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theories that attempt to explain natural phenomena. They may be right, and may 
equally be wrong. 

God Almighty holds the celestial bodies so that they may not fall upon the earth’ 
through the system He has devised for the universe. He keeps them from falling 
‘except by His leave.’ This is a reference to a time when He may decide to stop this 
system for a purpose He, in His infinite wisdom, wishes to happen. 

The sūrah completes its reference to aspects of God’s power and the perfection of 
natural laws by speaking of the human soul. It talks of human existence, life and 
death: “It is He who gave you life, and then will cause you to die, and then will bring you 
back to life. Bereft of all gratitude is man.” (Verse 66) The first life is a miracle renewed with 
every child born at every moment of the night and day. Its secret continues to fill man’s 
mind with wonder and to leave a vast area for us to contemplate. Death is also a secret that 
man cannot fathom. It occurs within a brief moment, yet the gulf between the nature of life 
and that of death is vast indeed, leaving a similarly vast area for contemplation. Life after 
death is something that lies beyond our faculties of perception, but our present life provides 
ample evidence for it. This is a further area for contemplation. 

Yet man seldom reflects or contemplates, because man is ‘bereft of all gratitude.’ The sūrah 
shows all these aspects and draws our attention to them within the context of assuring victims 
of oppression that they will have God’s support as they try to repel such hostility. Such is the 
Qur’ānic method in using universal scenes to arouse human feelings, and in linking the laws 
of justice to the laws governing universal existence. 

No Room for Argument 

At this point the sūrah addresses the Prophet (peace be upon him) instructing him 
to follow his own way, paying no attention to the unbelievers and their futile 
arguments. He must not allow them to divert him from the method God chose for 
him, as He assigned him the task of delivering His message to mankind. 

To every community We have appointed ways of worship, which they should observe. 
Let them not draw you into disputes on this score, but call [them all] to your Lord. 
You are indeed on the right way. Should they argue with you, say: ‘God knows best 
what you are doing.’ God will judge between you on the Day of Resurrection with 
regard to all on which you dispute. Do you not know that God knows all that occurs 
in heaven as well as on earth? Indeed it is all in a record. All this is easy for God. 
(Verses 67-70) 

Every community has its own way of life, thought, behaviour and beliefs, and 
these are subject to the consistent and accurate laws God has set to regulate people’s 
nature, thinking, feelings and reactions to outside influences. A community that 
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opens its hearts to the pointers to divine guidance and responds to relevant pointers 
in the universe and within the human soul finds its way to God. In this, it will benefit 
by the numerous signs pointing to His oneness and encouraging compliance with 
His orders. By contrast, a community that shuts its mind to all this is in the wrong, 
sinking deeper into error. 

Since God has appointed a certain way for each community, then the Prophet 
need not trouble himself with arguments he may put to the unbelievers when they 
turn away from the path of divine guidance and persist in following error. God 
instructs him not to allow the unbelievers any chance to dispute with him over his 
mission, or the way of life he advocates. He must continue to implement it, paying 
no heed to anyone who wants to engage in argument and dispute. His is a 
straightforward way, as God Himself testifies: “You are indeed on the right way.” 
(Verse 67) This gives him all the reassurance he needs to follow divine guidance. 

If unbelievers try to dispute with him, he should cut short such arguments. It is no 
use wasting time and effort: “Should they argue with you, say: ‘God knows best what you 
are doing.’” (Verse 68) Argument can be useful with people whose hearts and minds 
are open to receive guidance, seeking knowledge and seriously searching for the 
right evidence. But argument is futile with those who persist in their erring ways, 
turning a blind eye to all the indicators and pointers they see in the universe and 
within themselves. The Prophet is told to leave these people to God who will judge 
between all creeds and ways of life and their followers: “God will judge between you on 
the Day of Resurrection with regard to all on which you dispute.” (Verse 69) He is the 
judge to whom no one can object, because on that day all argument is abandoned. 
Nor can there be any argument about the final judgement. 

God makes His judgement on the basis of His perfect knowledge. He does not lose 
sight of any circumstances, and no motive or feeling is withheld from Him. He 
knows everything in the heavens and the earth, including people’s intentions, 
motives, actions and reactions: “Do you not know that God knows all that occurs in 
heaven as well as on earth? Indeed it is all in a record. All this is easy for God.” (Verse 70) 

God’s knowledge is not subject to any of the influences that erase things from 
memory or cause forgetfulness. His record is complete and perfect. 

