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SURAH 33

Al-Ahzab
(The Confederates)

Prologue

This strah describes a practical aspect of the first Muslim community’s life over a
period stretching from shortly after the Battle of Badr in year 2 to shortly before the
signing of the al-Hudaybiyah Peace Treaty four years later. In this respect it gives a
true and direct description of the Muslim community in Madinah. It refers to many
of the events that took place during that period and outlines certain regulations
which it either initiates or endorses for the fledgling Muslim community.

The comments on events and regulations are relatively few, constituting only a
small portion of the surah. Indeed, these comments serve only to link these events
and regulations to the central concept of faith and submission to God. This is how we
read the opening verses: “Prophet! Have fear of God and do not yield to the unbelievers
and the hypocrites. God is certainly All-Knowing, Wise. Follow what is revealed to you by
your Lord; for God is well aware of all that you do. Place your trust in God; for God alone is
worthy of all trust. Never has God put two hearts in one man’s body.” (Verses 1-4) Early
on, the sirah comments on some social regulations: “This is written down in God’s
decree. We did accept a solemn pledge from all the prophets: from you, [Muhammad], and
from Noah, Abraham, Moses and Jesus son of Mary. From all did We accept a weighty,
solemn pledge. God will question the truthful about the truth [entrusted to them]. He has
prepared painful suffering for the unbelievers. “(Verses 6-8) A little further on we are
shown the attitude of the weak-hearted when the confederate tribes laid siege to
Madinah: “Say: ‘Flight will benefit you nothing. If you flee from natural death or from being
slain, you will only be left to enjoy life for a little while. Say: ‘Who can keep you away from
God if it he His will to harm you, or if it be His will to show you mercy?’ Other than God
they can find none to protect them or to bring them support.” (Verses 16-17) A piece of
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social legislation that went against the familiar practice in pre-Islamic days is
followed by the comment: “Whenever God and His Messenger have decided a matter, it is
not for a believing man or a believing woman to claim freedom of choice in that matter.”
(Verse 36) Finally, we have a statement that sets the human mission against a
universal background: “We offered the trust to the heavens and the earth and the
mountains, but they refused to bear it and were afraid to receive it. Yet man took it up. He has
always been prone to be wicked, foolish.” (Verse 72)

The sirah depicts a period of time when the Islamic character of both the
community and the state had begun to take shape but had not yet developed
sufficiently or acquired its full authority. That took place after Makkah fell to Islam
and people began to embrace the new faith in large numbers allowing the Muslim
state and its new system to establish their roots.

The sirah undertakes an important part of social reorganization imparting the
distinctive Islamic features of family and community life, outlining their basis in
Islamic teachings. It also modifies or outlaws certain practices and traditions,
bringing all these within the framework of the Islamic concept of life and society.

It is within the overall discussion of these situations and regulations that the
confrontation with the confederate tribes and the Qurayzah expedition are discussed.
We are informed of the attitudes of the unbelievers, the hypocrites and the Jews
during these events, their schemes to weaken the Muslim community and how they
always tried to undermine Islamic moral standards, even in Muslim homes. It was
precisely this sort of derogatory behaviour that aimed at undermining the Muslim
community either through direct military action and a corresponding defeatism or
through efforts to erode the social and moral fabric of Muslim society. Moreover,
these events left clear marks on the Muslim community to the extent that certain
social aspects and particular concepts required modification. Thus the surah appears
to be an integrated unit with a common thread running through its subject matter.
Moreover, the time frame around which it works also constitutes a unifying factor.

The surah begins with a directive issued to the Prophet that he must fear God and
pay no heed to the unbelievers and the hypocrites. On the contrary, he should obey
God and rely on Him alone. This opening relates all that the siirah includes to the
central principle that forms the basis of all Islamic teachings, legislation, its social
system and morality. It is the principle that formulates the Islamic concept of God
and the requirements to submit to Him, implement the code He has outlined and
place all our trust in Him.

A decisive word is then given on certain social traditions and practices. This starts
with outlining a basic fact: “Never has God put two hearts in one man’s body.” (Verse 4)
This alludes to the fact that man cannot live in two different universes or follow two
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different systems. Should he do so he would stumble and become a hypocrite. Since
he has only one heart, he must look up to One God and follow one system to the
exclusion of all other things, familiar and well established as these may be.

The surah immediately moves on to abolish the practice of Zihar, which involves a
man swearing to his wife that she is to him like his mother’s back, meaning that she
is as unlawful to him to marry as his mother: “Nor does He make your wives whom you
declare to be as unlawful to you as your mothers” bodies truly your mothers.” (Verse 4) It
makes clear that these are mere words that cannot establish a fact. They do not make
a mother out of a wife; the wife remains the man’s wife. It follows this with
abolishing the practice of child adoption: “Likewise, He does not make your adopted sons
truly your sons.” (Verse 4) Thus inheritance within an adopting family is no longer
valid. (We will discuss this in detail later on.) In contrast, the siurah establishes the
overall authority God assigns to His Messenger over all Muslims, placing his
authority above what they may wish for themselves. It further establishes a sense of
motherly relation between the Prophet’s wives and all believers: “The Prophet has
more claim on the believers than they have on their own selves; and his wives are their
mothers.” (Verse 6) The practical effects of the bond of brotherhood established
between Muslim individuals shortly after the migration of Makkan Muslims to
Madinah are terminated, so as to restrict inheritance and the payment of blood
money to real kinsfolk: “Blood relatives have, according to God’s decree, a stronger claim
upon one another than other believers [of Madinah] and those who have migrated for God'’s
sake].” (Verse 6) Thus, earlier temporary measures are abrogated in favour of natural
and permanent ones.

The following comment makes clear that the new system derives from the Islamic
code and from God’s ruling. It is written in God’s book and established in the
covenant made with all prophets, particularly those of them endowed with stronger
resolve. In this way the Qur’an gives Islamic legislation and principles their
appropriate place within people’s thoughts and consciences.

This then outlines the first part of the siurah. The second part shows God’s great
favour as He repelled the attacking forces of the confederates who besieged
Madinah. It describes the confrontation with confederate forces and the Qurayzah
Expedition vividly, painting successive images that show inner feelings, outward
action and dialogue between groups and individuals. Within the overall picture of
the battle and its events relevant directives are issued at the proper junctures.
Furthermore, the reporting of events is followed by comments aimed at establishing
sound values for the Muslim community. The Qur’anic method is to paint the action
exactly as it took place, stating both apparent and inner feelings, and bringing these
into sharp relief. It then gives believers its verdict about their actions, criticizing any
deviation and praising what is sound and correct. It also gives directives to avoid
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error and confirm right practice and values. It relates all this to God’s will, human
nature and universal laws.

Thus, the discussion of the confrontation and the battle starts with the following
verse: “Believers! Remember the blessings God bestowed on you when hosts came down upon
you. We let loose against them a windstorm and hosts that you could not see. Yet God sees all
that you do.” (Verse 9) In the middle of the discussion, the following facts are
highlighted: “Say: ‘Flight will benefit you nothing. If you flee from natural death or from
being slain, you will only be left to enjoy life for a little while. Say: Who can keep you away
from God if it be His will to harm you or if it be His will to show you mercy?” Other than God
they can find none to protect them or to bring them support.” (Verses 16-17) “In God’s
Messenger you have a good model for everyone who looks with hope to God and the Last Day,
and always remembers God.” (Verse 21) The discussion is finally concluded thus: “God
will surely reward the truthful for having been true to their word, and will punish the
hypocrites, if that be His will, or accept their repentance. God is indeed Much-Forgiving,
Merciful.” (Verse 24)

Alongside its discussion of events the siirah shows how the true believers looked
at the situation as it developed and portrays the contrasting feelings of the
hypocrites. This enables us to distinguish sound values from false ones: “The
hypocrites and the sick at heart said: ‘God and His Messenger promised us nothing but
delusions’.” (Verse 12) “When the believers saw the Confederate forces they said: “This is
what God and His Messenger have promised us! Truly spoke God and His Messenger.” This
only served to strengthen their faith and their submission to God.” (Verse 22) The outcome
is then given in decisive terms: “God turned back the unbelievers in all their rage and fury;
they gained no advantage. He spared the believers the need to fight. God is Most Powerful,
Almighty.” (Verse 25)

When this second part is concluded we are introduced to the decision that gave
the Prophet’s wives a choice. They had asked him for a more comfortable standard of
living after the Muslim community became more prosperous, having gained much
booty as a result of the siege of Qurayzah. They were asked to choose either the fine
things of life or relinquish these in preference for pleasing God and His Messenger
and earning a better position in the life to come. They all chose to be with God and
His Messenger, preferring this to all worldly riches. They were also told that they
would have double the reward if they maintained the path of goodness and
remained God-fearing, and double the punishment should they commit any gross
indecency. The siirah explains that this doubling of reward and punishment was a
result of their noble status, their relation with the Prophet and the revelation and
recitation of the Qur’an in their own homes, as well as the wisdom they received
from the Prophet. This third part of the siirah concludes with an outline of the reward
given to all believers, men and women.
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The fourth part makes an indirect reference to the case of Zaynab bint Jahsh, a
cousin of the Prophet belonging to a noble Qurayshi family and her marriage to Zayd
ibn Harithah, a former slave given as a gift to Muhammad long before his
prophethood. The first thing it says about Zayd makes it clear that all believers, men
and women, are subject to God’s decision in any matter; they do not even have a say
in their own personal business. It is God’s will that determines everything, and they
have to submit to it fully: “Whenever God and His Messenger have decided a matter, it is
not for a believing man or a believing woman to claim freedom of choice in that matter.
Whoever disobeys God and His Messenger strays far into error.” (Verse 36)

This marriage soon ends in divorce and the situation provides a practical example
for the abolition of the effects of child adoption. God’s Messenger himself is chosen
to provide this example, because adoption was a deeply rooted tradition in the
Arabian environment, and its practical effects were very difficult to break. Hence,
God’s Messenger was to bear this new burden as part of his mission to shape the new
Muslim society: “Then, when Zayd had come to the end of his union with her, We gave her
to you in marriage, so that no blame should attach to the believers for marrying the spouses of
their adopted sons when the latter have come to the end of their union with them. God’s will
must be fulfilled.” (Verse 37) A clear statement of the nature of the relation between
the Prophet and the believer then follows: “Mulammad is not the father of any one of
your men, but is God’s Messenger and the seal of all prophets.” (Verse 40)

This part concludes with clear directives to the Prophet and the believers: “Do not
yield to the unbelievers and the hypocrites, and disregard their hurting actions. Place your
trust in God, for God alone is worthy of all trust.” (Verse 48)

The fifth part begins by making a statement on the status of a woman who gets
divorced before the consummation of her marriage. It moves on to organize the
Prophet’s marital life, stating which women are lawful for him to marry and which
are not. This is followed by directives defining the relation between Muslims and the
Prophet’s homes and wives, both during his lifetime and after his death. It requires
them not to mix with any men other than their fathers, sons, brothers, paternal and
maternal nephews, other women and their slaves. It states that those who sought to
disparage the Prophet and his wives would face severe punishment; they would be
punished both in this life and the life to come. This gives us an impression that the
hypocrites and others frequently resort to such disparagement.

Then follows a directive to the Prophet’s wives, daughters and all Muslim women,
to draw some of their outer garments over their bodies. “This will be more conducive to
their being recognized and not affronted.” (Verse 59) It warns the hypocrites and others
similar to them that they may be made to evacuate Madinah in a similar way as the
two Jewish tribes of Qaynuqga" and al-Nadir were made to do, or that they might be
dealt with in the same way as the Qurayzah Jews. All this implies that these people
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resorted to foul methods to harm the Muslim community in Madinah.

