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SURAH 21

Al-Anbiya’
(The Prophets)

Prologue

Revealed in Makkah, this siirah, as with all other parts of the Qur’an revealed in
that period, deals with the issue of faith. It does so under three main headings:
namely, God’s oneness, His message, and mankind’s resurrection.

The flow of the siirah deals with its subject matter, referring to a number of great
universal phenomena and linking them with faith. The point of this is that faith is
part of the universal structure, and the same phenomena apply to it. It illustrates the
truth which is at the heart of the heavens and the earth and their constitution. It
reflects the seriousness with which their affairs are conducted. It is neither a matter
of play nor a question of falsehood, in the same way as the universe was not created
for play, nor was any element of falsehood mixed with its creation: “We have not
created the heavens and the earth and all that is between them in mere idle play.” (Verse 16)

The surah concentrates people’s eyes, hearts and minds on the universe and its
great phenomena: the heavens and the earth, mountains and valleys, night and day,
sun and moon. It draws their attention to the unity of the laws that govern all these
and conduct their affairs, and how this unity provides powerful evidence of the unity
of the Creator who owns this vast universe. No partner has He in His kingdom, in
the same way as He has no partner in its creation: “Had there been in heaven or on earth
any deities other than God, both would surely have fallen into ruin!” (Verse 22)

The surah also draws our attention to the unity of the phenomena which govern
life on earth and the unity of the source of life: “We have made out of water every living
thing.” (Verse 30) All living things will face the same end: “Every soul shall taste
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death.” (Verse 35) They will then arrive at the same destiny: “To Us you all must
return.” (Verse 35)

Faith is closely linked to these major universal phenomena. It is the same faith,
even though many messengers have been sent to convey it to people: “Before your
time We never sent a messenger without having revealed to him that there is no deity other
than Me. Therefore, you shall worship Me alone.” (Verse 25) It is God’s will that all
messengers were human beings: “Before your time, We never sent [as Our messengers]
any but men whom We inspired.” (Verse 7)

Just like faith is closely linked to major universal phenomena, the same applies to
what the advocates of faith may encounter in this world. The rule that never fails is
that the truth will ultimately triumph and falsehood will be wiped out, because the
truth is a universal reality and its victory is a divine law: “We hurl the truth against
falsehood, and it crushes the latter, and behold, it withers away.” (Verse 18) By the same
token, the wrongdoers who deny the truth are bound to be destroyed, but God will
save His messengers and the believers: “ We fulfilled Our promise to them, and We saved
them and all whom We willed [to save], and We destroyed those who transgressed beyond
bounds.” (Verse 9) God’s devoted servants are the eventual heirs of the earth: “IWe
wrote in the Psalms, after the Reminder [given to Moses] that ‘the righteous among My
servants shall inherit the earth.” (Verse 105)

The sirah then presents a quick review of the single community that has followed
God’s messengers. It pauses long to reflect on the stories of Abraham, David and
Solomon, but makes only brief references to Noah, Moses, Aaron, Lot, Ishmael, Idris,
Dhu’l-Kifl, Jonah, Zachariah, John and Jesus, (peace be upon them all). Some of the
issues, already tackled in the surah as general rules and phenomena, are reflected
again in this review in the form of practical events encountered by God’s messengers
and their followers.

The flow of the surah also includes some scenes of the Day of Judgement in which
we find the same meanings and concepts reflected again as part of the reality of that
great day.

We see, then, how varying cadences employed in the surah serve the same purpose
of alerting the human mind so that it recognizes the truth of the faith preached by the
last of God’s messengers. For people cannot receive the message while indulging in
play, turning away and paying little heed to it, as they are described in the opening
verses: “Closer to people draws their reckoning, yet they continue to blithely turn away.
Whenever there comes to them any new reminder from their Lord, they listen to it but take it
in jest; their hearts set on pleasure.” (Verses 1-3)

This message of Islam is both true and serious, in the same way as this universe is
true and serious. Therefore, there may be no jest and play in receiving God’s
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message, as in making demands for miraculous evidence. Evidence of a miraculous
nature is available everywhere in the universe and its operative phenomena. It all
confirms that God is the only creator who has power over all things, and that the
message comes from Him alone.

As for its mode of expression and its rhythm, the siirah employs factual statements
which best suit its subject matter and ambience. This is clearly apparent when we
compare its style with that employed in the preceding two siirahs, Maryam and Ta Ha.
In both these, the rhythm is soft, and hence more suited to their overall atmosphere.
Here the rhythm is stronger, to fit its message. This is even clearer when we look at
the way the story of the Prophet Abraham is related in Maryam and in this surah. In
the former, the episode is given in the form of an expansive dialogue between
Abraham and his father, whereas here we see Abraham’s destruction of the idols
worshipped by his people, and his subsequently being thrown in the fire. Thus, the
subject matter, the style and the cadence achieve complete harmony in both
instances.

This sirah flows in four distinctive rounds. The first starts with a powerful
opening that creates strong beats to shake people’s hearts and alert them to the
danger they will shortly face, while they remain oblivious to it: “Closer to people draws
their reckoning, yet they continue to blithely turn away.” (Verse 1) This is followed by a
scene of the fate suffered by earlier communities for turning their backs on God’s
messages, leading a life of wrongdoing: “How many a community that persisted in evil-
doing have We dashed into fragments, and raised another people in their stead?” (Verse 11)
Both the message of Islam and the system that governs the universe are based on
truth and seriousness, which are here linked to the faith based on God’s oneness and
to the phenomena operating in the universe. The surah also links all this with the
unity of the Creator who is in control of all things, the unity of the divine message
and faith, and the unity of the source of life, its end and destiny.

The second round examines the unbelievers who hurled ridicule at God’s
Messenger while the matter he spoke to them about was very serious. Everything
around them calls for close attention and alertness. They call for their punishment to
be hastened, when it is close at hand. At this point the sirah portrays a scene of the
Day of Judgement, drawing their attention to what befell those before them who
ridiculed God’s messengers and their messages. It tells them very clearly that they
enjoy no protection against God’s punishment. It calls on them to reflect on God’s
power as He shrinks the earth from its edges, reducing its area. Should they so
reflect, they may wake up to what awaits them after having long been oblivious to it.

This round concludes with a directive to the Prophet to outline his task: “Say: I do
but warn you on the strength of divine revelation!” (Verse 45) He also alerts them to the
danger to which they expose themselves by being so oblivious: “But the deaf cannot
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hear this call, however often they are warned.” (Verse 45) The result is that they will
continue to pay no attention to what is presented to them until they are called to
account on the Day of Judgement.

The third round provides a review of the single community of believers who
followed God’s prophets. This review reflects the unity of the message and the faith.
It also portrays the grace God bestows on His righteous servants and His
punishment of those who deny the truth.

In the fourth and final round, everyone’s eventual destiny is described in an
eventful scene of the Day of Judgement. The surah closes with a strong beat, a clear
warning before leaving the unbelievers to their inevitable doom.
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