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not take place. Therefore, God took over, but only after the truth of faith was fully 
engrained in the hearts of those whose only strength was that which they derived 
from faith. Thus we see the tyrant delivering his threat and warning the believers of 
doom: “I shall most certainly cut off your hands and feet on opposite sides, and I shall most 
certainly crucify you on the trunks of the palm trees.” (Verse 71) To this, the believers, 
with their hearts full of faith, reply: “Decree, then, whatever you are going to decree. You 
can only decree on what pertains to this worldly life.” (Verse 72) 

The simple truth of the matter is that when the battle between faith and tyranny 
reached this level in people’s hearts, God himself took up the banner of truth and 
hoisted it high, leaving the banner of falsehood trampled upon. All this took place 
without the believers exerting any effort whatsoever. 

We also learn from this account that when the Children of Israel accepted the 
humiliation Pharaoh imposed on them, by virtue of his persecution campaign, killing 
their men and sparing their women, God did not interfere on their side. They simply 
accepted their subjugation, fearing Pharaoh and his power. But when faith was 
paramount in the hearts of those who believed in Moses and his message, and when 
they were ready to withstand the torture with their heads held high, declaring their 
rejection of Pharaoh and their belief in God, then God intervened and conducted the 
battle. Thus, victory was achieved on the battlefield as it was earlier achieved within 
their hearts and souls. 

Such is the lesson driven home in this sūrah as it portrays the two scenes in quick 
succession, without dwelling on further detail. This is what people of faith should 
understand, so that they know when to expect God’s help to achieve their victory. 

The Price for God’s Intervention 

Yet to those who were saved and granted victory a reminder and a warning are 
given so that they do not forget or abandon their most important weapon: 

Children of Israel! We saved you from your enemy, and then We made a covenant 
with you on the right flank of Mount Sinai. We sent down manna and quails for you. 
Eat of the wholesome things which We have provided for you and do not transgress, 
lest you should incur My wrath. He that incurs My wrath has indeed thrown himself 
into utter ruin; but I certainly forgive all sins for anyone who repents, believes and 
does righteous deeds, and thereafter keeps to the right path. (Verses 80-82) 

They have passed the danger zone and have surged on towards Mount Sinai, 
leaving Pharaoh and his army drowned. Their deliverance was a recent event which 
they remember well, but it is recorded here as a reminder, so that they may give 
thanks. 
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The appointment at the right hand side of Mount Sinai is mentioned here as 
though it is an accomplished event, when it was a meeting for which Moses had to 
prepare himself for over a period of forty nights. He would then receive the tablets 
and the laws recorded therein. This was a law to regulate the lives of the people 
entrusted with a mission in the Holy Land after their departure from Egypt. 

The fact that they were given manna, a sweet type of food that gathers on leaves, 
and quails, a type of bird that is easy to catch and eat, was another aspect of God’s 
grace, of His taking care of them in the barren desert where they found themselves. 
God was looking after them, even to the point of providing them with their daily 
food, and in such a way that required no hard effort. 

God reminds them of all these favours and warns them against transgression, in 
the form of indulgence in physical pleasure and neglect of the duties they left Egypt 
to fulfil. God is preparing for them an assignment which they must undertake. The 
Arabic word used here for transgression, taţghaw, is the same word that signifies the 
tyranny they experienced in their very recent past. Hence, they are warned: “Eat of 
the wholesome things which We have provided for you and do not transgress, lest you should 
incur My wrath. He that incurs My wrath has indeed thrown himself into utter ruin.” 
(Verse 81) Pharaoh had thrown himself into such ruin only recently, falling off his 
throne and drowning in the sea. To experience such ruin is to fall from high, which 
contrasts with tyranny that exalts the tyrant and assumes for him a high position of 
power. The Qur’ān here juxtaposes such contrasting elements in word and meaning 
to achieve both heightened effect and perfect harmony. 