The final part of the sirah mentions that people frequently ask about the Last
Hour. Such questions are answered simply by saying that its knowledge belongs to
God. They only need to know that it could be very close. This is followed by an
image of the punishment meted out on the Day of Judgement. “On the day when their
faces shall be tossed about in the fire, they will say: ‘Would that we had obeyed God and
obeyed His Messenger.”” (Verse 66) It also describes how unbelievers then feel towards
their leaders for having led them astray: “And they shall say: ‘Our Lord! We have paid
heed to our masters and our leaders, but they have led us astray from the right path. Our
Lord! Give double suffering, and banish them utterly from Your grace.”” (Verses 67-68)

The siirah ends on a highly powerful note that leaves a strong and lasting effect:
“We offered the trust to the heavens and the earth and the mountains, but they refused to bear
it and were afraid to receive it. Yet man took it up. He has always been prone to be wicked,
foolish. So it is that God will punish the hypocrites, men and women, as well as the men and
women who associate partners with Him; and He will turn in mercy to the believers, both
men and women. God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verses 72-73)

This conclusion illustrates the heavy burden placed on humanity in general and
the Muslim community in particular, since it is this community that shoulders this
great trust of faith as well as its advocacy and implementation at individual and
community levels. This is in perfect harmony with the particular atmosphere of the
surah, and with the nature of the social system Islam lays down.
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“Prophet! Have fear of God and do not yield to the unbelievers and the hypocrites. God is
certainly All-Knowing, Wise. Follow what is revealed to you by your Lord; for God is well
aware of all that you do. Place your trust in God; for God alone is worthy of all trust.”
(Verses 1-3) Thus begins the siirah which regulates certain aspects of the social and
moral life of the newly born Muslim community. It is a beginning that tells us
something about the nature of the Islamic system and its underlying principles. Islam
is not merely a set of directives and admonitions, or manners and moral values, or a
collection of laws and regulations, or traditions and practices. All these are included
in Islam, but they do not make up Islam in its totality. Islam means submission to
God’s will, a willingness to obey its orders, observe its prohibitions, looking up to no
other system and adopting no other way. It is essentially an acceptance that mankind
are subject to the overall divine code that governs their life and the earth they live on,
as well as other planets and stars, and indeed governs the whole universe including
the realms we know nothing about. It is also a certainty that as humans the only
choice we should make is to do what God orders, refrain from what He forbids, take
what He makes available and await the results He brings about. This is the basic rule
on which are then established laws, regulations, traditions, manners and moral
values. All these represent the practical manifestation of faith and submission to
God. Islam is a faith that lays down a code which puts in place a specific social order.
In their close interaction, these three make up Islam.

It is in this light that we should understand that the first directive in this surah,
concerned as it is with the regulation of the Islamic social order, is addressed to the
Prophet, requiring him to remain God-fearing. To stand in awe of God and
remember that He watches over us, makes us alert, urging us to abide by every rule
and implement every directive: “Prophet! Have fear of God.” (Verse 1)

The second directive prohibits yielding to the unbelievers and hypocrites,
following their suggestions or adopting their views and methods: “and do not yield to
the unbelievers and the hypocrites.” (Verse 1) This directive is given before the order to
follow God’s revelation, which suggests that the pressures brought to bear by the
hypocrites and the unbelievers in Madinah and its surrounding area were very
strong. Nevertheless this directive remains applicable in all situations, warning the
believers against following the hypocrites and the unbelievers, particularly in
questions of faith, law and social order. This guarantees for the Muslim community
that its system remains pure, unadulterated by directives other than God’s.

No one should be deceived by the wealth of knowledge and experience the
unbelievers and hypocrites appear to possess, as were some Muslims in periods of
weakness and deviation from the Islamic system. It is God who has perfect
knowledge and infinite wisdom. The Islamic system is His own choice, established
by His knowledge and wisdom: “God is certainly All-Knowing, Wise.” (Verse 1)
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However rich human knowledge and experience appear to be, they are only scanty.

The third direct order given at the outset is: “Follow what is revealed to you by your
Lord.” (Verse 2) This defines the authority that issues directives that must be
followed. The phrasing of this directive is particularly inspiring: the revelation is
made ‘o you’ specifically, and its source is ‘your Lord’, both of which add a specially
personal element to the need to follow these orders even though they must be
obeyed because they are issued by the One commanding obedience. This verse ends
with the comment: “for God is well aware of all that you do.” (Verse 2) His revelation is
based on full awareness of you, your deeds and motives.

The last order in these three opening verses states: “Place your trust in God; for God
alone is worthy of all trust.” (Verse 3) There is no need to worry about others or their
scheming against you. You should place all your concerns in God’s hands and He
will look after them in accordance with His knowledge and wisdom. Trusting to God
alone is ultimately what gives us complete reassurance. It helps us to know our
limitations and leave what lies beyond our ability to the One who controls and
conducts everything.

Thus, along with the instruction to disobey the unbelievers and the hypocrites we
have three directives: to always remain God-fearing, to follow His revelation and to
place our trust in Him alone. It is these three elements that provide the advocates of
Islam with all the resources they need. Furthermore, it clearly defines the system of
Islamic advocacy: from God, for God’s sake, and relying on God: “for God alone is
worthy of all trust.” (Verse 3)

These opening directives end on a strong note that refers to practical situations:
“Never has God put two hearts in one man’s body.” (Verse 4) Since it is only one heart, it
needs one system providing one complete and full concept of life. It requires one
standard to give consistent values and judge events and actions. Otherwise, it will be
pulled apart and will have different motives and considerations. It could easily fall
into the trap of hypocrisy.

Man cannot have one source for his manners and morality, another for his laws
and legislation, a third for his social and economic values, and a fourth for his art and
philosophy. Such a mixture does not produce a man with a sound heart: it only
produces a confused medley that lacks solid form or basis. A person with faith
cannot truly hold to his faith and abandon its values and requirements in any
situation in life, serious or not. He cannot say a word, take an action, formulate a
concept, make a decision unless he remains within the limits established by his faith,
which must always be a reality in his life. This is because God has not given him
more than one heart, one law and one standard of values. A person of faith cannot
say of anything he does: ‘I am doing this in my personal capacity and I am doing that
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in my Islamic capacity’, as we frequently hear politicians, businessmen, academics
and others say. Since he is one person with one heart, he has one faith and one
standard that govern all that he does and says in any and every situation. With this
one heart he lives as an individual, a family man, a member of the community, a
citizen of the state and the world; he lives in public and private, employer or
employee, ruler or ruled, in situations of comfort or distress; having the same values
and standards at all times: “Never has God put two hearts in one man’s body.” (Verse 4)

In short, we have a single system outlined by the same revelations and submitting
to the One God. A single heart cannot worship two deities, serve two masters and
move in two directions.

No False Relations

The siirah now moves on to abolish certain practices in order to make the family
the basis of the community: “Nor does He make your wives whom you declare to be as
unlawful to you as your mothers” bodies truly your mothers. Likewise, He does not make your
adopted sons truly your sons. These are only words you utter with your mouths, but God
says the truth and He alone shows the right path. Call them by their fathers’ names; that is
more just in God’s sight. If you do not know who their fathers are, then treat them as your
brethren in faith and your proteges. You shall not be blamed if you make a mistake, but for
what your hearts intend. God is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verses 4-5)

In pre-Islamic days a man would say to his wife, “you are to me like my mother’s
back’, which meant that she was forbidden for him to marry. From that moment sex
between them was regarded as incestuous. Yet she remained suspended: she was
neither divorced such that she could marry another man, nor married having a
lawful relationship with her husband. This was one aspect of the cruelty to which
women were subjected in pre-Islamic days. As Islam started to reorganize social
relations, making the family the basic social unit where each new generation grows
in a sound environment, it attached great importance to removing such injustices
against women and to giving family relations a basis of fairness and an easy, relaxed
atmosphere. One of its new laws was “Nor does He make your wives whom you declare to
be as unlawful to you as your mothers” bodies truly your mothers.” (Verse 4) The words a
man utters do not change facts. Mothers and wives are totally different, and the
nature of a relationship cannot be changed by the uttering of a word. Therefore, a
pronouncement like this, or zihar, did not make a wife permanently forbidden to her
husband as if she were his mother.

Some reports suggest that zZihar was outlawed by other verses in Surah 58, The
Pleading, when Aws ibn al-Samit pronounced Zihar against his wife Khawlah bint
Malik ibn Tha'labah. She complained to the Prophet, saying: “Messenger of God! He
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took my money and used me throughout my years of strength, and I have given him
children. Now when I have grown old and can no longer bear children, he makes me
like his mother!” The Prophet said to her: “I am afraid you are no longer lawful to
him.” [Related by Ibn Majah, al-Hakim and al-Bayhagqi]. She repeated her complaint
several times. God then revealed the following verses:

God has heard the words of the woman who pleads with you concerning her husband,
and complained to God. God has heard what you both had to say. God is All-Hearing,
All-Seeing. Even if any of you say to their wives, “You are to me like my mother’s
bodies,” they are not their mothers; their only mothers are those who gave them birth.
What they say is iniquitous and false. Yet God pardons and forgives. Those who
separate themselves from their wives by saying, “You are as unlawful to me as my
mother” and then go back on what they have said, must atone by freeing a slave before
the couple may resume their full marital relation. This you are enjoined to do, and God
is fully aware of all that you do. However, he who does not have the means shall fast
instead for two consecutive months before the couple may resume their full marital
relation; and he who is unable to do it shall feed sixty needy people; this, so that you
may prove your faith in God and His Messenger Such are the bounds set by God.
Grievous suffering awaits those who will not believe. (58: 1-4)

Thus, zihar is treated as a temporary prohibition of marital relations; it is neither
permanent nor a divorce. It must be atoned for by the freeing of a slave, or fasting for
two consecutive months, or feeding 60 needy people. When such atonement is made
full marital relations can be resumed, retaining the practical facts as they are. The
statement in the present surah is very clear: “Nor does He make your wives whom you
declare to be as unlawful to you as your mothers” bodies truly your mothers.” (Verse 4) The
family is thus safeguarded against this unfair practice, something that represented an
aspect of the maltreatment of women in pre-Islamic Arabian society.

Adoption Abolished

Similarly, the practice of adopting a child reflected flaws in the foundation of the
tamily and society. Although chastity was highly valued by the Arabs who, as is
widely known, took pride in their ancestry, there were other phenomena that moved
in the opposite direction. These were generally accepted, but not in the prominent
families and clans. Indeed, some individuals could not tell who their fathers were.
Furthermore, if a man liked one of these “off-spring’, he could adopt him, calling him
his son, and the two would then inherit each other. The same applied to some people
whose real fathers were even known. In this respect, they too could be adopted. This
was particularly so with captives, when children or adolescents were taken captive in
a raid on a clan or during a war. If a man then wished to adopt such a captive, he
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would declare such adoption, and the captive would then be known as a son of his
adopting father. He would then enjoy the privileges of being a son and was required
to fulfil his duties as a son.

One of these was Zayd ibn Harithah, of the Arab tribe of Kalb. He was taken
captive when young in pre-Islamic days, then sold to Hakim ibn Hizam who gave
him as a gift to his aunt Khadijah. When she was married to the Prophet, she gave
him Zayd as a gift, but Zayd’s father and uncle appealed to him for Zayd’s release.
The Prophet then decided to give him a choice, and he chose to remain with the
Prophet. Therefore, the Prophet set him free and adopted him as his son. He was
then called Zayd ibn Muhammad. When Islam started several years later, he was the
tirst man to accept Islam from among the lower classes in society.

Subsequently, when Islam began to set family relations on their natural basis and
strengthen family bonds, purging these of any distortion, it abolished adoption,
making the true blood relation the only cause for a son and father to be so called.
Therefore, the Qur’an states: “Likewise, He does not make your adopted sons truly your
sons. These are only words you utter with your mouths.” (Verse 4) Words can neither
change reality nor can they establish a substitute relation to that of blood, which
allows for hereditary qualities resulting from conception, pregnancy and birth, and
which then allows for natural feelings to be engendered. The fact is that a child is
seen as a living part of its natural parents.

“But God says the truth and He alone shows the right path.” (Verse 4) God says the
absolute truth which admits no falsehood whatsoever. It is only right that family
relations should be established on facts of marriage and birth, not on mere words.
God indeed shows the right path that is in harmony with sound, undistorted human
nature and which cannot be substituted by any man-made system. Needless to say,
the word of truth stated by God is far stronger and more solid.

“Call them by their fathers” names; that is more just in God'’s sight.” (Verse 5) It is only
fair that a child should be called by its father’s name: it is fair to the father from
whom the child comes into existence, and fair to the child to take his father’s name,
inherit and be inherited by him, cooperate with him and provide a continuation of
the lineage that relates him to his ancestors. It is also fair to put everything in its
proper place and establish every relation on its natural basis, allowing no child or
parent to be deprived of any special or distinctive quality. Moreover, it is only fair
that no one other than the natural parent should shoulder the parental responsibility
or enjoy its benefit, and no one other than a natural child should have the rights and
duties of being a son or daughter.

Islam provides a system which ensures balance in family relations and gives the
family a strong and real foundation. At the same time, it gives society a solid
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foundation that combines reality with nature. Any system that ignores the natural
family is bound to fail, because it is weak and based on forgery.

