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sense of purity that strengthens the reader’s bond with God, so that he is free from 
any other preoccupation, that is with any aspect of the world of evil that Satan 
represents. 

This is all generated by seeking refuge with God from Satan and his schemes. Yet 
it is made clear that Satan “has no power over those who believe and place their trust in 
their Lord.” (Verse 99) Those who appeal to God alone and purge their hearts of any 
loyalty to any other bond are free of Satan’s power. Much as he may whisper to 
them, their bond with God protects them from toeing his line. They may slip and 
commit errors, but they do not submit to Satan. They will always purge their hearts 
of Satan’s influence and turn to God in repentance. “He has power only over those who 
are willing to follow him, and thus ascribe to him a share in God’s divinity.” (Verse 1 00) It 
is such people who make Satan their patron, who allow their desires to dictate their 
actions under Satan’s influence that are subject to his power. Indeed some of them 
make Satan their Lord. Indeed some have even worshipped Satan, or a similar deity 
of evil. However, following Satan’s footsteps is a kind of associating him as a partner 
with God. 

The Nature of False Fabrication 

The sūrah also mentions some of the falsehoods the unbelievers circulated about 
the Qur’ān: 

When We replace one verse by another — and God knows best what He reveals — 
they say: ‘You are but a fabricator.’ Indeed most of them have no knowledge. Say: ‘The 
Holy Spirit has brought it down from your Lord in truth, so as to strengthen the 
believers, and to provide guidance and good news to those who surrender themselves 
to God.’ We know full well that they say: It is but a man that teaches him [all] this.’ 
But the man to whom they so maliciously allude speaks a foreign tongue, while this is 
Arabic speech, pure and clear. Those who do not believe in God’s revelations shall not 
be granted guidance by God. Grievous suffering awaits them. It is only those who do 
not believe in God’s revelations that invent falsehood. It is they indeed who are liars. 
(Verses 101-105) 

The unbelievers do not understand the role of God’s book and the fact that it has 
been revealed to establish a global human society and create a community to lead it 
along its way. They do not realize that it is the final message to come from on high to 
mankind. They are oblivious of the essential truth that God, who has created man, 
knows best which concepts, principles and legislation are best suited for humanity. 
When He abrogates a verse that has completed its purpose, He puts another in its 
place which is more suitable for the stage the new community has reached, and 
better suited for the long future, the duration of which is known only to Him. This is 
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certainly His prerogative. The verses of this book may be likened to a medicine 
which is given in small doses to a patient until he is cured. Then he is advised to 
resume a normal diet which helps to protect his health. 

But the unbelievers understand nothing of all this. Hence it is not surprising that 
they did not appreciate the purpose behind the abrogation of one verse by another 
and accused the Prophet of being a fabricator when he was indeed the most honest 
and truthful person they had ever known. Hence the verse comments: “Indeed most of 
them have no knowledge.” (Verse 101) 

The sūrah then states the truth of the revelation of the Qur’ān: “Say: The Holy Spirit 
has brought it down from your Lord in truth.” (Verse 102) It could not be a fabrication 
when it was brought down by the Holy Spirit, the Angel Gabriel (peace be upon 
him). He has brought it ‘from your Lord’, not from you, and this is done in truth’, 
which means that no falsehood can ever be attached to it. The purpose of its 
revelation is ‘to strengthen the believers,’ who maintain the bond between God and 
their hearts. These realize that it has come from God to spell out the truth and make 
it clear for all mankind. It has another purpose as well, which is ‘to provide guidance 
and good news to those who surrender themselves to God.’ (Verse 102) They are 
strengthened by the fact that they are guided along the right path, as also given the 
happy news of achieving victory and establishing their power. 

