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been able to claim it, considering their weakness. Since their father was a pious and 
righteous man, God allowed his children to benefit by his piety while they were 
weak. He willed to give them the time necessary to grow up and dig up their 
treasure when they were in a position to keep it. 

The sage then disowns any share in this whole matter. It is God’s grace that 
dictated all his actions. It was all by God’s command who had imparted to him the 
necessary knowledge in such cases and others, showing him what to do in each case: 
“I did not do any of this of my own accord.” (Verse 82) 

Thus the secret is made clear, and all the actions of the sage which seemed 
preposterous in the first instance appear to be simple and wise. Now that the curtain 
has been removed and the secret revealed, the man disappears totally from the scene 
and no further mention is made of him in this sūrah nor indeed throughout the rest of 
the Qur’ān. The story itself represents God’s great wisdom, which reveals itself only 
when and as needed. 

Within the context of the whole sūrah, this story about Moses and the sage is 
closely linked to the story of the young sleepers in the cave. Both agree that what lies 
beyond our human perception should be left totally to God, who will conduct it on 
the basis of His perfect and absolute knowledge. As for us, we know only what is 
told to us. 
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5 
Accurate Historical 

Accounts 

They will ask you about Dhu’l-Qarnayn. Say: ‘I 
will give you an account of him.’ (83) 

We established his power on earth, and gave him 
means to achieve anything. (84)  

So he followed a certain way (85) 

and [marched westwards] till, when he came to 
the setting of the sun, it appeared to him that it 
was setting in dark, turbid waters; and nearby he 
found a certain people. ‘Dhu’l-Qarnayn,’ We 
said, ‘you may either punish them or treat them 
with kindness.’ (86) 

He replied: ‘The one who does wrong we shall 
punish. Then he will return to his Lord and be 
sternly punished by Him. (87) 
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$YΒöθ s% 3 $uΖù=è% # x‹≈ tƒ È⎦÷⎫tΡö s) ø9 $# !$̈ΒÎ) βr& z>Éj‹ yèè? 

!$̈ΒÎ) uρ βr& x‹Ï‚−Gs? öΝ Íκ Ïù $YΖó¡ãm ∩∇∉∪  

tΑ$s% $̈Βr& ⎯ tΒ zΟ n=sß t∃öθ|¡sù … çμ ç/ Éj‹yèçΡ ¢Ο èO –Š tãƒ 

4’ n<Î) ⎯ Ïμ În/ u‘ … çμç/ Éj‹yèãŠ sù $\/# x‹tã # [õ3œΡ ∩∇∠∪  

http://www.learningquranonline.com

http://www.learningquranonline.com



 

 237

But the one who believes and does righteous 
deeds shall have a goodly reward, and we shall 
assign to him a task that is easy to fulfil.’ (88) 

Then he followed another way (89) 

and [marched eastwards] till, when he came to the 
rising of the sun, he found that it was rising on a 
people for whom We had provided no coverings 
against it. (90) 

So he did; and We had full knowledge of all the 
means available to him. (91) 

Then he followed yet another way (92) 

and [marched on] till, when he reached a place 
between the two mountain-barriers he found 
beneath them a people who could scarcely 
understand a word. (93) 

‘Dhu’l-Qarnayn,’ they said, ‘Gog and Magog 
are ravaging this land. May we pay you a tribute 
so that you erect a barrier between us and them?’ 
(94) 
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He answered: ‘That with which my Lord has 
established me is better [than any tribute]. Hence, 
do but help me with strength, and I shall erect a 
rampart between you and them! (95) 

Bring me blocks of iron!’ At length, when he had 
filled up the gap between the two mountainsides, 
he said: ‘Ply your bellows!’ Then, when he made 
[the iron glow like] fire, he said: ‘Bring me molten 
copper which I will pour over it.’ (96) 

And thus their enemies were unable to scale [the 
rampart], nor could they dig their way through it. 
(97) 

He said: ‘This is a mercy from my Lord. Yet 
when the time appointed by my Lord shall come, 
He will make this [rampart] level with the 
ground. My Lord’s promise always comes true.’ 
(98) 

On that day We shall leave them to surge like 
waves dashing against one another. The trumpet 
will be blown, and We shall gather them all 
together. (99) 

And We shall, on that day, present hell, all 
spread out, for the unbelievers, (100) 

who have turned a blind eye to My admonition 
and a deaf ear to My warning. (101) 
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Do the unbelievers think that they could take My 
creatures for patrons against Me? We have 
indeed readied hell as a dwelling place for the 
unbelievers. (102) 