Since there was much confusion in family relations in pre-Islamic Arabian society,
and because of the prevalent sexual permissiveness that led to some family relations
being unknown, Islam made things easy, providing certain concessions. For example,
should the true father of an adopted child be unknown, the child still had its place in
the Muslim community; a relation based on brotherhood in faith and patronage: “If
you do not know who their fathers are, then treat them as your brethren in faith and your
proteges.” (Verse 5) This is, then, a moral relation that does not create practical
commitments, such as inheritance and sharing in the payment of blood money. In
pre-Islamic days, these family commitments were extended so as to apply to
relations through adoption. The purpose of creating this moral relation is to give the
formerly adopted child a bond in society after the abolition of adoption. The
reference in the verse to those adopted children whose fathers were unknown gives
us a clear picture of the prevalent confusion in family relations and the loose
morality that held sway in pre-Islamic Arabia. Islam put an end to all this by
establishing a society on the basis of the family unit which, in turn, is based on real
marital and blood relations.

When Muslims have carefully endeavoured to call everyone by their fathers’
names, they are not to he blamed for cases where they are unable to establish the true
facts: “You shall not be blamed if you make a mistake, but for what your hearts intend.”
(Verse 5) This benevolent attitude results from the fact that God forgives and bestows
mercy on His servants, and He never charges them with more than they can
reasonably do: “God is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 5)

The Prophet placed a strong emphasis on the need to establish real parenthood so
that the new Islamic system could put an end to the social chaos that prevailed before
Islam. Those who suppress true relations are warned that they could be considered
as unbelievers. A report by al-Tabarl mentions that Abw Bakr once recited this verse
and a man called *Abd al-Rahman declared: “I am one of those whose fathers are not
known. I am your brother in faith.” The report quotes “Abd al-Rahman’s son,
“Uyaynah, as saying of his father: “By God! I believe that had he known that his
father was an ass, he would have declared himself the son of that ass.” The Prophet
says: “Whoever knowingly claims to be the son of someone other than his father is
not a believer.”

Ending Brotherhood

Having abolished adoption, the siirah moves on to put an end to the brotherhood
institution, established by Islam following the migration of the Muslims from
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Makkah to Madinah. This was a practical measure to address the situation of those
immigrants who had abandoned their relations and property in Makkah, and the
situation of Muslims in Madinah whose relations with their families were severed as
a result of their embracing Islam. At the same time, the Prophet’s personal authority
over all believers is emphasized and given a higher position than all blood relations,
while his wives are to be seen as the spiritual mothers of all believers: “The Prophet
has more claim on the believers than they have on their own selves; and his wives are their
mothers. Blood relatives have, according to God’s decree, a stronger claim upon one another
than other believers [of Madinah] and those who have migrated [for God’s sake]. Nonetheless,
you are to act with kindness towards your close friends. This is written down in God’s
decree.” (Verse 6)

When the Muhajirin, i.e. the Muslims from Makkah, left for Madinah, they had to
leave everything behind, preferring their faith to their relatives, clans, property,
livelihood, friends, and life memories. They abandoned all this for their faith. Their
migration in this way, abandoning all that was dear, including their own families,
provided an example of how faith grips one’s whole being. They provided the
practical example of the integrity of the Islamic personality, confirming the Qur’anic
statement: “Never has God put two hearts in one man’s body.” (Verse 4)

A different situation, however, arose in Madinah as Islam began to infiltrate
homes. The result was that some members of a family became Muslims while others
did not. Relations between people were often severed; family bonds became shaky;
and there was an even greater disruption of social bonds. The Muslim society was
still in its infancy and the Muslim state was still more of an idea than a solid regime
with lasting roots.

This gave the new faith a strong moral impetus that superseded all emotions,
traditions, social institutions and bonds, making faith the only bond that unites
hearts. At the same time it united the small units that separated from their natural
roots in the family and the clan, thus replacing the ties of blood, family, interest,
friendship, race and language. It united these Muslim units into a well-knit and
coherent block that showed a high degree of solidarity, cooperation and mutual care.
This was not initiated by legislative texts or government orders; instead, it was based
on an inner impetus that was stronger than anything that was familiar in ordinary
human life. This provided the basis for the rise of the Muslim community, which
could not be otherwise established.

The Muhajirin [i.e. the migrants from Makkah] were welcomed in Madinah by its
Muslim residents, the Ansar. They were made so welcome that the Ansar opened
their hearts and homes for them and gave them shares in their property. In fact they
were so keen to make the Makkan Muslims feel welcome in their new abode that the
Ansar drew lots to decide who would take each of the Muhajirin: this because there
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were only a few of the latter as compared with the great many Ansar who were keen
to host them. They, in fact, shared with the Muhajirin everything they had, willingly
and with warm hearts that betrayed no trace of avarice or showing off.

The Prophet established a bond of brotherhood between individuals of the
Mubhgjirin and individuals of the Ansar, naming each two brothers, thereby giving
rise to a unique bond in the history of mutual solidarity between believers in the
same ideology. Indeed this brotherhood superseded the blood relationship, as it
included rights of inheritance and other commitments between relatives. The
resulting moral impetus was strong because the Prophet’s Companions took to the
new bond seriously, in the same way as their attitude towards everything Islam laid
down. This impetus was essential to the rise of Islamic society and its protection,
providing all, if not more than what could have been provided by a state that
enjoyed stability and well established laws. Thus, the bond of Islamic brotherhood
was necessary to safeguard and consolidate the new Muslim community in its
exceptional and highly complicated circumstances. A similarly strong impetus is
essential for the rise of any community facing equally unusual circumstances, until it
begins to have a stable state with well defined laws that give it normality.

Although Islam welcomes such a strong impetus, it nonetheless wants Islamic
society to have a foundation that relies on the normal resources its people can give in
ordinary situations, not on what people are ready to sacrifice in exceptional
circumstances. This is essential because once an emergency is over, people should
return to their normal and ordinary standards. Therefore, once circumstances in
Madinah began to settle after the Battle of Badr when the new Muslim state became
more stable, social conditions and means of livelihood improved, and all were able to
earn their living, the Qur’an amended the system of brotherhood. It abrogated the
commitments attached to it, which normally arise from family and blood relations,
but retained it as a moral bond of brotherhood that can be reactivated in reality
whenever needed. Thus, the Muslim community returned to a normal situation in
which inheritance and other binding commitments are limited to blood relatives as
they have always been in God’s original decree and natural law: “Blood relatives have,
according to God'’s decree, a stronger claim upon one another than other believers [of
Madinah] and those who have migrated (for God’s sake]. None the less, you are to act with
kindness towards your close friends. This is written down in God’s decree.” (Verse 6)

The Prophet’s Authority

At the same time, it re-emphasized the Prophet’s authority over all Muslims,
which gave him a higher claim than that of blood, indeed one that is higher than
one’s own wishes and desires: “The Prophet has more claim on the believers than they
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have on their own selves.” (Verse 6) Islam also makes the Prophet’s wives spiritual
mothers to all believers: “and his wives are their mothers.” (Verse 6)

The Prophet’s authority over all Muslims is comprehensive. Inevitably, this
includes charting a complete way of life for them. They cannot choose for themselves
anything other than what he chooses for them in accordance with what God reveals
to him. In an authentic fadith, the Prophet is quoted as saying: “No one of you is a
true believer until his preferences are subject to my message.” This is so pervasive as
to include their own feelings whereby the Prophet (peace be upon him) is dearer to
them than their own lives. Thus, believers do not prefer their own safety to his, and
they do not place anyone ahead of him in their hearts. Authentic ahadith speaking of
this are many, and here we give just two examples: “None of you attains to true faith
until I am dearer to him than his own soul, his property, offspring and all mankind.”
“*Umar said to the Prophet: ‘By God! I love you more than I love anyone other than
my own self.” The Prophet said: ‘No, *Umar! I should be dearer to you than your own
self.” Then “Umar rejoined: ‘Messenger of God! I love you more than anyone else,
including myself.” The Prophet said: “You have got it now, "Umar.’

This is not some mere utterance of a word. It is a standard, an extremely high one
that people cannot attain to without possessing a special touch that opens a sublime
horizon before their hearts, purging them of the self love that is deeply rooted in
their very natures. Indeed, human beings love themselves far more than they can
imagine. We may think that we have managed to bring our self love under control.
Yet should anyone say a derogatory word to us, we will react as though we have
been bitten by a snake. So much so that we may not be able to rein in our reactions,
and even if we do restrain ourselves sufficiently so as not to react visibly, we will still
teel the injury keenly. We may be willing to sacrifice our lives for what we believe in,
and we may claim that we are free of self interest, but we still find it impossible to
accept insults or derogatory criticism. Once more, this is a high standard which is
difficult to attain without long training, constant alertness and the seeking of God’s
help. This is what the Prophet called the greater Jihad, or striving for God’s cause. We
need only to remember that even "Umar ibn al-Khattab needed instruction by the
Prophet to open his pure heart to it.

The Prophet’s authority over the believers also includes their commitments. An
authentic hadith quotes the Prophet as saying: “I am the patron of every believer,
both in this life and in the life to come. Read, if you will, [God’s revelation]: The
Prophet has more claim on the believers than they have on their own selves.” (Verse 6)
Therefore, whoever leaves behind any property, his kinsfolk will inherit him, but if
he leaves an outstanding debt or neglected children, let them come to me, for I am
his guardian.” What the fadith implies is that the Prophet would repay the debts of
any Muslim who died leaving outstanding debts and no repayment facility, and that
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he would also look after any young children until they came of age.

Apart from this, life was to run normally, without the need for any special charge
or exceptional moral impetus. Yet the close relationship between good friends
remained intact after the abrogation of the brotherhood system. A Muslim may make
a bequest in favour of a close friend, or give generous gifts during their lifetimes:
“None the less, you are to act with kindness towards your close friends.” (Verse 6)

All these measures relate to the original bond, making it clear that this has always
been God’s will as recorded in His permanent decree: “This is written down in Gods
decree.” (Verse 6) Thus people are reassured as they rely on an original and natural
status to which all laws and systems refer. Life then takes its natural line, moving
easily and comfortably, with no need to overcharge oneself as happens during
special times of emergency or to meet exceptional needs. After all, such periods are
few and of limited duration in human life. Yet should the need arise, the overflow
can always be tapped.

A Binding Covenant

Referring to God’s decree that He willed it to be the permanent system, the sirah
refers to His covenant with prophets in general, and with the Prophet Muhammad
and other messengers of firm resolve in particular. This covenant commits them to
deliver God’s message containing His code for human life, and to implement and
advocate it among the communities to which they were sent. When they have done
so, people will then be responsible for their own attitudes towards divine guidance,
and for their belief or disbelief. They are now accountable for themselves having no
justification whatsoever for not following divine guidance after God’s messengers
delivered His message to them: “We did accept a solemn pledge from all the prophets: from
you, [Muhammad], and from Noah, Abraham, Moses and Jesus son of Mary. From all did We
accept a weighty, solemn pledge. God will question the truthful about the truth [entrusted to
them]. He has prepared painful suffering for the unbelievers.” (Verses 7-8)

If It is a single covenant or pledge that remained the same from Noah to
Muhammad, the seal of all prophets (peace be upon them all). It is one covenant, one
system and one trust taken up by each and every one of them. The following two
verses outline the covenant in general: “We did accept a solemn pledge from all the
prophets.” A specific reference to the Messenger who received the Qur’an and whose
message is addressed to all mankind then follows: “from you, [Muhammad’,” and then
makes mention of other messengers endowed with strong and firm resolve. These
were the ones entrusted with the major divine messages prior to Muhammad, the
last one: “and from Noah, Abraham, Moses and Jesus son of Mary.” Then the sirah
describes the covenant itself: “From all did We accept a weighty, solemn pledge.” The
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description of the covenant here gives it a tangible, solid form. It was indeed a pledge
between God and the individuals He chose to receive His revelations, deliver His
messages and establish His code, being all the time faithful to what He had entrusted
them with.

“God will question the truthful about the truth [entrusted to them].” The truthful are the
believers. They are the ones who said the word of truth and believed in the message
of truth. All others are liars because they believe in and say what is false. Describing
the believers as truthful here is significant as it carries a clear meaning. They will be
asked about the truth on the Day of Judgement in the same way as a teacher asks a
top student to state the answer which earned him high marks. It is a question asked
to honour those being asked. It informs all those present that the truthful deserve to
be honoured on the great day when all mankind are assembled.