The human mind becomes overwhelmed when it merely contemplates some of 
what we see in the heavens and the earth, and tries to imagine how God knows all 
these perfectly, down to the most minute details of people, their thoughts, intentions 
and actions. But all this is very little compared to God’s full knowledge and power. 
Hence the verse concludes with the statement: “All this is easy for God.” (Verse 70) 
Having made it clear to the Prophet that he must not allow the unbelievers a chance 
to dispute with him over his right way, the sūrah shows how flawed and flimsy the 
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way followed by the unbelievers is. It betrays total ignorance of the truth. They are 
deprived of God’s help, and as such they have none to help them: 

And yet they worship beside God something for which He has never bestowed any 
warrant from on high, and of which they cannot have any knowledge. The wrongdoers 
shall have none to help them. (Verse 71) 

No situation or system can have any real power except for what is granted by 
God. What lacks the source of power given by God remains weak and 
unsupportable. Such unbelievers worship different deities, some of which are idols 
and statues, and some are human; or they may even worship Satan. All these are 
devoid of God’s power; hence they are weak. Besides, they do not worship these 
deities on the basis of any solid and convincing evidence. Their basis is myth and 
superstition. Having been denied God’s help, they will not receive any from any 
other source. 

The most singular thing is that while they worship false deities of which they have 
no knowledge, they refuse to listen to the voice of truth. They are hardened in their 
attitude, threatening to strike at those who recite God’s revelations to them: 

As it is, whenever Our revelations are recited to them in all their clarity, you can 
perceive utter repugnance in the faces of unbelievers. They would almost assault those 
who recite Our revelations to them. (Verse 72) 

They cannot answer an argument with an equally valid counter argument, or 
reply to evidence with anything that is similarly powerful. Instead, they resort to 
heavy-handed tactics, violence and oppression, realizing that they have no leg to 
stand on. This is always the case with tyrants who think only of suppressing the 
truth, knowing that they have no other way to answer it. 

Hence, the Qur’ān delivers a clear warning, pointing to the inevitable outcome: 
“Say: Shall I tell you of something worse than that?” (Verse 72) What is worse than the 
evil they harbour within themselves, and the oppression they embark upon? “It is the 
fire which God has promised to those who deny Him.” (Verse 72) This is the right reply for 
the oppression they engage in. And the final comment is: “How vile an end.” (Verse 72) 

Powerless Man 

The sūrah now makes a powerful, universal declaration that all deities people 
associate with God, including the ones to which the wrongdoers appeal for help, are 
weak and powerless. Their weakness is shown in a bustling and captivating scene: 
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Mankind. An aphorism is set forth; hearken, then, to it. Those beings whom you 
invoke instead of God cannot create a fly, even though they were to join all their forces 
to that end. If a fly robs them of anything, they cannot rescue it from him! Weak 
indeed is the seeker, and weak the sought! (Verse 73) 

The address is universal, it includes everyone anywhere in the world, and the 
declaration is loud and clear: “Mankind!” When people have been gathered to listen, 
they are told that they are about to be given a statement of a general principle, not a 
particular case applicable on a certain occasion. “An aphorism is set forth; hearken, then, 
to it.” It is a statement of fact that applies in all situations: “Those beings whom you 
invoke instead of God cannot create a fly, even though they were to join all their forces to that 
end.” All false deities, whether they be idols and statues, human beings, traditions 
and values, to whom you appeal for support and with whom you seek to achieve 
victory and high esteem, are incapable of creating a fly, even if they muster all their 
forces, utilize all their knowledge and channel all their resources into one supreme 
effort. Indeed, the creation of a mere fly, that small and abject creature, defies all the 
harnessed powers of such false gods. 

Creating a fly is just as impossible, for anyone or thing other than God, as creating 
a camel or an elephant, because the fly also demonstrates the great secret of life. 
Hence, it is placed on the same level as camels and elephants, with regard to its 
miraculous creation. The Qur’ānic aphorism, however, cites the case of a little, 
insignificant fly in order to generate a more profound feeling of powerlessness, 
without compromising the underlying principle. 