With this warning against indulgence in easy pleasures and neglect of the task 
assigned for them, the door for repentance is left open for anyone who slips so that 
he may return to the proper path. “But I certainly forgive all sins for anyone who repents, 
believes and does righteous deeds, and thereafter keeps to the right path.” (Verse 82) 

Repentance is not merely a word we say with our mouths. It is a resolve in one’s 
mind that manifests itself in strong faith and good deeds, as well as practical 
behaviour. So when faith is settled in a person’s heart, faith is purged of all alien 
traces, and confirmed by good deeds. In this way, man sets himself on the right path, 
guided by faith and benefiting by the guarantee provided by good action. Achieving 
guidance is shown here as the result of strong faith and determined action. 

Thus ends the scene of victory and the comments the sūrah has to make on it. The 
curtains fall and lift again to show us the second scene of an address made directly to 
God by the side of Mount Sinai. 

Promises Fulfilled or Broken 
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God has appointed a time for Moses to meet Him at the Mount after forty days, 
when he would be given the commandments outlining the tasks his people have to 
fulfil after the victory they were given. Victory carries with it its own responsibilities, 
as does faith. Hence, it was necessary for Moses to be psychologically prepared and 
ready to receive God’s commandments. 

Thus, Moses went up the Mount, leaving his people at the bottom, after asking his 
brother Aaron to deputize for him. Moses longed dearly for this encounter, when he 
would stand in front of his Lord and address Him. He had had this experience once 
before and was keen to experience it again. Hence, he made haste to stand in the 
presence of his Lord. He was however totally unaware of what his people had 
perpetrated after he had left. 

His Lord tells him the news, pointing out what has taken place. The scene is 
shown to us and we listen to the conversation: 

[And God said]: Now what has caused you, Moses, to leave your people behind in so 
great a haste?’ He answered: ‘They are treading in my footsteps, while I have hastened 
to You, my Lord, so that You might be well pleased with me.’ Said He: ‘Then [know 
that] in your absence We have put your people to a test, and the Sāmiriy has led them 
astray.’ (Verses 83-85) 

Thus Moses is faced with a terrible shock. He was in haste to meet his Lord, after 
forty days of diligent preparation, eager to listen to His directives and 
commandments which would constitute the basis of the new way of life for the 
Children of Israel. It was to be a way of life suited for a community that had been 
freed from the shackles of subjugation so that it would become the bearer of a divine 
message. 

The long period they had spent in subjugation and humiliation under Pharaoh’s 
rule and his idolatrous beliefs had had a damaging effect on the nature of the 
Israelites. Their ability to withstand the difficulties that attend the fulfilment of a 
hard task, and to remain true to their promises in the face of hardship, was certainly 
suspect. Psychologically, they suffered an impairment which made them always 
keen to have a comfortable life, even if this meant a willingness to be led without 
troubling to think. No sooner did Moses leave them under Aaron’s stewardship than 
they allowed their faith to collapse at the first hurdle. Hence, they needed repeated 
tests and trials in a process of psychological rebuilding. The first test to which they 
were subjected was that of the golden calf which the Sāmiriy had produced. “In your 
absence We have put your people to a test, and the Sāmiriy has led them astray.” (Verse 85) 
Moses did not know about this test until his appointment with his Lord. 

The sūrah sums up the scene of the direct address between God and Moses very 
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briefly in order to describe Moses’ reaction to what he learnt, his speedy return, his 
anger and his sorrow. How could his people do this after God had saved them from 
humiliating subjugation by tyrannical idolatry, and favoured them with easy 
provisions and care in the desert? He had only very recently reminded them of God’s 
favours, warning them against going astray. Yet now they follow the first one to call 
them back to paganism and the worship of a call? 