As for those who believed in what is false and made false claims concerning the
most important issue of all, the issue of faith, a totally different result awaits them:
“He has prepared painful suffering for the unbelievers.” (Verse 8)
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Rallying All Hostile Forces

Believers! Rememtber the blessings God bestowed
on_you when hosts came down upon you. We let
loose against them a windstorm and hosts that

you could not see. Yet God sees all that you do.
©)

They carte upon you from above and from below
you. Your eyes rolled (with fear] and your hearts
leapt up to your throats, and confused thoughts
about God passed through your minds. (10)

That was a situation when the believers were

sorely tested and severely shafken. (11)

The hypocrites and the sick at beart said: ‘God
and His Messenger promuised us nothing but
delusions.” (12)

Some of them said: Pegple of Yathrib! You
cannot withstand [the attack] here, so go back.’
And a growp of them asked the Prophet’s
perission 1o leave, saying: ‘Our houses are

exposed,” while they were not exposed. They only
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wanted to run aay. (13)

Had their city been stormed from all sides, and
had they been asked to renounce their faith they
would have done so without nmnch delay. (14)

They had previously vowed before God that they
would never turn their backs in flight. A vow
meade to God must surely be answered for. (15)

Say: Flight will benefit you nothing. If you flee
Jfrom natural death or from being skain, you will
only be left to enjoy life for a little while.” (16)

Say: Who can keep you away from God if it be
His will o harm you, or if it be FHis will fo show
you merey?” Other than God they can find none
to protect thens or to bring them suppor. (17)

God is indeed aware of those of you who hold
others back; and those who say to their brethren:
Come and join us,” while they themselves hardly
ever take part in the fighting, (18)

begrudging you all help. But then, when danger
threatens, you see them looking to you for belp,
ther eyes  rolling as  though  they were
overshadowed by death. Yet when the danger has
passed, they will assail you [believers] with sharp
tongues, begrudging you all that is good. Such
peaple have not experzenced faith. God will bring
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their deeds to nothing. That is all too easy for
Guod. (19)

They think that the Confederates have not
withdrawn. Should the Confederates retum, they
would wish they were in the desert, among the
Bedonins, asking for news about you. Even if
they were with you, they would take but little part
wn the fighting. (20)

In God's Messenger you have a good mwodel for
everyone who looks with hope to God and the
Last Day, and abvays rementbers God. (21)

When the belrevers saw the Confederate forces
they saud: “This is what God and His Messenger
have promused us! Truly spoke God and His

Messenger.” This only served 1o strengthen their
Jaith and their submission to God. (22)

Among the believers are pegple who have ahvays
been true to what they have vowed before God.
Some have already fulfilled their pledges by death,
and somse are still waiting. They have not changed
i the least. (23)

God will surely reward the truthful for having
been true to their word, and will punish the
Iypocrites, if that be His will, or accept their
repentance.  God s indeed  Much-Forgiving,
Merciful. (24)

God turmed back the unbelievers in all their rage
and fury; they gained no adpantage. He spared
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the believers the need to fight. God is Most

T e U &
Powerfirl, Almighty. (25) Rl s
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And He passed on to you their land, their houses C;:;: i)

and their goods, as well as a land on which you

had never yet set foot. God has power over all
things. (27)

Overview

In the early days of Islam, it was in the midst of events that the Muslim
personality was moulded. With every new day and every new situation, this
personality came closer to maturity, presenting its distinctive features. Furthermore
this Muslim community, reflecting the total sum of its members’ personalities, also
had its own unique qualities and values that distinguished it from all other
communities. At times, the predicaments the Muslim community faced presented its
members with an acid test that separated the true from the false and which also
proved everyone’s true mettle.

Qur’anic revelations were given either before or after a particular test, describing
events and throwing light on the difficulties involved. This brought into focus the
attitudes taken as the event unfolded, and what intentions and motives were behind
these attitudes and feelings. The Qur’an then addressed people’s hearts as they lay
open to the light, with no screen to cover them. It touched them at precisely the right
spot so as to ensure the right response. This was a continuous educational exercise
making use of events and experiences, one after the other, day after day.

The Muslims were not given the Qur’an in its totality in one go so that they could
study it, understand its directives, observe its prohibitions and fulfil its commands.
Instead, God put them to a variety of tests because He is fully aware that man does
not attain full maturity except through practical experience and it is this that drives
lessons home and moulds characters. The Qur’an then tells people the truth about
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what has taken place and its significance. Thus, it issues its directives only when
people have gone through the ordeal.

The experiences the Muslims went through during the Prophet’s lifetime were
truly remarkable. For it was a period of direct contact between heaven and earth,
reflected in both events and words. When a Muslim went to bed he was aware that
God watched and heard him, and that his every action, word, thought or intention
could he exposed and commented upon by the Qur’an. Similarly, all Muslims felt a
direct contact with their Lord: if they faced a problem or a hardship, they hoped that
the gates of heaven would open with a ruling that removed their difficulties. It was a
period when God, in His majesty, said to one or the other: “You have done, intended,
declared or said this and that; or you must do this or should refrain from that.” It is
infinitely awesome that God should address Himself to a particular person when
that person and all who live on earth, and indeed the whole earth with all that it
contains, do not represent more than a tiny particle in His glorious kingdom. Hard as
we may find it to reflect on that period and its events we can hardly imagine how it
was in practice. This is indeed beyond imagination.

Yet God did not leave the education of the Muslims and the moulding of their
personalities to be accomplished through feelings only. He put them to practical tests
necessitating their interaction. He is infinite in His wisdom, and He knows best the
creation He has created. We need to reflect long on this wisdom so that we can better
understand what we may encounter of tests during our own lives.

Difficulties in Abundance

The present passage analyses one of the great events in the history of the Muslim
community, indeed, one of its hardest tests. The event was the attack launched by
confederate forces on Madinah, which took place in the fourth or fifth year of the
Prophet’s migration.! A thorough reading of this passage and the way it portrays the
events and comments on them, highlighting certain scenes and bringing out certain
thoughts and feelings experienced by some Muslims, will enable us to understand
how God shaped the personality of the Muslim community through both the events
themselves and the Qur’an. In order to understand this we will explain the Qur’anic
text after we have briefly related the events as given in books on the Prophet’s life
and history. This will demonstrate the great difference between how God relates
historical events and the narrative man gives of them.

" Although biographers of the Prophet differ on whether this event was in year 4 or 5, it was most
probably in year 5, as a careful reading of the events during the Prophet’s lifetime indicates. —
Editor’s note.
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An Encounter with Allied Forces

Muhammad ibn Ishaq relates: “The beginning of events leading to the Encounter
of the Moat started when a number of Jews, including Sallam ibn Abi Hugayq ibn
Akhtab and Kinanah ibn Abi al-Hugqayq, all of the al-Nadir tribe, and Hawathah ibn
Qays and Abt "Ammar of W&'il, as well as others of both Jewish tribes travelled to
Makkah and spoke with the Quraysh. It was these Jews who worked hard to forge
the alliance against God’s Messenger. When they met the Quraysh elders they called
on them to join them in fighting the Prophet. They said to them: “We will join forces
with you until we have exterminated him and his followers.” The Quraysh put the
following question to them: “You, the Jews, are the people who follow the first divine
book, and you know the issues over which we differ with Muhammad: which is
better, our religion or his?” Those Jewish elders answered: “Your religion is better
than his, and you are closer to the truth than him.” It is concerning these people that
God revealed in the Qur’an:

Are you not aware of those who, having been granted a share of Divine revelations,
now believe in falsehood and arrogant deviation [from Divine faith], and they say to
the unbelievers that they are better guided than the believers. These are the ones whom
God has rejected; anyone whom God rejects shall find none to succour him. Have they,
perchance, a share in (God’s) dominion? If so, they would not give other people so
much as [would fill) the groove of a date- stone. Do they, perchance, envy other people
for what God has given them out of His bounty? We have indeed given revelation and
wisdom to the House of Abraham, and We did bestow on them a mighty dominion.
Some of them believe in him and some turn away from him. Sufficient scourge is the
fire of Hell. (4: 51-55)

The Quraysh were very happy with this answer and expressed a readiness to join
the Jews in battle against the Prophet.

“Then this Jewish delegation travelled to meet the leaders of the Ghatafan, another
leading Arabian tribe, and they urged them to fight the Prophet, assuring them that
they would be joining them as well as the Quraysh. The Ghatafan agreed and they all
marshalled their forces. The Quraysh marched under the leadership of Abu Sufyan
ibn Harb, while the Ghatafan were led by “Uyaynah ibn Hisn of the Fizarah clan, al-
Harith ibn ‘Awf of Murrah and Mis ar ibn Rukhaylah of Ashja’.

“When the Prophet heard of what they had plotted, he ordered the digging of a
moat to prevent their entrance into Madinah. The Prophet himself and his
Companions worked hard to dig the moat. However, a number of hypocrite men put
little effort into the work. They would put up a show of working, but then sneak off,
going back home, without asking permission from the Prophet. By contrast, if any
good believer needed to leave for some urgent matter, he would mention this to the
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Prophet and ask his permission to absent himself for a while. The Prophet gave such
people leave. Any of these would then go home, attend to the emergency and return,
knowing that he would be rewarded by God for such work. Concerning the
believers, God revealed in the Qur'an: “They only are true believers who believe in God
and His Messenger, and who, whenever they are with him upon a matter requiring collective
action, do not depart unless they have obtained his leave. Those who ask leave of you are
indeed the ones who believe in God and His Messenger. Hence, when they ask your leave to
attend to some business of theirs, grant you this leave to whomever of them you choose, and
pray to God to forgive them. God is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (24: 62) And He
also said about the hypocrites who sneaked away: “Do not address God’s Messenger in
the manner you address one another. God certainly knows those of you who would slip away
surreptitiously. So, let those who would go against His bidding beware, lest some affliction or
grievous suffering befall them.” (24: 63)

“When the Muslims had completed digging the moat, the Quraysh arrived and
encamped at a place called Manna" al-Asyal near Rawmah. They numbered 10,000
including their slaves and affiliates as well as those who followed them from the
people of Kindnah and Tihamah. The Ghatafan and their followers from Najd
marched to their camping place near Uhud. The Prophet marshalled his troops,
numbering 3,000, camping at a spot where their backs were to Mount Sala®, with the
moat separating them from their attackers. He also ordered that the women and
children should stay in sheltered homes.

“Huyay ibn Akhtab, God’s enemy, went up to Ka'b ibn Asad, the Rabbi of the
Jewish tribe of Qurayzah, who had signed, on behalf of his tribe, a friendship treaty
with the Prophet, pledging support to the Muslims. Huyay wanted him to break his
treaty and join the attacking forces. He used all his powers of persuasion and
brought much pressure to bear on Ka'b, all of which culminated with a pledge of
honour that should the Quraysh and Ghatafan withdraw without defeating
Muhammad, he would come and join Ka'b in his fort and share his fate with him. At
this point Ka'b ibn Asad decided to join the attacking forces, thereby breaking his
treaty with the Prophet.

“This was an extremely testing time for the believers. People were truly in fear of
the outcome. The enemy was also preparing for a pincer attack from the front and
the rear. Inevitably, the believers started to have all types of thoughts and doubts,
while the hypocrites capitalized on the situation by speaking out against the Prophet.
One of them, Mut'ib ibn Qushayr, said: ‘Muhammad used to promise us that we
would eat of the treasures of the Persian and Byzantine Emperors, while today we
feel unsafe to go to the toilet.” Another, Aws ibn Qayzi, said to the Prophet in front of
a number of his clansmen: ‘Messenger of God! Our homes are vulnerable. So permit
us to leave and go home, as our homes are outside Madinah.’
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“The Prophet remained steadfast with his Companions, while the idolaters laid
siege for nearly a month, without war breaking out between them, except for
exchanges of arrows across the moat.

“When things got worse and the Muslims were in real trouble, the Prophet sent a
message to “Uyaynah ibn Hign and al-Harith ibn ‘Awl, the Ghatafan leaders offering
them one third of Madinah’s crops if they withdrew their forces. This was agreed
and written down, but neither signed nor witnessed. It was essentially a proposed
arrangement. When the Prophet wanted to conclude the agreement, he called in Sa'd
ibn Mu'adh, the Chief of the Aws tribe, and Sa'd ibn “Ubadah, the Chief of the
Khazraj tribe, consulting them on his proposal. They asked him: ‘God’s Messenger! Is
this something you like and we would willingly do it, or something God has
instructed you to do and we have no choice but to do it, or something you are doing
for our sake?” He said: ‘I am doing it for you, because I see that the Arabs are united
against you, attacking you from all sides. I only want to break the unity of your
enemy for the present,” Sa'd ibn Mu'adh said: ‘Messenger of God, when we were,
like these people, idolaters, unaware of any religion other than the worship of idols,
they did not hope to get a single fruit from Madinah except as a present from us or if
we sold it to them. Now that God has honoured us with Islam and guided us to it
and has given us the honour and strength of having you in our midst, would we
willingly give them our goods? We have no need for this agreement. We will give
them nothing but the sword until God makes His judgement between us.” The
Prophet replied: ‘The matter is entirely up to you.” Then Sa’d took the sheet on which
the agreement was written and erased the writing. He said: ‘Let them do their
worst.”