The sūrah adds another dimension in describing their powerlessness: “If a fly robs 
them of anything, they cannot rescue it from him!” (Verse 73) False deities, be they idols 
or humans, cannot retrieve anything from a fly when it robs them of it. Flies can rob 
people of that which is precious indeed. At the same time, a fly carries agents of 
some very serious diseases, such as tuberculosis, typhoid, dysentery and 
conjunctivitis. It can deprive a person of his eyes or other organs, or indeed deprive 
him of his life. A weak and contemptible fly can rob a human being of what he can 
never retrieve. 

Here again we note how the Qur’ānic style uses facts in the most effective way. 
Had the text referred to lions and similar wild animals adding that men cannot 
rescue anything such animals rob them of, it would have generated an air of strength 
and force, rather than weakness. Besides, the most powerful animals cannot rob man 
of anything greater than what a fly can rob him of. 

This powerful image stating a clear aphorism concludes with a simple comment: 
“Weak indeed is the seeker, and weak the sought!” (Verse 73) This comment further 
emphasizes the effects generated by the verse as a whole. 
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At this moment when we realize how weak and contemptible these false deities 
are, the sūrah denounces the unbelievers for their faulty concept of God, clearly 
stating God’s power: “No true understanding of God have they. God is certainly Most 
Powerful, Almighty.” (Verse 74) How could they understand Him as He really is when 
they associate with Him such powerless deities that cannot even create a fly? What 
understanding of God have they, when they see His highly sophisticated creation and yet they 
consider as equal to Him beings that cannot create even a little fly? They even invoke such 
powerless creatures which cannot retrieve anything flies take away from them, instead of invoking 
God. So, how can it be claimed that they have a proper concept of God? This is a damning 
comment at a point which should arouse feelings of submission to God alone. 

The sūrah then mentions that God Almighty chooses His angel messengers to deliver His 
revelations to prophets, and chooses His human messengers to address mankind. All this is done 
on the basis of immaculate knowledge and total ability: 

God chooses message bearers from among the angels and from among men. God hears all and sees 
all. He knows all that lies open before them and all that is hidden from them. To God all 
things shall return. (Verses 75-76) 

The choice of both angel and human messenger is made by the Almighty, and it was 
from the Almighty that Muhammad received the message of Islam. It was God who 
chose Muhammad to be His Messenger to mankind. How could he be compared to those 
who rely on deities that are both weak and contemptible? 

“God hears all and sees all,” and as such “He knows all that lies open before them and all that is hidden 
from them.” His knowledge is perfect, immaculate, complete. Nothing present or absent, 
near or distant escapes God’s knowledge. 

“To God all things shall return.” (Verse 76) He is the ultimate arbiter, who has power over 
all things. 

Striving for the Right Cause 

Having exposed the absurdity of the idolaters’ beliefs and the ignorance their worship 
rituals reflect, the sūrah makes a final address to the Muslim community, urging it to be 
true to its beliefs and to stick to the right way of life. 

Believers! Bow down and prostrate yourselves, and worship your Lord alone, and do 
good, so that you might be successful. And strive hard in God’s cause as you ought to 
strive. It is He who has chosen you, and has laid no hardship on you in [anything that 
pertains to] religion; the creed of your forefather Abraham. It is He who has named 
you Muslims, in bygone times and in this [book], so that the Messenger might bear 
witness for you, and that you might bear witness for all mankind. Thus, attend 
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regularly to your prayer, and pay out your zakāt, and hold fast to God. He is your 
Guardian: the best of guardians and the best to give support. (Verses 77-78) 

Indeed these two verses sum up the code of living God has laid down for the 
Muslim community and the duties He has assigned to it. They define its role and 
mark out its course of action, past, present and future, provided that it follows His 
guidance. 

The first instruction given here requires the believers to pray, highlighting two 
distinctive actions of Islamic prayer, namely bowing down and prostrating before 
God. Thus, prayer is given a real image and a noteworthy movement so that we see it 
clearly before our eyes. In this way, the mode of expression is that much more 
effective. 

Next we have a general instruction to worship God. This is far more 
comprehensive than prayer, because worship includes all duties and adds every 
action, thought or feeling that is addressed to God alone. Indeed every human 
activity becomes part of worship when it is intended for God’s sake. This even 
includes pleasure and personal enjoyment which become part of worship earning 
reward from God. All it needs is that we should remember God who has granted us 
these pleasures and who intends them as means to strengthen our resolve to follow 
the way He has chosen for us. Nothing of the nature of such pleasures and 
enjoyments changes, but their purpose is changed, and thus they become part of 
worship. 