We know full well that they say: ‘It is but a man that teaches him [all] this.’ But the 
man to whom they so maliciously allude speaks a foreign tongue, while this is Arabic 
speech, pure and clear. (Verse 103) 

This was yet another falsehood the unbelievers tried to assert. They claimed that 
the Qur’ān was taught to the Prophet by a man whom they named. We have 
different reports about the particular person they mentioned. One report points to a 
foreign servant attached to one clan or another of the Quraysh who used to sell 
goods near al-Şafā. The Prophet might have sat with him and spoke to him at times. 
But the man spoke a foreign language. His knowledge of Arabic was sufficient only 
to conduct necessary business transactions. 

Another report by Ibn Isĥāq in his biography of the Prophet suggests that the 
Prophet used to sit at al-Marwah with a Christian servant named Sabī`ah, although 
some people called him Jabr. He was a slave owned by a man from al-Ĥađramī clan. 
Ibn Kathīr, the historian, and other scholars like `Ikrimah and Qatādah mention that 
the man’s name was Ya’īsh. 

Another scholar and historian, al-Ţabarī, reports on the authority of Ibn `Abbās, 
the Prophet’s cousin, that the Prophet used to teach a slave called Bal`ām who spoke 
a foreign language. The unbelievers used to see the Prophet leaving his place. So they 
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came up with their ridiculous fabrication, saying that Bal`ām taught the Prophet. 

God answers all these fabrications with a simple, clear statement that ends all 
argument: “The man to whom they so maliciously allude speaks a foreign tongue, while this 
is Arabic speech, pure and clear.” (Verse 103) It is difficult to imagine that they were 
serious when they made such ludicrous claims. It was all most likely a part of their 
evil scheming which they knew to be absolutely false. They were fully aware of the 
merits of the Qur’ān and its literary excellence. How could they claim that a man 
speaking a foreign tongue could have taught it to Muĥammad. If such a man could 
have produced such a masterpiece, why would he not claim it for himself, without 
teaching it to another? 

Today, with humanity having made such huge advancements, and human talent 
having produced such great books and masterpieces, social orders and legislation, 
anyone who appreciates literature, social systems and legal codes is bound to 
acknowledge that the Qur’ān could not have been authored by a human being. 

Even the atheists of Communist Russia who wished to criticize Islam in the 
Conference of Orientalists held in 1954 managed no better than to claim that the 
Qur’ān could not have been the work of one man. It must have been the collective 
work of a large community. Moreover, they claimed, it could not have been written 
totally in Arabia. Some parts of it must have been written in other parts of the world! 
They felt that no individual had the talent to produce this book, and nor had one 
nation the knowledge embodied in it. They could not admit to the force of sound 
logic and attribute the Qur’ān to its true Author, God, the Lord of all the worlds. 
They denied God’s existence. How could they acknowledge revelation and 
prophethood? 

This is the view of some specialist scholars in the twentieth century. Compared 
with it, the Makkan unbelievers’ claim that a foreign slave who spoke little Arabic 
taught it to Muĥammad appears at its most ludicrous. 

The Qur’ān states the reason behind such false assertions: “Those who do not believe 
in God’s revelations shall not be granted guidance by God. Grievous suffering awaits them.” 
(Verse 104) Those who refuse to believe in the signs given by God will not be guided 
to the truth concerning this divine revelation. Indeed God does not guide them to the 
truth concerning anything. This is the natural consequence of their unbelief and 
deliberate rejection of the message God’s signs impart to them. Hence, “grievous 
suffering awaits them,’ after they have been in continuous error. 

The sūrah then makes it clear that false claims against God could not be made by 
Muĥammad, whose honesty was exemplary. Such falsehood could only be asserted 
by people like them refusing to believe in God: “It is only those who do not believe in 
God’s revelations that invent falsehood. It is they indeed who are liars.” (Verse 105) Lying is 
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a cardinal sin which no believer perpetrates. The Prophet himself made it clear that a 
true believer could at times commit some sinful action, but a true believer would 
never deliberately tell a lie. 