Thereafter, the Prophet and his Companions remained steadfast despite their fear
of their enemies and the impending pincer attack they were sure would come.

Then a man from the Ghatafan called Nu'aym ibn Mas'td came over to the
Muslim camp and said to the Prophet: “Messenger of God, I am now a Muslim and
my people are not aware of the fact. You may give me whatever orders you wish.”
Keenly aware of the situation the Muslims were in, the Prophet said to Nu'aym: “If
you join us, you increase our number by one. But try, if you can, to dissuade the
people from attacking us. War is but a successful trick.” [Nu'aym did a splendid job
creating mistrust between the three groups forming the confederate forces, the
Quraysh, Ghatafan and Qurayzah. This is related in detail in books documenting the
history of the period. Hence, we confine ourselves to simply referring to the results
of his efforts.]

It was through God’s grace that the hostile forces” unity of purpose did not last
long. Furthermore, God sent them a very strong wind on a severely cold and wet
night. Nothing remained stable in their tents.
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When the Prophet learnt of the doubts now casting shadows in the minds of his
enemy, which meant that God had actually split them and that mutual mistrust had
replaced their former unity, he sent one of his Companions, FHludhayfah ibn al-
Yaman, to their camp at night to gather intelligence on what they intended to do.

Ibn Ishaq relates: “Fludhayfah ibn al-Yaman, a Companion of the Prophet who
belonged to the Ansar, was with a group of people in the city of Kafah in Iraq many
years later when he was asked by someone from that city: ‘Did you people really see
God’s Messenger, and were you truly in his company? When Hudhayfah answered
in the affirmative, the man asked: ‘How did you serve him? Hudhayfah said: ‘We
used to try our best.” The man said: “‘Had it been our fortune to be his Companions
we would not have let him walk. We would have carried him on our shoulders.”
Hudhayfah said: ‘My nephew! We were one night with God’s Messenger during the
Encounter of the Moat when he stood up praying for a part of the night. He then
turned to his Companions and asked: “Who is willing to go and find out what our
enemies are doing and return [to return was a condition the Prophet attached to that
particular mission]. I shall pray to God to make any volunteer for this mission my
Companion in Heaven.” No one volunteered because of our great fear and hunger on
that very cold night. When no one answered, the Prophet called me forward. I then
had no choice but to go. He said to me: ‘Hudhayfah, go inside their camp and find
out what they are doing. Do not do anything on your own initiative until you return.’
I went into their quarters to see the wind and God’s other soldiers playing havoc in
their camp. No pot or pan stood upright, no fire could be maintained and no
structure stood up. Aba Sufyan then addressed his people: ‘People of the Quraysh,
let everyone make sure of the person sitting next to him.’

“I took the man next to me by the hand and asked him who he was. He answered
me, mentioning his name and his father’s name. Abt Sufyan then said: ‘People of the
Quraysh, you realize that we cannot stay much longer. We have endured great
hardship and the Jews of the Qurayzah have not fulfilled their promises to us.
Indeed, we have received highly disturbing reports about their position. You see
what these strong winds are doing to us. We cannot stay much longer in these
conditions, and my advice to you is to go back home where I am now going.” He
then mounted his camel, which was tied to a peg. He hit the camel, which jumped on
its feet, and released itself as it stood up. Had it not been for the Prophet’s clear
instructions to me that I must not do anything serious before I returned, I could have
killed Aba Sufyan with my arrow.”

Hudhayfah then returned to the Prophet to deliver his report. He found the
Prophet praying, and sat very close to him. Continuing his prayers, the Prophet drew
Hudhayfah closer to him until he was sitting between his legs and he covered him
with his robe. When he finished his prayers, he listened to Hudhayfah’s report. The
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Ghatafan decided to follow the Quraysh’s decision when they learned that their allies
were leaving.

The Qur’anic Report

In its reporting of the events and its comments on them and the directives it gives
to the Muslim community, the siirah neither mentions people by name nor specifies
positions; rather it describes types of people and patterns of character. It gives few
details but highlights constant values and consequences. It focuses on the elements
that remain after the events are over and their actors have departed. In this way, its
focus serves to draw lessons for future generations and different communities. The
Qur’anic text also relates events to God’s will that controls both the event and those
who participate in it. It shows how God’s will operates gently and smoothly to bring
about the end He wants. The surah also pauses after each stage in the story to give a
directive or to make comments reminding the listeners of the essential truth.

Although the siirah relates the story to the people who took part in it in the first
place, it does not only give them more information about it, but also lays before them
certain aspects which they were unaware of. In this way, it brings to light people’s
inner thoughts, feelings, intentions and what was hidden within their hearts.

Added to all this is the fine style, vividness and freshness of the images drawn.
Furthermore, the sirah paints the hypocrites” cowardice with acid derision as also
describes their twisted nature. This contrasts with the profoundly inspiring picture of
faith that is drawn and the qualities it imparts to believers.

The Qur’anic text is a manual for action, not only by those who witnessed the
event but also in every environment and generation. It is a guide for Muslims
whenever they face circumstances similar to those faced by the first Muslim
community and at any time in the future. It aims to give them the same
determination and motivation as the Prophet’s Companions possessed.

No one will understand Qur’anic texts fully unless they face circumstances similar
to those faced by the first Muslim community. It is in such circumstances that texts
reveal their meanings fully and hearts open up to understand them in depth. When
this takes place, the text is no longer words and sentences, but rather a source of
power and energy. The events described come alive: inspiring, motivating and
urging action both in real life and in the depths of the human heart.

The Qur’an is not merely a book to be read and understood: it is a motivating
force. Its texts are ready for implementation at every point. It only needs a heart that
warms to it in circumstances that enable its resources to be fully tapped. We may
read a particular Qur’anic text tens or hundreds of times, then we look at it again
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when we are facing a particular situation only to discover that it gives us what it had
not given before. It provides a straight answer to our complex problem, shows a way
that we overlooked, clears our doubts and replaces these with firm and perfect
reassurance. Nothing else, old or new, gives us what the Qur’an gives.

A Test Too Hard

The surah begins its discussion of the encounter with the confederate forces by
reminding the believers of God’s favours when He repelled the armies that were
intent on exterminating them. The first verse in the passage sums up the nature of
the event, its beginning and end, before giving any details or explaining any
attitudes. Thus, God’s favour is brought into focus so that the Muslims will always
remember it. It also makes it clear that as God commands the believers to follow His
revelations, place their trust in Him and not yield to the unbelievers or the
hypocrites, it is also He who protects those advocating His message and code for
human life against aggression: “Believers! Remember the blessings God bestowed on you
when hosts came down upon you. We let loose against them a windstorm and hosts that you
could not see. Yet God sees all that you do.” (Verse 9)

In this short opening verse we have a picture of the beginning and end of the
battle, along with the decisive factors that combine to produce its result: the arrival of
the enemy forces; God’s sending strong winds and other troops unseen by the
believers; and His support which is dependent on their attitude and action as God is
tully aware of all that they do.

The siirah then gives details of the situation:

They came upon you from above and from below you. Your eyes rolled [with fear] and
your hearts leapt up to your throats, and confessed thoughts about God passed
through your minds. That was a situation when the believers were sorely tested and
severely shaken. The hypocrites and the sick at heart said: ‘God and His Messenger
promised us nothing but delusions.” Some of them said: ‘People of Yathrib! You
cannot withstand [the attack] here, so go back.” And a group of them asked the
Prophet’s permission to leave, saying: ‘Our houses are exposed,” while they were not
exposed. They only wanted to run away. (Verses 10-13)

The verses paint an image of the whole of Madinah in the grip of great alarm and
distress, with the idolaters of the Quraysh and Ghatafan allied with the Jews of
Qurayzah moving in from all sides. These feelings of alarm and distress affected all
of the people, but their reactions and responses differed. Needless to say, people’s
thoughts about God, their behaviour, and their evaluation of causes and results were
much at variance. Therefore, the test was extremely difficult and the distinction
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between believers and hypocrites was decisive.

We can see today the whole situation: its elements, feelings, actions and reactions
as if it were happening before our eyes. We see it though from the outside: “They
came upon you from above and from below you.” (Verse 10) We also see people’s
reactions to what was unfolding: “Your eyes rolled [with fear] and your hearts leapt up to
your throats.” (Verse 10) This is a picture of profound fear, anxiety and distress,
imparted through people’s expressions and feelings. “Confused thoughts about God
passed through your minds.” (Verse 10) The siirah does not tell us about these thoughts
in detail. In fact the adjective ‘confused” is implied rather than stated in the Arabic
text. This gives a more vivid picture of the confusion in people’s feelings and ideas,
leaving minds bewildered and perplexed. Such a state of fear and confusion is then
turther heightened: “That was a situation when the believers were sorely tested and severely
shaken.” (Verse 11)

A test that left the believers severely shaken must have been truly fearful.
Muhammad ibn Maslamah and others said: “During the Moat Encounter our nights
were days. The unbelievers took it in turns to confront us, with Aba Sufyan showing
up at the head of his troops one day, Khalid ibn al-Walid with his forces the next day,
"Amr ibn al-"As the next, Hubayrah ibn Wahb the next, followed by “Ikrimah ibn Abi
Jahl, and lastly by Dirar ibn al-Khattab. This was very hard for us, and people were
really in fear.”

A further description of the state in which the Muslims found themselves is given
by al-Magqrizi in Imta" al-Asma™: “The idolaters appeared at dawn, and the Prophet
mobilized his Companions and the two sides engaged in fighting throughout the day
and part of the night. Neither the Prophet nor any Muslim could move out of
position. The Prophet could not offer any of the Zuhr, “Asr, Maghrib and “Isha’
prayers. His Companions said to him: ‘Messenger of God! We have not prayed.” He
said: ‘Nor have 1" Then the idolaters withdrew and each side went back to their
encampments. On another day, Usayd ibn Hudayr stood guard on the edge of the
moat, at the head of 200 Muslims. Mounted forces of idolaters, commanded by
Khalid ibn al-Walid tried to take them unawares, but the two sides were engaged in
fighting for some time. Wahshi, who had killed Hamzah, the Prophet’s uncle, during
the Battle of Uhud, stabbed al-Tufayl ibn al-Nu'man al-Ansari with a spear and
killed him. On that day, the Prophet said: ‘“The idolaters have kept us from our
middle prayer of "Asr. May God fill their bellies and hearts with fire.””2

Two Muslim reconnaissance units went out one night, and they met by accident,
each thinking the other to belong to the enemy. They clashed, with some from both

? In a hadith reported by Jabir, the Prophet was kept from offering *Asr prayer that day. It appears that
this took place on more than one occasion, with the Muslims unable once to pray "Asr, while on
another occasion, they could not pray any of the other prayers.
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groups being injured or killed. When one of them shouted the Muslim battle slogan:
‘Ha Mim. They will not triumph’, they realized their mistake and stopped fighting.
The Prophet advised the two parties: “‘Whoever of you is wounded should consider it
an injury incurred for God’s sake, and whoever of your men has been killed is a
martyr.’

The worst distress the Muslims faced during the siege was the treachery of the
Qurayzah Jews, who were to their rear. They feared that at any time a concerted
attack by the idolaters and Jews could be mounted and that they would be heavily
outnumbered by the herds intent on exterminating Islam and the Muslims.

On top of all this, the Muslims also faced the schemes concocted by the hypocrites,
who, as usual, tried to raise doubts in their minds and so split their ranks: “The
hypocrites and the sick at heart said.” God and His Messenger promised us nothing but
delusions.” (Verse 12) In this way, the hypocrites saw in the Muslims’ distress a
chance to speak out without being blamed. They felt they could now undermine the
believers’ morale, raising doubts about the promises given by God and His
Messenger, without accusing fingers being raised against them. The overall situation,
or so it seemed, confirmed the doubts they were raising. Moreover, they were
consistent with what they felt deep inside. Such testing times, however, removed the
thin cover by which the hypocrites tried to hide their reality. They were in such a
state of fear themselves that this in itself shattered all their claims to be believers. In
short, their truth was out.

In every community there will always be hypocrites and doubters who will, in
times of difficulty, adopt the same attitude. Theirs is a state of mind encountered in
all communities and across all generations.

