Part 15

CHAPTER 17
Banß Isrå’ßl: The Israelites
(REVEALED AT MAKKAH: 12 sections; 111 verses)
This chapter goes under the name of The Israelites, who, after being made a great nation
and having risen to power and eminence in the world, were severely punished on
account of their transgressions. It opens and ends with a reference to the history of that
nation.
The opening reference is to the Mi‘råj, the Ascension of the Holy Prophet, which
must be interpreted as referring to the eminence which he was to achieve and to the
greatness to which Islåm was to rise. The Muslims are warned of the fate of the Israelite
nation, which after rising to eminence was punished twice on account of its misdeeds,
the reference no doubt being to a similar fate which was to befall the Muslims. The second section establishes the immortal principle that every deed has a consequence, the
universal law of cause and effect, a right understanding of which alone can raise man to
the true dignity which befits humanity. The next two sections contain moral precepts
which the Muslims are required to follow. Yet all these high moral teachings only cause
the disbelievers to grow harder, as is shown in the fifth section. The sixth deals with the
punishment of the earlier as well as the later opponents of Truth, disclosing the marvellous prophecy that a time would come when the whole world would find itself in the
jaws of destruction. The seventh section refers to the universal law that the mischiefmakers have always stood up in opposition to the righteous, and the eighth speaks
specifically of the opposition to the Holy Prophet. The next section, however, makes it
clear that that opposition would be brought to naught, for falsehood must disappear
before the advance of Truth. The advent of the Holy Prophet has been here described as
the advent of the Truth, the spirit of Truth mentioned by St. John. The tenth shows how
great a miracle is the Holy Qur’ån in itself, yet the opponents seek other signs. How trivial are the excuses on which they reject the Holy Qur’ån is set forth in the eleventh section, and the justice of their retribution is thus made clear. The last section draws attention to Moses’ warning to Pharaoh, the mighty ruler of Egypt, and gives a similar warning through the Holy Qur’ån, ending with a brief mention of the absurdity of the doctrine of “sonship”, which is dealt with at length in the two chapters that follow.
As regards the date of revelation of this chapter, there are many indications that it
belongs to the early Makkan period, and must have been revealed in, or about, the fifth
year of the Call. The mention of Isrå’, which is the same as Mi‘råj, in the very first
verse, shows it to be an early revelation because Mi‘råj is also mentioned in another
chapter, The Star, which is also one of the early revelations. Ibn Mas‘∂d, who was one
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of the early converts to Islåm, is reported to have said, speaking of the five chapters,
17th to 21st: “They are of the early revelations and they are the ones that I committed to
memory first” (B. 66:6).
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SECTION 1: Israelites punished Twice
In the name of Allåh, the Beneficent,
the Merciful.
1 Glory to Him Who carried His
servant by night from the Sacred
Mosque to the Remote Mosque,
whose precincts We blessed, that We
might show him of Our signs! a
Surely He is the Hearing, the Seeing.
2 And We gave Moses the Book
and made it a guidance to the
Children of Israel (saying): Take no
guardian beside Me a —
3 The offspring of those whom We
bore with Noah. Surely he was a
grateful servant.
4 And We made known to the
Children of Israel in the Book:
Certainly you will make mischief in
the land twice, and behave insolently
with mighty arrogance.a