Say: ‘Shall we tell you who are the greatest losers 
in whatever they may do? (103) 

It is they whose labour in this world has been 
misguided, and who nonetheless think that what 
they do is right. (104) 

It is they who have chosen to disbelieve in their 
Lord’s revelations and deny the truth that they 
will meet Him. Vain will be their works. No 
weight shall We assign to them on Resurrection 
Day. (105) 

That will be their reward, hell, for having rejected 
the faith, and made My revelations and My 
messengers a target of their mockery.’ (106) 

But those who have faith and do righteous deeds 
shall have the gardens of paradise as their 
dwelling place. (107) 

Therein they will abide, and never will they desire 
any change to befall them. (108) 

Say: ‘If the sea were ink for my Lord’s words, the 
sea would surely dry up before my Lord’s words 
are exhausted, even though we were to add to it 
another sea to replenish it.’ (109) 
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Overview 

This final passage of the sūrah is mainly concerned with Dhu’l-Qarnayn and his 
three journeys, to the east, west and the central areas, as well as his erection of a 
strong barrier to prevent Gog and Magog from getting through. The sūrah tells us 
that after he had erected the barrier, Dhu’l-Qarnayn said: “This is a mercy from my 
Lord. Yet when the time appointed by my Lord shall come, He will make this [rampart] level 
with the ground. My Lord’s promise always comes true.” (Verse 98) 

The reference to the ‘true promise’ is followed with the blowing of the trumpet 
and a scene of the resurrection before the sūrah concludes with three short sections, 
each of which starts with the command, ‘Say’. These three sections sum up all the 
main topics of the sūrah and follow its drift. They serve as the final strong beats of an 
evenly flowing tune. 

The Mysterious Traveller 

The story of Dhu’l-Qarnayn begins as follows: “They will ask you about Dhu’l-
Qarnayn. Say: I will give you an account of him.’” (Verse 83) Speaking about the reasons 
that led to the revelation of this sūrah, Muĥammad ibn Isĥāq mentions a report 
attributed to Ibn `Abbās, the Prophet’s cousin and Companion. The report mentions 
that the Quraysh sent al-Nađr ibn al-Ĥārith and `Uqbah ibn Abī Mu`ayţ to ask the 
Jewish rabbis in Madinah about Muĥammad, outlining for them their terms of 
reference. The Quraysh elders told the two men to describe Muĥammad in detail to 
the Jewish rabbis and to report to them truthfully what he advocated. “The Jews,” 
said the Quraysh elders, “are the people of early Scriptures and they have a wealth of 
knowledge about prophets which is not available to us.” 

In Madinah, the two men from the Quraysh put their questions to the rabbis and 
solicited their honest opinion about Muĥammad. The rabbis told them to ask 
Muĥammad three questions. “If he gives you satisfactory answers, then he is a 
prophet and messenger of God. If he has no answer to give, then he is fabricating 
whatever he says. You may do what you like with him. Ask him about a group of 

Say: ‘I am but a human being like yourselves. It 
has been revealed to me that your God is the One 
and only God. Hence, whoever expects to meet his 
Lord [on Judgement Day], let him do what is 
right, and in the worship due to his Lord admit 
no one as a partner.’ (110) 
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young people about whom there was a strange story in ancient times, and let him tell 
you what happened to them. Ask him also about a man who travelled all over the 
place and went to the far east and far west. The third question you should ask him is 
to tell you about the spirit.” 

Al-Nađr and `Uqbah travelled back to Makkah and told their tribesmen that they 
had brought the answer to their problem with Muĥammad. When they told them of 
the advice of the Jewish rabbis, they went to the Prophet and put the three questions 
to him. The Prophet told them that he would answer them the following day. 
Apparently he did not qualify the promise by saying, ‘God willing’, as he should 
have done and as Muslims should always do. As a result nothing was revealed to 
him for fifteen days, nor did the angel Gabriel meet him during this period. The 
people of Makkah began to spread a fresh propaganda campaign, saying: 
‘Muĥammad has promised to give us an answer on the morrow, and now it has been 
fifteen days since we asked him, without him giving us any reply to our questions.’ 

The Prophet was very sad at this delay in revelation and he was much distressed 
by what the people of Makkah said about him. Then the angel Gabriel came down 
revealing this sūrah, The Cave, which tells him in its early verses not to grieve too 
much for his people if they refuse to listen to him. It then proceeds to answer the 
questions put to him, relating the stories of the young men and the traveller of old 
times. He also gave the Prophet the answer to the third question about the spirit, 
which occurs in Sūrah 17, The Night Journey. 