Rejecting the Faith after Accepting it 

The sūrah outlines here the rulings concerning anyone who disavows faith after 
having accepted it: 

As for anyone who denies God after having accepted the faith — and this certainly 
does not apply to one who does it under duress, while his heart remains true to his 
faith, but applies to him who willingly opens his heart to unbelief— upon all such falls 
God’s wrath, and theirs will be a tremendous suffering. This is because they love the 
life of this world better than the lift to come. God does not bestow His guidance on 
those who reject the truth. Such are those whose hearts and ears and eyes are sealed by 
God; such are the heedless. Without doubt, in the lift to come they will be the losers. 
(Verses 106-109) 

The early Muslims in Makkah were subjected to such brutal oppression as could 
only be endured by those who had made up their minds to sacrifice their lives in 
pursuit of a higher destiny in the life to come. Such people endure all the atrocities 
the unbelievers perpetrate against them, rather than revert to pagan faith. 

The sūrah paints in ghastly colours the crime of the person who reverts to unbelief 
after having known the true faith, declared his acceptance of it and experienced its 
blessings. Such a person only reverts to unbelief because he prefers the comforts and 
pleasures of this world to the happiness of the life to come. Hence such people are 
threatened with God’s wrath and tremendous suffering, in addition to being 
deprived of God’s guidance. They are described as heedless, as having sealed their 
hearts, ears and eyes, and as being certain losers in the life to come. The important 
point here is that faith must never be subject to bargaining or to a balance of profit 
and loss. When a person’s heart and mind submit to faith, they do not admit any 
worldly influence. This world has its values and considerations, while faith has its 
own. The two sets cannot overlap or have anything in common. Faith must not be 
treated in a trifling way. It is not a bargain that you make one day and reverse the 
next. It is far more precious. Hence the crime is painted in such ghastly colours and 
the punishment is seen to be extremely stern. 

The only exception from such condemnation is the one who professes, under utter 
duress, to have rejected the faith only to save himself from certain death, while his 
heart remains full of faith, certain that it is the truth. It is reported that this ruling was 
revealed in connection with `Ammār ibn Yāsir. Al-Ţabarī reports on the authority of 
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Muĥammad, `Ammār’s son, that “the unbelievers in Makkah tortured his father, 
`Ammār ibn Yāsir, continuously until he gave in to some of their demands. He then 
reported this to the Prophet who asked him: ‘How do you feel deep at heart?’ He 
said: ‘My heart is full of faith, entertaining no doubt whatsoever.’ The Prophet said to 
him: ‘If they try again, do likewise.’ This was a concession, and it applies to anyone 
in similar circumstances.’1 

Yet many believers refused to satisfy their torturers, preferring to die rather than 
give in, even only verbally, to their demands. This was the stance taken by `Ammār’s 
own parents. His mother, Sumayyah, was so resolute in her resistance that she was 
stabbed with a spear in her vagina and died a martyr. His father also was tortured to 
death without giving in. Similarly did Bilāl, who was singled out for a special 
treatment. The unbelievers laid him down on the burning sands in the summer heat 
of Arabia and put on his chest a large rock and dragged him along, ordering him to 
reject his faith, but he refused and declared: “He is only One God.” He then said to 
them: “Had I known anything that would give you more displeasure, I would have 
said it.” 

Another example is that of Ĥabīb ibn Zayd al-Anşārī, when Musaylamah, the liar 
who claimed to be a messenger of God asked him: “Do you believe that Muĥammad 
is God’s Messenger?” Ĥabīb said: “Yes, indeed.” Musaylamah asked him: “Do you 
believe that I, too, am God’s messenger?” Ĥabīb said: “I hear nothing.” Musaylamah 
then ordered that Ĥabīb be dismembered. He kept asking him and he kept giving the 
same replies until he died under such torture. 

