein". The "call" spoken of here is evidently the call of
death, for which man should
always be prepared.

50:43
Verily, it is We who grant life and deal death; and with Us will be all journeys' end (50:44) on
the Day when the earth is riven asunder all around them as they hasten forth [towards God's
judgment]: that gathering will be easy for Us [to encompass].
50:45
Fully aware are We of what they [who deny resurrection] do say; and thou canst by no means
force them [to believe in it]. Yet none the less, remind, through this Qur'an, all such as may fear
My warning.

The Fifty-First Surah
Adh-Dhariyat (The Dust-Scattering Winds)
Mecca Period

THE TITLE of this surah - revealed; according to Suyuti, about two years before the Prophet's
exodus to Medina - is based on the adjectival participle adh-dhariyat occurring in the first verse.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
51:1
CONSIDER the winds that scatter the dust far and (51:2) and those that carry the burden [of
heavy clouds], (51:3) and those that speed along with gentle ease, (51:4) and those that apportion
[the gift of life] at [God's] behest!' (51:5) Verily, that which you are promised2 is true indeed,
(51:6) and, verily, judgment is bound to come!
51:7
CONSIDER the firmament full of starry paths!3 (51:8) Verily, [O men,] you are deeply at
variance as to what to believe:4 (51:9) perverted in his views thereon is he who would deceive
himself!5 (51:10) They but destroy themselves,6 they who are given to guessing at what they
cannot ascertain7 - (51:11) they who blunder along, in ignorance lost (51:12) they who
[mockingly] ask, "When is that Day of Judgment to be?"
1 These symbolical epithets, consisting of adjectival participles without
any mention of the nouns which

they qualify, have been variously interpreted by the early commentators;
but since there is a consensus
of opinion regarding the first of these participles - adh-dhanyat - as
denoting "dust-scattering winds",
we may assume that the other three relate to different phases or
manifestations of the same phenomenon (Razi) namely, to the life-giving function of the combination of wind, clouds
and rain - pointing, symbolically,
to the miraculous creation of life as such and, thus, to the existence of
a conscious, purposeful Creator.
2 I.e., life after death.
3 I.e., "think of the Creator of this great universe and, hence, of your
responsibility to Him.
4 Lit., "you are indeed in a discordant opinion (qawl)", i.e., as to
whether or not there is life after
death, whether God exists, whether there is any truth in divine
revelation, and so forth.
5 Lit., "perversely turned away from this [truth] is he who is made to lie"
- or, according to the
Taj al-'Arus, "he who is perverted in his reason and opinion", i.e., who
is a priori disposed to
deceive himself: implying that belief in God and, hence, in life after
death is inherent in man's
mind and feeling, and that, therefore, a departure from this belief is
but an outcome of intellectual
perversion.
6 For this rendering of the expression qutila, see note 9 on 74:19.
7 Thus the Taj al-'Arus, explaining the deeper meaning of al-kharrasun.
"That which they cannot ascertain"
is, in this context, synonymous with al-ghayb, "the reality which is
beyond the reach of human perception".

51:13
[It will be] a Day when they will be sorely tried by the fire,8 (51:14) [and will be told:] "Taste
this your trial! It is this that you were so hastily asking for!"9
51:15
[But,] behold, the God-conscious will find themselves amid gardens and springs, (51:16)
enjoying all that their Sustainer will have granted them [because], verily, they were doers of
good in the past:10 (51:17) they would lie asleep during but a small part of the night, (51:18) and
would pray for forgiveness from their innermost hearts;11 (51:19) and [would assign] in all that
they possessed a due share unto such as might ask [for help] and such as might suffer privation.12
51:20

AND ON EARTH there are signs [of God's existence, visible] to all who are endowed with inner
certainty, (51:21) just as [there are signs thereof] within your own selves:13 can you not, then,
see? (51:22) And in heaven is [the source of] your sustenance [on earth]14 and [of] all that you
are promised [for your life after death]: (51:23) for, by the Sustainer of heaven and earth, this
[life after death] is the very truth - as true as that you are endowed with speech!15
8 This "trial (fitnah) by the fire" is in tune with several Qur'anic
allusions to the effect that the
otherworldly suffering described as "hell" is not to be eternal: see in
this connection note 114 on
6:128, note 10 on 40:12 and note 53 on 43:74
9 A reference to their one-time sarcastic demand that they should be
punished for their rejection of
the Qur'anic message: cf. 6:57-58 and 8:32.
10 Lit., "before that [Day]".
11 See note l0 on 3:17.
12 Sc.,"but could not beg" and this applies to all living creatures,
whether human beings or mute
animals (Razi), irrespective of whether the need is of a physical or an
emotional nature.
13 See note 3 on 45:4.
14 I.e., both physical (rain) and spiritual (truth and guidance).
15 Lit., "even as you speak" or "are able to speak": an allusion to man's
ability to think conceptually
and to express himself - that is, to something of which man is
absolutely, axiomatically conscious.

51:24
AND HAS the story of Abraham's honoured guests ever come within thy ken?16 (51:25) When
those [heavenly messengers] came unto him and bade him peace, he answered, "[And upon you
be) peace!" - [saying to himself,] "They are strangers."17 (51:26) Then he turned quietly to his
household, and brought forth a fat [roasted] calf, (51:27) and placed it before them, saying, "Will
you not eat?" (51:28) [And when he saw that the guests would not eat, he became apprehensive
of them;18 [but) they said, "Fear not" - and gave him the glad tiding of [the birth of] a son who
would be endowed with deep knowledge.19
51:29
Thereupon his wife approached [the guests] with a loud cry, and struck her face [in
astonishment] and exclaimed: "A barren old woman [like me]!" (51:30) They answered: "Thus
has thy Sustainer decreed; and, verily, He alone is truly wise, all-knowing!" (51:31) Said
[Abraham): "And what [else] may you have in view, O you [heavenly] messengers?" (51:32)
They answered: "Behold, we have been sent unto a people lost in sin,20 (51:33) to let loose upon

them stone-hard blows of chastisement,21 (51:34) marked out in thy Sustainer's sight for [the
punishment of) such as have wasted their own selves."22
51:35
And in the course of time23 We brought out [of Lot's city] such [few) believers as were there:
(51:36) for apart from one [single] house24 We did not find there any who had surrendered
themselves to Us. (51:37) And so We left therein a message for those who fear the grievous
suffering [which awaits all evildoers).
51:38
AND IN [the story of Pharaoh and) Moses, too, [We left the same message:26 for] when We sent
him unto Pharaoh with [Our] manifest authority, (51:39) and he turned away in [the pride of] his
power and said, "A sorcerer [is this Moses], or a madman!" - (51:40) We seized him and his
hosts, and cast them all into the sea: and [none but Pharaoh] himself was to blame [for what
happened].27
16 This story (as well as the subsequent mention of what happened to Lot's
people and to the tribes of 'Ad
and Thamud, of Moses and Pharaoh's people, and of Noah's people) is
connected with the preceding
references to the "signs", visible and conceptual, of God's existence and
almightiness and the inflexible
moral causality apparent in what the Qur'an describes as "the way of God"
(sunnat Allah). The story
of Abraham's angelic guests appears also in 11:69 ff. and - in a somewhat
shorter version - in 15:51 ff.
as well.
17 Lit., "unknown people" - i.e., not realizing that they were angels.
18 See note 101 on 11:70.
19 I.e., with prophethood (cf. 15:53).
20 I.e., Lot's people.
21 Lit., "stones of clay" - the noun "clay" (tin) is, according to
Zamakhshari, identical with the term
sijjil mentioned in 11:82 and tentatively explained in the corresponding
note 114 as signiflying
"chastisement pre-ordained".
22 For an explanation of this rendering of the term musrifin, see note 21
on 10:12.
23 Lit., "And then", i.e., after the events described in 11:77 ff. and
15:61 ff.
24 I.e., Lot's family.
25 I.e., in the utter destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah.

26 The above interpolations are based on the consensus of most of the
classical commentators regarding
the phrase "And in Moses, too".
27 This is an illustration of the Qur'anic doctrine that the suffering
which is bound to befall an evildoer
in this world or in the life to come, or in both, is but a consequence of
his own doings.

52:41
And [you have the same message] in [what happened to the tribe of] 'Ad, when We let loose
against them that life-destroying wind (51:42) which spared nothing of what it came upon, but
caused [all of] it to become like bones dead and decayed.28
51:43
And in [the story of the tribe of] Thamud, too, when they were told, "You shall enjoy your life
for [but] a little while,"29 (51:44) after they had turned with disdain from their Sustainer's
commandment - whereupon the thunderbolt of punishment overtook them while they were
[helplessly] looking on: (51:45) for they were unable even to rise, and could not defend
themselves.
51:46
And [thus, too, We destroyed] Noah's people aforetime: for they were iniquitous folk.
51:47
AND IT IS We who have built the universe30 with [Our creative] power; and, verily, it is We
who are steadily expanding it.31 (51:48) And the earth have We spread out wide - and how well
have We ordered it!32 (51:49) And in everything have We created opposites,33 so that you might
bear in mind [that God alone is One]34 (51:50) And so, [O Muhammad, say unto them:] "Flee I
unto God [from all that is false and evil]! Verily, I am a plain warner to you from Him! (51:51)
And do not ascribe divinity to aught35 side by side with God: verily, I am a plain warner to you
from Him!"
28 See 69:6-8. For the story of the tribe of 'Ad as such, see second half
of note 48 on 7:65.
29 Cf. 11:65. An outline of the story of the Thamud is given in 7:73-79.
30 Lit., "the sky" or "the heaven", which in the Qur'an often has the
connotation of "universe" or,
in the plural ("the heavens"), of "cosmic systems".
31 See note 38 on the first part of 21:30. The phrase inna la-musi'un
clearly foreshadows the modern

notion of the "expanding universe" - that is, the fact that the cosmos,
though finite in extent,
is continuously expanding in space.
32 I.e., in accordance with the requirements of the living organisms that
were to - and did develop on it.
33 Lit., "of every thing have We created pairs" - a phrase which is
explained in note 18 on 36: 36.
34 Cf. 89:3 and the corresponding note 2.
35 Lit., "do not set up any other deity".

51:52
[But] thus it is: never yet came any apostle to those who lived before their time but they said, "A
spellbinder36 [is he], or a madman!" (51:53) Have they, perchance, handed down this [way of
thinking] as a legacy unto one another?
Nay, they are people filled with overweening arrogance!
51:54
Turn, then, away from them, and thou shalt incur no blame; (51:55) yet go on reminding [all who
w6uld listen]: for, verily, such a reminder will profit the believers. (51:56) And [tell them that] I
have not created the invisible beings37 and men to any end other than that they may [know and]
worship Me.38 (51:57) [But withal,] no sustenance do I ever demand of them, nor do I demand
that they feed Me: (51:58) for, verily, God Himself is the Provider of all sustenance, the Lord of
all might, the Eternal!
51:59
And, verily, they who are bent on doing evil shall have their share [of evil] like unto the share of
their fellows [of old]:39 so let them not ask Me to hasten [their doom]! (51:60) For, woe unto
those who are bent on denying the truth - [woe] on the Day which they have been promised!
36 Lit., "sorcerer".
37 For a full discussion of the term jinn ("invisible beings"), see
Appendix III. As pointed out by most
of the philologists - and stressed by Razi in his comments on the above
verse - this term includes also
the angels, since they, too, are beings or forces "concealed from man's
senses".
38 Thus, the innermost purpose of the creation of all rational beings is
their cognition (ma'rifah) of
the existence of God and, hence, their conscious wmingness to conform
their own existence to whatever

they may perceive of His will and plan: and it is this twofold concept of
cognition and willingness
that gives the deepest meaning to what the Qnr'an describes as "worship"
('ibadah). As the next verse
shows, this spiritual call does not arise from any supposed "need' - on
the part of the Creator, who
is self-sufficient and infinite in His power, but is designed as an
instrument for the inner development
of the worshipper, who, by the act of his conscious self-surrender to the
all-pervading Creative Will,
may hope to come closer to an understanding of that Will and, thus,
closer to God Himself.
39 Implying that every act of evildoing bears the seed of its own
retribution either in this world or
in the hereafter.

The Fifty-Second Surah
At-Tur (Mount Sinai)
Mecca Period

THIS SURAH, revealed most probably in the later half of the Mecca period (according to some
authorities, immediately after surah 32), takes its designation from the mention of Mount Sinai
(at-tur) in verse 1.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
52:1
CONSIDER Mount Sinai!1 (52:2) Consider [God's] revelation, inscribed (52:3) on wide-open
scrolls.2 (4) Consider the long-enduring house [of worship]!3 (5) Consider the vault [of heaven]
raised high! (6) Consider the surf-swollen sea!4
52:7
VERILY, [O man,] the suffering decreed by thy Sustainer [for the sinners] will indeed come to
pass: (8) there is none who could avert it. (9) [It will come to pass] on the Day when the skies
will be convulsed in [a great] convulsion, (10) and the mountains will move with [an awesome]
movement. (11) Woe, then, on that Day to all who give the lie to the truth - (12) all those who
[throughout their lives] but idly played with things vain - (13) on the Day when they shall be
thrust into the fire with [an irresistible] thrust, [and will be told:] (14) "This is the fire which you
were wont to call a lie! (15) Was it, then, a delusion5 - or is it that you failed to see [its truth]?
(16) Endure it [now]! But [whether you] bear yourselves with patience or without patience, it
will be the same to you: you are but being requited for what you were wont to do."6
1 For my rendering of the adjurative particle wa as "Consider", see first
half of note 23 on 74:32.
The expression at-tur (lit., "the mountain") is used in the Qur'an
exclusively to denote Mount Sinai,

on which Moses received his decisive revelation. In the present context
it signifies, metonymically,
revelation as such, to which the next verse calls attention.
2 I.e., always open to man's understanding (Razi).
3 This is a me tonym for the fact that ever since the dawn of human
consciousness men have persistently although often but dimly - realized the existence of God and have tried,
spurred on by the continuous,
direct revelation granted to His prophets, to come closer to Him through
worship. Hence, Baydawi regards
the expression al-bayt al-ma'mur as a metaphor for the heart of the
believer.
4 I.e., "Consider the immensity and wonderful configuration of the visible
universe as an evidence
of a conscious Creator."
5 This is obviously the meaning of the term sihr in the present context
(see surah 74, note 12).
6 I.e., "you will have to endure it in either case, for it is but a
consequence of your own doings
and attitudes": a subtle allusion to the fact that the "punishments" and
"rewards" in the life
to come are but allegories of the logical consequences of the manner in
which one acts or behaves
in this life.

52:17
[But,] verily, the God-conscious will find themselves [on that Day] in gardens and in bliss,
(51:18) rejoicing in all that their Sustainer will have granted them: for their Sustainer will have
warded off from them all suffering through the blazing fire.
52:19
[And they will be told:] "Eat and drink with good cheer as an outcome of what you were wont to
do, (52:20) reclining on couches [of happiness] ranged in rows!"7
And [in that paradisel We shall mate them with companions pure, most beautiful of eye.8
52:21
And as for those who have attained to faith and whose offspring will have followed them in faith,
We shall unite them with their offspring; and We shall not let aught of their deeds go to waste:9
[but] every human being will be held in pledge for whatever he has earned.10
52:22

And We shall bestow on them fruit and meat in abundance - whatever they may desire: (51:23)
and in that [paradise] they shall pass on to one another a cup which will not give rise to empty
talk, and neither incite to sin.11 (52:24) And they will be waited upon by [immortal] youths,12 [as
if they were children] of their own,13 [as pure] as if they were pearls hidden in their shells.
7 As explained by Razi in his comments on the above verse as well as on
18:31 and 55:54, the
"reclining on couches" or "on carpets" in paradise is a symbol of inner
fulfilment and peace of mind;
and he points out that this is also alluded to in the identity of the
verbal root sarra ("he was
[or "became"] happy") in both the nouns sarir ("happiness") and sarir
("couch").
8 For an explanation of the expression hur 'in, see surah 56, note 8.
9 Implying that the righteousness of their children increases the merit of
the parents.
10 I.e., the righteousness of the parents cannot absolve their offspring
from individual responsibility.
11 Cf. 37:47 - "no headiness will there be in it, and they will not get
drunk thereon": and
56:19 - "by which their minds will not be clouded, and which will not
make them drunk": an allegory
of conscious, joyful elation. As regards the preceding reference to
"fruit and meat in abundance - whatever
they may desire", Razi observes that this symbolic "abundance" of sensual
satisfaction will not lead
to satiety but, rather, to a pleasureable desire which - contrary to what
is man's lot in this world can always be gratified.
12 See note 6 on 56:17-18.
13 Thus Razi, explaining the selfless devotion implied in the pronoun lahum
(lit., "for them", i.e.,
"of their own").

52:25
And they [who are thus blest] will turn to one another, asking each other [about their past
lives].14 (52:26) They will say: "Behold, aforetime when we were [still living] in the midst of our
kith and kin - we were full of fear [at the thought of God's displeasure]:15 (52:27) and so God has
graced us with His favour, and has warded off from us all suffering through the scorching winds
[of frustration]. (52:28) Verily, we did invoke Him [alone] ere this: [and now He has shown us16]
that He alone is truly benign, a true dispenser of grace!"
52:29

EXHORT, then, [O Prophet, all men:] for, by thy Sustainer's grace, thou art neither a soothsayer
nor a madman. (52:30) Or do they say, "[He is but] a poet - let us await what time will do unto
him"?17 (52:31) Say thou: "Wait, [then,] hopefully; behold, I, too, shall hopefully wait with
you!"18 (52:32) Is it their minds that bid them [to take] this [attitude] - or are they [simply]
people filled with overweening arrogance?19
52:33
Or do they say, "He himself has composed this {message]"?
Nay, but they are not willing to believe!
52:34
But then, [if they deem it the work of a mere mortal,] let them produce another discourse like it if what they say be true! (52:35) [Or do they deny the existence of God?20] Have they themselves
been created without anything [that might have caused their creation?21 - or were they,
perchance, their own creators? (52:36) [And] have they created the heavens and the earth?22
Nay, but they have no certainty of anything!
14 This symbolic "asking one another about their past lives" is meant to
bring out the fact, often
stressed in the Qur'an, that man's individual consciousness invariably
survives his bodily death, to
continue unbroken in the life to come.
15 Thus do all classical commentators without, to my knowledge, any
exception - interpret the above verse.
16 Sc., "through our own, actual experience". This interpolation is based
on the reading of the subsequent
word as annahu ("that He is"), according to the Medina school, in
contrast with the more conventional
Kufah and Basrah reading innahu ("verily, He is"). As Tabari stresses,
either of these two readings is
correct; I have chosen for my rendering the former inasmuch as it points
to the overwhelming, direct
insight which will be granted to the blessed on resurrection.
17 Lit., "let us await for him the evil happenings of time", i.e., brought
about by time: this is the
meaning given by Jawhari and Zamakhshari (in the Asas) to the expression
rayb al-manun (which latter
word is, according to these two authorities, a synonym of dahr; "time").
In the present context, the
phrase obviously denotes the expectation of the Prophet's detractors that
time would prove his teachings
to have been false or, at best, a delusion.
18 I.e., "Whereas you are waiting for my message to be proved false, lam
awaiting its fulfilment!"

19 The meaning is: Have they any reasoned objection to the contents of this
message - or do they simply
reject the truth because their false pride in man's supposed "selfsufficiency" (cf. 96:6-7) prevents
them from accepting the notion of responsibility before a Supreme Being?
20 I.e., implicitly, by denying the fact of His revelation.
21 I.e., by "spontaneous generation", as it were.
22 This is a reductio ad absurdum of their unwillingness to admit the
existence of a conscious Primary
Cause underlying all creation.

52:37
[How could they?] Are thy Sustainer's treasures with them?23 Or are they in charge [of destiny]?
(52:38) Or have they a ladder by which they could [ascend to ultimate truths and] listen [to what
is beyond the reach of human perception]? Let, then, any of them who has listened [to it]
produce a manifest proof [of his knowledge]!
52:39
Or, [if you believe in God, how can you believe that] He has [chosen to have] daughters, whereas
you yourselves would have [only] sons?24 (52:40) Or is it that [they who reject thy message, O
Muhammad, fear lest] thou ask of them a reward, so that they would be burdened with debt [if
they should listen to thee]?
52:41
Or [do they think] that the hidden reality [of all that exists] is almost within their grasp, so that
[in time] they can write it down?25 (52:42) Or do they want to entrap [thee in contradiction]? But
they who are bent on denying the truth - it is they who are truly entrapped.26
52:43
Have they, then, any deity other than God?
Utterly remote is God, in His limitless glory, from anything to which men may ascribe a share in
His divinity!
52:44
AND YET, if they [who refuse to see the truth] were to see part of the sky falling down, they
would [only] say, "[It is but] a mass of clouds!" (52:45) Hence, leave them alone until they face
that [Judgment] Day of theirs, when they will be stricken with terror: (52:46) the Day when none
of their scheming will be of the least avail to them, and they will receive no succour....

52:47
But, verily, for those who are bent on doing evil, there is suffering in store [even] closer at hand
than that [supreme suffering in the hereafter]:27 but most of them are not aware of it. (52:48) And
so, await in patience thy Sustainer's judgment, for thou art well within Our sight.28 And extol thy
Sustainer's limitless glory and praise whenever thou risest up, (52:49) and extol His glory at
night, and at the time when the stars retreat.
23 I.e., the treasures of His infinite knowledge and power.
24 This is addressed specifically to the pagan contemporaries of the
Prophet, implying that "you not only
blaspheme by ascribing progeny to God, but you intensify your blasphemy
by ascribing to Him something
that you yourselves despise, i.e., female offspring": cf. 16:57-59 and
the corresponding notes.
25 For an explanation, see note 26 on the identical passage in 68:47.
26 I.e., it is they who constantly lose themselves in contradictions,
whereas the message of the Qur'an
is free thereof (cf. 4:82 and the corresponding note).
27 As in 32:21, the Qur'an stresses here the fact that every evil deed is
bound to react in some way or
other, even in this world, against him who commits it - either by
depriving him of the affection of those
who surround him and, thus, deepening his inner loneliness, or, more
directly, by creating circumstances
which make the achievement of real happiness and satisfaction
increasingly impossible.
28 I.e., "under Our protection".

The Fifty-Third Surah
An-Najm (The Unfolding)
Mecca Period

IT IS generally assumed that this is a comparatively early Meccan surah, revealed shortly after
surah 112. However, some parts of it undoubtedly belong to a later period - especially verses 13l8, which allude to the Prophet's mystic experience of an ascension to heaven (mi'raj), about one
year before his exodus to Medina (see Appendix IV).
The title - explained in note 1 below - is taken from the word an-najm at the beginning of the
first verse.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
53:1

CONSIDER this unfolding [of God's message], as it comes down from on high!1 (53:2) This
fellow-man of yours has not gone astray, nor is he deluded,2 (53:3) and neither does he speak out
of his own desire: (53:4) that [which he conveys to you] is but [a divine] inspiration with which
he is being inspired - (53:5) something that a very mighty one3 has imparted to him: (53:6) [an
angel] endowed with surpassing power, who in time manifested himself in his true shape and
nature, (53:7) appearing in the horizon's loftiest part,4 (53:8) and then drew near, and came close,
(53:9) until he was but two bow-lengths away, or even nearer.5
1 Or: "Consider the star when it sets" - an interpretation which for some
reason has the preference of
the majority of the commentators. However, almost all of them admit that
the term najm - derived from
the verb najama, "it appeared", "began", "ensued", or "proceeded" denotes also the "unfolding" of
something that comes or appears gradually, as if by instalments. Hence,
this term has from the very
beginning been applied to each of the gradually-revealed parts (nujum) of
the Qur'an and, thus, to the
process of its gradual revelation, or its "unfolding", as such. This was;
in fact, the interpretation
of the above verse given by 'Abd Allah ibn 'Abbas (as quoted by Tabari);
in view of the sequence, this
interpretation is regarded as fully justified by Raghib, Zamakhshari,
Razi, Baydawi, Ibn Kathir and
other authorities. Raghib and Ibn Kathir, in particular, point to the
phrase mawaqi' an-nujum in 56:75,
which undoubtedly refers to the step-by-step revelation of the Qur'an. As regards my rendering of
the adjective particle wa as "Consider", see surah 74, note 23.
2 See note 150 on 7:184.
3 I.e., the Angel of Revelation, Gabriel.
4 Cf. 81:23 and the corresponding note 8. According to the Qur'an and the
testimony of authentic Traditions,
the Prophet had no more than twice in his lifetime a vision of this
angelic force "manifested in its
true shape and nature" (which, as pointed out by Zamakhshari, is the
meaping of the expression istawa
in this context): once after the period called fafrat al-wahy (see
introductory note to surah 74),
and another time, as alluded to in verses 13-18, in the course of his
mystic vision known as the
"Ascension" (see Appendix IV).
5 This graphic "description" of the angel's approach, based on an ancient
Arabian figure of speech, is
meant to convey the idea that the Angel of Revelation became a clearly
perceptible, almost tangible,
presence.

53:10

And thus did [God] reveal unto His servant whatever He deemed right to reveal,6 (53:11) The
[servant's] heart did not give the lie to what he saw:7 (53:12) will you, then, contend with him as
to what he saw?8 (53:13) And, indeed, he saw him9 a second time (53:14) by the lote-tree of the
farthest limit,10 (53:15) near unto the garden of promise, (53:16) with the lote-tree veiled in a veil
of nameless splendour....11 (53:17) [And withal,] the eye did not waver, nor yet did it stray:
(53:18) truly did he see some of the most profound of his Sustainer's symbols.12
53:19
HAVE YOU, then, ever considered [what you are worshipping in] Al-Lat and Al-'Uzza, (20) as
well as [in] Manat, the third and last [of this triad]?13
6 Lit., "whatever He revealed": an allusion to the exceptional
manifestation of the angel "in his true shape
and nature" as well as to the contents of divine revelation as such. In
its deeper sense the above phrase
implies that even to His chosen prophets God does not entirely unveil the
ultimate mysteries of existence,
of life and death, of the purpose for which He has created the universe,
or of the nature of the universe
itself.
7 Inasmuch as the Prophet was fully aware of the spiritual character of his
experience, there was no conflict
between his conscious mind and his intuitive perception (the "vision of
the heart") of what is normally
not perceptible.
8 Thus the Qur'an makes it clear that the Prophet's vision of the angel was
not a delusion but a true
spiritual experience: but precisely because it was purely spiritual in
nature, it could be conveyed
to others only by means of symbols and allegories, which sceptics all too
readily dismiss as fancies,
"contending with him as to what he saw".
9 I.e., he saw the angel "manifested in his true shape and nature".
10 I.e., on the occasion of his mystic experience of the "Ascension"
(mi'raj). Explaining the vision
conveyed in the expression sidrat al-muntaha, Raghib suggests that owing
to the abundance of its leafy
shade, the sidr or sidrah (the Arabian lote-tree) appears in the Qur'an
as well as in the Traditions
relating to the Ascension as a symbol of the "shade" - i.e., the
spiritual peace and fulfilment - of
paradise. One may assume that the qualifying term al-muntaha ("of the
utmost [or "farthest"] limit")
is indicative of the fact that God has set a definite limit to all
knowledge accessible to created
beings, as pointed out in the Nihayah: implying, in particular, that
human knowledge, though
potentially vast and penetrating, can never - not even in paradise (the
"garden of promise" mentioned

in the next verse) - attain to an understanding of the ultimate reality,
which the Creator has
reserved for Himself (cf. note 6 above).
11 Lit., "when the lote-tree was veiled with whatever veiled [it]": a
phrase deliberately vague (mubham),
indicative of the inconceivable majesty and splendour attaching to this
symbol of paradise "which no
description can picture and no definition can embrace" (Zamakhshari).
12 Lit., "[some] of the greatest of his Sustainer's symbols (ayat)". For
this specific rendering of the
term ayah, see note 2 on 17:1, which refers to the same mystic
experience, namely, the Ascension. In
both these Qur'anic allusions the Prophet is said to have been "made to
see" (i.e., given to understand)
some, but not all, of the ultimate truths (cf. also 7:187-188); and this,
too, seives to explain the
idea expressed in verse 10 above.
13 After pointing out that the Prophet was granted true insight into some
of the most profound verities,
the Qur'an draws our attention to the "false symbols" which men so often
choose to invest with divine
qualities or powers: in this instance by way of example - to the
blasphemous imagery of the Prophet's
pagan contemporaries epitomized in the triad of Al-Lat, Manat and Al'Uzza, These three goddesses regarded by the pagan Arabs as "God's daughters" side by side with the
angels (who, too, were conceived
of as females) - were worshipped in most of pre-Islamic Arabia, and had
several shrines in the Hijaz and
in Najd. The worship of Al-Lat was particularly ancient and almost
certainly of South-Arabian origin;
she may have been the prototype of the Greek semi-goddess Leto, one of
the wives of Zeus and mother
of Apollo and Artemis.

53:21
Why - for yourselves [you would choose only] male offspring, whereas to Him [you assign]
female:14 (53:22) that, lo and behold, is an unfair division! (53:23) These [allegedly divine
beings] are nothing but empty names which you have invented - you and your forefathers - [and]
for which God has bestowed no warrant from on high.15 They [who worship them] follow
nothing but surmise and their own wishful thinking16 - although right guidance has now indeed
come unto them from their Sustainer.
53:24
Does man imagine that it is his due to have17 all that he might wish for, (53:25) despite the fact
that [both] the life to come and this present [one] belong to God [alone]?18 (53:26) For, however
many angels there be in the heavens, their intercession can be of no least avail [to anyone] -

except after God has given leave [to intercede] for whomever He wills and with whom He is
well-pleased.19
53:27
Behold, it is [only] such as do not [really] believe in the life to come that regard the angels as
female beings;20 (53:28) and [since] they have no knowledge whatever thereof,21 they follow
nothing but surmise: yet, behold, never can surmise take the place of truth.
14 In view of the contempt which the pagan Arabs felt for their female
offspring (cf. 16:57-59 and 62, as
well as the corresponding notes), their attribution of "daughters" to God
was particularly absurd and
self-contradictory: for, quite apart from the blasphemous belief in God's
having "offspring" of any kind,
their ascribing to Him what they themselves despised gave the lie to
their alleged "reverence" for Him
whom they, too, regarded as the Supreme Being - a point which is stressed
with irony in the next sentence.
15 Cf. 12:40.
16 An allusion to the pagan idea that those goddesses, as well as the
angels, would act as "mediators"
between their worshippers and God: a wishful idea which lingers on even
among adherents of higher
religions in the guise of a veneration of saints and deified persons.
17 Lit., "Is it for man to have ...", etc.
18 I.e., despite the fact (which is the meaning of the particle Ia in this
context) that God is omnipotent
and omniscient and does not, therefore, require any "mediator" between
Himself and His creatures.
19 For an explanation of the Qur'anic concept of "intercession", see note 7
on 10:3, as well as notes 26
and 27 on 10:18.
20 Lit., "that name the angels with a female name" - i.e., think of them as
being endowed with sex and/or
as being "God's daughters". As the Qur'an points out in many places, the
people spoken of in this
context do believe in life after death, inasmuch as they express the hope
that the angels and the
imaginary deities which they worship will "mediate" between them and God,
and wil~ "intercede" for them.
However, their belief is far too vague to make them realize that the
quality of man's life in the
hereafter does not depend on such outside factors but is causally, and
directly, connected with the
manner of his life in this world: and so the Qur'an declares that their
attitude is, for all practical
purposes, not much different from the attitude of people who reject the
idea of a hereafter altogether.

21 Namely, of the real nature and function of the category of beings spoken
of in the Qur'an as angels,
inasmuch as they belong to the realm of al-ghayb, "that which is beyond
the reach of human perception".
Alternatively, the pronoun in bihi may relate to God, in which case the
phrase could be rendered as
"they have no knowledge whatever of Him" - implying that both the
attribution of "progeny" to Him and
the belief that His judgment depends on, or could be influenced by,
"mediation" or "intercession" is
the result of an anthropomorphic concept of God and, therefore, far
removed from the truth.

53:29
Avoid thou, therefore, those who turn away from all remembrance of Us and care for no more
than the life of this world, (53:30) which, to them, is the only thing worth knowing.22 Behold, thy
Sustainer is fully aware as to who has strayed from His path, and fully aware is He as to who
follows His guidance.
53:31
Indeed, unto God belongs all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth: and so He will reward
those who do evil in accordance with what they did, and will reward those who do good with
ultimate good.23 (53:32) As for those who avoid the [truly] grave sins and shameful deeds even
though they may sometimes stumble23 - behold, thy Sustainer is abounding in forgiveness.
He is fully aware of you25 when He brings you into being out of dust,26 and when you are still
hidden in your mothers' wombs: do not, then, consider yourselves pure - [for] He knows best as
to who is conscious of Him.27
53:33
HAST THOU, then, ever considered him who turns away [from remembering Us, and cares for
no more than the life of this world], (53:34) and gives so little [of himself for the good of his
soul], and so grudgingly? 28
22 Lit., "that is their sum-total [or "goal"] of knowledge".
23 I.e., whereas good deeds will be rewarded with far more than their
merits may warrant, evil will be
recompensed with no more than its eqwvalent (cf. 6:160); and either will
be decided by the Almighty
without the need of "mediation" or "intercession".
24 Lit., "save for a touch [thereof]": a phrase which may be taken to mean
"an occasional stumbling into
sin" - i.e., not deliberately - followed by sincere repentance (Baghawi,
Razi, Ibn Kathir).

25 Sc., "and of your inborn weakness" - an implied echo of the statement
that "man has been created weak"
(4:28) and, therefore, liable to stumble into sinning.
26 Lit., "out of the earth": see second half of note 47 on 3:59, as well as
note 4 on 23:12.
27 I.e., "never boast about your own purity", but remain humble and
remember that "it is God who
causes whomever He wills to remain pure" (4:49).
28 My rendering of the above two verses (together with the two
interpolations between brackets) is based
on Razi's convincing interpretation of this passage as a return to the
theme touched upon in verses 29-30.

53:35
Does he [claim to) have knowledge of something that is beyond the reach of human perception,
so that he can see [it clearly]?29 (53:36) Or has he never yet been told of what was [said) in the
revelations of Moses, (53:37) and of Abraham, who to his trust was true:30
53:38
that no bearer of burdens shall be made to bear another's burden;31 (53:39) and that nought shall
be accounted unto man but what he is striving for;32 (53:40) and that in time [the nature of] all
his striving will be shown [to him in its true light],33 (53:41) whereupon he shall be requited for
it with the fullest requital; (53:42) and that with thy Sustainer is the beginning and the end [of all
that exists];34 (53:43) and that it is He alone who causes [you] to laugh and to weep; (53:44) and
that it is He alone who deals death and grants life; (53:45) and that it is He who creates the two
kinds - the male and the female - (53:46) out of a [mere] drop of sperm as it is poured forth,
(53:47) and that [therefore] it is within His power to bring about a second life;35 (53:48) and that
it is He alone who frees from want and causes to possess; (53:49) and that it is He alone who
sustains the brightest star;38 (53:50) and that it is He who destroyed the ancient [tribes of] 'Ad
(53:51) and Thamud, leaving no trace [of them],37 (53:52) as well as the people of Noah before
them - [since,] verily, they all had been most wilful in their evildoing and most overweening (53:53) just as He thrust into perdition those cities that were overthrown (53:54) and (then
covered them from sight38 forever.
53:55
About which, then, of thy Sustainer's powers canst thou [still] remain in doubt? 39
29 I.e., "How can he be so sure that there is no life in the hereafter, and
no judgment?"
30 Cf. 2:124 and the corresponding note 100. It is obvious that the names
of Abraham and Moses are
cited here only by way of example, drawing attention to the fact that all
through human history God

has entrusted His elect, the prophets, with the task of conveying certain
unchangeable ethical truths
to man.
31 This basic ethical law appears in the Qur'an five times - in 6:164,
17:15, 35:18, 39:7, as well as
in the above instance, which is the oldest in the chronology of
revelation. Its implication is threefold:
firstly, it expresses a categorical rejection of the Christian doctrine
of the "original sin" with
which every human being is allegedly burdened from birth; secondly, it
refutes the idea that a person's
sins could be "atoned for" by a saint's or a prophet's redemptive
sacrifice (as evidenced, for instance,
in the Christian doctrine of Jesus' vicarious atonement for mankind's
sinfulness, or in the earlier,
Persian doctrine of man's vicarious redemption by Mithras); and, thirdly,
it denies, by implication,
the possibility of any "mediation" between the sinner and God.
32 Cf. the basic, extremely well-authenticated saying of the Prophet,
"Actions will be [judged] only
according to the conscious intentions [which prompted them]; and unto
everyone will be accounted
only what he consciously intended", i.e., while doing whatever he did.
This Tradition is quoted by
Bukhari in seven places the first one as a kind of introduction to his
Sahi~ - as well as by Muslim,
Tirmidhi, Abn Da'ud, Nasa'i (in four places), Ibn Majah, Ibn Hanbal, and
several other compilations.
In this connection it is to be noted that in the ethics of the Qur'an,
the term "action" ('amal)
comprises also a deliberate omission of actions, whether good or bad, as
well as a deliberate voicing
of beliefs, both righteous and sinful: in short, everything that man
consciously aims at and expresses
by word or deed.
33 Lit., "his striving will be seen", i.e., on the Day of Judgment, when as the Qur'an states in many
places - God "will make you [truly] understand all that you were doing
[in life]".
34 Lit., "the utmost limit" or "goal", circumscribing the beginning and the
end of the universe both
in time and in space, as well as the source from which everything
proceeds and to which everything
must return.
35 Lit., "that upon Him rests the other [or "second"] coming to life
(nash'ah)", i.e., resurrection.
36 Lit., "who is the Sustainer of Sirius (ash-shi'ra)", a star of the first
magnitude, belonging to the
constellation Canis Major. Because it is the brightest star in the
heavens, it was widely worshipped

in pre-Islamic Arabia. Idiomatically, the phrase rabb ash-shi'ra is used
as a metonym for the Creator
and Upholder of the universe.
37 For the story of the tribe of 'Ad, see second half of note 48 on 7:65;
for that of the Thamud, note 56
on 7:73.
38 Lit., "so that there covered them that which covered": a reference to
Sodom and Gomorrah, the cities
of "Lot's people" (see, in particular, 11:77-83).
39 This rhetorical question is evidently addressed to the type of man
spoken of in verses 33-35. - For
the reason of my rendering of ala' (ht., "blessings" or "bounties") as
"powers", see second half of note 4
on 55:13.

53:56
THIS IS a warning like those warnings of old:40 (53:57) that [Last Hour] which is so near draws
ever nearer, (53:58) [although) none but God can unveil it.... (53:59) Do you, perchance, find this
tiding strange? (53:60) And do you laugh instead of weeping, (53:61) and divert yourselves all
the while? (53:62) [Nay,) but prostrate yourselves before God, and worship [Him alone]!
40 Lit., "a warning of [or "from among"] the warnings of old" - implying
that the revelation granted to
Muhammad does not aim at establishing a "new" religion but, on the
contrary, continues and confirms
the basic message entrusted to the earlier prophets - in this particular
instance alluding to the
certainty of the coming of the Last Hour and of God's ultimate judgment.

The Fifty-Fourth Surah
Al-Qamar (The Moon)
Mecca Period

AS RAZI points out, the first verse of this surah appears almost like a continuation of the last
verses of the preceding one, especially 53: 57 - "that [Last Hour] which is so near draws ever
nearer" -: and so we may assume that both were revealed at approximately the same time, i.e.,
towards the end of the early part (perhaps the fourth year) of Muhammad's prophethood.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
54:1
THE LAST HOUR draws near, and the moon is I split asunder!1 (54:2) But if they [who reject
all thought of the Last Hour] were to see a sign [of its approach], they would turn aside and say,
"An ever-recurring delusion!" - (54:3) for they are bent on giving it the lie,2 being always wont
to follow their own desires. Yet everything reveals its truth in the end.3

1 Most of the commentators see in this verse a reference to a phenomenon
said to have been witnessed by
several of the Prophet's contemporaries. As described in a number of
reports going back to some companions,
the moon appeared one night as if split into two distinct parts. While
there is no reason to doubt the
subjective veracity of these reports, it is possible that what actually
happened was an unusual kind of
partial lunar eclipse, which produced anequally unusual optical illusion.
But whatever the nature of
that phenomenon, it is practically certain that the above Qur'an-verse
does not refer to it but, rather,
to a future event: namely, to what will happen when the Last Hour
approaches. (The Qur'an frequently employs
the past tense to denote the future, and particularly so in passages
which speak of the coming of the
Last Hour and of Resurrection Day; this use of the past tense is meant to
stress the certainty of the
happening to which the verb relates.) Thus, Raghib regards it as fully
justifiable to interpret the
phrase inshaqqa 'l-qamar ("the moon. is split asunder") as bearing on the
cosmic cataclysm - the end of
the world as we know it - that will occur before the coming of
Resurrection Day (see art. shaqq in the
Mufradat). As mentioned by Zamakhshari, this interpretation has the
support of some of the earlier
commentators; and it is, to my mind, particularly convincing in view of
the juxtaposition, in the above
Qur'an-verse, of the moon's "splitting asunder" and the approach of the
Last Hour. (In this connection
we must bear in mind the fact that none of the Qur'anic allusions to the
"nearness" of the Last Hour
and the Day of Resurrection is based on the human concept of "time".)
2 Lit., "they have given [it] the lie": an allusion to the prediction of
the Last Hour and the Day of
Resurrection. The use of the past tense indicates conscious intent or
determination (cf. surah 2, note 6).
For my rendering of sihr as "delusion", see surah 74, note 12.
3 Lit., "everything is settled in its [own] being": i.e., everything has an
intrinsic reality
(haqiqah) of its own, and is bound to reveal that reality either in this
world or in the next
(Baghawi, on the authority of al-Kalbi); hence, everything must have a
purpose or "goal" of its
own (Zamakhshari). These two - mutually complementary - interpretations
reflect the repeated
Qur'anic statement that everything that exists or happens has a meaning
and a purpose: cf. 3:191,
10:5 and 38:27 (particularly, see note 11 on 10:5). In the present
context, the phrase relates both
to the truth referred to in the preceding verses and to its rejection by
those who are "wont to
follow [but] their own desires".

54:4
And withal, there has come unto them many a tiding that should have restrained [their arrogance)
:4 (54:5) far-reaching wisdom [was held out to them]: but [since) all warnings have been of no
avail, (54:6) turn thou away from them.
On the Day when the Summoning Voice will summon [man] unto something that the mind
cannot conceive,5 (54:7) they will come forth from their graves, with their eyes downcast,
[swarming about] like locusts scattered [by the wind], (54:8) running in confusion towards the
Summoning Voice; [and) those who [now] deny the truth will exclaim, "Calamitous is this Day!"
54:9
[LONG] BEFORE those [who now deny resurrection] did Noah's people call it a lie; and they
gave the lie to Our servant and said, "Mad is he!" - and he was repulsed.6 (54:10) Thereupon he
called out to his Sustainer, "Verily, I am defeated; come Thou, then, to my succour!"
54:11
And so We caused the gates of heaven to open with water pouring down in torrents, (54:12) and
caused the earth to burst forth with springs, so that the waters met for a purpose pre-ordained:
(54:13) but him We bore on that [vessel] made of [mere] planks and nails, (54:14) and it floated
under Our eyes:7 a recompense for him who had been rejected with ingratitude.
54:15
And, indeed, We have caused such [floating vessels] to remain forever a sign [of Our grace unto
man]:8 who, then, is willing to take it to heart?9
4 Lit., "in which there was a restraint":
observable nature, of God's
creative and re-creative power, as well
inspired prophets, of a
continuation of life after bodily death
a person's attitudes and
doings in this world must have definite

i.e., many an indication, in
as many a tiding, through Godand, therefore, of the fact that
consequences in the life to come.

5 Lit., "something not known (nukur)" that is, "something that human
beings cannot know [i.e., visualize]
because they have never met with anything like it" (Zamakhshari).
6 See 11:25-48, where the story of Noah and the Flood is given in greater
detail.
7 I.e., "under Our protection". The reference to Noah's ark as "made of
mere planks and nails" is meant
to stress the frailty of this - as well as any other - human contrivance.
8 See 36:41~42 and the corresponding notes 22 and 23. Literally, the above
phrase reads, "We have left

them [or "such"] as a sign ..., etc. According to Ibn Kathir, the pronoun
ha in taraknaha relates to
"ships in a generic sense" (jins as-sufun), and quotes in this connection
the above-mentioned passage
(36:41-42); hence my interpolation, between brackets, of the words
"floating vessels". The "sign" spoken
of here alludes to God's having endowed man's mind with inventiveness
and, thus, with the ability to
widen the scope of his life through conscious effort.
9 Lit., "And is there any that will , etc. The above sentence recurs
several times, like a refrain, in
this surah.

54:16
And how severe is the suffering which I inflict when My warnings are disregarded!10 (54:17)
Hence, indeed, We made this Qur'an easy to bear in mind:11 who, then, is willing to take it to
heart?
54:18
TO THE TRUTH gave the lie [the tribe of] 'Ad: and how severe was the suffering which I
inflicted when My warnings were disregarded! (54:19) Behold, We let loose upon them a raging
stormwind on a day of bitter misfortune: (54:20) it swept the people away as though they were
palm-trunks uprooted:12 (54:21) for, how severe is the suffering which I inflict when My
warnings are disregarded!
54:22
Hence, indeed,; We made this Qur'an easy to bear in mind: who, then, is willing to take it to
heart?
54:23
[AND the tribe of] Thamud gave the lie to all [Our] warnings; (54:24) and they said: "Are we to
follow one single mortal, one from among ourselves?13 In that case, behold, we would certainly
sink into error and folly! (54:25) Why - on him alone from among all of us should a [divine]
reminder have been bestowed? Nay, but he is a boastful liar!"
54:26
[And God said:] "On the morrow14 they will come to know who the boastful liar is! (54:27)
Behold, [O Salih,] We are letting loose this she-camel as a test for them;13 and thou but watch
them, and contain thyself in patience. (54:28) And let them know that the water [of their wells] is
to be divided between them,16 with each share of water equitably apportioned."
10 Lit., "how was My [causing] suffering (~adhabr) and My warnings" - i.e.,
after the warnings. Although

this sentence is phrased in the past tense, its purport is evidently
timeless.
11 The noun dhikr primarily denotes "remembrance", or - as defined by
Raghib - the "presence [of something]
in the mind". Conceptually, and as used in the above context as well as
in verses 22, 32 and 40, this
term comprises the twin notions of understanding and remembering, i.e.,
bearing something in mind.
12 As mentioned in 69:6-8, this wind - obviously an exceptionally violent
sandstorm - raged without
break for seven nights and eight days. For particulars of the tribe of
'Ad, see second half of note 48
on 7:65.
13 For the general implication of this rhetorical question, see note 2 on
50:2. For the story of the
tribe of Thamud, their prophet Salih, and the incident of the she-camel,
see 7:73-79, 11:61-68,
26:141-158, and the corresponding notes.
14 I.e., soon. In classical Arabic, the term
applies to a relatively
near future, signifying "tomorrow" (in its
time" or "soon". Hence as pointed out by all authorities - it may
context with reference to
the Last Hour, which in the first verse of
as having "drawn near".

ghadan ("tomorrow") often
literal sense) as well as "in
have been used in the above
this very surah is spoken of

15 For this and other Qur'anic references to the she-camel that was to be
"let loose as a test" for
the Thamud, see surah 1, note 57. God's "letting her loose" is in this
context evidently synonymous
with "allowing her to become" a test.
16 I.e., between their own herds and the ownerless she-camel: see 26:155
and the corresponding note 61.

54:29
But they summoned their [boldest] companion, and he ventured [upon the evil deed], and cruelly
slaughtered [the animal]:17 (54:30) and how severe was the suffering which I inflicted when My
warnings were disregarded! (54:31) Behold, We let loose upon them one single blast [of Our
punishment],18 and they became like the dried-up, crumbling twigs of a sheepfold.
54:32
Hence, indeed, We made this Qur'an easy to bear in mind: who, then, is willing to take it to
heart?
54:33

LOT'S PEOPLE [too) gave the lie to all [Our] warnings: (54:34) [and so,] behold, We let loose
upon them a deadly tempest;19 and only Lot's kinsfolk did We save at the break of dawn, (54:35)
as a blessing from Us: thus do We reward all who are grateful.
54:36
For he had truly warned them of Our punishing might; but they stubbornly cast doubt on these
warnings, (54:37) and even demanded that he give up his guests [to them]:20 whereupon We
deprived them of their sight [and thus told them, as it were]:21 "Taste, then, the suffering which I
inflict when My warnings are disregarded!"
54:38
And, indeed, abiding suffering did befall them early on the morrow: (54:39) "Taste, then, the
suffering which I inflict when My warnings are disregarded!" (54:40) Hence, indeed, We made
this Qur'an easy to bear in mind: who, then, is willing to take it to heart?
54:41
Now surely, unto Pharaoh's folk [too] came such warnings; (54:42) they, too, gave the lie to all
Our messages: and thereupon We took them to task as only the Almighty, who determines all
things, can take to task.22
54:43
ARE, THEN, those of you who [now] deny the truth23 better than those others - or have you,
perchance, [been promised] immunity in the [ancient] books of [divine] wisdom?24
17 For the above rendering of ~aqara, see note 61 on 7:77.
18 See note 98 on 11:67.
19 Sc., "of chastisement": see 11:82 and the corresponding note 114. - The
story of Lot and the people
among whom he dwelt is mentioned in several places, most extensively in
11:69-83.
20 See 11:77-79 and the corresponding notes.
21 According to Ibn 'Abbas (as quoted by Razi), the expression tams al-'ayn
("deprivation of sight")
denotes here a "veiling [of something] from "one's consciousness" (hajb
'an al-idrak). Hence, the
phrase tamasna a'yunahum may be understood to mean that God deprived
them, in consequence of their
evil propensities, of all moral insight (cf. 36:66 and the corresponding
notes), and thus made them
liable - as the sequence shows - to undergo bitter suffering in this
world and in the next.

22 Lit., "We gripped them with the grip of an almighty...", etc. The
special - and concluding - mention
of "Pharaoh's folk" is due to the fact that the Egyptians were the most
highly developed and powerful
nation in the antiquity to which this and the preceding passages refer.
23 Lit., "your deniers of the truth".
24 See surah 21, note 101.

54:44
Or do they say, "We are a group united, [and therefore] bound to prevail"?25 (54:45) [Yet] the
hosts [of those who deny the truth] shall be routed, and they shall turn their backs [in flight]!26
(54:46) But nay - the Last Hour is the time when they shall truly meet their fate;27 and that Last
Hour will be most calamitous, and most bitter: (54:47) for, behold, those who are lost in sin [will
at that time come to know that it is they who] were sunk in error and folly!28
54:48
On the Day when they shall be dragged into the fire on their faces,29 [they will be told:] "Taste
now the touch of hell-fire!"
54:49
BEHOLD, everything have We created in due measure and proportion; (54:50) and Our
ordaining [a thing and its coming into being] is but one [act], like the twinkling of an eye.30
(54:51) Thus, indeed, did We destroy people like you [in the past]: who, then, is willing to take it
to heart? (54:52) [They were truly guilty] because all [the evil] that they ever did had been
[revealed to them as such] in the [ancient] books of [divine] wisdom;31 (54:53) and everthing
[that man does], be it small or great, is recorded [with God].
25 The reasoning which underlies this thought may be summed up thus: "We
who reject these so-called divine
revelations represent a very large body of opinion; and because our views
are held by so many, they are
obviously right and, therefore, bound to triumph in the end." In other
words, the people characterized
as "deniers of the truth" draw their assurance from the mere fact of
their being representative of
the "majority opinion" - a self-delusion based on a purely materialistic
outlook on life.
26 The fact that the Prophet recited this verse just before the battle of
Badr (see note 10 on 8:10)
has caused most of the commentators to assume that it had been revealed
as a specific prophecy of the
future victory of the Muslims over the pagan Quraysh. While this is
possible, I believe, nevertheless,
that the above passage has the much wider, timeless meaning explained in
the preceding note. This view

finds strong support in the subsequent verses, which speak of the evil
otherworldly consequences of
deliberate sinning, quite apart from the social and moral defeat, in this
world, of the sinful community
as a whole.
27 Lit., "the time appointed for them" (maw'iduhum).
28 See verse 24 above.
29 See note 83 on 33:66 as well as note 30 on 25:34.
30 I.e., there is no time lag and no conceptual difference between God's
"willing" the creation of a
thing and His "creating" it, for "when He wills a thing to be, He but
says unto it, 'Be' - and it is"
(2:117, 3:47, 16:40, 19:35, 36:82 and 40:68). The comparison with the
"twinkling of an eye" is, of
course, merely idiomatic, i.e., based on the human concept of something
instantaneous. In the present
context this is - as the sequence shows - an allusion to the rapidity
with which God can, if He so
wills, destroy a sinful community.
31 I.e., the ancient revealed scriptures (az-zubur) had made the meaning of
good and evil absolutely
clear to them, but they wilfully disregarded or even consciously rejected
that teaching. The above
verse implies, firstly, that the basic ethical teachings of all revealed
religions are essentially
identical, and, secondly~ that God "would never destroy a community for
[its] wrongdoing so long
as its people are still unaware [of the meaning of right and wrong]" (see
6:131-132, 15:4, 26:208-209,
and the corresponding notes).

54:54
[Hence, too,] behold, the God-conscious will find themselves in [a paradise of] gardens and
running waters, (54:55) in a seat of truth, in the presence of a Sovereign who determines all
things....

The Fifty-Fifth Surah
Ar-Rah Man (The Most Gracious)
Period Uncertain

ALTHOUGH most of the commentators regard this surah as a Meccan revelation, Zamakhshari
and (among the later scholars) Suyuti ascribe it to the Medina period. Baydawi leaves the
question open, and adds that parts of it may have been revealed before and parts after the
Prophet's hijrah to Medina. Some authorities are of the opinion that it followed immediately

upon surah 13 ("Thunder"): an opinion which is not very helpful since that surah, too, cannot be
assigned to either of the two periods with any degree of certainty.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
55:1
THE MOST GRACIOUS (55:2) has imparted this Qur'an [unto man]. (55:3) He has created
man: (55:4) He has imparted unto him articulate thought and speech.1 (55:5) [At His behest] the
sun and the moon run their appointed courses;2 (55:6) [before Him] prostrate themselves the stars
and the trees.
55:7
And the skies has He raised high, and has devised [for all things] a measure,3 (55:8) so that you
[too, O men,] might never transgress the measure [of what is right): (55:9) weigh, therefore,
[your deed] with equity, and cut not the measure short!
55:10
And the earth has He spread out for all living beings, (55:11) with fruit thereon, and palm trees
with sheathed clusters [of dates], (55:12) and grain growing tall on its stalks, and sweet-smelling
plants. (55:13) Which, then, of your Sustainer's powers can you disavow?4
1 The term al-bayan - denoting "the means whereby a thing is
[intellectually] circumscribed and made clear"
(Raghib) - applies to both thought and speech inasmuch as it comwises the
faculty of making a thing
or an idea apparent to the mind and conceptually distinct from other
things or ideas, as well as the
power to express this cognition clearly in spoken or written language
(Taj al-'Arus): hence, in the
above context, "articulate thought and speech", recalling the "knowledge
of all the names" (i.e., the
faculty of conceptual thinking) with which man is endowed (see 2:31 and
the corresponding note 23).
2 Lit., "according to a definite reckoning".
3 The noun mizan, usually denoting a "balance", has here the more general
connotation of "measure" or
"measuring" by any means whatsoever (Zamakhshari), in both the concrete
and abstract senses of the word.
(Cf. also the parabolic use of the term mza~ in 42:17 and 57:25.)
4 The majority of the classical commentators interpret the dual form of
address appearing in this phraie rabbikuma ("the Sustainer of you two") and tukadhdhiban ("do you [or "can
you"] two disavow") - as
relating to the worlds of men and of the "invisible beings" (jinn - see
Appendix III); but the most

obvious explanation (mentioned, among others, by Razi) is that it refers
to the two categories of
human beings, men and women, to both of whom the Qur'an is addressed. The
plural noun ala', rendered by
me as "powers", signifies literally "blessings" or "bounties"; but as the
above refrain, which is
repeated many times in this surah, bears not only on the bounties which
God bestows on His creation but,
more generally, on aU manifestations of His creativeness and might, some
of the earliest commentators e.g., Ibn Zayd, as quoted by Tabari - regard the term ala', in this
context, as synonymous with qudrah
("power" or "powers").