The sūrah does not tell us any details about how they were led to this situation. It 
moves on to the scene of Moses hurriedly returning to his people. However, the way 
this is described tells us something of these details. Moses has returned, angry, sad, 
remonstrating with his people and scolding his brother. He must have known the 
magnitude of their ghastly deed: 

Thus Moses returned to his people full of wrath and sorrow: My people,’ he said, Did 
not your Lord hold out a goodly promise to you? Did, then, [the fulfilment of] this 
promise seem to you too long in coming? Or are you determined to see your Lord’s 
condemnation fall upon you, and so you broke your promise to me?’ They answered: 
‘We did not break our promise to you of our own free-will, but we were loaded with 
the burdens of the [Egyptian] people’s ornaments, and so we threw them [into the 
fire], and likewise this Sāmiriy threw.’ Thus he produced for them the effigy of a calf 
which made a lowing sound. ‘This,’ they said, ‘is your deity and the deity of Moses; 
but he has forgotten. Why! Did they not see that it could not give them any response, 
and that it could neither harm nor benefit them? And, indeed, Aaron had said to them 
earlier: My people! You are but being tempted to evil by this calf. Your only Lord is 
the Most Merciful! Follow me, then, and do as I bid you.’ But they had replied: ‘By no 
means shall we cease worshipping it until Moses comes back to us.’ (Verses 86-91) 

Such was the trial to which the Israelites were put. It is revealed to us as Moses 
confronts his people. It is not reported in the scene of the meeting between Moses 
and his Lord. It is left to the scene of inquiry undertaken by Moses upon his return. 

Justifying Deliberate Error 

Enraged and full of sorrow, Moses asked his people: “Did not your Lord hold out a 
goodly promise to you?” (Verse 86) God had promised them victory and to enter the 
Holy Land as a community believing in His oneness. Only very recently had they 
witnessed the initial steps towards the complete fulfilment of this promise. Hence, he 
remonstrated with them: “Did, then, [the fulfilment of] this promise seem to you too long 
in coming? Or are you determined to see your Lord’s condemnation fall upon you?” (Verse 
86) Their action was akin to that perpetrated by one who wants to bring God’s 
condemnation on his head, so he wilfully and deliberately does what incurs it. Moses 
asked them if this was why they broke their promise to him to maintain the path he 
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had shown them until his return. 

They gave him a singular excuse which exposed the effects on their mentality of 
their long time living in subservience. It is a ludicrous excuse: “We did not break our 
promise to you of our own free-will.” (Verse 87) It was beyond our ability and control. 
“But we were loaded with the burdens of the [Egyptian] people’s ornaments, and so we threw 
them [into the fire].” (Verse 87) They had carried with them loads of jewellery 
borrowed from Egyptian women. Now they say they wanted to get rid of all these 
because they were taken unlawfully. The Sāmiriy took these gold articles and made 
of them the golden calf. The Sāmiriy was either a man from Samaria accompanying 
them or one of them known by this appellation. When he made the calf, he purposely 
placed some holes in it, so that when the wind blew, it produced a lowing sound, 
despite the fact that it had no life or soul. It was merely an inanimate object. But no 
sooner did they see such a golden calf making such a noise than they forgot their true 
Lord who had saved them from their humiliation. Most stupidly and inexcusably 
they started to worship the calf, repeating the ludicrous statement that Moses had 
been misled when he went to the mountain looking for his deity, while the deity was 
there with them, as they claimed. They said: “This is your deity and the deity of Moses; 
but he has forgotten.” (Verse 88) 

Their stupid remarks also detract from the position of their prophet, Moses, who 
was the one to accomplish their salvation under God’s guidance. What they said 
about the calf alleged that Moses had no guiding relationship with his Lord. Hence, 
he did not know how to find Him, taking the wrong path and looking for him in the 
wrong place. 

Yet they were fooled by a simple trick, which they should have easily recognized 
for what it was. “Why! Did they not see that it could not give them any response, and that it 
could neither harm nor benefit them?” (Verse 89) It was not even a living calf that could 
hear them and respond in the way that cows and calves respond. It could not aspire 
to the status of an ordinary animal. It could not bring them the least harm or benefit, 
not even fighting with its horns or drawing water from a stream. 