The last instruction in the first of these two verses is that believers must do every 
good thing, particularly in their dealings with fellow human beings, just as they do 
good in their relations with God, offering prayer and worship. All these instructions 
are given to the Muslim community so that it can be successful, because these are the 
means to success. Worship maintains its relation with God so that life is established 
on the right footing, and follows the way leading to the ultimate goal. Doing good 
means that the life of the community is firmly established on the basis of right belief. 

When the Muslim community has such a proper relation with God and an 
appropriate lifestyle, it can discharge its awesome responsibility: “And strive hard in 
God’s cause as you ought to strive.” This is a veracious and comprehensive description, 
indicating a massive responsibility that requires adequate preparation and the 
mustering of equipment and resources. 

“And strive hard in God’s cause as you ought to strive.” (Verse 78) This includes 
striving against one’s enemies, laziness, evil and corruption. All these must be 
equally resisted. It is God who has assigned to you this massive responsibility and 
chosen you to fulfil it: “It is He who has chosen you.” This choice adds to the 
seriousness of the responsibility, which means that it cannot be shrugged off or 
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abandoned. Indeed it is an honour God has bestowed on the Muslim community for 
which it should be infinitely grateful. 

Moreover, the assigned task is entwined with God’s grace: He “has laid no hardship 
on you in [anything that pertains to] religion.” Indeed, the religion of Islam, with all its 
duties, worship and laws always observes man’s nature and abilities. It aims to 
satisfy human nature and release man’s abilities so that they are used constructively. 
Human nature must neither be suppressed nor left without control. 

Moreover, the Islamic way of life has a long history in human life, linking the past 
with the present. It is “the creed of your forefather Abraham.” It is the system that has 
continued on earth since the time of Abraham, without any long gap that allows the 
divine faith to be totally distorted, as happened in some periods prior to Abraham’s 
time. 

God has given the name ‘Muslim’ to the community that believes in His oneness, 
and this name remained the same whether in olden days or in the Qur’ān: “It is He 
who has named you Muslims, in bygone times and in this [book].” 

Islam means surrendering oneself totally to God, attributing no share of Godhead 
to anyone else. Thus, the Muslim community has enjoyed the same system across 
successive generations, and with successive messages and messengers, up to the time 
of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him). It was then that the divine message 
was entrusted to the Muslim community. Thus, the past, present and future are 
interlinked as God wants. Thus, “the Messenger might bear witness for you and that you 
might bear witness for all mankind.” The Prophet is, thus, a witness defining the way 
the Muslim community should follow, pointing out right and wrong, and the 
Muslim community fulfils the same task with regard to humanity at large. It 
occupies the position of trustee by virtue of the standards established by its laws, 
education and concepts relating to life and to the universe. Needless to say, the 
Muslim community cannot fulfil this role unless it implements God’s message fully 
in life. When the Muslim community abandoned this role and deviated from the 
divine code of living, God removed it from this leadership, leaving it trailing well 
behind. It will continue to be in this humiliating position until it resumes its role 
chosen for it by God. 

To ensure such a return, it must be fully prepared for it. Hence the order: “Attend 
regularly to your prayer, and pay out your zakāt, and hold fast to God. He is your Guardian: 
the best of guardians and the best to give support.” (Verse 78) Prayer provides a link 
between the weak and mortal individual and the source of power, while zakāt 
provides a strong link between members of the community, ensuring security for all. 
Holding fast to God is the strong tie that is never severed. 

With such resources, the Muslim community can resume the role of human 
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leadership for which God has chosen it. It will also be able to utilize the material 
resources people consider to be sources of strength. The Qur’ān does not overlook 
these; on the contrary, it wants the Muslim community to be equipped with them, 
alongside the resources that are available only to believers who strive to enrich life 
with all that is good and right. 

The great advantage of the divine way of life is that it takes humanity by the hand 
along the way that raises it to the highest position of perfection achievable in this life. 
It is far removed from systems that care only for worldly pleasures and the 
satisfaction of carnal desires. 