Another report by Ibn `Abbās tells of the reason for the revelation of the verse 
giving the reply to the question about the spirit. This mentions that the Jews 
themselves put the question to the Prophet: “Tell us about the spirit, and how the 
spirit inside the body can be tortured, when the spirit belongs to God?” As nothing 
about the spirit had been revealed to him, he could not answer them. Gabriel then 
came down to him with the verse stating: “Say: The [knowledge of the nature of the] 
spirit belongs to my Lord alone. You [mankind] have been granted but little knowledge.” (17: 
85) 

Since there are several reports about the immediate reason behind the revelation 
of this sūrah, we prefer not to go into these, limiting our discussion to the Qur’ānic 
text, which provides us with true and accurate information. On the basis of this text 
we realize that a question was asked about Dhu’l-Qarnayn, but we do not know for 
certain who put the question. Knowing the questioner will not add anything about 
the import of the story. We will now discuss the text. 

The Qur’ānic text does not mention anything about the personality of Dhu’l-
Qarnayn or where and when he lived. This is typical of Qur’ānic stories. The 
intention is not to provide historical accounts, but to learn the lessons that may be 
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derived from the stories mentioned. In most cases, these lessons can be drawn 
without the need to define time and place. 

Documented history refers to a king called Iskandar, or Alexander Dhu’l-Qarnayn. 
It is also certain that the person to whom the Qur’ān refers by the name Dhu’l-
Qarnayn is not the Greek king, Alexander, for he was a pagan worshipping idols, 
while the Qur’ān speaks about someone who believed in God’s oneness and in 
resurrection and the life to come.6 In his book, Al-Āthār Al-Bāqiyah `an al-Qurūn Al-
Khāliyah, al-Bīrūnī mentions that Dhu’l-Qarnayn, about whom the Qur’ān gives us 
this account, was a king of Ĥimyar in Yemen. This is based on the fact that his name 
begins with ‘Dhu’, which is typical of Ĥimyarī kings. His actual name was Abū Baler 
ibn Afrīqish. He travelled at the head of his army along the southern Mediterranean 
coast, passing through Tunisia and Morocco and building the town of Afriqiya. Thus 
the whole continent was named after him. He was nicknamed Dhu’l-Qarnayn 
because he reached as far as the two furthest points in relation to the sun. 

This view may be correct, but we have no means of verifying it. It is not possible to 
undertake research based on documented history with the aim of establishing the 
real personality of Dhu’l-Qarnayn of whose history the Qur’ān gives us a glimpse. 
The same applies to most historical accounts given in the Qur’ān, such as those 
concerning the people of the prophets Noah and Hūd, or the Thamūd, etc. History 
itself is only a recent addition, compared to the length of human life on earth. Great 
events took place in the periods preceding what history reports, and these remain 
unknown to historians. Hence, we cannot refer to them for answers. 

Had the Torah remained intact, without distortion or addition, it would have been 
a reliable source of information concerning some of these events. But the Torah has 
been mixed with legends that have, without doubt, no foundation. It has been 
infused with reports that have, most certainly, been added to the original text 
revealed by God. Hence, the Torah cannot be treated as a reliable source for the 
historical accounts it contains. Thus, the only source left for us is the Qur’ān, since 
God has guaranteed its preservation in its original form and its protection against 
any distortion. It is indeed the only source for its historical accounts. 

Needless to say, it is wrong to try to evaluate the Qur’ān with reference to history. 
There are two obvious reasons for this. The first is the fact that history is a recent 
creation which has missed countless events in mankind’s progress. The Qur’ān tells 
us some of these events which remain totally unknown to history and historians. 

                                                 
6 It may appear that Sayyid Quţb is doing what he says he will not do, discussing the identity of the 
central figure of the story and the locations mentioned, but in fact he is only illustrating why history 
could not be referred to in search for more details of the Qur’ānic accounts. His discussion of the 
probable locations remains very close to the Qur’ānic statements. The footnote speaking about the 
wall near Tirmidh simply mentions a probability without any attempt to evaluate it. — Editor’s note. 
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Secondly, even though history may record some of these events, it remains the 
product of human beings. Thus, it suffers from the shortcomings of human action, 
such as imperfection, error, distortion, etc. In our own time, when means of 
communication and facilities of verification have become available in plenty, we find 
the same piece of news or the same incident reported in a variety of ways, each 
looking at it from a particular angle, and giving it a different interpretation. It is out 
of such heaps of confusion that historical accounts are made, regardless of what may 
be said about research and verification. 