55:14
He has created man out of sounding clay, like pottery,5 (55:15) whereas the invisible beings He
has created out of a confusing flame of fire.6 (55:16) Which, then, of your Sustainer's powers can
you disavow? (55:17) [He is] the Sustainer of the two farthest points of sunrise, and the Sustainer
of the two farthest points of sunset.7 (55:18) Which, then, of your Sustainer's powers can you
disavow?
55:19
He has given freedom to the two great bodies of water, so that they might meet: (55:20) [yet]
between them is a barrier which they may not transgress.8 (55:21) Which, then, of your
Sustainer's powers can you disavow? (55:22) dut of these two [bodies of water] come forth
pearls, both great and small. (55:23) Which, then, of your Sustainer's powers can you disavow?
55:24
And His are the lofty ships that sail like [floating] mountains through the seas.9 (55:25) Which,
then, of your Sustainer's powers can you disavow? (55:26) All that lives on earth or in the
heavens10 is bound to pass away: (55:27) but forever will abide thy Sustainer's Self,11 full of
majesty and glory. (55:28) Which, then, of your Sustainer's powers can you disavow?
55:29
On Him depend all creatures12 in the heavens and on earth; [and] every day He manifests
Himself in yet another [wondrous] way. (55:30) Which, then, of your Sustainer's powers can you
disavow?
5 See 15 : 26 and the corresponding note 24.
6 Cf. 15:27 - "the fire of scorching winds (nar as-samum)" - thus stressing
their non-corporeal origin
and composition. The significance of the term jinn ("invisible beings")
has been touched upon briefly
in note 86 on 6:100 and note 67 on 37:158; for a more detailed
explanation. see Appendix III.

7 I.e., of the extreme points of sunrise and sunset in summer and in winter
(see 37:5 and 70:40),
including "all that is between them": a metonym for God's being the
Ultimate Cause of the orbital
movement within the universe.
8 See 25:53 and the corresponding notes 41 and 42.
9 Lit., "in the sea like mountains". The reference to ships as "belonging
to God" is meant to stress
the God-given nature of man's intelligence and inventiveness - a
reflection of God's' creative powers which expresses itself in all that man is able to produce. (See also
42:32-34 and the corresponding notes.)
10 Lit., "Everyone who is upon it", i.e., on earth and/or, according to Ibn
Kathir, in the heavens since the pronoun in 'alayhd apparently relates to the whole universe.
11 Lit., "face", or "countenance", a term used metonymically in classical
Arabic to denote the "self"
or "whole being" of a person - in this case, the essential Being, or
Reality, of God. Cf. also 28:88,
"Everything isbound to perish, save His [eternal] Self".
12 Lit., "Him does ask [or "of Him does beg"] whoever is ...", etc.: i.e.;
all depend on Him for their
safety and sustenance.

55:31
[ONE DAY] We shall take you to task,13 O you sin-laden two!14 (55:32) Which, then, of your
Sustainer's powers can you disavow? (55:33) O you who live in close communion with [evil]
invisible beings and humans!15 If you [think that you] can pass beyond the regions of the heavens
and the earth,16 pass beyond them! [But] you cannot pass beyond them, save by a sanction [from
God]!17 (55:34) Which, then, of your Sustainer's powers can you disavow?
55:35
A flash of fire will be let loose upon you, and smoke, and you will be left without succour!
(55:36) Which, then, of your Sustainer's powers can you disavow? (55:37) And when the sky is
rent asunder and becomes red like [burning] oil.18 - (55:38) which, then, of your Sustainer's
powers can you disavow?
55:39
For on that Day neither man nor invisible being will be asked about his sins.19 (40) Which, then,
of your Sustainer's powers can you disavow? (55:41) All who were lost in sin shall by their
marks be known, and shall by their forelocks and their feet be seized!20 (55:42) Which, then, of
your Sustainer's powers can you disavow?

55:43
This will be the hell which those who are lost in sin [now] call a lie: (55:44) between it and [their
own] burning-hot despair will they wander to and fro!21 (55:45) Which, then, of your Sustainer's
powers can you disavow?
13 Lit., "We shall apply Ourselves to you".
14 I.e., "you sin-laden men and women" (see note 4 above). According to an
interpretation quoted by Razi,
the designation thaqalan (the dual form of thaqal, "a thing of weight")
signifies that both these categories
of human beings are liable to, and therefore burdened. with, sinning.
15 For an explanation of this rendering of ma'shar al-jinn wa-'l-ins, see
note 112 on the first paragraph
of 6:128.
16 I.e., in order to escape God's judgment and chastisement.
17 I.e., "unless He wills to reprieve you": cf. the last paragraph of 6:128
and the corresponding note 114.
18 This is one of several legitimate interpretations of the term dihan (see
Tabari); another is "freshly
tanned [or "red"] leather", synonymous with adim (Zamakhshari); and yet
another, "dregs of olive-oil"
(Raghib). All these interpretations have one idea in common - namely, the
sudden and surprising change
(or changes) of colour to which the sky will be subject at the Last Hour.
19 I.e., the sinners "will find all that they ever wrought [nowl facing
them" (18:49), and "their own
tongues and hands and feet will bear witness against them by [recalling]
all that they did" (24:24).
20 This is an allusion to their utter humiliation and disgrace. When the
ancient Arabs wanted to stress
someone's subjection to another person, they would say, "His forelock is
in the hand of so-and-so."
(See also 96:15-16 and the corresponding note 8.)

55:46
BUT FOR THOSE who of their Sustainer's Presence stand in fear, two gardens [of paradise are
readied]22 - (55:47) which, then, of your Sustainer's powers can you disavow? - (55:48) [two
gardens] of many wondrous hues.23 (55:49) Which, then, of your Sustainer's powers can you
disavow?
55:50

In [each of] these two [gardens] two springs will flow.24 (55:51) Which, then; of your Sustainer's
powers can you disavow? (55:52) In [each of] these two will two kinds of every fruit be
[found].24 (55:53) Which, then, of your Sustainer's powers can you disavow?
55:54
[In such a paradise the blest will dwell,] reclining upon carpets lined with rich brocade;26 and the
fruit of both these gardens will be within easy reach. (55:55) Which, then, of your Sustainer's
powers can you disavow?
21 For my rendering of hamim as "burning despair", see note 62 on the last
sentence of 6:70. The
allegorical nature of all Qur'anic descriptions of "rewards" and
"punishments" in the hereafter is
clearly hinted at in the phrasing of the above verse, which speaks of the
sinners' "wandering to and
fro" between hell and burning despair (baynaha wa-bayna hamim) - i.e.,
tossed between factual
suffering and the despair of vain regrets.
22 I.e., two kinds of paradise, to be experienced simultaneously. Various
interpretations are advanced
on this score by the classical commentators: e.g., "a paradise for their
doing of good deeds, and
another paradise for their avoidance of sins" (Zamakhshari); or a
paradise that "will comprise both
spiritual and physical joys, [so that it will seem] as if it were two
paradises" (Razi). Finally, one
might conclude that the pointed reference to the "two gardens" of
paradise contains - like the
preceding reference to the sinners - wandering between hell and burning
despair" - a pointed allusion
to the allegorical character of all descriptions of the life to come, as
well as to the inexpressible
intensity (or multiplication) of all imaginable and unimaginable
sensations in that afterlife. The
subsequent descriptions of the joys of paradise must be understood in the
same symbolic light.
23 According to Tabari, the noun fann (lit., "mode" or "manner") is in this
case synonymous with lawn
("colour" or "hue"). Afnan is a double plural, and hence denotes "many
hues"; and since - as pointed
out in the Taj al-'Arus - one of the several accepted meanings of fann is
"a wonderful thing", afnan
can also be understood as many wonderful things". The rendering adopted
by me combines both these
interpretations. - As regards the indescribable nature of what is termed
"paradise", see 32:17 and
the corresponding note 15.
24 The "two springs" of paradise call to mind the "two seas" spoken of in
18:60-61, which, according

to Baydawi, symbolize the two sources or streams of knowledge accessible
to man: the one obtained
through the observation and intellectual analysis of external phenomena
('ilm az-zahir), and the
other through inward, mystic insight ('ilm al-batin).
25 Zamakhshari: "a kind that is known and a kind that is strange (gharrb)"
- i.e., cognitions or
sensations that are imaginable on the basis of our experiences in the
present life, and such as
are, as yet, unimaginable to us, and can, therefore, be only hinted at by
means of symbols or
allegories, Regarding the concept of "allegory" as such, see 3 : 7 and
the corresponding note 8.
26 Cf. 18:31 and the corresponding note 41. The "reclining upon carpets"
(or "upon couches" in 18:31)
is a symbol of utter restfulness and peace of mind. The mention of the
"carpets" of paradise
being lined with rich brocade is perhaps meant to convey the idea that just as the lining of a
carpet is, as a rule, invisible - the beauty of paradise has nothing to
do with outward show, being
of an inner, spiritual nature (Razi). This concept appears already in an
earlier interpretation,
quoted by Zamakhshari, according to which the 'carpets" spoken of here
consist of light.

55:56
In these [gardens] will be mates of modest gaze, whom neither man nor invisible being will have
touched ere then.27 (55:57) Which, then, of your Sustainer's powers can you disavow? (55:58)
[When you are promised splendours] as though [of] rubies and [of] pearls - (55:59) which, then,
of your Sustainer's powers can you disavow? (55:60) Could the reward of good be aught but
good? (55:61) Which, then, of your Sustainer's powers can you disavow?
55:62
And besides those two will be yet two [other] gardens28 - (55:63) which, then, of your Sustainer's
powers can you disavow? - (55:64) two [gardens] of the deepest green.29 (55:65) Which, then, of
your Sustainer's powers can you disavow?
55:66
In [each of] these two [gardens] will two springs gush forth. (55:67) Which, then, of your
Sustamer's powers can you disavow? (55:68) In both of them will be [all kinds of] fruit, and
date-palms and pomegranates. (55:69) Which, then, of your Sustainer's powers can you disavow?
55:70

In these [gardens] will be [all] things most excellent and beautiful. (55:71) Which, then, of your
Sustainer's powers can you disavow? (55:72) [There the blest will live with their] companions
pure30 and modest, in pavillions [splendid] - (55:73) which, then, of your Sustainer's powers can
you disavow? (55:74) [companions] whom neither man nor invisible being will have touched ere
then. (55:75) Which, then, of your Sustainer's powers can you disavow?
55:76
[In such a paradise will they dwell,] reclining upon meadows green and carpets rich in beauty.
(55:77) Which, then, of your Sustainer's powers can you disavow?
55:78
HALLOWED be thy Sustainer's name, full of majesty and glory!
27 See 56:35-36 and the corresponding note 14. As regards the expression
qasirat at-tarf (lit., "such
as restrain their gaze"), see note 46 on 38:52, the earliest Qur'anic
instance of this expression.
28 Most of the commentators assume - not very convincingly - that the "two
other gardens" are those to
which believers of lesser merit will attain. As against this weak and
somewhat arbitrary interpretation,
it seems to me that the juxtaposition of "two other gardens" with. the
"two" previously mentioned is
meant to convey the idea of infinity in connection with the concept of
paradise as such: gardens beyond
gardens beyond gardens in an endless vista, slightly varying in
description, but all of them symbols
of supreme bliss.
29 I.e., by reason of abundant watering (Taj al-'Arus). It is to be noted
that the adjective "green"
is often used in the Qur'an to indicate ever-fresh life: e.g., the "green
garments" which the inmates
of paradise will wear (18:31 and 76:21), or the "green meadows" upon
which they will recline (cf.
verse 76 of the present surah).
30 For this rendering of the plural noun hur (which is both masculine and
feminine), see note 8 on 56:22,
the earliest occurrence of this term in the Qur'an; also note 13 on
56:34.

The Fifty-Sixth Surah
Al-Waqiah (That Which Must Come To Pass)
Mecca Period

ACCORDING to all available evidence, this surah was revealed about seven years before the
Prophet's hijrah.

In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
56:1
WHEN THAT which must come to pass [at last] comes to pass,1 (56:2) there will be nought that
could give the lie to its having come to pass, (56:3) abasing [some], exalting [others]! (56:4)
When the earth is shaken with a shaking [severe], (56:5) and the mountains are shattered into
[countless] shards, (56:6) so that they become as scattered dust
56:7
[on that Day,] then, shall you be [divided into] three kinds. (56:8) Thus, there shall be such as
will have attained to what is right:2 oh, how [happy] will be they who have attained to what is
right! (56:9) And there shall be such as will have lost themselves in evil:3 oh, how [unhappy] will
be they who have lost themselves in evil!
1 I.e. the Last Hour and Resurrection
2 Lit. "Those [or 'The people'] of the left side": see note 25 on 74:39.
3 [Lit., "those [or "the people"] of the left side". Similarly to the use
of the expression maymanah
as a metonym for "attaining to what is right", the term mash'amah is used
to denote "losing oneself
in evil" (e.g., in 90:19). The origin of both these metonyms is based on
the belief of the
pre-Islamic Arabs that future events could be predicted by observing the
direction of the flight
of birds at certain times: if they flew to the right, the event in
question promised to be
auspicious; if to the left, the contrary. This ancient belief was
gradually absorbed by linguistic
usage, so that "right" and "left" became more or less synonymous with
"auspicious" and
"inauspicious". In the idiom of the Qur'an, these two concepts have been
deepened into
"righteousness" and "unrighteousness", respectively.]

56:10
But the foremost shall be [they who in life were] the foremost [in faith and good works]: (56:11)
they who were [always] drawn close unto God! (56:12) In gardens of bliss [will they dwell] (56:13) a good many of those of olden times, (56:14) but [only] a few of later times.4
56:15
[They will be seated] on gold-encrusted thrones of happiness, (56:16) reclining upon them,
facing one another [in love].5 (56:17) Immortal youths will wait upon them (56:18) with goblets,
and ewers, and cups filled with water from unsullied springs (56:19) by which their minds will

not be clouded and which will not make them drunk; (56:20) and with fruit of any kind that they
may choose, (56:21) and with the flesh of any fowl that they may desire.7
4 The above stress on the "many" and the "few" contains an allusion to the
progressive diminution,
in the historical sense, of the element of excellence in men's faith and
ethical achievements.
(See also note on verses 39-40.)
5 See note on 15:47, which explains the symbolism of the above two verses.
6 This is evidently a symbolic allusion to the imperishable quality - the
eternal youthfulness,
as it were - of all the experiences in the state described as "paradise".
(See also next two notes.)
7 Regarding this and any other Qur'anic description of the joys of
paradise, see 32:17 and, in
particular, the corresponding note. The famous hadith quoted in that note
must be kept in
mind when reading any Qur'anic reference to the state or quality of human
life in the hereafter.

56:22
And [with them will be their] companions pure, most beautiful of eye, most beautiful of eye8
(56:23) like unto pearls [still] hidden in their shells. (56:24) [And this will be] a reward for what
they did [in life]. (56:25) No empty talk will they hear there, nor any call to sin, (56:26) but only
the tiding of inner soundness and peace.9
8 The noun hur - rendered by me as "companions pure" - is a plural of both
ahwar (masc.) and
hawra (fem.), either of which describes "a person distinguished by
hawar", which latter term
primarily denotes "intense whiteness of the eyeballs and lustrous black
of the iris" (Qamus).
In a more general sense, hawar signifies simply "whiteness" (Asas) or, as
a moral qualification,
"purity" (cf. Tabari, Razi and Ibn Kathir in their explanations of the
term hawariyyun in 3:52).
Hence, the compound expression hurin signifies, approximately, "pure
beings [or, more specifically,
"companions pure"], most beautiful eye" (which latter is the meaning of
in, the plural of ayan).
In his comments on the identical expression in 52:20, Razi observes that
inasmuch as a person's
eye reflects his soul more clearly than any other part of the human body,
in may be understood
as "rich of soul" or "soulful". As regards the term hur in its more
current, feminine connotation,
quite a number of the earliest Qur'an - commentators - among them AlHasan al-Basri - understood
it as signifying no more and no less than "the righteous among the women
of the human kind"

(Tabari) - "[even] those toothless old women of yours whom God will
resurrect as new beings"
(Al-Hasan, as quoted by Razi in his comments on 44:54). See in this
connection also note on 38:52.
9 Lit., "only the saying, 'Peace, peace' (salam)!" Regarding this latter
term, see notes on 19:62,
and 5:16.

56:27
NOW AS FOR those who have attained to righteousness - what of those who have attained to
righteousness?10 (56:28) [They, too, will find themselves] amidst fruit-laden lote-trees,11 (56:29)
and acacias flower-clad, (56:30) and shade extended,12 (56:31) and waters gushing, (56:32) and
fruit abounding, (56:33) never-failing and never out of reach.
56:34
And [with them will be their] spouses, raised high:13 (56:35) for, behold, We shall have brought
them into being in a life renewed, (56:36) having resurrected them as virgins,14 (56:37) full of
love, well-matched (56:38) with those who have attained to righteousness:15 (56:39) a good
many of olden times, (56:40) and a good many of later times.16
56:41
BUT AS FOR those who have persevered in evil - what of those who have persevered in evil?17
(56:42) [They will find themselves] in the midst of scorching winds, and burning despair,18
(56:43) and the shadows of black smoke - (56:44) [shadows] neither cooling nor soothing.
(56:45) For, behold, in times gone by they were wont to abandon themselves wholly to the
pursuit of pleasures,19 (56:46) and would persist in heinous sinning, (56:47) and would say,
"What! After we have died and become mere dust and bones, shall we, forsooth, be raised from
the dead? - (56:48) and perhaps, too, our forebears of old?"
10 Lit., "those on the right hand". According to some commentators, it is
those who had not always
been "foremost in faith and good works", but have gradually, after erring
and sinning, attained
to righteousness (Razi). However, though they may not have been as
perfect in life as the "foremost",
their ultimate achievement brings them to the same state of spiritual
fulfilment as those others.
11 See note 10 on 53:14.
12 See note 74 on 4: 57.
13 Or: "[they will rest on] couches raised high". The rendering adopted by
me is regarded as fully justified
by some of the most outstanding commentators (e.g., Baghawi, Zamakhshari,
Razi, Baydawi, etc.), and

this for two reasons: firstly, because in the classical Arabic idiom, the
term firash (lit., "bed" or
"couch") is often used tropically to denote "wife" or "husband" (Raghib;
also Qamus, Taj al-'Arus, etc.);
and, secondly, because of the statement in the next verse that God "shall
have brought them (hunna)
into being in a life renewed" (In the context of this interpretation,
Zamakhshari quotes also 36:56,
which thus refers to the inmates of paradise: ... in happiness will they
and their spouses on couches
recline". There is no doubt that the "spouses raised high" i.e., to the
status of the blest - are
identical with the hur mentioned in verse 22 above as well as in 44:54,
52:20 and 65:72.
14 Lit., "and We shall have made them virgins". According to a number of
authentic Traditions (quoted
in full by Tabari and Ibn Kathir), the Prophet stated on several
occasions that all righteous women,
however old and decayed they may have been on earth, will be resurrected
as virginal maidens and will,
like their male counterparts, remain eternally young in paradise.
15 I.e., equal in dignity with all other inmates of paradise. As regards
the term atrab (sing. tirb),
rendered above - as well as in 38:52 and 78:33 - as "well-matched", there
is no doubt that it primarily
denotes "[persons] of equal age" (a meaning adopted by most of the
commentators); however, as pointed
out by all philological authorities, this term is also used in the sense
of "[persons] equal in quality",
that is, "well-matched": a significance which, to my mind, is eminently
appropriate here inasmuch as
it is meant to stress the equal excellence of all who have attained to
righteousness, whether they be
men or women; or, alternatively, the equal attraction towards one another
and, thus, a mutual fulfilment
of their spiritual and emotional needs; or both of the above meanings.
16 In contrast with "the foremost", who have always been "drawn close unto
God" - and of whom there are
less and less as time goes on (see note 4 above) - there will always be
many of those who attain to
righteousness after initial stumbling and sinning (see note 10).
17 I.e., until their death. Literally, the phrase reads, "those on the left
hand" (see note 3 above).
18 For this rendering of hamim, see surah 6, note 62.
19 I.e,, to the exclusion of all moral considerations. For the meaning of
the term mutraf, see surah 11,
note 147.

56:49

Say: "Verily, those of olden times and those of later times (56:50) will indeed be gathered
together at an appointed time on a Day known [only to God]: (56:51) and then, verily, O you
who have gone astray and called the truth a lie, (56:52) you will indeed have to taste of the tree
of deadly fruit,20 (56:53) and will have to fill your bellies therewith, (56:54) and will thereupon
have to drink [many a draught] of burning despair - (56:55) drink it as the most insatiably thirsty
camels drink!"
56:56
Such will be their welcome on Judgment Day!
56:57
IT IS WE who have created you, [O men:] why, then, do you not accept the truth? (56:58) Have
you ever considered that [seed] which you emit?21 (56:59) Is it you who create it or are We the
source of its creation? (56:60) We have [indeed] decreed that death shall be [ever-present]
among you: but there is nothing to prevent Us (56:61) from changing the nature of your
existence22 and bringing you into being [anew] in a manner [as yet] unknown to you.
56:62
And [since] you are indeed aware of the [miracle of your] coming into being in the first instance
- why, then, do you not bethink yourselves [of Us]? (56:63) Have you ever considered the seed
which you cast upon the soil? (56:64) Is it you who cause it to grow - or are We the cause of its
growth? (56:65) [For,] were it Our will, We could indeed turn it into chaff, and you would be left
to wonder [and to lament], (56:66) "Verily, we are ruined! (56:67) Nay, but we have been
deprived [of our livelihood)!"
56:68
Have you ever considered the water which you drink? (56:69) Is it you who cause it to come
down from the clouds - or are We the cause of its coming down? (56:70) [It comes down sweet but] were it Our will, We could make it burningly salty and bitter: why, then, do you not give
thanks [unto Us]?
56:71
Have you ever considered the fire which you kindle? (56:72) Is it you who have brought into
being the tree that serves as its fuel23 - or are We the cause of its coming into being?
20 See note 22 on 37:62.
21 This refers to both the male semen and the female ovum, and thus, by
implication, to the awe-inspiring,
complex phenomenon of procreation as such.

22 Lit., "changing your likenesses (amthal)". However, the term mathal
signifies also, tropically,
the state, condition and the qualities (sifat) of a thing or person - in
brief, "the nature of his
[or its] existence".
23 Lit., "its tree": a metonym pointing to the plant-origin, direct or
indirect, of almost all the known
fuels, including mineral fuels like coal, which is but petrified wood, or
petroleum, which is a liquefied
residue of plant-nourished organisms buried in the earth for millions of
years.

56:73
It is We who have made it a means to remind [you of Us],24 and a comfort for all who are lost
and hungry in the wilderness [of their lives].25 (56:74) Extol, then, the limitless glory of thy
Sustainer's mighty name!
56:75
NAY, I call to witness the coming-down in parts [of this Qur'an]26 - (56:76) and, behold, this is
indeed a most solemn affirmation, if you but knew it! (56:77) Behold, it is a truly noble
discourse, (56:78) [conveyed unto man] in a well-guarded divine writ (56:79) which none but the
pure [of heart] can touch:27 (56:80) a revelation from the Sustainer of all the worlds!
56:81
Would you, now, look down with disdain on a tiding like this,28 (56:82) and make it your daily
bread [as it were] to call the truth a lie? (56:83) Why, then,29 when [the last breath] comes up to
the throat [of a dying man], (56:84) the while you are [helplessly] looking on - (56:85) and while
We are closer to him than you, although you see [Us] not -: (56:86) why, then, if [you think that]
you are not truly dependent [on Us], (56:87) can you not cause that [ebbing life) to return - if
what you claim is true?
24 Inasmuch as "fire" (in the widest sense of this word) is the source of
all light known to man, it is
apt to remind him that "God is the light of the heavens and the earth"
(see 24:35 and the corresponding
notes).
25 The participial noun muqw is derived from the verb qawiya, "it became
deserted" or "desolate". From the
same root is derived the noun qawa' (or qiwa), which signifies "desert",
"wilderness" or "wasteland"
as well as "hunger" or "starvation". Hence, muqw denotes "one who is
hungry" as well as "one who is
lost [or "who wanders"] in a deserted place". In the above verse this
expression is evidently used
tropically, for it is difficult to imagine that, as some commentators
assume, it relates merely to

"wayfarers in the desert". My composite rendering of al-muqwin as "all
who are lost and hungry in the
wilderness", on the other hand, is literal and tropical at the same time,
inasmuch as it describes
people who are lonely, unfortunate and confused, and who hunger after
human warmth and spiritual light.
26 Or: "the setting [or "orbiting"] of the stars". The term mawqi' (of
which mawaqi is the plural)
denotes the "time [or "place" or "manner"] at which something comes
down". Although many of the
commentators think that the phrase mawaqi an-nujum relates to the breakup of the stars at the Last
Hour, Ibn 'Abbas, 'Ikrimah and As-Suddi were definitely of the opinion,
strongly supported by the
subsequent verses, that this phrase refers to the step-by-step revelation
or "coming-down in parts
(nujum)" - of the Qur'an (cf. Tabari and Ibn Kathir, see also note 1 on
53:1). By "calling to witness"
the gradual manner of its revelation, the Qur'an points implicitly to the
astounding fact that it has
remained free of all inconsistencies and inner contradictions (cf. 4:82
and the corresponding note 97)
despite all the dramatic changes in the Prophet's life during the twentythree years of the "unfolding"
of the divine writ: and this explains, too, the subsequent parenthetic
clause (verse 76).
27 I.e., which only the pure of heart can truly understand and derive
benefit from. As for the preceding
reference to "a well-guarded [i.e., incorruptible] divine writ" (kitab
maknun), see 85:21-22 and
the corresponding note 11.
28 I.e., the message of resurrection and judgment.
29 The elliptic implication is: "If, then, as you claim, you are really
independent of any Supreme Power,
why do you not ...", etc., thus connecting with verses 57-74.

56:88
[ALL OF YOU are destined to die.] Now if one happens to be of those who are drawn close unto
God,30 (56:89) happiness [awaits him in the life to come], and inner fulfilment, and a garden of
bliss.
56:90
And if one happens to be of those who have attained to righteousness,31 (56:91) [he, too, will be
welcomed into paradise with the words,] "Peace be unto thee [that art] of those who have
attained to righteousness!"
56:92

But if one happens to be of those who are wont to call the truth a lie, and [thus] go astray,
(56:93) a welcome of burning despair [awaits him in the life to come,] (56:94) and the heat of a
blazing fire! (56:95) Verily, this is indeed the truth of truths!32 (56:96) Extol, then, the limitless
glory of thy Sustainer's mighty name!
30 I.e., the "foremost" spoken of in verses l0-11 of this surah.
31 See note 10 on verse 27.
32 Lit., "a truth of certainty", i.e., a truth most certain. The pronoun
"this" in the above sentence
relates not merely to the announcement of resurrection and life after
death, but also and primarily to the stress on man's utter dependence on God.

The Fifty-Seventh Surah
Al-Hadid (Iron)
Medina Period

THE MENTION in verse 25 of "iron" and all that this word implies (see note 42 below) so
impressed the contemporaries and successors of the Prophet that this surah has always been
known as "the surah in which iron is mentioned" (Tabari). From the reference to the conquest of
Mecca (al-fath) in verse 10 it is obvious that the earliest date of its revelation would be the end of
the year 8 H.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
57:1
ALL THAT IS in the heavens and on earth extols God's limitless glory: for He alone is almighty,
truly wise! (57:2) His is the dominion over the heavens and the earth; He grants life and deals
death; and He has the power to will anything.
57:3
He is the First and the Last,1 and the Outward as well as the Inward:2 and He has full knowledge
of everything. (57:4) He it is who has created the heavens and the earth in six aeons, and is
established on the throne of His almightiness.3
He knows all that enters the earth, and all that comes out of it, as well as all that descends from
the skies, and all that ascends to them.4
And He is with you wherever you may be; and God sees all that you do.
57:5

His is the dominion over the heavens and the earth; and all things go back unto God [as their
source].
1 I.e., His Being is eternal, without anything preceding His existence and
without anything outlasting
its infinity: an interpretation given by the Prophet himself, as recorded
in several well-authenticated
Traditions. Thus, "time" itself - a concept beyond man's understanding is but God's creation.
2 I.e., He is the transcendental Cause of all that exists and, at the same
time, immanent in every
phenomenon of His creation - cf. the oft-repeated Qur'anic phrase (e.g.,
in verse S), "all things go
back unto God [as their source]"; in the words of Tabari, "He is closer
to everything than anything
else could be". Another - perhaps supplementary - rendering could be, "He
is the Evident as well as
the Hidden": i.e., "His existence is evident (zahir) in the effects of
His activity, whereas He Himself
is not perceptible (ghayr mudrak) to our senses" (Zamakhshari).
3 Cf. the identical phrase in 7:54 and the corresponding note 43.
4 See 4 note 1 on 34:2.

57:6
He makes the night grow longer by shortening the day, and makes the day grow longer by
shortening the night; and He has full knowledge of what is in the hearts [of men].
57:7
BELIEVE in God and His Apostle, and spend on others out of that of which He has made you
trustees:5 for, those of you who have attained to faith and who spend freely [in God's cause] shall
have a great reward.
57:8
And why should you not believe in God, seeing that the Apostle calls you to believe in [Him
who is] your Sustainer, and [seeing that] He has taken a pledge from you? 6 [Why should you not
believe in Him] if you are able to believe [in anything]?7
57:9
It is He who bestows from on high clear messages unto [this] His servant, to lead you out of the
deep darkness into the light: for, behold, God is most compassionate towards you, a dispenser of
grace. (57:10) And why should you not spend freely in the cause of God, seeing that God's
[alone] is the heritage of the heavens and the earth?8

Not equal are those of you who spent and fought [in God's cause] before the Victory9 [and those
who did not do so]: they are of a higher rank than those who would spend and fight [only] after it
- although God has promised the ultimate good to all [who strive in His cause].10 And God is
aware of all that you do.
57:11
WHO IS IT that will offer up unto God a goodly loan, which He will amply repay? 11
For, such [as do so] shall have a noble reward (57:12) on the Day when thou shalt see all
believing men and believing women, with their light spreading rapidly before them and on their
right,12 [and with this welcome awaiting them:] "A glad tiding for you today: gardens through
which running-waters flow, therein to abide! This, this is the triumph supreme!"
5 Implying that all that man "possesses" is but held in trust from God,
since "all that is in the heavens
and on earth belongs to Him", whereas man is allowed only its usufruct.
6 God's "taking a pledge" is a metonymic allusion to the faculty of reason
with which He bas endowed man,
and which ought to enable every sane person to grasp the evidence of
God's existence by observing the
effects of His creativeness in all nature and by paying heed to the
teachings of His prophets (Zamakhshari).
See in this connection 7:172 and the corresponding note 139.
7 Lit., "if you are believers": implying, according to Razi, "if you can
believe in anything on the basis
of sound evidence".
8 I.e., "that to God belongs all that is ...", etc.: see note 5 above; also
note 22 on 15:23.
9 I.e., before the conquest of Mecca in 8 H., when the Muslims were still
weak and their future uncertain.
10 The above principle applies, of course, to the relative merits of
believers of all times who strive
in God's cause before andlor after success has been achieved.
11 See note 234 on the identical phrase in 2:245. In the present instance
the meaning is apparently
wider, applying to all that man may do selflessly, for the sake of God
alone.

57:13
On that Day shall the hypocrites, both men and women,13 speak [thus) unto those who have
attained to faith: "Wait for us! Let us have a [ray of] light from your light!" [But] they will be
told: "Turn back, and seek a light [of your own]!"14

And thereupon a wall will be raised between them [and the believers], with a gate in it: within it
will be grace and mercy, and against the outside thereof, suffering.15
57:14
They [who will remain without] will call out to those [within], "Were we not with you?" - [to
which] the others will answer: "So it was! But you allowed yourselves to succumb to
temptation,16 and you were hesitant [in your faith17], and you were doubtful [of resurrection]; and
your wishful thinking beguiled you until God's command came to pass:18 for, [indeed, your own]
deceptive thoughts about God deluded you!19
57:15
"And so, no ransom20 shall be accepted today from you, and neither from those who were
[openly] bent on denying the truth. Your goal is the fire: it is your [only] refuge21 - and how evil
a journey's end!"
57:16
IS IT NOT time that the hearts of all who have attained to faith should feel humble at the
remembrance of God and of all the truth that has been bestowed [on them] from on high,22 lest
they become like those who were granted revelation aforetime,23 and whose hearts have
hardened with the passing of time so that many of them are [now] depraved? 24
12 See note 25 on the expression ashab al-yamin ("those on the right hand")
in 74:39. In many instances,
the metaphor of "the right hand" or "right side" is used in the Qur'an to
denote "righteousness" and,
therefore, "blessedness", symbolized in the present context by the "light
spreading rapidly" before
and on the right side of the believers as a result of their "cognition of
God, and their high morality,
and their freedom from ignorance and blameworthy traits" (Razi).
13 Meant here are, apparently, not only outright "hypocrites" (in the
connotation given to this term
in Western languages), but also people who, being shaky in their beliefs
and uncertain in their moral
convictions, are inclined to deceive themselves (see note 7 on 29:11).
14 I.e., "you should have sought light while you hved on earth".
15 The stress on there being a gate in the wall separating true believers
and hypocrites (or the weak of
faith) points to the possibility of the latters' redemption: cf. the
famous hadith quoted in note 10
on 40:12. Mujahid (as quoted by Tabari) identifies the "wall" spoken of
here with the "barrier"
(hijab) mentioned in 7:46.

16 Sc., "by the prospect of worldly gains" or "by fear for your personal
safety" - both of which characterize
the half-hearted as well as the hypocrites.
17 Thus Ibn Zayd (quoted by Tabari), explaining the verb tarabbastum.
18 I.e., "until your death".
19 See note 30 on the last sentence of 31:33.
20 I.e., belated repentance.
21 Lit., "your friend" (mawlakum) - i.e., "the only thing by which you may
hope to be purified and
redeemed": cf. the saying of the Prophet mentioned in note 10 on 40:12;
see also nqte 15 above.

57:17
[But] know that God gives life to the earth after it has been lifeless!25
We have indeed made Our messages clear unto you, so that you might use your reason.
57:18
Verily, as for the men and women who accept the truth as true,26 and who [thus] offer up unto
God a goodly loan, they will be amply repaid,27 and shall have a noble reward [in the life to
come]. (57:19) For, they who have attained to faith in God and His Apostle - it is they, they who
uphold the truth, and they who bear witness [thereto] before God:28 [and so] they shall have their
reward and their light!
But as for those who are bent on denying the truth and on giving the lie to Our messages - it is
they who are destined for the blazing fire!
57:20
KNOW [O men] that the life of this world is but a play and a passing delight, and a beautiful
show, and [the cause of] your boastful vying with one another, and [of your] greed for more and
more riches and children.29
Its parable is that of30 [life-giving] rain: the herbage which it causes to grow delights the tillers of
the soil;31 but then it withers, and thou canst see it turn yellow; and in the end it crumbles into
dust.
But [the abiding truth of man's condition will become fully apparent] in the life to come: [either)
suffering severe, or32 God's forgiveness and His goodly acceptance: for the life of this world is
nothing but an enjoyment of self-delusion.
22 I.e., "Should not the remembrance of God and His revelation make them
humble rather than proud?" This

is an emphatic warning against all smugness, self-righteousness and false
pride at having "attained
to faith" - a failing which only too often attains to such as consider
themselves "pious".
23 This is apparently an allusion to the spiritually arrogant among the
Jews, who regard themselves as
"God's chosen people" and, therefore, as predestined for His acceptance.
24 I.e., so that now they act contrary to the ethical precepts of their
religion: implying that the
purpose of all true faith is to make man humble and God-conscious rather
than self-satisfied, and
that a loss of that spiritual humility invariably results in moral
degeneration.
25 According to most of the commentators - and, particularly, Zamakhshari,
Razi and Ibn Kathir this
is a parabolic allusion to the effect of a re-awakening of Godconsciousness in hearts that had
become deadened by self-satisfaction and false pride.
26 Or: "who give in charity" - depending on the vocalization of the
consonants sad and dal. In view of
the sequence, the sense given in my rendering seems preferable (and is,
indeed, stressed by Zamakhshari),
although in the reading of Hafs, ibn Sulayman al-Asadi, on which this
translation is based, the relevant
nouns appear in the spelling mussaddiqin and mussaddiqat, "men and women
who give in charity".
27 See verse 11 above.
28 I.e,, by their readiness for any sacrifice.
29 Commenting at length on this passage, Razi makes it clear that life as
such is not to be despised,
inasmuch as it has been created by God: cf. 38:27 - "We have not created
heaven and earth and all
that is between them without meaning and purpose"; and 23:115 - "Did you
think that We have created
you in mere idle play?" But whereas life in itself is a positive gift of
God and - as Razi points out the potential source of all blessings, it loses this positive quality if
it is indulged in recklessly,
blindly and with disregard of spiritual values and considerations: in
brief, if it is indulged in
without any thought of the hereafter.
30 Lit., "[It is] like the parable of ..., etc.
31 This is the sole instance in the Qur'an where the participial noun kafir
(in its plural form kuffar)
has its original meaning of "tiller of the soil". For the etymology of
this meaning, see note 4 on
74:10, where the term kuffar (in the sense of "denier of the truth")
appears for the first time in

the sequence of Qur'anic revelation.
32 According to Tabari, the conjunction wa has here the meaning of aw
("or").

57:21
[Hence,] vie with one another in seeking to attain to your Sustainer's forgiveness,33 and [thus] to
a paradise as vast as the heavens and the earth, which has been readied for those who have
attained to faith in God and His Apostle:33 such is the bounty of God which He grants unto
whomever He wills - for God is limitless in His great bounty.
57:22
NO CALAMITY can ever befall the earth, and neither your own selves,35 unless it be [laid
down] in Our decree before We bring it into being: verily, all this36 is easy for God. (57:23)
[Know this,] so that you may not despair over whatever [good] has escaped you nor exult
[unduly] over whatever [good] has come to you:37 for, God does not love any of those who, out
of self-conceit, act in a boastful manner38 - (57:24) those who are niggardly [with God's bounty]
and bid others to be niggardly!39
And he who turns his back [on this truth40 ought to know that], verily, God alone is selfsufficient, the One to whom all praise is due!
33 Sc., "rather than in striving for glory and worldly possessions":
implying elliptically that no man
is free from faults and transgressions, and hence everyone is in need of
God's forgiveness. (Cf. note 41
on 24:31.)
34 For a further qualification of the humility which characterizes true
believers, see 3:133-135.
35 I.e., "the earth or mankind as a whole, or any of you individually": an
allusion to natural as well
as man-made catastrophes, and to individual suffering through illness,
moral or material deprivation,
etc.
36 I.e., God's decreeing an event and bringing it into being.
37 Thus, the knowledge that whatever has happened had to happen - and could
not have not happened because, obviously, it had been willed by God in accordance with His
unfathomable plan, ought to
enable a true believer to react with conscious equanimity to whatever
good or ill conies to him.
38 I.e., attributing their good fortune to their own merit or "luck".
39 Cf. last sentence of 4:36 and the whole of verse 37.

40 I.e., does not want to admit that whatever has happened must have been
willed by God.

57:25
Indeed, [even aforetime] did We send forth Our apostles with all evidence of [this] truth; and
through them41 We bestowed revelation from on high, and [thus gave you] a balance [wherewith
to weigh right and wrong], so that men might behave with equity; and We bestowed [upon you]
from on high [the ability to make use of] iron, in which there is awesome power as well as [a
source of] benefits for man:42 and [all this was given to you] so that God might mark out those
who would stand up for him and His Apostle,43 even though He [Himself] is beyond the reach of
human perception.44
Verily, God is powerful, almighty!
57:26
And, indeed, [to the same end45] We sent forth Noah and Abraham [as Our message-bearers],
and established prophethood and revelation among their descendants; and some of them were on
the right way, but many were iniquitous.
57:27
And thereupon We caused [other of] Our apostles to follow in their footsteps; and [in the course
of time] We caused them to be followed by Jesus, the son of Mary, upon whom We bestowed the
Gospel;46 and in the hearts of those who [truly] followed him We engendered compassion and
mercy. But as for monastic asceticism47 - We did not enjoin it upon them: they invented it
themselves out of a desire for God's goodly acceptance.48 But then, they did not [always] observe
it as it ought to have been observed:49 and so We granted their recompense unto such of them as
had [truly] attained to faith, whereas many of them became iniquitous.50
41 Lit., "with them".
42 Side by side with enabling man to discriminate between right and wrong
(which is the innermost purpose
of all divine revelation), God has endowed him with the ability to
convert to his use the natural
resources of his earthly environment. An outstanding symbol of this
ability is man's skill, unique among
all animated beings, in making tools; and the primary material for all
tool-making - and, indeed, for
all human technology - is iron: the one metal which is found abundantly
on earth, and which can be
utilized for beneficial as well as destructive ends. The "awesome power"
(ba's shadid) inherent in
iron manifests itself not merely in the manufacture of weapons of war but
also, more subtly, in man's
every-growing tendency to foster the development of an increasingly
complicated technology which places

the machine in the foreground of all human existence and which, by its
inherent - almost irresistible dynamism, gradually estranges man from all inner connection with nature.
This process of growing
mechanization, so evident in our modern life, jeopardizes the very
structure of human society and, thus,
contributes to a gradual dissolution of all moral and spiritual
perceptions epitomized in the concept
of "divine guidance". It is to warn man of this danger that the Qur'an
stresses - symbolically and
metonymically - the potential evil (ba's) of "iron" if it is put to wrong
use: in other words, the
danger of man's allowing his technological ingenuity to run wild and thus
to overwhelm his spiritual
consciousness and, ultimately, to destroy all possibility of individual
and social happiness.
43 Lit., "those who succour Him and His Apostle", i.e., those who stand up
for the cause of God and
His Apostle. The meaning is that only they who put God's spiritual and
material gifts to right use
can be described as "true believers".
44 See note 3 on 2:3.
45 I.e., to give man a balance wherewith to weigh right and wrong, and so
to enable him to behave with
equity (see preceding verse).
46 See surah 3, note 4.
47 The term rahbaniyyah combines the concepts of monastic life with an
exaggerated asceticism, often
amounting to a denial of any value in the life of this world - an
attitude characteristic of early
Christianity but disapproved of in Islam (cf. 2:143 - "We have willed you
to be a community of the
middle way" - and the corresponding note 118).
48 Or: "they invented it themselves, [for] We did not enjoin it upon them:
[We enjoined upon them] only
the seeking of God's goodly acceptance". Both these interpretations are
equally legitimate, and are accepted
as such by most of the classical commentators. The rendering adopted by
me corresponds to the interpretation
given by Sa'id ibn Jubayr and Qatadah (both of them cited by Tabari and
Ibn Kathir).
49 I.e., not all of them observed it in the right spirit (Tabari,
Zamakhshari, Iba Kathir), inasmuch as
in the course of time many of them - or, rather, many of those who came
after the early ascetics (Tabari) corrupted their devotions by accepting the ideas of Trinity and of God's
incarnation in Jesus, and by
lapsing into empty formalism (Razi).
50 Sc., "and were deprived of Our grace".

57:28
O YOU who have attained to faith!51 Remain conscious of God, and believe in His Apostle,
[and] He will grant you doubly of His grace, and will light for you a light wherein you shall
walk, and will forgive you [your past sins]: for God is much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace.
57:29
And the followers of earlier revelation should know52 that they have no power whatever over any
of God's bounty,53 seeing that all bounty is in God's hand [alone]: He grants it unto whomever
He wills - for God is limitless in His great bounty.
51 As is evident from the preceding passage as well as from verse 29, the
people thus addressed are the
followers of earlier revelation (ahl al-kitab), and in particular the
true - i.e., unitarian followers of Jesus.
52 Lit., "so that the followers of earlier revelation [i.e., the Bible] may
know".
53 I.e., that they have no exclusive claim to any of God's bounty - which
latter term relates, in the
present context, to a bestowal of divine revelation. This is addressed in
the first instance to the
Jews, who reject the revelation granted to Muhammad in the belief that
the office of prophethood is
an exclusive "preserve" of the children of Israel, as well as to the
Christians who, as followers
of the Bible, implicitly accept this unwarranted claim.

The Fifty-Eighth Surah
Al-Mujadalah (The Pleading)
Medina Period

BEGINNING with an allusion to the wrongs done to woman in pre-Islamic times, followed by a
divine reductio ad absurdum - and thus, a prohibition - of the pagan method of divorce known as
zihar (see note 1 below, as well as a fuller explanation in note 3 on 33:4), the surah proceeds to
questions of faith and its absence as well as their repercussions on man's social life, to the
problem of hypocrisy, and ends with a discussion of the attitude which believers should adopt
towards non-believers.
The date of revelation may be placed at the beginning of the year 5 H. or, possibly, towards the
end of 4 H. The customary title of this surah is based on the mention of "her who pleads" in its
first verse.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
58:1

GOD has indeed heard the words of her who pleads with thee concerning her husband, and
complains unto God.1 And God does hear what you both have to say:2 verily, God is all-hearing,
all-seeing. (58:2) As for those of you who [henceforth] separate themselves from their wives by
saying, "Thou art as unlawful to me as my mother",3 [let them bear in mind that] they can never
be [as) their mothers: none are their mothers save those who gave them birth: and so, behold,
they but utter a saying that runs counter to reason,4 and is (therefore) false.
But, behold, God is indeed an absolver of sins, much-forgiving: (58:3) hence, as for those who
would separate themselves from their wives by saying, "Thou art as unlawful to me as my
mother", and thereafter would go back on what they have said, [their atonement] shall be the
freeing of a human being from bondage5 before the couple may touch one another again: this you
are [hereby] exhorted to do - for God is fully aware of all that you do.6
1 According to the classical commentators, this is a reference to the case
of Khawlah (or Khuwaylah)
bint Tha'labah, whose husband Aws ibn as-Samit divorced her by
pronouncing the arbitrary pre-Islamic
oath known as zihar (explained in note 3 on 33:4). When she pleaded
before the Prophet against this
divorce - which deprived her of all her marital rights and, at the same
time, made it impossible for
her to remarry - the iniquitous custom of zihar was abolished by the
revelation of verses 24 of this
surah. - In view of the sequence, as well as of several Traditions to
this effect, there is no doubt
that the above verse alludes, in the first instance, to the divine
condemnation of zihar. However, the
deliberately unspecified reference to "her who pleads concerning her
husband" seems to point to all
cases where a wife has reason to complain against her husband: that is to
say, not merely to an appeal
against an unjustified or cruel divorce, but also to a wife's demand for
release from an unbearable
marriage. Such a dissolution of the marriage-tie at the wife's instance termed khul' - is fully
sanctioned by the shari'ah on the basis of 2:229 and a number of
extremely well-authenticated Traditions.
(For a fuller discussion of this problem, see note 218 on the second
paragraph of 2:229.)
2 Lit,, "does hear the mutual contentions of both of you (tahawurakuma)",
i.e., of husband and wife alike,
embracing with His infinite wisdom and justice the innermost motivations
of both. Alternatively - if
the above verse is understood as referring specifically to the case of
Khawlah - the second person
indicated by the suffix kuma ("both of you") may relate to the Prophet,
who, before the revelation
of this surah, thought that a divorce through zihar was valid and,
therefore, repeatedly told Kbawlah,
"Thou art now indeed unlawful to him" (Tabari). This opinion was
subsequently - almost immediately reversed by the divine prohibition of zihar expressed in verses 2 ff.

3 For this explanatory rendering of the verb yuzahirun, see surah 33, note
3. My interpolation of the
word "henceforth" is necessary in view of the fact that the custom of
zihar - in its sense of a
definitive act of divorce - had been abolished by verses 24 of the
present surah.
4 For this particular rendering of the term munkar, see surah 16, note 109.
5 I.e., the freeing or purchasing the freedom of a slave or captive. In
modern times, when slavery is
more or less non-existent, the concept of tahnr raqabah may, I believe,
be legitimately extended to
the redeeming of a human being from the bondage of debt or of great
poverty.
6 Cf. 2:225 - "God will not take you to task for oaths which you may have
uttered without thought, but
will take you to task [only] for what your hearts have conceived [in
earnest]".

58:4
However, he who does not have the wherewithal shall fast [instead] for two consecutive months7
before the couple may touch one another again; and he who is unable to do it shall feed sixty
needy ones:8 this, so that you might prove your faith in God and His Apostle.9
Now these are the bounds set by God; and grievous suffering (in the life to come) awaits all who
deny the truth.
58:5
Verily, those who contend against God and His Apostle shall be brought low even as those
[evildoers) who lived before them were brought low after We had bestowed [on them] clear
messages from on high.10
And [so,) for those who deny the truth there will be shameful suffering in store (58:6) on the Day
when God will raise them all from the dead and will make them truly understand all that they did
[in life]: God will have taken [all of] it into account, even though they [themselves] may have
forgotten it - for God is witness unto everything.
7 I.e., in the manner prescribed for fasting during the month of Ramadan
(see 2:183-187). As regards the
phrase "he who does not find the wherewithal (lam yajid)", it may
indicate either a lack of financial
means or the impossibility of finding anyone else who could be redeemed
from factual or figurative
bondage (see note 5 above). According to many Islamic scholars of our
times (e.g., Rashid Ridi',
commenting on 4:92), this relates, in the first instance, to
circumstances in which "slavery will have
been abolished in accordance with the aim of Islam" (Manar V, 337).

8 Or, alternatively, one needy person for sixty days. The inability to fast
for two consecutive months
may be due either to ill-health or to really compelling external
circumstances (for instance, the
necessity of performing labours which require great physical and/or
mental vigour and alertness).
9 Sc., "by showing that you have renounced the practices of the Time of
Ignorance" (Razi). In other
words, the pronouncement of zihar is not to be considered a divorce, as
was the case in pre-Islamic
times, but solely as a reprehensible act which must be atoned for by a
sacrifice.
10 Sc., "which they chose to disregard". Thus, proceeding from the
particular to the general, the present
passage connects with the reference, at the end of verse 4, to "all who
deny the truth", i.e., of
divine revelation.

58:7
ART THOU NOT aware that God knows all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth?
Never can there be a secret confabulation between three persons without His being the fourth of
them, nor between five without His being the sixth of them; and neither between less than that,
or more, without His being with them wherever they may be. But in the end, on Resurrection
Day, He will make them truly understand what they did: for, verily, God has full knowledge of
everything.
58:8
Art thou not aware of such as have been forbidden [to intrigue through] secret confabulations,11
and yet [always] revert to that which they have been forbidden, and conspire with one another
with a view to sinful doings, and aggressive conduct, and disobedience to the Apostle?12
Now whenever such [people] approach thee, [O Muhammad,]13 they salute thee with a greeting
which God has never countenanced;14 and they say to themselves, "Why does not God chastise
us for what we are saying?"15
Hell shall be their allotted portion: they shall [indeed] enter it - and how vile a journey's end!
58:9
[Hence,] O you who have attained to faith, when you do hold secret confabulations, do not
conspire with one another with a view to sinful doings, and aggressive conduct, and disobedience
to the Apostle,16 but [rather] hold counsel in the cause of virtue and God-consciousness: and
[always] remain conscious of God, unto whom you all shall be gathered.

11 The prohibition referred to here arises from the Qur'anic statement, "No
good comes, as a rule, out
of secret confabulations - save those which are devoted to enjoining
charity, or equitable dealings,
or setting things to rights between people" (see 4:114 and the
corresponding note 138). Although there
is no doubt that, as the classical commentators point out, the "secret
confabulations" spoken of in
this passage relate to intrigues aimed against the Prophet and his
followers by some of their unbelieving
contemporaries, there is no doubt, either, that the passage has a general
import, and is, therefore,
valid for all times.
12 I.e., in the wider sense, disobedience to the Apostle's ethical
teachings.
13 The reference to "approaching" the Prophet has here a twofold meaning,
relating literally to his
unbelieving contemporaries, and figuratively to an intellectual
"approach" to his person and his
teachings by hostile critics of all later times. The same observation is
valid with regard to the
next clause as well.
14 Lit., "with which God has never saluted thee". Historically, this is an
allusion to the hostile
attitude of the Jews of Medina towards the Prophet. It is recorded that
instead of pronouncing the
traditional greeting "Peace be upon thee" when encountering him, some of
them used to mumble the
word salam ("peace") in such a way as to make it indistinguishable from
Sam ("death"); and they
employed the same scurrilous play of words with regard to the Prophet's
companions as well.
(The relevant ahadith are quoted in full, with indication of the sources,
by Tabari and Ibn Kathir
in their commentaries on the above verse.) But see also the preceding
note.
15 Sc., "if Muhammad is truly a prophet".

58:10
[All other kinds of] secret confabulations are but of Satan's doing, so that he might cause grief to
those who have attained to faith; yet he cannot harm them in the least, unless it be by God's
leave:17 in God, then, let the believers place their trust!
58:11
O YOU who have attained to faith! When you are told, "Make room for one another in your
collective life",18 do make room: [and in return,] God will make room for you [in His grace].19

And whenever you are told, "Rise up [for a good deed]", do rise up;20 [and] God will exalt by
[many] degrees those of you who have attained to faith and, [above all,] such as have been
vouchsafed [true] knowledge:21 for God is fully aware of all that you do.
58:12
O YOU who have attained to faith! Whenever you [intend to] consult the Apostle, offer up
something in charity on the occasion of your consultation:22 this will be for your own good, and
more conducive to your [inner] purity. Yet if you are unable to do so,23 [know that,] verily, God
is much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace.
16 See note 12.
17 I.e., in and by itself, the force of evil epitomized in the concept of
"Satan" has no power whatever:
cf. 14:22 - "I had no power at all over you: I but called you - and you
responded unto me. Hence, blame
not me, but blame yourselves." (See also Razi's views quoted in my note
31 on the above-mentioned verse.)
As regards the problem of God's "letting" or "allowing" a person to go
astray (implied in the phrase
"unless it be by God's leave"), see note 4 on 14:4.
18 Lit., "in the assemblies (al-majalis)". Although it is frequently
assumed that this refers to the
assemblies held by the Prophet, when his followers would throng around
him in their eagerness the better
to hear what he had to say, or - more generally - to congregations in
mosques, etc., in later times,
I am (with Razi) of the opinion that the plural noun majalis is used here
in a tropical or metaphorical
sense, denoting the totality of men's social life. Taken in this sense,
the "making room for one another"
implies the mutual providing of opportunities for a decent life to all and especially to the needy
or handicapped - members of the community. See also next note.
19 Commenting on this passage, Razi says: "This verse indicates that if one
widens the means (abwab)
of happiness and well-being of God's creatures ('ibad), God will widen
for him all that is good in
this life and in the hereafter. Hence, no reasonable person (al-'aqil)
could ever restrict [the
purport of] this 'verse to merely making room for one another in an
[actual) assembly."
20 The interpretation implied in the words "for a good deed" interpolated
by me above is analogous to
that offered by most of the classical commentators, and most explicitly
by Tabari; in the words of
Qatadah (ibid.), "Whenever you are called upon to do a good deed, respond
to this call."

21 Cf. the saying of the Prophet: "The superiority of a learned man ('alim)
over a [mere] worshipper
('abid) is like the superiority of the moon on the night when it is full
over all other stars"
(Ibn Hanbal, Abu Da'ud, Tirmidhi, Nasa'i, Ibn Majah and Darimi).
22 This call to an exercise of charity on every occasion (bayna yaday) of
one's "consultation" with God's
Apostle has been widely misunderstood as applying only to factual
consultations with him, i.e., in
his lifetime, supposedly with a view to lessening the encroachments on
his time by some of his
too-eager followers. This misunderstanding, together with the qualified
dispensation from the
above-mentioned injunction expressed in the next verse, has given rise to
the unwarranted contention
by some of the commentators that this injunction has been "abrogated".
But apart from the fact that
the theory of "abrogation" as such is entirely untenable (see 2:106 and
the corresponding note 87),
the above verse reveals its true meaning as soon as we realize that the
term "the Apostle" (ar-rasul)
is used in the Qur'an not merely to designate the unique person of the
Prophet Muhammad but also the
sum-total of the teachings conveyed by him to the world. This is evident
from the many Qur'anic exhortations,
"Pay heed unto God and the Apostle", and, more specifically (in 4:59),
"if you are at variance over
any matter, refer it unto God [i.e., the Qur'an) and the Apostle [i.e.,
his sunnah]", which latter is
but meant to elucidate the former. Taken in this sense, the above
reference to a "consultation with
the Apostle" obviously applies not only to his person and his
contemporaries, but rather to his teachings
in general and to believers of all times and environments. In other
words, every believer is exhorted
to "offer up something in charity" - whether it be material alms to a
needy person, or the imparting
of knowledge to such as may be in need of enlightenment, or even a mere
word of kindness to a weak
human being - whenever he intends to immerse himself in a study of the
Apostle's teachings or, as the
Qur'an phrases it, to "consult" him who has conveyed the divine writ to
us.
23 Lit., "if you do not find", sc., anyone on whom to bestow charity at
that particular moment, or have for whatever reason - no opportunity to exercise it.