Moreover, Aaron, their other prophet who deputized for his brother Moses, their 
saviour, had given them honest and sincere advice, pointing out to them that it was 
all a test: “And, indeed, Aaron had said to them earlier: My people! You are but being 
tempted to evil by this calf. Your only Lord is the Most Merciful! Follow me, then, and do as I 
bid you.” (Verse 90) He assured them that the proper course for them to take was to 
follow him as they had promised Moses. He told them that Moses was certain to 
return when his Lord had finished His business with him. Rather than follow his 
advice, they evaded their responsibility and abandoned their commitment to obey 
their prophets, saying: “By no means shall we cease worshipping it until Moses comes back 
to us.” (Verse 91) 
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Thus Moses returned, sorrowful and angry. He listened to his people’s excuses 
which revealed the extent of their twisted logic. In his anger, he turned to his brother 
dragging him by his head and beard, crying in his anger: “Aaron, what has prevented 
you, when you saw that they had gone astray, from following me? Why have you disobeyed 
me?” (Verses 92-93) He scolded him for allowing them to worship the calf without 
taking effective action to prevent them. But Aaron was merely obeying his brother’s 
orders when he had told him not to do anything serious until he returned. Did 
Aaron, then, disobey his brother by doing so? 

The sūrah has already stated Aaron’s attitude. Now he explains to his brother what 
he did, trying to calm his fury and awaken his compassion. He reminds him of their 
close relationship: “‘Son of my mother,’ he replied, do not seize me by my beard, or by my 
head! I was afraid that you might say: You have caused a split among the Israelites and did 
not wait for my orders.” (Verse 94) 

Here we find Aaron to be far more in control of his emotions. He touches on a 
tender point in Moses’ feelings, reminding him of their being siblings. He also 
explains to him that he simply wished to do what his brother had bid him. He feared 
that should he adopt strong measures the Children of Israel might split into factions, 
some worshipping the calf, and others following his advice. Since his brother wanted 
him to take care of them all, keeping them together, he felt that his attitude was 
simply one of following the orders he had been given. 

Temptation of the Golden Calf 

Now Moses addresses all his anger to the Sāmiriy, the perpetrator of the whole 
trouble. He did not speak to him first because the people themselves should have 
known better than to follow someone who came up with an outrageous idea. Aaron, 
as their trusted leader, was also responsible for making sure that they did not slip, 
should they be faced with temptation. The Sāmiriy takes less importance, since he 
did not use brute force to compel them to follow his lead, nor did he cast a screen 
over their faculties of thinking. He simply presented a temptation and they fell for it. 
They could very easily have remained true to the guidance of their first prophet, 
Moses, and benefited by the counsel of their second prophet, Aaron. Hence, 
responsibility lay with them in the first place, then with their leader, and finally with 
the perpetrator of the trouble. 

“Said [Moses]: What is then your case, Sāmiriy?” (Verse 95) How come all this has 
happened because of you? The way the question is phrased is indicative of the 
seriousness of the whole affair. 

He answered: I have gained insight into something which they were unable to see; and 
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so I took a handful of dust from the trail of the messenger and flung it away; for thus 
has my mind prompted me to act. (Verse 96) 

There are countless reports that try to explain the Sāmiriy’s answer: What did he 
see? Who was the messenger of whose trail he took a handful? What did this have to 
do with the calf he made and how did throwing this handful affect the calf he made? 
It is frequently mentioned in these reports that he saw Gabriel the angel in the form 
he takes when he descends to earth. So he took a handful of dust from underneath 
his foot or his horse’s hoof and threw the dust at the golden calf to produce the 
lowing sound, or that this was the cause behind making the jewellery into a lowing 
calf. 