Hence, whatever is said about referring to history in order to evaluate the accounts 
given in the Qur’ān cannot be admitted on the basis of the scientific rules adopted by 
people, let alone by Islam which states clearly that the Qur’ān is the final arbiter. 
Such reference to history cannot he advocated by a believer in the Qur’ān or in 
scientific research. It is no more than useless polemic. 

A Policy of Justice for All 

Some people, then, asked God’s Messenger about Dhu’l-Qarnayn, and God 
revealed to him what this sūrah contains about his history and actions. We have no 
source other than the Qur’ān to give us further information. Hence, we will not try to 
expand or elaborate, because that would not be based on any accurate information. 
Commentaries on the Qur’ān provide many accounts and plenty of information, but 
none of these has any reliable basis. Hence, they should be approached very 
cautiously, particularly because they include Israelite reports and other legends. 

 Of the history of Dhu’l-Qarnayn the Qur’ān mentions three journeys, one to the 
west, one to the east and the third to a place described as an area ‘between two 
mountains’. Let us now consider this Qur’ānic account. 

The story of Dhu’l-Qarnayn, as given in this sūrah, begins with a brief introduction 
of the man himself: “We established his power on earth, and gave him means to achieve 
anything.” (Verse 84) God then has established his power on earth, giving him 
uncontested authority. He has also given him the means of government and victory, 
the facilities to build civilization, enjoy the blessings God has made available to 
mankind, and all that make human life on earth steady and prosperous. 

So he followed a certain way.” (Verse 85) Thus, he went along one way which was 
made easy for him, aiming westwards: “When he came to the setting of the sun, it 
appeared to him that it was setting in dark, turbid waters; and nearby he found a certain 
people. Dhu’l-Qarnayn,’ We said, you may either punish them or treat them with kindness. 
‘He replied: ‘The one who does wrong we shall punish. Then he will return to his Lord and be 
sternly punished by Him. But the one who believes and does righteous deeds shall have a 
goodly reward, and we shall assign to him a task that is easy to fulfil.’ (Verses 86-88) 
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Reaching the setting of the sun means the place where a person feels that the sun 
sets beyond the horizon. This varies according to geographic location. In some places 
we may feel that the sun sets beyond a mountain, while in others we feel that it goes 
down into the water, as is the case when we look at the sea or ocean. In other places 
still, the sun seems to set in the sand, as when we are in a desert with no hills or 
mountains around. 

It appears from the text that Dhu’l-Qarnayn went westwards until he reached a 
point on the Atlantic coast which people believed to be at the end of dry land. He 
saw the sun setting in the sea. It is even more likely that this was at a river mouth, 
where there would be plenty of weeds and the area muddy. Little lakes form in such 
situations and may look like water springs. He saw the sun setting there, going down 
in a spring of murky water. But it is impossible for us to define the area, because the 
sūrah does not give us any clue. We have no other reliable source. Hence, every view 
other than this cannot be considered accurate because it has no reliable basis. 

At this lake of turbid and murky waters, Dhu’I-Qarnayn found a community and 
God gave him a choice: “Dhu’l-Qarnayn, We said, you may either punish them or treat 
them with kindness.” (Verse 86) Now, how did God say this to Dhu’l-Qarnayn? Was it 
revelation, or a mere statement of the situation, resulting from the fact that God had 
given him power over those people, so that he could determine whatever he wished 
to do with them. In this case, it would be just as if it was said to him: Here they are at 
your command: you may choose to punish them or to follow a lenient course of 
action. Both are possible. There is nothing to stop us understanding the text in either 
way. What is important to realize is that Dhu’l-Qarnayn declared his policy in the 
areas that came under his rule and their population became subject to his authority. 

He replied: ‘The one who does wrong we shall punish. Then he will return to his Lord 
and be sternly punished by Him. But the one who believes and does righteous deeds 
shall have a goodly reward, and we shall assign to him a task that is easy to 
fulfil.’(Verses 87-88) 

This is a declaration that those who transgress the bounds of justice will be subject 
to their own punishment in this life. Then they will return to their Lord who is 
certain to inflict on them severe punishment that has no parallel in what is known in 
human life. On the other hand, pious and true believers will receive kindly 
treatment, generous reward, honour and help in all their affairs. 

These are the outlines of just and good government. A true believer should receive 
from rulers every sort of kindly treatment and generous reward, while transgressors 
who are unjust to their fellow human beings should be punished severely. When 
those who do well in the community, pursuing a fair line of action in all their 
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