`Abdullāh ibn Ĥudhāfah of the Sahm clan of the Quraysh was a companion of the 
Prophet who was once taken captive by the Byzantines. He was taken to their ruler 
who offered him a share in his kingdom and that he would give him his own 
daughter as a wife if he would embrace Christianity. `Abdullāh said: “If you were to 
give me all your kingdom and all the wealth and property of all Arabs in return for 
disowning the faith of Muĥammad, (peace be upon him), I would not accept for even 
a blink of an eye.” The Byzantine ruler said: “If you refuse, then I will kill you.” 
`Abdullāh said: “Do what you like.” The ruler then ordered that he should be 
crucified. Soldiers then shot at him with arrows piercing his legs and arms, but he 
refused to convert to Christianity despite all this. 

The ruler then ordered that he should be brought down from the cross. A large 
pan made of copper was put over a great fire until it was boiling fiercely. Another 
Muslim captive was then thrown into the pan and soon his bones were visible. 
`Abdullāh was then told to convert to Christianity, threatened that he would suffer 

                                                 
1 Abū Ja`far Muĥammad Ibn Jarīr al-Ţabarī, Jāmi` al-Bayān `An Ta’wīl Āy al-Qur’ān. Dār al-Fikr, Beirut, 
1984, Vol. 8, Part 14, p. 182. 

http://www.learningquranonline.com

http://www.learningquranonline.com



Al-Naĥl (The Bees) | DENYING THE UNDENIABLE 

 80

the same fate if he did not. He refused, and the ruler ordered that he should be 
thrown into the pan. As he was being lifted, the ruler noticed that his eyes were 
tearful. He ordered that he should be brought down. He then spoke to him only to be 
astonished by `Abdullāh’s explanation of his crying. `Abdullāh said: “I only cried 
because I have one soul, and I am subjected to this torture for my faith. I wish I had 
as many souls as the number of hairs on my body and each one of them was 
subjected to the same fate.” 

Another report suggests that the Byzantine ruler then imprisoned `Abdullāh ibn 
Ĥudhāfah for several days without food or water. He then sent him wine and pork. 
`Abdullāh touched nothing of this. He was then taken to the ruler who asked him 
why he did not eat or drink. `Abdullāh said: “In my condition, [i.e. a case of 
starvation approaching death] it is lawful for me to eat and drink the otherwise 
forbidden things you sent me. But I will not give you the pleasure of feeling that you 
have broken my resolve.” The ruler secretly admired `Abdullāh for his great 
resistance under pressure. He said to him: “Kiss my head and I will set you free.” 
`Abdullāh said: “I will do so if you will also set free all the other Muslim captives 
you hold.” The ruler agreed and `Abdullāh kissed his head. The ruler was true to his 
promise and set them all free. `Abdullāh took them all to Madinah and reported 
what happened to the Caliph, `Umar ibn al-Khaţţāb who said: “It is the duty of every 
Muslim to kiss `Abdullāh ibn Ĥudhāfah’s head. I will be the first to do so.” He then 
stood up and kissed `Abdullāh’s head. 

This shows that faith is a matter of grave importance. There can be no compromise 
about it. To uphold it may require paying a heavy price. But, to a Muslim, faith is far 
more valuable than any price. It is so also in God’s view. It is a trust honoured only 
by one who is prepared to sacrifice his life for it.2 Indeed the life of this world and all 
the comforts it may provide is of little consequence compared with faith. 

But then, your Lord [grants forgiveness] to those who forsake their homes after 
enduring trials and persecution, and strive hard [in God’s cause] and remain patient 
in adversity. After all this, your Lord is certainly Much-Forgiving, Most Merciful. 
One day every soul will come pleading for itself. Every soul will be repaid in full for 
all its actions, and none shall be wronged. (Verses 110-111) 

The reference here is to some believers who were among the weaker elements of 
Arabian society. They were subjected to great pressure and had to renounce their 
faith. However, they subsequently migrated and joined the believers when they had 
a chance to do so. They strove hard for the cause of Islam, enduring much hardship 
                                                 
2 The author himself honoured this trust when he refused to succumb to all the pressure and torture 
he was subjected to. He sacrificed his life when he was executed for no crime other than holding his 
views. This was in the summer of 1966, in the reign of Nasser, the Egyptian dictator. — Editor’s note. 
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along the way. The verse gives them the good news of God’s forgiveness and an 
abundance of His grace: “After all this, your Lord is Much-Forgiving, Most Merciful.” 
(Verse 110) 