“Some of them said: People of Yathrib! You cannot withstand [the attack] here, so go
back.” (Verse 13) Thus they tried to encourage the people of Madinah to desert and
go home, arguing that standing guard behind the moat was meaningless when their
homes were exposed to danger. This was a wicked attempt to exploit a natural
weakness in people’s hearts: their concerns about their women and children at times
of great danger. “And a group of them asked the Prophet’s permission to leave, saying: ‘Our
houses are exposed.”” (Verse 13) Such people tried to give the appearance of being with
the Muslims, whilst all they wanted was leave to go home under the pretext that
their homes were vulnerable to attack. The Qur’an, however, states their true
motives, refutes their arguments and confronts them with their lies and tricks: “while
they were not exposed. They only wanted to run away.” (Verse 13)

One report mentions that the Harithah clan sent one of their people, Aws ibn
Qayzi, to the Prophet with a message saying: “Our homes are exposed. There is none
among the Ansar whose quarters are as vulnerable as ours. There is nothing to repel
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the Ghatafan from directing an attack against our quarters. Could you please give us
permission to return home so that we can protect our women and children.” The
Prophet gave them permission. However, Sa'd ibn Mu'adh said to him: “Messenger
of God! Do not give them such permission. Whenever we faced a hardship in the
past, they would do the same.” Thereafter the Prophet issued an order that they
should return to Madinah. It was such people that the Qur’an put face to face with
their inner motives: “They only wanted to run away.” (Verse 13)

Where to Escape Death

The surah pauses a little here in order to draw a mental picture for those
hypocrites as to how hollow their faith was and how they were always ready to
break ranks, even for the slightest reason. They would not even try to cover their
weaknesses: “Had their city been stormed from all sides, and had they been asked to
renounce their faith they would have done so without much delay.” (Verse 14) The attitude
described in the previous verses was the one they adopted when the enemy were still
outside Madinah, unable to storm it. No matter how hard and stressful a situation is,
a potential danger is far less than a real one. Should their worst fears come true and
Madinah be stormed from all sides, and should they be asked to renounce Islam,
they would do so with little hesitation, or a few would hesitate for a while before
then reverting to disbelief. In essence, their claimed faith lacked firm roots while

their cowardice made them unable to resist.

Thus the Qur’an exposed their reality and put them naked before the mirror to see
themselves as they truly were. It then accused them of breaking their clear pledges
which they had earlier given to none other than God. Yet they were heedless of their
promises and pledges: “They had previously vowed before God that they would never turn
their backs in flight. A vow made to God must surely be answered for.” (Verse 15)

Tbn Hisham reports: “This is a reference to the Harithah clan who, together with
the Salamah clan, were about to desert the Muslim camp before the Battle of Uhud.
They subsequently vowed before God they would never do so again. Therefore, the
surah reminds them of their earlier undertaking.

At Uhud, God saved them and spared them from the consequences of desertion.
This was one example of the practical lessons of the early days of Jihad. Now, with
the lapse of time ensuring greater experience, they had to be put face to face against
their reality.

At this point the Qur’an restates an important value, one that corrects their notions
about life and death, which had caused them to break their pledges and try to desert:

Say: Flight will benefit you nothing. If you flee from natural death or from being slain,
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you will only be left to enjoy life for a little while. Say: Who can keep you away from
God if it be His will to harm you, or if it be His will to show you mercy? Other than
God they can find none to protect them or to bring them support. (Verses 16-17)

It is God’s will that determines events and destinies, directing them along a certain
way that leads to a definite result. Death, whether in battle or by natural causes, is
inevitable and occurs at the appointed moment: it comes neither a second early nor a
moment late. Flight from battle will not spare the deserter what God has willed.
Should they flee from battle, they are certain to meet their inevitable death soon, at
the appointed time. All times in this present life are soon, and all life extensions are
short. No one can protect anyone else against God’s will; no one can prevent it
running its course. Should He will to harm someone or show them mercy, His will
shall be done. Hence, the only proper attitude for anyone is to submit to God, obey
His orders, and honour the vows given to Him in all situations of comfort and
hardship. It is far better to place oneself in God’s hand, placing one’s trust completely
in Him. He will, in any case do what He pleases.

Inner Feelings Laid Bare

The suirah then clearly states that God knows the inner thoughts of those who not
only stay behind at times of Jihad, but who also try to dissuade others from joining
the battle. It draws a very truthful picture of their mentality, yet it provokes laughter
and derision at such people who are encountered in all communities. It is a picture of
cowardice composed of lines of fright and panic in times of hardship, arrogance and
presumptuousness in times of ease, a begrudging nature of every good thing, a
reluctance to participate in anything good, yet a state of utter terror and hysteria
when danger looms from afar. The Qur’an paints this picture with some fascinating
touches that can neither be substituted nor replaced:

God is indeed aware of those of you who hold others back; and those who say to their
brethren: ‘Come and join us,” while they themselves hardly ever take part in the
fighting, begrudging you all help. But then, when danger threatens, you see them
looking to you for help, their eyes rolling as though they were overshadowed by death.
Yet when the danger has passed, they will assail you [believers] with sharp tongues,
begrudging you all that is good. Such people have not experienced faith. God will
bring their deeds to nothing. That is all too easy for God. They think that the
Confederates have not withdrawn. Should the Confederates return, they would wish
they were in the desert, among the Bedouins, asking for news about you. Even if they
were with you, they would take but little part in the fighting. (Verses 18-20)

These verses begin with the statement that God is fully aware of those who try to
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weaken the Muslim community by persuading others to stay behind. They
themselves hardly, if ever, take part in any battle. Their attitude is well known to
Him, and their scheming is exposed. The miraculous brush then begins to delineate
the main lines that depict this type of people. They ‘begrudge you all help.” They are
very tight against the Muslims, unwilling to help them with effort or money, or even
with sympathy and feeling. Yet “when danger threatens, you see them looking to you for
help, their eyes rolling as though they were overshadowed by death.” (Verse 19) This is a
true-to-life, vibrant image of a cowardly people, yet it fills us with laughter when we
look at their limbs shaking with fear. Worse still is the shadow they cast when the
danger is over and security is assured: “Yet when the danger has passed, they will assail
you [believers] with sharp tongues.” (Verse 19) They come out of their holes, swelling
with false pride, unashamedly making all sorts of claims about their bravery,
determination, unwavering effort, etc. Not only so, but they “begrudge you all that is
good.” (Verse 19) Despite all their wild claims, they are unwilling to make any effort
or donation in order to help with good works.

There will always be people belonging to this type in all generations and
communities: boasting, cowardly, miserly and abusive: “Such people have not
experienced faith. God will bring their deeds to nothing.” (Verse 19) This is then the basic
reason for their attitude. Their hearts have never experienced faith and they never
saw its guiding light, or recognized its guidance. Hence, all their endeavours will
end up in ruin. They cannot succeed because the basic element of success is absent
from their lives. “That is all too easy for God.” (Verse 19) Nothing is difficult for God,
and His will is certain to be done.

The surah paints another derogatory picture of their condition on the day when the
confederate forces acknowledged their failure and departed: “They think that the
Confederates have not withdrawn.” (Verse 20) They still tremble with fear, refusing to
believe that those large forces have gone and all are now safe and secure. “Should the
Confederates return, they would wish they were in the desert, among the Bedouins, asking for
news about you.” (Verse 20) How pathetic and laughable! If those forces did return,
these hypocrites would wish that they were Bedouins, and that they never lived in
Madinah. They would rather not have anything to do with the people of Madinah,
not even know anything about them. They only want to enquire of travellers about
what happened to them, but this would only be a casual enquiry, as when one
stranger asks about another.

They wish all this despite the fact that they have been left behind, away from the
battle, unexposed to danger. It is all fear at a distance. Hence, “Even if they were with
you, they would take but little part in the fighting.” (Verse 20) Such was the condition of
the hypocrites, the sick at heart, and those who spread lies to weaken the Muslim
community.
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The Opposite Image

Such severely testing times did not make all people look about in such an ugly
way. Indeed, there was a totally different scenario going on, one casting light within
all this darkness, one that remained stable despite the hardship, one that trusted to
God, accepted His will, was reassured that His help would be forthcoming, and one
that remained unshaken despite all the fear and confusion. The Qur’an begins
drawing this delightful image by citing the example given by the Prophet: “In God’s
Messenger you have a good model for everyone who looks with hope to God and the Last Day,
and always remembers God.” (Verse 21)

In the midst of all the worry, stress and fear, the Prophet provided shelter for the
Muslims: he was the source of their hope, confidence and reassurance. Studying his
attitude during the unfolding events of this period is necessary for leaders of Muslim
communities and revivalist organizations today so that they can chart the way ahead.
His attitude provides a good example for those who hope to earn God’s pleasure on
the Day of Judgement, and for those who always remember God. We should perhaps
look at some aspects of his attitude, by way of example, though we cannot discuss
this at any great length in this commentary.

The Prophet went out to work with the Muslims in digging the moat, using the
axe and removing the earth and carrying the dust in a basket. As his Companions
worked, they sang some rhymes, which they composed on the spot, deriving the
same from whatever was taking place. The Prophet repeated their rhyming words at
the end of the lines. For example, one of his Companions was called Ju'ayl, but the
Prophet did not like his name as it meant ‘a small dung beetle’, so he renamed him
"Amr. So the people around composed a rhyming couplet about this very thing of
giving a man a better name. The Prophet repeated with them the two rhyming
words. We can imagine the atmosphere the Prophet’s participation gave them and
how it could fill them with reassurance and enthusiasm.

Zayd ibn Thabit, a young Muslim, was carrying the dust away, and the Prophet
said of him: “He is certainly a good lad.” At one point Zayd was too tired and he fell
asleep. It was very cold, but as he was sleeping another person, ‘Imarah ibn Hazm,
took Zayd’s sword away. When he woke up, he was upset. The Prophet said to Zayd:
‘Father of sleep! You slept and your weapon is gone!” Then the Prophet asked his
Companions: “Who of you knows where the sword belonging to this young man is?’
‘Imarah said: ‘It is with me.” The Prophet told him to return it to Zayd and prohibited
anyone from taking the weapon of a sleeping man even in jest.

This little episode shows how the Prophet was aware of all those who were with
him, young and old, and that he cared for them all. We see him ready to joke with
everyone in a pleasant way: ‘Father of sleep! You slept and your weapon is gone!’
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This also tells us much about the general atmosphere in which the Muslims lived as
the Prophet took care of them, even during the hardest of circumstances.

The Prophet’s pure soul looked forward to assured victory, distant as it might
have been. He could see it as axes hit hard rocks to produce rays of light. He speaks
about this to his Companions giving them reassurance. Ibn Ishaq reports: “Salmon
mentioned that as he was digging in his area, a rock was too hard for him. The
Prophet was nearby and when he saw Salmon’s difficulty he took the axe from him
and struck the rock three times, with each strike producing a flash of light. Salman
asked him: ‘Messenger of God! What is this I have just seen: a flash of light from
under the axe?” The Prophet said to him: ‘Have you seen that? At the first strike, God
opened to me the land of Yemen; at the second, He opened Syria and the west for
me; and at the third, He opened the land to the east for me.”” In Imta" al-Asma’, al-
Magqrizi mentions that this happened to “Umar in front of Salman. We can imagine
what effect these words from the Prophet would have had on his Companions’
hearts at the time when they felt danger approaching.

We should add to these delightful scenes the report we mentioned earlier when
Hudhayfah returned from his dangerous night mission, gathering intelligence about
the enemy and what they were doing. The night was exceedingly cold, and on his
return the Prophet was in prayer. Yet on seeing Hudhayfah he realized how he felt,
and he drew him to himself so that he was sitting by his side, near his feet, and then
the Prophet covered him with his robe to let him warm himself a little while lie
continued his prayer. After he had finished his prayer, he sat listening to
Hudhayfah’s report confirming the good news he had anticipated.

As for the Prophet’s courage, perseverance and unshaken belief throughout this
severely testing time, this is evident at every point in the story. We do not need to
give details here, as they can be easily and clearly recognized: “In God’s Messenger
you have a good model for everyone who looks with hope to God and the Last Day, and always
remembers God.” (Verse 21)

Strengthening Faith

The surah then depicts an image of firm faith and believers confronting real
danger, one which is great enough to make even believers’ hearts tremble. Yet the
believers transform this trembling into something that gives them hope and
reassurance: “When the believers saw the Confederate forces they said: “This is what God
and His Messenger have promised us! Truly spoke God and His Messenger.” This only served
to strengthen their faith and their submission to God.” (Verse 22)

The situation the Muslims faced on this occasion was so testing and stressful that
it is described as such by none other than God: “That was a situation when the believers
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were sorely tested and severely shaken.” (Verse 11) They were ordinary people, and
people have limited ability. God does not charge them with more than they can hear.
Despite being assured of God’s eventual support and the good news the Prophet
gave them, going beyond their immediate problems to tell them of where Islam
would soon expand to, spreading into Yemen and Syria and even further east and
west, danger was staring them in the eye, giving them almost too much stress to cope
with.