58:13
Do you, perchance, fear lest [you may be sinning if] you cannot offer up anything in charity on
the occasion of your consultation [with the Apostle]? But if you fail to do it [for lack of
opportunity], and God turns unto you in His mercy, remain but constant in prayer and render [no

more than] the purifying dues,24 and [thus] pay heed unto God and His Apostle: for God is fully
aware of all that you do.
58:14
ART THOU NOT aware of those who would be friends with people whom God has
condemned?25 They are neither of you [O believers] nor of those [who utterly reject the truth]:
and so they swear to a falsehood the while they know [it to be false].
58:14
God has readied for them suffering severe [in the life to come]. Behold, evil indeed is what they
are wont to do: (58:16) they have made their oaths a cover [for their falseness], and thus they
turn others away from the path of God:26 hence, shameful suffering awaits them.
24 I.e., the obligatory tax (zakah) which is meant to purify a believer's
possessions and income from
the taint of selfishness: implying that one's inability to do more by way
of charity does not
constitute a sin.
25 For the meaning of "God's condemnation", see note 4 on the last verse of
Al-Fatihah. In this particular
context, the ones "who would be friends with people whom God has
condemned" are the half-hearted who while dimly perceiving the truth of God's existence and self-revelation are nevertheless unwilling
to surrender themselves to this truth for fear of estranging themselves
from their God-denying environment
and, thus, of losing what they regard as the material advantages of a
spiritually uncommitted life:
and it is this moral falsehood to which the last sentence of this verse
refers. (See also the last
verse of surah 60.)
26 I.e., by sowing doubts in other people's hearts.

58:17
Neither their worldly possessions nor their offspring will be of the least avail to them against
God: it is they who are destined for the fire, therein to abide!
58:18
On the Day when God will raise them all from the dead, they will swear before Him as they
[now] swear before you, thinking that they are on firm ground [in their assumptions].27
Oh, verily, it is they, they who are the [greatest] liars!28 (58:19) Satan has gained mastery over
them, and has caused them to remain oblivious of the remembrance of God.

Such as these are Satan's partisans: oh, verily, it is they, the partisans of Satan, who will truly be
the losers!
58:20
Verily, those who contend against God and His Apostle - it is they who [on Judgment Day] shall
find themselves among the most abject. (58:21) [For] God has thus ordained: "I shall most
certainly prevail, I and My apostles!" Verily, God is powerful, almighty!
58:22
Thou canst not find people who [truly) believe in God and the Last Day and [at the same time)
love anyone who contends against God and His Apostle - even though they be their fathers, or
their sons, or their brothers, or [others of] their kindred.29
(As for the true believers,] it is they in whose hearts He has inscribed faith, and whom He has
strengthened with inspiration from Himself,30 and whom [in time] He will admit into gardens
through which running waters flow, therein to abide. Well-pleased is God with them, and wellpleased are they with Him. They are God's partisans: oh, verily, it is they, the partisans of God,
who shall attain to a happy state!
27 Namely, that their preference of worldly benefits to a spiritual
commitment is "reasonable" and, therefore,
morally "justified". It is to this flagrant self-deception that the next
sentence refers.
28 The definite article al prefixed to the participial noun kadhibun
indicates that the people thus
characterized have reached the utmost degree of self-deception; hence my
interpolation of the adjective
"greatest" in consonance with Zamakhshari's interpretation of the above
phrase.
29 The operative phrase of this passage is contained in the words, "anyone
who contends against (man hadda)
God and His Apostle": i.e., anyone who is engaged in active hostility
against God's message and the
person or the teachings of His Apostle. As regards relations with nonbehevers who are not actively
hostile to Islam,, the Qur'an explicitly permits and implicitly ordains
in many places (e.g., in 60:89)
kindness and friendliness towards them.
30 For my rendering of iuh as "inspiration" or, occasionally, as "divine
inspiration", see note 2 on 16:2.
As pointed out by Zamakhshari, the pronominal suffix in minhu may relate
either to God - as in my rendering or to the believers' faith, in which latter case the phrase could be
rendered as "strengthened with
inspiration (flowing] therefrom".

The Fifty-Ninth Surah

Al-Hashr (The Gathering)
Medina Period

MOST of this surah (i.e., verses 2-17) refers, directly or indirectly, to the conflict between the
Muslim community and the Jewish tribe of Banu 'n-Nadir of Medina, and to the subsequent
banishment of the latter. Shortly after his and his followers' exodus from Mecca to Medina, the
Prophet concluded a treaty with the Banu 'n-Nadir, according to which they pledged themselves
to neutrality in the hostilities between the Muslims and the pagan Quraysh. After the Muslim
victory in the battle of Badr, in the year 2 H., the leaders of that Jewish tribe spontaneously
declared that Muhammad was indeed the prophet whose coming had been predicted in the Torah;
but one year later, after the near-defeat of the Muslims at Uhud (see surah 3, note 90), the Banu
'n-Nadir treacherously broke their compact with the Prophet Muhammad and entered into an
alliance with the Meccan Quraysh with a view to destroying the Muslim community once and for
all. Thereupon the Prophet placed before them an alternative: either war or departure from
Medina with all their possessions. If they accepted this latter proposition, they would be allowed
to return every year to gather the produce of their date groves, which would thus remain their
property. Ostensibly agreeing to the second alternative, the Banu 'n-Nadir asked for - and were
granted - ten days of respite. In the meantime they secretly conspired with the hypocrites among
the Arabs of Medina, led by 'Abd Allah ibn Ubayy, who promised them armed support by two
thousand warriors in case they decided to remain in their fortified settlements on the outskirts of
the town: "Hence, do not leave your homes; if the Muslims fight against you, we shall fight side
by side with you; and if they should succeed in driving you away, we shall leave Medina
together with you." The Banu 'n-Nadir followed this advice, defied the Prophet and took up
arms. In the ensuing conflict, their forts were besieged by the Muslims - though without actual
fighting - for twenty-one days; but when the promised help of 'Abd Allah ibn Ubayy's followers
did not materialize, the Nadir surrendered in the month of Rabi al-Awwal, 4 H., and sued for
peace. This they were granted on condition that they would leave Medina, taking with them all
their movable properties, but not their arms. Most of them emigrated to Syria in a caravan of
about six hundred camels; only two families chose to settle in the oasis of Khaybar, while a few
individuals went as far as Al-Hirah in lower Mesopotamia. As shown in verses 7-8 of this surah,
their fields and plantations were forfeited; most of them were divided among needy Muslims,
and the remainder was reserved for the requirements of the Islamic community as a whole.
As always in the Qur'an, these historical references serve to illustrate a spiritual truth: in this
case, the lesson that believers - even if they are inferior in numbers, wealth and equipment - are
bound to triumph over their opponents so long as they remain truly conscious of God: for, as the
opening and closing verses of this surah declare, "He alone is almighty, truly wise".
The date of revelation is the year 4 H. The conventional title of the surah echoes the mention of
the "gathering [for war]" in verse 2, although some of the Prophet's Companions - e.g., Ibn
'Abbas - used to refer to it as Surat Bani 'n-Nadir (Tabari).
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
59:1

ALL THAT IS in the heavens and all that is on earth extols God's limitless glory: for He alone is
almighty, truly wise. (59:2) He it is who turned out of their homes, at the time of [their] first
gathering [for war], such of the followers of earlier revelation as were bent on denying the truth.1
You did not think [O believersj that they would depart [without resistance] - just as they thought
that their strongholds would protect them against God: but God came upon them in a manner
which they had not expected,2 and cast terror into their hearts; [and thus] they destroyed their
homes by their own hands as well as the hands of the believers.3
Learn a lesson, then, O you who are endowed with insight!
59:3
And had it not been for God's having ordained banishment for them, He would indeed have
imposed [yet greater] suffering on them in this world: still, in the life to come there awaits them
suffering through fire: (59:4) this, because they cut themselves off from God and His Apostle:4
and as for him who cuts himself off from God and His Apostle - verily, God is severe in
retribution!
59:5
Whatever [of their] palm trees you may have cut down, [O believers,] or left standing on their
roots, was [done] by God's leave,5 and in order that He might confound the iniquitous. (59:6) Yet
[remember:] whatever [spoils taken] from the enemy6 God has turned over to His Apostle, you
did not have to spur horse or riding-camel for its sake:7 but God gives His apostles mastery over
whomever He wills - for God has the power to will anything.
1 For this and the subsequent historical references, see the introductory
note to this surah. The tribe
of Banu 'n-Nadir - who, as Jews, are naturally termed ahl al-kitab
("followers of earlier revelation") are characterized as "such as were bent on denying the truth" (alladhina
kafaru, see note 6 on 2:6)
because they treacherously turned against the Prophet despite their
earlier admission that he was truly
the bearer of God's message announced in their own holy scriptures
(Deuteronomy xviii, 15 and 18).
2 Lit., "from whence they bad not thought [it possible]": an allusion to
the last-minute, unexpected
failure of 'Abd Allah ibn Ubayy to come to their aid.
3 As mentioned in the introductory note, the Banu 'n-Nadir had originally
concluded a treaty of mutual
non-interference with the Muslim community, and were to live at Medina as
its friendly neighbours; and
even later, when their hostility to the Muslims had become apparent and
they were ordered to emigrate,
they were to be allowed to retain ownership of their plantations.
Subsequently, however, they forfeited

by their treachery both their citizenship and the rights to their landed
property, and thus "destroyed
their homes by their own hands".
4 For this condemnation of the Banu 'n-Nadir, see note 1 above. As regards
my rendering of the verb shaqqa
as "they cut themselves off", see note 16 on 8:13.
5 I.e., to facilitate the military operations against the strongholds of
the Banu 'n-Nadir
('Abd Allah ibn Masud, as quoted by Zamakhshari et al.). It should,
however, be noted that apart from
such stringent military exigencies, all destruction of enemy property and, in particular, of trees
and crops - had been and continued to be prohibited by the Prophet
(Tabari, Baghawi, Zamakhshari,
Razi, Ibn Kathir), and has thus become an integral part of Islamic Law.
6 Lit., "from them": i.e., from the Banu 'n-Nadir.
7 I.e., "you did not have to fight for it, since the enemy surrendered
without giving battle". The term
fay' (a noun derived from the verb fa'a, "he returned [something]" or
"turned [it] over") is applied
in the Qur'an and the Traditions exclusively to war-gains - whether
consisting of lands, or tribute,
or indemnities - which are obtained, as a condition of peace, from an
enemy who has laid down arms
before actual fighting has taken place (Taj al-'Arus).

59:7
Whatever [spoils taken] from the people of those villages God has turned over to His Apostle [all of it] belongs to God and the Apostle,8 and the near of kin (of deceased believers], and the
orphans, and the needy, and the wayfarer,9 so that it may not be [a benefit) going round and
round among such of you as may [already] be rich. Hence, accept [willingly] whatever the
Apostle10 gives you [thereof], and refrain from [demanding] anything that he withholds from
you; and remain conscious of God: for, verily, God is severe in retribution.
59:8
[Thus, part of such war-gains shall be given] to the poor among those who have forsaken the
domain of evil:11 those who have been driven from their homelands and their possessions,
seeking favour with God and [His) goodly acceptance, and who aid [the cause of] God and His
Apostle: it is they, they who are true to their word!
59:9
And [it shall be offered, too, unto the poor from among] those who, before them,12 had their
abode in this realm and in faith - [those] who love all that come to them in search of refuge, and
who harbour in their hearts no grudge for whatever the others may have been given, but rather

give them preference over themselves, even though poverty be their own lot:13 for, such as from
their own covetousness are saved - it is they, they that shall attain to a happy state!14
8 Sc., and not to individual Muslim warriors. As so often in the Qur'an,
the expression "God and the Apostle"
is here a metonym for the Islamic cause, resp. for a government that
rules in accordance with the laws
of the Qur'an and the teachings of the Prophet.
9 Cf. 8:41, which relates to booty acquired in actual welfare, out of which
only one-fifth is to be
reserved for the above five categories (see note 41 on 8:41). In
distinction from all such booty,
the gains obtained through fay' are to be utilized in their entirety
under these five headings. As
regards the term ibn as-sabil ("wayfarer~'), see surah 2, note 145.
10 Respectively, in later times, the head of an Islamic state, who has to
decide - in the light of the
exigencies - how the share of "God and His Apostle" is to be utilized for
the common weal.
11 For this rendering of the term muhajirun ("emigrants"), see surah 2,
note 203.
12 I.e., before the coming to them of "those who have forsaken the domain
of evil" (see next note).
13 This relates, in the first instance, to the historical ansar ("helpers")
of Medina, who had embraced
Islam before the Prophet's and his Meccan followers' coming to them, and
who received the refugees with
utmost generosity, sharing with them like brethren their own dwellings
and all their possessions. In
a wider sense, the above refers also to all true believers, at all times,
who live in freedom and
security within the realm of Islam, and are prepared to receive with open
arms anyone who is compelled
to leave his homeland in order to be able to live in accordance with the
dictates of his faith.

59:10
And so, they who come after them15 pray: "O our Sustainer! Forgive us our sins, as well as those
of our brethren who preceded us in faith, and let not our hearts entertain any unworthy thoughts
or feelings against [any of] those who have attained to faith. O our Sustainer! Verily, Thou art
compassionate, a dispenser of grace!"
59:11
ART THOU NOT aware of how those who would always dissemble [their real feelings]16 speak
to their truth-denying brethren from among the followers of earlier revelation:17 "If you are

driven away, we shall most certainly go forth with you, and shall never pay heed to anyone
against you; and if war is waged against you, we shall most certainly come to your succour."
But God bears witness that they are most flagrantly lying: (59:12) [for] if those [to whom they
have pledged themselves] are indeed driven away, they will not go forth with them; and if war is
waged against them, they will not come to their succour; and even if they [try to] succour them,
they will most certainly turn their backs [in flight], and in the end will [themselves] find no
succour.
59:13
Nay, [O believers,] you arouse in their bosoms a fear more intense than [even their fear of] God:
this, because they are people who fail to grasp the truth.18 (59:14) Never will they fight you,
[even] in unison, otherwise than from within fortified strongholds or from behind walls.19 Severe
is their warlike discord among themselves: thou wouldst think that they are united, whereas [in
fact] their hearts are at odds [with one another]: this, because they are people who will not use
their reason.
14 Thus, greed, niggardliness and covetousness are pointed out here as the
main obstacles to man's
attaining to a happy state in this world and in the hereafter (cf. surah
102).
15 I.e., all who attain to a belief in the Qur'an and its Prophet (Razi).
16 I.e., the hypocrites of Medina (see introductory note as well as next
note).
17 The Banu 'n-Nadir. From the construction of the next verse it appears
that the whole of this passage
(verses 11-14) was revealed before the actual advance of the Muslims
against the Nadir strongholds:
verses 12-14 might be of a prophetic nature, predicting what was yet to
happen (Zamakhshari).
Alternatively, the passage may be understood in a wider, timeless sense,
applying to the falsity and
futility inherent in all "alliances" between, on the one hand, people who
openly deny the truth and,
on the other, half-hearted waverers who have neither the will to commit
themselves to a spiritual
proposition nor the moral courage to declare openly their lack of belief.
18 Inasmuch as they do not - or, at best, only half-heartedly - believe in
God, the tangible, material
dangers facing them in this world arouse in them a far greater fear than
the thought of His ultimate
judgment.
19 The meaning is: "Even if they were able-which they are not - to put
forth against you a truly unified
front, they will always fight you only from what they regard as wellestablished 'positions of strength'."

59:15
[To both kinds of your enemies,21 O believers, is bound to happen] the like of [what happened
to] those who, a short while before them, had to taste the evil that came from their own doings,22
with [yet more] grievous suffering awaiting them [in the life to come]: (59:16) the like of [what
happens] when Satan says unto man, "Deny the truth!" - but as soon as [man] has denied the
truth, [Satan] says, "Behold, I am not responsible for thee: behold, I fear God, the Sustainer of all
the worlds!"23
59:17
Thus, in the end, both (the deniers of the truth and the hypocrites]24 will find themselves in the
fire, therein to abide: for such is the recompense of evildoers.
59:18
O YOU who have attained to faith! Remain conscious of God; and let every human being look to
what he sends ahead for the morrow!
And [once again]: Remain conscious of God, for God is fully aware of all that you do; (59:19)
and be not like those who are oblivious of God, and whom He therefore causes to be oblivious of
[what is good for] their own selves: [for] it is they, they who are truly depraved!25
59:20
Not equal are those who are destined for the fire and those who are destined for paradise: those
who are destined for paradise - it is they, they [alone] who shall triumph [on Judgment Day]!
59:21
HAD WE bestowed this Qur'an from on high upon a mountain, thou wouldst indeed see it
humbling itself, breaking asunder for awe of .....26
And [all] such parables We propound unto men, so that they might [learn to] think.
20 Sc., "with a view to achieving what is good for themselves": implying
that people who have no real
faith and no definite moral convictions can never attain to true unity
among themselves, but are always
impelled to commit acts of aggression against one another.
21 This interpolation - relating as it does to both the outright deniers of
ihe truth and the hypocrites is justified by the occurrence of the dual form in verse 17.
22 In the first instance, this is apparently an allusion to the fate of the
pagan Quraysh at the battle
of Badr (Zamakhshari) or, according to some authorities (quoted by
Tabari), to the treachery and subsequent

expulsion from Medina, in the month of Shawwal, 2 H., of the Jewish tribe
of Banu Qaynuqa'. But in a
wider perspective - strongly suggested by the next two verses - the
meaning is general and not restricted
to any particular time or historical occurrence.
23 Cf. 8:48; also 14:22 and the corresponding notes.
24 Lit., "the end ('aqibah) of both will be that both...", etc.
25 I.e., by having made a deliberately wrong use of the faculty of reason
with which God has endowed man,
and - by remaining oblivious of Him - having wasted their own spiritual
potential.
26 I.e., in contrast with those who, by remaining oblivious of God and all
moral imperatives, are spiritually
more dead than an inert mountain.

59:22
GOD IS HE save whom there is no deity: the One who knows all that is beyond the reach of a
created being's perception, as well as all that can be witnessed by a creature's senses or mind:~
He, the Most Gracious, the Dispenser of Grace. (59:23) God is He save whom there is no deity:
the Sovereign Supreme, the Holy, the One with whom all salvation rests,28 the Giver of Faith, the
One who determines what is true and false,29 the Almighty, the One who subdues wrong and
restores right,30 the One to whom all greatness belongs!
Utterly remote is God, in His limitless glory, from anything to which men may ascribe a share in
His divinity!
59:24
He is God, the Creator, the Maker who shapes all forms and appearances!31
His [alone] are the attributes of perfection.32 All that is in the heavens and on earth extols His
limitless glory: for He alone is almighty, truly wise!
27 See note 65 on the second paragraph of 6:73.
28 Lit., "the Salvation" (as-salam): see surah 5, note 29.
29 For this rendering of muhaymin, see 5:48 - where this term is applied to
the Qur'an - and the corresponding
note 64.
30 Since the verb jabara - from which the noun jabbar is derived - combines
the concepts of "setting right"
or "restoring" (e.g., from a state of brokenness, ill-health, or
misfortune) and of "compelhag" or
"subduing (someone or something) to one's will", I believe that the term
al-jabbar, when applied to

God, is best rendered as above.
31 Thus Baydawi. The two terms al-bari' ("the Maker") and al-musawwir ("the
Shaper", i.e., of all forms
and appearances) evidently constitute here one single unit.
32 For this rendering of al-asma' al-husna, see surah 7, note 145.

The Sixtieth Surah
Al-Mumtahanah (The Examined One)
Medina Period

THE KEY-WORD by which this surah has been known from earliest times is based on the
injunction "examine them" in verse 10. Revealed some months after the conclusion of the Truce
of Hudaybiyyah (see introductory note to surah 48) - that is, not earlier than the year 7 H. and
probably as late as the beginning of 8 H. - Al-Mumtahanah is in its entirety devoted to the
problem of the believers' relations with unbelievers. Although, as was quite natural, most of the
Prophet's Companions visualized these problems under the aspect of the historical events of
which they were witnesses, the import of the injunctions laid down in this surah cannot be
restricted to that particular historical situation but has, as always in the Qur'an, a definite bearing
on how believers of all times should behave.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
60:1
O YOU who have attained to faith! Do not take My enemies - who are your enemies as well1 for your friends, showing them affection even though they are bent on denying whatever truth
has come unto you, [and even though] they have driven the Apostle and yourselves away, [only]
because you believe in God, your Sustainer!2
If [it be true that] you have gone forth [from your homes] to strive in My cause, and out of a
longing for My goodly acceptance, [do not take them for your friends,] inclining towards them in
secret affection: for I am fully aware of all that you may conceal as well as of all that you do
openly. And any of you who does this has already strayed from the right path.3
60:2
If they could but overcome you, they would [still] remain your foes, and would stretch forth their
hands and tongues against you with evil intent: for they desire that you [too] should deny the
truth. But [bear in mind that] neither your kinsfolk nor
1 Lit., "and your enemies" - implying that people who deliberately reject
God's messages are ipso facto
inimical to those who believe in them.
2 Historically, this is a reference to the forced emigration of the Prophet
and his followers from Mecca

to Medina. In a more general sense, however, it is an allusion to the
potential persecution of believers
of all times by "those who are bent on denying the truth", i.e., those
who are averse to religious
beliefs as such.
3 As is shown in verses 7-9, this prohibition of taking unbelievers for
friends relates only to such of
them as are actively hostile towards the believers (cf. 58:22 and the
corresponding note 29).

60:3
But [bear in mind that] neither your kinsfolk nor [even] your own children will be of any benefit
to you on Resurrection Day, [for then] He will decide between you [on your merit alone]: and
God sees all that you do.
60:4
Indeed, 'you have had a good example in Abraham and those who followed him, when they said
unto their [idolatrous] people: "Verily, we are quit of you and of all that you worship instead of
God: we deny the truth of whatever you believe; and between us and you there has arisen enmity
and hatred, to last until such a time4 as you come to believe in the One God!" The only exception
was5 Abraham's saying to his father "I shall indeed pray for [God's] forgiveness for thee,6
although I have it not in my power to obtain anything from God in thy behalf." [And Abraham
and his followers prayed:] "O our Sustainer! In Thee have we placed our trust, and unto Thee do
we turn: for unto Thee is all journeys' end.
60:5
O our Sustainer! Make us not a plaything7 for those who are bent on denying the truth! And
forgive us our sins, O our sustainer: for Thou alone art, almighty, truly wise!" (60:6) In them,
indeed, you have a good example for everyone who looks forward [with hope and awe8] to God
and the Last Day. And if any turns away, [let him know that] God is truly self-sufficient, the One
to whom all praise is due."
60:7
[But] it may well be that God will bring about [mutual] affection between you [O believers] and
some of those whom you [now] face as enemies: for, God is all-powerful - and God is muchforgiving, a dispenser of grace.
60:8
As for such [of the unbelievers] as do not fight against you on account of [your] faith, and
neither drive you forth from your homelands, God does not forbid you to show them kindness
and to behave towards them with full equity:9 for, verily, God loves those who act equitably.

60:9
God only forbids you to turn in friendship towards such as fight against you because of [your]
faith, and drive you forth from your homelands, or aid [others] in driving you forth: and as for
those [from among you] who turn towards them in friendship; it is they, they who are truly
wrongdoers!
60:10
O YOU who have attained to faith! Whenever believing women come unto you, forsaking the
domain of evil,10 examine them, [although only] God is fully aware of their faith;11 and if you
have thus ascertained that they are believers, do not send them back to the deniers of the truth,
[since] they are [no longer] lawful to their erstwhile husbands,12 and these are [no longer] lawful
to them. None the less, you shall return to them whatever they have spent [on their wives by way
of dower];13 and [then, O believers,] you will be committing no sin if you marry them after
giving them their dowers. On the other hand, hold not to the marriage-tie with women who
[continue to] deny the truth,14 and ask but for [the return of] whatever you have spent [by way of
dower] - just as they [whose wives have gone over to you] have the right to demand15 [the return
of] whatever they have spent. Such is God's judgment: He judges between you [in equity] - for
God is all-knowing, wise.
60:11
And if any of your wives should go over to the deniers of the truth, and you are thus afflicted in
turn,16 then give unto those whose wives have gone away the equivalent of what they had spent
[on their wives by way of dower],17 and remain conscious of God, in whom you believe!
60:12
O Prophet! Whenever believing women come unto thee to pledge their allegiance to thee,18
[pledging] that [henceforth] they would not ascribe divinity, in any way, to aught but God, and
would not steal,19 and would not commit adultery, and would not kill their clildren,20 and would
not indulge in slander, falsely devising it out of nothingness:21 and would not disobey thee in
anything [that thou declarest to be] right - then accept their pledge of allegiance, and pray to God
to forgive them their [past] sins: for, behold, God is much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace.
60:13
O YOU who have attained to faith! Be not friends with people whom God has condemned!22
They [who would befriend them] are indeed bereft of all hope of a life to come23 - just as those
deniers of the truth are bereft of all hope of [ever again seeing] those who are [now] in their
graves.24
1 Lit., "and your enemies" - implying that people who deliberately reject
God's messages are ipso facto
inimical to those who believe in them.

2 Historically, this is a reference to the forced emigration of the Prophet
and his followers from Mecca
to Medina. In a more general sense, however, it is an allusion to the
potential persecution of believers
of all times by "those who are bent on denying the truth", i.e., those
who are averse to religious
beliefs as such.
3 As is shown in verses 7-9, this prohibition of taking unbelievers for
friends relates only to such of
them as are actively hostile towards the believers (cf. 58:22 and the
corresponding note).
4 Since the adverb abadan is immediately followed by the particle hatta
("until such a time as..."), it
is obviously erroneous to give it the meaning of "forever", as has been
hitherto done in all translations
of the Qur'an into Western languages. In view of the original connotation
of the noun abad as "time"
or "long time", i.e., of indefinite duration (Jawhari, Zamakhshari's
Asas, Mughni, etc.), abadan is
best rendered in the present context as "to last [until] ...", etc.
5 Lit., "Except for": i.e., an exception from Abraham's statement, "between
us and you there has arisen
enmity and hatred, to last...", etc. In other words, his filial love
prevented Abraham from including
his father in his declaration of "enmity and hatred": although later after his father had died as an
idolater - Abraham could not but disavow him (cf. 9:114).
6 Cf. 19:47-48.
7 Lit., "temptation to evil" (fitnah): cf. 10:85, where the term fitnah has
the same meaning as in the
present instance.
8 As in the similar phrase in 33:21, this double connotation is implied in
the verb rajawa and all
the noun-forms derived from it.
9 The expression "God does not forbid you'" implies in this context a
positive exhortation (Zamakhshari).
See also note 29 on 58:22.
10 Lit., "as emigrants" (muhajirat). For an explanation of my rendering
this term as above, see surah 2,
note 203.
11 Under the terms of the Truce of Hudaybiyyah, concluded in the year 6 H.
between the Prophet and the
pagan Quraysh of Mecca, any Meccan minor or other person under
guardianship who went over to the Muslims
without the permission of his or her guardian was to be returned to the
Quraysh (see introductory note
to surah 48). The Quraysh took this stipulation to include also married
women, whom they considered to

be under the "guardianship" of their husbands. Accordingly, when several
Meccan women embraced Islam
against the will of their husbands and fled to Medina, the Quraysh
demanded their forcible return to Mecca.
This the Prophet refused on the grounds that married women did not fall
within the category of "persons
under guardianship". However, since there was always the possibility that
some of these women had gone
over to the Muslims not for reasons of faith but out of purely worldly
considerations, the believers
were enjoined to make sure of their sincerity; and so, the Prophet asked
each of them: "Swear before
God that thou didst not leave because of hatred of thy husband, or out of
desire to go to another country,
or in the hope of attaining to worldly advantages: swear before God that
thou didst not leave for any
reason save the love of God and His Apostle" (Tabari). Since God alone
knows what is in the heart of a
human being, a positive response of the woman concerned was to be
regarded as the only humanly attainable and, therefore, legally sufficient - proof of her sincerity. The fact
that God alone is really aware of
what is in a human being's heart is incorporated in the shar'i principle
that any adult person's
declaration of faith, in the absence of any evidence to the contrary,
makes it mandatory upon the community
to accept that person - whether man or woman - as a Muslim on the basis
of this declaration alone.
12 Lit., "to them". Thus, if a wife embraces Islam while her husband
remains outside its pale, the marriage
is considered, from the Islamic point of view, to have been automatically
annulled.
13 Such an annulment is to be subject to the same conditions as a khul'
(dissolution of marriage, at the
wife's instance, from her Muslim husband - see note 218 on the second
paragraph of 2:229): that is to
say, since the non-Muslim former husband is presumed to have been
innocent of any breach of his marital
obligations as such, the wife is to be considered the contract-breaking
party and has, therefore, to
refund the dower (mahr) which she received from him at the time of
concluding the marriage. In case of
her inability to do so, the Muslim community is obliged to indemnify the
erstwhile husband: hence the
plural form in the imperative "'you shall return" (lit., "give").
14 I.e., such of the pagan wives of Muslim converts as refuse to abandon
their beliefs and their non-Muslim
environment, in which case the Muslim husband is to regard the marriage
as null and void. As for Muslim
wives who, abandoning their husbands, go over to the unbelievers and
renounce their faith, see verse 11.
15 Lit., "and let them demand...", etc.

16 Lit., "and you are thus taking your turn", i.e., like the unbelievers
whose wives have gone over to
the Muslims and renounced their erstwhile faith.
17 Since, as a rule, the unbelievers cannot really be expected to indemnify
a husband thus deserted, the
Muslim community as a whole is bound to undertake this obligation. As a
matter of fact, there were only
six such cases of apostasy in the lifetime of the Prophet (all of them
before the conquest of Mecca in 8 H.);
and in each case the Muslim husband was awarded by the communal treasury,
on orders of the Prophet, the
equivalent of the dower originally paid by him - (Baghawi and
Zamakhshari).
18 This connects with verse 10 above, and particularly with the words,
"examine them... and if you have
thus ascertained that they are believers...", etc. (see note 11). Thus,
after having "ascertained" their
belief as far as is humanly possible, the Prophet - or, in later times,
the head of the Islamic state
or community - is empowered to accept their pledge of allegiance
(bay'ah)" which concludes, as it
were, the "examination". It should be noted that this pledge does not
differ essentially from that
of a male convert.
19 In this context, according to Razi, the term "stealing" comprises also
all acquisition of gains through
cheating or other unlawful means.
20 Sc., "as the pagan Arabs often did, burying their unwanted female
offspring alive" (see also note 147
on 6:151).
21 Lit., "between their hands and their feet": i.e., by their own effort,
the "hands" and "feet" symbolizing
all human activity.
22 Cf. 58:14 and the corresponding note 25, which explains the reference to
those "who would be friends
with people whom God has condemned".
23 I.e., only people without any real belief in a life to come can remain
"neutral" between right and wrong.
24 I.e., because they utterly reject the idea of resurrection.

The Sixty-First Surah
As-Saff (The Ranks)
Medina Period

THE TITLE of this surah has been derived from the expression saffan ("in [solid] ranks")
occurring in verse 4. The central idea, first enunciated in verse 2 and developed in the subsequent

passages, is "Why do you say one thing and do another?" Thus, it is essentially a call to unity
between professed belief and actual behaviour. The date of revelation cannot be established with
absolute certainty, but it is probable that it was revealed shortly after the near-defeat of the
Muslims in the battle of Uhud - that is, towards the end of the year 3 or the beginning of 4 H.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
61:1
ALL THAT IS in the heavens and all that is on earth extols God's limitless glory: for He alone is
almighty, truly wise!
61:2
O YOU who have attained to faith! Why do you say one thing and do another?1 (61:3) Most
loathsome is it in the sight of God that you say what you do not do!
61:4
Verily, God loves [only] those who fight in His cause in [solid] ranks,2 as though they were a
building firm and compact.
61:5
Now when Moses spoke to his people, [it was this same truth that he had in mind:] "O my
people! Why do you cause me grief,3 the while you know that I am an apostle of God sent unto
you?" And so, when they swerved from the right way, God let their hearts swerve from the
truth:4 for God does not bestow His guidance upon iniquitous folk.
61:6
And [this happened, too,] when Jesus, the son of Mary, said: "O children of Israel! Behold, I am
an apostle of God unto you, [sent] to confirm the truth of whatever there still remains5 of the
Torah, and to give [you] the glad tiding of an apostle who shall come after me, whose name shall
be Ahmad."6 But when he [whose coming Jesus had foretold] came unto them7 with all evidence
of the truth, they said: "This [alleged message of his] is [nothing but] spellbinding eloquence!"8
61:7
And who could be more wicked than one who invents [such] a lie about [a message from] God,
seeing that he is [but] being called to self-surrender unto Him? But God does not bestow His
guidance upon evil-doing folk. (61:8) They aim to extinguish God's light with their utterances:9
but God has willed to spread His light in all its fullness, however hateful this may be to all who
deny the truth.
61:9

He it is who has sent forth His Apostle with [the task of] spreading guidance and the religion of
truth, to the end that He make it prevail over all [false] religion,10 however hateful this may be to
those who ascribe divinity to aught but God.
61:10
O YOU who have attained to faith! Shall I point out to you a bargain that will save you from
grievous suffering [in this world and in the life to come]?11 (61:11) You are to believe in God
and His Apostle, and to strive hard in God's cause with your possessions and your lives: this is
for your own good - if you but knew it!
61:12
[If you do so,] He will forgive you your sins, and [in the life to come] will admit you into
gardens through which running waters flow, and into goodly mansions in [those] gardens of
perpetual bliss:12 that [will be] the triumph supreme! (61:13) And [withal, He will grant you] yet
another thing that you dearly love: succour from God [in this world], and a victory soon to come:
:13 and [thereof, O Prophet,] give thou a glad tiding to all who believe.
61:14
O YOU who have attained to faith! Be helpers [in the cause of God - even as Jesus, the son of
Mary, said unto the white-garbed ones,14 "Who will be my helpers in God's cause?" - whereupon
the white-garbed [disciples] replied, "We shall be [thy] helpers [in the cause] of God!" And so [it
happened that] some of the children of Israel came to believe [in the apostleship of Jesus],
whereas others denied the truth.15 But [now] We have given strength against their foes unto those
who have [truly] attained to faith:16 and they have become the ones that shall prevail.
1 Lit., "Why do you say what you do not do?" In the first instance, this
may be an allusion to such of
the Prophet's Companions as had retreated in disorder from their battle
stations at Uhud (see surah 3,
note 90) despite their previous assertions that they were ready to lay
down their lives in the cause
of God and His Apostle. In a wider sense, the passage is addressed to all
those who claim that they are
willing to live up to anything that the divine writ declares to be
desirable, then fall short of this
determination.
2 I.e., in unison, with their deeds corresponding to their assertions of
faith. This moral necessity
is further illustrated - by its opposite - in the subsequent reference to
Moses and the recalcitrant
among his followers.
3 Sc., "by admitting that I speak in the name of God, and acting contrary
to this you assertion": an
allusion to the many instances of the contrariness and rebelliousness of
the children of Israel evident

from their own scriptures.
4 Thus, persistence in wrong actions is bound to react on man's beliefs as
well. As regards God's "letting
their hearts swerve from the truth", see surah 14, note 4. Cf. also the
oft-recurring reference to God's
"sealing" a sinner's heart explained in note 7 on 2:7.
5 Lit., "whatever there is between my hands" - a phrase explained in surah
3, note 3.
6 This prediction is supported by several references in the Gospel of St.
John to the Parakletos (usually
rendered as "Comforter") who was to come after Jesus. This designation is
almost certainly a corruption
of Periklytos ("the Much-Praised"), an exact Greek translation of the
Aramaic term or name Mawhamana.
(It is to be borne in mind that Aramaic was the language used in
Palestine at the time of, and for some
centuries after, Jesus, and was thus undoubtedly the language in which
the original - now lost - texts
of the Gospels were composed.) In view of the phonetic closeness of
Periklytos and Parakletos it is
easy to understand how the translator - or, more probably, a later scribe
- confused these two expressions.
It is significant that both the Aramaic Mawhamana and the Greek
Periklytos have the same meaning as
the two names of the Last Prophet, Muhammad and Ahmad, both of which are
derived from the verb hamida
("he praised") and the noun hamd ("praise"). An even more unequivocal
prediction of the advent of the
Prophet Muhammad - mentioned by name, in its Arabic form - is said to be
forthcoming from the so-called
Gospel of St. Barnabas, which, though now regarded as apocryphal, was
accepted as authentic and was
read in the churches until the year 496 of the Christian era, when it was
banned as "heretical" by a
decree of Pope Gelasius. However, since the original text of that Gospel
is not available (having come
down to us only in an Italian translation dating from the late sixteenth
century), its authenticity
cannot be established with certainty.
7 I.e., to the later followers of the Bible.
8 Alluding to the Qur'an (see 74:24-25 and the corresponding note 12).
9 Lit., "with their mouths" - i.e., by describing God's message as "nothing
but spellbinding eloquence"
on the part of Muhammad.
10 Cf. 3:19 - "the only [true] religion in the sight of God is [man's] self
surrender unto Him".
11 Cf. 9:111 - "God has bought of the believers their lives and their
possessions, promising them paradise

in return" - which explains the metaphor of a "bargain" (tijarah). My
interpolation, between brackets,
of the phrase "in this world and in the life to come" is justified by the
subsequent verses 12 and 13,
one of which relates to the hereafter, and the other to this world.
12 For this rendering of 'adn, see note 45 on 38:50.
13 Some of the commentators see in this promise of victory a prediction of
actual, warlike conquests by
the Muslims. It is, however, much more probable that it relates to a
spiritual victory of the Qur'anic
message, and its spread among people who had not previously understood
it.
14 For this rendering of al-hawariyyun, see surah 3, note 42.
15 I.e., some of them recognized him as a prophet - and, therefore, as no
more than a created, human
being - whereas others denied this truth in the course of time by
regarding him as "the son of God" and, therefore, as "God incarnate" - while still others rejected him and
his message altogether. The
fact that the earliest followers of Jesus regarded him as purely human is
evident from the many
theological controversies which persisted during the first three or four
centuries of the Christian
era. Thus, some renowned theologians, like Theodotus of Byzantium, who
lived towards the end of the
second century, and his followers - among them Paul of Samosata, Bishop
of Antioch in the year 260 maintained that the "sonship of God" mentioned in the then-existing texts
of the Gospels was purely
symbolic, denoting no more than that Jesus was a human being exalted by
God. The originally widespread
teachings of Bishop Arius (280-326) centred in the concept of Jesus as a
mortal man chosen by God for
a specific task, and in the concept of God as absolutely One, unknowable,
and separate from every
created being; this doctrine, however, was ultimately condemned by the
Councils of Nicaea (325) and
Constantinople (381), and gradually ceased to have any influence on the
Christian masses.
16 I.e., all who truly believe in Jesus as God's Apostle and thus, as a
forerunner of the Last Prophet,
Muhammad, whose message confirms and expands the true message of Jesus.

The Sixty-Second Surah
Al-Jumu'ah (The Congregation)
Medina Period

REVEALED in the early part of the Medina period, this surah takes its name from verses 9-10,
which ordain the obligatory congregational prayer on Friday.

In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
62:1
ALL THAT IS in the heavens and all that is on earth extols the limitless glory of God, the
Sovereign Supreme, the Holy, the Almighty, the Wise!
62:2
He it is who has sent unto the unlettered people an apostle from among themselves,1 to convey
unto them His messages, and to cause them to grow in purity, and to impart unto them the divine
writ as well as wisdom - whereas before that they were indeed, most obviously, lost in error -;
(62:3) and [to cause this message to spread] from them unto other people as soon as they come
into contact with them:2 for He alone is almighty, truly wise!
62:4
Such is God's bounty: He grants it to anyone who is willing [to receive it]:3 for God is limitless
in His great bounty.
62:5
THE PARABLE of those who were graced with the burden of the Torah, and thereafter failed to
bear this burden,4 is that of an ass that carries a load of books [but cannot benefit from them].
Calamitous is the parable of people who are bent on giving the lie to God's messages - for God
does not bestow His guidance upon such evildoing folk!
1 The term "unlettered people" (ummiyun) denotes a nation or community who
had not previously had a
revealed scripture of their own (Razi). The designation of the Prophet as
a man "from among themselves"
is meant, in this context, to stress the fact that he, too, was
unlettered (ummi) in the primary
sense of this word (cf. 7:157 and 158)., and could not, therefore, have
"invented" the message of
the Qur'an or "derived" its ideas from earlier scriptures.
2 I.e., to cause the message of the Qur'an to reach people of other
environments and of future times
through the medium of the Arabs and their language: thus stressing the
universality and timeless
validity of all that has been revealed to Muhammad.
3 Or: "He grants it unto whomever He wills". Both these formulations are
syntactically correct; but
since the bounty of God referred to in this passage relates to the divine
guidance granted to man
through the medium of the revelation bestowed upon God's Apostle, the
construction chosen by me seems

to be more appropriate, expressing as it does the idea that the bounty of
God's guidance is always
available to one who sincerely desires it.
4 Connecting with the idea - implied in the preceding passage - that God's
revelation is a sacred trust
as well as a bounty, the discourse turns now to the problem of man's
betrayal of this trust, exemplified
by the Jews of post-Biblical times. They had been entrusted by God with
the task of carrying the message
of His oneness and uniqueness to all the world: but they failed in this
task inasmuch as they came to
believe that they were "God's chosen people" because of their descent
from Abraham, Isaac and Jacob,
and that, therefore, the divine message was meant for them alone and not
for people of other nations.
Hence, too, they came to deny the possibility of prophethood being
bestowed on anyone who did not belong
to the children of Israel (cf. 2:90 and 94, and the corresponding notes
75 and 79), and so they summarily
rejected the idea of Muhammad's prophethood despite the clear predictions
of his advent in the Torah
itself (see note 33 on 2:42). By thus corrupting the innermost purport of
the divine writ bestowed on
Moses, they themselves became unable to derive any real spiritual benefit
from it, and to live up to
its teachings.

62:6
Say: "O you who follow the Jewish faith!5 If you claim that you [alone] are close to God, to the
exclusion of all other people, then you should be longing for death - if what you say is true!"6
(62:7) But never will they long for it, because [they are aware] of what their hands have wrought
in this world;7 and God has full knowledge of evildoers.
62:8
Say: "Behold, the death from which you are fleeing8 is bound to overtake you - and then you will
be brought back unto Him who knows all that is beyond the reach of a created being's perception
as well as all that can be witnessed by a creature's senses or mind,9 whereupon He will make you
truly understand all that you were doing [in life].
62:9
O YOU who have attained to faith! When the call to prayer is sounded on the day of
congregation,10 hasten to the remembrance of God, and leave all worldly commerce: this is for
your own good, if you but knew it. (62:10) And when the prayer is ended, disperse freely on
earth11 and seek to obtain [something] of God's bounty; but remember God often, so that you
might attain to a happy state!
62:11

Yet [it does happen that] when people12 become aware of [an occasion for] worldly gain13 or a
passing delight, they rush headlong towards it, and leave thee standing [and preaching].14
Say: "That which is with God is far better than all passing delight and all gain! And God is the
best of providers!"
5 I.e., in its present form, estranged from the original purport of the
Torah.
6 For this and the next verse, cf. 2:94-95.
7 Lit., "of what their hands have sent ahead".
8 An allusion to what is said in 2:96.
9 See surah 6, note 65.
10 I.e., on Friday, when the congregational prayer at noon is obligatory.
Nevertheless, as the sequence
shows, Friday is not a day of compulsory rest in Islamic Law.
11 I.e., "you may devote yourselves to worldly pursuits".
12 Lit., "they".
13 Lit., "trade" or "a bargain
14 Sc., "O Prophet" - thus alluding to an historical incident, when most of
the congregation, on hearing
that a long-expected trade caravan had come from Syria, rushed out of the
mosque in the midst of the
Prophet's Friday-sermon. In a wider, timeless sense, the above verse
contains an allusion to an
all-to-human weakness against which even true believers are not always
immune:
namely, the tendency to overlook religious obligations for the sake of a
transitory, worldly advantage.

The Sixty-Third Surah
Al-Munafiqun (The Hypocrites)
Medina Period

THE MAIN PART of this surah - most of which was revealed shortly after the battle of Uhud
(see surah 3, note 90), that is to say, towards the end of the year 3 or the beginning of 4 H. - is
devoted to the problem of hypocrisy as it faced the Prophet and his followers during the early
years after their exodus from Mecca to Medina. Nevertheless, the Qur'anic treatment of this
problem renders its lessons applicable to all times and circumstances.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
63:1

WHEN THE HYPOCRITES come unto thee, they say, "We bear witness that thou art indeed
God's Apostle!" But God knows that thou art truly His Apostle; and He bears witness that the
hypocrites are indeed false [in their declaration of faith]. (63:2) They have made their oaths a
cover [for their falseness], and thus they turn others away from the Path of God.1 Evil indeed is
all that they are wont to do:
63:3
this, because [they profess that] they have attained to faith, whereas2 [inwardly] they deny the
truth - and so, a seal has been set on their hearts so that they can no longer understand [what is
true and what false].3
63:4
Now when thou seest them, their outward appearance may please thee; and when they speak,
thou art inclined to lend ear to what they say.4 [But though they may seem as sure of themselves]
as if they were timbers [firmly] propped up, they think that every shout is [directed] against
them. They are the [real] enemies [of all faith], so beware of them. [They deserve the
imprecation,] "May God destroy them!"5 How perverted are their minds!6 (63:5) for, when they
are told, "Come, the Apostle of God will pray [unto God] that you be forgiven", they turn their
heads away, and thou canst see how they draw back in their false pride.
63:6
As for them it is all the same whether thou dost pray that they be forgiven or dost not pray for
them: God will nor forgive them - for, behold, God does not bestow His guidance upon such
iniquitous folk.7 (63:7) It is they who say [to their compatriots 8], "Do not spend anything on
those who are with God's Apostle, so that they [may be forced to] leave."9 However, unto God
belong the treasures of the heavens and the earth: but this truth the hypocrites cannot grasp.
63:8
[And] they say, "Indeed, when we return to the City10 [we,] the ones most worthy of honour will
surely drive out therefrom those most contemptible ones!" However, all honour belongs to God,
and [thus] to His Apostle and those who believe [in God]: but of this the hypocrites are not
aware.11
63:9
O YOU who have attained to faith! Let not your worldly goods or your children make you
oblivious of the remembrance of God: for if any behave thus - it is they, they who are the losers!
(63:10) And spend on others out of what We have provided for you as sustenance,12 ere there
come a time when death approaches any of you, and he then says, "O my Sustainer! If only Thou
wouldst grant me a delay for a short while,13 so that I could give in charity and be among the
righteous!"

63:11
But never does God grant a delay to a human being when his term has come; and God is fully
aware of all that you do.
1 See note 26 on the identical sentence in 58:16.
2 The particle thumma ("and then") has often the same function as the
simple conjunctive wa ("and"),
which in this case may be properly rendered as "whereas".
3 See surah 2, note 7.
4 Lit., "thou dost give ear to them": i.e., hypocrisy has usually a
plausible outward aspect inasmuch
as it is meant to deceive.
5 Regarding my interpolation of the phrase "They deserve the imprecation",
see note 45 on the identical
sentence at the end of 9:30.
6 See surah 5. note 90.
7 Cf 9:80 and the corresponding note 111.
8 I.e., to the people of Medina in general, and to the ansar in particular
(see next note).
9 The leader of the hypocrites of Medina, Abd Allah ibn Ubayy, never
forgave the Prophet for having
overshadowed him who previously had been unquestioningly recognized by
the people of Medina as their
most outstanding leader. Since the Prophet's political strength depended
mainly on the Meccan Muslims
who followed him in his hijrah to Medina, Ibn Ubayy tried to persuade his
compatriots - many of whom
were supporting the newcomers with all the means at their disposal - to
withdraw this material support
and thereby force the muhajirun, most of whom were very poor, to leave
Medina: a stratagem which, if
successful would have greatly weakened the Prophet's position. This
suggestion of the leader of the
hypocrites was, of course, rejected by the ansar.
10 I.e., Medina, the "City of the Prophet" (Madinat an-Nabi), as the town
previously called Yathrib
began to be known after the hijrah. Since - as is established through
several ahadith - the subsequent
saying was uttered by Abd Allah ibn Ubayy during the campaign against the
tribe of Banu Mustaliq in 5 H.,
it is obvious that verses 7 and 8 were revealed at the same date or a
little later.
11 It is in these two Qur'anic statements - "unto God belong the
treasures...", etc., and "all honour

belongs to God ...", etc. - that the real, lasting purport of the above
historical allusions is to be found.
12 See surah 2, note 4.
13 Lit., "for (ila) a term close-by".

The Sixty-Fourth Surah
At-Taghabun (Loss And Gain)
Period Uncertain

THE MAJORITY of the commentators regard this surah as belonging to the Medina period, but
many others are of the opinion that it is a late Meccan revelation. The expression taghabun,
occurring in verse 9, has become the key-word by which this surah is designated.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
64:1
ALL THAT IS in the heavens and all that is on earth extols God's limitless glory: His is all
dominion, and to Him all praise is due; and He has the power to will anything. (64:2) He it is
who has created you: and among you are such as deny this truth, and among you are such as
believe [in it].1 And God sees all that you do.
64:3
He has created the heavens and the earth in accordance with [an inner] truth,2 and has formed
you - and formed you so well;3 and with Him is your journey's end. (64:4) He knows all that is in
the heavens and on earth; and He knows all that you keep secret as well as all that you bring into
the open: for God has full knowledge of what is in the hearts [of men].
64:5
HAVE THE STORIES of those who, in earlier times, refused to acknowledge the truth never yet
come within your ken? [They denied it -] and so they had to taste the evil outcome of their own
doings,4 with [more] grievous suffering awaiting them [in the life to come]: (64:6) this, because
time and again there came unto them their apostles5 with all evidence of the truth, but they
[always] replied, "Shall mere mortal men be our guides?"6 And so they. denied the truth and
turned away. But God was not in need [of them]: for God is self-sufficient, ever to be praised.
64:7
They who are bent on denying the truth claim that they will never be raised from the dead!7 Say:
"Yea, by my Sustainer! Most surely will you be raised from the dead, and then, most surely, will
you be made to understand what you did [in life]! For, easy is this for God!"

64:8
Believe then, [O men,] in God and His Apostle, and in the light [of revelation] which We have
bestowed [on you] from on high! And God is fully aware of all that you do. (64:9) [Think of 8]
the time when He shall gather you all together unto the Day of the [Last] Gathering - that Day of
Loss and Gain! For, as for him who shall have believed in God and done what is just and right,
He will [on that Day] efface his bad deeds, and will admit him into gardens through which
running waters flow, therein to abide beyond the count of time: that will be a triumph supreme!
64:10
But as for those who are bent on denying the truth and on giving the lie to Our messages - they
are destined for the fire, therein to abide: and how vile a journey's end!
64:11
NO CALAMITY can ever befall [man] unless it be by God's leave: hence, whoever believes in
God guides his [own] heart [towards this truth];9 and God has full knowledge of everything.
(64:12) Pay heed, then, unto God, and pay heed unto the Apostle; and if you turn away, [know
that] Our Apostle's only duty is a clear delivery of this message:
64:13
God - there is no deity save Him!10 In God then let the believers place their trust.
64:14
O YOU who have attained to faith! Behold, some of your spouses11 and your children are
enemies unto you: so beware of them!12 But if you pardon [their faults] and forbear, and forgive then, behold, God will be much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace. (64:15) Your worldly goods and
your children are but a trial and a temptation,13 whereas with God there is a tremendous reward.
64:16
Remain, then, conscious of God as best you can, and listen [to Him], and pay heed. And spend in
charity for the good of your own selves: for, such as from their own covetousness are saved it is
they, they that shall attain to a happy state!14
64:17
If you offer up to God a goodly loan, He will amply repay you for it, and will forgive you your
sins: for God is ever responsive to gratitude, forbearing, (64:18) knowing all that is beyond the
reach of a created being's perception as well as all that can be witnessed by a creature's senses or
mind15 - the Almighty, the Wise!
1 The above construction, pointing to man's acceptance or denial of the
truth of God's creative activity,

is in accord with Tabari's interpretation of this passage, as well as
with that of Az-Zajjaj
(quoted by Razi). According to Zamakhshari, those who deny this truth are
mentioned first because
they are more numerous and possess greater influence than those who
consciously believe in God. A
further implication appears to be this: Since all human beings are
endowed with the instinctive
ability to perceive the existence of the Creator (cf. 7:172 and the
corresponding note 139), one
man's denial of this truth and another's belief in it is, in the last
resort, an outcome of free
choice.
2 See surah 10, note 11.
3 I.e., in accordance with the exigencies of human life. See also note 9 on
7:11.
4 This is an allusion to the disasters and the suffering which, as history
shows, inevitably befall a
community or nation bent on rejecting the basic ethical truths and, thus,
all standards of morality.
5 I.e., apostles from their own midst, entrusted with divine messages
specifically meant for them. The
expression "time and again" is conditioned by the phrase kanat ta'atihim
which implies repetition
and duration.
6 Lit., "guide us". This negative response is characteristic of people who,
in result of their own
estrangement from all moral standards, are instinctively, and deeply,
distrustful of all things human
and cannot, therefore, accept the idea that a divine message could
manifest itself through mere human
beings that have nothing "supernatural" about them.
7 Their refusal to believe in resurrection and a life to come implies a
conviction that no one will be
called upon, after death, to answer for what he did in life.
8 This or a similar interpolation is necessary in view of the mansub form
of the subsequent noun,
yawma (lit., "day"), which I am rendering in this context as "the time".
9 I.e., in the words of Razi, "towards self-surrender to God's will...,
[and so] towards gratitude in
times of ease, and patience in times of misfortune". It is also possible
- as some of the commentators
do - to understand the phrase in another sense, namely, "if anyone
believes in God, He [i.e., God] guides
his heart". However, the rendering adopted by me seems to be preferable
inasmuch as it stresses the
idea that conscious belief in God impels a man's reason to control and
direct his emotions and
inclinations in accordance with all that this belief implies.

10 The above construction of this passage makes it clear, firstly, that a
realization of God's existence,
oneness and almightiness is the innermost purport - and, thus, the
beginning and the end - of God's
message to man; and, secondly, that His prophets can do no more than
deliver and expound this message,
leaving it to man's reason and free choice to accept or reject it.
11 I.e., "sometimes, your spouses...", etc. Since, in the teachings of the
Qur'an, all moral duties are
binding on women as well as on men, it is obvious that the term azwajikum
must not be rendered as
"your wives", but is to be understood - according to classical Arabic
usage - as applying equally to
both the male and the female partners in a marriage.
12 Love of his or her family may sometimes tempt a believer to act contrary
to the demands of conscience
and faith; and, occasionally, one or another of the loved ones - whether
wife or husband or child may consciously try to induce the person concerned to abandon some of his
or her moral commitments in
order to satisfy some real or imaginary "family interest", and thus
becomes the other's spiritual
"enemy". It is to this latter eventuality that the next sentence alludes.
13 For an explanation, see note 28 on 8:28, which is almost identical with
the present passage.
14 Cf. last sentence of 59:9 and the corresponding note 14.
15 See surah 6, note 65.