1a. The carrying by night of the Prophet from the Sacred Mosque at Makkah to the
Remote Mosque at Jerusalem is in reference to the Prophet’s reported Ascension.
Though Bukhåri speaks of Isrå’ in B. 63:41 and of Mi‘råj in B. 63:42, yet elsewhere he
speaks of the prayers being made obligatory on the night of Isrå’, and then goes on to
narrate the ƒadßth which speaks of Mi‘råj and of the prayers being made obligatory in
Mi‘råj (B. 8:1). Isrå’ is, in fact, the ﬁrst stage in Mi‘råj, as before his Ascension to
heaven, the Prophet was taken to the Remote Mosque, or the Temple at Jerusalem. That
the Ascension was not a translation of the body, but the spiritual experience of the Holy
Prophet, is shown in 60b, where it is expressly called a ru’yå or a vision. As the
signiﬁcance of the Ascension was the spiritual eminence of the Holy Prophet and indicated his triumph in the world, his being carried to the Temple at Jerusalem signiﬁed
that he would also inherit the blessings of the Israelite prophets.
2a. The ﬁrst verse really prophesies a great future for Islåm and the Muslims, while
this warns them of the pitfalls of greatness, citing the instance of a nation that had been
made to rise to eminence before them.
4a. Compare 5:78: “Those who disbelieved from among the Children of Israel were
cursed by the tongue of David and Jesus, son of Mary”. Jerusalem was destroyed twice
as a punishment for the transgressions of the Jews, once by the Babylonians, and again
by the Romans. See Jesus’ warning in Matt. 23:38: “Behold, your house is left unto you
desolate,” and Luke 21:24: “And Jerusalem shall be trodden down of the Gentiles,” and
various other like references. The Psalms are also replete with warnings.
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5 So when of the two, the first
warning came to pass, We raised
against you Our servants, of mighty
prowess, so they made havoc in
(your) houses. And it was an accomplished threat.
6 Then We gave you back the turn
against them, and aided you with
wealth and children and made you a
numerous band.a
7 If you do good, you do good for
your own souls. And if you do evil, it
is for them. So when the second
warning came, (We raised another
people) that they might bring you to
grief and that they might enter the
Mosque as they entered it the first
time, and that they might destroy,
whatever they conquered, with utter
destruction.a
8 It may be that your Lord will have
mercy on you. And if you return (to
mischief), We will return (to punish-

6a. V. 5 relates the destruction of the Temple at Jerusalem and the murder, imprisonment, and banishment of the Jews by the Babylonians in the year 588 B.C., while v. 6
relates to the return of the Jews and rebuilding of the temple under Zerubbabel, and to
their subsequent prosperity. This is the turn of fortune spoken of here.
7a. This verse describes the destruction of the Temple a second time, which was
accomplished by the Romans under Titus. The personal pronouns refer in all cases to the
enemy, whoever he might be, and by no means indicate that the same enemy who ﬁrst
destroyed the Temple would do so on the second occasion. In the history of the
Israelites, there is a prophetical reference to the history of the Muslims. The Caliphate of
Islåm was destroyed twice, ﬁrst by the Mongols under Hulagu in 656 A.H. (1258 A.D.),
and again by the powers of Europe recently. But while in the case of the Israelites, their
very Temple, their spiritual centre, was laid waste on both occasions, the spiritual centre
of Islåm, the Ka‘bah, has remained intact on both occasions under a Divine promise,
though Muslim temporal rule suffered a severe reverse. The Jews were ruined both temporally and spiritually, but the Muslim suffering has affected only its temporal aspect.
As a matter of fact, in both great reverses in Muslim history, Islåm has spiritually gained
a conquest. The destruction of the Caliphate in 1258 was followed by the Mongols and
Turks coming over to Islåm en masse, and the present-day afﬂictions of Islåm are giving
birth to a spiritual resuscitation of the world with Islåm in the forefront. Along with the
spiritual resurrection of Islåm, however, on both occasions, there has been a revival of
its temporal power as well.
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ment). a And We have made hell a
prison for the disbelievers.
9 Surely this Qur’ån guides to that
which is most upright, and gives
good news to the believers who do
good that theirs is a great reward,
10 And that those who believe not
in the Hereafter, We have prepared
for them a painful chastisement.
SECTION 2: Every Deed has a Consequence
11 And man prays for evil as he
ought to pray for good; and man is
ever hasty.
12 And We made the night and the
day two signs, then We have made the
sign of the night to pass awaya and
We have made the sign of the day
manifest, so that you may seek grace
from your Lord, and that you may
know the numbering of years and the
reckoning. And We have explained
everything with distinctness.

8a. This relates to the advent of the Holy Prophet Muƒammad, when the Israelites
were again given a chance to reform, but they are told that if they return to mischief they
will again be punished. When the Holy Prophet came to Madßnah, the Jews were at ﬁrst in
a conciliatory mood, but their enmity increased day by day, until they joined hands with
the enemies of Islåm, devising plans to take his very life. The result was that they were
swept out of Arabia, while their lot in all other countries of the world has always been one
of hard trials and severe afﬂictions, and spiritually the Jewish religion has no future.
12a. The night stands for the darkness of ignorance and unbelief (see 2:257a), and
the passing away of the night indicates that ignorance will vanish and the light of Islåm
will take its place. Arabia witnessed this sign thirteen hundred years ago, and Islåm has
since then been gradually advancing in the world; and now there are clear indications
that the day is not distant when the sun of Islåm will shine forth in its full resplendence
over the whole world. Some understand that by the two signs of the night and the day
are meant the moon and the sun, and that the passing away of the sign of the night
indicates that the moon does not possess original light.
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13 And We have made every man’s
actions to cling to his neck,a and We
shall bring forth to him on the day of
Resurrection a book which he will
find wide open.
14 Read thy book. Thine own soul
is sufficient as a reckoner against
thee this day.a
15 Whoever goes aright, for his
own soul does he go aright; and whoever goes astray, to its detriment only
does he go astray. And no bearer of a
burden can bear the burden of another. a Nor do We chastise until We
raise a messenger.b
16 And when We wish to destroy a
town, We send commandmentsa to