Hudhayfah’s story is perhaps the most accurate in relaying how the Muslims felt.
The Prophet sensed this fear and apprehension. Therefore, when he wanted an
assignment to be taken up, he made its reward clear. He said: “Who is willing to go
and find out what our enemies are doing and return. I shall pray to God to make any
volunteer for this mission my Companion in Heaven.” Yet despite this certain
promise of returning safely and being assured of a high place in heaven, there were
still no volunteers. When the Prophet called Hudhayfah by name, he said: ‘I then had
no choice but to go.” This could not have happened except in a situation of extreme
stress and hardship.

However, side by side with the rolled eyes and shaken hearts there was an
unseverable bond with God, a firm awareness of divine rules, and an unshakeable
belief that these rules cannot he changed, and that their results are bound to come
about once they have been set in motion. Hence, the Muslims felt that their being so
severely tested heralded their victory, because they knew that they had been true to
their trust: “Do you reckon that you will enter paradise while you have not suffered like those
[believers] who passed away before you? Affliction and adversity befell them, and so terribly
shaken were they that the Messenger and the believers with him would exclaim, ‘When will
God'’s help come?’ Surely, God’s help is close at hand.” (2: 214) They felt that they
themselves had also been terribly shaken. Hence, God’s help must be close at hand.
This is what prompted them to say: “This is what God and His Messenger have promised
us! Truly spoke God and His Messenger. This only served to strengthen their faith and their
submission to God.” (Verse 22)

“This is what God and His Messenger have promised us.” Such trouble and distress is
the preamble to the help we have been promised. Therefore, God’s help is bound to
come: “Truly spoke God and His Messenger:” They have spoken the truth in as far as
both the indication and the result are concerned. Therefore, they were certain of the
outcome: “This only served to strengthen their faith and their submission to God.”

Those Muslims were ordinary human beings subject to all the qualities and
weaknesses that distinguish humans. Nor was it required of them that they surpass
the limitations of the human race or shed its characteristics. God had created them
such and they were meant to remain such. They were not expected to transform
themselves into another race: angels, jinn, or animals. Therefore, as humans, it was
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inevitable that they would be afflicted by hardship and shaken when facing extreme
danger, but they remained nevertheless faithful to their bond with God. This was the
bond that stopped them from falling, renewed their hope and prevented their
despair. This is what made the generation of the Prophet’s Companions unique,
having no parallel in history. We need to understand this very clearly and recognize
that they attained their summit while retaining all their human strengths and
weaknesses. At the same time, they also held tight to their bond with God.

When we see ourselves weaken under stress, shaken by danger or worry at what
lies ahead, we must not allow despair to overwhelm us, or feel that we are lost, unfit
to achieve any high standard. What we must not do is hold on to our weak feelings
thinking that this must be so because it happens o others who are better than
ourselves. We must remember our bond with God and hold to this, because it is
through this that we can shed our weakness, and regain our confidence and
reassurance. We should look at our worry and fear as a signal that help is on its way.
Then we will find renewed strength and self belief.

It was such balance that moulded that unique generation in the early days of
Islam, which the siirah praises in the following terms: “Among the believers are people
who have always been true to what they have vowed before God. Some have already fulfilled
their pledges by death, and some are still waiting. They have not changed in the least.” (Verse
23) This is set against the other type of person who pledged to God that they would
never run away, but who were untrue to their vows: “They had previously vowed before
God that they would never turn their backs in flight. A vow made to God must surely be
answered for.” (Verse 15)

One of the young Companions of the Prophet reports: “I was named after my
uncle Anas ibn al-Nadr. He did not take part in the Battle of Badr, and he was sad.
He thought: ‘This was the first major battle the Prophet fights and I was absent.
Should I live to fight in another battle with the Prophet, God will see what I will do.’
He then felt that this was a serious pledge and he feared to say anything more. He
was later in the Muslim army in the Battle of Uhud. Before the battle, he saw Sa'd ibn
Mu'adh and said to him: “Abt “Amr! I can smell heaven! I smell it coming from the
side of Uhud. He fought hard until he was killed. He received 80 odd strikes
variously from a sword, spear and arrow. Indeed, he was unrecognisable. His sister,
my aunt, al-Rubayyi" bint al-Nadr, said: ‘I could only identify my brother by his
tinger.” When the verse saying, Among the believers are people who have always been true
to what they have vowed before God,” was revealed, people felt that this referred to him
and others who did as he did.” [Related by Ahmad, Muslim, al-Tirmidhi and al-
Nasa’i]

The surah then includes a comment staring the purpose of testing believers and the
outcome of honouring a vow or breaking it: “God will surely reward the truthful for
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having been true to their word, and will punish the hypocrites, if that be His will, or accept
their repentance. God is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 24) Comments like
this, which are often found within the description of events, serve to outline the
purpose behind what takes place, making it clear that everything is determined by
God’s will. Nothing occurs by coincidence. Everything is according to plan and for a
definite purpose. All events reflect God’s grace and confirm that His forgiveness and
mercy are always close at hand, “God is indeed Much-Forgiving Merciful.” (Verse 24)

The stirah’s discussion of the Encounter of the Moat concludes by stating its
outcome which confirmed the believers” expectations and showed how far in error
the unbelievers and hypocrites had gone: “God turned back the unbelievers in all their
rage and fury; they gained no advantage. He spared the believers the need to fight. God is
Most Powerful, Almighty.” (Verse 25)

From start to finish, God was in control of the battle, turning it the way He
wished. The siirah confirms this in its presentation, attributing to God every event
and its outcome, so that we can understand this fact making it part of our overall
Islamic concept.

The Other Enemy

It was not only the Quraysh and the Ghatafan that suffered a miserable defeat.
Their allies, the Jews of Qurayzah also shared the same outcome: “He brought down
from their strongholds those of the people of earlier revelations who aided them, casting terror
in their hearts: some you slew, and some you took captive. And He passed on to you their
land, their houses and their goods, as well as a land on which you had never yet set foot. God
has power over all things.” (Verses 26-27) However, before we discuss these verses we
need to throw some light on the attitude the Jews in Madinah adopted towards
Islam.

When Islam arrived in Madinah, the Jews there maintained peaceful relations with
it for only a short period. Shortly after his arrival in Madinah, the Prophet signed a
treaty with them with mutual obligations of support against outside enemies and
clear conditions that they would never be in breach of their commitments, or aid any
enemy, or take any hostile action against the Muslims.

The Jews, however, soon felt that Islam represented a threat to their traditional
position as followers of the divine faith. Indeed they enjoyed much respect by the
people of Madinah on account of this fact. Moreover, they felt that the new social
system Islam established in Madinah under the leadership of the Prophet also
constituted a threat to their position. Previously, they had very cleverly exploited the
conflict between the two main Arab tribes in Madinah, the Aws and the Khazraj, to
ensure that they themselves had the upper hand. The Prophet united the two tribes
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in a new social system which deprived the Jews of the chance to sew discord between
them.

Perhaps the last straw that broke the camel’s back for them was that the rabbi they
considered to be their master and leading scholar, *Abdullah ibn Sallam, converted to
Islam with all his family members. However, he feared that should he announce his
conversion to Islam in public, the Jews might level false accusations against him.
Therefore, he requested that the Prophet ask them about him and his standing
among them before telling them that he had become a Muslim. When the Prophet
asked the Jews as “Abdullah had requested him, they said: ‘He is our master as his
father was; and he is our rabbi and leading scholar.” It was at this point that
“Abdullah came out to tell them that Islam was God’s message to mankind and he
asked them to follow his example and become Muslims. They immediately turned
against him, speaking ill of him and warning all the other Jews against him. Clearly
they felt that Islam represented an imminent threat to their religious and political
standing. They were determined to scheme against God’s Messenger allowing him
no respite. This, then, was the beginning of the war between Islam and the Jews,
which has never subsided.

At first, the war started as a cold war, as we say these days. That is to say, it began
as propaganda against both Muhammad (peace be upon him) and Islam. The tactics
they employed varied from raising doubts about the message and the new faith, to
sowing discord and creating division between the Muslims, as between the Aws and
the Khazraj one day and between the Muhajirin and the Ansar another day. They
also spied on the Muslims for their idolater enemies, and befriended a group of
hypocrites who pretended to be Muslim manipulating them to create trouble within
the Muslim community. Ultimately, they openly urged other groups to unite against
the Muslims, as happened in the encounter with the confederate tribes.

The major Jewish groups in Madinah were the tribes of the Qaynuqa’, al-Nadir
and Qurayzah. Each had its own ongoing situation with the Prophet and the Muslim
community. The Qaynuqga® tribe, who were the best fighters among the Jews,
begrudged the Muslims their victory at Badr. Therefore, they started to exploit little
events against the Muslims, so demonstrating that they had little respect for their
treaty with the Prophet, fearing that he would soon gather strength and gain mastery
over them. Ibn Hisham mentions in his biography of the Prophet: “One aspect of the
case of the Qaynuqga’ Jews was that the Prophet addressed them in their market
place, saying: “Take warning from what happened to the Quraysh and adopt Islam.
You already know that I am a prophet sent by God with a message. You read this in
your own scriptures and you are committed to believe in me by God’s promise to
you.” They replied: ‘Muhammad! Do not take it as something great that you met
people who have no knowledge of war and fighting and that you got the upper hand
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against them. Should we fight you, you will learn that we are the true fighters.””

Ibn Hisham also reports on the authority of *Abdulladh ibn Jafar: “Behind the
problem of the Qaynuga” was an Arab woman who had brought some milk and sold
it in the Qaynuqa Market. She then sat at a jeweller’s shop. People there wanted her
to uncover her face, but she refused. The jeweller took the edge of her dress and tied
it to her back, without her noticing. When she rose, her bottom was exposed and
people laughed at her. She shouted for help. A Muslim attacked the Jewish jeweller,
and killed him. The Jews then attacked the Muslim and killed him. His people
shouted for other Muslims to come and help. The Muslims were very angry and
trouble so erupted between them and the Qaynuga clan.”

Ibn Ishaq continues this report of the events: “The Prophet laid siege to them until
they agreed to accept his judgement. "Abdullah ibn Ubayy [the chief of the
hypocrites who was still accepted as a Muslim] went to the Prophet saying: ‘Be good
to my allies.” The Qaynuqga were formerly allied to the Khazraj. The Prophet made no
reply. “Abdullah repeated this but the Prophet turned away. “Abdullah then put his
hand inside the Prophet’s armour and the Prophet asked him to let him go.
“Abdullah did not listen. The Prophet became angry and said: let me go!” “Abdullah
then said: ‘I will not let you go until you are good to my allies. They are 700 fighters
who protected me against all my enemies and you come to finish them off in one
day. I am a man who fears the turn of fortune.” The Prophet then said to him: They
are yours.’

"Abdullah ibn Ubayy was clearly still held in high esteem by his clan.
Furthermore, the Prophet accepted his intercession in favour of the Qaynuga" Jews,
provided they agreed to leave Madinah, taking their property with them, but not
their weapons. Thus Madinah was rid of a powerful Jewish section.

As for the al-Nadir tribe, the Prophet went to their quarters in the fourth year of
his migration to Madinah, after the Battle of Uhud, seeking their help in raising
funds to pay the blood money for two people killed accidentally by one of his
Companions. According to the provisions of the agreement between them and the
Muslim state, they were bound to make such a contribution. When he explained his
purpose, they said: “Yes, we will certainly make a contribution.” He sat with his back
to the wall of one of their houses. Then they consulted among themselves, and some
suggested: “You will never again find this man in such a vulnerable state. Who can
get to the roof of this house and throw a large rock to rid us of him?’