The Sixty-Fifth Surah
At-Talaq (Divorce)
Medina Period

THE WHOLE of this surah (revealed about the middle of the Medina period) is devoted to one
particular aspect of the problem of divorce, namely, to ordinances relating to the waiting-period
which divorced women must undergo before the marriage is finally dissolved and they are
allowed to remarry - thus amplifying and elucidating verses 228-233 of Al-Baqarah.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
65:1
O PROPHET! When you1 [intend to divorce women, divorce them with a view to the waiting
period appointed for them,2 and reckon the period [carefully], and be conscious of God, your
Sustainer. Do not expel them from their homes;3 and neither shall they [be made to] leave4 unless
they become openly guilty of immoral conduct.5 These, then, are the bounds set by God - and he

who transgresses the bounds set by God does indeed sin against himself: [for, O man, although]
thou knowest it not, after that [first breach] God may well cause something new to come about.6
65:2
And so, when they are about to reach the end of their waiting-term, either retain them in a fair
manner or part with them in a fair manner. And let two persons of [known] probity from among
your own community7 witness [what you have decided]; and do yourselves bear true witness
before God:8 thus are admonished all who believe in God and the Last Day. And unto everyone
who is conscious of God, He [always] grants a way out [of unhappiness], (65:3) and provides for
him in a manner beyond all expectation;9 and for everyone who places his trust in God He
[alone] is enough. Verily, God always attains to His purpose: [and] indeed, unto everything has
God appointed its [term and] measure.
65:4
Now as for such of your women as are beyond, the age of monthly courses, as well as for such as
do not have any courses,10 their waiting-period - if you have any doubt [about it] - shall be three
[calendar] months; and as for those who are with child, the end of their waiting-term shall come
when they deliver their burden. And for everyone who is conscious of God, He makes it easy to
obey His commandment:11 (65:5) [for] all this is God's commandment, which He has bestowed
upon you from on high. And unto everyone who is conscious of God will He pardon [some of]
his bad deeds, and will grant him a vast reward.
65:6
[Hence,] let the women [who are undergoing a waiting-period] live in the same manner as you
live yourselves,12 In accordance with your means; and do not harass them with a view to making
their lives a misery. And if they happen to be with child, spend freely on them until they deliver
their burden; and if they nurse your offspring [after the divorce has become final], give them
their [due] recompense; and take counsel with one another in a fair manner [about the child's
future]. And if both of you find it difficult [that the mother should nurse the child],13 let another
woman nurse it on behalf of him [who has begotten it].14
65:7
[In all these respects,] let him who has ample means spend in accordance with15 his amplitude;
and let him whose means of subsistence are scanty spend in accordance with what God has given
him: God does not burden any human being with more than He has given him - [and it may well
be that] God will grant, after hardship, ease.
65:8
AND HOW MANY a community has turned with disdain from the commandment of its
Sustainer and His apostles!16 - whereupon We callled them all to account with an accounting
severe, and caused them to suffer with a suffering unnameable: (65:9) and thus they had to taste

the evil outcome of their own doing:17 for, [in this world,] the end of their doings was ruin,
(65:10) [the while] God has readied for them [yet more] suffering severe [in the life to come].
Hence, remain conscious of God, O you who are endowed with insight - [you] who have attained
to faith! God has indeed bestowed on you a reminder from on high:
65:11
[He has sent] an apostle who conveys unto you God's clear messages, so that He might those
who have attained to faith and do righteous deeds out of the depths of darkness into the light.
And whoever believes in God and does what is right and just, him will He admit into gardens
through which running waters flow, therein to abide beyond the count of time: indeed, a most
goodly provision will God have granted him!
65:12
GOD is He who has created seven heavens,18 and, like them, [the many aspects] of the earth.
Through all of them flows down from on high, unceasingly, His [creative] will,19 so that you
might come to know that God has the power to will anything, and that God encompasses all
things with His knowledge.
1 The plural "you" indicates that the whole community is thus addressed.
2 See 2:228 and the corresponding notes, especially note 215. - Most of the
great jurists hold the view
that the required three pronouncements of divorce, which make it final
and irrevocable (cf. first paragraph
of 2:229), must be made singly, i.e., spaced over the waiting-period of
three months, so as to give the
husband time to reconsider his intention, and thus to prevent a hasty act
which might be subsequently
regretted. This provision is in line with the well-authenticated saying
of the Prophet, "In the sight of
God; the most hateful of all things allowed (abghad al-halali) is
divorce" (Abu Da'ud, on the authority
of Abd Allah ibn Umar). In other words, divorce is just barely
permissible, and must not be resorted
to unless it is absolutely evident that nothing can save the marriage
from utter hopelessness.
3 I.e., during the waiting-period. As shown in verse 6 below, during that
period the husband is fully
responsible for the maintenance of the wife whom he is divorcing in
accordance with the standard of
living observed during their married life.
4 E.g., by their husbands' failure to provide for their maintenance. (This
particular injunction does
not imply a prohibition of a divorced woman's leaving her home of her own
free will.)
5 Implying that in such a case she may be lawfully turned out of her
marital home. Regarding the term

fahishah ("immoral conduct"), see surah 4, note 14.
6 According to Ibn Abbas (as quoted by Razi) and several other authorities
(see Ibn Kathir), this is an
allusion to the possibility of reconciliation and, hence, a resumption of
marital relations before the
divorce becomes final (see surah 2, second part of verse 228 and first
paragraph of 229).
7 Lit., "from yourselves": i.e. persons who are sufficiently acquainted
with the circumstances of the case.
8 Sc., that the relevant decision has not been made in a frivolous spirit.
9 Lit., "whence he does not expect". It is to be noted that the relative
pronoun man ("whoever" or
"everyone who") - although grammatically requiring the use of the
masculine gender in the verbs or
pronouns to which it relates - applies to persons of either sex, as is
evidenced by innumerable passages
in the Qur'an: hence, the present passage, too, including the sentence
that follows, must be understood
as relating to the women as well as to the men in question; and the same
holds good of verses 5 and 11
below.
10 I.e., for any physiological reason whatever.
11 Lit.., "He grants ease out of his condition" - i.e., makes his condition
easy: the implication being
that God-consciousness makes it easy for the believer to submit gladly to
whatever God may decree.
12 Lit., "let them dwell wherever you dwell" - i.e., tropically, "let them
share fully your standard of living".
13 E.g., for reasons of her health, or because she intends to remarry, etc.
14 I.e., at the father's expense: see 2:233 and the corresponding notes 219
and 220.
15 Lit., "out of".
16 This connects with, and stresses, the fact that all the preceding
injunctions are divine ordained.
17 See note 4 on 64:5.
18 See surah 1, note 20.
19 Lit., "the command". The verbal form yatanazzalu implies recurrence and
continuity its combination
with the noun al-amr reflects the concept of God's unceasing creative
activity.

The Sixty-Sixth Surah

At-Tahrim (Prohibition)
Medina Period

REVEALED in the second half of the Medina period - probably in 7 H. - this surah has been
occasionally designated as "The Surah of the Prophet" (Zamakhshari) inasmuch as the first half
of it deals with certain aspects of his personal and family life.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
66:1
O PROPHET! Why dost thou, out of a desire to please [one or another of] thy wives, impose [on
thyself] a prohibition of something that God has made lawful to thee?1 But God is muchforgiving, a dispenser of grace: (66:2) God has already enjoined upon you [O believers] the
breaking and expiation of [such of] your oaths [as may run counter to what is right and just]:2
for, God is your Lord Supreme, and He alone is all-knowing, truly wise.
66:3
(3) And lo!3 [It so happened that] the Prophet told something in confidence to one of his wives;
and when she thereupon divulged it, and God made this known to him, he acquainted [others]
with some of it and passed over some of it.4 And as soon as he let her know it, she asked, "Who
has told thee this?"5 - [to which] he replied, "The All-Knowing, the All-Aware has told me."
66:4
[Say, O Prophet:6] "Would that you two turn unto God in repentance, for the hearts of both of
you have swerved [from what is right]!7 And if you uphold each other against him [who is God's
message-bearer, know that] God Himself is his Protector, and [that,] therefore,8 Gabriel, and all
the righteous among the believers and all the [other] angels will come to his aid."
66:5
[O wives of the Prophet!] Were he to divorce [any of] you, God might well give him in your
stead spouses better than you - women who surrender themselves unto God, who truly believe,
devoutly obey His will, turn [unto Him] in repentance [whenever they have sinned] worship
[Him alone] and go on and on [seeking His goodly acceptance]9 - be they women previously
married or virgins.10
66:6
O YOU who have attained to faith! Ward off from yourselves and those who are close to you11
that fire [of the hereafter] whose fuel is human beings and stones:12 [lording] over it are angelic
powers awesome [and] severe,13 who do not disobey God in whatever He has commanded them,
but [always] do what they are bidden to do.14 (66:7) [Hence,] O you who are bent on denying the

truth, make no [empty] excuses today:15 [in the life to come] you shall be but recompensed for
what you were doing [in this world].
66:8
O you who have attained to faith! Turn unto God in sincere repentance:16 it may well be that
your Sustainer will efface from you your bad deeds, and will admit you into gardens through
which running waters flow, on a Day on which God will not shame the Prophet and those who
share his faith:17 their light will spread rapidly before them, and on their right;18 [and] they will
pray: "O our Sustainer! Cause this our light to shine for us forever,19 and forgive us our sins: for,
verily, Thou hast the power to will anything!"
66:9
O PROPHET! Strive hard against the deniers of the truth and the hypocrites, and be adamant
with them.20 And [if they do not repent,] their goal shall be hell - and how vile a journey's end!
66:10
For those who are bent on denying the truth God has propounded a parable in [the stories of]
Noah's wife and Lot's wife: they were wedded to two of Our righteous servants, and each one
betrayed her husband;21 and neither of the two [husbands] will be of any avail to these two
women when they are told [on Judgment Day], "Enter the fire with all those [other sinners] who
enter it!"22
66:11
And for those who have attained to faith God has propounded a parable in [the story of]
Pharaoh's wife23 as she prayed "O my Sustainer! Build Thou for me a mansion in the paradise
[that is] with Thee, and save me from Pharaoh and his doings, and save me, from all evildoing
folk!
66:12
And [We have propounded yet another parable of God-consciousness in the story of] Mary, the
daughter of Imran,24 who guarded her chastity, whereupon We breathed of Our spirit into that
[which was in her womb],25 and who accepted the truth of her Sustainer's words - and [thus,] of
His revelations26 - and was one of the truly devout.
1 There are several essentially conflicting - and, therefore, in their
aggregate, not very trustworthy reports as to the exact reason or reasons why, at some time during the
second half of the Medina
period, the Prophet declared on oath that for one month he would have no
intercourse with any of his
wives. Still, while the exact reason cannot be established with
certainty, it is sufficiently clear

from the above-mentioned ahadith that this emotional, temporary
renunciation of marital life was
caused by a display of mutual jealousy among some of the Prophet's wives.
In any case, the purport
of the above Qur'anic allusion to this incident is not biographical but,
rather, intended to bring
out a moral lesson applicable to all human situations: namely, the
inadmissibility of regarding as
forbidden (haram) anything that God has made lawful (halal), even if such
an attitude happens to be
motivated by the desire to please another person or other persons. Apart
from this, it serves to
illustrate the fact - repeatedly stressed in the Qur'an - that the
Prophet was but a human being,
and therefore subject to human emotions and even liable to commit an
occasional mistake (which in
his case, however, was invariably pointed out to him, and thus rectified,
through divine revelation).
2 See 2:224 and the corresponding note 212, which shows that in certain
circumstances an oath should
be broken and then atoned for: hence the above phrase, "God has enjoined
upon you the breaking and
expiation" (with the term tahillah comprising both these concepts).
3 See surah 2, note 21.
4 Lit., "he turned aside from [or "avoided"] some of it". There is no
reliable Tradition as to the
subject of that confidential information. Some of the early commentators,
however, connect it with
the Prophet's veiled prediction that Abu Bakr and Umar ibn al-Khattab
would succeed him as leaders
of the Muslim community; the recipient of the information is said to have
been Hafsah, the daughter
of Umar, and the one to whom she disclosed it, A'ishah, the daughter of
Abu Bakr (Baghawi, on the,
authority of Ibn Abbas and Al-Kalbi; also Zamakhshari). If this
interpretation is correct, it would
explain why the Prophet "acquainted [others] with some of it and passed
over some of it": for, once
his confidential prediction had been divulged, he saw no point in
withholding it any longer from
the community; nevertheless, he alluded to it in deliberately vague terms
- possibly in order not
to give to the succession of Abu Bakr and Umar the appearance of all
"apostolic sanction" but to
leave it, rather to a free decision of the community in pursuance of the
Qur'anic principle amruhum
shura baynahum (see 42:38).
5 I.e., that she had broken the Prophet's confidence.
6 Although in the sequence the Prophet is referred to in the third person,
it is obvious that it is he
who is commanded through revelation to speak thus to his wives Hafsah and
A'ishah (see note 4);

hence my above interpolation.
7 Referring to Hafsah, who betrayed the Prophet's confidence, and to
A'ishah, who by listening
contributed to this betrayal (see note 4 above).
8 Lit., "after that", i.e., in consequence of the fact that God Himself
protects him.
9 For this rendering of the expression sa'ihat, see note 147 on 9:112,
where the same expression occurs
in the masculine gender relating to both men and women.
10 I.e., like the actual wives of the Prophet, one of whom ('A'ishah) was a
virgin when she married him,
one (Zaynab bint Jahsh) had been divorced, while the others were widows.
This allusion, together with
the fact that the Prophet did not divorce any of his wives, as well as
the purely hypothetical formulation
of this passage, shows that it is meant to be an indirect admonition to
the Prophet's wives, who,
despite their occasional shortcomings - unavoidable in human beings - did
possess the virtues referred
to above. On a wider plane, it seems to be an admonition to all
believers, men and women alike: and
this explains the subsequent change in the discourse.
11 Lit., "your families" or "your people"; however, the term ahl denotes
also people who share one's
race, religion, occupation, etc., as well as "dependants" in the most
comprehensive sense of this
word (Jawhari, Raghib; also Mughni).
12 See surah 2, note 16.
13 See 74:27 ff. and the corresponding notes, particularly notes 15 and 16,
in which I have tried to
explain the allegorical meaning of that passage.
14 I.e., these angelic powers are subject to the God-willed law of cause
and effect which dominates
the realm of the spirit no less than the world of matter.
15 I.e., "do not try to rationalize your deliberate denial of the truth" the element of conscious
intent being immplied in the past-tense phrase alladhina kafaru (see note
6 on 2:6).
16 Sc., "since no human being, however imbued with faith, can ever remain
entirely free from faults
and temptations".
17 The implication is that He will not only "not shame" the Prophet and his
followers but will, on
the contrary, exalt them: an idiomatic turn of phrase similar to sayings
like "I shall let you know

something that will not be to your detriment" - i.e., "something that
will benefit you".
18 Cf. 57:12 and the corresponding note 12.
19 Lit., "Complete for us our light", i.e., by making it permanent.
20 See note 101 on 9:73, which is identical with the above verse.
21 Lit., "and both betrayed them", i.e., their respective husbands. The
story of Lot's wife and her spiritual
betrayal of her husband is mentioned in the Qur'an in several places;
see, in particular, note 66 on 7:83
and note 113 on 11:81. As regards Noah's wife, the above is the only
explicit reference to her having
betrayed her husband; it would seem, however, that the qualification of
"those on whom [God's] sentence
has already been passed" in 11:40 applies to her no less than to her son
(whose story appears in 11:42-47).
22 The "parable" (mathal) of these two women implies,
the most intimate relationship
with a truly righteous person - even though he be a
an unrepentant sinner from the
consequences of his sin; and, secondly, that a true
himself off from any association
with "those who are bent on denying the truth" even
those nearest and dearest
to him (cf. 11:46).

firstly, that even
prophet - cannot save
believer must cut
if they happen to be

23 Cf. 28:8-9.
24 I.e., a descendant of the House of 'lmran (cf. the last third of note 22
on 3:33).
25 I.e., into the as yet unborn child (Razi, thus explaining the pronoun in
fihi). For an explanation
of the much-misunderstood allegorical phrase, "We breathed of Our spirit
into it", see note 87
on 21:91.
26 For the meaning of God's "words" (kalimat), see note 28 on 3:39.

The Sixty-Seventh Surah
Al-Mulk (Dominion)
Medina Period

THE FUNDAMENTAL idea running through the whole of this surah is man's inability ever to
encompass the mysteries of the universe with his earthbound knowledge, and, hence, his utter
dependence on guidance through divine revelation. Best known by the key-word al-mulk
("dominion") taken from its first verse, the surah has sometimes been designated by the
Companions as "The Preserving One" (Al-Waqiyah) or "The Saving One" (Al-Munjiyah)

inasmuch as it is apt to save and preserve him who takes its lesson to heart from suffering in the
life to come (Zamakhshari).
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
67:1
HALLOWED be He in whose hand all dominion rests, since He has the power to will anything:
67:2
He who has created death as well as life, 1 so that He might put you to a test [and thus show]
which of you is best in conduct, and [make you realize that] He alone is almighty, truly
forgiving. (3) [Hallowed be] He who has created seven heavens in full harmony with one
another: 2 no fault will thou see in the creation of the Most Gracious. And turn thy vision [upon
it] once more: canst thou see any flaw?
67:4
Yea, turn thy vision [upon it] again and yet again: [and every time] thy vision will fall back upon
thee, dazzled and truly defeated.3 (67:5) And, indeed, We have adorned the skies nearest to the
earth with lights,4 and have made them the object of futile guesses for the evil ones [from among
men]:5 and for them have We readied suffering through a blazing flame (67:6) for, suffering in
hell awaits all who are [thus] bent on blaspheming against their Sustainer:6 and how vile a
journey's end!
67:7
When they are cast into that [hell], they will hear its breath indrawing as it boils up, (67:8) wellnigh bursting with fury; [and] every time a host [of such sinners] is flung into it, its keepers will
ask them, "Has no warner ever come to you?" (67:9) They will reply: "Yea, a warner did indeed
come unto us, but we gave him the lie and said, 'Never has God sent down anything [by way of
revelation]! You [self-styled warners] are but lost in a great delusion!"7
67:10
And they will add: "Had we but listened [to those warnings], or [at least] used our own reason,
we would not [now] be among those who are destined for the blazing flame!"8 (67:11) Thus will
they come to realize their sins: but [by that time,] remote will have become all good from those
who are destined for the blazing flame.
67:12
[As against this,] behold, for those who stand in awe of God although He is beyond the reach of
their perception,9 there is forgiveness in store and a great reward.

67:13
AND [know, O men, that] whether you keep your beliefs10 secret or state them openly, He has
full knowledge indeed of all that is in [your] hearts.11 (67:14) How could it be that He who has
created [all] should not know [all]?12 Yea, He alone is unfathomable [in His wisdom], aware!13
67:15
He it is who has made the earth easy to live upon:14 go about, then, in all its regions, and partake
the sustenance which He provides: but [always bear in mind that] unto Him you shall be
resurrected. (67:16) Can you ever feel secure that He who is in heaven15 will not cause the earth
to swallow you up when, lo and behold, it begins to quake?
67:17
Or can you ever feel secure that He who is in heaven will not let loose against you a deadly
stormwind,16 whereupon you would come to know how [true] My warning was? (67:18) And,
indeed, [many of] those who lived aforetime17 did give the lie [to My warnings]: and how
awesome was My rejection [of them]!
67:19
Have they, then, never beheld the birds above them, spreading their wings and drawing them in?
None but the Most Gracious upholds them: for, verily, He keeps all things in His sight. (67:20)
[And] is there any, besides the Most Gracious, that could be a shield18 for you, and could succour
you [against danger]? They who deny this truth are but lost in self-delusion!
67:21
Or is there any that could provide you with sustenance if He should withhold His provision [from
you]? Nay, but they [who are bent on denying the truth] stubbornly persist in their disdain [of
God's messages] and in their headlong flight [from Him]! (67:22) But then, is he that goes along
with his face close to the ground19 better guided than he that walks upright on a straight way?
67:23
SAY: "[God is] He who has brought you [all] into being, and has endowed you with hearing, and
sight, and hearts:20 [yet] how seldom are you grateful!" (67:24) Say: "It is He who has multiplied
you on earth; and it is unto Him that you shall be gathered [on resurrection]."
67:25
But they [only] ask, "When is this promise to be fulfilled? [Answer this, O you who believe in
it,] if you are men of truth!"
67:26

Say thou, [O Prophet:] "Knowledge thereof rests with God alone; and I am only a plain warner."
(67:27) Yet in the end, when they shall see that [fulfilment] close at hand, the faces of those who
were bent on denying the truth will be stricken with grief; and they will be told, "This it is that
you were [so derisively] calling for!"
67:28
SAY [O Prophet]: "What do you think? Whether God destroys me and those who follow me, or
graces us with His mercy21 - is there anyone that could protect [you] deniers of the truth from
grievous suffering [in the life to come]?"
67:29
Say: "He is the Most Gracious: we have attained to faith in Him, and in Him have we placed our
trust; and in time you will come to know which of us was lost in manifest error." (67:30) Say
[unto those who deny the truth]: "What do you think? If of a sudden all your water were to
vanish underground, who [but God] could provide you with water from [new] unsullied
springs?"22
1 Since what is termed "death" is stated here to have been created, it
cannot be identical with
"non-existence", but obviously must have a positive reality of its own.
To my mind, it connotes,
firstly, the inanimate state of existence preceding the emergence of life
in plants or animated beings;
and, secondly, the state of transition from life as we know it in this
world to the - as yet to us
unimaginable - condition off existence referred to in the Qur'an as "the
hereafter" or "the life to
come" (al-akhirah).
2 Or: "conforming [with one another]", this being the primary significance
of tibaq (sing. tabaq). For
the meaning of the "seven heavens", see surah 2, note 20.
3 Sc., in its endeavour to encompass the mysteries of the universe.
4 Lit., "lamps" - i.e., stars: cf. 37:6, "We have adorned the skies nearest
to the earth with the beauty
of stars".
5 For the wider meaning of shayatin - a term which in this context points
specifically to "the satans from
among mankind, that is, the astrologers" (Baydawi) - see surah 15, note
16. As regards the term rajm
(pl. rujum), which literally denotes the "throwing [of something] like a
stone" - i.e., at random it is often used metaphorically in the ssense of "speaking conjecturally"
or "making [something] the
object of guesswork" (Jawhari, Raghib - the latter connecting this
metaphor explicitly with the above
verse -, Lisan al-'Arab, Qamus, Taj al-'Arus, etc.). Cf. also 37:6-10.

6 I.e., by presuming to know what will happen in the future - a knowledge
which rests with God alone.
This connects with the statement in verse 4 that man can never truly
unravel the mysteries of cosmic
space ("the heavens"), which in its turn implies that he should not
presume to foretell terrestrial
events from the position and the aspects of the stars. Since only God
knows "that which is beyond the
reach of a created being's perception" (al-ghayb), any such attempt is a
blasphemy (kufr).
7 Lit., "You are in nothing but a great error (dalal)" - thus denying the
reality of divine revelation as such.
8 Reason, properly used, must lead man to a cognition of God's existence
and, thus, of the fact that a
definite plan underlies all His creation. A logical concomitant of that
cognition is the realization
that certain aspects of the divine plan touching upon human life - in
particular, the distinction between
right and wrong - are being continuously disclosed to man through the
medium of the revelation which
God bestows on His chosen message-bearers, the prophets. This innate
"bond with God" (referred to in
2:27 and explained in the corresponding note 19) may be broken only at
the expense of man's spiritual
future, with suffering in the life to come as the inevitable alternative.
9 For this rendering of the expression bi'l-ghayb, see surah 2, note 3.
10 While the primary significance of the noun qawl is "a saying" or "an
utterance", it is often used
tropically in the sense of "a statement"'. i.e., of a belief, an opinion,
a teaching, a doctrine, etc.
In the present context it evidently relates to man's beliefs in general,
be they affirmative or
negative: hence the plural form in my rendering of this term.
11 I.e., He knows why one person believes in Him and another rejects this
belief; hence, He takes man's
innermost motivations, abilities and inabilities fully into account.
12 Lit., "Does He not know, [He] who has created?"
13 See surah 6, note 89.
14 Lit., "who has made the earth submissive (dhalulan) to you": i.e.,
yielding to the intelligence with
which He has endowed man.
15 This expression is, of course, purely metaphorical since God is
limitless in space as well as in time.
Its use here is apparently meant to stress the unfathomable quality of
His existence and power, which
penetrates, and reveals itself in, every aspect of His cosmic
creativeness, symbolized in the term "heaven".

16 Lit., "a stormwind that raises stones".
17 Lit., "before them" (min qablihim). This personal pronoun relates - as
does the whole of the passage
beginning with verse 13 - to people of all times, who are herewith
reminded of what happened to deniers
of the truth in earlier times; hence my rendering of min qablihim as
"aforetime".
18 Lit., "an army".
19 Lit., "prone upon his face" - i.e., seeing only what is immediately
beneath his feet, and utterly
unaware of the direction into which his path is taking him: a metaphor of
the spiritual obtuseness
which prevents a person from caring for anything beyond his immediate,
worldly concerns, and thus
makes him resemble an earthworm that "goes along prone upon its face".
20 I.e., with the faculty of feeling as well as of rational thinking.
21 I.e., "Whether we succeed in spreading God's message or not, what have
you unbelievers to gain?"
22 Apart from a further reminder of God's providential power (thus
continuing the argument touched upon
in verses 19-21), the above verse has a parabolic significance as well.
Just as water is an indispensable
element of all organic life, so is a constant flow of moral consciousness
an indispensable prerequisite
of all spiritual life and stability: and who but God could enable man to
regain that consciousness after
all the older ethical stimuli have dried up and "vanished underground"?

The Sixty-Eighth Surah
Al-Qalam (The Pen)
Mecca Period

IN THE chronological order of revelation, this surah most probably occupies the third place.
Some authorities - among them Suyuti - incline to the view that it was revealed immediately after
the first five verses of surah 96 ("The Germ-Cell"); this, however, is contradicted by some of the
best-authenticated Traditions, according to which most of surah 74 came second in the order of
revelation (see introductory note to that surah). In any case, "The Pen" is undoubtedly one of the
oldest parts of the Qur'an.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
68:1
Nun.1 CONSIDER the pen, and all that they write [therewith]!2

(68:2) Thou art not, by thy Sustainer's grace, a madman!3 (68:3) And, verily, thine shall be a
reward neverending (68:4) for, behold, thou keepest indeed to a sublime way of life;4 (68:5) and
[one day] thou shalt see, and they [who now deride thee] shall see, (68:6) which of you was
bereft of reason.
68:7
Verily, thy Sustainer alone is fully aware as to who has strayed from His path, Just as He alone is
fully aware of those who have found the right way. (68:8) Hence, defer not to [the likes and
dislikes of] those who give the lie to the truth: (68:9) they would like thee to be soft [with them],
so that they might be soft [with thee].5
68:10
Furthermore,6 defer not to the contemptible swearer of oaths, (68:11) [or to] the slanderer that
goes about with defaming tales, (68:12) [or] the withholder of good, [or] the sinful aggressor,
(68:13) [or] one who is cruel, by greed possessed,7 and, in addition to all this, utterly useless [to
his fellow-men].8
68:14
Is it because he is possessed of worldly goods and children (68:15) that, whenever Our messages
are conveyed to him, such a one says, "Fables of ancient times"? 9 (68:16) [For this] We shall
brand him with indelible disgrace!10 (68:17) [As for such sinners,] behold, We [but] try them11 as
We tried the owners of a certain garden who vowed that they would surely harvest its fruit on the
morrow, (68:18) and made no allowance [for the will of God]:12 (68:19) whereupon a visitation
for thy Sustainer came upon that [garden] while they were asleep, (68:20) so that by the morrow
it became barren and bleak.
68:21
Now when they rose at early morn, they called unto one another, (68:22) "Go early to your tilth
if you want to harvest the fruit!" (68:23) Thus they launched forth, whispering unto one another,
(68:24) "Indeed, no needy person shall enter it today [and come] upon you [unawares],"13
(68:25) and early they went, strongly bent upon their purpose.
68:26
But as soon as they beheld [the garden and could not recognize] it, they exclaimed, "Surely we
have lost our way!" (68:27) - [and then,] "Nay, but we have been rendered destitute!" (68:28)
Said the most right-minded among them: "Did I not tell you, 'Will you not extol God's limitless
glory?'"14
68:29

They answered: "Limitless in His glory is our Sustainer! Verily, we were doing wrong!" (68:30)
- and then they turned upon one another with mutual reproaches. (68:31) [In the end] they said:
"Oh, woe unto us! Verily, we did behave outrageously! (68:32) [But] it may be that our Sustainer
will grant us something better instead:15 for, verily, unto our Sustainer do we turn with hope!"
68:33
SUCH is the suffering [with which We try some people in this world];16 but greater by far will be
the suffering [which sinners shall have to bear] in the life to come - if they but knew it!
68:34
For, behold, it is the God-conscious [alone] whom gardens of bliss await with their Sustainer:
(68:35) or should We, perchance, treat those who surrender themselves unto Us17 as [We would
treat] those who remain lost in sin?
68:36
What is amiss with you?18 On what do you base your judgment [of right and wrong]? (68:37) Or
have you, perchance, a [special] divine writ which you study, (68:38) and in which you find all
that you may wish to find?19 (68:39) Or have you received a solemn promise, binding on Us till
Resurrection Day, that yours will assuredly be whatever you judge [to be your rightful due]?
68:40
Ask them which of them is able to vouch for this! (68:41) Or have they, perchance, anys ages to
support their views?20 Well, then, if they are sincere in this their claim, let them produce those
supporters of theirs (68:42) on the Day when man's very being shall be bared to the bone,21 and
when they [who now deny the truth] shall be called upon to prostrate themselves [before God],22
and shall be unable to do so: (68:43) downcast will be their eyes, with ignominy overwhelming
them - seeing that they had been called upon [in vain] to prostrate themselves [before Him] while
they were yet sound [and alive].
68:44
Hence, leave Me alone with such as give the lie to this tiding.23 We shall bring them low, step by
step, without their perceiving how it has come about:24 (68:45) for, behold, though I may give
them rein for a while, My subtle scheme is exceedingly firm!25 (68:46) Or is it that [they fear
lest] thou ask them for a reward, [O Prophet,] so that they would be burdened with debt [if they
listened to thee]? (68:47) Or [do they think] that the hidden reality [of all that exists] is within
their grasp, so that [in time] they can write it down?26
68:48
BEAR THEN with patience thy Sustainer's will and be not like him of the great fish, who cried
out [in distress] after having given in to anger.27 (68:49) [And remember:] had not grace from his

Sustainer reached him,28 he would indeed have been cast forth upon that barren shore in a state
of disgrace:29 (68:50) but [as it was,] his Sustainer had elected him and placed him among the
righteous.
68:51
Hence, [be patient,] even though they who are bent on denying the truth would all but kill thee
with their eyes whenever they hear this reminder, and [though] they say, "[As for Mubammad,]
behold, most surely he is a madman!" (68:52) [Be patient:] for this is nought else but a reminder
[from God] to all mankind.
1 Chronologically, this is the first appearance of any of the "disjointed"
[i.e., single] letters
(al-muqatta'at) which precede a number of the surahs of the Qur'an: for
the various theories relating
to these letters, see Appendix II. The supposition of some of the early
commentators (extensively
quoted by Tabari) that the letter n, pronounced nun, represents here an
abbreviation of the
identically-pronounced noun which signifies both "great fish" and
"inkwell" has been convincingly
rejected by some of the most outstanding authorities (e.g., Zamakhshari
and Razi) on grammatical
grounds.
2 For the meaning of the adjurative particle wa at the beginning of this
sentence, see first half of
note 23 on 74:32. The mention of "the pen" is meant to recall the
earliest Qur'anic revelation, namely,
the first five verses of surah 96 ("The Germ-Cell"), and thus to stress
the fact of Muhammad's prophethood.
As regards the symbolic significance of the concept of "the pen", see
96:3-5 and the corresponding note 3.
3 This is an allusion to the taunt with which most of Muhammad's
contemporaries greeted the beginning
of his preaching, and with which they continued to deride him for many
years. In its wider sense,
the above passage relates - as is so often the case in the Qur'an - not
merely to the Prophet but
also to all who followed or will follow him: in this particular instance,
to all who base their moral
valuations on their belief in God and in life after death.
4 The term khuluq, rendered by me as "way of life", describes a person's
"character", "innate disposition"
or "nature" in the widest sense of these concepts, as well as "habitual
behaviour" which becomes, as
it were, one's "second nature" (Taj al-'Arus). My identification of
khuluq with "way of life" is based
on the explanation of the above verse by Abd Allah ibn Abbas (as quoted
by Tabari), stating that this
term is here synonymous with din: and we must remember that one of the
primary significances of the

latter term is "a way [or "manner"] of behaviour" or "of acting" (Qamus).
More over, we have several
well-authenticated Traditions according to which Muhammad's widow
'A'ishah, speaking of the Prophet
many years after his death, repeatedly stressed that "his way of life
(khuluq) was the Qur'an."
(Muslim, Tabari and Hakim, on the authority of Said ibn Hisham; Ibn
Hanbal, Abu Da'ud and Nasa'i, on
the authority of Al-Hasan al-Basri; Tabari, on the authority of Qatadah
and Jubayr ibn Nufayl; and
several other compilations).
5 I.e., "they would like thee to be conciliatory in the matter of ethical
principles and moral valuations,
whereupon they would reciprocate and desist from actively opposing thee"
6 Lit., "And". The subsequently enumerated types of moral deficiency are,
of course, mentioned only
as examples of the type of man to whose likes or dislikes no
consideration whatever should be shown.
7 The term utul - derived from the verb 'atala, "he dragged [someone or
something] in a rough and cruel
manner" - is used to describe a person combining within himself the
attributes of cruelty and greed;
hence the composite rendering adopted by me.
8 The commentators give the most divergent interpretations to the term
zanim, which is evidently derived
from the noun zanamah, denoting either of the two wattles, or fleshy skin
protuberances, hanging below
the ears of a goat. Since these wattles do not seem to have any
physiological function, the term zanim
has come to signify "someone [or "something"] not needed" (Taj al-'Arus):
in other words, redundant
or useless. It is, therefore, logical to assume that in the above context
this term describes a person
who is entirely useless in the social sense.
9 The term banun (lit., "children" or "sons") is often used in the Qur'an
metonymically, denoting "popular
support" or "many adherents"; in conjunction with the term mal ("worldly
goods") it is meant to
illustrate a certain mentality which attributes a pseudo-religious
significance to wealth and influence,
and regards these visible signs of worldly success as a post-factum
evidence of the "righteousness"
of the person concerned and, hence, of his not being in need of further
guidance.
10 Lit., "We shall brand him on the snout" (khurtum). All commentators
point out that this, idiomatic phrase
has a strictly metaphorical meaning, namely, "We shall stigmatize him
with indelible disgrace"
(cf. Lane II, 724, quoting both Raghib and Taj al-'Arus).

11 I.e., by bestowing on them affluence out of all proportion to their
moral deserts.
12 I.e., they resolved upon their objective without the reservation, "if
God so wills"; which points to
the first lesson to be derived from this parable, as well as to its
connection with the rhetorical
question in verses 14-15 above.
13 Ever since Biblical times it has been understood that the poor have a
right to a share in the harvest
of the fields and gardens owned by their more fortunate fellow-men (cf.
6:141 - "give [unto the poor]
their due on harvest-day"). The determination of the "owners of the
garden" to deprive the poor of
this right is the second type of sin to which the above parable points:
and inasmuch as it is a social
sin, it connects with verses 10-13.
14 This is obviously a reference to their failure to realize that nothing
can come about unless the
Almighty so wills (verse 18).
15 Namely, His forgiveness.
16 This connects with the first clause of verse 17 above, which, in its
turn, contains an allusion
to the mentality spoken of in verses 14-15.
17 This is the earliest occurrence of the term muslimun (sing. muslim) in
the history of Qur'anic revelation.
Throughout this work, I have translated the terms muslim and islam in
accordance with their original
connotations, namely, "one who surrenders [or "has surrendered"] himself
to God", and "man's self-surrender
to God"; the same holds good of all forms of the verb aslama occurring in
the 'Qur'an. It should be borne
in mind that the "institutionalized" use of these terms - that is, their
exclusive application to the
followers of the Prophet Muhammad - represents a definitely post-Qur'anic
development and, hence, must
be avoided in a translation of the Qur'an.
18 Sc., "O you sinners".
19 Lit., "so that in it you [may] have all that you choose [to have]" i.e., a moral justification of
the claim that whatever is considered "expedient" is eo ipso right.
20 Lit., "Or have they any associates?" - i.e., wise people ('uqala) who
would share their views and
their way of life (Zamakhshari and Razi). Accordingly, the expression
shuraka'uhum in the next
sentence has been rendered as "those supporters of theirs".
21 Lit., "when the shin[-bone] shall be bared": i.e., when man's innermost
thoughts, feelings and motivations

will be laid bare. The implication is that their erstwhile claim that
whatever is "expedient" is morally
justifiable (see note 19 above), shall be revealed in all its nakedness namely, as something
indefensible and spiritually destructive.
22 I.e., willingly, gladly humbling themselves before Him.
23 I.e., to divine revelation in general, and to the tiding of resurrection
and judgment, in particular the implication being that God alone has the right to decide whether or
how to chastise them.
24 Lit., "without their knowing whence [it comes]". The above sentence, as
well as the next, (verse 45),
are found in exactly the same formulation in 7:182-183
25 The term "subtle scheme" (kayd) evidently circumscribes here God's
unfathomable plan of creation
of which man can glimpse only isolated fragments and never the totality:
a plan in which every thing
and happening has a definite function, and nothing is accidental. (See in
this connection note 11 on 10:5 "None of this has God created without [an inner] truth".) Indirectly, the
above passage alludes to the
question as to the reason why God allows so many evil persons to enjoy
their lives to the full, while
so many of the righteous are allowed to suffer: the answer being that
during his life in this world
man cannot really understand where apparent happiness and unhappiness
ultimately lead to, and what
role they play in God's "subtle scheme" of creation.
26 Sc., "and that, therefore, they need not listen to divine revelation."
For the real significance of the
term al-ghayb - of which the above is undoubtedly the earliest instance
in the chronology of Qur'anic
revelation - see surah 2, note 3. Its use in the above context is meant
to elucidate and further
develop the idea already touched upon in 96:6 - "man becomes grossly
overweening whenever he believes
himself to be self-sufficient". More particularly, the present passage
points to the fallacy of the
arrogant belief that the solution of all the mysteries of the universe is
"just around the corner" and
that man-centred science - epitomized in the reference to its being
"written down" - can and will
teach its adepts how to "conquer nature" and to attain to what they
regard as the good life.
27 This is a reference to the Prophet Jonah - see 21:87 and the
corresponding notes 82 and 83. As mentioned
in 37:140, "he fled like a runaway slave" from the task with which he had
been entrusted by God,
because his people did not all at once accept his preaching as valid: and
so Muhammad is exhorted not

to give in to despair or anger at the opposition shown to him by most of
his contemporaries in Mecca,
but to persevere in his prophetic mission.
28 Cf. 37:143 - "had he not been of those who [even in the deep darkness of
their distress are able to]
extol God's limitless glory": i.e., who always remember God and pray for
His forgiveness.
29 Lit., "while he was still blameworthy", i.e., burdened with sin and
unredeemed by repentance: implying
that but for God's grace he would have died as a sinner.

The Sixty-Ninth Surah
Al-Haqqah (The Laying-Bare Of The Truth)
Mecca Period

REVEALED shortly after surah 67 (Al-Mulk), i.e., about three or four years before the Prophet's
exodus to Medina.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
69:1
OH, THE LAYING-BARE of the truth!1 (2) How awesome that laying-bare of the truth! (3) And
what could make thee conceive what that laying-bare of the truth will be?2 (4) THE LIE gave
[the tribes of] Thamud and 'Ad to [all tidings of] that sudden calamity!3 (5) Now as for the
Thamud - they were destroyed by a violent upheaval [of the earth];4 (6) and as for the 'Ad - they
were destroyed by a storm wind furiously raging, (7) which He willed against them for seven
nights and eight days without cease, so that in the end thou couldst see those people laid low [in
death], as though they were so many [uprooted] trunks of hollow palm trees: (8) and dost thou
now see any remnant of them?
69:9
And there was Pharaoh, too, and [many of] those who lived before him, and the cities that were
overthrown5 - [all of them] indulged in sin upon sin (69:10) and rebelled against their Sustainer's
apostles: and so He took them to task with a punishing grasp exceedingly severe!
69:11
[And] behold: when the waters [of Noah's flood] burst beyond all limits, it was We who caused
you6 to be borne [to safety] in that floating ark, (69:12) so that We might make all this7 a
[lasting] reminder to you all, and that every wide-awake ear might consciously take it in.
69:13

Hence, [bethink yourselves of the Last Hour,] when the trumpet [of judgment] shall be sounded
with a single blast, (69:14) and the earth and the mountains shall be lifted up and crushed with a
single stroke! (69:15) And so, that which must come to pass8 will on that day have come to pass;
(69:16) and the sky will be rent asunder9 - for, frail will it have become on that Day - ; (69:17)
and the angels [will appear] at its ends,10 and, above them, eight will bear aloft on that Day the
throne of thy Sustainer's almightiness....11
69:18
On that Day you shall be brought to judgment: not [even] the most hidden of your deeds will
remain hidden. (69:19) Now as for him whose record shall be placed in his right hand,12 he will
exclaim: "Come you all!" Read this my record! (69:20) Behold, I did know that [one day] I
would have to face my account!13
69:21
And so he will find himself in a happy state of life, (22) in a lofty paradise, (23) with its fruits
within easy reach. (24) [And all who are thus blest will be told:] "Eat and drink with good cheer
in return for all [the good deeds] that you have sent ahead in days gone by!"
69:25
But as for him whose record shall be placed in his left hand,14 he will exclaim: "Oh, would that I
had never been shown this my record, (26) and neither known this my account! (27) Oh, would
that this [death of mine] had been the end of me! (28) Of no avail to me is all that I have [ever]
possessed, (29) [and] all my power of argument has died away from me!"15
69:30
[Thereupon the command will go forth:] "Lay hold of him, and shackle him,16 (31) and then let
him enter hell, (32) and then thrust him into a chain [of other sinners like him17 - a chain] the
length whereof is seventy cubits:18 (33) for, behold, he did not believe in God, the Tremendous,
(34) and did not feel any urge19 to feed the needy: (35) and so, no friend has here today, (36) nor
any food save the filth (37) which none but the sinners eat!"20
69:38
BUT NAY! I call to witness an that you can see, (39) as well as all that you cannot see!21 (40)
Behold, this [Quran] is indeed the [inspired] word of a noble apostle, (41) and is not however
little you may [be prepared to] believe it - the word of a poet; (42) and neither is it - however
little you may [be prepared to] take it to heart - the word of a soothsayer: (43) [it is] a revelation
from the Sustainer of all the worlds.
69:44

Now if he [whom We have entrusted with it] had dared to attribute some [of his own] sayings
unto Us, (45) We would indeed have seized him by his right hand,22 (46) and would indeed have
cut his life-vein. (47) and none of you could have saved him! (48) And, verily, this [Qur'an] is a
reminder to all the God-conscious!23 (49) And, behold, well do We know that among you are
such as will give the lie to it: (50) yet, behold, this [rejection] will indeed become a source of
bitter regret for all who deny the truth [of God's revelation] (51) for, verily, it is truth absolute!
(52) Extol, then the limitless glory of thy Sustainer's mighty name!
1 I.e., the Day of Resurrection and Judgment, on which man will become
fully aware of the quality of his
past life and, freed from all self-deception, will see himself as he
really was, with the innermost
meaning of all his past doings - and thus of his destiny in the hereafter
- blindingly revealed.
(Cf. 37:19, the last sentence of 39:68, and 50:21-22.)
2 Implying that this sudden perception of the ultimate reality will be
beyond anything that man can
anticipate or imagine: hence, no answer is given to the above rhetorical
question.
3 I.e., the Last Hour (see note 1 on 101:1). For particulars of the preIslamic tribes of 'Ad and Thamud,
see 7:65-79 and the corresponding notes.
4 Cf. 7:78.
5 I.e., Sodom and Gomorrah, the cities of Lot's people (see 11:69-83).
6 I.e., metonymically (in the consensus of all classical commentators),
"your ancestors".
7 Alluding to the punishment of evildoers and the saving grace bestowed
upon the righteous.
8 I.e., the end of the world as we know it, followed by resurrection and
the Last Judgment.
9 The term as-sarna' may denote here "the sky" or "skies", i.e., the
visible firmament, or "heaven" in
its allegorical sense, or the aggregate of cosmic systems comprised in
the concept of "the universe"
(cf. surah 2, note 20). Its being "rent asunder" is perhaps a metaphor
for a total breakdown of the
cosmic order.
10 Or: "at its sides".
11 Since God is infinite in space as well as in time, it is obvious that
His "throne" (arsh) has a
purely metaphorical connotation, circumscribing His absolute,
unfathomable sway over all that exists
or possibly could exist (cf. note 43 on 7:54). Hence, too, the "bearing
aloft" of the throne of His

almightiness cannot be anything but a metaphor - namely, an allusion to
the full manifestation of that
almightiness on the Day of Judgment. The Qur'an is silent as to who or
what the "eight" are on whom
this manifestation rests. Some of the earliest commentators assume that
they are eight angels; others,
that they are eight ranks of angels; while still others frankly admit
that it is impossible to say
whether "eight" or "eight thousand" are meant (Al-Hasan al-Basri, as
quoted by Zamakhshari). Possibly,
we have here an allusion to eight (unspecified) attributes of God or
aspects of His creation; but, as
the Qur'an states elsewhere, "none save God knows its final meaning" (see
3:7 and the corresponding note 8).
12 I.e., ",whose record shows that he was righteous in his life on earth:
cf. 17:71, as well as the
symbolic expression "those on the right hand" in 74:39. The linguistic
origin of the symbolism of
"right" and "left" as "righteous" and "unrighteous" is explained in note
3 on 56:8-9.
13 Implying that he had always been conscious of resurrection and judgment,
and had tried to behave accordingly.
14 Thus signifying that he had been unrighteous in his earthly life, in
contrast with those "whose record
will be placed in their right hand" (see verse 19 and note 12 above).
15 The term sultan, which primarily signifies "power" or "authority", has
here - as in many other places
in the Qur'an - evidently the meaning of "argument", synonymous with
hujjah (Ibn Abbas, Ikrimah, Mujahid,
Ad-Dahhak, all of them quoted by Tabari): in this case, an argument or
arguments against the idea of
life after death and, hence, of divine judgment.
16 For an explanation of the allegory of "shackles", see note 13 on 13:5,
note 44 on the last but one sentence
of 34:33, and notes 6 and 7 on 36:8.
17 See 14:49 - "on that Day thou wilt see all who were lost in sin (almujrimin) linked together in
fetters" - and the corresponding note 64, which explains my above
interpolation of the phrase, "of
other sinners like him".
18 I.e., a chain exceedingly long - the number "seventy" being used here
metonymically, as often done
in classical Arabic, in the sense of "very many" (Zamakhshari); hence "of
a measure the length whereof
is known only to God" (Tabari; also Al-Hasan, as quoted by Razi).
19 Lit., "did not urge", i.e., himself.
20 The noun ghislin, which appears in the Qur'an only in this one instance,
has been variously - and very

contradictorily - explained by the early commentators. Ibn Abbas, when
asked about it, frankly answered,
"I do not know what ghislin denotes" (Razi). The term "filth" used by me
contains an allusion to the
"devouring" of all that is abominable in the spiritual sense: cf. its
characterization in the next verse
as "[that] which none but the sinners eat" i.e. (metaphorically) in this
world, and, consequently, in
the hereafter as well.
21 The phrase "all that you can see" comprises all the observable phenomena
of nature - including man
himself and the organic conditions of his own existence - as well as the
configuration of human society
and the perceptible rules of its growth and decay in the historical
sense; whereas "that which you
cannot see" relates to the intangible spiritual verities accessible to
man's intuition and instinct,
including the voice of his own conscience: all of which "bears witness",
as it were, to the fact that
the light which the divine writ (spoken of in the sequence) casts on
innermost realities and interrelations
of all that exists objectively - or, as the case may be, manifests itself
subjectively in man's own
psyche - must be an outcome of genuine revelation, inasmuch as it goes
far beyond anything that unaided
human intellect could ever achieve.
22 I.e., deprived him of all ability to act - the "right hand" symbolizing
power.
23 Sc., "who believe in [the existence of] that which is beyond the reach
of human perception: cf. 2:2-3.

The Seventieth Surah
Al-Ma'Arij (The Ways Of Ascent)
Mecca Period

THUS CALLED after the word al-ma'arij appearing in verse 3, this surah belongs to the middle
of the Mecca period. It is mainly devoted to the challenge which unbelief - or, rather,
unwillingness to believe - offers to faith, both of them being conditioned by the restlessness
inherent in human nature.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
70:1
ONE who is minded to ask might ask1 about the suffering which [in the hereafter] is bound to
befall (70:2) those who deny the truth.2 [Know, then, that] nothing can ward it off, (70:3) [since
it will come] from God, unto whom there are many ways of ascent:3 (70:4) all the angels and all

the inspiration [ever granted to man] ascend unto Him4 [daily,] in a day the length whereof is
[like] fifty thousand years.5
70:5
Therefore, [O believer,] endure all adversity with goodly patience: (6) behold, men6 look upon
that [reckoning] as something far away (7) but, We see it as near! (8) [It will take place] on a
Day when the sky will be like molten lead, (9) and the mountains will be like tufts of wool, (10)
and [when] no friend will ask about his friend, (11) though they may be in one another's sight:
[for,] everyone who was lost in sin will on that Day but desire to ransom himself from suffering
at the price of his own children, (12) and of his spouse, and of his brother, (13) and of all the
kinsfolk who ever sheltered him, (14) and of whoever [else] lives on earth, all of them - so that
he could but save himself.
70:15
But nay! Verily, all [that awaits him] is a raging flame, (16) tearing away his skin! (17) It will
claim all such as turn their backs [on what is right], and turn away [from the truth], (18) and
amass [wealth] and thereupon withhold [it from their fellow-men].
70:19
VERILY, man is born with a restless disposition.7 (20) [As a rule,] whenever misfortune touches
him, he is filled with self-pity;8 (21) and whenever good fortune comes to him, he selfishly
withholds it [from others]. (22) Not so, however, those who consciously turn towards God in
prayer.9 (23) [and] who incessantly persevere in their prayer (24) and in whose possessions there
is a due share, acknowledged [by them], (25) for such as ask [for help] and such as are deprived
[of what is good in life];10 (26) and who accept as true the [coming of the] Day of Judgment; (27)
and who stand in dread of their Sustainer's chastisement (28) for, behold, of their Sustainer's
chastisement none may ever feel [wholly] secure;11 (29) and who are mindful of their chastity,12
(30) [not giving way to their desires] with any but their spouses - that is, those whom they
rightfully possess [through wedlock] - :13 for then, behold, they are free of all blame, (31)
whereas such as seek to go beyond that [limit] are truly transgressors; (32) and who are faithful
to their trusts and to their pledges: (33) and who stand firm whenever they bear witness; (34) and
who guard their prayers [from all worldly intent].
70:35
These it is who in the gardens [of paradise] shall be honoured!
70:36
WHAT, THEN, is amiss with such as are bent on denying the truth, that they run about
confusedly to and fro before thee, (37) [coming upon thee] from the right and from the left, in
crowds?14 (38) Does every one of them hope to enter [by this means] a garden of bliss?15 (39)
Never! For, behold, We have created them out of something that they know [only too well]!16

(40) But nay! I call to witness [Our being] the Sustainer of all the points of sunrise and sunset:17
verily, well able are We (41) to replace them with [people] better than they are; for there is
nothing to prevent Us [from doing what We will].18
70:42
Hence, leave them to indulge in idle talk and play [with words]19 until they face that [Judgment]
Day of theirs which they have been promised (43) the Day when they shall come forth in haste
from their graves, as if racing towards a goal-post, (44) with downcast eyes, with ignominy
overwhelming them: that Day which they were promised again and again....20
1 Lit.," An inquirer inquired" or "might inquire".
2 In view of the fact that many of "those who deny the truth" - and, by
implication, do evil in consequence
of that deliberate denial - prosper in this world, a doubter might well
ask whether or when this state
of affairs will really be reversed and the values adjusted in accord with
divine justice. An answer to
the "whether" is given in the second paragraph of verse 2; and to the
"when", elliptically, at the
end of verse 4.
3 Lit., "He of the [many] ascents": a metonymical phrase implying that
there are many ways by which man
can "ascend" to a comprehension of God's existence, and thus to spiritual
"nearness" to Him - and that,
therefore, it is up to each human being to avail himself of any of the
ways leading towards Him (cf. 76:3).
4 For my rendering of ruh as "inspiration", see surah 16, note 2. The
"ascent" of the angels and of all
inspiration may be understood in the same sense as the frequentlyoccurring phrase "all things go back
to God [as their source]" (Razi).
5 The very concept of "time" is meaningless in relation to God, who is
timeless and infinite: cf. note 63
on the last sentence of 22:47 - "in thy Sustainer's sight a day is like a
thousand years of your
reckoning": in other words, a day, or an aeon, or a thousand years, or
fifty thousand years are alike
to Him, having an apparent reality only within the created world and none
with the Creator. And since
in the hereafter time will cease to have a meaning for man as well, it is
irrelevant to ask as to
"when" the evildoers will be chastised and the righteous given their due.
6 Lit., "they".
7 Lit., "man has been created restless (halu'an)" - that is, endowed with
an inner restlessness which
may equally well drive him to fruitful achievement or to chronic
discontent and frustration. In other

words, it is the manner in which man utilizes this God - will endowment
that determines whether
it shall have a positive or a negative character. The subsequent two
verses (20 and 21) allude to
the latter, while verses 22-25 show that only true spiritual and moral
consciousness can mould that
inborn restlessness into a positive force, and thus bring about inner
stability and abiding contentment.
8 The participle jazu - derived from the verb jazi'a - combines the
concepts of "lacking patience" and
"lamenting over one's misfortune", and is therefore the contrary of sabr
(Jawhari).
9 This, I believe, is the meaning of the expression al-musallin (lit., "the
praying ones"), which evidently
does not relate here to the mere ritual of prayer but, rather, as the
next verse shows, to the attitude
of mind and the spiritual need underlying it. In this sense it connects
with the statement in verse 19
that "man is born with a restless disposition" which, when rightly used,
leads him towards conscious
spiritual growth, as well as to freedom from all self-pity and
selfishness.
10 Sc., "but do not or cannot beg": see Razi's comments on a similar phrase
in 51:19, quoted in my
corresponding note 12.
11 This warning against pharisaic self-righteousness implies that however
"good" a person may be, there
is always a possibility of his or her having done a moral wrong (e.g., an
injury to a fellow-being)
and then conveniently "forgotten" this sin. Elliptically, this warning
contains a call to increasing
consciousness in all one's doings - for, "temptation to evil (fitnah)
does not befall only those who
are bent on denying the truth" (8:25), but may also befall people who are
otherwise righteous.
12 Lit., "who guard their private parts".
l3 See the identical passage in 23:5-7, as well as the corresponding note
3, in which I have fully
explained the reasons for my rendering of the phrase aw ma malakat
aymanuhum as "that is, those whom
they rightfully possess [through wedlock]". As regards this
interpretation, see al Razi's comments
on 4:24, as well as one of the alternative interpretations of that verse
advanced by Tabari on the
authority of lbn Abbas and Mujahid.
14 This, again, connects with the statement in verse 19, "man is born with
a restless disposition
(see note 7 above). People who do not want to see the truth of God's
existence and have, therefore,

no solid basis on which to build their world-view, are, by the same
token, unable to conceive any
definite standards of personal and social ethics. Hence, whenever they
are confronted with anyone's
positive assertion of faith, they "run about to and fro" in spiritual
confusion, trying, in order to
justify themselves intellectually, to demolish the premises of that faith
by means of many-sided,
contradictory arguments - an endeavour depicted in the metaphor, "coming
upon thee from the right
and from the left"; and since they derive all their strength from a
conformity with shallow mass-opinions,
they can do this only "in crowds".
15 I.e., "Do they hope to achieve inner peace and fulfilment by
'disproving' another person's faith?"
16 Namely, out of "dust" - i.e., out of the same primitive organic and
inorganic substances as are found
in and on the earth: the implication being that only spiritual
consciousness and endeavour can raise
man above the mere material form of his existence, and thus enable him
achieve the inner fulfilment
metaphorically described here as "a garden of bliss".
17 I.e., of all the variation, throughout the solar year, of the points at
which the sun "rises" and
"sets": thus stressing the fact that He is the Ultimate Cause of all
orbital movement in the universe
and, hence, its Creator (cf. 37:5 and 55:17).
18 The implication is that it is not His will to replace "those who are
bent on denying the truth", in
this world, by believers, inasmuch as such a "replacement" would not be
in accord with His design
of multiform human existence, in which faith is always challenged and
tested by unbelief, and vice versa.
19 I.e., their philosophizing about a supposedly "uncreated" world and a
hypothetical "self-generation"
of life, as well as their blatant "denial", unsupported by any factual
evidence, of a life after death
or even of the existence of God.
20 The concept of "again and again" - i.e., by a succession, through the
ages, of prophetic revelations is implied in the auxiliary verb kanu, which usually connotes repetition
and/or duration.

