
Al-Kahf (The Cave) | ACCURATE HISTORICAL ACCOUNTS 

 245

pursuits, receive a good reward for their actions, and when the unjust and 
oppressors receive a fair punishment and humiliation, then the whole community is 
motivated to follow the line of goodness. But when matters go wrong, and the unjust, 
oppressor and corrupt people are the ones who enjoy favour with the ruler, while 
those who are good and fair are persecuted, then the ruler’s power becomes no more 
than a tool of corruption and misery for the whole community. Nothing remains fair. 
The whole society sinks into chaos. 

After Dhu’l-Qarnayn’s return from his westward journey he took his way 
eastward. Again we realize that his authority was well established, and that all 
means were made available to him: 

Then he followed another way 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. So he did; and We had All knowledge of all the means available to 
him. (Verses 89-91) 

What we said about the setting of the sun is also true of its rising place. What is 
meant here is the point where it rises in the east as we look up beyond the horizon. 
Again the Qur’ān does not define the place. It simply describes it and the situation of 
the people Dhu’l-Qarnayn found there: “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.” (Verse 90) 
This suggests that the land was open, unscreened from the sun by any hills or trees. 
Thus when the sun rose, the people were directly exposed to it. This description 
applies to deserts and vast plateaus. It does not specify a particular location. All that 
we say is that it is likely that this place was in the far east, where the sun rose over its 
open, flat land. It might have also been on the east coast of Africa. 

Another probability is that the description, ‘for whom We had provided no covering 
against it,’ means that those people were always in the nude and did not employ 
clothing. Hence, they were not screened from the sun. 

Since Dhu’l-Qarnayn had announced his policy of government, the sūrah does not 
repeat it here. Nor is any further action mentioned because God is fully aware of his 
intention and behaviour. 

It is important, however, to reflect very briefly here on an artistic touch in the 
image provided. The scene portrayed for us is open and clear: a blazing sun which is 
in no way screened from the people. 

Similarly, Dhu’l-Qarnayn’s conscience and intentions are open, known ‘ fully to 
God Almighty. This provides harmony between the natural scene and man’s 
conscience in the inimitable style of the Qur’ān. 
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 A Barrier against Evil Forces 

Then he followed yet another way 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. Dhu’l- Qarnayn,’ they said, ‘Cog and Magog are ravaging this 
land. May we pay you a tribute so that you erect a barrier between us and them?’ 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! Bring me blocks of iron!’ At length, when he had filled up the gap between the 
two mountain-sides, 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.’ And thus their 
enemies were unable to scale [the rampart], nor could they dig their way through it. 
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.’ (Verses 92-98) 

Now we come to the third of Dhu’l-Qarnayn’s journeys which took him to a place 
between the two mountain-barriers.’ We cannot make any definite suggestion as to the 
exact location of this place, nor do we have any information about the nature of these 
barriers. All that we can understand from the text is that he reached a place lying in 
between two natural or man-made barriers, separated by a gap or low passage. 
Down there he found some backward people, whom the Qur’ān describes as could 
scarcely understand a word.’ 

These people realized that Dhu’l-Qarnayn was both powerful and able. They also 
discovered that he was pious and God-fearing. Hence, they offered him payment in 
return for erecting a barrier to stop Gog and Magog, who frequently attacked them 
from beyond the mountain barriers and used the passage in between, from wreaking 
havoc in their land. These people had exhausted all the means available to them, yet 
still they could not repel those evil forces. Hence they were prepared to pay for a 
solution to their problem utilizing Dhu’l-Qarnayn’s power. 

Following the policy declared by that pious ruler, which was based on resisting all 
evil and corruption on earth, he declined to take their money, and offered instead to 
erect the barrier without charge. He judged that the easiest way to do so was to close 
the passage between the two mountain-barriers. However, he asked the backward 
people to help him by employing their physical strength: “Help me with strength, and I 
shall erect a rampart between you and them! Bring me blocks of iron!” (Verses 95-96) They 
began to gather whatever blocks of iron were available. He put all these blocks in a 
heap to close the gap between the two barriers, so that the two mountain-sides 
became like two crusts covering a heap of iron articles in between. 