13a. Ôåir (lit., bird) means the actions of a man, which are, as it were, attached as a
necklace to his neck (Q, LL). Why this signiﬁcance was attached to the word is explained
by an Arab superstition. It was a custom of the Arabs to augur good and evil from birds,
by observing whether a bird ﬂew away of itself or by being roused, whether it ﬂew to the
right or to the left, or directly upwards, and the proposed action was accordingly deemed
good or evil; hence the word came to signify good and evil actions (Rz). The verse reveals
the principle that every action produces an effect which is made to cling to a man, and that
this very effect will be met with on the day of Resurrection in the form of a wide-open
book. It is thus by leaving its effect behind that every action of man is recorded, and this
very effect constitutes the book of a man’s actions. Clinging to the neck indicates the
inseparability of one thing from another, thus establishing the law of cause and effect.
14a. This verse throws a ﬂood of light on the nature of the reckoning on the day of
Resurrection and the wazn and the mßzån (7:8; 55:7), showing clearly that it is nothing
but a complete manifestation of the effects of the deeds done in this life.
15a. This verse strikes at the root of the doctrine of atonement. The burden of the
sins of one man cannot be taken away by another, for, as already stated, the effect of
each man’s actions clings to himself. The other burdens spoken of in 29:13 — they will
carry their own burdens and other burdens with their own burdens — are the burdens of
misleading others, while those others are also answerable for their own errors.
15b. Here it is stated that guidance is offered to man through a messenger of God,
but if he still persists in error and strays from the path, it is to his own detriment. And
then it is added that the punishment of the Hereafter is only after man has been warned
through a Divine messenger: Nor do We chastise until We raise a messenger. The law as
to punishment in this world is stated in v. 16, which speaks of the destruction of towns,
for such punishment is sent when tyranny and transgression assume extraordinary
proportions, and punishment is then inﬂicted on large numbers.
16a, see next page.
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its people who lead easy lives, but
they transgress therein; thus the word
proves true against it, so We destroy
it with utter destruction.
17 And how many generations did
We destroy after Noah! And thy
Lord suffices as being Aware and
Seer of His servants’ sins.
18 Whoso desires this transitory
life, We hasten to him therein what
We please for whomsoever We
desire, then We assign to him the hell;
he will enter it despised, driven away.
19 And whoso desires the Hereafter
and strives for it as he ought to strive
and he is a believer — those are they
whose striving is amply rewarded.
20 All do We aid — these as well
as those — out of the bounty of thy
Lord, and the bounty of thy Lord is
not limited.
21 See how We have made some of
them to excel others. And certainly
the Hereafter is greater in degrees
and greater in excellence.
22 Associate not any other god
with Allåh, lest thou sit down
despised, forsaken.
SECTION 3: Moral Precepts
23 And thy Lord has decreed that
you serve none but Him, and do good

16a. These words are sometimes misunderstood. Allåh does not command people
to transgress, for it is plainly stated in 7:28: “Allåh enjoins not indecency”; and again in
16:90: “He forbids indecency and evil and rebellion”. The meaning is clear: Allåh sends
them commandments to do good, pointing out the right way through His prophets, but as
they are accustomed to lead easy lives, they transgress those commandments, and are
therefore punished.
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to parents.a If either or both of them
reach old age with thee, say not “Fie”
to them, nor chide them, and speak to
them a generous word.
24 And lower to them the wing of
humility out of mercy, and say: My
Lord, have mercy on them, as they
brought me up (when I was) little.
25 Your Lord knows best what is
in your minds. If you are righteous,
He is surely Forgiving to those who
turn (to Him).
26 And give to the near of kin his
due and (to) the needy and the wayfarer, and squander not wastefully.
27 Surely the squanderers are the
devil’s brethren. And the devil is
ever ungrateful to his Lord.a
28 And if thou turn away from
them to seek mercy from thy Lord,
which thou hopest for, speak to them
a gentle word.a
29 And make not thy hand to be
shackled to thy neck, nor stretch it
forth to the utmost (limit) of its
stretching forth, lest thou sit down
blamed, stripped off.a