The Seventy-First Surah
Nuh (Noah)
Mecca Period

DEVOTED in its entirety to Noah's preaching to his erring fellow-men, this surah depicts
symbolically every conscious believer's struggle against blind materialism and the resulting lack
of all spiritual values. The story of Noah as such is mentioned in several places in the Qur'an,
and particularly in 11:25 ff.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
71:1
BEHOLD. We sent Noah unto his people. [saying:] "Warn thy people ere grievous suffering
befall them! (2) [And Noah] said: "O my people! I am but a plain warner to you, [sent to tell
you] (3) that you should worship God [alone] and be conscious of Him. "Now do pay heed unto
me, (4) so that He may forgive you some of your sins, and grant you respite until a term known
[to Him alone]:1 but, behold, when the term appointed by God does come, it can never be put
back - if you but knew it!"
71:5
[And after a time, Noah] said: "O my Sustainer! Verily, I have been calling unto my people night
and day (6) but my call has only caused them to flee farther and farther away [from Thee].2 (7)
And behold, whenever I called unto them with a view to Thy granting them forgiveness, they put
their fingers into their ears, and wrapped themselves up in their garments [of sin];3 and grew
obstinate, and became [yet more] arrogant in their false pride.
71:8
"And behold I called unto them openly; (9) and, behold I preached to them in public; and I spoke
to them secretly, in private; (10) and I said: "'Ask your Sustainer to forgive you your sins - for,
verily, He is all-forgiving! (11) He will shower upon you heavenly blessings abundant,4 (12) and
will aid you with worldly goods and children, and will bestow upon you gardens, and bestow
upon you running waters.5
71:13
"'What is amiss with you that you cannot look forward to God's majesty,6 (14) seeing that He has
created [every one of] you in successive stages? 7 (15) "'Do you not see how God has created
seven heavens in full harmony with one another,8 (16) and has set up within them the moon as a
light [reflected] and set up the sun as a [radiant] lamp?9
71:17
"'And God has caused you to grow out of the earth in [gradual] growth;10 and thereafter He will
return you to it [in death]: (18) and [then] He will bring you forth [from it] in resurrection.11 (19)
"'And God has made the earth a wide expanse for you, (20) so that you might walk thereon on
spacious paths.'"12

71:21
[And] Noah continued: "O my Sustainer! Behold, they have opposed me [throughout], for they
follow people whose wealth and children lead them increasingly into ruin,13 (22) and who have
devised a most awesome blasphemy [against Thee], (23) inasmuch as they said [to their
followers], 'Do not ever abandon your gods: abandon neither Wadd nor Suwa', and neither
Yaghuth nor Ya'uq nor Nasr!'14
71:24
"And so they have led many a one astray: hence, ordain Thou that these evildoers stray but
farther and farther away [from all that they may desire]!"15 (25) And so, because of their sins,
they were drowned [in the great flood], and were doomed to suffer the fire [of the hereafter];16
and they found none who could succour them against God.
71:26
And Noah prayed: "O my Sustainer! Leave not on earth any of those who deny the truth: (27)
for, behold, If Thou dost leave them, they will [always try to] lead astray those who worship
Thee, and will give birth to nothing but wickedness and stubborn ingratitude.17
71:28
"O my Sustainer! Grant Thy forgiveness unto me and unto my parents, and unto everyone who
enters my house as a believer, and unto all believing men and believing women [of later times];
and grant Thou that the doers of evil shall increasingly meet with destruction!"18
1 Namely, until the end of each person's life - implying that although they
might be forgiven all sins
committed before their postulated change of heart, they would henceforth,
until their death, be held
fully accountable for their behaviour in the light of that new-found
faith. Cf. 4:18 - "repentance
shall not be accepted from those who do evil deeds until their dying hour
and then say, Behold,
I now repent'".
2 Lit., "has not increased them in anything but flight".
3 For the reason of the above interpolation - which endows the concept of
"garments" with a metaphorical
meaning - see note 2 on 74:4; cf. also the expression "garment of Godconsciousness" (libas at-taqwa) in 7:26.
4 Lit., "He will let loose the sky over you with abundance" (but see also
note 76 on 11:52).
5 The two last-mentioned blessings are an allusion to the state of
happiness in the hereafter, symbolized
in the Qur'an as "gardens through which running waters flow".

6 I.e., "that you refuse to believe in God" (Zamakhshari). Some authorities
(e.g., Jawhari) give to the
above phrase the meaning, "that you will not fear God's majesty", which,
too, implies lack of belief in Him.
7 I.e., by a process of gradual evolution, in the mother's womb, from a
drop of sperm and a fertilized
germ-cell (the female ovum), up to the point where the embryo becomes a
new, self-contained human
entity (cf. 22:5): all of which points to the existence of a plan and a
purpose and, hence, to the
existence of a conscious Creator.
8 Cf. 67:3 and the corresponding note 2.
9 See 10:5, where the sun is described as "a [source of] radiant light"
(diya') and the moon as "light
[reflected]" (nur); both these interpolations are explained in note 10 on
10:5.
10 This phrase has a twofold meaning. In the first instance, it alludes to
the evolution of the individual
human body out of the same substances - both organic and inorganic - as
are found in and on the earth
as well: and in this sense it enlarges upon the creation of the human
individual "in successive stages"
referred to in verse 14 above. Secondly, it alludes to the evolution of
the human species, which,
starting from the most primitive organisms living on earth, has gradually
ascended to ever higher stages
of development until it has finally reached that complexity of body, mind
and soul evident in the
human being.
11 Lit., "with a [final] bringing-forth ".
12 I.e., "He has provided you with all facilities for a good life on earth"
- the unspoken implication
being, "Will you not, then, acknowledge Him and be grateful to Him?"
13 Lit., "and have followed him whose wealth and children do not increase
him in aught but loss": i.e.,
people whose propensity and power only enhance their false pride and
arrogance, and thus lead them
to spiritual ruin. Beyond this, we have here a subtle allusion to the
fact that an exclusive devotion
to material prosperity must of necessity, in the long run, destroy all
moral values and, thus, the
very fabric of society.
14 As is evident from early sources, these five gods were among the many
worshipped by the pre-Islamic
Arabs as well (see the small but extremely valuable work by Hishim ibn
Muhammad al-Kalbi, Kitab al-Asnam,
ed. Ahmad Zaki, Cairo 1914). Their cult had probably been introduced into
Arabia from Syria and
Babylonia, where it seems to have existed in earliest antiquity.

15 Lit., "increase Thou not the evildoers in aught but in straying-away",
i.e., from an achievement of
their worldly goals (Razi).
16 Lit., "and were made to enter the fire" - the past tense indicating the
inevitability of the suffering
yet to come (Zamakhshari).
17 Lit., "to such as are wicked (fajir), stubbornly ingrate (kaffar)": but
since no one - and particularly
not a prophet - is ever justified in assuming that the progeny of
evildoers must of necessity be evil,
it is obvious that the terms fajir and kaffar are used here metonymically
denoting qualities or attitudes,
and not persons.
18 Lit., "increase Thou not the evildoers in aught but destruction" - i.e.,
destruction of their aims and,
thus, of evil as such.

The Seventy-Second Surah
Al-Jinn (The Unseen Beings)
Mecca Period

REVEALED not later than during the last two years of the Prophet's sojourn in Mecca, this surah
takes its name from the plural noun al-jinn in the first verse.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
72:1
SAY: "It has been revealed to me that some of the unseen beings gave ear [to this divine writ],1
and thereupon said [unto their fellow-beings]: "'Verily, we have heard a wondrous discourse,
(72:2) guiding towards consciousness of what is right; and so We have come to believe in it. And
we shall never ascribe divinity to anyone beside our Sustainer, (72:3) for [we know] that
sublimely exalted is our Sustainer's majesty: no consort has He ever taken unto Himself, nor a
son!
72:4
"'And [now we know] that the foolish among us were wont to say outrageous things about God,2
(72:5) and that [we were mistaken when] we thought that neither man nor [any of] the invisible
forces would ever tell a lie about God.3 (72:6) Yet [it has always happened] that certain kinds of
humans would seek refuge with certain kinds of [such] invisible forces:4 but these only increased
their confusion (72:7) so much so that they came to think, as you [once] thought, that God would
never [again] send forth anyone [as His apostle].5
72:8

"'And [so it happened] that we reached out towards heaven:6 but we found it filled with mighty
guards and flames,7 (72:9) notwithstanding that we were established in positions [which we had
thought well-suited] to listening to [whatever secrets might be in] it:8 and anyone who now [or
ever] tries to listen will [likewise] find a flame lying in wait for him!9
72:10
"'And [now we have become aware] that we [created beings] may not know whether evil fortune
is intended for [any of] those who live on earth, or whether it is their Sustainer's will to endow
them with consciousness of what is right:10 (72:11) Just as [we do not know how it happens] that
some from among us are righteous, while some of us are [far] below that: we have always
followed widely divergent paths.
72:12
"'And, withal, we have come to know that we can never elude God [while we live] on earth, and
that we can never elude Him by escaping [from life]. (72:13) Hence, as soon as we heard this
[call to His] guidance, we came to believe in it: and he who believes in his Sustainer need never
have fear of loss or injustice.
72:14
"'Yet [it is true] that among us are such as have surrendered themselves to God - just as there are
among us such as have abandoned themselves to wrongdoing. Now as for those who surrender
themselves to Him - it is they that have attained to consciousness of what is right; (72:15) but as
for those who abandon themselves to wrongdoing - they are indeed but fuel for [the fires of]
hell!'"11
72:16
[KNOW,] THEN, that if they [who have heard Our call] keep firmly to the [right] path, We shall
certainly shower them with blessings abundant,12 (72:17) so as to test them by this means: for he
who shall turn away from the remembrance of his Sustainer, him will He cause to undergo
suffering most grievous.13
72:18
And [know] that all worship14 is due to God [alone]: hence, do not invoke anyone side by side
with God! (72:19) Yet [thus it is] that whenever a servant of God stands up in prayer to Him,
they [who are bent on denying the truth] would gladly overwhelm him with their crowds.15
72:20
Say: "I invoke my Sustainer alone, for I do not ascribe divinity to anyone beside Him." (72:21)
Say: "Verily, it is not in my power to cause you harm or to endow you with consciousness of
what is right." (72:22) Say: "Verily, no one could ever protect me from God, nor could I ever

find a place to hide from Him (72:23) if I should fail to convey16 [to the world whatever
illumination comes to me] from God and His messages." Now as for him who rebels against God
and His Apostle - verily, the fire of hell awaits him, therein to abide beyond the count of time.17
72:24
[Let them, then, wait] until the time when they behold that [doom] of which they were
forewarned:18 for then they will come to understand which [kind of man] is more helpless and
counts for less!19 (72:25) Say: "I do not know whether that [doom] of which you were
forewarned is near, or whether my Sustainer has set for it a distant term."
72:26
He [alone] knows that which is beyond the reach of a created being's perception, and to none
does He disclose aught of the mysteries of His Own unfathomable knowledge,20 (72:27) unless it
be to an apostle whom He has been pleased to elect [therefor]:21 and then He sends forth [the
forces of heaven] to watch over him in whatever lies open before him and in what is beyond his
ken 22 (72:28) so as to make manifest that it is indeed [but] their Sustainer's messages that these
[apostles] deliver: for it is He who encompasses [with His knowledge] all that they have [to
say],23 just as He takes count, one by one, of everything [that exists].
1 I.e., had heard and accepted it: this being the meaning, in the above
context, of the verbal form
istama'a. - As regards the various meanings attributable to the plural
noun jinn (rendered by me here
as "unseen beings"), see Appendix III. As pointed out there, the jinn are
referred to in the Qur'an
in many connotations. In a few cases - e.g., in the present instance and
in 46:29-32 - this expression
may possibly signify "hitherto unseen beings", namely, strangers who had
never before been seen by the
people among and to whom the Qur'an was then being revealed. From 46:30
(which evidently relates to the
same occurrence as the present one) it transpires that the jinn in
question were followers of the Mosaic
faith, inasmuch as they refer to the Qur'an as "a revelation bestowed
from on high after [that of] Moses",
thus pointedly omitting any mention of the intervening prophet, Jesus,
and equally pointedly (in verse 3
of the present surah) stressing their rejection of the Christian concept
of the Trinity. All this leads
one to the assumption that they may have been Jews from distant parts of
what is now the Arab world,
perhaps from Syria or even Mesopotamia. (Tabari mentions in several
places that the jinn referred to in
this surah as well as in 46:29 ff. hailed from Nasibin, a town on the
upper reaches of the Euphrates.)
I should, however, like to stress that my explanation of this occurrence
is purely tentative.
2 If we accept the supposition that the beings spoken of here were Jewish
strangers, the "outrageous things"

(shatat) which they mention would appear to be an allusion to the deepset belief of the Jews that they
were "God's chosen people" - a belief which the Qur'an consistently
rejects, and of which the new converts
now divested themselves.
3 In this and the next verse, the term jinn (rendered here as "invisible
forces") apparently refers to what
is described as "occult powers'" or, rather to a person's preoccupation
with them (see Appendix III).
Irrespective of whether these "forces" are real or mere products of human
imagination, they "tell lies
about God" inasmuch as they induce their devotees to conceive all manner
of fantastic, arbitrary notions
about the "nature" of His Being and of His alleged relations with the
created universe: notions exemplified
in all mystery-religions, in the various gnostic and theosophical
systems, in cabalistic Judaism, and
in the many medieval offshoots of each of them.
4 Lit., "that men (rijal) from among the humans used to (kana) seek refuge
with men from among the jinn".
Since the reference to "the humans" (al-ins) applies to men and women,
the expression rijal is obviously
used here - as so often in the Qur'an - in the sense of "some persons" or
"certain kinds" of people.
"Seeking refuge" is synonymous with seeking help, protection or the
satisfaction of physical or spiritual
needs: in the context of the above passage, this is evidently an allusion
to the hope of "certain kinds
of humans" that the occult powers to which they have turned would
successfully guide them through life,
and thus make it unnecessary for them to look forward to the coming of a
new prophet.
5 Thus Tabari (on the authority of Al-Kalbi) and Ibn Kathir. The
overwhelming majority of the Jews were
convinced that no prophet would be raised after those who were explicitly
mentioned in the Old Testament:
hence their rejection of Jesus and, of course, Muhammad, and their
"reaching out towards heaven"
(see next verse) in order to obtain a direct insight into God's plan of
creation.
6 The above may be understood as alluding not only, metaphorically, to the
arrogant Jewish belief in their
being "God's chosen people", but also, more factually, to their old
inclination to, and practice of,
astrology as a means to foretell the future. Apart from this - and in a
more general sense - their
"reaching out towards heaven" may be a metaphorical description of a
state of mind which causes man to
regard himself as "self-sufficient" and to delude himself into thinking
that he is bound to achieve
mastery over his own fate.
7 See notes 16 and 17 on 15:17-18.

8 I.e., "we failed notwithstanding our status as descendants of Abraham,
and despite all our ability
and learning".
9 As the sequence shows (and as has been pointed out in note 17 on 15:18),
this relates to all attempts
at predicting the future by means of astrology or esoteric calculations,
or at influencing the course
of future events by means of "occult sciences".
10 Thus, as in verses 2 and 21 of this surah, "consciousness of what is
right" (rashad or rushd) is
equated with the opposite of evil fortune, i.e., with happiness.
11 With this assertion ends, according to all classical commentators, the
"confession of faith" of the
beings described at the beginning of this passage as jinn. Whatever be
the real meaning of this term
in the present instance - whether it signifies "unseen beings" of a
nature unknown to man or, alternatively,
a group of humans from distant lands - matters little, for the context
makes it abundantly clear that
the "speech" of those beings is but a parable of the guidance which the
Qur'an offers to a mind intent
on attaining to "consciousness of what is right".
12 Lit., "water abundant": a metaphor of happiness, echoing the allegorical
reference, so frequently
occurring in the Qur'an, to the "running waters" of paradise (Abu Muslim,
quoted by Razi).
13 I.e., God's bestowal of blessings is not just a "reward" of
righteousness but, rather, a test of man's
remaining conscious of, and therefore grateful to, Him.
14 Lit, "the places of worship" (al-masajid): i.e., worship as such.
15 Lit, "would almost be upon him in crowds (libad, sing. libdah )" - i.e.,
with a view to "extinguishing
God's [guiding] light" (Tabari, evidently alluding to 9:32). Most of the
commentators assume that the
above verse refers to the Prophet Muhammad and the hostility shown to him
by his pagan contemporaries.
While this may have been so in the first instance, it is obvious that the
passage has a general import
as well, alluding to the hostility shown by the majority of people, at
all times and in all societies,
to a minority or an individual who stands up for a self-evident - but
unpopular - moral truth.
(In order to be understood fully, the above verse should be read in
conjunction with 19:73-74 and
the corresponding notes.)
16 Lit., "except through an announcement" (illa balaghan). In this
instance, however, the particle illa

is evidently a contraction of in la ("if not"): thus, the above phrase
signifies "if I do not
[or "if should fail to"] convey...", etc. (Tabari, Zamakhshari, Razi).
17 This obviously relates to "those who are bent on denying the truth" i.e., consciously - and thus
destroy their own spiritual identity. The people alluded to in this
particular instance are those
who "would gladly overwhelm God's servant with their crowds" (verse 19).
18 I.e., on the Day of Judgment. Cf. the second paragraph of 19:75, which
is similarly phrased.
19 Lit., "is weaker as to helpers and less in numbers" - i.e., less
significant despite its greater numbers.
20 The possessive pronoun "His" in the phrase ala ghaybihi evidently
indicates God exclusive knowledge
of "that which is beyond the perception of any created being" (al-ghayb):
hence the above, somewhat
free, rendering of this truly untranslatable phrase.
21 Cf. 3:179 - "And it is not God's will to give you insight into that
which is beyond the real of
human perception: but [to that end] God elects whomsoever He wills from
among His apostles".
22 For an explanation of this rendering of the phrase min bayni yadayhi wamin khalfihi (lit., "from
between his hands and from behind him"), see note 247 on 2:255. In the
present context the phrase
implies that the very fact of his being graced by divine revelation
protects every apostle, spiritually,
in all concerns of his life, irrespective of whether these concerns are
obvious to him or are
beyond his ken.
23 Lit., "all that is with them", i.e., of knowledge and wisdom.

The Seventy-Third Surah
Al-Muzzammil (The Enwrapped One)
Mecca Period

THIS SURAH is almost certainly the fourth in the order of revelation. Although some of its
verses may have come at a slightly later date, the whole of it belongs to the earliest Mecca
period. The contention of some authorities that verse 20 was revealed at Medina lacks all
substance, as is pointed out in note 13 below.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
73:1

O THOU enwrapped one!1 (2) Keep awake [in prayer] at night, all but a small part (3) of onehalf thereof2 - or make it a little less than that, (4) or add to it [at will]; and [during that time]
recite the Qur'an calmly and distinctly, with thy mind attuned to its meaning.3 (5) Behold, We
shall bestow upon thee a weighty message (6) [and,] verily, the hours of night the mind most
strongly and speak with the clearest voice,4 (7) whereas by day a long chain of doings is thy
portion.
73:8
But [whether by night or by day,] remember thy Sustainer's name, and devote thyself unto Him
with utter devotion. (73:9) The Sustainer of the east and the west [is He]: there is no deity save
Him: hence, ascribe to Him alone the power to determine thy fate,5 (73:10) and endure with
patience whatever people may say [against thee], and avoid them with a comely avoidance.
73:11
And leave Me alone [to deal] with those who give the lie to the truth6 - those who enjoy the
blessings of life [without any thought of God] - and bear thou with them for a little while: (12)
for, behold, heavy fetters [await them] with Us, and a blazing fire, (13) and food that chokes, and
grievous suffering7 (14) on the Day when the earth and the mountains will be convulsed and the
mountains will [crumble and] become like a sand-dune on the move!8
73:15
BEHOLD, [O men,] We have sent unto you an apostle who shall bear witness to the truth before
you, even as We sent an apostle unto Pharaoh:9 (73:16) and Pharaoh rebelled against the apostle,
whereupon We took him to task with a crushing grip. (73:17) How, then, if you refuse to
acknowledge the truth, will you protect yourselves on that Day which shall turn the hair of
children grey,10 (73:18) [the Day] on which the skies shall be rent asunder, [and] His promise [of
resurrection] fulfilled?
73:19
This, verily, is a reminder: let him who wills, then set out on a way to his Sustainer!
73:20
BEHOLD, [O Prophet,] thy Sustainer knows that thou keepest awake [in prayer] nearly twothirds of the night, or one-half of it, or a third of it, together with some of those who follow
thee.11 And God who determines the measure of night and day, is aware that you would never
grudge it:12 and therefore He turns towards you in His grace. Recite, then, as much of the Qur'an
as you may do with ease. He knows that in time there will be among you sick people, and others
who will go about the land in search of God's bounty, and others who will fight in God's cause.13
Recite, then, [only] as much of it as you may do with ease, and be constant in prayer, and spend
in charity,14 and [thus] lend unto God a goodly loan: for whatever good deed you may offer up in

your own behalf, you shall truly find it with God - yea, better, and richer in reward. And [always]
seek God's forgiveness: behold, God is much-forgiving, a dispenser of grace!
1 The expression muzzammil has a meaning similar to that of muddaththir,
which occurs at the beginning
of the next surah: namely, "one who is covered [with anything]",
"enwrapped" or "enfolded [in anything]";
and, like that other expression, it may be understood in a concrete,
literal sense - i.e., "wrapped up
in a cloak" or "blanket" - as well as metaphorically, i.e., "wrapped up
in sleep" or even "wrapped up
in oneself". Hence, the commentators differ widely in their
interpretations of the above apostrophe,
some of them preferring the literal connotation, others the metaphorical;
but there is no doubt that
irrespective of the linguistic sense in which the address "O thou
enwrapped one" is understood, it
implies a call to heightened consciousness and deeper spiritual awareness
on the part of the Prophet.
2 Thus Zamakhshari, relating the phrase illa qalilan ("all but a small
part") to the subsequent word
nisfahu ("one-half thereof", i.e., of the night).
3 This, I believe, is the closest possible rendering of the phrase rattil
al-qur'ana tartilan. The term
tartil primarily denotes "the putting [of something] together distinctly,
in a well-arranged manner,
and without any haste" (Jawhari, Baydawi; also Lisan al-'Arab, Qamus).
When applied to the recitation
of a text, it signifies a calm, measured utterance with thoughtful
consideration of the meaning to be
brought out. A somewhat different significance attaches to a variant of
this phrase in 25:32, applying
to the manner in which the Qur'an was revealed.
4 Lit., "are strongest of tread and most upright of speech".
5 For this rendering of the term wakil, see surah 17, note 4.
6 Cf. 74:11 and the last sentence of the corresponding note 5.
7 Explaining this symbolism of torment in the hereafter, Razi says: "These
four conditions may well
be understood as denoting the spiritual consequences [of one's doings in
life]. As regards the 'heavy
fetters', they are a symbol of the soul's remaining shackled to its
[erstwhile] physical attachments
and bodily pleasures...: and now that their realization has become
impossible, those fetters and shackles
prevent the [resurrected] human personality {an-nafs) from attaining to
the realm of the spirit and
of purity. Subsequently, those spiritual shackles generate spiritual
'fires' inasmuch as one's
strong inclination towards bodily concerns, together with the
impossibility of attaining to them,

give rise, spiritually, to [a sensation of] severe burning...: and this
is [the meaning of] 'the
blazing fire' (al-jahim). Thereupon [the sinner] tries to swallow the
choking agony of deprivation and
the pain of separation [from the objects of his desire]: and this is the
meaning of the words, 'and
food that chokes', And, finally, because of these circumstances, he
remains deprived of all illumination
by the light of God, and of all communion with the blessed ones: and this
is the meaning of the words
'and grievous suffering' ... But [withal,] know that I do not claim to
have exhausted the meaning of
these [Qur'an -] verses by what I have stated [above]..."
8 See the first part of 14:48, and the corresponding note 63, as well as
note 90 on 20:105-107
9 This is probably the oldest Qur'anic reference to the earlier prophets,
to the historic, continuity
in mankind's religious experience, and, by implication, to the fact that
the Qur'an does not institute
a "new" faith but represents only the final, most comprehensive statement
of religious principle as
old as mankind itself: namely, that "in the sight of God, the only [true]
religion is [man's]
self-surrender unto Him" (3:19), and that "if one goes in search of a
religion other than self-surrender
unto God, it will never be accepted from him" (3:85).
10 In ancient Arabian usage, a day full of terrifying events was described
metaphorically as a day on
which the locks of children turn grey"; hence the use of this phrase in
the Qur'an. Its purely
metaphorical character is obvious since, according to the teachings of
the Qur'an, children are
considered sinless - i.e., not accountable for their doings - and will,
therefore, remain untouched
by the ordeals and terrors of the Day of Judgment (Razi).
11 Lit., "of those who are with thee". With this concluding passage, the
discourse returns to the theme
of the opening verses, namely, the great spiritual value of praying at
night.
12 Lit., "count it", i.e., the length of your vigil.
13 This reference to "fighting in God's cause" has induced many
commentators to assume that the whole
of verse 20 was revealed at Medina; that is, years after the rest of the
surah: for, the principle
of "fighting in God's cause" (jihad) was introduced only after the
Prophet's hijrah from Mecca to
Medina. This assumption must, however, be dismissed as unwarranted.
Although there is no doubt that
jihad was first sanctioned during the Medina period, the sentence in
question is clearly expressed

in the future tense: "in time there will be" (sayakun) - and must,
therefore, as Ibn Kathir points
out, be understood as a prediction of future circumstances. With all
this, the above passage stresses
the necessity of avoiding all exaggeration even in one's devotions.
14 For an explanation of the term zakah - of which the above is the
earliest Qur'anic instance - see
surah 2, note 34.

The Seventy-Fourth Surah
Al-Muddaththir (The Enfolded One)
Mecca Period

AFTER the Prophet's earliest revelation - consisting of the first five verses of surah 96 ("The
Germ-Cell") - a period elapsed during which he received no revelation at all. The length of this
break in revelation (fatrat al-wahy) cannot be established with certainty; it may have been as
little as six months or as much as three years. It was a time of deepest distress for the Prophet:
the absence of revelation almost led him to believe that his earlier experience in the cave of
Mount Hira (see introductory note to surah 96) was an illusion; and it was only due to the moral
support of his wife Khadijah and her undaunted faith in his prophetic mission that he did not
entirely lose his courage and hope. At the end of this intermission the Prophet had a vision of the
Angel Gabriel, "sitting between heaven and earth". Almost immediately afterwards, the present
surah was revealed; and from then on, in Muhammad's own words, "revelation became intense
and continuous" (Bukhari, Bad' al-Wahy and Kitab at-Tafsir; also Muslim). Although some
verses of this surah may have been revealed at a slightly later time, there is no doubt that all of it
belongs to the earliest part of the Mecca period, that is, to the very beginning of Muhammad's
mission. But in spite of its early origin and its brevity, the surah outlines almost all the
fundamental concepts to which the Qur'an as a whole is devoted: the oneness and uniqueness of
God, resurrection and ultimate judgment; life after death and the allegorical nature of all
descriptions relating to it; man's weakness and utter dependence on God, his proneness to false
pride, greed and selfishness; each human being's responsibility for his own behaviour and
doings; "paradise" and "hell" as natural consequences of one's earthly life, and not as arbitrary
rewards or punishments; the principle of the historical continuity of all true religious experience;
and various other ideas and concepts which were to be more fully developed in later revelations.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
74:1
O THOU [in thy solitude] enfolded!1 (2) Arise and warn! (3) And thy Sustainer's greatness
glorify! (4) And thine inner self purify!2 (5) And all defilement shun! (6) And do not through
giving seek thyself to gain,3 (7) but unto thy Sustainer turn in patience.
74:8

And [warn all men that] when the trumpet-call [of resurrection] is sounded, (9) that very Day
shall be a day of anguish, (10) not of ease, for all who [now] deny the truth!4
74:11
LEAVE Me alone [to deal] with him whom I have created alone,5 (12) and to whom I have
granted resources vast, (13) and children as [love's] witnesses, (14) and to whose life I gave so
wide a scope:6 (15) and yet, he greedily desires that I give yet more!
74:16
Nay, verily, it is against Our messages that he knowingly, stubbornly sets himself7 (17) [and so] I
shall constrain him to endure a painful uphill climb!8 (18) Behold, [when Our messages are
conveyed to one who is bent on denying the truth,] he reflects and meditates [as to how to
disprove them] (19) and thus he destroys himself,9 the way he meditates: (20) yea, he destroys
himself, the way he meditates! (21) and then he looks [around for new arguments], (22) and then
he frowns and glares,10 (23) and in the end he turns his back [on Our message], and glories in his
arrogance,11 (24) and says, "All this is mere spellbinding eloquence handed down [from olden
times]!12
74:25
This is nothing but the word of mortal man!" (26) [Hence,] I shall cause him to endure hell-fire
[in the life to come]!13 (27) And what could make thee conceive what hell-fire is? (28) It does
not allow to live, and neither leaves [to die], (29) making [all truth] visible to mortal man.14 (30)
Over it are nineteen [powers].15
74:31
For We have caused none but angelic powers to lord over the fire [of hell];16 and We have not
caused their number to be aught but a trial for those who are bent on denying the truth17 - to the
end that they who have been granted revelation aforetime might be convinced [of the truth of this
divine writ];18 and that they who have attained to faith [in it] might grow yet more firm in their
faith; and that [both] they who have been granted the earlier revelation and they who believe [in
this one] might be freed of all doubt; and that they in whose hearts is disease19 and the who deny
the truth outright might ask, "What does [your] God mean by this parable?"20 In this way God
lets go astray him that wills [to go astray], and guides aright him that wills [to be guided].21 And
none can comprehend thy Sustainers forces save Him alone: and all this22 is but a reminder to
mortal man.
74:32
NAY, but consider the moon!23 (33) Consider the night when it departs, (34) and the morn when
it dawns! (35) Verily, that [hell-fire) is Indeed one of the great [forewarnings] (36) a warning to
mortal man (37) to everyone of you, whether he chooses to come forward or to hang back!24

74:38
[On the Day of Judgment,] every human being will be held in pledge for whatever [evil] he has
wrought (39) save those who shall have attained to righteousness:25 (40) [dwelling] In gardens
[of paradise], they will inquire (41) of those who were lost in sin: (42) "What has brought you
into hell-fire?"
74:43
They will answer: "We were not among those who prayed;26 (44) and neither did we feed the
needy; (45) and we were wont to indulge in sinning together with all [the others] who indulged
in it; (46) and the Day of Judgment we were wont to call a lie (47) until certainty came upon us
[in death]." (48) And so, of no benefit to them could be the intercession of any that would
intercede for them.27
74:49
WHAT, THEN, is amiss with them28 that they turn away from all admonition (50) as though they
were terrified asses (51) fleeing from a lion? (52) Yea, everyone of them claims that he [himself]
ought to have been given revelations unfolded!29 (53) Nay, but they do not [believe in and,
hence, do not] fear the life to come. (54) Nay, verily, this is an admonition (55) and whoever
wills may take it to heart.
74:56
But they [who do not believe in the life to come] will not take it to heart unless God so wills:30
[for] He is the Fount of all God-consciousness, and the Fount of all forgiveness.
1 The expression muddaththir (an abbreviated form of mutadaththir)
signifies "one who is covered [with
something]" or "enfolded [in something]"; and all philologists point out
that the verb dathara, from
which the above participial noun is derived, may equally well have a
concrete or abstract connotation.
Most of the commentators understand the phrase "O thou enfolded one" in
its literal, concrete sense,
and assume that it refers to the Prophet's habit of covering himself with
a cloak or blanket when he
felt that a revelation was about to begin. Razi, however, notes that this
apostrophe may well have
been used metaphorically, as an allusion to Muhammad's intense desire for
solitude before the beginning
of his prophetic mission (cf. introductory note to surah 96): and this,
according to Razi, would explain
his being thus addressed in connection with the subsequent call, "Arise
and warn" - i.e., "Give now
up thy solitude, and stand up before all the world as a preacher and
warner."

2 Lit., "thy garments (thiyab) purify": but almost all the classical
commentators point out that the noun
thawb and its plural thiyab is often metonymically applied to that which
a garment encloses, i.e., a
person's "body" or, in a wider sense, his "self' or his "heart", or even
his "spiritual state" or "conduct"
(Taj al-'Arus). Thus, commenting on the above verse, Zamakhshari draws
the reader's attention to the
well-known idiomatic phrases tahir ath-thiyab (lit., "one who is clean in
his garments") and danis ath-thiyab
("one who is filthy in his garments"), and stresses their tropical
significance of "free from faults and
vices" and "vicious and perfidious", respectively. Razi states with
approval that "according to most of
the [earlier] commentators, the meaning [of this verse] is, 'purify thy
heart of all that is blameworthy' ".
3 Lit., "and do not bestow favours to obtain increase".
4 Since this is the earliest Qur'anic occurrence of the expression kafir
(the above surah having been preceded
only by the first five verses of surah 96), its use here - and, by
implication, in the whole of the Qur'an is obviously determined by the meaning which it had in the speech of the
Arabs before the advent of the
Prophet Muhammad: in other words, the term kafir cannot be simply
equated, as many Muslim theologians of
post-classical times and practically all Western translators of the
Qur'an have done, with "unbeliever" or
"infidel" in the specific, restricted sense of one who rejects the system
of doctrine and law promulgated
in the Qur'an and amplified by the teachings of the Prophet - but must
have a wider, more general meaning.
This meaning is easily grasped when we bear in mind that the root verb of
the participial noun kafir (and
of the infinitive noun kufr) is kafara, "he [or "it"] covered [a thing]":
thus, in 57:20 the tiller of the
soil is called (without any pejorative implication) kafir, "one who
covers", i.e., the sown seed with earth,
just as the night is spoken of as having "covered" (kafara) the earth
with darkness. In their abstract sense,
both the verb and the nouns derived from it have a connotation of
"concealing" something that exists or
"denying" something that is true. Hence, in the usage of the Qur'an with the exception of the one instance
(in 57:20) where this participial noun signifies a "tiller of the soil" a kafir is "one who denies
[or "refuses to acknowledge"] the truth" in the widest, spiritual sense
of this latter term: that is,
irrespective of whether it relates to a cognition of the supreme truth namely, the existence of God - or
to a doctrine or ordinance enunciated in the divine writ, or to a selfevident moral proposition, or
to an acknowledgment of, and therefore gratitude for, favours received.
(Regarding the expression
alladhina kafaru, implying conscious intent, see surah 2, note 6.)

5 Or: "...whom I alone have created". The above sentence can be understood
in either of these two senses,
depending on whether one relates the expression "alone" (wahid) to God thus stressing His uniqueness as
Creator - or to this particular object of His creation, man, who begins
and ends his life in a state
of utter loneliness (cf. 6:94 and 19:80 and 95). In either case, our
attention is drawn to the fact of
man's inescapable dependence on God. Beyond that, the phrase in question
carries a further meaning,
namely, "Leave it to Me alone to decide what to do with him who forgets
that I am his Creator and Sustainer" thus forbidding any human punishment of "those who deny the truth".
6 Lit., "for whom I have spread [all] out in a [wide] spread" - i.e., "whom
I have endowed with potentialities
far beyond those open to other living beings".
7 Lit., "he is wont (kana) to set himself". The noun anid, derived from the
verb anada, denotes "one
who opposes or rejects something that is true, knowing it to be true"
(Lisan al-'Arab). The element
of human contrariness and stubbornness is implied in the use of the
auxiliary verb kana, which indicates
here a permanently recurring phenomenon despite its past-tense
formulation. I am, therefore of the
opinion that verses 18-25, although ostensibly formulated in the past
tense, must also be rendered
in the present tense.
8 In combination with the verb urhiquhu ("I shall constrain him to
endure"') the term sa'ud (lit., "ascent"
or "climb"') has the tropical connotation of something extremely
difficult, painful or distressing. In
the above context, it is an allusion to the loss of all instinctive
innocence - and, hence, to the
individual and social suffering - which unavoidably follows upon man's
wilful neglect of moral and
spiritual truths ("God's messages") in this world, and bars his spiritual
development in the life to come.
9 The expression qutila reads, literally, "he has been killed" or, as an
imprecation, "may he be killed".
Since a literal rendering of this expression - whether conceived as a
statement of fact or an imprecation would be meaningless here, many commentators (Tabari among them)
understand it as signifying "he is rejected
from God's grace" (lu'ina), i.e., "killed" spiritually by his own action
or attitude; hence my rendering,
"he destroys himself".
10 I.e., he becomes emotionally involved because he suspects in his heart
that his arguments are weak (Razi).
11 See 96:6-7.

12 The term sihr, which usually denotes "sorcery" or "magic", primarily
signifies "the turning of something
from its proper [or "natural"] state of being into another state"; hence,
it is often applied to the
fascination or enchantment caused by exceptional, "spellbinding"
eloquence (Taj al-'Arus). In its pejorative
sense - as used by deniers of the truth to describe a divine message - it
has also the connotation of
wilful deception" or "delusion".
13 This is unquestionably the earliest instance of the term saqar ("hellfire"'), one of the seven
metaphorical names given in the Qur'an to the concept of the suffering in
the hereafter which man brings
upon himself by sinning and deliberately remaining blind and deaf, in
this world, to spiritual truths
(cf. surah 15, note 33). The allegorical character of this and all other
Qur'anic descriptions of man's
condition and destiny in the hereafter is clearly alluded to in the
subsequent verse as well as in
verses 28 ff.
14 Most of the commentators interpret the above elliptic phrase in the
sense of "changing the appearance
of man" or "scorching the skin of man". The rendering adopted by me, on
the other hand, is based on
the primary significance of the verb laha - "it appeared", "it shone
forth" or "it became visible". Hence,
the primary meaning of the intensive participial noun lawwah is "that
which makes [something] visible".
In the above context, it relates to the sinner's belated cognition of the
truth, as well as to his
distressing insight into his own nature, his past failings and deliberate
wrongdoings, and the realization
of his own responsibility for the suffering that is now in store for him:
a state neither of life nor
of death (cf. 87:12-13).
15 Whereas most of the classical commentators are of the opinion that the
"nineteen"' are the angels that
act as keepers or guardians of hell, Razi advances the view that we may
have here a reference to the
physical, intellectual and emotional powers within man himself: powers
which raise man potentially far
above any other creature, but which, if used wrongly, bring about a
deterioration of his whole personality
and, hence, intense suffering in the life to come. According to Razi, the
philosophers (arbab al-hikmah)
identify these powers or faculties with, firstly, the seven organic
functions of the animal - and therefore
also human-body (gravitation, cohesion, repulsion of noxious foreign
matter, absorption of beneficent
external matter, assimilation of nutrients, growth, and reproduction);
secondly, the five "external" or
physical senses (sight, hearing, touch, smell and taste); thirdly, the
five "internal" or intellectual

senses, defined by Ibn Sina - on whom Razi apparently relies - as (1)
perception of isolated sense-images,
(2) conscious apperception of ideas, (3) memory of sense-images, (4)
memory of conscious apperceptions,
and (5) the ability to correlate sense-images and higher apperceptions;
and, lastly, the emotions of desire
or aversion (resp. fear or anger), which have their roots in both the
"external" and "internal" sense-categories thus bringing the total of the powers and faculties which preside over
man's spiritual fate to nineteen.
In their aggregate, it is these powers that confer upon man the ability
to think conceptually, and place
him, in this respect, even above the angels (cf. 2:30 ff. and the
corresponding notes; see also the
following note).
16 Since it is by virtue of his powers of conscious perception and
conceptual thinking that man can arrive
at a discriminating cognition of good and evil and, thus, rise to great
spiritual heights, these powers
are described here as "angelic" (lit., "angels" - this being the earliest
occurrence of the term malak
in the history of Qur'anic revelation). On the other hand, since a
neglect or a deliberately wrong use of
these angelic powers is at the root of all sinning on the part of man
and, therefore, of his suffering
in the hereafter, they are spoken of as "the lords (ashab) of the fire
[of hell]", which complements
the expression "over it"' in the preceding verse.
17 This is apparently an allusion to the allegorical character of this
passage, which "those who are bent
on denying the truth" are unwilling to recognize as such and, hence, fail
to grasp its real purport. By
speculating on the reasons which allegedly induced Muhammad - whom they
regard as the "author" of the
Qur'an - to lay ~tress on one particular number, they tend to take the
allegory in a literal sense, thus
missing its point entirely.
18 Namely, by being enabled, through an understanding of the above
allegory, to appreciate the rational
approach of the Qur'an to all questions of faith. The reference to "those
who have been granted revelation
aforetime is the earliest statement outlining the principle of continuity
in mankind's religious experience.
19 I.e., in this instance, the half-hearted ones who, despite their ability
to discern between right and
wrong, incline towards unbelief.
20 Cf. the identical phrase in 2:26, together with the corresponding note
18. My interpolation, in both
these passages, of the word "your" between brackets is necessitated by
the fact that it is the unbelievers
who ask this question.

21 Or: "God lets go astray whomever He wills, and guides aright whomever He
wills" (see surah 14, note 4).
The stress on the allegorical nature of the above passage, spoken of as a
"parable" (mathal), has here
the same purpose as in 2:26 - namely, to prevent the followers of the
Qur'an from attaching a literal
meaning to its eschatological descriptions - a purpose that is
unmistakably expressed in the concluding
sentence of this passage: "All this is but a reminder to mortal man".
(See also next note.)
22 Lit., "it" or "these" - depending on whether the personal pronoun hiya
is taken to denote a singular in which case it would refer to the feminine noun saqar, "hell-fire"
(Tabari, Zamakhshari, Baghawi,
Ibn Kathir) - or a plural, referring to what Razi pinpoints as "those
[Qur'anic] verses dealing with
these allegories (hadhihi 'l-mutashabihat)": hence my compromise
rendering "all this".
23 This is the earliest Qur'anic instance of the adjurative particle wa
used in the sense of a solemn,
oathlike assertion - a calling to witness, as it were - meant (as in the
expression "by God!") to give
weight to a subsequently stated truth or evidence of the truth: hence, I
am rendering it here and elsewhere
as "consider". In the present case, the truth thus to be stressed is the
implied statement that just as
the changing phases of the moon and the alternation of night and day are
the outcome of God-given, natural
laws, so, too, a sinner's suffering in the hereafter is but a natural
outcome of his deliberate wrongdoing
in this world. (See also note 7 on 2:7.)
24 Lit., "any of you who chooses...", etc. - i.e., irrespective of whether
one has chosen to follow or
to disregard the divine call: implying that even true believers may
stumble into sinning, and hence need
to be warned.
25 Lit., "those [or "the people"] on the right hand" (ashab al-yamin), an
expression based on the tropical
significance of yamin as "righteous" or "righteousness" and consequently,
"blessedness". The above is
probably the oldest Qur'anic incidence of this expression, which
evidently comprises all those whose
conduct in life will have earned them God's forgiveness of whatever sins
they may have committed.
26 In view of the fact that at the time of the revelation of this very
early surah the canonical prayer
(salah) had not yet been made obligatory on the followers of the Qur'an,
it is reasonable to assume that
in the above context this term is used in its widest sense, namely,
conscious belief in God.

27 Lit., "the intercession of intercessors" - implying that there would be
none to intercede for them
with God. As regards the much-misunderstood Islamic concept of
"intercession", see 10:3 - "there is
none that could intercede with Him unless He grants His leave therefor" and the corresponding note 7.
28 I.e., with so many people who refuse to listen to the truth.
29 Lit., "everyone of them wants to be given wide-open scriptures", or
"scriptures unfolded" (i.e., open
to everyone's understanding): cf. 2:118 - "Why does not God speak unto
us, nor is a message conveyed
to us?" - i.e., directly, without the intervention of a prophet. The
above is the earliest illustration
of the "arrogance" or "false pride" to which the Qur'an so often refers.
30 Namely, unless He bestows His grace on them by making their minds and
hearts receptive to the truth,
so that they are compelled - from within themselves, as it were - to make
the right choice. (See also
note 11 on 81:28-29, as well as note 4 on 14:4.)

The Seventy-Fifth Surah
Al-Qiyamah (Resurrection)
Mecca Period

REVEALED during the first third of the Mecca period, this surah is devoted almost entirely
(with the exception of the parenthetic passage in verses 16-19) to the concept of resurrection, on
which its traditional "title" is based.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
75:1
NAY! I call to witness the Day of Resurrection!1 (2) But nay! I call to witness the accusing voice
of man's own conscience!2 (3) Does man think that We cannot [resurrect him and] bring his
bones together again? (4) Yea indeed, We are able to make whole his very finger-tips! (5) None
the less man chooses to deny what lies ahead of him, (6) asking [derisively], "When is that
Resurrection Day to be?" (7) But [on that Day,] when the eyesight is by fear confounded, (8) and
the moon is darkened, (9) and the sun and the moon are brought together3 - (10) on that Day will
man exclaim "Whither to flee?"
75:11
But nay: no refuge [for thee, O man]! (12) With thy Sustainer, on that Day, the journey's end will
be! (13) Man will be apprised, on that Day, of what he has done and what he has left undone:4
(14) nay, but man shall against himself be an eye-witness, (15) even though he may veil himself
in excuses.5

75:16
MOVE NOT thy tongue in haste, [repeating the words of the revelation:]6 (17) for, behold, it is
for Us to gather it [in thy heart,] and to cause it to be read [as it ought to be read].7 (18) Thus,
when We recite it, follow thou its wording [with all thy mind]:8 (19) and then, behold, it will be
for Us to make its meaning clear.9 (20) NAY, but [most of] you love this fleeting life, (21) and
give no thought to the life to come [and to Judgment Day]!
75:22
Some faces will on that Day be bright with happiness, (23) looking up to their Sustainer; (24)
and some faces will on that Day be overcast with despair, (25) knowing that a crushing calamity
is about to befall them.
75:26
NAY, but when [the last breath] comes up to the throat [of a dying man], (27) and people ask, "Is
there any wizard [that could save him]?"10
(28) the while he [himself] knows that this is the parting, (29) and is enwrapped in the pangs of
death11 - : (30) at that time towards thy Sustainer does he feel impelled to turn!12
75:31
[Useless, though, will be his repentance:13] for [as long as he was alive] he did not accept the
truth, nor did he pray [for enlightenment], (32) but, on the contrary, he gave the lie to the truth
and turned away [from it], (33) and then went arrogantly back to what he had come from.14 [And
yet, O man, thine end comes hourly] nearer unto thee, and nearer (35) and ever nearer unto thee,
and nearer!
75:36
DOES MAN, then, think that he is to be left to himself to go about at will?15 (37) Was he not
once a [mere] drop of sperm that had been spilt, (38) and thereafter became a germ-cell whereupon He created and formed [it] in accordance with what [it] was meant to be,16 (39) and
fashioned out of it the two sexes, the male and the female?
75:40
Is not He, then; able to bring the dead back to life?
1 By "calling it to witness", i.e., by speaking of the Day of Resurrection
as if it had already occurred,
the above phrase is meant to convey the certainty its coming.
2 Lit., "the [self-]reproaching soul": i.e., man's subconscious awareness
of his own shortcomings and failings.

3 I.e., in their loss of light, or in the moon's colliding with the sun.
4 Lit., "what he has sent ahead and left behind", i.e., whatever good and
bad deeds he committed or
omitted (Zamakhshari).
5 Cf. 24:24, 36:65 or 41:20-22.
6 Lit., "Move not thy tongue therewith so that thou might hasten it" - the
pronoun undoubtedly referring
to the contents of revelation. In order to understand this parenthetic
passage (verses 16-19) more
fully, one should read it side by side with the related passage in
20:114, together with the corresponding
note 101. Both these passages are in the first instance addressed to the
Prophet, who is said to have
been afraid that he might forget some of the revealed words unless he
repeated them at the very moment
of revelation; but both have also a wider import inasmuch as they apply
to every believer who reads,
listens to or studies the Qur'an. In 20:114 we are told not to draw hasty
- and therefore potentially
erroneous - conclusions from isolated verses or statements of the Qur'an,
since only the study of the
whole of its message can give us a correct insight. The present passage,
on the other hand, lays stress
on the need to imbibe the divine writ slowly, patiently, to give full
thought to the meaning of every
word and phrase, and to avoid the kind of haste which is
indistinguishable from mechanical glibness,
and which, moreover, induces the person who reads, recites or listens to
it to remain satisfied with
the mere beautiful sound of the Qur'anic language without understanding or even paying adequate
attention to - its message.
7 I.e., "it is for Us to make thee remember it and to cause it to be read
with mind and heart". As pointed
out in the preceding note, the Qur'an can be understood only if it is
read thoughtfully, as one integral
whole, and not as a mere collection of moral maxims, stories or
disjointed laws.
8 Lit., "follow thou its recitation", i.e., its message as expressed in
words. Since it is God who reveals
the Qur'an and bestows upon man the ability to understand it, He
attributes its "recitation" to Himself.
9 I.e., if the Qur'an is read "as it ought to be read" (see note 7 above),
it becomes - as stressed
by Muhammad Abduh - "its own best commentary".
10 Lit., "Who is a wizard [or "a charmer"]?" A similar construction is
found in 28:71 and 72.
11 Lit., "when shank is wrapped around shank" - an idiomatic phrase
denoting "the affliction of the

present state of existence... combined with that of the final state"
(Lane IV, 1471. quoting both the
Qamus and the Taj al-'Arus). As pointed out by Zamakhshari, the noun saq
(lit., "shank") is often
used metaphorically in the sense of "difficulty", "hardship" or
"vehemence" (shiddah); hence the
well-known phrase, qamat al-harb ala saq, "the war broke out with
vehemence" (Taj al-'Arus).
12 Lit., "towards thy Sustainer will be the driving", i.e., with belated
repentance (see next three verses).
The phrase rendered above as "at the time" reads, literally, "on that
day"; but the term yawm is often
used idiomatically in the sense of "time" regardless of its duration.
13 This interpolation, necessary for a full understanding of the sequence,
is based on 4:17-18, which
has a definite bearing on the above passage.
14 Lit., "to his people": i.e., to the arrogant belief, rooted in the
materialism of his social environment,
that man is "self-sufficient" and, therefore, not in need of any divine
guidance (cf. 96:6).
15 I.e., without being held morally responsible for his doings.
16 For this rendering of sawwa, see note 1 on 87:2 and note 5 on 91:7. The
stress on God's creating man
after he had been a germ-cell is a metonym for His endowing the
(originally) lowly organism with what
is described as a "soul".

The Seventy-Sixth Surah
Al-Insan (Man)
Period Uncertain

THE OPINIONS of the earliest commentators are divided as to whether this surah - also called
Ad-Dahr ("Time" or "Endless Time") after a word occurring in the first verse - belongs to the
Mecca or the Medina period. Many authorities of the second generation - among them Mujahid,
Qatadah, Al-Hasan al-Basri and 'Ikrimah (all of them quoted by Baghawi) - hold the view that it
was revealed at Medina.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
76:1
HAS THERE [not] been an endless span of time1 before man [appeared - a time] when he was
not yet a thing to be thought of?2 (76:2) Verily, it is We who have created man out of a drop of
sperm intermingled,3 so that We might try him [in his later life]: and therefore We made him a
being endowed with hearing and sight.