“At length, when he had filled up the gap between the two mountainsides,” (Verse 96) 
and the heap of iron was as high as the top of the two barriers, “he said: Ply your 
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bellows!” (Verse 96) They were to generate air to increase the fire which heated the 
iron. “Then, when he made [the iron glow like] fire, he said: ‘Bring me molten copper which I 
will pour over it.’” (Verse 96) The molten copper thus filled the gaps between the iron 
blocks, making the new barrier impregnable. 

This method has recently been used in strengthening iron by adding a percentage 
of copper to it, thereby reinforcing it. It is to this fact that God guided Dhu’l-
Qarnayn, recording the fact in His book many centuries before it was discovered by 
human science. 

Thus the two natural barriers joined together with the man-made one, and the gap 
through which Gog and Magog launched their attacks was completely sealed. Hence, 
“Their enemies were unable to scale [the rampart]” by climbing it. “Nor could they dig their 
way through it,” to resume their attacks. For the first time, those vulnerable, backward 
people felt secure in their land.7 

Dhu’l-Qarnayn looked at the great work which he accomplished, yet experienced 
neither pride nor conceit. Nor was he elated by this edifice which testified to both his 
power and knowledge. Rather, he remembered God and thanked Him, 
acknowledging that it was He who guided him to what work should be done, and 
that his own power was granted to him by God, and that future events would take 
place according to His will. He also declared his belief that all mountains, walls and 
barriers are certain to be levelled before the Day of Judgement so that the whole 
earth will be flat. 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.” (Verse 98) 

Thus ends this passage which relates part of the history of Dhu’l-Qarnayn, a good 
example of a pious ruler who is given power and secure position as well as other 
means and facilities. He goes with his armies east and west, but he does not 
tyrannize or show conceit. Nor does he consider his conquering of other people’s 
lands a means to exploit individuals, communities and countries in order to ensure a 
luxurious life for himself or his people. He does not treat the vanquished people as 
slaves, making them the means for his self-aggrandisement. On the contrary, he 
spreads justice, assists the weak and backward, ensures that no aggression is 
launched against them, and charges nothing for his services. He utilizes the power 
God granted him in building proper and secure communities where everyone gets 
what rightfully belongs to him. He then attributes every good work he does to the 
grace of God, claiming no part of it for himself. Even at the height of his power, he 

                                                 
7 A wall was discovered close to the city of Tirmidh in central Asia, and was mentioned by a German 
and a Spanish historian who passed by it early in the fifteenth century. They referred to Bāb Al-Ĥadīd, 
meaning `the iron door’, and which can he found between Samarqand and India. This may be the wall 
built by Dhu’l-Qarnayn. 
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does not forget God’s power and that to Him he certainly shall return. 

The Truth about Gog and Magog 

Now who were Gog and Magog? Where are they now? What did they do and 
what will happen to them? Such questions are very difficult to answer with any 
degree of accuracy. Our knowledge of them is limited to what is mentioned 
specifically in the Qur’ān and in authentic aĥādīth. The Qur’ān includes here a 
quotation of what Dhu’l-Qarnayn says: “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) This statement does not specify a time. God’s promise to destroy the 
rampart may already have occurred when the Tatars swept across huge areas, 
destroying whole kingdoms. 

Another mention of them is found in Sūrah 21, The Prophets, where it is stated: 
“When Gog and Magog are let loose and swarm down from every corner, when the true 
promise draws close [to its fulfilment], staring in horror shall be the eyes of the unbelievers.” 
(21: 96-97) Again this statement does not specify a time for the promised appearance 
of Gog and Magog. That God’s promise has come near to fulfilment, in the sense that 
the Last Hour or the Day of Judgement is soon to come, is an accomplished fact ever 
since the time of the Prophet. In the Qur’ān we read: “The Hour has drawn near, and the 
moon was cleft asunder.” (54: 1) In God’s reckoning, time has a totally different 
perspective from that of human reckoning. The time gap between the moment when 
the Hour becomes near and its actual occurrence may stretch to millions of years or 
centuries. Thus human beings may see this as a very long period of time, while, by 
God’s standards, it may signify nothing more than a blink of an eye. 