Sublime human values aim to satisfy the needs of material life, but do not stop 
there. This is what Islam wants for humanity, under the wise trusteeship of the 
community that implements the divine message. 
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SŪRAH 23 
Al-Mu’minūn 

(The Believers) 

Prologue 

This sūrah, The Believers, or al-Mu’minūn, is defined by its name which makes its 
subject matter very clear. It begins with an outline of the believers’ qualities, and 
presents an exposition on the indicators of faith in both the human soul and the 
universe at large. It then moves on to present the essence of faith as expostulated by 
God’s messengers since the time of Noah up to Muhammad, the last of all prophets 
and messengers, (peace be upon them all). It also discusses the fallacies of those who 
deny faith, their objections and determined opposition that compel God’s 
messengers to appeal to Him for help. At this point, God punishes the rejecters and 
saves the believers. The sūrah then refers to the fact that, after God’s messengers have 
passed away, people fall into contention about this truth that admits no variation. 
This provides an opportunity to discuss and denounce the unjustified attitude the 
Arab idolaters took to God’s last messenger, Muhammad (peace be upon him). The 
sūrah closes with a scene of the Day of Judgement in which we see the fate suffered 
by those who reject the truth of faith. They are strongly reproached for their attitude. 
This scene concludes with a statement re-emphasizing the truth of God’s absolute 
oneness and a prayer for His mercy and forgiveness. 

As such, the sūrah is what its titles say, The Believers, or the sūrah of faith with all 
its issues, aspects and nature. Faith then provides its central theme. 

The sūrah may be divided into four parts. The first begins with a statement that 
success is assured for the believers: “Truly, successful shall be the believers.” (Verse 1) It 
provides a detailed account, of the qualities of those believers who are certain to be 
successful. Referring to signs that encourage and endorse faith, which are found both 
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in human beings and in the universe at large, this part mentions the different stages 
of human life from its early beginnings to its final end. It elaborates much when it 
mentions the different stages an embryo goes through while providing only a brief 
outline of other stages. It then follows human life up to the Day of Resurrection 
before moving on to signs of faith in the wide universe, referring to the creation of 
the heavens, rain falling from the sky, bringing forth vegetation, plants and fruits. It 
also mentions animals that are placed at the disposal of human beings, ships 
traversing the seas and man’s ability to use such ships and animals for transport. 

The second part takes us from the indicators pointing out the reality of faith to a 
discussion of the truth of faith as advocated by all God’s messengers, without 
exception: “My people, worship God alone: for you have no deity other than Him.” (Verse 
23) This is a statement made by Noah, and by every messenger that followed him, up 
to Muhammad, God’s final Messenger. The unbelievers always made the same 
objections: “This man is but a mortal like yourselves,” and “had God willed, He would have 
surely sent down angels.” (Verse 24) Another objection refers to the promise made by 
God’s messengers: “Does he promise you that, after you have died and become dust and 
bones, you shall be brought forth to life?” (Verse 35) The result was always that 
messengers appealed to God for support. He answered their appeals and destroyed 
the unbelievers. This part concludes with an address to all messengers: “Eat of that 
which is wholesome, and do good deeds: I certainly have full knowledge of all that you do. 
This community of yours is one single community, and I am your only Lord. Therefore, fear 
Me alone.” (Verses 51-52) 

The third part speaks about the fact that after God’s messengers had gone, people 
were divided and fell into contention over this essential truth: “People have divided 
themselves into factions, each delighting in what they have.” (Verse 53) It further speaks 
about people being oblivious of the fact that God tests them with the blessings He 
bestows on them. They are deluded by the riches they enjoy. The believers, on the 
other hand, remain God-fearing, worship Him alone and associate no partners with 
Him. At the same time they remain fully alert, with awe in their hearts: “Their hearts 
lard filled with awe, knowing that to their Lord they shall certainly return.” (Verse 60) At 
this point, an image is portrayed showing those who were oblivious of the truth of 
faith being overwhelmed by God’s punishment. They cry out for help, but they are 
strongly reproached: “Time and again were My revelations recited to you, but every time 
you would turn about on your heels, revelling in your arrogance, and talking senselessly far 
into the night.” (Verses 66-67) The sūrah denounces their attitude towards God’s 
Messenger whom they knew well to be honest and truthful. Now that he has come to 
them with the message of the truth, asking for no wages, how can they reject him and 
the truth he advocates? Although they acknowledge that to God belongs all that is in 
the heavens and the earth, which are all under His control as He is their only Lord, 
they reject the very concept of resurrection. They go further in their falsehood, 
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