76:3
Verily, We have shown him the way:4 [and it rests with him to prove himself] either grateful or
ungrateful. (76:4) [Now,] behold, for those who deny the truth5 We have readied chains and
shackles, and a blazing flame (76:5) [whereas,] behold, the truly virtuous shall drink from a cup
flavoured with the calyx of sweet-smelling flowers:7 (76:6) a source [of bliss] whereof God's
servants shall drink, seeing it flow in a flow abundant.8
76:7
[The truly virtuous are] they [who] fulfil their vows,9 and stand in awe of a Day the woe of
which is bound to spread far and wide, (76:8) and who give food - however great be their own
want of it - unto the needy, and the orphan, and the captive,11 (9) [saying, in their hearts,] "We
feed you for the sake of God alone: we desire no recompense from you, nor thanks: (76:10)
behold, we stand in awe of our Sustainer's judgment12 on a distressful, fateful Day!"
76:11
And so, God will preserve them from the woes of that Day, and will bestow on them brightness
and joy, (76:12) and will reward them for all their patience in adversity with a garden [of bliss]
and with [garments of] silk.13
76:13
In that [garden] they will on couches recline, and will know therein neither [burning] sun nor
cold severe, (76:14) since its [blissful] shades will come down low over them,14 and low will
hang down its clusters of fruit, most easy to reach.15 (76:15) And they will be waited upon with
vessels of silver and goblets that will [seem to] be crystal (76:16) crystal-like, [but] of silver - the
measure whereof they alone will determine.16
76:17
And in that [paradise] they will be given to drink of a cup flavoured with ginger, (76:18) [derived
from] a source [to be found] therein, whose name is "Seek Thy Way".17 (76:19) And immortal
youths will wait upon them:18 when thou seest them, thou wouldst deem them to be scattered
pearls; (76:20) and when thou seest [anything that is] there thou wilt see [only] bliss and a realm
transcendent.
76:21
Upon those [blest] will be garments of green silk and brocade; and they will be adorned with
bracelets of silver.19 And their Sustainer will give them to drink of a drink most pure.20 (76:22)
[And they will be told:] "Verily, all this is your reward since Your endeavour [in life] has met
[God's] goodly acceptance!"
76:23

VERILY, [O believer,] it is We who have bestowed from on high this Qur'an upon thee, step by
step21 - truly a bestowal from on high! (76:24) Await, then, in all patience thy Sustainer's
judgment,22 and pay no heed to any of them, who is a wilful sinner or an ingrate; (76:25) and
bear in mind thy Sustainer's name23 at morn and evening (76:26) and during some of the night,24
and prostrate thyself before Him, and extol His limitless glory throughout the long night.25
76:27
Behold, they [who are unmindful of God] love this fleeting life, and leave behind them [all
thought of] a grief-laden Day. (76:28) [They will not admit to themselves that] it is We who have
created them and strengthened their make26 - and [that] if it be Our will We can replace them
entirely with others of their kind.27
76:29
VERILY, all this is an admonition: whoever, then, so wills, may unto his Sustainer find a way.
(76:30) But you cannot will it unless God wills [to show you that way]:28 for, behold, God is
indeed all-seeing, wise. (76:31) He admits unto His grace everyone who wills [to be admitted];29
but as for the evildoers - for them has He readied grievous suffering [in the life to come].
1 Implying, according to all the classical commentators, "there has indeed
been an immensely long [or
"endless"] span of time" - the interrogative particle hal having here the
positive meaning of qad.
However, this meaning can be brought out equally well by interpolating
the word "not".
2 Lit., "a thing mentioned" or "mentionable" - i.e., non-existent even as a
hypothetical concept. The
purport of this statement is a refutation of the blasphemous
"anthropocentric" world-view, which
postulates man as he exists - and not any Supreme Being - as the centre
and ultimate reality of
all life.
3 Sc., "with the female ovum"; cf. 86:6-7.
4 I.e., God has not only endowed man with "hearing and sight", i.e., with
reason and the instinctive
ability to discern between right and wrong, good and evil (cf. 90:10),
but He also actively guides
him by means of the revelation bestowed on the prophets.
5 In this context, the "denial of the truth" (kufr) apparently relates to
man's deliberate suppression
of his inborn cognition of God's existence (cf. 7:172 and the
corresponding note 139) as well as to
his disregard of his own instinctive perceptions of good and evil.
6 Sc., "of despair". For the metaphor of "shackles and chains" - i.e., the
consequence of the sinners'

blind surrender to their own passions and to false values, and the
resulting enslavement of their spirit see surah 34, note 44; also Razi's elaborate comments (quoted in note 7
on 73:12-13) on this allegory
of suffering in the hereafter.
7 The Lisan al-Arab gives "the calyx (kimm) of the grape before its
flowering" as the primary significance
of kafur; according to other lexicologists (e.g" Taj al-'Arus), it
denotes "the calyx of any flower";
Jawhari applies it to the "spathe of a palm tree", Hence, this - and not
"camphor" - is evidently the
meaning of kafur in the above context: an allusion to the sweet,
extremely delicate fragrance of the
symbolic "drink" 'of divine knowledge (cf. 83:25-28 and the corresponding
notes 8 and 9).
8 Lit" "making [or "letting"] it flow...", etc.: i.e., having it always at
their disposal.
9 I.e., the spiritual and social obligations arising from their faith.
10 Or, as in 2:176, "however much they themselves may cherish [i.e.,
"need"] it"; cf. also 90:14-16.
It is to be noted that in this context the concept of "giving food"
comprises every kind of help
and care, both material and moral.
11 The term asir denotes anyone who is a "captive" either literally (e.g. a
prisoner) or figuratively,
i.e., a captive of circumstances which render him helpless; thus, the
Prophet said, "Thy debtor is
thy captive; be, therefore, truly kind to thy captive" (Zamakhshari,
Razi, et al.). The injunction of
kindness towards all who are in need of help - and therefore "captive" in
one sense or another applies to believers and non-believers alike (Tabari, Zamakhshari), and
apparently also to animals
dependent on man.
12 Lit" "we fear our Sustainer".
13 For this allegory, see first half of note 41 on 18:31.
14 Regarding the allegorical implication of the term "shades" (zilal), see
note 74 on 4:57. It is to be
noted that the existence of shade presupposes, the existence of light
(Jawhari), which latter is
one of the characteristics implicit in the concept of "paradise".
15 Lit., "in all humility".
16 I.e., partaking of as much as they may desire.
17 This is how Ali ibn Abi Talib - as quoted by Zamakhshari and Razi explains the (obviously compound)

word salsabilan, dividing it into its two components, sal sabilan ("ask
[or "seek"] the way"): namely,
"seek thy way to paradise by means of doing righteous deeds". Although
Zamakhshari does not quite
agree with this interpretation, it is, in my opinion, very convincing
inasmuch as it contains an allusion
to the highly allegorical character of the concept of "paradise" as a
spiritual consequence of one's
positive endeavours in this world, That its delights are not of a
material nature is also evident from
their varying descriptions - i.e., "a cup flavoured with ginger" in verse
17, and "flavoured with the
calyx of sweet-smelling flowers" in verse 5; or "they will be waited upon
with trays and goblets of
gold" in 43:71, and "vessels of silver and goblets that will [seem to] be
crystal crystal-like,
[but] of silver", in verses 15-16 of this surah; and so forth.
18 See note 6 on 56:17-18.
19 See 18:31 (where "bracelets of gold" are mentioned) and the
corresponding note 41.
20 Implying that God Himself will slake their spiritual thirst by purifying
their inner selves "of all
envy, and rancour, and malice, and all that leads to harm, and all that
is base in man's nature"
(Ibn Kathir, quoting Ali ibn Abi Talib), and by allowing them to "drink"
of His Own Light (Razi).
21 The gradualness of Qur'anic revelation is implied in the verbal form
nazzalna.
22 This connects with the preceding mention of the life to come, in which
the righteous will meet with
bliss, and the evildoers with suffering.
23 I.e., His "attributes" as they manifest themselves in His creation since the human mind can grasp
only the fact of His existence and the manifestation of those
"attributes", but never the "how" of
His Reality (Razi).
24 I.e., at all times of wakefulness.
25 I.e., "whenever unhappiness oppresses thee and all seems dark around
thee".
26 I.e., endowed their bodies and minds with the ability to enjoy "this
fleeting life".
27 I.e., with other human beings who would have the same powers of body and
mind, but would put them
to better use.
28 See note 11 on 81:28-29. The perplexity of some of the commentators at
the apparent "contradiction"

between those two verses - as well as between verses 29-30 of the present
surah - has been caused by
their elliptic formulation, which, I believe, is resolved in my
rendering. In the present instance,
in particular, there is a clear connection between the above two verses
and verse 3 of this surah:
"We have shown him the way: [and it rests with him to prove himself]
either grateful or ungrateful".
(Cf. also 74:56.)
29 Or: "whomever He wills" - either of these two formulations being
syntactically justified.

The Seventy-Seventh Surah
Al-Mursalat (Those Sent Forth)
Mecca Period

TAKING its name from the word al-mursalat which appears in the first verse (and which
obviously refers to the gradual revelation of the Qur'an), this surah may be placed
chronologically between surahs 104 (Al-Humazah) and 50 (Qaf), i.e., almost certainly in the
fourth year of the Prophet's mission.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
77:1
CONSIDER these [messages,] sent forth in waves1 (2) and then storming on with a tempest's
force! (3) Consider these [messages] that spread [the truth] far and wide, (4) thus separating
[right and wrong] with all clarity,2 (5) and then giving forth a reminder, (6) [promising] freedom
from blame or [offering] a warning!3
77:7
BEHOLD, all that you are told to expect4 will surely come to pass. (8) Thus, [it will come to
pass] when the stars are effaced, (9) and when the sky is rent asunder, (10) and when the
mountains are scattered like dust, (11) and when all the apostles are called together at a time
appointed...5
77:12
For what day has the term [of all this] been set? (13) For the Day of Distinction [between the true
and the false]!6 (14) And what could make thee conceive what that Day of Distinction will be?
(15) Woe on that Day unto those who give the lie to the truth! (16) Did We not destroy [so many
of] those [sinners] of olden days?
77:17

And We shall let them be followed by those of later times:7 (18) [for] thus do We deal with such
as are lost in sin. (19) Woe on that Day unto those who give the lie to the truth! (20) Did We not
create you out of a humble fluid (21) which We then let remain in [the womb's] firm keeping
(22) for a term pre-ordained?
77:23
Thus have We determined [the nature of man's creation]: and excellent indeed is Our power to
determine [what is to be]!8 (24) Woe, on that Day unto those who give the lie to the truth! (25)
Have We not caused the earth to hold within itself (26) the living and the dead? 9 (27) and have
We not set on it proud, firm mountains, and given you sweet water to drink?10
77:28
Woe on that Day unto those who give the lie to the truth!
77:29
GO ON towards that [resurrection] which you were wont to call a lie! (30) Go on towards the
threefold shadow11 (31) that will offer no [cooling] shade and will be of no avail against the
flame (32) which behold!- will throw up sparks like [burning] logs, (33) like giant fiery ropes!12
77:34
Woe on that Day unto those who give the lie to the truth (35) that Day on which they will not [be
able to] utter a word, (36) nor be allowed to proffer excuses! (37) Woe on that Day unto those
who give the lie to the truth (38) that Day of Distinction [between the true and the false, when
they will be told]: "We have brought you together with those [sinners] of olden times; (39) and if
you [think that you] have a subterfuge left, try to outwit Me!"
77:40
Woe on that Day unto those who give the lie to the truth! (41) [AS AGAINST this,] behold, the
God-conscious shall dwell amidst [cooling] shades and springs, (42) and [partake of] whatever
fruit they may desire; (43) [and they will be told:] "Eat and drink in good cheer in return for what
you did [in life]!"13
77:44
Thus, behold, do We reward the doers of good; (45) [but] woe on that Day unto those who give
the lie to the truth!
77:46
EAT [your fill] and enjoy your life for a little while, O you who are lost in sin!14 (47) [But] woe
on that Day unto those who give the lie to the truth, (48) and when they are told, "Bow down

[before God]", do not bow down: (49) woe on that Day unto those who give the to the truth! (50)
In what other tiding, then, will they, after this, believe?
1 I.e., one after another: an allusion to the gradual, step-by-step
revelation of the Qur'an. By contrast,
the next clause (verse 2) obviously relates to the impact of the divine
writ as a whole. For my rendering
of the adjurative particle wa as "Consider", see su-rah 74, first half of
note 23.
2 Lit., "with [all] separation" (farqan). Cf. 8:29 and the corresponding
note; also note 38 on 2:53.
3 I.e., showing what leads to freedom from blame - in other words, the
principles of right conduct and what is ethically reprehensible and, therefore, to be avoided.
4 Lit., "that which you are promised", i.e., resurrection.
5 Sc., to bear witness for or against those to whom they conveyed God's
message (cf. 4:41-42, 5:109,
7:6 or 39:69).
6 This is chronologically the earliest occurrence of the expression yawm
al-fasl, which invariably relates
to the Day of Resurrection (cf. 37:21, 44:40, 78:17, as well as verse 38
of the present surah): an
allusion to the oft-repeated Qur'anic statement that on resurrection man
will gain a perfect, unfailing
insight into himself and the innermost motivation of his past attitudes
and doings (cf. 69:1 and the
corresponding note 1).
7 The use of the conjunction thumma - which in this case has been rendered
as "And" - implies that
suffering in the hereafter is bound to befall the sinners "of later
times" (al-akhirun) even if
God, in His unfathomable wisdom, wills to spare them in this world.
8 The process of man's coming into being (illustrated, for instance, in
23:12-14) clearly point to
God's creative activity and, hence, to His existence. Consequently, lack
of gratitude on man's part
amounts to what the Qur'an describes as "giving the lie to the truth".
9 This refers not merely to the fact that the earth is an abode for living
and dead human beings and
animals, but is also an allusion to the God-willed, cyclic recurrence of
birth, growth, decay and death
in all organic creation - and thus an evidence of the existence of the
Creator who "brings forth the
living out of that which is dead, and brings forth the dead out of that
which is alive (3:27, 6:95,
10:31 and 30:19).

10 Parallel with the preceding, this verse refers to God's creation of
inanimate matter, and thus
rounds off the statement that He is the Maker of the universe in all its
manifestations, both organic
and inorganic.
11 I.e., of death, resurrection and God's judgment, all three of which cast
dark shadows, as it were,
over the sinners' hearts.
12 Lit., "like yellow twisted ropes", yellow being "the colour of fire"
(Baghawi). The conventional rendering
of jimalat (also spelt jimalat and jimalah) as "camels", adopted by many
commentators and, until now, by
all translators of the Qur'an, must be rejected as grossly anomalous; see
in this connection note 32 on
the second part of 7:40 - "they shall not enter paradise any more than a
twisted rope can pass through
a needle's eye". In the above verse, too, the plural noun jimalah (or
jimalat) signifies "twisted ropes"
or "giant ropes" - a connotation that has been forcefully stressed by Ibn
Abbas, Mujahid, Sa'id ibn
Jubayr and others (cf. Tabari, Baghawi, Razi, Ibn Kathir; also Bukhari,
Kitab at-Tafsir). Moreover, our
observation of the trajectory of shooting stars fully justifies the
rendering "giant fiery ropes".
Similarly, my rendering of qasr, in this context, as "[burning] logs" instead of the conventional
(and utterly meaningless) "castles", "palaces", etc. - goes back to all
of the above-mentioned authorities.
13 For this symbolism of the joys of paradise, see Appendix I.
14 Lit" "behold, you are lost in sin (mujrimun)".

The Seventy-Eighth Surah
An-Naba (The Tiding)
Mecca Period

THE THEME of this undoubtedly late Meccan surah (Suyuti) is the continuation of human life
after bodily death, i.e., resurrection and God's ultimate judgment. Its conventional title is derived
from the word naba appearing in the second verse.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
78:1
ABOUT WHAT do they [most often] ask one another? (2) About the awesome tiding [of
resurrection], (3) on which they [so utterly] disagree.1 (4) Nay, but in time they will come to
understand [it]! (5)And once again:2 Nay, but in time they will come to understand!

78:6
HAVE WE NOT made the earth a resting-place [for you], (7) and the mountains [its] pegs?3 (8)
And We have created you in pairs;4 (9) and We have made your sleep [a symbol of] death5 (10)
and made the night [its] cloak (11) and made the day [a symbol of] life.6
78:12
And We have built above you seven firmaments,7 (13) and have placed [therein the sun,] a lamp
full of blazing splendour. (14) And from the wind-driven clouds We send down waters pouring
in abundance, (15) so that We might bring forth thereby grain, and herbs, (16) and gardens dense
with follage.8
78:17
VERILY, the Day of Distinction [between the true and the false]9 has indeed its appointed time:
(18) the Day when the trumpet [of resurrection] is sounded and you all come forward in
multitudes; (19) and when the skies are opened and become [as wide-flung] gates;10 (20) and
when the mountains are made to vanish as if they had been a mirage.11
78:21
[On that Day,] verily, hell will lie in wait [for those who deny the truth] (22) a goal for all who
are wont to transgress the bounds of what is right! (23) In it shall they remain for a long time.12
(24) Neither coolness shall they taste therein nor any [thirst-quenching] drink (25) only burning
despair and ice-cold darkness:13 (26) a meet requital [for their sins]!
78:27
Behold, they were not expecting to be called to account, (28) having given the lie to Our
messages one and all: (29) but We have placed on record every single thing [of what they did].
(30) [And so We shall say:] "Taste, then, [the fruit of your evil doings,] for now We shall bestow
on you nothing but more and more suffering!"14
78:31
[But,] verily for the God-conscious there is supreme fulfilment in store:15 (32) luxuriant gardens
and vinyards, (33) and splendid companions well matched,16 (34) and a cup [of happiness]
overflowing. (35) No empty talk will they hear in that [paradise], nor any lie. (36) [All this will
be] a reward from thy Sustainer, a gift in accordance with [His Own] reckoning17
78:37
[a reward from] the Sustainer of the heavens and the earth and all that is between them, the Most
Gracious! [And] none shall have it in their power to raise their voices unto Him (38) on the Day

when all [human] souls18 and all the angels will stand up in ranks: none will speak but he to
whom the Most Gracious will have given leave; and [everyone] will say [only] what is right.19
78:39
That will be the Day of Ultimate Truth:20 whoever wills, then, let him take the path that leads
towards his Sustainer! (40) Verily, We have warned you of suffering near at hand - [suffering]
on the Day when man shall [clearly] see what his hands have sent ahead, and when he who has
denied the truth shall say, "Oh, would that I were mere dust... !"21
1 The question which preoccupies man above all others - the question as to
whether there is life after
death - has been variously answered throughout the ages. It is, of
course, impossible to describe
the innumerable variations of those answers; nevertheless, a few main
lines of thought are clearly
discernible, and their mention may be useful for a better understanding
of the Qur'anic treatment of
this problem. Some people - probably a minority - seem to be convinced
that bodily death amounts
to total and irreversible extinction, and that, therefore, all talk about
a hereafter but an outcome
of wishful thinking. Others are of the opinion that after individual
death the human "life-essence"
returns to the supposed source of its origin - conceived as the
"universal soul" - and merges with
it entirely. Some believe in a successive transmigration of the
individual soul, at the moment of
death, into another body, human or animal, but without a continuation of
individual consciousness.
Others, again, think that only the soul, and not the entire human
"personality", continues to live
after death - that is, in a purely spiritual, disembodied form. And,
lastly, some believe in an
undiminished survival of the individual personality and consciousness,
and regard death and resurrection
as the twin stages of a positive act of re-creation of the entire human
personality, in whatever
form this may necessarily involve: and this is the Qur'anic view of the
life to come.
2 For this rendering of the particle thumma, see surah 6, note 31.
3 See 16:15 - "He has placed firm mountains on earth, lest it sway with
you" - and the corresponding
note 11, which explains the reference to mountains as "pegs". - The whole
of this passage (verses 6-16)
is meant to illustrate God's almightiness and creativeness, as if to say,
"Is not He who has created
the universe equally able to resurrect and re-create man in whatever form
He deems necessary?"
4 I.e., "with the same creative power We have created the miraculous
polarity of the two sexes in you

and in other animated beings". The phenomenon of polarity, evident
throughout the universe
(see 36:36 and the corresponding note 18), is further illustrated in
verses 9-11.
5 Thus Zamakhshari, stressing the primary significance of subat as
"cutting-off" (qat), i.e., "death"; also
the famous second-century philologist Abu Ubaydah Ma'mar ibn al-Muthanna,
who (as quoted by Razi)
explains the above Qur'anic phrase as an "analogue (shibh) of death".
6 According to Zamakhshari, the term ma'ash ("that whereby one lives") is
here synonymous with "life".
In the polarity of sleep (or "death") and wakefulness (or "life") we see
the allusion to bodily death
and subsequent resurrection already touched upon in 6:60.
7 Lit., "seven firm ones", indicating the multiplicity of cosmic systems
(see surah 2, note 20).
8 Implying that the overwhelming evidence of purpose and plan in all
observable nature points to the
existence of a conscious Creator who has "not created [anything of] this
without meaning and purpose"
(3:191), and who - as is stressed in the sequence will one day pronounce
His judgment on every
human being's willingness or unwillingness to live up to the standards of
morality made clear to
him through inborn instinct as well as through divine revelation.
9 See note 6 on 78:13. This passage connects with verses 4-5.
10 Allegorically, "its mysteries will be opened to man's understanding" thus further amplifying the concept
of "the Day of Distinction between the true and the false".
11 See note 90 on 20:105-107, as well as note 63 on 14:48.
12 I.e., not forever, since the term huqb or hiqbah (of which ahqab is the
plural) denotes no more than
"a period of time" or "a long time" (Jawhari) - according to some
authorities, "eigghty years", according
to others, "a year" or simply "years" (Asas, Qamus, Lisan al-Arab, etc.).
But however one defines this
term, it is obvious that it signifies a limited period of time, and not
eternity: and this is in tune
with many indications in the Qur'an to the effect that the suffering
described as "hell" is not eternal
(see note 114 on the last paragraph of 6:128), as well as with several
authentic sayings of the Prophet
(e.g., the one quoted in note 10 on 40:12).
13 For my rendering of hamim as "burning despair", see surah 6, note 62.
The meaning of ghassaq is
explained in note 47 on 38:57-58.

14 Lit., "We shall not increase you in anything but suffering": i.e., until
the sins committed in this
world are atoned for by commensurate suffering in the hereafter - for
"whoever shall come [before God]
with an evil deed will be requited with no more than the like thereof;
and none shall be wronged" (6:160).
15 I.e., the fulfilment of all that a human being may ever desire (Razi),
symbolized by the "luxuriant
gardens", etc., of the sequence.
16 For the above rendering of atrab, see surah 56, note 15. As regards my
rendering of kawa'ib as "splendid
companions", it is to be remembered that the term ka'b - from which the
participle ka'ib is derived has many meanings, and that one of these meanings is "prominence",
"eminence" or "glory" (Lisan al-Arab);
thus, the verb ka'ba, when applied to a person, signifies "he made
[another person] prominent", "glorious"
or "splendid" (ibid.) Based on this tropical meaning of both the verb
ka'ba and the noun ka'b, the
participle ka'ib has often been used, in popular parlance, to denote "a
girl whose breasts are becoming
prominent" or "are budding" hence, many commentators see in it an
allusion to some sort of youthful
"female companions' who would entertain the (presumably male) inmates of
paradise. But quite apart from
the fact that all Qur'anic allegories of the joys of paradise invariably
apply to men and women alike,
this interpretation of kawa'ib overlooks the purely derivative origin of
the above popular usage which is based on the tropical connotation of "prominence" inherent in
the noun ka'b - and substitutes
for this obvious tropism the literal meaning of something that is
physically prominent: and this, in
my opinion, is utterly unjustified. If we bear in mind that the Qur'anic
descriptions of the blessings
of paradise are always allegorical, we realize that in the above context
the term kawa'ib can have no
other meaning than "glorious [or "splendid"] beings", without any
definition of sex; and that, in
combination with the term atrab, it denotes, "splendid companions well
matched" - thus alluding to the
relations of the blest with one another, and stressing the absolute
mutual compatibility and equal
dignity of all of them. See also note 13 on 56:34.
17 I.e., not merely in accordance with their good deeds but far in excess
of them, in accordance with
God's unlimited bounty.
18 Lit., "the soul", in the singular but implying a plural. This is,
according to Ibn Abbas, Qatadah and
Al~Hasan (all of them quoted by Tabari), the meaning of ar-ruh in the
above context.

19 This includes the symbolic right of the prophets to "intercede" for the
sinners on Judgment Day
(see 10:3 - "There is none that could intercede with Him unless He grants
leave therefor"- and the
corresponding note 7, which makes it clear that such "intercession"
implies God's a-priori acceptance
of the sinner's repentance). In a wider sense, the statement that he whom
God will allow to speak
"will say [only] what is right" implies the impossibility of anyone's
being untruthful on Judgment Day.
20 Cf. 69:1 and the corresponding note 1. Objectively, it will be the
moment when the ultimate reality
of human life and its purpose will become fully accessible to man's
understanding.
21 Cf. 69:27.

The Seventy-Ninth Surah
An-Nazi'at (Those That Rise)
Mecca Period

THIS late Meccan surah, revealed shortly after the preceding one, takes its name from the word
an-nazi'at in the first verse.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
79:1
CONSIDER those [stars] that rise only to set,1 (2) and move [in their orbits] with steady motion,2
(3) and float [through space] with floating serene, (4) and yet overtake [one another] with swift
overtaking:3 (5) and thus they fulfil the [Creator's] behest!
79:6
[HENCE,4 think of] the Day when a violent convulsion will convulse [the world], (7) to be
followed by further [convulsions]! (8) On that Day will [men's] hearts be throbbing, (9) [and]
their eyes downcast... (10) [And yet,] some say, "What! Are we indeed to be restored to our
former state (11) even though we may have become [a heap of] crumbling bones?"
79:12
[And] they add, "That, then, would be a return with loss!"5 (13) [But,] then, that [Last Hour] will
be [upon them of a sudden, as if it were] but a single accusing cry - (14) and then, lo, they will be
fully awakened [to the truth]!
79:15

HAS THE STORY of Moses ever come within thy ken.6 (16) Lo! His Sustainer called out to him
in the twice-hallowed valley:7 (17) "Go unto Pharaoh - for, verily, he has transgressed all bounds
of what is right - (18) and say [unto him], 'Art thou desirous of attaining to purity? (19) [If so,]
then I shall guide thee towards [a cognition of] thy Sustainer, so that [henceforth] thou wilt stand
in awe [of Him].'"8
79:20
And thereupon he [went to Pharaoh and] made him aware of the great wonder [of God's grace].9
(21) But [Pharaoh] gave him the lie and rebelliously rejected [all guidance], (22) and brusquely
turned his back [on Moses]; (23) and then he gathered [his great ones], and called [unto his
people], (24) and said, "I am your Lord All-Highest!"10
79:25
And thereupon God took him to task, [and made him] a warning example in the life to come as
well as in this world.11 (26) In this, behold, there is a lesson indeed for all who stand in awe [of
God].
79:27
[O MEN!] Are you more difficult to create than the heaven which He has built?12 (28) High has
He reared its vault and formed it in accordance with what it was meant to be;13 (29) and He has
made dark its night and brought forth its light of day. (30) And after that, the earth: wide has He
spread its expanse, (31) and has caused its waters to come out of it, and its pastures,14 (32) and
has made the mountains firm: (33) [all this] as a means of livelihood for you and your animals.15
79:34
AND SO, when the great overwhelming event [of, resurrection] comes to pass (35) on that Day
man will [clearly] remember all that he has ever wrought; (36) and the blazing fire [of hell] will
be laid open before all who [are destined to] see it.16
79:37
For, unto him who shall have transgressed the bounds of what is right, (38) and preferred the life
of this world [to the good of his soul], (39) that blazing fire will truly be the goal!
79:40
But unto him who shall have stood in fear of his Sustainer's Presence, and held back his inner
self from base desires, (41) paradise will truly be the goal!
79:42

THEY WILL ASK thee [O Prophet] about the Last Hour: "When will it come to pass?" (43)
[But] how couldst thou tell anything about it,17 (44) [seeing that] with thy Sustainer alone rests
the beginning and the end [of all knowledge] thereof?18 (45) Thou art but [sent] to warn those
who stand in awe of it.
79:46
On the Day when they behold it, [it will seem to them] as if they had tarried [in this world] no
longer than one evening or [one night, ending with] its morn!19
1 For my rendering of the adjurative particle wa as "Consider", see first
half of note 23 on 74:32. The early commentators differ widely in their explanations of verses 1-5
of this surah. The most popular
interpretation is based on the view that the descriptive participles annazi'at, an-nashitat, as-sabihat,
as-sabiqat and al-mudabbirat refer to angels and their activities with
regard to the souls of the
dying: an interpretation categorically rejected by Abu Muslim alIsfahani, who - as mentioned by Razi points out that the angels are never referred to in the Qur'an in the
female gender, as is the case in
the above five participles, and that the present passage cannot be an
exception. Almost equally
unconvincing - because somewhat laboured - are the explanations which
link those five participles to
the souls of the dying, or to warriors engaged in holy war, or to warmounts, and so forth. The clearest
and simplest interpretation is that advanced by Qatadah (as quoted by
Tabari and Baghawi) and Al-Hasan
al-Basri (quoted by Baghawi and Razi), who maintain that what is meant in
this passage are the stars including the sun and the moon - and their movements in space: and this
interpretation is fully in tune
with many other passages in the Qur'an in which the harmony of those
celestial bodies in their multiform
orbits and graded speeds is cited as an evidence of God's planning and
creativeness. In accordance
with this interpretation, the participle an-nazi'at occurring in the
first verse denotes the daily
"ascending" or "rising" of the stars, while their subsequent "setting" is
indicated by the expression
gharqan, which comprises the two concepts of "drowning" (i.e.,
disappearing) and, tropically, of the
"completeness" of this daily phenomenon (Zamakhshari).
2 I.e., passing from constellation to constellation (Zamakhshari).
3 This is apparently an allusion to the different speeds of the orbiting
stars (Al-Hasan and Abu Ubaydah,
as quoted by Razi), as well as to the extent of their orbits in relation
to one another.

4 I.e., upon realizing the above-mentioned evidence of God's almightiness
and, therefore, of man's
subjection to His ultimate judgment.
5 Implying derisively (Zamakhshari) that in such a case they would be
proved wrong in what they now
consider a "reasonable" assumption.
6 Connecting with the preceding passage, the story of Moses (which appears
in much greater detail in 20:9-98)
is cited here as an illustration of the fact that everyone will have to
answer on Judgment Day for whatever
he did in life, and that it is the main function of every prophet to make
man aware of this responsibility.
7 See note 9 on 20:12. - For the meaning of the particle idh at the
beginning of this sentence, rendered
by me as "Lo!", see surah 2, note 21.
8 Implying that so long as man is not fully aware of the existence of God,
he cannot really discern between
what is morally right or wrong; and since God is just, He does not punish
anyone who has not yet attained
to such a discernment (or, as expressed in the preceding sentence, "to
[moral] purity"): cf. 6: 31 "thy Sustainer would never destroy a community for its wrongdoing so long
as its people are still
unaware [of the meaning of right and wrong]".
9 Lit., "showed him the great wonder", i.e., of the guidance which God, in
His measureless grace, offers
even to the most recalcitrant sinner.
10 Cf. 28:38 and the corresponding note 36. Pharaoh's claim to divine
status is the cardinal sin whereby
"he has transgressed all bounds of what is right" (verse 17 above).
11 Lit., "in the
destroyed all that
his people had
corresponding note

first [life]". See last sentence of 7:137 - "We utterly
Pharaoh and
wrought, and all that they had built" - and the
100.

12 Lit., "or the heaven. . . ", etc. The "heaven" is here, as in many other
places in the Qur'an, a
metonym for "cosmic system" (cf. note 20 on 2:29). The above verse is an
echo of an earlier, more
explicit passage - namely, 40:56-57, which should be read together with
the corresponding notes 40 and 41.
Both these passages refute the "man-centred" view of the universe by
pointing out man's insignificance
as compared with the vastness and complexity of the whole God-created
universe.
13 See 87:2, which is the earliest instance, in the chronology of Qur'anic
revelation, of the use of the
verb sawwa in the above sense.

14 The term "pasture" (mar'a) connotes here, metonymically, all herbal
produce suitable for consumption
by man or animal (Razi).
15 Implying (as in 80:24-32) that man ought to be grateful to God, and
should always be conscious of His
being the Provider: hence the subsequent return of the discourse to the
theme of resurrection and
ultimate judgment.
16 Cf. 26:91 - "will be laid open before those who had been lost in
grievous error": thus reminding man that
suffering in the hereafter ("hell") is the inevitable consequence of
spiritual self-destruction through
deliberate wrongdoing.
17 Lit., "wherein [or "whereon"] art thou with regard to stating it (min
dhikraha)?"
18 Lit., "its utmost limit", i.e., the beginning and the end of all that
can be known about it.
Cf. 7:187 and the corresponding note 153.
19 As in many other places in the Qur'an (e.g., in 2:259, 17:52, 18:19,
20:103-104, 23:112-113, 30:55 etc.),
this is a subtle indication of the illusory, earthbound nature of man's
concept of "time" - a concept
which, we are told, will lose all its meaning in the context of the
ultimate reality comprised in the
term "hereafter" (al-akhirah).

The Eightieth Surah
'Abasa (He Frowned)
Mecca Period

REVEALED at a very early stage of the Prophet's mission, this surah has always been
designated by the predicate with which its first sentence opens. The immediate cause of the
revelation of the first ten verses was an incident witnessed by a number of the Prophet's
contemporaries (see verses 1-2 and the corresponding note 1 below).
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
80:1
HE FROWNED and turned away (80:2) because the blind man approached him!1
80:3
Yet for all thou didst know, [O Muhammad,] he might perhaps have grown in purity, (4) or have
been reminded [of the truth], and helped by this reminder. (5) Now as for him who believes
himself to be self-sufficient2 (6) to him didst thou give thy whole attention, (7) although thou art

not accountable for his failure to attain to purity;3 (8) but as for him who came unto thee full of
eagerness (9) and in awe [of God] (10) him didst thou disregard!
80:11
NAY, VERILY, these [messages] are but a reminder:4 (12) and so, whoever is willing may
remember Him (13) in [the light of His] revelations blest with dignity, (14) lofty and pure, (15)
[borne] by the hands of messengers (16) noble and most virtuous.
80:17
[But only too often] man destroys himself:5 how stubbornly does he deny the truth! (18) [Does
man ever consider] out of what substance [God] creates him? (19) Out of a drop of sperm He
creates him, and thereupon determines his nature,6 (20) and then makes it easy for him to go
through life;7 (21) and in the end He causes him to die and brings him to the grave; (22) and
then, if it be His will, He shall raise him again to life, (23) Nay, but [man] has never yet fulfilled
what He has enjoined upon him!8
1 One day, as recorded in many well-authenticated Traditions, the Prophet
was engrossed in a conversation
with some of the most influential chieftains of pagan Mecca, hoping to
convince them - and, through them,
the Meccan community at large - of the truth of his message. At that
point, he was approached by one of
his followers, the blind Abd Allah ibn Shurayh - known after his
grandmother's name as Ibn Umm Maktum with the request for a repetition or elucidation of certain earlier
passages of the Qur'an. Annoyed by
this interruption of what he momentarily regarded as a more important
endeavour, Muhammad "frowned and
turned away" from the blind man - and was immediately, there and then,
reproved by the revelation of
the first ten verses of this surah. In later years he often greeted Ibn
Umm Maktum with these words of
humility: "Welcome unto him on whose account my Sustainer has rebuked me
(atabani)!" Indirectly, the
sharp Qur'anic rebuke (stressed, in particular, by the use of the thirdperson form in verses 1-2)
implies, firstly, that what would have been a minor act of discourtesy on
the part of an ordinary human
being, assumed the aspect of a major sin, deserving a divine rebuke, when
committed by a prophet; and,
secondly, it illustrates the objective nature of the Qur'anic revelation:
for, obviously, in conveying
God's reproof of him to the world at large, the Prophet "does not speak
out of his own desire" (cf. 53:3).
2 I.e., who does not feel the need of divine guidance: a reference to the
arrogant pagan chieftains with
whom the Prophet was conversing.
3 Lit., "it is not upon thee (alayka) that he does not attain to purity".

4 Sc., of the existence and omnipotence of God. The Qur'an is described
here, as in many other places, as
"a reminder" because it is meant to bring man's instinctive - though
sometimes hazy or unconscious realization of God's existence into the full light of consciousness. (Cf.
7:172 and the corresponding
note 139.)
5 For my rendering of qutila as "he destroys himself", see surah 74, note
9.
6 I.e., in accordance with the organic functions which man's body and mind
are to fulfil, and the natural
conditions to which he will have to adapt himself. Verses 18-22, although
formulated in the past tense,
obviously describe a recurrent phenomenon.
7 Lit., "He makes easy the way for him". This is an allusion to man's being
endowed with the intellectual
equipment enabling him to discern between good and evil and to make
fruitful use of the opportunities
offered to him by his earthly environment.
8 In other words, man has failed to make adequate use of the intellectual
and spiritual endowment referred
to in verse 20. Whereas some commentators are of the opinion that this
relates only to the type of man
spoken of in verse 17 above, others maintain, with greater plausibility,
that it is a reference to
man in general - thus: "No human being has ever fulfilled all that was
imposed on him as a [moral]
duty" (Mujahid, as quoted by Tabari, with a similar statement attributed
by Baghawi to Al-Hasan al-Basri);
or "From the time of Adam to this time, no human being has ever been free
of shortcomings" (Zamakhshari,
Baydawi). This is in tune with the Qur'anic doctrine that perfection is
an attribute of God alone.

80:24
Let man, then, consider [the sources of] his food: (25) [how it is] that We pour down water,
pouring it down abundantly; (26) and then We cleave the earth [with new growth], cleaving it
asunder, (27) and thereupon We cause grain to grow out of it, (28) and vines and edible plants,
(29) and olive trees and date-palms, (30) and gardens dense with foliage, (31) and fruits and
herbage, (32) for you and for your animals to enjoy.9
80:33
AND SO,10 when the piercing call [of resurrection] is heard (34) on a Day when everyone will
[want to] flee from his brother, (35) and from his mother and father, (36) and from his spouse
and his children: (37) on that Day, to every one of them will his own state be of sufficient
concern.

80:38
Some faces will on that Day be bright with happiness, (39) laughing, rejoicing at glad tidings.
(40) And some faces will on that Day with dust be covered, (41) with darkness overspread: (42)
these, these will be the ones who denied the truth and were immersed in iniquity!
9 The implication is that man ought to be grateful for all this God-given
bounty, but as a rule is not:
and this connects with the subsequent evocation of the Day of
Resurrection, already hinted at in the
reference to the recurring phenomenon of life-renewal.
10 I.e., as God is able to bring forth new life out of a seemingly dead
earth, so is He able to resurrect
the dead.

The Eighty-First Surah
At-Takwir (Shrouding In Darkness)
Mecca Period

THE conventional designation of this very early surah (most probably the seventh in the order of
revelation) is derived from the verb kuwwirat, which occurs in the first verse and introduces the
symbolic image of the Last Hour and, hence, of man's resurrection.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
81: 1
WHEN THE SUN is shrouded in darkness, (2) and when the stars lose their light, (3) and when
the mountains are made to vanish,1 (4) and when she-camels big with young, about to give birth,
are left untended, (5) and when all beasts are gathered together,2 (6) and when the seas boil over,
(7) and when all human beings are coupled [with their deeds],3 (8) and when the girl-child that
was buried alive is made to ask (9) for what crime she had been slain,4
81:10
and when the scrolls [of men's deeds] are unfolded, (11) and when heaven is laid bare, (12) and
when the blazing fire [of hell] is kindled bright, (13) and when paradise is brought into view:
(14) [on that Day] every human being will come to know what he has prepared [for himself].
81: 15
BUT NAY! I call to witness the revolving stars, (16) the planets that run their course and set,
(17) and the night as it darkly falls, (18) and the morn as it softly breathes: (19) behold, this
[divine writ] is indeed the [inspired] word of a noble apostle,5 (20) with strength endowed,
secure with Him who in almightiness is enthroned6 (21) [the word] of one to be heeded, and
worthy of trust!

81: 22
For, this fellow-man of yours is not a madman:7 (23) he truly beheld [the angel - beheld] him on
the clear horizon;8 (24) and he is not one to begrudge others the knowledge [of whatever has
been revealed to him] out of that which is beyond the reach of human Perception.9
81:25
Nor is this [message] the word of any satanic force accursed.10 (26) Whither, then, will you go?
(27) This [message] is no less than a reminder to all mankind (28) to everyone of you who wills
to walk a straight way.
81: 29
But you cannot will it unless God, the Sustainer of all the worlds, wills [to show you that way].10
1 See 20:105-107 and the corresponding note 90; also note 63 on 14:48.
2 I.e., when they crowd together in terror of the manifestation of the Last
Hour, or as Mu'tazili commentators
maintain - in order to be indemnified by God for man's cruelty to them
(Razi). It is also said that the
animals which were loved by human beings will live in the hereafter
together with those who loved them
(Zamakhshari). This interpretation is evidently based on 6:38 - "there is
no beast that walks on earth
and no bird that flies on its two wings which is not [God's] creature
like yourselves" - followed almost
immediately by the words, "Unto their Sustainer shall they [all] be
gathered."
3 I.e., when none will be able to divest himself of responsibility for his
past deeds.
4 The barbaric custom of burying female infants alive seems to have been
fairly widespread in pre-Islamic
Arabia, although perhaps not to the extent as has been commonly assumed.
The motives were twofold: the
fear that an increase of female offspring would result in economic
burdens, as well as fear of the
humiliation frequently caused by girls being captured by a hostile tribe
and subsequently preferring
their captors to their parents and brothers. Before Islam, one of the
foremost opponents of this custom
was Zayd ibn Amr ibn Nufayl, a cousin of Umar ibn al-Khattab and
spiritually a precursor of Muhammad
(cf. Bukhari, Fada'il Ashab an-Nabi on the authority of Abd Allah ibn
Umar); he died shortly before
Muhammad's call to prophethood (Fath al-Bari VII, 112). Another man,
Sa'sa'ah ibn Najiyah at-Tamimi grandfather of the poet Farazdaq - achieved equal fame as a saviour of
infants thus condemned to death;

he later embraced Islam. Ibn Khallikan (II, 197) mentions that Sa'sa'ah
saved about thirty girls by
paying ransom to their parents.
5 By "calling to witness" certain natural phenomena which are familiar to
man because of their permanent
recurrence, attention is drawn to the fact that what we call "laws of
nature" are but the observable
elements of God's plan of creation - a plan in which His revelations
(referred to in this and the
subsequent verses) play a decisive role: and so, by implication, the
divine writ granted to Muhammad
is as intrinsically "natural" as any other phenomenon, concrete or
abstract, in the realm of God's
creation.
6 Lit., "with Him of the throne of almightiness". It is to be noted that
the Qur'anic term 'arsh - of
which the above is the earliest occurrence in the order of revelation invariably signifies God's
absolute sovereignty and almightiness (cf. note 43 on 7:54).
7 See surah 68, note 3. The characterization of Muhammad as "this fellowman of yours" is meant to stress
his absolute humanness, and thus to counteract any possibility on the
part of his followers to deify
him. (See also note 150 on 7:184.)
8 This is evidently a reference to the Prophet's vision of the Angel
Gabriel which ended the break in
revelation (fatrat al-wahy) mentioned in the introductory note to surah
74. See also 53:5 ff. and
the corresponding notes.
9 Sc., "and so he conveys this revelation to you".
10 For my occasional rendering of shaytan as "satanic force", see first
half of note 16 on 15:17.
11 I.e., "you can will it only because God has willed to show
way by means of the positive
instincts which He has implanted in you, as well as through
revelations which He has bestowed on
His prophets": implying that the choice of the right way is
everyone who is willing to avail
himself of God's universal guidance. (Cf. a similar passage

you the right
the
open to
in 76:29-30.)

The Eighty-Second Surah
Al-Infitar (The Cleaving Asunder)
Mecca Period

ALTHOUGH some authorities assign this surah to the early part of the Mecca period, others
regard it as more probable that it belongs to the last group of Meccan revelations.

In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
82:1
WHEN THE SKY is cleft asunder,1 (2) and when the stars are scattered, (3) and when the seas
burst beyond their bounds, (4) and when the graves are overturned (5) every human being will
[at last] comprehend, what he has sent ahead and what he has held back [in this world].2
82:6
O MAN! What is it that lures thee away from thy bountiful Sustainer,3 (7) who has created thee,
and formed thee in accordance with what thou art meant to be,4 and shaped thy nature in just
proportions,5 (8) having put thee together in whatever form He willed [thee to have]? (9) Nay, [O
men,] but you [are lured away from God whenever you are tempted to] give the lie to [God's]
Judgment!6
82: 10
And yet, verily, there are ever-watchful forces over you, (11) noble, recording, (12) aware of
whatever you do!7 (13) Behold, [in the life to come] the truly virtuous: will indeed be in bliss,
(14) whereas, behold, the wicked will indeed be in a blazing fire (15) [a fire] which they shall
enter on Judgment Day, (16) and which they shall not [be able to] evade.
82:17
And what could make thee conceive what that Judgment Day will be? (18) And once again:
What could make thee conceive what that Judgment Day will be?8 (19) [It will be] a Day when
no human being shall be of the least avail to another human being: for on that Day [it will
become manifest that] all sovereignty is God's alone.
1 An allusion to the Last Hour, when the world as known to man will come to
an end and the ultimate
reality of the hereafter will begin.
2 I.e., what he has done and what he has omitted to do. An alternative
rendering would be "what he has placed
forward and what he has placed behind", i.e., what he prized more and
what less in his erstwhile,
subjective valuation. Thus, at the moment of resurrection man will
suddenly understand the true
motivations and moral implications of whatever he did - or consciously
refrained from doing - during
his life in this world: and this applies to all the good deeds he did and
the sins he refrained from,
as well as to all the sins he committed and the good deeds he failed to
do.
3 A rhetorical question implying that no human being is ever entirely
immune against "that temptation to

evil (fitnah) which does not befall only those among you who are bent on
denying the truth"
(see 8:25 and the corresponding note 25). The answer is given in verse 9
below.
4 I.e., "endowed thee with all the qualities and abilities relevant to the
exigencies of thy individual
life and thy environment".
5 Lit., "made thee proportionate", i.e., a being subject to physical needs
and emotional urges, and at
the same time endowed with intellectual and spiritual perceptions: in
other words, a being in whom
there is no inherent conflict between the demands of "the spirit and the
flesh", since both these
aspects of the human condition are - as stressed in the next verse - Godwilled and, therefore,
morally justified.
6 In view of the fact that the whole of this passage is addressed to "man"
or "men" in general, and not
merely to deniers of the truth, I believe that the expression "you give
the lie" does not, in this
context, necessarily imply a conscious denial of God's ultimate judgment
but rather, a tendency inherent
in most human beings to close one's mind - occasionally or permanently,
as the case may be - to the
prospect of having to answer before God for one's doings: hence my
rendering, "you are tempted to
give the lie".
7 The classical commentators are of the opinion that we have here a
reference to the guardian angels
who record, allegorically, all of men's deeds. However, another
explanation has been suggested by me
in my rendering of 50:16-23 and elaborated in the corresponding notes 1116. In consonance with that
interpretation, the "watchful force" (hafiz) set over every human being
is his own conscience, which
"records" all his motives and actions in his subconscious mind. Since it
is the most precious element
in man's psyche, it is described in verse 11 as "noble".
8 For my rendering of thumma at the beginning of this verse as "And once
again", see surah 6, note 31.
The repetition of this rhetorical question is meant to indicate that
man's intellect and imagination
cannot possibly answer it, since what is described as the Day of Judgment
will usher in a reality which
as yet is wholly outside our human experience and, therefore, cannot be
grasped conceptually: hence,
only allegory - and our own emotional response to it - can give us an
inkling of what that reality
might be.

The Eighty-Third Surah

Al-Mutaffifin (Those Who Give Short Measure)
Period Uncertain

MANY AUTHORITIES - among them Suyuti - regard this surah as the last Meccan revelation.
However, a number of authentic Traditions make it clear that at least the first four verses were
revealed shortly after the Prophet's arrival at Medina (cf. Tabari, Baghawi, Ibn Kathir): some
commentators go even further and ascribe the whole of the surah to the Medina period. If we
take all the available evidence into account and disregard all speculations based on no more than
theme and style, we may assume that the main body of this surah indeed represents the very last
Meccan revelation, while the opening passage (to which the above-mentioned Traditions
explicitly refer) belongs to the earliest Medina period. Thus, the surah as a whole stands - like
surah 29 (Al-Ankabut) - on the threshold between these two periods.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
83: 1
WOE UNTO THOSE who give short measure: (2) those who, when they are to receive their due
from [other] people, demand that it be given in full (3) but when they have to measure or weigh
whatever they owe to others, give less than what is due!1
83: 4
Do they not know that they are bound to be raised from the dead (5) [and called to account] on
an awesome Day (6) the Day when all men shall stand before the Sustainer of all the worlds?
83: 7
NAY, VERILY, the record of the wicked is indeed [set down] in a mode inescapable!2 (8) And
what could make thee conceive what that that mode inescapable will be? (9) A record [indelibly]
inscribed!
83: 10
Woe on that Day unto those who give the lie to the truth (11) those who give the lie to the
[coming of] Judgment Day: (12) for, none gives the lie to it but such as are wont to transgress
against all that is [and are] immersed in sin:3 (13) [and so,] whenever Our messages are
conveyed to them, they but say, "Fables of ancient times!" (14) Nay, but their hearts are corroded
by all [the evil] that they were wont to do!4
1 This passage (verses 1-3) does not, of course, refer only to commercial
dealings but touches upon
every aspect of social relations, both practical and moral, applying to
every individual's rights and
obligations no less than to his physical possessions.

2 According to some of the greatest philologists (e.g., Abu Ubaydah, as
quoted in the Lisan al-Arab), the
term sijjin is derived from - or even synonymous with - the noun sijn,
which signifies "a prison". Proceeding
from this derivation, some authorities attribute to sijjin the tropical
meaning of da'im, i.e., "continuing"
or "lasting" (ibid.). Thus, in its metaphorical application to a sinner's
"record", it is evidently meant
to stress the latter's inescapable quality, as if its contents were
lastingly "imprisoned", i.e., set
down indelibly, with no possibility of escaping from what they imply:
hence my rendering of the phrase
fi sijjin as "[set down] in a mode inescapable". This interpretation is,
to my mind, fully confirmed
by verse 9 below.
3 Implying that a denial of ultimate responsibility before God and, hence,
of His judgment - is invariably
conducive to sinning and to transgression against all moral imperatives.
(Although this and the next verse
are formulated in the singular, I am rendering them in the plural
inasmuch as this plurality is idiomatically
indicated by the word kull before the descriptive participles mu'tad and
athim, as well as by the use of
a straight plural in verses 14 ff.)
4 Lit., "that which they were earning has covered their hearts with rust":
implying that their; persistence
in wrongdoing has gradually deprived them of all consciousness of moral
responsibility and, hence, of
the ability to visualize the fact of God's ultimate judgment.

83:15
Nay, verily, from [the grace of] their Sustainer shall they on that Day be debarred; (16) and then,
behold, they shall enter the blazing fire (17) and be told: "This is the [very thing] to which you
were wont to give the lie!"
83:18
NAY, VERILY - the record of the truly virtuous is [set down] in a mode most lofty!5 (19) And
what could make thee conceive what that mode most lofty will be? (20) A record [indelibly]
inscribed, (21) witnessed by all who have [ever] been drawn close unto God.6
83: 22
Behold, [in the life to come] the truly virtuous will indeed be in bliss: (23) [resting] on couches,
they will look up [to God]:7 (24) upon their faces thou wilt see the brightness of bliss.
83: 25

They will be given a drink of pure wine whereon the seal [of God] will have been set, (26)
pouring forth with a fragrance of musk.8 To that [wine of paradise], then, let all such aspire as
[are willing to] aspire to things of high account: (27) for it is composed of all that is most
exalting9 (28) a source [of bliss] whereof those who are drawn close unto God shall drink.10
5 I.e., in contrast to the record of the wicked (see verse 7 above). As
regards the term 'illiyyun, it is
said to be the plural of 'illi or 'illiyyah ("loftiness") or,
alternatively, a plural which has no
singular (Qamus, Taj al-'Arus); in either case it is derived from the
verb 'ala, which signifies "[something]
was [or "became"] high" or "lofty" or - tropically - "exalted": thus in
the well-known idiomatic phrase,
huwa min 'illiyyat qawmihi, "he is among the [most] exalted of his
people". In view of this derivation,
the plural 'illiyyun has evidently the intensive connotation of
"loftiness upon loftiness" (Taj al-'Arus)
or "a mode most lofty".
6 I.e., by the prophets and saints of all times as well as by the angels.
7 Cf. 7:23. As elsewhere in the Qur'an, the "couches" of the virtuous in
paradise symbolize complete restfulness
and inner fulfilment.
8 Lit., "the end whereof (khitamuhu) will be musk". My rendering of the
above phrase reflects the interpretation
given to it by several authorities of the second generation of Islam, and
by Abu Ubaydah ibn al-Muthanna
(all of them quoted by Razi). The "pure wine" (rahiq) of the hereafter which, contrary to the wine of
this world, will carry "the seal" (i.e., the sanction) of God because "no
headiness will be in it, and
they will not get drunk thereon" (37:47) - is another symbol of paradise,
alluding, by means of comparisons
with sensations that can be experienced by man, to the otherworldly
sensations of joy which, in a form
intensified beyond all human imagination, are in store for the righteous.
Some of the great Muslim mystics
(e.g., Jalal ad-Din Rumi) see in that "pure wine" an allusion to a
spiritual vision of God: an interpretation
which, I believe, is fully justified by the sequence.
9 Whereas most of the classical commentators regard the infinitive noun
tasnim as the proper name of one
of the allegorical "fountains of paradise ", or, alternatively, refrain
from any definition of it, it
seems to me that the derivation of tasnim from the verb sannama - "he
raised [something]" or "made [it]
lofty" - points, rather, to the effect which the "wine" of divine
knowledge will have on those who "drink"
of it in paradise. Hence, the tabi'i 'Ikrimah (as quoted by Razi) equates
tasnim with tashrif, "that
which is ennobling" or "exalting".
10 Cf. 76:5-6 and the corresponding notes.

83:29
BEHOLD, those who have abandoned themselves to sin are wont to laugh at such as have
attained to faith11 (30) and whenever they pass by them, they wink at one another [derisively];
(31) and whenever they return to people of their own kind,12 they return full of jests; (32) and
whenever they see those [who believe,] they say, "Behold, these [people] have indeed gone
astray!" (33) And, withal, they have no call to watch over [the beliefs of] others...13
83: 34
But on the Day [of Judgment], they who had attained to faith will [be able to] laugh at the
[erstwhile] deniers of the truth:14 (35) [for, resting in paradise] on couches, they will look on [and
say to themselves]: (36) "Are these deniers of the truth being [thus] requited for [aught but] what
they were wont to do?"
11 In the original, verses 29-33 are in the past tense, as if viewed from
the time-level of Judgment Day.
However, since the preceding and the following passages (i.e., verses 1828 and 34-36) are formulated
in the future tense, verses 29-33 (which relate to life in this world)
maybe adequately rendered in the
present tense.
12 Lit., "to their [own] people",
13 Lit., "they have not been sent as watchers over them" - implying that
none who is devoid of faith has
the right to criticize the faith of any of his fellow-men.
14 Speaking of the righteous, the Qur'an repeatedly stresses that on the
Day of Judgment God "shall have
removed whatever unworthy thoughts or feelings (ghill) may have been
[lingering] in their bosoms"
(7:43 and 15:47). Since an expression of vengeful joy on the part of the
blest at the calamity which
in the hereafter will befall the erstwhile sinners would certainly fall
within the category of "unworthy
feelings", their "laughing" can only have a metaphorical meaning,
denoting no more than a realization
of their own good fortune.

The Eighty-Fourth Surah
Al-Inshiqaq (The Splitting Asunder)
Mecca Period

IN THE chronological order, this surah comes immediately after surah 82 (Al-Infitar) and,
hence, is probably one of the last Meccan revelations.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:

84: 1
WHEN THE SKY is split asunder,1 (2) obeying its Sustainer, as in truth it must; (3) and when
the earth is leveled,2 (4) and casts forth whatever is in it, and becomes utterly void,3 (5) obeying
its Sustainer, as in truth it must -: (6) [then,] O man - thou [that] hast, verily, been toiling towards
thy Sustainer in painful toil4 - then shalt thou meet Him!
84:7
And as for him whose record shall be placed in his right hand,5 (8) he will in time be called to
account with an easy accounting, (9) and will [be able to] turn joyfully to those of his own kind.6
(10) But as for him whose record shall be given to him behind his back;7 (11) he will in time
pray for utter destruction: (12) but he will enter the blazing flame.
84:13
Behold, [in his earthly life] he lived joyfully among people of his own kind8 (14) for, behold, he
never thought that he would have to return [to God]. (15) Yea indeed! His Sustainer did see all
that was in him!
84:16
BUT NAY! I call to witness the sunset's [fleeting] afterglow, (17) and the night, and what it [step
by step] unfolds, (18) and the moon, as it grows to its fullness:9 (19) [even thus, O men,] are you
bound to move; onward from stage to stage.10 (20) What, then, is amiss with them that they will
not believe [in a life to come]?11 (21) and [that], when the Qur'an is read unto them, they do not
fall down in prostration?12 (22) Nay, but they who are bent on denying the truth give the lie [to
this divine writ]! (23) Yet God has full knowledge of what they conceal [in their hearts].13
84:24
Hence, give them the tiding of grievous suffering [in the life to come] (25) unless it be such [of
them] as [repent, and] attain to faith, and do good works: for theirs shall be a reward unending!
1 I.e., at the coming of the Last Hour and the beginning of a new reality,
both in fact and in man's perception.
2 See 20:105-107.
3 I.e., loses all its reality.
4 An allusion to the fact that in man's earthly life - irrespective of
whether one is consciously aware
of it or not - sorrow, pain, drudgery and worry by far outweigh the rare
moments of true happiness and
satisfaction. Thus, the human condition is described as "painful toiling
towards the Sustainer" i.e., towards the moment when one meets Him on resurrection.

5 I.e., whose behaviour in life characterizes him as "righteous": see note
12 on 69:19.
6 Lit., "his people" - i.e., those who, like him, were righteous in life.
7 At first glance, this seems to contrast with 69:25, where it is stated
that the record of the unrighteous
"shall be placed in his left hand". In reality, however; the present
formulation alludes to the sinner's
horror at his record, and his wish that he had never been shown it
(69:25-26): in other words, his not
wanting to see it is symbolized by its appearance "behind his back".
8 Lit., "his people"
note 14 on 75:33.)

i.e., people of the same sinful inclinations. (Cf.

9 Thus God "calls to witness" the fact that nothing in His creation is ever
at a standstill, since
everything moves unceasingly from one state of being into another, at
every moment changing its
aspect and its condition: a phenomenon aptly described by the Greek
philosopher Heraclitus by the
phrase panta rhei ("everything is in flux").
10 Or: "from one state to another state" (Zamakhshari): i.e., in an
unceasing progression - conception,
birth, growth, decline, death and, finally, resurrection.
11 Since the inexorable movement of all that exists from stage to stage or
from one condition into another
corresponds to a fundamental law evident in all creation, it is
unreasonable to assume that man alone
should be an exception, and that his onward movement should cease at the
moment of his bodily death, not
to be followed by a change-over into another state of being.
12 I.e., seeing how consistently it stresses the divine law of unceasing
change and progression in all
that exists.
13 Namely, their unwillingness to admit their responsibility to a Supreme
Being.