This means that the rampart built by Dhu’l-Qarnayn might have been penetrated 
in the period that has lapsed between the revelation of the verse stating, ‘the Hour has 
drawn near,’ and our present day. This suggests that the conquests of the Tatars in the 
eastern provinces might have represented a sort of fulfilment of the warning which 
tells of Gog and Magog forging ahead and sweeping across the earth. An authentic 
ĥadīth related by Imām Aĥmad ibn Ĥanbal on the authority of Zainab bint Jaĥsh, the 
Prophet’s wife, mentions that the Prophet woke up once, red in the face, saying: 
“Woe to the Arabs! A calamitous event is drawing near. The rampart of Gog and 
Magog has been breached today by as much as this, [rounding his thumb with his 
first finger].” I said, “Messenger of God! Would we be destroyed when righteous 
people are living among us?” He said: “Yes, if evil becomes widespread.” 

The Prophet’s dream occurred more than thirteen and a half centuries ago. The 
conquests of the Tatars took place subsequently, destroying the `Abbāsid Caliphate. 
It was Hülegü who destroyed it, ending the reign of al-Musta`şim, the last `Abbāsid 
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Caliph. This might have been the realization of the Prophet’s dream. But true 
knowledge belongs to God. All that we say in this respect is by way of probability, 
not certainty. 

Deaf and Blind 

The sūrah follows the reference by Dhu’l-Qarnayn to God’s true promise with a 
scene from the Day of Judgement: 

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. And We shall, on that 
day, present hell, all spread out, for the unbelievers, who have turned a blind eye to 
My admonition and a deaf ear to My warning. (Verses 99-101) 

This is a scene showing the movement of huge masses of people of all colours, 
races and geographical areas, belonging to all generations and times, after they have 
been resurrected and brought back to life. They move across in a chaotic way, 
unaware of what is around them. They push each other like waves in the sea and mix 
like the surf raised by the waves. Then suddenly a trumpet is blown and they are 
gathered according to a specific order: “The trumpet will be blown, and We shall gather 
them all together.” (Verse 99) 

We see also the unbelievers who turned away from remembrance of God as 
though their eyes were covered and their ears deaf. Now we see them with hell 
brought before them and they cannot turn away from it as they used to turn away 
from God’s guidance. On that day, the option of turning away is not within their 
power. The cover over their eyes has been drawn, and they now see clearly the 
consequence of their deliberate turning away. This is a fair recompense. 

The sūrah provides symmetry between their turning away and their vision of hell 
as it is brought before them. The two actions are shown in contrast both in scene and 
movement. 

This contrast is followed by a comment full of derision: “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.” (Verse 102) Do these unbelievers think that they can 
choose from among God’s creatures which fully submit to Him some who could 
support them against God? Can these give them help or grant them protection 
against God’s might? If such thoughts are entertained by them, then let them 
experience the results of such self-delusion: “We have indeed readied hell as a dwelling 
place for the unbelievers.” (Verse 102) This is an evil abode already prepared to receive 
them. There is no need for waiting. It is all ready to receive its unbelieving dwellers. 
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Deceptive Thoughts of Bad Action 

The sūrah concludes with a few verses that bring together its many different lines 
of discussion in harmonious tone and rhythm. We have here three different aspects 
which, together, sum up the whole theme of the sūrah. The first of these revolves 
around values and standards as they are reflected in deviant societies and as they 
truly are. These relate to both actions and people. 

Say: ‘Shall we tell you who are the greatest losers in whatever they may do? It is they 
whose labour in this world has been misguided, and who nonetheless think that what 
they do is right. 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.’ (Verses 103-105) 

“Shall we tell you who are the greatest losers in whatever they may do?” (Verse 103) 
These are the ones whose loss cannot be exceeded by any human being in history. 
The answer to this question comes very quickly. “It is they whose labour in this world 
has been misguided.” (Verse 104) It did not lead them to follow any proper guidance. It 
did not yield any real fruit, nor did it achieve any objective. But these people 
“nonetheless think that what they do is right.” (Verse 104) This tells how misguided 
these people are. They have no inclination that whatever they do in this world takes 
them further into error and is thus completely wasted. Hence, they continue 
spending their whole lives in such vain pursuits. 