This will take place on a day when every soul will be preoccupied with its own 
affairs. It has no time for anyone else. The statement, “every soul will come pleading for 
itself,” gives us a sense of the seriousness of the whole matter. Everyone will be 
trying hard to save themselves from the suffering that awaits the wrongdoers. But 
pleading will be of no avail, for it is the time of reckoning and reward. Hence: “Every 
soul will be repaid in frill for all its actions, and none shall be wronged.” (Verse 111) 
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6 
Advocacy by Example 

God cites the case of a town living in security 
and ease. Its sustenance comes to it in 
abundance from all quarters. Yet it was 
ungrateful for God’s favours. Therefore, 
God caused it to experience the misery of 
hunger and fear for what its people used to 
do. (112) 

 There had come to them a messenger from 
among themselves, but they denied him. 
Therefore suffering overwhelmed them as 
they were wrongdoers. (113) 

So eat of all the lawful and good things God has 
provided for you, and be grateful to God for His 
favours, if it is truly Him that you worship. 
(114) 

He has forbidden you only carrion, blood, the 
flesh of swine and anything over which any name 
other than God’s has been invoked. But if anyone 
is driven to it by necessity, neither desiring it nor 
exceeding his immediate need, then God is Much- 
Forgiving, Merciful. (115) 

Do not say — for any false thing you may utter 
with your tongues — that ‘This is lawful and 
this is forbidden’, so as to attribute your lying 
inventions to God. Indeed those who attribute 
their lying inventions to God will never be 
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successful. (116) 

Brief is their enjoyment [of this life], and grievous 
suffering awaits them [in the life to come]. (117) 

To the Jews We have made unlawful such things 
as We have mentioned to you earlier. We did 
them no wrong, but they were the ones who 
persistently wronged themselves. (118) 

But indeed your Lord [grants forgiveness] to those 
who do evil out of ignorance, and then repent and 
mend their ways. After all this, your Lord is 
certainly Much- Forgiving, Merciful. (119) 

In truth Abraham was a model, devoutly 
obedient to God, and true in faith. He was not 
one of those who associated partners with God. 
(120) 

He showed his gratitude for the blessings bestowed 
by Him who had chosen him and guided him to 
a straight path. (121) 

We bestowed on him good in this world; and 
truly, in the life to come he will be among the 
righteous. (122) 

And now We have inspired you with [this 
message]: ‘Follow the creed of Abraham, who 
was true in faith, and who was not one of those 
who associated partners with God.’ (123) 

[The observance of] the Sabbath was ordained 
only to those who differed about him. Your Lord 
will judge between them on the Day of 
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Overview 

Earlier in the sūrah God gave two examples to drive home to people an important 
principle of faith. Now He gives another to portray the situation of Makkah and its 
pagan people who denied the blessings God had bestowed on them. The example 
serves to make clear what destiny awaits them if they persist in their attitude. The 
example highlights the blessings of abundant provisions, peace and security given to 
the city before mentioning the good and wholesome things they prohibit themselves 
on the basis of their pagan myths. In fact God has made these lawful to mankind. He 
has clearly outlined what He has forbidden, and it does not include the matters they 

Resurrection with regard to all that on which they 
dispute. (124) 

Call people to the path of your Lord with wisdom 
and goodly exhortation, and argue with them in 
the most kindly manner. Your Lord knows best 
who strays from His path and who are rightly 
guided. (125) 

If you should punish, then let your punishment be 
commensurate with the wrong done to you. But to 
endure patiently is far better for those who are 
patient in adversity. (126) 

Endure, then, with patience, remembering always 
that it is only God who helps you to be patient; 
and do not grieve over them, nor be distressed by 
their intrigues. (127) 

God is indeed with those who remain God-fearing 
and those who do good. (128) 
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