The Eighty-Fifth Surah
Al-Buruj (The Great Constellations)
Mecca Period

REVEALED after surah 91 ("The Sun").
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
85:1

CONSIDER the sky full of great constellations, (2) and [then bethink thyself of] the promised
Day,1 (3) and [of] Him who witnesses [all], and [of] that unto which witness is borne [by Him]!2
(4) THEY DESTROY [but] themselves,3 they who would ready a pit (5) of fire fiercely burning
[for all who have attained to faith]!4 (6) Lo! [With glee do] they contemplate that [fire], (7) fully
conscious of what they are doing to the believers,5 (8) whom they hate for no other reason than
that they believe in God, the Almighty, the One to whom all praise is due, (9) [and] to whom the
dominion of the heavens and the earth belongs. But God is witness unto everything!
85:10
Verily, as for those who persecute believing men and believing women, and thereafter do not
repent, hell's suffering awaits them: yea, suffering through fire awaits them!6 (11) [But,] verily,
they who attain to faith and do righteous deeds shall [in the life to come] have gardens through
which running waters flow - that triumph most great!7
85:12
VERILY, thy Sustainer's grip is exceedingly strong! (13) Behold, it is He who creates [man] in
the first instance, and He [it is who] will bring him forth anew. (14) And He alone is trulyforgiving, all-embracing in His love, (15) in sublime almightiness enthroned,8 (16) a sovereign
doer of whatever He wills.
85:17
HAS IT ever come within thy ken, the story of the [sinful] hosts (18) of Pharaoh, and of [the
tribe of] Thamud?9 (19) And yet, they who are bent on denying the truth persist in giving it the
lie: (20) but all the while God encompasses them [with His knowledge and might] without their
being aware of it.10
85:21
Nay, but this [divine writ which they reject] is a discourse sublime, (22) upon an imperishable
tablet [inscribed].11
1 I.e., the Day of Resurrection.
2 By creating the universe, God "bears witness", as it were, to His Own
almightiness and uniqueness:
cf. 3:18 - "God [Himself] bears witness that there is no deity save Him"and the corresponding note 11.
3 For an explanation of this rendering of qutila, see note 9 on 74:19-20.
4 Lit., "those responsible (ashab) for the pit of fire abounding in fuel".
In order to explain this parabolic
passage, the commentators interpret it - quite unnecessarily - in the
past tense, and advance the most
contradictory legends meant to "identify" those evildoers in historical
terms. The result is a medley

of stories ranging from Abraham's experiences with his idolatrous
contemporaries (cf. 21:68-70) to the
Biblical legend of Nebuchadnezzar's attempt to burn three pious
Israelites in a fiery furnace (The Book
of Daniel iii, 19 ff.), or the persecution, in the sixth century, of the
Christians of Najran by the
King of Yemen, Dhu Nawas (who was a Jew by religion), or the entirely
apocryphal story of a Zoroastrian
king who burnt to death those of his subjects who refused to accept his
dictum that a marriage of brother
and sister was "permitted by God"; and so forth. None of these legends
needs, of course, to be seriously
considered in this context. As a matter of fact, the very anonymity of
the evildoers referred to in the
above Qur'anic passage shows that we have here a parable and not an
allusion to "historical" or even
legendary events. The persecutors are people who, having no faith
whatsoever, hate to see faith in others
(see verse 8 below); the "pit of fire" is a metaphor for the persecution
of the latter by the former:
a phenomenon not restricted to any particular time or to a particular
people but recurring in many forms
and in varying degrees of intensity throughout recorded history.
5 Lit., "as they sit over it, the while they witness all that they are
doing...", etc.
6 Lit., "through burning"
7 This is almost certainly the earliest Qur'anic reference to "gardens
through which running waters flow"
as an allegory of the bliss which awaits the righteous in the hereafter.
8 Lit., "He of the sublime throne of almightiness (al-'arsh al-majid)". For
my rendering of al-'arsh as
"the throne of almightiness", see 7:54 and the corresponding note 43.
9 Sc., "both of which were destroyed because of their sins". The story of
Pharaoh and his forces, and
their destruction by drowning, is referred to many times in the Qur'an;
for the story of the Thamud see,
in particular, 7:73 ff. and the corresponding notes 56-62.
10 Lit., "from behind them", an idiomatic phrase denoting a happening
imperceptible to those whom it
closely concerns.
11 Lit., "upon a well-guarded tablet (lawh mahfuz?)" - a description of the
Qur'an to be found only in this
one instance. Although some commentators take it in its literal sense and
understand by it an actual
"heavenly tablet" upon which the Qur'an is inscribed since all eternity,
to many others the phrase has
always had a metaphorical meaning: namely, an allusion to the
imperishable quality of this divine writ.
This interpretation is pointedly mentioned as justified by, e.g., Tabari,
Baghawi, Razi or Ibn Kathir,

all of whom agree that the phrase "upon a well-guarded tablet" relates to
God's promise that the Qur'an
would never be corrupted, and would remain free of all arbitrary
additions, diminutions and textual
changes. See in this connection also 15:9 and the corresponding note 10.

The Eighty-Sixth Surah
At-Tariq (That Which Comes In The Night)
Mecca Period

REVEALED at a comparatively early date (probably in the fourth year of the Prophet's mission),
the surah takes its name from the noun at-tariq in its first verse.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
86:1
CONSIDER the heavens and that which comes in the night!1 (2) And what could make thee
conceive what it is that comes in the night? (3) It is the star that pierces through [life's] darkness:
(4) [for] no human being has ever been left unguarded.2
86:5
LET MAN, then, observe out of what he has been created: (6) he has been created out of a
seminal fluid (7) issuing from between the loins [of man] and the pelvic arch [of woman].3
86:8
Now, verily, He [who thus creates man in the first instance] is well able to bring him back [to
life] (9) on the Day when all I secrets will be laid bare, (10) and [man] will have neither strength
nor helper! (11) Consider4 the heavens, ever-revolving, (12) and the earth, bursting forth with
plants!
86:13
BEHOLD, this [divine writ] is indeed a word that between truth and falsehood,5 (14) and is no
idle tale. (15) Behold, they [who refuse to accept it] devise many a false argument6 [to disprove
its truth]; (16) but I shall bring all their scheming to nought.7 (17) Let, then, the deniers of the
truth have their will: let them have their will for a little while!
1 Some commentators assume that what is described here as at-tariq ("that
which comes in the night") is
the morning-star, because it appears towards the end of the night; others
- like Zamakhshari or Raghib understand by it "the star" in its generic sense. Now if we analyze the
origin of this noun, we find that
it is derived from the verb taraqa, which primarily means "he beat
[something]" or "knocked [at something]";

hence, taraqa 'l-bab, "he knocked at the door". Tropically, the noun
signifies "anything [or "anyone"]
that comes in the night", because a person who comes to a house by night
is expected to knock at the
door (Taj al-'Arus). In the Qur'anic mode of expression, at-tariq is
evidently a metaphor for the heavenly
solace which sometimes comes to a human being lost in the deepest
darkness of affliction and distress;
or for the sudden, intuitive enlightenment which disperses the darkness
of uncertainty; or, finally,
for divine revelation, which knocks, as it were, at the doors of man's
heart... and thus fulfils the
functions of both solace and enlightenment. (For my rendering of the
adjurative wa as "Consider", see
surah 74, first half of note 23.)
2 Lit., "there is no human being without a guardian [or "without a watch
being kept] over it". See in
this connection note 7 on 82:10-12.
3 The plural noun tara'ib, rendered by me as "pelvic arch", has also the
meaning of "ribs" or "arch of
bones"; according to most of the authorities who have specialized in the
etymology of rare Quranic
expressions this term relates specifically to female anatomy (Taj al'Arus).
4 Sc., "And, finally, in order to grasp more fully God's power of creation
and re-creation, consider...", etc.
5 Lit., "a decisive word", or "word of distinction", i.e., between the true
and the false - in this case,
belief in a continuation of life after "death ", on the one hand, and a
denial of its possibility, on
the other. (Cf. 37:21, 44:40, 86:13 and 38, and 78:17, where Resurrection
Day is spoken of as "the
Day of Distinction"; see also note 6 on 86:13.)
6 Lit., "devise [many] an artful scheme (kayd)"; see note 41 on 34:33,
where "the almost synonymous term
makr is used in the same sense.
7 Lit., "I shall devise a [yet more subtle] scheme", sc., "to bring theirs
to nought". The paraphrase
adopted by me gives, according to all the authorities, the meaning of the
above sentence.

The Eighty-Seventh Surah
Al-A'La (The All-Highest)
Mecca Period

THIS IS most probably the eighth surah in the chronology of revelation. The key-word by which
it has always been known appears in the first verse.

In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
87:1
EXTOL the limitless glory of thy Sustainer's name:[the glory of] the Al-Highest, (2) who creates
[every thing], and thereupon forms it in accordance with with what it is meant to be,1 (3) and
who determines the nature [of all that exists],2 and thereupon guides it [towards its fulfilment],
(4) and who brings forth herbage, (5) and thereupon causes it to decay into rust-brown stubble!3
87:6
WE SHALL teach thee, and thou wilt not forget [aught of what thou art taught], (7) save what
God may will [thee to forget]4 - for, verily, He [alone] knows all that is open to [man's]
perception as well as all that is hidden [from it]5 -: (8) and [thus] shall We make easy for thee the
path towards [ultimate] ease.6
87:9
REMIND, THEN, [others of the truth, regardless of] whether this reminding [would seem to] be
of use [or not]:7 (10) in mind will keep it he who stands in awe [of God], (11) but aloof from it
will remain that most hapless wretch (12) he who [in the life to come] shall have to endure the
great fire (13) wherein he will neither die nor remain alive.8
87:14
To happiness [in the life to come] will indeed attain he who attains to purity [in this world], (15)
and remembers his Sustainer's name, and prays [unto Him]. (16) But nay, [O men,] you prefer
the life of this world, (17) although the life to come is better and more enduring.
87:18
Verily, [all] this has indeed been [said] in the earlier revelations (19) the revelations of Abraham
and Moses.9
1 I.e., He endows it with inner coherence and with qualities consistent
with the functions which it is
meant to perform, and thus adapts it a priori to the exigencies of its
existence.
2 Cf. the last sentence of 25:2 and the corresponding note 3; also 20:50
and note 31.
3 I.e., metonymically, "who brings forth life and deals death"
4 The classical commentators assume that the above words are addressed
specifically to the Prophet, and that,
therefore, they relate to his being taught the Qur'an and being promised
that he would not forget anything

thereof, "save what God may will [thee to forget]". This last clause has
ever since given much trouble
to the commentators, inasmuch as it is not very plausible that He who has
revealed the Qur'an to the
Prophet should cause him to forget anything of it. Hence, many
unconvincing explanations have been advanced
from very early times down to our own days, the least convincing being
that last refuge of every perplexed
Qur'an-commentator, the "doctrine of abrogation" (refuted in my note 87
on 2:106). However, the supposed
difficulty of interpretation disappears as soon as we allow ourselves to
realize that the above passage,
though ostensibly addressed to the Prophet, is directed at man in
general, and that it is closely related
to an earlier Qur'anic revelation - namely, the first five verses of
surah 96 ("The Germ-Cell") and,
in particular, verses 3-5, which speak of God's having "taught man what
he did not know". In note 3 on
those verses I have expressed the opinion that they allude to mankind's
cumulative acquisition of empirical
and rational knowledge, handed down from generation to generation and
from one civilization to another:
and it is to this very phenomenon that the present passage, too, refers.
We are told here that God, who
has formed man in accordance with what he is meant to be and has promised
to guide him, will enable him
to acquire (and thus, as it were, "impart" to him) elements of knowledge
which mankind will accumulate,
record and collectively "remember" - except what God may cause man to
"forget" (in another word, to abandon)
as having become redundant by virtue of his new experiences and his
acquisition of wider, more differentiated
elements of knowledge, empirical as well as deductive or speculative,
including more advanced, empirically
acquired skills. However, the very next sentence makes it clear that all
knowledge arrived at through
our observation of the external world and through speculation, though
necessary and most valuable,
is definitely limited in scope and does not, therefore, in itself suffice
to give us an insight into
ultimate truths.
5 I.e., all that is intrinsically beyond the reach of human perception (alghayb): the implication being
that, since human knowledge must forever remain imperfect, man cannot
really find his way through life
without the aid of divine revelation.
6 I.e., towards an ease of the mind and peace of the spirit.
7 Thus Baghawi, as well as Razi in one of his alternative interpretations
of this phrase.
8 I.e., in consequence of having remained aloof from the divine reminder.
(Cf. 74:28-29.)

9 These two names are given here only as examples of earlier prophetic
revelations, thus stressing, once
again, the twofold fact of continuity in mankind's religious experiences
and of the identity of the
basic truths preached by all the prophets. (cf. also 53:36 ff.) The noun
suhuf (sing. sahifah), which
literally denotes "leaves [of a book]" or "scrolls", is synonymous with
kitab in all the senses of
this term (Jawhari): hence, in the above context, "revelations".

The Eighty-Eighth Surah
Al-Ghashiyah (The Overshadowing Event)
Mecca Period

REVEALED most probably about the middle of the Mecca period, this surah derives its title
from the participial noun al-ghashiyah in the first verse.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
88:1
HAS THERE COME unto thee the tiding of the Overshadowing Event?'1 (2) Some faces will on
that Day be downcast, (3) toiling [under burdens of sin], worn out [by fear], (4) about to enter a
glowing fire, (5) given to drink from a boiling spring. (6) No food for them save the bitterness of
dry thorns, (7) which gives no strength and neither stills hunger.2
88:8
[And] some faces will on that Day shine with bliss, (9) well-pleased with [the fruit of] their
striving, (10) in a garden sublime, (11) wherein thou wilt hear no empty talk. (12) Countless
springs3 will flow therein, (13) [and] there will be thrones [of happiness] raised high,4 (14) and
goblets placed ready, (15) and cushions ranged, (16) and carpets spread out...
88:17
DO, THEN, they [who deny resurrection] never gaze at the clouds pregnant with water, [and
observe] how they are created?5 (18) And at the sky, how it is raised aloft? (19) And at the
mountains, how firmly they are reared? (20) And at the earth, how it is spread out?
88:21
And so, [O Prophet,] exhort them; thy task is only to exhort: (22) thou canst not compel them [to
believe].6 (23) However, as for him who turns away, being bent on denying the truth, (24) him
will God cause to suffer the greatest suffering [in the life to come]: (25) for behold, unto Us will
be their return, (26) and verily, It is for Us to call them to account.
1

I.e., the Day of Resurrection.

2 According to Al-Qiffal (as quoted by Razi), this kind of hellish drink
and food is a metonym for utter
hopelessness and abasement. As regards the noun dari' - which is said to
be a bitter, thorny plant in
its dried state (Jawhari) - it is to be borne in mind that it is derived
from the verb dara'a or dari'a,
which signifies "he [or "it"] became abject" or "abased" (ibid.): hence
my rendering of this (obviously
metaphorical) expression as "the bitterness of dry thorns". A similarly
metaphorical meaning attaches
to the expression "a boiling spring" in verse 5, which recalls the term
hamim so often mentioned in
the Qur'an (see note 62 on the last sentence of 6:70).
3 Lit., "a spring" - but, as Zamakhshari and lbn Kathir point out, the
singular form has here a generic
import, implying "a multitude of springs". This metaphor of the lifegiving element is analogous to
that of the "running waters" (anhar) frequently mentioned in Qur'anic
descriptions of paradise.
4 See note 34 on 15:47.
5 Implying that a denial of resurrection and life in the hereafter renders
the concept of a conscious
Creator utterly meaningless; hence my interpretation of the words "who
deny resurrection" in the first
part of this verse. - As regards the noun ibil, it denotes, as a rule,
"camels": a generic plural which
has no singular form. But one must remember that it also signifies
"clouds bearing rain-water" (Lisan
al-'Arab, Qamus, Taj al-'Arus) - a meaning which is preferable in the
present context. If the term
were used in the sense of "camels", the reference to it in the above
verse would have been primarily if not exclusively - addressed to the Arabian contemporaries of the
Prophet, to whom the camel was
always an object of admiration on account of its outstanding endurance,
the many uses to which it could
be put (riding, load-bearing, and as a source of milk, flesh and fine
wool) and its indispensability
to people living amid deserts. But precisely because a reference to
"camels" would restrict its
significance to people of a particular environment and a particular time
(without even the benefit of
a historical allusion to past events), it must be ruled out here, for the
Qur'anic appeals to observe
the wonders of the God-created universe are invariably directed at people
of all times and all environments.
Hence, there is every reason to assume that the term ibil relates here
not to camels but to "clouds
pregnant with water": the more so as such an allusion to the miraculous,
cyclic process of the evaporation
of water, the skyward ascension of vapour, its condensation and, finally,
its precipitation over the

earth is definitely more in tune with the subsequent mention (in verses
18-20) of sky, mountains and
earth, than would be a reference to "camels", however admirable and
noteworthy these animals may be.
6 Lit., "thou hast no power over them".

The Eighty-Ninth Surah
Al-Fajr (The Daybreak)
Mecca Period

THE DESIGNATION of this surah - the tenth in the order of revelation - is based on the mention
of "the daybreak" in the first verse.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
89:1
CONSIDER the daybreak (2) and the ten nights!1 (3) Consider the multiple and the One!2 (4)
Consider the night as it runs its course!3 (5) Considering all this - could there be, to anyone
endowed with reason, a [more] solemn evidence of the truth?4
89:6
ART THOU NOT aware of how thy Sustainer has dealt with [the tribe of] 'Ad,5 (7) [the people
of] Iram the many-pillared, (8) the like of whom has never been reared in all the land? (9) and
with [the tribe of] Thamud,6 who hollowed out rocks in the valley? (10) and with Pharaoh of the
[many] tent-poles?7
89:11
[It was they] who transgressed all bounds of equity all over their lands, (12) and brought about
great corruption therein: (13) and therefore thy Sustainer let loose upon them a scourge of
suffering: (14) for, verily, thy Sustainer is ever on the watch!
89:15
BUT AS FOR man,8 whenever his Sustainer tries him by His generosity and by letting him enjoy
a life of ease, he says, "My Sustainer has been [justly] generous towards me";9 (16) whereas,
whenever He tries him by straitening his means of livelihood, he says, "My Sustainer has
disgraced me!"10
89:17

But nay, nay, [O men, consider all that you do and fail to do:] you are not generous towards the
orphan, (18) and you do not urge one another to feed the needy,11 (19) and you devour the
inheritance [of others] with devouring greed, (20) and you love wealth with boundless love!
89:21
Nay, but [how will you fare on Judgment Day,] when the earth is crushed with crushing upon
crushing, (22) and [the majesty of] thy Sustainer stands revealed,12 as well as [the true nature of]
the angels; rank upon rank?
89:23
And on that Day hell will be brought [within sight]; on that Day man will remember [all that he
did and failed to do]: but what will that remembrance avail him? (24) He will say, "Oh, would
that I had provided beforehand for my life [to come]!" (25) For, none can make suffer as He will
make suffer [the sinners] on that Day, (26) and none can bind with bonds like His.13
89:27
[But unto the righteous God will say,] "O thou human being that hast attained to inner peace!
(28) Return thou unto thy Sustainer, well-pleased [and] pleasing [Him]: (29) enter, then, together
with My [other true] servants (30) yea, enter thou My paradise!"
1 The "daybreak" (fajr) apparently symbolizes man's spiritual awakening;
hence, the "ten nights" is an
allusion to the last third of the month of Ramadan, in the year 13 before
the hijrah, during which
Muhammad received his first revelation (see introductory note to surah
96) and was thus enabled to
contribute to mankind's spiritual awakening.
2 Lit., "the even and the odd" or "the one": i.e., the multiplicity of
creation as contrasted with the
oneness and uniqueness of the Creator (Baghawi, on the authority of Sa'id
ibn al-Khudri, as well as
Tabari in one of his alternative interpretations of the above phrase).
The concept of the "even number"
implies the existence of more than one of the same kind: in other words,
it signifies every thing that
has a counterpart or counterparts and, hence, a definite relationship
with other things (cf. the term
azwaj in 36:36, referring to the polarity evident in all creation), As
against this, the term al-watr or, in the more common (Najdi) spelling, al-witr - primarily denotes
"that which is single" or "one"
and is, hence, one of the designations given to God - since "there is
nothing that could be compared
with Him" (112:4) and "nothing like unto Him" (42:11).
3 An allusion to the night of spiritual darkness which is bound to "run its
course" - i.e., to disappear as soon as man becomes truly conscious of God.

4 Lit., "a [more] solemn affirmation" (qasam): i.e., a convincing evidence
of the existence and oneness of God.
5 See 7:65-72, and particularly the second half of note 48 on 7:65. Iram,
mentioned in the next verse, seems
to have been the name of their legendary capital, now covered by the
sands of the desert of Al-Ahqaf.
6 See surah 7, notes 56 and 59. The "valley" referred to in the sequence is
the Wadi 'l-Qura, situated
north of Medina on the ancient caravan route from South Arabia to Syria.
7 For an explanation of this epithet, see surah 38, note 17.
8 The above phrase, introduced by the particle fa-amma ("But as for. . "),
obviously connects with the
reference to the "solemn evidence of the truth" in verse 5 - implying
that man does not, as a rule,
bethink himself of the hereafter, being concerned only with this world
and what promises to be of
immediate advantage to him (Zamakhshari, Razi, Baydawi).
9 I.e., he regards God's bounty as something due to him (Razi).
10 I.e., he regards the absence or loss of affluence not as a trial, but
as an evidence of divine
"injustice" - which, in its turn, may lead to a denial of God's
existence.
11 I.e., "you feel no urge to feed the needy" (cf. 107:3).
12 Lit., "[when] thy Sustainer comes", which almost all of the classical
commentators understand as the
revelation (in the abstract sense of this word) of God's transcendental
majesty and the manifestation
of His judgment.
13 See note 7 on 73:12-13.

The Ninetieth Surah
Al-Balad (The Land)
Mecca Period

ALTHOUGH Suyuti places this surah in the middle of the Mecca period (after surah 50), it is
most probable that it belongs to the earliest years of Muhammad's prophethood.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
90:1

NAY! I call to witness this land (2) this land in which thou art free to dwell - 1 (3) and [I call to
witness] parent and offspring:2 (4) Verily, We have created man into [a life of] pain, toil and
trial.3
90:5
Does he, then, think that no one has power over him? (6) He boasts, "I have spent wealth
abundant!"4 (7) Does he, then, think that no one sees him?5 (8) Have We not given him two eyes,
(9) and a tongue, and a pair of lips,6 (10) and shown him the two highways [of good and evil]?
90:11
But he would not try to ascend the steep uphill road... (12) And what could make thee conceive
what it is, that steep uphill road? (13) [It is] the freeing of one's neck [from the burden of sin],7
(14) or the feeding, upon a day of [one's own] hunger, (15) of an orphan near of kin, (16) or of a
needy [stranger] lying in the dust (17) and being, withal, of those who have attained to faith, and
who enjoin upon one another patience in adversity, and enjoin upon one another compassion.
90:18
(18) Such are they that have attained to righteousness;8 (19) whereas those who are bent on
denying the truth of Our messages they are such as have lost themselves in evil, (20) [with] fire
closing in upon them.9
1 Lit., "while thou art dwelling in this land". The classical commentators
give to the term balad the
connotation of "city", and maintain that the phrase hadha 'l-balad ("this
city") signifies Mecca, and
that the pronoun "thou" in the second verse refers to Muhammad. Although
this interpretation is plausible
in view of the fact that the sacredness of Mecca is repeatedly stressed
in the Qur'an, the sequence as well as the tenor of the whole surah - seems to warrant a wider, more
general interpretation. In my
opinion, the words hadha 'l-balad denote "this land of man", i.e., the
earth (which latter term is,
according to all philologists, one of the primary meanings of balad).
Consequently, the "thou" in verse 2
relates to man in general, and that which is metaphorically "called to
witness" is his earthly environment.
2 Lit., "the begetter and that which he has begotten". According to
Tabari's convincing explanation, this
phrase signifies "every parent and all their offspring" - i.e., the human
race from its beginning to
its end. (The masculine form al-walid denotes, of course, both male and
female parents.)
3 The term kabad, comprising the concepts of "pain", "ditress", "hardship",
"toil", "trial"', etc., can be
rendered only by a compound expression like the one above.

4 Implying that his resources - and, therefore, his possibilities - are
inexhaustible. We must remember
that the term "man" is used here in the sense of "human race": hence, the
above boast is a metonym for
the widespread belief - characteristic of all periods of religious
decadence - that there are no limits
to the power to which man may aspire, and that, therefore, his worldly
"interests" are the only criteria
of right and wrong.
5 I.e., "Does he think that he is responsible to none but himself?"
6 I.e., to recognize and to voice the truth of God's existence or, at least
to ask for guidance.
7 Thus lkrimah, as quoted by Baghawi; also Razi. Alternatively, the phrase
fakk raqabah may be rendered
as "the freeing of a human being from bondage" (cf. note 146 on 2:190),
with the latter term covering
all those forms of subjugation and exploitation - social, economic or
political - which can be rightly
described as ";slavery".
8 Lit., "people (ashab) of the right side": see note 25 on 74:39.
9 I.e., the fires of despair in the life to come "rising over the
[sinners') hearts" and "closing in
upon them": cf. 104:6-8 and the corresponding note 5. The phrase rendered
by me as "such as have
lost themselves in evil" reads, literally, "people of "the left side (almash'amah)".

The Ninety-First Surah
Ash-Shams (The Sun)
Mecca Period

THE KEY-WORD by which this surah has always been identified occurs in its first verse. It is
generally assumed that it was revealed shortly after surah 97 (Al-Qadr).
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
91:1
CONSIDER the sun and its radiant brightness, (2) and the moon as it reflects the sun!1 (3)
Consider the day as it reveals the world,2 (4) and the night as it veils it darkly!
91:5
Consider the sky and its wondrous make,3 (6) and the earth and all its expanse! (7) Consider the
human self,4 and how it is formed in accordance with what it is meant to be,5 (8) and how it is

imbued with moral failings as well as with consciousness of God!6 (9) To a happy state shall
indeed attain he who causes this [self] to grow in purity, (10) and truly lost is he who buries it [in
darkness].
91:11
TO [THIS] TRUTH gave the lie, in their overweening arrogance, [the tribe of] Thamud,7 (12)
when that most hapless wretch from among them rushed forward [to commit his evil deed], (13)
although God's apostle had told them, "It is a she-camel belonging to God, so let her drink [and
do her no harm]!"8 (14) But they gave him the lie, and cruelly slaughtered her9 - whereupon their
Sustainer visited them with utter destruction for this their sin, destroying them all alike: (15) for
none [of them] had any fear of what might befall them.10
1 Lit., "as it follows it (talaha)", i.e., the sun. According to the great
philologist Al-Farra, who lived
in the second century after the hijrah, "the meaning is that the moon
derives its light from the sun"
(quoted by Razi). This is also Raghib's interpretation of the above
phrase.
2 Lit., "it" - a pronoun apparently indicating "the world" or "the earth"
(Zamakhshari). It is to be noted
that verses 1-10 stress the polarity - both physical and spiritual inherent in all creation and
contrasting with the oneness and uniqueness of the Creator.
3 Lit., "and that which has built it" - i.e., the wondrous qualities which
are responsible for the harmony
and coherence of the visible cosmos (which is evidently the meaning of
the term sama' in this context).
Similarly, the subsequent reference to the earth, which reads literally,
"that which has spread it out",
is apparently an allusion to the qualities responsible for the beauty and
variety of its expanse.
4 As in so many other instances, the term nafs, which has a very wide range
of meanings (see first sentence
of note 1 on 4:1), denotes here the human self or personality as a whole:
that is, a being composed of a
physical body and that inexplicable life-essence loosely described as
"soul".
5 Lit., "and that which has made [or "formed"] it (sawwaha) in accordance
with. . .", etc. For this
particular connotation of the verb sawwa, see note 1 on 87:2, which
represents the oldest Qur'anic
instance of its use in the above sense. The reference to man and that
which constitutes the "human
personality", as well as the implied allusion to the extremely complex
phenomenon of a life-entity in
which bodily needs and urges, emotions and intellectual activities are so
closely intertwined as to
be indissoluble, follows organically upon a call to consider the
inexplicable grandeur of the universe -

so far as it is perceptible and comprehensible to man - as a compelling
evidence of God's creative power.
6 Lit., "and [consider] that which has inspired it with its immoral doings
(fujuraha) and its God-consciousness
(taqwaha)" - i.e., the fact that man is equally liable to rise to great
spiritual heights as to fall
into utter immorality is an essential characteristic of human nature as
such. In its deepest sense,
man's ability to act wrongly is a concomitant to his ability to act
rightly: in other words, it is this
inherent polarity of tendencies which gives to every "right" choice a
value and, thus, endows man with
moral free will (cf. in this connection note 16 on 7:24-25).
7 For the story of the tribe of Thamud, given here as an illustration of
man's potential wickedness,
see 7:73-79 and the corresponding notes.
8 Regarding this "she-camel belonging to God", see surah 7, note 57. For
the particular reference
to the injunction, "Let her drink", see 26:155 and the corresponding note
67. The formulation of this
passage shows that the legend of the she-camel was well known in preIslamic Arabia.
9 For this rendering of aqaruha, see note 61 on 7:91.
10 Implying that their total lack of compassion for God's creatures showed
that they did not fear His
retribution and, hence, did not really believe in Him.

The Ninety-Second Surah
Al-Layl (The Night)
Mecca Period

UNANIMOUSLY regarded as one of the very early revelations - most probably the ninth in the
chronological order - the surah derives its name from the mention of "the night" in the first verse.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
92:1
CONSIDER the night as it veils [the earth] in darkness, (2) and the day as it rises bright! (3)
Consider the creation of the male and the female!1 (4) Verily, [O men,] you aim at most
divergent ends!2 (5) Thus, as for him who gives [to others] and is conscious of God, (6) and
believes in the truth of the ultimate good3 - (7) for him shall We make easy the path towards
[ultimate] ease.4
92:8

But as for him who is niggardly, and thinks that he is self-sufficient,5 (9) and calls the ultimate
good a lie (10) for him shall We make easy the path towards hardship: (11) and what will his
wealth avail him when he goes down [to his grave]?6
92:12
BEHOLD, it is indeed for Us to grace [you] with guidance; (13) and, behold, Ours is [the
dominion over] the life to come as well as [over] this earlier part [of your life]:7 (14) and so I
warn you of the raging fire - (15) [the fire] which none shall have to endure but that most hapless
wretch (16) who gives the lie to the truth and turns away [from it].
92:17
For, distant from it shall remain he who is truly conscious of God: (18) he that spends his
possessions [on others] so that he might grow in purity (19) not as payment for favours
received,8 (20) but only out of a longing for the countenance of his Sustainer, the All-Highest:
(21) and such, indeed, shall in time be well-pleased.
1 Lit., "Consider that which has created [or "creates"] the male and the
female", i.e., the elements which
are responsible for the differentiation between male and female. This,
together with the symbolism of
night and day, darkness and light, is an allusion - similar to the first
ten verses of the preceding
surah - to the polarity evident in all nature and, hence, to the
dichotomy (spoken of in the next verse)
which characterizes man's aims and motives.
2 I.e., at good and bad ends (cf. note 6 on 91:8) - sc., "and so the
consequences of your doings are,
of necessity, divergent".
3 I.e., in moral values independent of time and social circumstance and,
hence, in the absolute validity
of what may be described as "the moral imperative".
4 See note 6 on 87:8.
5 Cf. 96:6-7.
6 Or (as a statement): "of no avail will be to him his wealth when he...",
etc.
7 This statement is meant to stress the fact that man's life in this world
and in the hereafter are but
two stages of one continuous entity.
8 Lit., "no one having with him any favour to be repaid". In its widest
sense, projected towards the
future, the phrase implies also the expectation of a reward.

The Ninety-Third Surah

Ad-Duha (The Bright Morning Hours)
Mecca Period

IT IS SAID that after surah 89 (Al-Fajr) was revealed, some time elapsed during which the
Prophet did not receive any revelation, and that his opponents in Mecca taunted him on this
score, saying, "Thy God has forsaken and scorned thee!" - whereupon the present surah was
revealed. Whether or not we accept this somewhat doubtful story, there is every reason to
assume that the surah as such, although in the first instance addressed to the Prophet, has a far
wider purport: it concerns - and is meant to console - every faithful man and woman suffering
from the sorrows and bitter hardships which so often afflict the good and the innocent, and which
sometimes cause even the righteous to question God's transcendental justice.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
93:1
CONSIDER the bright morning hours, (2) and the night when it grows still and dark.1 (3) Thy
Sustainer has not forsaken thee, nor does He scorn thee:2 (4) for, indeed, the life to come will be
better for thee than this earlier part [of thy life]!
93:5
And, indeed, in time will thy Sustainer grant thee [what thy heart desires], and thou shalt be wellpleased. (6) Has He not found thee an orphan, and given thee shelter?3 (7) And found thee lost on
thy way, and guided thee? (8) And found thee in want, and given thee sufficiency?
93:9
Therefore, the orphan shalt thou never wrong, (10) and him that seeks [thy] help shalt thou never
chide,4 (11) and of thy Sustainer's blessings shalt thou [ever] speak.5
1 The expression "bright morning hours" apparently symbolizes the few and
widely-spaced periods of happiness
in human life, as contrasted with the much greater length of "the night
when it grows still and dark",
i.e., the extended periods of sorrow or suffering that, as a rule,
overshadow man's existence in this
world (cf. 90:4). The further implication is that, as sure as morning
follows night, God's mercy is
bound to lighten every suffering, either in this world or in the life to
come - for God has "willed
upon Himself the law of grace and mercy" (6:12 and 54).
2 Sc., "as the thoughtless might conclude in view of the suffering that He
has willed thee to bear".
3 Possibly an allusion to the fact that Muhammad was born a few months
after his father's death, and that

his mother died when he was only six years old. Apart from this, however,
every human being is an "orphan"
in one sense or another, inasmuch as everyone is "created in a lonely
state" (cf. 6:94), and "will appear
before Him on Resurrection Day in a lonely state" (19:95).
4 The term sa'il denotes" literally, "one who asks", which signifies not
only a "beggar" but anyone who
asks for help in a difficult situation, whether physical or moral, or
even for enlightenment.
5 Sc., "rather than of thy suffering".

The Ninety-Fourth Surah
Ash-Sharh (The Opening-Up Of The Heart)
Mecca Period

THIS SURAH, revealed almost immediately after the preceding one, appears to be a direct
continuation of the latter. Indeed, some renowned scholars of the first century after the hijrah e.g., Ta'us ibn Kaysan, or the Caliph Umar ibn Abd al-Aziz (known as "the Second Umar") regarded Ad-Duha and Ash-Sharh as one surah, and used to recite them in prayer accordingly,
that is, without separating the one from the other by a second invocation "In the name of God"
(Razi). Whether this view is accepted or not, there is no doubt that the present surah, like the
preceding one, is addressed in the first instance to the Prophet and, through him, to every true
follower of the Qur'an.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
94:1
HAVE WE NOT opened up thy heart,1 (2) and lifted from thee the burden (3) that had weighed
so heavily on thy back?2 (4) And [have We not] raised thee high in dignity?3 (5) And, behold,
with every hardship comes ease: (6) verily, with every hardship comes ease!
94:7
Hence, when thou art freed [from distress], remain steadfast, (8) and unto thy Sustainer turn with
love.
1 Lit., "thy breast" or "bosom".
2 I.e., "the burden of thy past sins, which are now forgiven" (Tabari, on
the authority of Mujahid, Qatadah,
Ad-Dahhak and Ibn Zayd). In the case of Muhammad, this relates apparently
to mistakes committed before
his call to prophethood (ibid.), and is obviously an echo of 93:7 - 'Has
He not found thee lost on
thy way, and guided thee?"

3 Or: "raised high thy renown". The primary meaning of the term dhikr is
"reminder" or "remembrance"; and,
secondarily, "that by which something [or "someone"] is remembered",
i.e., with praise: hence, it
signifies "fame" or "renown", and, tropically - as in the present
context- "eminence" or "dignity".

The Ninety-Fifth Surah
At-Tin (The Fig)
Mecca Period

REVEALED after surah 85 ("The Great Constellations"), the present surah formulates a
fundamental moral verity, stressing the fact that it is common to all true religious teachings. The
"title" - or, rather, the key-word by which it is known - is derived from the mention of the fig
(i.e., fig tree) in the first verse.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
95:1
CONSIDER the fig and the olive, (2) and Mount Sinai, (3) and this land secure!1 (4) Verily, We
create man in the best conformation;2 (5) and thereafter We reduce him to the lowest of low3 (6)
excepting only such as attain to faith and do good works: and theirs shall be a reward unending!
(7) What, then, [O man,] could henceforth cause thee to give the lie to this moral law?4 (8) Is not
God the most just of judges?
1 The "fig" and the "olive" symbolize, in this context, the lands in which
these trees predominate:
i.e., the countries bordering on the eastern part of the Mediterranean,
especially Palestine and Syria.
As it was in these lands that most of the Abrahamic prophets mentioned in
the Qur'an lived and preached,
these two species of tree may be taken as metonyms for the religious
teachings voiced by the long line
of those God-inspired men, culminating in the person of the last Judaic
prophet, Jesus. "Mount Sinai",
on the other hand, stresses specifically the apostleship of Moses,
inasmuch as the religious law valid
before, and up to, the advent of Muhammad - and in its essentials binding
on Jesus as well - was revealed
to Moses on a mountain of the Sinai Desert. Finally, "this land secure"
signifies undoubtedly (as is
evident from 2:126) Mecca, where Muhammad, the Last Prophet, was born and
received his divine call. Thus,
verses 1-3 draw our attention to the fundamental ethical unity underlying
the teachings - the genuine
teachings - of all the three historic phases of monotheistic religion,
metonymically personified by
Moses, Jesus and Muhammad. The specific truth to be considered here is
referred to in the next three
verses.

2 I.e., endowed with all the positive qualities, physical as well as
mental, corresponding to the functions
which this particular creature is meant to perform. The concept of "the
best conformation" is related
to the Qur'anic statement that everything which God creates, including
the human being or self (nafs),
is "formed in accordance with what it is meant to be" (see 91:7 and the
corresponding note 5, as well
as in a more general sense - 87:2 and note 1). This statement does not in
any way imply that all human
beings have the same "best conformation" in respect of their bodily or
mental endowments: it implies
simply that irrespective of his natural advantages or disadvantages, each
human being is endowed with
the ability to make the, for him, best possible use of his inborn
qualities and of the environment to
which he is exposed. (See in this connection 30:30 and the corresponding
notes, especially 27 and 28.)
3 This "reduction to the lowest of low" is a consequence of man's betrayal
- in another word, corruption of his original, positive disposition: that is to say, a consequence of
man's own doings and omissions.
Regarding the attribution, by God, of this "reduction" to His Own doing,
see note 7 on 2:7.
4 I.e., to the validity of the moral law - which, to my mind, is the
meaning of the term din in this context outlined in the preceding three verses. (For this specific significance
of the concept of din, see note 3
on 109:6.) The above rhetorical question has this implication: Since the
moral law referred to here has
been stressed in the teachings of all monotheistic religions (cf. verses
1-3 and note 1 above), its
truth ought to be self-evident to any unprejudiced person; its negation,
moreover, amounts to a negation
of all freedom of moral choice on man's part and, hence, of justice on
the part of God, who, as the
next verse points out, is - by definition - "the most just of judges".

The Ninety-Sixth Surah
Al-Alaq (The Germ-Cell)
Mecca Period

THERE IS no doubt that the first five verses of this surah represent the very beginning of the
revelation of the Qur'an. Although the exact date cannot be established with certainty, all
authorities agree in that these five verses were revealed in the last third of the month of
Ramadan, thirteen years before the hijrah (corresponding to July or August, 610, of the Christian
era). Muhammad was then forty years old. At that period of his life "solitude became dear unto
him, and he used to withdraw into seclusion in a cave of Mount Hira [near Mecca] and there
apply himself to ardent devotions" consisting of long vigils and prayers (Bukhari). One night, the
Angel of Revelation suddenly appeared to him and said, "Read!" Muhammad at first thought that

he was expected to read actual script, which, being unlettered, he was unable to do; and so he
answered, "I cannot read" - whereupon, in his own words, the angel "seized me and pressed me
to himself until all strength went out of me; then he released me and said, 'Read!' I answered, 'I
cannot read....' Then he seized me again and pressed me to himself until all strength went out of
me; then he released me and said, 'Read!' - to which I [again] answered, 'I cannot read....' Then
he seized me and pressed me to himself a third time; then he released me and said, 'Read in the
name of thy Sustainer, who has created - created man out of a germ-cell! Read - for thy Sustainer
is the Most Bountiful One...'": and so Muhammad understood, in sudden illumination, that he
was called upon to "read", that is, to receive and understand, God's message to man. The above
excerpts are quoted from the third Tradition of the section Bad' al- Wahy, which forms the
introductory chapter of Bukhari's Sahih; almost identical versions of this Tradition are found in
two other places in Bukhari as well as in Muslim, Nasa'i and Tirmidhi. Verses 6-19 of this surah
are of somewhat later date.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
96:1
READ1 in the name of thy Sustainer, who has created (2) created man out of a germ-cell!2 (3)
Read - for thy Sustainer is the Most Bountiful One (4) who has taught [man] the use of the pen
(5) taught man what he did not know!3
96:6
Nay, verily, man becomes grossly overweening (7) whenever he believes himself to be selfsufficient: (8) for, behold, unto thy Sustainer all must return.4
96:9
HAST THOU ever considered him who tries to prevent (10) a servant [of God] from praying? 5
(11) Hast thou considered whether he is on the right way, (12) or is concerned with Godconsciousness?6
96:13
(13) Hast thou considered whether he may [not] be giving the lie to the truth and turning his back
[upon it]?7 (14) Does he, then, not know that God sees [all]?
96:15
Nay, if he desist not, We shall most surely drag him down upon his forehead8 (16) the lying,
rebellious forehead! (17) and then let him summon [to his aid] the counsels of his own [spurious]
wisdom,9 (18) [the while] We shall summon the forces of heavenly chastisement!
96:19

Nay, pay thou no heed to him, but prostrate thyself [before God] and draw close [unto Him]!
1 Sc., "this divine writ". The imperative iqra' may be rendered as "read"
or "recite". The former
rendering is, to my mind, by far the preferable in this context inasmuch
as the concept of "reciting"
implies no more than the oral delivery - with or without understanding of something already laid
down in writing or committed to memory, whereas "reading" primarily
signifies a conscious taking-in,
with or without an audible utterance but with a view to understanding
them, of words and ideas received
from an outside source: in this case, the message of the Qur'an.
2 The past tense in which the verb khalaqa appears in these two verses is
meant to indicate that the
act of divine creation (khalq) has been and is being continuously
repeated. It is also noteworthy that
this very first Qur'anic revelation alludes to man's embryonic evolution
out of a "germ-cell" i.e., out of a fertilized female ovum - thus contrasting the
primitiveness and simplicity of his
biological origins with his intellectual and spiritual potential: a
contrast which clearly points to
the existence of a conscious design and a purpose underlying the creation
of life.
3 "The pen" is used here as a symbol for the art of writing or, more
specifically, for all knowledge
recorded by means of writing: and this explains the symbolic summons
"Read!" at the beginning of verses 1
and 3. Man's unique ability to transmit, by means of written records, his
thoughts, experiences and
insights from individual to individual, from generation to generation,
and from one cultural environment
to another endows all human knowledge with a cumulative character; and
since, thanks to this God-given
ability, every human being partakes, in one way or another, in mankind's
continuous accumulation of
knowledge, man is spoken of as being "taught by God" things which the
single individual does not - and,
indeed, cannot - know by himself. (This double stress on man's utter
dependence on God, who creates him
as a biological entity and implants in him the will and the ability to
acquire knowledge, receives its
final accent, as it were, in the next three verses.) Furthermore, God's
"teaching" man signifies also
the act of His revealing, through the prophets, spiritual truths and
moral standards which cannot
be unequivocally established through human experience and reasoning
alone: and, thus, it circumscribes
the phenomenon of divine revelation as such.
4 Lit., "is the return (ar-ruj'a)". This noun has here a twofold
implication: "everyone will inescapably

be brought before God for judgment", as well as "everything that exists
goes back to God as its source".
In ultimate analysis, the statement expressed in verses 6-8 rejects as
absurd the arrogant idea that man
could ever be self-sufficient and, hence, "master of his own fate";
furthermore, it implies that all
moral concepts - that is, all discrimination between good and evil, or
right and wrong - are indissolubly
linked with the concept of man's responsibility to a Supreme Power: in
other words, without such a
feeling of responsibility - whether conscious or subconscious - the
concept of "morality" as such loses
all its meaning.
5 Lit., "who forbids a servant [of God] when he prays", implying an attempt
at preventing. Since this
seems to refer to praying in public, most of the classical commentators
see in this passage (which was
revealed at least a year later than the first five verses) an allusion to
Abu Jahl, the Prophet's bitterest
opponent in Mecca, who persistently tried to prevent Muhammad and his
followers from praying before the
Kabah. However, there is no doubt that the purport of the above passage
goes far beyond any historical
incident or situation inasmuch as it applies to all attempts, at all
times, to deny to religion (symbolized
in the term "praying") its legitimate function in the shaping of social
life - attempts made either in
the conviction that religion is every individual's "private affair" and,
therefore, must not be allowed
to "intrude" into the realm of social considerations, or, alternatively,
in the pursuit of the illusion
that man is above any need of metaphysical guidance.
6 Lit., "or enjoins God-consciousness (taqwa)" - i.e., whether his aim is
to deepen his fellow-men's
God-consciousness by insisting that religion is a purely personal matter:
the obvious implication being
that this is not his aim, and that he is not on the right way in thinking
and acting as he does. Throughout this work, the term taqwa - of which the present is the
earliest instance in the chronology
of Qur'anic revelation - has been rendered as "God-consciousness", with
the same meaning attaching to
the verbal forms from which this noun is derived. (See also surah 2, note
2.)
7 Sc., "because in his arrogance he cannot face it".
8 Or: "by his forelock" - an ancient Arabian expression denoting aa
person's utter subjection and
humiliation (see 11:56 and the corresponding note 80). However, as Razi
points out, the term "forelock"
(nasiyah) is here used metonymically for the place on which the forelock
grows, i.e., the forehead
(cf. also Taj al-'Arus).

9 Lit., "'his council". According to the commentators who tend to interpret
verses such as this in
purely historical terms, this may be a reference to the traditional
council of elders (dar an- nadwah)
in pagan Mecca; but more probably, I think, it is an allusion to the
arrogance which so often deludes
man into regarding himself as "self-sufficient" (verses 6-7 above).

The Ninety-Seventh Surah
Al-Qadr (Destiny)
Mecca Period

OPENING with a reference to the revelation of the first five verses of the preceding surah - that
is, to the beginning of Muhammad's prophetic mission - Al-Qadr undoubtedly belongs to a very
early part of the Mecca period.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
97:1
BEHOLD, from on high have We bestowed this [divine writ] on Night of Destiny.1 (2) And what
could make thee conceive what it is, that Night of Destiny? (3) The Night of Destiny is better
than a thousand months:2 (4) in hosts descend in it the angels, 3 bearing divine inspiration4 by
their Sustainer's leave; from all [evil] that may happen (5) does it make secure,5 until the rise of
dawn.
1 Or: "of Almightiness" or "of Majesty" - thus describing the night on
which the Prophet received his
first revelation (see introductory note to the preceding surah). On the
basis of several Traditions
it may be assumed that it was one of the last ten nights - probably the
twenty-seventh - of the month
of Ramadan, thirteen years before the Prophet's emigration to Medina.
2 Sc., "in which there was no similar night" (Razi).
3 The grammatical form tanazzalu implies repetition, frequency or
multitude; hence - as suggested
by Ibn Kathir - "descending in hosts".
4 Lit., "and [divine] inspiration". For this rendering of ruh, see first
sentence of 16:2 and the
corresponding note 2. The present instance is undoubtedly the earliest
example of the Qur'anic use
of this term in the sense of "divine inspiration".
5 Lit., "it is salvation (salam, see surah 5, note 29) - i.e., it makes the
believer secure from all
spiritual evil: thus Mujahid (as quoted by Ibn Kathir), evidently
implying that a conscious realization

of the sanctity of this night acts as a shield against unworthy thoughts
and inclinations.

The Ninety-Eighth Surah
Al-Bayyinah (The Evidence Of The Truth)
Period Uncertain

WHEREAS some of the authorities are of the opinion that this surah belongs to the Medina
period, many others regard it as a late Meccan revelation. The key-word by which it is
designated is found at the end of the first verse.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
98:1
IT IS NOT [conceivable] that such as are bent on denying the truth - [be they] from among the
followers of earlier revelation or from among those who ascribe divinity to aught beside God1 should ever be abandoned [by Him] ere there comes unto them the [full] evidence of the truth:
(2) an apostle from God, conveying [unto them] revelations blest with purity, (3) wherein there
are ordinances of ever-true soundness and clarity.2
98:4
Now those who have been vouchsafed revelation aforetime3 did break up their unity [of faith]
after such an evidence of the truth had come to them.4 (98:5) And withal, they were not enjoined
aught but that they should worship God, sincere in their faith in Him alone, turning away from
all that is false;5 and that they should be constant in prayer; and that they should spend in
charity:6 for this is a moral law endowed with ever-true soundness and clarity.7
98:6
Verily, those who [despite all evidence] are bent on denying the truth8 - [be they] from among
the followers of earlier revelation or from among those who ascribe divinity to aught beside God
- will find themselves in the fire of hell, therein to abide: they are the worst of all creatures.
98:7
[And,] verily, those who have attained to faith, and do righteous deeds - it is they, they who are
the best of all creatures. (98:8) Their reward [awaits them] with God: gardens of perpetual bliss,
through which running waters flow, therein to abide beyond the count of time; well-pleased is
God with them, and well-pleased are they with Him: all this awaits him who of his Sustainer
stands in awe!
1 I.e., idol-worshippers or animists (in the anthropological sense of this
word) who have never had
any revealed scripture to fall back upon.

2 This aggregate connotation is inherent in the adjective qayyimah as used
here (Razi). - The above passage
has caused some difficulties to the classical commentators on account of
the participle munfakkin
occurring in the first verse. It is generally assumed that this
participle, in combination with the
phrase lam yakun at the beginning of the verse, denotes "they did not [or
"could not"] give up" or "separate
themselves from" - i.e., supposedly, from their erroneous beliefs "until there came to them the
evidence of the truth" in the person of the Prophet Muhammad and in the
revelation of the Qur'an:
implying that after the evidence came, they did give up those false
beliefs. This assumption is, however,
deficient on two counts: firstly, it is well-known that not all of the
erring ones from among the
ahl al-kitab and the mushrikin accepted the message of the Qur'an when it
was conveyed to them; and,
secondly, the ahl al-kitab are spoken of in verse 4 as having "broken
their unity [of faith]" i.e., offended against the fundamental principles of that faith - after
"the evidence of the truth"
had come to them. This apparent contradiction has been convincingly
resolved by no less an authority
than Ibn Taymiyyah (see Tafsir Sitt Suwar, pp. 391 ff.); and it is his
interpretation that I have
followed in my rendering of the above three verses. According to Ibn
Taymiyyah, the pivotal phrase
lam yakun munfakkin does not denote "they did not give up" or "separate
themselves from", but, rather,
"they are not abandoned" - i.e., condemned by God - unless and until they
have been shown the right way
by a God-sent prophet, and thereupon have consciously refused to follow
it: and this is in accord with
repeated statements in the Qur'an to the effect that God does not take
anyone to task for wrong beliefs
and wrong actions unless the true meaning of right and wrong has
previously been made clear to him
(cf. 6:131-132 and the second paragraph of 17:15, as well as the
corresponding notes). Hence, the
above reference to "the evidence of the truth" does not relate only to
the Qur'an and the Prophet
Muhammad but to all the earlier prophets and revelations as well (cf.
42:13 and the corresponding
notes 12-14) - just as the "ordinances of ever-truue soundness and
clarity" (spelled out in verse 5 below)
are common to all God-inspired messages, of which the Qur'an is the
final, most perfect expression.
3 This definition is general, comprising the followers of all religious
teachings revealed before the
advent of the Prophet Muhammad (lbn Kathir), and not - as some
commentators assume- only the Jews
and the Christians. (See also notes 12 and 13 on 3:19.)

4 I.e., most of them strayed from the teachings of the prophets sent to
them, all of whom had preached
the same fundamental truths (see next verse and note 6 below).
5 For this rendering of hunafa' (sing. hanif), see surah 2, note 110.
6 Since the term zakah has here obviously a wider meaning than the
obligatory tax incumbent on Muslims
(which, as its name indicates, is meant to purify their income and their
possessions from the taint
of selfishness), I am rendering the above phrase in the more general
sense of "spending in [i.e.,
practicing] charity".
7 As regards the connotation of "moral law" in the term din, see note 3 on
109:6; the qualifying noun
al-qayyimah (in the genitive case) has here the same meaning as the
adjective qayyimah at the end of
verse 3. The above definition of moral law outlines, in a condensed form,
all the basic demands of
true religion: a cognition of God's oneness and uniqueness and,
implicitly, of man's responsibility
to Him; a turning-away from all false concepts, values and dubious
beliefs, all over-estimation of
oneself, and all superstition; and, finally, kindness and charity towards
all of God's creatures.
8 Namely, the self-evident principles formulated in the preceding verse as
the beginning and the end
of all moral law.

The Ninety-Ninth Surah
Al-Zalzalah (The Earthquake)
Period Uncertain

MOST PROBABLY revealed in the early part of the Medina period (itqan), although some
authorities regard it as a Meccan revelation.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
99:1
WHEN THE EARTH quakes with her [last] mighty quaking, (2) and [when] the earth yields up
her burdens,1 (3) and man cries out, "What has happened to her?" - (4) on that Day will she
recount all her tidings, (5) as thy Sustainer will have inspired her to do!2
99:6
On that Day will all men come forward, cut off from one another,3to be shown their [past] deeds.
(7) And so, he who shall have done an atom's weight of good, shall behold it; (8) and he who
shall have done an atom's weight of evil, shall behold it.

1 I.e., all that was hitherto hidden in it, including the bodies - or the
remnants - of the dead.
2 I.e., on the Day of Judgment the earth will bear witness, as it were, to
all that has ever been
done by man: an explanation given by the Prophet, according to a
Tradition on the authority of
Abu Hurayrah (quoted by Ibn Hanbal and Tirmidhi).
3 Lit., "as separate entities" (ashtatan). Cf. 6:94 - "And now, indeed, you
have come unto Us in a lonely
state, even as We created you in the first instance": thus stressing the
individual, untransferable
responsibility of every human being.

The Hundredth Surah
Al-Adiyat (The Chargers)
Mecca Period

REVEALED after surah 103. For an explanation of the symbolism of "the chargers", see note 2
below.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
100:1
Oh,1 the chargers that run panting, (2) sparks of fire striking, (3) rushing to assault at morn, (4)
thereby raising clouds of dust, (5) thereby storming [blindly] into any host!2
100:6
(6) VERILY, towards his Sustainer man is most ungrateful3 (7) and to this, behold, he [himself]
bears witness indeed: (8) for, verily, to the love of wealth is he most ardently devoted. (9) But
does he not know that [on the Last Day,] when all that is in the graves is raised and brought out,
(10) and all that is [hidden] in men's hearts is bared (11) that on that Day their Sustainer [will
show that He] has always been fully aware of them?
1 Since the subsequent clauses refer to a parabolic, imaginary situation,
the adjurative particle wa is
more suitably rendered here as "Oh", instead of the rendering "Consider'
usually adopted by me, or
the adjuration "By" appearing in most other translations.
2 I.e., blinded by clouds of dust and not knowing whether their assault
aims at friend or foe. The
metaphoric image developed in the above five verses is closely connected
with the sequence, although
this connection has never been brought out by the classical commentators.
The term al-adiyat undoubtedly

denotes the war-horses, or chargers, employed by the Arabs from time
immemorial down to the Middle Ages
(the feminine gender of this term being due to the fact that, as a rule,
they preferred mares to
stallions). But whereas the conventional explanation is based on the
assumption that "the chargers"
symbolize here the believers' fight in God's cause (jihad) and,
therefore, represent something highly
commendable, it takes no account whatever of the discrepancy between so
positive an imagery and the
condemnation expressed in verses 6 ff., not to speak of the fact that
such a conventional interpretation
does not provide any logical link between the two parts of the surah. But
since such a link must exist,
and since verses 6-11 are undoubtedly condemnatory, we must conclude that
the first five verses, too,
have the same or at least, a similar - character. This character becomes
at once obvious if we dissociate
ourselves from the preconceived notion that the imagery of "the chargers"
is used here in a laudatory
sense. In fact, the opposite is the case. Beyond any doubt, "the
chargers" symbolize the erring human
soul or self - a soul devoid of all spiritual direction, obsessed and
ridden by all manner of wrong,
selfish desires, madly, unseeingly rushing onwards, unchecked by
conscience or reason, blinded by
the dust-clouds of confused and confusing appetites, storming into
insoluble situations and, thus,
into its own spiritual destruction.
3 I.e., whenever he surrenders to his appetites, symbolized by the madly
storming chargers, he forgets
God and his own responsibility to Him.