The Qur’ān does not tell us here what really happened; it simply quotes what the 
Sāmiriy said. We are inclined to consider this an excuse the Sāmiriy concocted in 
order to evade responsibility for what actually happened. We feel that it was he who 
made the calf out of the jewellery the Israelites threw away, having taken it 
deceptively and unlawfully from the Egyptian women. As he made it, he deliberately 
ensured that as the wind went through its hollow inside it produced such a noise. 
When questioned about it, he sought an excuse, hence his suggestion that he had 
seen Gabriel and took a handful of his trail. 

Be that as it may, Moses punished him by expelling him for life from the Israelite 
community, leaving his destiny in the hereafter to God Almighty. He further took a 
strong and effective measure concerning the deity he had made with his own hands, 
aiming to show his people that it was an inanimate object, unable to protect its maker 
or to save itself: “Said [Moses]: Begone, then! It shall be your lot to say throughout your 
life, Do not touch me.’ But you shall be faced with a destiny from which you shall have no 
escape. Now look at this deity of yours to whose worship you have become so devoted: we shall 
most certainly burn it, and then scatter it far and wide over the sea.” (Verse 97) 

Thus the Sāmiriy was ostracized: no one could go near him either to harm or 
benefit him. Nor was he allowed to touch anyone either. This was one of the 
penalties prescribed in Moses’ faith: expelling the offender and ostracizing him to the 
extent that no one went near him. The other aspect is that of God’s punishment at 
His own time. 

Still angry and furious, Moses ordered the calf to be burnt, cast away and its ashes 
thrown in the sea. Such a strong action seems to be a characteristic of Moses. In this 
instance, however, his anger is in defence of God’s faith. In such a situation, strong 
action is commendable. 

With the false deity being burnt and blown away, Moses declared the basic 
principle of true faith: “Your only deity is God, other than whom there is no deity. His 
knowledge encompasses all things.” (Verse 98) 
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With this declaration we come to the end of the story of Moses as related in this 
sūrah. The overriding tone here is that of the grace God bestows on His servants, His 
care and forgiveness, even when they err. The sūrah does not add any other episode 
of Moses’ history, because subsequent events tell of the punishment God metes out 
to them for their sinful and corrupt ways. The overall atmosphere of this sūrah is one 
of mercy, compassion and grace, and later episodes do not fit with such an 
atmosphere. 
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2 
Man’s Long Drawn Battle 

Thus do We relate to you some of the history of 
past events; and thus have We given you, out of 
Our grace, a reminder. (99) 

All who shall turn away from it will certainly 
bear a heavy burden on the Day of Resurrection. 
(100) 

For ever shall they bear it; and grievous for them 
will be its weight on the Day of Resurrection, 
(101) 

the day when the Trumpet is blown. For on that 
day We shall assemble all the guilty ones, their 
eyes dimmed [by terror], (102) 

whispering to one another, ‘You have spent but 
ten days on earth.’ (103) 

We know best what they will be saying when the 
most perceptive of them shall say: ‘You have spent 
there but one day!’ (104) 
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They ask you about the mountains. Say: ‘My 
Lord will scatter them far and wide, (105) 

and leave the earth level and bare, (106) 

with no curves or ruggedness to be seen. (107) 

On that day, all will follow the summoning voice 
from which there will be no escape. All sounds 
will be hushed before the Most Merciful, and you 
will hear nothing but a faint sough in the air. 
(108) 

On that day, intercession will be of no avail to 
any except a person in whose case the Most 
Merciful will have granted permission, and whose 
word He will have accepted. (109) 

He knows all that lies open before them and all 
that is hidden from them, whereas they cannot 
have thorough knowledge of Him. (110) 

All faces shall be humbled before the Ever-
Living, the Self- Subsisting Lord; and undone 
shall be he who is burdened with evildoing; (111) 

but anyone who will have done righteous deeds, 
being a believer, need have no fear of being 
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