So they set about carrying out their wicked plot. The Prophet was informed of
what they were planning; so he returned to Madinah. Once there, he ordered his
community to prepare to fight the Jewish tribe of al-Nadir. They retreated to their
forts. "Abdullah ibn Ubayy, the chief of the hypocrites, sent them word to remain
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steadfast promising to give them his full support. He added: “We will never let you
down. If war is waged against you, we will fight alongside you; and if you are made
to leave, we will go with you.” The hypocrites, however, did not fulfil their promise
to the Jews. Instead, God struck fear into the hearts of the al- Nadir and they
surrendered without a fight. They asked the Prophet to spare their lives in return for
their departure. He agreed and allowed them a camel load each of their property,
provided they surrendered any arms. They thus left Madinah, most settling in
Khaybar, whilst others went further north to Syria. Among their leaders were Sallam
ibn Abi al-Huqayq, Kinanah ibn Abi al-Huqayq and Huyay ibn Akhtab, the three
who had played a leading role in forging the alliance between the Quraysh and
Ghatafan and so forming the confederate tribes that sought to exterminate Islam and
the Muslims.

Treachery of Great Magnitude

This left only the Qurayzah, the third major Jewish tribe in Madinah. As we now
know, they too had sided with the confederate tribes against the Muslims, this at the
instigation of the al-Nadir chiefs, particularly Fuyay ibn Akhtab. This treachery by
the Qurayzah, in violation of their treaty with the Prophet, was a much harder test
for the Muslims than the external attack they faced from the confederates.

To be absolutely sure of this new situation, the Prophet sent four of his
Companions — Sa'd ibn Mu'adh, the chief of the Aws, Sa*d ibn “Ubadabh, the chief of
the Khazraj, *Abdullah ibn Rawahah and Khawat ibn Jubayr — to the Qurayzah to
ascertain their position: “If you find out that the intelligence we have received is true,
give me a hint which I will understand. Try to avoid affecting the Muslims’” morale.
If, on the other hand, you find that the Qurayzah remain faithful to their treaty with
us, make the news known to everyone.” This shows how seriously he expected the
news of treachery to affect the Muslim community as a whole.

The delegation went to the Qurayzah and met the people there, calling on them to
maintain their peaceful relations and to confirm their alliance with the Prophet.
However, they found that the Qurayzah had adopted a worse position than what
they had heard about. Defiantly, they said: “You want us to confirm the alliance now,
when we have been weakened by the departure of al-Nadir. Who is God's
Messenger? We do not know him. We have no treaty or agreement with
Muhammad.”

The Muslim delegation then left the Qurayzah, returning to the Prophet with the
bad news that the Jews no longer recognized their peace treaty with him. On arrival,
they found the Prophet with a group of his Companions. Following his advice, they
gave him a clear hint of the Qurayzah’s treachery rather than deliver the fact
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publicly. The Prophet was not perturbed. On the contrary, he said: “God is Supreme.
Rejoice, you Muslims, for the end will be a happy one.”

In his report of these events, Ibn Ishaq says: “This test was too hard for the
Muslims: fear mounted; the enemy came upon them from the front and the rear; the
Muslims’ thoughts went in all directions; hypocrisy was now in the open, etc.”

When God gave the Prophet His support so as to make his enemies withdraw
without gaining any advantage, sparing the believers the need to fight, the Prophet
returned to Madinah victorious. People put down their arms. Back in his wife, Umm
Salamah’s home, the Prophet was washing himself after the long ordeal. Jibril, the
angel, came to him saying: “The angels have not put down their arms yet. I have just
come back from chasing the enemy.” He then said to him: “God commands you to
march to the Qurayzah.” Their quarters were a few miles away from Madinah. This
was after the noon Zuhr prayer. The Prophet issued an order to all his Companions:
“He who obeys God must not pray “Asr except at the Qurayzah.” People started
marching. On the way, the “"Asr prayer became due. Some of them stopped to offer it
arguing that the Prophet had only wanted them to start marching immediately.
Others said they would prefer to delay it until they had arrived, taking the Prophet’s
order at face value. Neither party blamed the other.

The Prophet marched behind them, having asked Ibn Umm Makttm, his blind
Companion, to deputize for him in Madinah. He also gave the banner to his cousin
"Ali ibn Abi Talib. The Prophet laid siege to the Qurayzah quarter for 25 days. When
they were in despair, they sent word to the Prophet saying that they would accept
the judgement of Sa’d ibn Muadh, the chief of the Aws tribe of the Ansar, as he was
their ally in pre-Islamic days. They felt that he was bound to be lenient towards
them, just like “Abdullah ibn Ubayy had been lenient towards the Qaynuqa" Jews
when he sought their release by the Prophet. They did not know, however, that Sa*d
had received an injury to his arm during the earlier siege of Madinah and that the
Prophet had the wound cauterized to stop it bleeding. He had also placed him in a
tent close by where he was nursed. When he received his injury, Sa’d had prayed:
“My Lord! If we are to fight the Quraysh again, spare me now for that fight. If you
have willed that this encounter between us be the last, I pray to You, my Lord, to
make this wound of mine my way to martyrdom, but spare me until I see our affair
with the Qurayzah have a happy ending for Islam.” God answered his prayer,
making them choose him as their judge.

When the Qurayzah Jews intimated that they would accept Sa'd’s judgement, the
Prophet gave instructions for him to be brought in. He came riding a donkey that had
been saddled for him. On his way, his tribesmen, the Aws, tried to persuade him to
be lenient. They said: ‘Be kind to your allies. The Prophet has chosen you to judge
them in order that you be kind o them.” Sa'd first chose o be silent. When he was
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tired of their insistence, he said: ‘It is time for Sa'd to disregard all criticism when it
comes to something through which he hopes to please God.” His tribesmen realized
then that he would not be lenient.

As Sa'd approached the Prophet’s tent, the Prophet said o those who were with
him: ‘Stand up to greet your master.” This was to give Sa'd extra respect in his
position as judge and to make his judgement binding. When he sat down, the
Prophet said to him that the Qurayzah had agreed to accept his judgement in their
case. Sa'd said: “Will my judgement be binding on them?” He was answered in the
affirmative. He asked again: “And on all who are present [meaning the Muslims]?”
Again he received a positive answer. He then lowered his head in deference to the
Prophet, pointing his hand in the direction where the Prophet was sitting, without
looking at him, and said: “Does this also apply to those who are on this side?” The
Prophet answered: “Yes.” Sa'd said: “I hereby rule that all the men of the Qurayzah
are o be Kkilled, their properties to be divided and their women and children to be
enslaved.” The Prophet endorsed the ruling and said to him: “You have given God’s
own verdict.”

At the Prophet’s orders, moats were dug in the marketplace and the Qurayzah
men were brought there with their hands tied. They were all executed. According o
different reports they constituted somewhere between 700-800 people. Huyay ibn
Akhtab was among them, remaining faithful to his promise to stay with them and
share their fate. Whoever of their young men was below the age of puberty was
spared.

That day not only marked the humiliation of the Jews but also the weakness of
hypocrisy. Thereafter, the hypocrites were reluctant to continue with their earlier
trickery. Moreover, the idolaters no longer thought of attacking the Muslims in
Madinah. In fact it was the Muslims who were now able to go on the offensive.
Events thus moved in such a way as to lead to the fall of the two main cities in
Arabia, Makkah and “Ta’if, to Islam. It may be said that the actions of the Jews, the
hypocrites and the idolaters were interlinked, and that the expulsion of the Jews
from Madinah put an end to such affiliations. The whole episode thus marked a
totally new stage in the history of the Muslim state.

This was the practical development to which God refers in the Qur’anic verses:

He brought down from their strongholds those of the people of earlier revelations who
aided them, casting terror in their hearts: some you slew, and some you took captive.
And He passed on to you their land, their houses and their goods, as well as a land on
which you had never yet set foot. God has power over all things.” (Verses 26-27)

The phrase, ‘a land on which you had never yet set foot,” can refer either to a land
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that the Qurayzah owned outside their quarters, and which the Muslims took over
along with the rest of their property, or it may refer to the fact that the Qurayzah
surrendered their land without fighting. In this second sense, the Arabic phrase
tata’u, meaning, ‘to set foot,” indicates fighting, which involves taking land by force.

“God has power over all things.” This comment is taken from what takes place in
reality. It refers all matters to God. The surah’s presentation of the battle and its
commentary on events are altogether consistent with this. It attributes all matters and
actions to God, so that this essential truth is firmly rooted in the hearts of all
Muslims. We see how God establishes it in people’s hearts using first the actual
events and then the Qur’an as it makes a record of these events. Thus it takes its
place at the centre of the overall Islamic concept.

In this way, the events become the subject matter of education, and the Qur’an a
manual and guide for life and all that relates to it. Values are well established and
hearts reassured, using both the practical test and the Qur’an as the means.
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but if you desire God and His Messenger and the
life of the hereafter, know that God has readied
great rewards for these of you who do good.” (29)
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guilty of manifestly immmoral conduct, her punish-
ment would be doubled. "That is easy for God.
(30)
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her a double reward, and We have prepared for

her most exccellent provisions. (31)
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Overview

This third passage in the siirah speaks specifically of the Prophet’s wives, except
for the last verse which tells of the reward for all Muslims, men and women, for their
good actions. At the beginning of the siirah, they were called “mothers of the believers’,
and this motherhood establishes certain duties. Their noble position, which earned
them this status, also establishes certain duties. Further duties are also made
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obligatory on them because of their relationship o the Prophet. The present passage
outlines some of these duties and states the values God wants the Prophet’s home,
with all its purity, to represent and uphold so as to serve as a beacon of light guiding
travellers.

A Choice is Offered

Prophet! Say to your wives: ‘If you desire the life of this world and its charms, I shall
provide for you and release you in a becoming manner; but if you desire God and His
Messenger and the life of the hereafter, know that God has readied great rewards for
those of you who do good.” (Verses 28-29)

The Prophet chose for himself and his household a standard of living which was
just about enough to meet their essential needs. The reason for so doing was not that
he could not afford a better standard of living. Indeed, enormous tracts of land came
under his control, yielding great wealth, and availing him of great riches if he so
chose. Yet there were times when a month would pass without a fire being lit for
cooking in any of his homes. At the same time, the Prophet was extremely generous
when it came to giving gifts and charitable donations. Essentially, then, he made this
choice so as to rise above material and worldly needs, and to sincerely seek what
God keeps for believers. It was a question of preference. Neither his faith nor the law
it lays down required that the Prophet lead such a life of austerity. Comfort and
luxury are not disdained in Islam. Indeed, the Prophet did not turn his back on them
when they were offered normally, without being sought after. Yet, he neither
excessively indulged in them nor was he so preoccupied. We do not find any
instruction from the Prophet requiring that any of his followers live the sort of life he
chose for himself. He left it entirely o them, should they choose to emulate him in
freeing themselves from the pressures of seeking life’s comforts.

The Prophet’s wives were ordinary women who shared all human feelings and
desires. Noble, virtuous and close to the Prophet as they all were, their natural desire
for life’s comforts remained strong. When they felt that circumstances had changed
and, by God’s grace, prosperity had replaced poverty in the Muslim society, they
spoke to the Prophet about their standard of living. He did not welcome this. In fact
it was unpleasant to him, because his noble soul preferred to live without any such
preoccupation. He appreciated the freedom and sublimity such a life provides. It was
not a matter of whether life’s comforts were lawful or not: there was no question of
prohibition as Islam made it clear that such comforts were not prohibited for
Muslims. It was rather a question of being free from material pressures.

The Prophet was so upset at this turn of events that he did not go out to meet his
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Companions. That he stayed away was very hard for them. They, therefore, went to
see him, but were not admitted. Imam Ahmad relates on Jabir’s authority: “Aba Bakr
went to the Prophet when people were sitting near his door, but he was not
admitted. "Umar also went, sought permission to enter but no such permission was
given. Later on though, he admitted both Aba Bakr and “Umar. As they went in, they
saw the Prophet surrounded by his wives but he was silent. “‘Umar thought that he
should say something to make the Prophet laugh. He said: “‘Messenger of God! I wish
you had seen how last night my wife was asking me for more money and I thrust my
fingers into her neck.” The Prophet laughed heartily and said: “You see them
surrounding me asking for more money.” Aba Bakr rose to hit his daughter, *A’ishah,
while “Umar sought to do the same to Hafsah, his daughter. Both said to them: Are
you asking the Prophet to give you what he has not?” The Prophet told them not to
hit their daughters, and both *A’ishah and Hafsah said: ‘By God! We will never again
ask the Prophet for anything he does not have.” God then revealed the verses offering
them the choice. The Prophet started with *A’ishah saying to her: ‘I am going to tell
you something which I would like you o consider carefully and consult your parents
before you decide.” He then read to her the two verses: “Prophet! Say to your wives: ‘If
you desire the life of this world and its charms, 1 shall provide for you and release you in a
becoming manner; b