The Hundred-First Surah
Al-Qariah (The Sudden Calamity)
Mecca Period

AN early Meccan surah, most probably revealed after surah 95 (At-Tin).
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
101:1
OH, the sudden calamity!1 (2) How awesome the sudden calamity! (3) And what could make
thee conceive what that sudden calamity will be? (4) [It will occur] on the Day when men will be
like moths swarming in confusion, (5) and the mountains will be like fluffy tufts of wool.... (6)
And then, he whose weight [of good deeds] is heavy in the balance (7) shall find himself in a
happy' state of life; (8) whereas he whose weight is light in the balance (9) shall be engulfed by
an abyss.2 (10) And what could make thee conceive what that [abyss] will be? (11) A fire hotly
burning!3

1 I.e., the coming of the Last Hour, which will involve a terrifying
transformation of the world
(see note 63 on 14:48 and note 90 on 20:105-107).
2 Lit., "his mother [i.e., goal] will be an abyss", sc., of suffering and
despair. The term "mother"
(umm) is used idiomatically to denote something that embraces or enfolds.
3 Lit., "hot fire", the adjective meant to stress the essential
fire. It should be borne in
mind that all Qur'anic descriptions of the sinner's suffering
hereafter are metaphors or allegories
relating to situations and conditions which can be understood
means of comparisons with
physical phenomena lying within the range of human experience
Appendix I).
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The Hundred-Second Surah
At-Takathur (Greed For More And More)
Mecca Period

THIS early Meccan surah is one of the most powerful, prophetic passages of the Qur'an,
illuminating man's unbounded greed in general, and, more particularly, the tendencies which
have come to dominate all human societies in our technological age.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
102:1
YOU ARE OBSESSED by greed for more and more (2) until you go down to your graves.1 (3)
Nay, in time you will come to understand! (4) And once again:2 Nay, in time you will come to
understand! (5) Nay, if you could but understand [it] with an understanding [born] of certainty,
(6) you would indeed, most surely, behold the blazing fire [of hell]!3 (7) In the end you will
indeed, most surely, behold it with the eye of certainty:4 (8) and on that Day you will most surely
be called to account for [what you did with] the boon of life!
1 The term takathur bears the connotation of "greedily striving for an
increase", i.e., in benefits, be
they tangible or intangible, real or illusory. In the above context it
denotes man's obsessive striving
for more and more comforts, more material goods, greater power over his
fellow-men or over nature,
and unceasing technological progress. A passionate pursuit of such
endeavours, to the exclusion of
everything else, bars man from all spiritual insight and, hence, from the
acceptance of any restrictions
and inhibitions based on purely moral values - with the result that not
only individuals but whole
societies gradually lose all inner stability and, thus, all chance of
happiness.

2 See surah 6, note 31.
3 Sc., "in which you find yourselves now" - i.e., the "hell on earth"
brought about by a fundamentally
wrong mode of life: an allusion to the gradual destruction of man's
natural environment, as well as to
the frustration, unhappiness and confusion which an overriding,
unrestrained pursuit of "economic growth"
is bound to bring - and has, indeed, brought in our time - upon a mankind
that is about to lose the
remnants of all spiritual religious orientation.
4 I.e., in the hereafter, through a direct, unequivocal insight into the
real nature of one's past
doings, and into the inescapability of the suffering which man brings
upon himself by a wrong,
wasteful use of the boon of life (an-naim).

The Hundred-Third Surah
Al-Asr (The Flight Of Time)
Mecca Period

REVEALED shortly after surah 94.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
103:1
CONSIDER the flight of time!1 (2) Verily, man is bound to lose himself (3) unless he be of
those2 who attain to faith, and do good works, and enjoin upon one another the keeping to truth,
and enjoin upon one another patience in adversity.
1 The term "asr denotes "time" that is measurable, consisting of a
succession of periods (in distinction
from dahr, which signifies "unlimited time", without beginning or end:
i.e., "time absolute"). Hence,
asr bears the connotation of the passing or the flight of time - time
which can never be recaptured.
2 Lit., "man is indeed in [a state of] loss, except those. . .", etc

The Hundred-Fourth Surah
Al-Humazah (The Slanderer)
Mecca Period

TAKING its conventional name from a noun occurring in the first verse, this surah seems to
have been revealed towards the end of the third year of Muhammad's prophethood - probably
after surah 75 ("Resurrection").

In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
104:1
WOE unto every slanderer, fault-finder!1 (2) [Woe unto him2] who amasses wealth and counts it
a safeguard, (3) thinking that his wealth will make him live forever!3 (4) Nay, but [in the life to
come such as] he shall indeed be abandoned to crushing torment!4 (5) And what could make thee
conceive what that crushing torment will be? (6) A fire kindled by God, (7) which will rise over
the [guilty] hearts:5 (8) verily, it will close in upon them (9) in endless columns!6
1 I.e., everyone who maliciously tries to uncover real or imaginary faults
in others.
2 This repetitive interpolation is necessary because the blameworthy
attitude spoken of in verses 2-3
obviously belongs to a category entirely different from the two mentioned
in verse 1.
3 This is a metonym for the tendency to attribute an almost "religious"
value to the acquisition and
possession of material goods and facilities - a tendency which precludes
man from giving any real
importance to spiritual considerations (cf. note 1 on 102:1). My
rendering of 'addadahu in the
preceding verse as "[he] counts it a safeguard" is based on Jawhari's
explanation of this term.
4 Al-hutamah - one of several metaphors for the otherworldly suffering
comprised within the concept
of "hell'" (see note 33 on 15:43-44).
5 I.e., originating in their hearts - thus clearly alluding to the
spiritual nature of the "fire" in the
sinners' belated realization of their guilt.
6 Lit., "in extended columns", i.e., overwhelming with despair.

The Hundred-Fifth Surah
Al-Fil (The Elephant)
Mecca Period

TAKING its name from the mention of the "Army of the Elephant"' in the first verse, this surah
alludes to the Abyssinian campaign against Mecca in the year 570 of the Christian era. Abrahah,
the Christian viceroy of the Yemen (which at that time was ruled by the Abyssinians), erected a
great cathedral at Sana, hoping thus to divert the annual Arabian pilgrimage from the Meccan
sanctuary, the Kabah, to the new church. When this hope remained unfulfilled, he determined to
destroy the Kabah; and so he set out against Mecca at the head of a large army, which included a
number of war elephants as well, and thus represented something hitherto unknown and utterly
astounding to the Arabs: hence the designation of that year, by contemporaries as well as
historians of later generations, as "the Year of the Elephant". Abrahah's army was totally

destroyed on its march (see Ibn Hisham; also Ibn Sa'd I/1, 55 f.) - probably by an extremely
virulent outbreak of smallpox or typhus (see note 2 below) - and Abrahah himself died on his
return to Sana.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
105:1
ART THOU NOT aware of how thy Sustainer dealt with the Army of the Elephant?1 (2) Did He
not utterly confound their artful planning? (3) Thus, He let loose upon them great swarms of
flying creatures (4) which smote them with stone-hard blows of chastisement pre-ordained,2 (5)
and caused them to become like a field of grain that has been eaten down to stubble3 1 Lit., "the companions (ashab) of the elephant" - see introductory note.
2 Lit., "with stones of sijjil". As explained in note 114 on 11:82, this
latter term is synonymous
with sijjil, which signifies "a writing" and, tropically, "something that
has been decreed by God]":
hence, the phrase hijarah min sijjil is a metaphor for "stone-hard blows
of chastisement pre-ordained",
i.e., in God's decree (Zamakhshari and Razi, with analogous comments on
the same expression in 11:82).
As already mentioned in the introductory note, the particular
chastisement to which the above verse
alludes seems to have been a sudden epidemic of extreme virulence:
according to Waqidi and Muhammad ibn
Ishaq - the latter as quoted by Ibn Hisham and Ibn Kathir - "this was the
first time that spotted fever
(hasbah) and smallpox (judari) appeared in the land of the Arabs". It is
interesting to note that the
word hasbah - which, according to some authorities, siignifies also
typhus - primarily means "pelting
[or smiting"] with stones" (Qamus). - As regards the noun ta'ir (of which
tayr is the plural), we ought
to remember that it denotes any "flying creature", whether bird or insect
(Taj al-'Arus). Neither the
Qur'an nor any authentic Tradition offers us any evidence as to the
nature of the "flying creatures"
mentioned in the above verse; and since, on the other hand, all the
"descriptions" indulged in by the
commentators are purely imaginary, they need not he seriously considered.
If the hypothesis of an epidemic
is correct, the "flying creatures" - whether birds or insects - may well
have been the carriers of the
infection. One thing, however, is clear: whatever the nature of the doom
that overtook the invading
force, it was certainly miraculous in the true sense of this word namely, in the sudden, totally
unexpected rescue which it brought to the distressed people of Mecca.
3 This passage is evidently continued in the next surah, which, according
to some authorities, is part of
the present one (see introductory note to surah 106).

The Hundred-Sixth Surah
Quraysh
Mecca Period

ACCORDING to some of the Companions of the Prophet and several learned men of the next
generation, this surah and the preceding one form, in fact, one entity. Thus, in the Qur'an-copy
owned by Ubayy ibn Ka'b, Al-Fil and Quraysh were written as one surah, i.e., without the
customary invocation "In the name of God" intervening between them (Baghawi and
Zamakhshari). We must remember that side by side with Zayd ibn Thabit and Ali ibn Abi Talib,
Ubayy ibn Ka'b was one of the foremost authorities on whom both Abu Bakr and Uthman relied
for the final recension of the text of the Qur'an; and it is probably for this reason that Ibn Hajar
al-Asqalani regards the evidence of Ubayy's Qur'an-copy as fairly conclusive (Fath al-Bari VIII,
593). Moreover, it is established that, when leading the congregational prayer, Umar ibn alKhattab used to recite the two surahs as one (Zamakhshari and Razi). But whether Al-Fil and
Quraysh are one surah or two separate ones, there is hardly any doubt that the latter is a
continuation of the former, implying that God destroyed the Army of the Elephant "so that the
Quraysh might remain secure" (see verse 1 below and the corresponding note).
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
106:1
SO THAT the Quraysh might remain secure,1 (2) secure in their winter and summer journeys,2
(3) Let them, therefore, worship the Sustainer of this Temple;3 (4) who has given them food
against hunger, and made them safe from danger.4
1 Lit., "for the safeguarding of the Quraysh", i.e., as the custodians of
the Kabah and the tribe in the
midst of which the Last Prophet, Muhammad, was to appear. Thus, the
"security of the Quraysh" is a
metonym for the security of the Kabah, the focal point of the Faith based
on the concept of God's
oneness, for the sake of which the army of Abrahah was destroyed (see
introductory note as well as
preceding surah).
2 I.e., the two annual trade caravans - to the Yemen in winter and to Syria
in summer - on which the
prosperity of Mecca depended.
3 I.e., the Kabah (see note 102 on 2:125).
4 Cf. Abraham's prayer, "O my Sustainer! Make this a land secure, and grant
its people fruitful
sustenance" (2:126).

The Hundred-Seventh Surah
Al-Ma'Un (Assistance)

Mecca Period

THE NAME of this surah, which was revealed in the early years of the Prophet's mission
(probably after surah 102), is derived from the word al-ma'un occurring in the last verse. The
view of some commentators that verses 4-7 were revealed at Medina lacks all historical or
textual evidence and may, therefore, be disregarded.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
107:1
HAST THOU ever considered [the kind of man] who gives the lie to all moral law?1 (2) Behold,
it is this [kind of man] that thrusts the orphan away, (3) and feels no urge2 to feed the needy. (4)
Woe, then, unto those praying ones (5) whose hearts from their prayer are remote3 - (6) those
who want only to be seen and praised, (7) and, withal, deny all assistance [to their fellow-men]!4
1 I.e., who denies that there is any objective validity in religion as such
and, thus, in the concept of
moral law (which is one of the primary connotations of the term din - cf.
note 3 on 109:6). Some
commentators are of the opinion that in the above context din signifies
"judgment", i.e., the Day
of Judgment, and interpret this phrase as meaning "who calls the Day of
Judgment a lie".
2 Lit., "does not urge", i.e., himself.
3 Lit., "who are [knowingly] unmindful of their prayers".
4 The term al-ma'un comprises the many small items needed for one's daily
use, as well as the occasional
acts of kindness consisting in helping out one's fellow-men with such
items. In its wider sense, it
denotes "aid" or "assistance" in any difficulty.

The Hundred-Eighth Surah
Al-Kawthar (Good In Abundance)
Period Uncertain

WHEREAS most of the authorities assign this surah to the early part of the Mecca period, Ibn
Kathir considers it most probable that it was revealed at Medina. The reason for this assumption
(shared by many other scholars) is to be found in an authentic hadith on the authority of Anas ibn
Malik, who narrates - with a good deal of circumstantial detail - how the surah was revealed
"while the Apostle of God was among us in the mosque" (Muslim, Ibn Hanbal, Abu Da'ud,
Nasa'i). The "mosque" referred to by Anas can only have been the mosque of Medina: for, on the
one hand, Anas - a native of that town - had never met the Prophet before the latter's exodus to
Medina (at which time Anas was barely ten years old); and, on the other hand, there had been no
mosque - i.e., a public place of congregational worship - available to the Muslims at Mecca

before their conquest of that city in 8 H. The three verses of the surah are addressed, in the first
instance, to the Prophet and, through him, to every believing man and woman.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
108:1
BEHOLD, We have bestowed upon thee good in abundance:1 (2) hence, pray unto thy Sustainer
[alone], and sacrifice [unto Him alone]. (3) Verily, he that hates thee has indeed been cut off
[from all that is good]!2
1 The term kawthar is an intensive form of the noun kathrah (Zamakhshari),
which, in its turn, denotes
"copiousness", "multitude" or "abundance"; it also occurs as an adjective
with the same connotation
(Qamus, Lisan al-Arab, etc.). In the above context, which is the sole
instance of its use in the Qur'an,
al-kawthar obviously relates to the abundant bestowal on the Prophet of
all that is good in an abstract,
spiritual sense, like revelation, knowledge, wisdom, the doing of good
works, and dignity in this world
and in the hereafter (Razi); with reference to the believers in general,
it evidently signifies the
ability to acquire knowledge, to do good works, to be kind towards all
living beings, and thus to attain
to inner peace and dignity.
2 Lit., "it is he that is cut off (abtar)". The addition, between brackets,
of the phrase "from all
that is good" is based on an explanation forthcoming from the Qamus.

The Hundred-Ninth Surah
Al-Kafirun (Those Who Deny The Truth)
Mecca Period

REVEALED shortly after surah 107.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
109:1
SAY: "O you who deny the truth! (2) "I do not worship that which you worship, (3) and neither
do you worship that which I worship!1 (4) "And I will not worship that which you have [ever]
worshipped, (5) and neither will you [ever] worship that which I worship.2 (6) Unto you, your
moral law, and unto me, mine !"3
1 In the above rendering, the particle ma ("that which") alludes, on the
one hand, to all positive concepts

and ethical values - e.g., belief in God and the believer's selfsurrender to Him - and, on the other,
to false objects of worship and false values, such as man's belief in his
own supposed "self-sufficiency"
(cf. 96:6-7), or his overriding, almost compulsive "greed for more and
more" (surah 102).
2 Sc., "so long as you are unwilling to abandon the false values which
cause you to deny the truth ".
3 Lit., "unto me, my moral law". The primary significance of din is
"obedience"; in particular, obedience
to a law or to what is conceived as a system of established - and
therefore binding - usages, i.e.,
something endowed with moral authority: hence "religion", "faith.' or
"religious law" in the widest
sense of these terms (cf. first half of note 249 on 2:256); or simply
"moral law", as in the above
instance as well as in 42:21, 95:7, 98:5 or 107:1.

The Hundred-Tenth Surah
An-Nasr (Succour)
Mecca Period

REVEALED at Mina during the Prophet's Farewell Pilgrimage in the month of Dhu 'l-Hijjah, 10
H. - that is, a little over two months before his death - this is unquestionably the last complete
surah conveyed by him to the world. It was preceded one day earlier (on Friday, the 9th of Dhu
'l-Hijjah) by the revelation of the words, "Today have I perfected your religious law for you, and
bestowed upon you the full measure of My blessings, and willed that self-surrender unto Me (alislam) shall be your religion'" (5:3); and since those words were almost immediately followed by
the present surah, some of the Prophet's Companions concluded that his mission was fulfilled,
and that he was about to die (Bukhari). As a matter of fact, the only revelation which the Prophet
received after An-Nasr was verse 281 of Al-Baqarah.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
110:1
WHEN GOD'S SUCCOUR comes, and victory, (2) and thou seest people enter God's religion1 in
hosts, (3) extol thy Sustainer's limitless glory, and praise Him, and seek His forgiveness: for,
behold, He is ever an acceptor of repentance.2
1 I.e., the religion of self-surrender to God: cf. 3:19 - "the only [true]
religion in the sight of God
is [man's] self-surrender unto Him".
2 Implying that even if people should embrace the true religion in great
numbers, a believer ought not
to grow self-complacent but should, rather, become more humble and more
conscious of his own failings.

Moreover, the Prophet is reported to have said, "Behold, people have
entered God's religion in hosts and in time they will leave it in hosts" (Ibn Hanbal, on the authority of
Jabir ibn Abd Allah; a similar
Tradition, on the authority of Abu Hurayrah, is found in the Mustadrak).

The Hundred-Eleventh Surah
Al-Masad (The Twisted Strands)
Mecca Period

THIS very early surah - the sixth in the order of revelation - derives its name from its last word.
It relates to the bitter hostility always shown to the Prophet's message by his uncle Abu Lahab: a
hostility rooted in his inborn arrogance, pride in his great wealth, and a dislike of the idea,
propounded by Muhammad, that all human beings are equal before God and will be judged by
Him on their merits alone (Ibn Zayd, as quoted by Tabari in his commentary on the first verse of
this surah). As reported by several unimpeachable authorities - Bukhari and Muslim among them
- the Prophet ascended one day the hillock of As-Safa in Mecca and called together all who
could hear him from among his tribe, the Quraysh, When they had assembled, he asked them: "O
sons of Abd al-Muttalib! O sons of Fihr! If I were to inform you that enemy warriors are about to
fall upon you from behind that hill, would you believe me?" They answered: "Yes, we would."
Thereupon he said: "Behold, then, I am here to warn you of the coming of the Last Hour!" At
that, Abu Lahab exclaimed: "Was it for this purpose that thou hast summoned us? May thou be
doomed!" And shortly afterwards this surah was revealed.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
111:1
DOOMED are the hands of him of the glowing countennce:1 and doomed is he! (2) What will his
wealth avail him, and all that he has gained? (3) [In the life to come] he shall have to endure a
fire fiercely glowing;2 (4) together with his wife, that carrier of evil tales,3 (5) [who bears]
around her neck a rope of twisted strands!4
1 The real name of this uncle of the Prophet was Abd al-Uzza. He was
popularly nicknamed Abu Lahab
(lit., "He of the Flame") on account of his beauty, which was most
notably expressed in his glowing
countenance (Baghawi, on the authority of Muqatil; Zamakhshari and Razi
passsim in their comments on
the above verse; Fath al-Bari VIII, 599), Since this nickname, or kunyah
appears to have been applied
to him even before the advent of Islam, there is no reason to suppose
that it had a pejorative
significance. - The expression "hands" in the above clause is, in
accordance with classical Arabic
usage, a metonym for "power", alluding to the great influence which Abu
Lahab wielded.

2 The expression nar dhat lahab is a subtle play upon the meaning of the
nickname Abu Lahab.
3 Lit., "carrier of firewood", a well-known idiomatic expression denoting
one who surreptitiously carries
evil tales and slander from one person to another "so as to kindle the
flames of hatred between them"
(Zamakhshari; see also Ikrimah, Mujahid and Qatadah, as quoted by
Tabari). The woman's name was Arwa
umm Jamil bint Harb ibn Umayyah; she was a sister of Abu Sufyan and,
hence, a paternal aunt of Muawiyah,
the founder of the Umayyad dynasty. Her hatred of Muhammad and his
followers was so intense that she
would often, under the cover of darkness, scatter thorns before the
Prophet's house with a view to
causing him hurt; and she employed her great eloquence in persistently
slandering him and his message,
4 The term masad signifies anything that consists of twisted strands,
irrespective of the material (Qamus,
Mughni, Lisan al-Arab). In the abstract sense in which it is evidently
used here, the above phrase seems
to have a double connotation: it alludes to the woman's twisted, warped
nature, as well as to the
spiritual truth that "every human being's destiny is tied to his neck"
(see 17:13 and, in particular,
the corresponding note 17) - which, together with verse 2, reveals the
general, timeless purport of
this surah.

The Hundred-Twelfth Surah
Al-Ikhlas: (The Declaration Of [God's] Perfection)
Mecca Period

AS REPORTED in a great number of authentic Traditions, the Prophet was wont to describe this
surah as "equivalent to one-third of the whole Qur'an" (Bukhari, Muslim, Ibn Hanbal, Abu
Da'ud, Nasa'i, Tirmidhi, Ibn Majah). It seems to have been revealed in the early part of the
Mecca period.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
112:1
SAY: "He is the One God: (2) "God the Eternal, the Uncaused Cause of All Being.1 (3) "He
begets not, and neither is He begotten; (4) "and there is nothing that could be compared with
Him.2
1 This rendering gives no more than an approximate meaning of the term assamad, which occurs in the Qur'an
only once, and is applied to God alone. It comprises the concepts of
Primary Cause and eternal, independent

Being, combined with the idea that everything existing or conceivable
goes back to Him as its source and
is therefore, dependent on Him for its beginning as well as for its
continued existence.
2 Cf. note 2 on 89:3, as well as surah 19, note 77. The fact that God is
one and unique in every respect,
without beginning and without end, has its logical correlate in the
statement that "there is nothing
that could be compared with Him" - thus precluding any possibility of
describing or defining Him
(see note 88 on the last sentence of 6:100). Consequently, the quality of
His Being is beyond the
range of human comprehension or imagination: which also explains why any
attempt at "depicting" God
by means of figurative representations or even abstract symbols must be
qualified as a blasphemous
denial of the truth.

The Hundred-Thirteenth Surah
Al-Falaq (The Rising Dawn)
Mecca Period

WHEREAS most of the commentators assign this and the next surah to the early part of the
Mecca period, some authorities (e.g., Razi, Ibn Kathir) consider them to have been revealed at
Medina, while yet others (e.g., Baghawi, Zamakhshari, Baydawi) leave the question open. On the
basis of the scant evidence available to us it appears probable that both these surahs are of early
Meccan origin.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
113:1
SAY: "I seek refuge with the Sustainer of the rising dawn,1 (2) "from the evil of aught that He
has created, (3) "and from the evil of the black darkness whenever it descends,2 (4) "and from the
evil of all human beings bent on occult endeavours,3 (5) "and from the evil of the envious when
he envies."4
1 The term al-falaq ("the light of dawn" or "the rising dawn") is often
used tropically to describe
"the emergence of the truth after [a period of] uncertainty" (Taj al'Arus): hence, the appellation
"Sustainer of the rising dawn" implies that God is the source of all
cognition of truth, and that
one's "seeking refuge" with Him is synonymous with striving after truth.
2 I.e., the darkness of despair, or of approaching death. In all these four
verses (2-5), the term "evil"
(sharr) has not only an objective but also a subjective connotation namely, fear of evil.

3 Lit., "of those that blow (an-naffathat) upon knots": an idiomatic phrase
current in pre-Islamic Arabia
and, hence, employed in classical Arabic to designate all supposedly
occult endeavours; it was probably
derived from the practice of "witches" and "sorcerers" who used to tie a
string into a number of knots
while blowing upon them and murmuring magic incantations. The feminine
gender of naffathat does not, as
Zamakhshari and Razi point out, necessarily indicate "women", but may
well relate to "human beings"
(anfus, sing. nafs, a noun that is grammatically feminine). In his
explanation of the above verse,
Zamakhshari categorically rejects all belief in the reality and
effectiveness of such practices, as well
as of the concept of "magic" as such. Similar views have been expressed albeit in a much more elaborate
manner, on the basis of established psychological findings - by Muhammad
Abduh and Rashid Rida (see
Manar I, 398 ff.). The reason why the believer is enjoined to "seek
refuge with God" from such practices
despite their palpable irrationality is - according to Zamakhshari- to be
found in the inherent sinfulness
of such endeavours (see surah 2, note 84), and in the mental danger in
which they may involve their author.
4 I.e., from the effects - moral and social- which another person's envy
may have on one's life, as well
as from succumbing oneself to the evil of envy. In this connection,
Zamakhshari quotes a saying of the
Caliph Umar ibn Abd al-Aziz (called "the Second Umar" on account of his
piety and integrity): "I cannot
think of any wrongdoer (zalim) who is more likely to be the wronged one
(mazlum) than he who envies
another."

The Hundred-Fourteenth Surah
An-Nas (Men)
Mecca Period

SEE introductory note to the preceding surah, with which this one is closely connected.
In The Name of God, The Most Gracious, The Dispenser of Grace:
114:1
SAY: "I seek refuge with the Sustainer of men, - (2) "the Sovereign of men, (3) "the God of men,
(4) "from the evil of the whispering, elusive tempter (5) "who whispers in the hearts of men1 (6) "from all [temptation to evil by] invisible forces as well as men,"2
1 I.e., "Satan" in the widest meaning of this designation, as pointed out
by Razi (quoted in surah 14, note 31).

2 The above is perhaps the oldest Qur'anic mention of the term and concept
of al-jinnah (synonymous with al-jinn),
which has been tentatively explained in Appendix III. In the above
context, the term probably denotes the
intangible, mysterious forces of nature to which man's psyche is exposed,
and which sometimes make it
difficult for us to discern between right and wrong, However, in the
light of this last verse of the
last surah of the Qur'an it is also possible to conclude that the
"invisible forces" from which we are
told to seek refuge with God are the temptations to evil emanating from
the blindness of our own hearts,
from our gross appetites, and from the erroneous notions and false values
that may have been handed down
to us by our predecessors.

Appendix I
Symbolism And Allegory In The Qur'an

WHEN studying the Qur'an, one frequently encounters what may be described as "key-phrases"
that is to say, statements which provide a clear, concise indication of the idea underlying a
particular passage or passages: for instance, the many references to the creation of man "out of
dust" and "out of a drop of sperm", pointing to the lowly biological origin of the human species;
or the statement in the ninety-ninth surah (Az-Zalzalah) that on Resurrection Day "he who shall
have done an atom's weight of good, shall behold it; and he who shall have done an atom's
weight of evil, shall behold it" - indicating the ineluctable{unavoidable} afterlife consequences
of, and the responsibility for, all that man consciously does in this world; or the divine
declaration (in 38:27), "We have not created heaven and earth and all that is between them
without meaning and purpose (batilan), as is the surmise of those who are bert on denying the
truth."
Instances of such Qur'anic key-phrases can be quoted almost ad infinitum, and in many varying
formulations. But there is one fundamental statement in the Qur'an which occurs only once, and
which may be qualified as "the key-phrase of all its key-phrases": the statement in verse 7 of Al'Imran to the' effect that the Qur'an "contains messages that are clear in and by themselves (ayat
muhkamat) as well as others that are allegoncal (mutoshabihat)". It Is this verse which
represents, in an absolute sense, a key to the understanding of the Qur'anic message and makes
the whole of it accessible to "people who think" (Li-qawmin yatafakkarun).
In my notes on the above-mentioned verse of Al-'Imran I have tried to elucidate the meaning of
the expression ayat muhkamat as well as the general purport of what is termed mutashabih
("'allegorical" or "symbolic"). Without a proper grasp of what is implied by this latter term, much
of the Qur'an is liable to be - and, in fact, has often been - grossly misunderstood both by
believers and by such as refuse to believe in its divinely-inspired origin. However, an
appreciation of what is meant by "allegory" or "symbolism" in the context of the Qur'an is, by
itself, not enough to make one fully understand its world-view: in order to achieve this we must
relate the Qur'anic use of these terms to a concept touched upon almost at the very beginning of
the divine writ - namely, the existence of "a realm which is beyond the reach of human

perception" (al-ghayb). It is this concept that constitutes the basic premise for an understanding
of the call of the Qur'an, and, indeed, of the principle of religion - every religion - as such: for all
truly religious cognition arises from and is based on the fact that only a small segment of reality
is open to man's perception and imagination, and that by far the larger part of it escapes his
comprehension altogether.
However, side by side with this clear-cut metaphysical concept we have a not less clear-cut
finding of a psychological nature: namely, the finding that the human mind (in which term we
comprise conscious thinking, imagination, dream-life, intuition, memory, etc.) can operate only
on the basis of perceptions previously experienced by that very mind either in their entirety or in
some of their constituent elements: that is to say, it cannot visualize, or form an idea of,
something that lies entirely outside the realm of previously realized experiences. Hence,
whenever we arrive at a seemingly "new" mental image or idea, we find, on closer examination,
that even if it is new as a composite entity, it is not really new as regards its component elements,
for these are invariably derived from previous - and sometimes quite disparate - mental
experiences which are now but brought together in a new combination or series of new
combinations.
Now as soon as we realize that the human mind cannot operate otherwise than on the basis of
previous experiences - that is to say, on the basis of apperceptions{conscious perception} and
cognitions already recorded in that mind - we are faced by a weighty question: Since the
metaphysical ideas of religion relate, by virtue of their nature, to a realm beyond the reach of
human perception or experience - how can they be successfully conveyed to us? How can we be
expected to grasp ideas which have no counterpart, not even a fractional one, in any of the
apperceptions which we have arrived at empirically?
The answer is self-evident: By means of loan-images derived from our actual - physical or
mental - experiences; or, as Zamakhshari phrases it in his commentary on 13:35, 'through a
parabolic illustration, by means of something which we know from our experience, of something
that is beyond the reach of our perception" (tamihilan li-ma ghaba 'anna bi-ma nushahid). And
this is the innermost purport of the term and concept of al-mutashabihat as used in the Qur'an.
Thus, the Qur'an tells us clearly that many of its passages and expressions must be understood in
an allegorical sense for the simple reason that, being intended for human understanding, they
could not have been conveyed to us in any other way. It follows, therefore, that if we were to
take every Qur'anic passage, statement or expression in its outward, literal sense and disregard
the possibility of its being an allegory, a metaphor or a parable, we would be offending against
the very spirit of the divine writ.
Consider, for instance, some of the Qur'anic references to God's Being - a Being indefinable,
infinite in time and space, and utterly beyond any creature's comprehension. Far from being able
to imagine Him, we can only realize what He is not: namely, not limited in either time or space,
not definable in terms of comparison, and not to be comprised within any category of human
thought. Hence only very generalized metaphors can convey to us, though most inadequately, the
idea of His existence and activity.

And so, when the Qur'an speaks of Him as being "in the heavens" or "established on His throne
(al-'arsh)", we cannot possibly take these phrases in their literal senses, since then they would
imply, however vaguely, that God is limited in space: and since such a limitation would
contradict the concept of an Infinite Being, we know immediately, without the least doubt, that
the "heavens" and the "throne" and God's being "established" on it are but linguistic vehicles
meant to convey an idea which is outside all human experience, namely, the idea of God's
almightiness and absolute sway over all that exists. Similarly, whenever He is described as "allseeing", "all-hearing" or "all-aware", we know that these descriptions have nothing to do with the
phenomena of physical seeing or hearing but simply circumscribe, in terms understandable to
man, the fact of God's eternal Presence in all that is or happens. And since "no human vision can
encompass Him" (Qur'an 6:103), man is not expected to realize His existence otherwise than
through observing the effects of His unceasing activity within and upon the universe created by
Him.
But whereas our belief in God's existence does not - and, indeed, could not depend on our
grasping the unfathomable "how" of His Being, the same is not the case with problems
connected with man's own existence, and, in particular, with the idea of a life in the hereafter:
for, man's psyche is so constituted that it cannot accept any proposition relating to himself
without being given a clear exposition of its purport.
The Qur'an tells us that man's life in this world is but the first stage - a very short stage - of a life
that continues beyond the hiatus called "death"; and the same Qur'an stresses again and again the
principle of man's moral responsibility for all his conscious actions and his behaviour, and of the
continuation of this responsibility, in the shape of inescapable consequences, good or bad, in a
person s life in the hereafter. But how could man be made to understand the nature of these
consequences and, thus, of the quality of the life that awaits him? - for, obviously, inasmuch as
man's resurrection will be the result of what the Qur'an describes as "a new act of creation", the
life that will follow upon it must be entirely different from anything that man can and does
experience in this world.
This being so, it is not enough for man to be told. "If you behave righteously in this world, you
will attain to happiness in the life to come", or, alternatively, "If you do wrong in this world, you
will suffer for it in the hereafter". Such statements would be far too general and abstract to
appeal to man's imagination and, thus, to influence his behaviour. What is needed is a more
direct appeal to the intellect, resulting in a kind of "visualization" of the consequences of one's
conscious acts and omissions: and such an appeal can be effectively produced by means of
metaphors, allegories and parables, each of them stressing, on the one hand, the absolute
dissimilarity of all that man will experience after resurrection from whatever he did or could
experience in this world; and, on the other hand, establishing means of comparison between
these two categories of experience.
Thus, explaining the reference to the bliss of paradise in 32:17, the Prophet indicated the
essential difference between man's life in this world and in the hereafter in these words: "God
says, 'I have readied for My righteous servants what no eye has ever seen, and no ear has ever
heard, and no heart of man has ever conceived" (Bukhari, Muslim, Tirmidhi). On the other hand,
in 2:25 the Qur'an speaks thus of the blessed in paradise: "Whenever they are granted fruits

therefrom as their appointed sustenance, they will say, 'It is this that in days of yore was granted
to us as our sustenance' - for they shall be given something which will recall that [past]": and so
we have the image of gardens through which running waters flow, blissful shade, spouses of
indescribable beauty, and many other delights infinitely varied and unending, and yet somehow
comparable to what may be conceived of as most delightful in this world.
However, this possibility of an intellectual comparison between the two stages of human
existence is to a large extent limited by the fact that all our thinking and imagining is
indissolubly connected with the concepts of finite time and finite space: in other words, we
cannot imagine infinity in either time or space - and therefore cannot imagine a state of existence
independent of time and space - or, as the Qur'an phrases it with reference to a state of happiness
in afterlife, "a paradise as vast as the heavens and the earth" (3:133): which expression is the
Qur'anic synonym for the entire created universe. On the other hand, we know that every
Qur'anic statement is directed to man's reason and must, therefore, be comprehensible either in
its literal sense (as in the case of the ayat muhkamat) or allegorically (as in the ayat
mutashabihat); and since, owing to the constitution of the human mind, neither infinity nor
eternity are comprehensible to us, it follows that the reference to the infinite "vastness" of
paradise cannot relate to anything but the intensity of sensation which it will offer to the blest.
By obvious analogy, the principle of a "comparison through allegory" applied in the Qur'an to all
references to paradise - i.e., a state of unimaginable happiness in afterlife - must be extended to
all descriptions of otherworldly suffering - i.e., hell - in respect of its utter dissimilarity from all
earthly experiences as well as its unmeasurable intensity. In both cases the descriptive method of
the Qur'an is the same. We are told, as it were: "Imagine the most joyous sensations, bodily as
well as emotional, accessible to man: indescribable beauty, love physical and spiritual,
consciousness of fulfilment, perfect peace and harmony; and imagine these sensations intensified
beyond anything imaginable in this world - and at the same time entirely different from anything
imaginable: and you have an inkling, however vague, of what is meant by 'paradise'." And, on
the other hand: "Imagine the greatest suffering, bodily as well as spiritual, which man may
experience: burning by fire, utter loneliness and bitter desolation, the torment of unceasing
frustration, a condition of neither living nor dying; and imagine this pain, this darkness and this
despair intensified beyond anything imaginable in this world - and at the same time entirely
different from anything imaginable: and you will know, however vaguely, what is meant by
'hell'."
Side by side with these allegories relating to man's life after death we find in the Qur'an many
symbolical expressions referring to the evidence of God's activity. Owing to the limitations of
human language - which, in their turn, arise from the inborn limitations of the human mind - this
activity can only be circumscribed and never really described. Just as it is impossible for us to
imagine or define God's Being, so the true nature of His creativeness - and, therefore, of His plan
of creation - must remain beyond our grasp. But since the Qur'an aims at conveying to us an
ethical teaching based, precisely, on the concept of God's purposeful creativeness, the latter must
be, as it were, "translated" into categories of thought accessible to man. Hence the use of
expressions which at first sight have an almost anthropomorphic hue, for instance, God's "wrath"
(ghadab) or "condemnation"; His "pleasure" at good deeds or "love" for His creatures; or His
being "oblivious" of a sinner who was oblivious of Him; or "asking" a wrongdoer on

Resurrection Day about his wrongdoing; and so forth. All such verbal "translations" of God's
activity into human terminology are unavoidable as long as we are expected to conform to
ethical principles revealed to us by means of a human language; but there can be no greater
mistake than to think that these "translations" could ever enable us to define the Undefinable.
And, as the Qur'an makes it clear in the seventh verse of Al-Imran, only "those whose hearts are
given to swerving from the truth go after that part of the divine writ which has been expressed in
allegory, seeking out [what is bound to create] confusion, and seeking [to arrive at] its final
meaning [in an arbitrary manner: but none save God knows its final meaning."

Appendix II
Al-Muqatta'at

ABOUT one-quarter of the Qur'anic surahs are preceded by mysterious letter-symbols called
muqatta'at ("disjointed letters") or, occasionally, fawatih ("openings") because they appear at the
beginning of the relevant surahs. Out of the twenty-eight letters of the Arabic alphabet, exactly
one-half that is, fourteen - occur in this position, either singly or in varying combinations of two,
three, four or five letters. They are always pronounced singly, by their designations and not as
mere sounds - thus: alif lam mim, or ha mim, etc.
The significance of these letter-symbols has perplexed the commentators from the earliest times.
There is no evidence of the Prophet's having ever referred to them in any of his recorded
utterances, nor of any of his Companions having ever asked him for an explanation. None the
less, it is established beyond any possibility of doubt that all the Companions - obviously
following the example of the Prophet - regarded the muqatta'at as integral parts of the surahs to
which they are prefixed, and used to recite them accordingly: a fact which disposes effectively of
the suggestion advanced by some Western orientalists that these letters may be no more than the
initials of the scribes who wrote down the individual revelations at the Prophet's dictation, or of
the Companions who recorded them at the time of the final codification of the Qur'an during the
reign of the first three Caliphs.
Some of the Companions as well as some of their immediate successors and later Qur'an
commentators were convinced that these letters are abbreviations of certain words or even
phrases relating to God and His attributes, and tried to "reconstruct" them with much ingenuity:
but since the possible combinations are practically unlimited, all such interpretations are highly
arbitrary and, therefore, devoid of any real usefulness. Others have tried to link the muqatta'at to
the numerological values of the letters of the Arabic alphabet, and have "derived" by this means
all manner of esoteric indications and prophecies.
Yet another, perhaps more plausible interpretation, based on two sets of facts, has been advanced
by some of the most outstanding Islamic scholars throughout the centuries:

Firstly, all words of the Arabic language, without any exception, are composed of either one
letter or a combination of two, three, four or five letters, and never more than five: and, as
already mentioned, these are the forms in which the muqatta'at appear.
Secondly, all surahs prefixed by these letter-symbols open, directly or obliquely, with a reference
to revelation, either in its generic sense or its specific manifestation, the Qur'an. At first glance it
might appear that three surahs (29, 30 and 68) are exceptions to this rule; but this assumption is
misleading. In the opening verse of surah 29 (Al-'Ankabut), a reference to revelation is obviously
implied in the saying, "We have attained to faith" (amanna), i.e., in God and His messages. In
surah 30 (Ar-Ram), divine revelation is unmistakably stressed in the prediction of Byzantine
victory in verses 2-4. In verse 1 of surah 68 (Al-Qalam) the phenomenon of revelation is clearly
referred to in the evocative mention of "the pen" (see note 2 on the first verse of that surah).
Thus, there are no "exceptions" in the surahs prefixed by one or more of the muqatta'at: each of
them opens with a reference to divine revelation.
This, taken together with the fact that the muqatta'at mirror, as it were, all word-forms of the
Arabic language, has led scholars and thinkers like Al-Mubarrad, Ibn Hazm, Zamakhshari, Razi,
Baydawi, Ibn Taymiyyah, Ibn Kathir to mention only a few of them - to the conclusion that the
muqatta'at are meant to illustrate the inimitable, wondrous nature of Qur'anic revelation, which,
though originating in a realm beyond the reach of human perception (al-ghayb), can be and is
conveyed to man by means of the very sounds (represented by letters) of ordinary human speech.
However, even this very attractive interpretation is not entirely satisfactory inasmuch as there are
many surahs which open with an exphcit reference to divine revelation and are nevertheless not
preceded by any letter-symbol. Secondly - and this is the most weighty objection - the above
explanation, too, is based on no more than conjecture: and so, in the last resort, we must content
ourselves with the finding that a solution of this problem still remains beyond our grasp. This
was apparently the view of the four Right-Guided Caliphs, summarized in these words of Abu
Bakr: "In every divine writ (kitab) there is [an clement of] mystery - and the mystery of the
Qur'an is [indicated] in the openings of [some of] the surahs."

Appendix III
On The Term And Concept Of Jinn

IN ORDER to grasp the purport of the term jinn as used in the Qur'an, we must dissociate our
minds from the meaning given to it in Arabian folklore, where it early came to denote all manner
of "demons" in the most popular sense of this word. This folkloristic image has somewhat
obscured the original connotation of the term and its highly significant - almost self-explanatory
- verbal derivation. The root-verb is janna, "he [or "it"] concealed" or "covered with darkness":
cf. 6:76, which speaks of Abraham "when the night overshadowed him with its darkness (janna
'alayhi)". Since this verb is also used in the intransitive sense ("he [or "it"] was [or "became"]
concealed", resp. "covered with darkness"), all classical philologists point out that al-jinn
signifies "intense [or "confusing"] darkness" and, in a more general sense, "that which is

concealed from [man's] senses", i.e., things, beings or forces which cannot normally be perceived
by man but have, nevertheless, an objective reality, whether concrete or abstract, of their own.
In the usage of the Qur'an, which is certainly different from the usage of primitive folklore, the
term jinn has several distinct meanings. The most commonly encountered is that of spiritual
forces or beings which, precisely because they have no corporeal existence, are beyond the
perception of our corporeal senses: a connotation which includes "satans" and "satanic forces"
(shayatin - see note 16 on 15:17) as well as "angels" and "angelic forces", since all of them are
"concealed from our senses" (Jawhari, Raghib). In order to make it quite evident that these
invisible manifestations are not of a corporeal nature, the Qur'an states parabolically that the jinn
were created out of "the fire of scorching winds" (nar as-samam, in 15:27), or out of "a confusing
flame of fire" (marij min nar, in 55:15), or simply "out of fire" (7:12 and 38:76, in these last two
instances referring to the Fallen Angel, Iblis). Parallel with this, we have authentic ahadith to the
effect that the Prophet spoke of the angels as having been "created out of light" (khuliqat min
nar: Muslim, on the authority of 'A'ishah) - light and fire being akin, and likely to manifest
themselves within and through one another (cf. note 7 on verse 8 of surah 27).
The term jinn is also applied to a wide range of phenomena which, according to most of the
classical commentators, indicate certain sentient organisms of so fine a nature and of a
physiological composition so different from our own that they are not normally accessible to our
sense-perception. We know, of course, very little as to what can and what cannot play the role of
a living organism; moreover, our inability to discern and observe such phenomena is by no
means a sufficient justification for a denial of their existence. The Qur'an refers often to "the
realm which is beyond the reach of human perception" (al-ghayb), while God is frequently
spoken of as "the Sustainer of all the worlds" (rabb al-alamin): and the use of the plural clearly
indicates that side by side with the "world" open to our observation there are other "worlds" as
well - and, therefore, other forms of life, different from ours and presumably from one another,
and yet subtly interacting and perhaps even permeating one another in a manner beyond our ken.
And if we assume, as we must, that there are living organisms whose biological premises are
entirely different from our own, it is only logical to assume that our physical senses can establish
contact with them only under very exceptional circumstances: hence the description of them as
"invisible beings". Now that occasional, very rare crossing of paths between their life-mode and
ours may well give rise to strange - because unexplainable - manifestations, which man's
primitive fantasy has subsequently interpreted as ghosts, demons and other such "supernatural"
apparitions.
Occasionally, the term jinn is used in the Qur'an to denote those elemental forces of nature including human nature - which are "concealed from our senses" inasmuch as they manifest
themselves to us only in their effects but not in their intrinsic reality. Instances of this
connotation are found, e.g., in 37:158 ff. (and possibly also in 6:100), as well as in the earliest
occurrence of this concept, namely, in 114:6.
Apart from this, it is quite probable that in many instances where the Qur'an refers to jinn in
terms usually applied to organisms endowed with reason, this expression either implies a
symbolic "personification" of man's relationship with "satanic forces" (shayatin) an implication
evident, e.g., in 6:112, 7:38, 11:119, 32:13 - or, alternatively, is a metonym for a person's

preoccupation with what is loosely described as "occult powers", whether real or illusory, as well
as for the resulting practices as such, like sorcery, necromancy, astrology, soothsaying -, etc.:
endeavours to which the Qur'an invariably refers in condemnatory terms (cf. 2:102 and the
corresponding note 84; also 6:128 and 130, or 72:5-6).
In a few instances (e.g., in 46:29-32 and 72:1-15) the term jinn may conceivably denote beings
not invisible in and by themselves but, rather, "hitherto unseen beings" (see note 1 on 72:1).
Finally, references to jinn are sometimes meant to recall certain legends deeply embedded in the
consciousness of the people to whom the Qur'an was addressed in the first instance (e.g., in
34:12-14, which should be read in conjunction with note 77 on 21:82) - the purpose being, in
every instance, not the legend as such but the illustration of a moral or spiritual truth.

Appendix IV
The Night Journey

THE PROPHET'S "Night Journey" (isra) from Mecca to Jerusalem and his subsequent
"Ascension" (mi'raj) to heaven are, in reality, two stages of one mystic experience, dating almost
exactly one year before the exodus to Medina (cf. Ibn Sa'd III, 143). According to various welldocumented Traditions - extensively quoted and discussed by Ibn Kathir in his commentary on
l7:l, as well as by Ibn Hajar in Fath al-Bari VII, 155 ff. - the Apostle of God, accompanied by the
Angel Gabriel, found himself transported by night to the site of Solomon's Temple at Jerusalem,
where he led a congregation of many of the earlier, long since deceased prophets in prayer; some
of them he afterwards encountered again in heaven. The Ascension, in particular, is important
from the viewpoint of Muslim theology inasmuch as it was in the course of this experience that
the five daily prayers were explicitly instituted, by God's ordinance, as an integral part of the
Islamic Faith.
Since the Prophet himself did not leave any clear-cut explanation of this experience, Muslim
thinkers - including the Prophet's Companions - have always widely differed as to its true nature.
The great majority of the Companions believed that both the Night Journey and the Ascension
were physical occurrences - in other words, that the Prophet was borne bodily to Jerusalem and
then to heaven - while a minority were convinced that the experience was purely spiritual.
Among the tatter we find, in particular, the name of 'A'ishah, the Prophet's widow and most
intimate companion of his later years,
who declared emphatically that "he was transported only in his spirit (bi-ruhihi), while his body
did not leave its place" (cf. Tabari, Zamakhshari and Ibn Kathir in their commentaries on 17:1);
the great Al-Hasan al-Basri, who belonged to the next generation, held uncompromisingly to the
same view (ibid.). As against this, the theologians who maintain that the Night Journey and the
Ascension were physical experiences refer to the corresponding belief of most of the
Companions - without, however, being able to point to a single Tradition to the effect that the
Prophet himself described it as such. Some Muslim scholars lay stress on the words asra bi'abdihi ("He transported His servant by night") occurring in 17:1, and contend that the term 'abd

("servant") denotes a living being in its entirety, i.e., a combination of body and soul. This
interpretation, however, does not take into account the probability that the expression asra bi'abdihi simply refers to the human quality of the Prophet, in consonance with the many Qur'anic
statements to the effect that he, like all other apostles, was but a mortal servant of God, and was
not endowed with any supernatural qualities. This, to my mind, is fully brought out in the
concluding words of the above verse - verily, He alone is all-hearing, all-seeing" - following
upon the statement that the Prophet was shown some of God's symbols (min ayatina), i.e., given
insight into some, but by no means all, of the ultimate truths underlying God's creation.
The most convincing argument in favour of a spiritual interpretation of both the Night Journey
and the Ascension is forthcoming from the highly allegorical descriptions found in the authentic
Traditions relating to this double experience: descriptions, that is, which are so obviously
symbolic that they preclude any possibility of interpreting them literally, in "physical" terms.
Thus, for instance, the Apostle of God speaks of his encountering at Jerusalem, and subsequently
in heaven, a number of the earlier prophets, all of whom had undoubtedly passed away a long
time before. According to one Tradition (quoted by Ibn Kathir on the authority of Anas), he
visited Moses in his grave, and found him praying. In another Tradition, also on the authority of
Anas (cf. Fath al-Bari VII, 158), the Prophet describes how, on his Night Journey, he
encountered an old woman, and was thereupon told by Gabriel, "This old woman is the mortal
world (ad-dunya)". In the words of yet another Tradition, on the authority of Abu Hurayrah
(ibid.), the Prophet "passed by people who were sowing and harvesting; and every time they
completed their harvest, [the grain) grew up again. Gabriel said, 'These are the fighters in God's
cause (al-mujahidun).' Then they passed by people whose heads were being shattered by rocks;
and every time they were shattered, they became whole again. [Gabriel] said, 'These are they
whose heads were oblivious of prayer.... Then they passed by people who were eating raw, rotten
meat and throwing away cooked, wholesome meat. [Gabriel] said, 'These are the adulterers.'"
In the best-known Tradition on the Ascension (quoted by Bukhari), the Prophet introduces his
narrative with the words: "While I lay on the ground next to the Ka'bah [lit., "in the hur"], lo!
there came unto me an angel, and cut open my breast and took out my heart. And then a golden
basin full of faith was brought unto me, and my heart was washed (therein) and was filled [with
it]; then it was restored to its place..." Since "faith" is an abstract concept, it is obvious that the
Prophet himself regarded this prelude to the Ascension - and therefore the Ascension itself and,
ipso facto, the Night Journey to Jerusalem - as purely spiritual experiences.
But whereas there is no cogent reason to believe in a "bodily" Night Journey and Ascension,
there is, on the other hand, no reason to doubt the objective reality of this event. The early
Muslim theologians, who could not be expected to possess adequate psychological knowledge,
could visualize only two alternatives: either a physical happening or a dream. Since it appeared
to them - and rightly so - that these wonderful occurrences would greatly lose in significance if
they were relegated to the domain of mere dream, they instinctively adopted an interpretation in
physical terms and passionately defended it against all contrary views, like those of 'A'ishah,
Mu'awiyah or al-Hasan al-Basri. In the meantime, however, we have come to know that a dreamexperience is not the only alternative to a physical occurrence. Modern psychical research,
though still in its infancy, has demonstrably proved that not every spiritual experience (that is, an
experience in which none of the known organs of man's body has a part) must necessarily be a

mere subjective manifestation of the "mind" - whatever this term may connote - but that it may,
in special circumstances, be no less real or "factual" in the objective sense of this word than
anything that man can experience by means of his physiological organism. We know as yet very
little about the quality of such exceptional psychic activities, and so it is well-nigh impossible to
reach definite conclusions as to their nature. Nevertheless, certain observations of modern
psychologists have confirmed the possibility - claimed from time immemorial by mystics of all
persuasions - of a temporary "independence" of man's spirit from his living body. In the event of
such a temporary independence, the spirit or soul appears to be able freely to traverse time and
space, to embrace within its insight occurrences and phenomena belonging to otherwise widely
separated categories of reality, and to condense them within symbolical perceptions of great
intensity, clarity and comprehensiveness. But when it comes to communicating such "visionary"
experiences (as we are constrained to call them for lack of a better term) to people who have
never experienced anything of the kind, the person concerned - in this case, the Prophet - is
obliged to resort to figurative expressions: and this would account for the allegorical style of all
the Traditions relating to the mystic vision of the Night Journey and the Ascension.
At this point I should like to draw the reader's attention to the discussion of "spiritual Ascension"
by one of the truly great Islamic thinkers, Ibn al-Qayyim (Zad al-Ma'da II, 48 f.): "'A'ishah and
Mu'wiyah maintained that the [Prophet's) Night Journey was performed by his soul (bi-ruhihi),
while his body did not leave its place. The same is reported to have been the view of Al-Hasan
al-Basri. But it is necessary to know the difference between the saying, 'the Night Journey took
place in dream (manaman)', and the saying, 'it was [performed] by his soul without his body'.
The difference between these two [views] is tremendous.... What the dreamer sees are mere
reproductions (amthal) of forms already existing in his mind; and so he dreams [for example]
that he ascends to heaven or is transported to Mecca or to [other] regions of the world, while [in
reality] his spirit neither ascends nor is transported...
"Those who have reported to us the Ascension of the Apostle of God can be divided into two
groups - one group maintaining that the Ascension was in spirit and in body, and the other group
maintaining that it was performed by his spirit, while his body did not leave its place. But these
latter [also] do not mean to say that the Ascension took place in a dream: they merely mean that
it was his soul itself which actually went on the Night Journey and ascended to heaven, and that
the soul witnessed things which it [otherwise) witnessses after death [lit., mufaraqah,
"separation"]. Its condition on that occasion was similar to the condition [of the soul] after
death.... But that which the Apostle of God experienced on his Night Journey was superior to the
[ordinary experiences of the soul after death, and, of course, was far above the dreams which one
sees in sleep.... As to the prophets [whom the Apostle of God met in heaven], it was but their
souls which had come to dwell there after the separation from their bodies, while the soul of the
Apostle of God ascended there in his lifetime."
It is obvious that this kind of spiritual experience is not only not inferior, but, on the contrary,
vastly superior to anything that bodily organs could ever perform or record; and it goes without
saying, as already mentioned by Ibn al-Qayyam, that it is equally superior to what we term
"dream-experiences", inasmuch as the latter have no objective existence outside the subject's
mind, whereas spiritual experiences of the kind referred to above are not less "real" (that is,
objective) than anything which could be experienced "in body". By assuming that the Night

Journey and the Ascension were spiritual and not bodily, we do not diminish the extraordinary
value attaching to this experience of the Prophet. On the contrary, it appears that the fact of his
having had such an experience by far transcends any miracle of bodily ascension, for it
presupposes a personality of tremendous spiritual perfection - the very thing which we expect
from a true Prophet of God. However, it is improbable that we ordinary human beings will ever
be in a position fully to comprehend spiritual experiences of this kind. Our minds can only
operate with elements provided by our consciousness of time and space; and everything that
extends beyond this particular set of conceptions will always defy our attempts at a clear-cut
definition.
In conclusion, it should be noted that the Prophet's Night Journey from Mecca to Jerusalem,
immediately preceding his Ascension, was apparently meant to show that Islam is not a new
doctrine but a continuation of the same divine message which was preached by the prophets of
old, who had Jerusalem as their spiritual home. This view is supported by Traditions (quoted in
Fath al-Bari VII, 158), according to which the Prophet, during his Night Journey, also offered
prayers at Yathrib, Sinai, Bethlehem, etc. His encounters with other prophets, mentioned in this
connection, symbolize the same idea. The well-known Traditions to the effect that on the
occasion of his Night Journey the Prophet led a prayer in the Temple of Jerusalem, in which all
other prophets ranged themselves behind him, expresses in a figurative manner the doctrine that
Islam, as preached by the Prophet Muhammad, is the fulfilment and perfection of mankind's
religious development, and that Muhammad was the last and the greatest of God's messagebearers.
-- End -End of The Message of The Quran translated and explained by Muhammad Asad for Arthur's
Classic Novels