Now the listeners are asked whether they want to know who these people are. The 
question heightens their curiosity, holding the attentions of everyone within hearing 
range. Then when everyone eagerly anticipates the information, the identity of these 
unrivalled losers is revealed: “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.” (Verse 
105) The linguistic sense imparted by the Arabic term, habitat, describing their actions 
as ‘vain’ is derived from a very special case. It is that of an animal feeding on 
poisonous grass. Its belly is swollen before it dies. The same is the case with the 
actions of those who are misguided. They grow and seem fair and rewarding, but the 
fact is that they come to nothing whatsoever. 

“No weight shall We assign to them on Resurrection Day.” (Verse 105) Thus they are 
shown to be worthless, having no value in the scale of true standards and principles. 
This is their condition ‘on Resurrection Day’. But they only have the requital they 
deserve. “That will be their reward, hell, for having rejected the faith, and made My 
revelations and My messengers a target of their mockery.” (Verse 106) 

Contrast in the scene is given by showing how the believers fare and what their 
value score is on the true scales used on the Day of Judgement. “But those who have 
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faith and do righteous deeds shall have the gardens of paradise as their dwelling place. Therein 
they will abide, and never will they desire any change to befall them.” (Verses 107-108) This 
abode in the gardens of paradise is contrasted here with the other abode in hell. The 
gulf between the two is colossal. 

There is also here a fine reference to human nature and its appreciation of pleasure 
and enjoyment. This is expressed in the sentence, never will they desire any change to 
befall them.’ (Verse 108) We need to reflect a little on this statement which assures us 
that the believers are to dwell in paradise permanently. By nature however human 
beings are bored with any state that continues ad infinitum. When they are satisfied 
that the blessings they enjoy are permanent, they are no longer keen to preserve 
them, seeking changes instead. 

This is how human nature is made, and for a definite purpose. Moreover, this is 
more suited to the role assigned to man in this life, placing him in charge of the earth. 
This role requires developing human life so as to achieve the level of perfection God 
in His wisdom has determined for it. Hence, He has made man a creature who loves 
change, discovery and movement from one stage, place or scene to another. This 
aspiration enables man to move on, to change things in his life, to discover new 
things as also reinvent his social system. In this way, man’s whole life changes and 
develops. It continues to progress gradually until it achieves its best level of 
perfection. 

At the same time, human nature loves what is familiar and tries to preserve 
customs and traditions. However, this is kept at a degree that does not obstruct 
progress or prevent the development of thought or new ideas. The two trends 
achieve a balance which ensures progress. Every time the balance is disturbed so as 
to impose stagnation, it is followed by a revolt which gives new momentum in the 
opposite direction. This may even exceed the limits of moderation. The best periods 
in human life are those which achieve an equilibrium between the driving force and 
social controls, and between motivation and restraint. Should stagnation persist, it 
heralds a retreat in social conditions and a slow death in the life of both individuals 
and the community. 

Such is the nature that is more suitable for human life on earth. In heaven, which 
is the world of absolute perfection, there is no duty and responsibility commensurate 
with human nature. Should people retain their nature that fits their life on earth 
while living in the permanent and self-renewing bliss of heaven, they will, in time, 
feel exceedingly bored with it. Heaven will become like a prison and its dwellers will 
seek to leave it for a while, just to have a change, even though this may mean paying 
a visit to a place of misery. They will need such a departure from heaven to satisfy 
their innate and strong desire for change. 
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But the Creator, who knows well the nature of His creation, will change human 
desire so that when they are in heaven, they will not want to change or to leave. 
Instead, they will be keen to continue their lives there for as long as time stretches. 

Preparing for a Meeting with the Lord 

The second concluding element shows the limits of human knowledge when 
compared with God’s infinite knowledge. As our imagination cannot reach the 
absolute, the Qur’ān gives us a simple analogy which we can easily comprehend, 
using its method of image drawing: “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.” (Verse 109) The sea is the largest and richest thing known 
to mankind. People use ink to write down whatever they want to record. This is how 
they document their knowledge which they imagine to be great. Hence the Qur’ān 
puts forward the image of the sea with all its vast expanse, but which is now made of 
ink with which to write down God’s words that indicate His knowledge. Even 
though the whole sea is used, God’s words are not finished. At this point another sea 
of similar magnitude is brought forward, but it too is used in full while God’s words 
are far from finished. 