23a. Obedience to parents is placed next to submission to Allåh, for among fellowbeings none has a greater claim upon a person than his parents. Moreover, obedience to
parents is the seed from which, if the child is properly taught this lesson, springs the
great obligation of obedience to all constituted authority.
27a. While enjoining charity, the Holy Qur’ån also draws attention to economy,
thus indicating the golden mean. Those who waste wealth are called the devil’s brethren,
because they are ungrateful to God for wasting away what He has given them out of His
grace.
28a. The hoping for mercy from the Lord means standing in need of the bounty of
the Lord, i.e., not having aught to give to the needy. In that case one should still speak to
the needy gently and not chide him with harshness. A saying of the Holy Prophet
declares a gentle word spoken to a fellow man to be a deed of charity (B. 56:72).
29a, see next page.
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30 Surely thy Lord makes plentiful
the means of subsistence for whom He
pleases, and He straitens. Surely He is
ever Aware, Seer, of His servants.
SECTION 4: Moral Precepts
31 And kill not your children for
fear of poverty — We provide for
them and for you. Surely the killing
of them is a great wrong.a
32 And go not nigh to fornication:
surely it is an obscenity. And evil is
the way.a
33 And kill not the soul which
Allåh has forbidden except for a just
cause. And whoever is slain unjustly,
We have indeed given to his heir
authority — but let him not exceed
the limit in slaying. Surely he will be
helped.a
34 And draw not nigh to the
orphan’s property, except in a goodly
way, till he attains his maturity. And

29a. By the shackling of the hand to the neck is meant being niggardly in one’s
expenses, and by stretching it forth to its utmost extent, being so profuse as to waste
away all one’s substance. The verse supplies a general rule regarding the mean to be
adopted in one’s ordinary expenses, and thus inculcates the duty of economy.
31a. Infanticide, in the case of daughters, was met with among the Arabs, but this
was not for fear of poverty. According to R, killing of children here means not giving
them proper education; ignorance, or intellectual death, being treated as death. The
word aulåd (children) includes both males and females, and this explanation is therefore
more reasonable. Or the reference may be to the modern evil of birth-control, which also
amounts to the slaying of offspring.
32a. This is another evil which is becoming prevalent with the growth of civilization. The Qur’ån not only forbids fornication but enjoins men not to go near it, thus
avoiding all those opportunities which are likely to tempt one to fall into the evil. Hence
it is that Islåm discourages the too free intermingling of the sexes.
33a. This verse contains nothing inconsistent with what is said in 2:178. The words
he will be helped indicate that as the government is bound to help him by bringing the
murderer within reach of the law, the heir should not take the law into his own hands.
This is called exceeding the limits.
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fulfil the promise; surely, the promise will be enquired into.
35 And give full measure when you
measure out, and weigh with a true balance. This is fair and better in the end.
36 And follow not that of which
thou hast no knowledge.a Surely the
hearing and the sight and the heart,
of all of these it will be asked.
37 And go not about in the land
exultingly, for thou canst not rend the
earth, nor reach the mountains in
height.
38 All this, the evil thereof, is hateful in the sight of thy Lord.
39 This is of the wisdom which thy
Lord has revealed to thee. And associate not any other god with Allåh
lest thou be thrown into hell, blamed,
cast away.
40 Has then your Lord preferred to
give you sons, and (for Himself) taken
daughters from among the angels?
Surely you utter a grievous saying.
SECTION 5: Disbelievers grow harder
41 And certainly We have repeated
(warnings) in this Qur’ån that they
may be mindful. And it adds not save
to their aversion.a

36a. If this injunction were followed, all society gossip would immediately cease,
thereby relieving many an innocent man and woman of the heart-burning which he or
she suffers on account of evil and unfounded reports. The verse also forbids entering
into discussions without accurate knowledge, or proffering uncertain opinion. In fact,
peace and contentment would reign in society, instead of mutual strife and hatred, if the
injunction were observed.
41a. Allåh’s purpose in repeating arguments and signs in the Qur’ån is clearly to
make men mindful, but the more they are reminded, the greater is their aversion to it.