It is with such a clear image and movement that the concept of the infinite is 
placed before the finite human intellect. A universal and abstract concept remains 
beyond human conception until it is described in specific terms. No matter how 
powerful a human being’s ability to understand the abstract is, he needs to relate an 
abstract concept to images and shapes, types and characteristics. This applies to 
abstract concepts of what is limited or tangible. How then can it fathom what is 
unlimited and intangible? 

Hence, the Qur’ān gives analogies and draws on similarities in order to give 
people images and scenes that describe the great concepts it wants them to 
understand. It often uses what is tangible, and what has shape and definite 
characteristics and recognizable features in the same way as is employed here. In this 
example, the sea represents human knowledge which people imagine to be great. But 
huge and rich as the seas and the oceans may be, they remain limited. God’s words, 
on the other hand, represent His infinite knowledge for which people cannot set any 
limit. Indeed they cannot receive or record it all, let alone comprehend it. 

Conceit may creep into the human soul as people are able to make new discoveries 
about themselves or about the universe. They are elated with these scientific 
discoveries feeling that they have achieved what there is to achieve, or at least are on 
the way to it. But when they look at the areas which remain unknown, they realize 
that they have only taken a few steps into the sea which remains so vast, stretching 
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beyond the horizon. The fact remains that man’s ability to receive and record God’s 
knowledge is very limited indeed, because it represents a relationship of what is 
finite and what is infinite. 

Man may gain as much knowledge as he can, and he may discover much of the 
secrets of the universe, but he must never arrogantly boast about his knowledge. For 
the utmost that he can achieve is to transform the seas and oceans into ink, yet all 
that ink is insufficient to record God’s words. 

With such a comparison that shows man’s knowledge to be extremely limited in 
relation to God’s, the final touch in the sūrah paints the highest and noblest degree 
for man, which is that of recipient of God’s final message. This again is something 
close and finite in relation to the limitless horizon our sight cannot reach: 

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 
partner. (Verse 110) 

That is the ultimate horizon of Godhead. How does the horizon of prophethood 
compare with it, when it is, after all, a human horizon? 

“Say: I am but a human being like yourselves. It has been revealed to me...” I am a 
human being who receives something from that highest level. I get my knowledge 
from that inexhaustible source. Yet I am a human being who does not go beyond the 
guidance which I receive from my Lord. I am a human being who is taught 
something, learns it and then teaches it to others. Whoever aspires to a position close 
to this height must first of all benefit by whatever he or she learns from God’s 
Messenger. They must also utilize the only means that leads there: “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.” (Verse 110) This is the passport to that splendid 
meeting. 

Thus ends the sūrah which began by mentioning revelation and the oneness of 
God, utilizing themes and tones that gradually grow more and more profound until 
they reach this final climax. It is a distinguished beat which generates all the tunes in 
the splendid music of faith. 

http://www.learningquranonline.com

http://www.learningquranonline.com



 

 254

SŪRAH 19 
Maryam 

(Mary) 

Prologue 

The central theme of this sūrah focuses on God’s oneness, rejecting all concepts 
and ideas assigning a son or a partner to Him. It also touches on the important issue 
of resurrection, intertwined as it is with the concept of God’s oneness. In this, the 
sūrah follows the same pattern as most, if not all, sūrahs revealed in Makkah. 

The sūrah explores its theme through several stories, beginning with that of 
Zachariah and his son, John, and follows this with the story of Mary and the birth of 
Jesus. We then have a part of Abraham’s story with his father, followed by brief 
references to other prophets: Isaac, Jacob, Moses, Aaron, Ishmael, Idrīs, Adam and 
Noah. These stories take up nearly two-thirds of the sūrah, driving home the truth of 
God’s oneness, resurrection, the non-existence of any children or partners with God. 
They also clearly outline the attitudes towards the prophets of those who follow 
guidance and those who go astray. 

The sūrah also includes some scenes of the Day of Judgement, some arguments 
against those who deny resurrection, and a reference to the fate of the unbelievers 
who deny God’s message, both in this life and in the life to come. All this fits 
perfectly with the drift of the stories the sūrah relates and reinforces its central theme. 
The sūrah has its distinctive atmosphere which permeates through all its accounts 
and pervades its themes. 

The sūrah portrays a full range of reaction and feeling within the human soul as 
also within the universe around it. This world which we imagine to be senseless is 
shown to have a soul of its own capable of sense and feeling. This adds to the general 
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