Sura 2: AL-Baqarah (The Cow)

In the name of God, the Lord of Mercy, the Giver of Mercy

This Sura of the Qur’an was one of the first Suras to be revealed after the migration to Medina
took place. It is the longest Sura of the Qur’an. Most probably its verses were not revealed all at
once. The verses of the Sura were revealed over a period of time interspersed with verses from
other Suras. A review of the occasions for the revelation of some of its verses as well as the
occasions for the revelation of some of the verses of the other long Suras — even though the
description of these occasions may not have been absolutely unequivocal — indicates that the
verses of each of the long Medinian Suras were not revealed all at once. Some verses of one Sura
would be revealed followed by the revelation of few verses from another Sura and so on. The
order of the revelation of the Suras was determined according to the order of the revelation of the
opening verses of each Sura. The opening verses of this Sura were probably the first verses to be
revealed after the Prophet’s (PBUH) migration to Medina. Other verses in this Sura, such as the
one dealing with usury, were revealed at a much later date.

The assignment of a specific verse to a specific Sura and the order of the verses within each Sura
were decided according to God’s revelation. It has been narrated by Al-Bukhari and Muslim that
Ibn ‘Abbas (RA) said, “The Prophet (PBUH) was the most generous person. He was even more
generous during the month of Ramadan when he used to meet with the Archangel Gabriel.
Gabriel (PBUH) used to meet with the Prophet (PBUH) every night during the month of
Ramadan to recite the Qur’an.” Another version of this tradition states that Gabriel (PBUH)
was teaching the Prophet (PBUH) the Qur’an during these meetings. It is confirmed that the
Prophet (PBUH) has recited the complete Qur’an in the presence of Gabriel (PBUH) and that
Gabriel (PBUH) has recited the complete Qur’an in the presence of the Prophet (PBUH). This
indicates that these recitations were made for the Qur’an in its final form, with the proper
arrangement of the verses in each Sura. Those who live in the shade of the Qur’an will feel that
each Sura has its own specific features. One lives with these features in an atmosphere as if one
is in the company of a living being. Each Sura has one or more basic themes all revolving around
a fundamental concept. Each Sura has its own ambiance that connects all its different topics in
harmony. This is a general feature that all the Suras of the Qur’an have in common.

There are many hadiths about the blessings that one gains when he/she recites Surat al-Baqgarah.
Abu Hurrairah (RA) narrated that the Prophet (PBUH) said, “Do not make your homes like
graveyards. Satan does not enter the home in which Surat al-Baqarabh is recited.”

Hawwa suggests that the Sura consists of an introduction, three sections, and a conclusion. This
suggestion is based on the similarity between the beginning and end of each section. The
introduction is comprised of the first twenty verses. The introduction describes three groups of
people: those who are God conscious, those who disbelieve (reject faith), and the hypocrites.

The first section of the Sura is comprised of the verses twenty-one to hundred and sixty-seven.
This section starts with calling people to the worship of God. Then, it shows how the worship of
God leads to God consciousness. God consciousness is then discussed using the stories of the
Children of Israel and Prophet Abraham (PBUH).
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The second section is comprised of the verses hundred and sixty-eight to two hundred and seven.
This section discusses various pillars of Islam: prayers, fasting, alms, and pilgrimage. In addition
to the discussion of the doctrine. All these topics are connected to the concepts of God
consciousness and showing gratitude to God.

The third section is comprised of the verses two hundred and eight to two hundred and eighty-
four. This section explores various major issues that concern the individual, the family, and the
community.

This Sura deals with several topics woven around a central theme. The central theme has two
dimensions. The first dimension deals with the response of the Children of Israel to the Islamic
call in Medina and how they confronted the Muslims and the Messenger. This dimension also
describes the alliances that the Jews of Medina formed with the hypocrites on one side and with
the idolaters on the other side. The second dimension deals with the training process that the
fledgling Muslim community went through in the early days of the message. This is the training
that prepared the community to bear the responsibility of the call to Islam and to fulfill the
conditions of being vicegerents on earth.

Verses: 1 to 29
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Alif. Lam. Mim.

2. This is the Book in which there is no doubt; in it there is guidance for those who are
conscious of God,

3. Those who believe in the unseen, establish prayer, and spend out of what We have
provided for them;

4. And those who believe in the revelation sent to you, and that which was revealed before

you, and have certitude in the Heredfter.

These are on (true) guidance, from their Lord, and these are the successful.

Surely, those who disbelieve, it is the same to them whether you warn them or do not

warn them; they will not believe.

7. God has set a seal on their hearts and on their hearing, and a veil on their eyes; great

torment is theirs.

Some people say, "We believe in God and the Last Day;" but they do not (truly) believe.

They desire to deceive God and those who believe, but they only deceive themselves and

they do not perceive it.

10. There is a disease in their hearts; and God has increased their disease. Painful is the
torment they incur, as a result of their persistent lying.

11. When it is said to them, "Do not spread corruption on earth," they say, "Why, we are
only mending things."

12. Indeed, they are the ones who are spreading corruption, but they do not perceive it.

13. When it is said to them, "Believe as the others believe;" they say, "Shall we believe as the
fools believe?" Indeed, they are the fools, but they do not know.

14. When they meet those who believe, they say, "We believe;” but when they are alone with
their evil ones, they say, "We are really with you. We were only mocking."

15. God will throw back their mockery on them, and give them rope in their trespasses; so

they will wander like blind ones (to and fro).
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16. These are they who bartered guidance for error. But their bargain is profitless, and they
not rightly guided.

17. Their similitude is that of a man who kindled a fire; when it lighted all around him, God
took away their light and left them in utter darkness. So they could not see.

18. Deaf, dumb, and blind, they will not return (to the path).

19. Or (another similitude) is that of a rain-laden cloud from the sky. In it are zones of
darkness, and thunder and lightning. They press their fingers in their ears to keep out the
stunning thunder-clap, for fear of death. But God encompasses the disbelievers.

20. The lightning all but snatches away their sight; every time the light shines on them, they
walk therein, and when the darkness grows on them, they stand still. And if God willed,
He could take away their faculties of hearing and seeing; for God has power over all
things.

21. People, worship your Lord, who created you and those who came before you, so that you
may be conscious of Him.

22. Who made the earth a resting place and the sky a canopy, for you; and sent down rain
from the sky; and brought forth therewith fruits for your sustenance; and do not set up
rivals to God when you know (the truth).

23. And if you are in doubt as to what We have revealed to Our servant, then produce a
single Sura like it; and call your witnesses (or helpers) besides God -if there are any - if
you are truthful.

24. But if you cannot do it - and certainly you will not be able to do it - then guard
yourselves against the fire whose fuel is people and stones, which is prepared for the
disbelievers.

25. Prophet, give glad tidings to those who believe and do good deeds, that theirs are
gardens, beneath which rivers flow. Every time they are fed with fruits therefrom, they
say, "this is what we were given before,” for they are given things in similitude; and they
will have pure mates; and they will abide therein (for ever).

26. God does not shy away from putting forward a parable even with something as small as
a gnat, or larger. Those who believe know that it is the truth from their Lord; but the
disbelievers say, "What does God mean by this parable?" By it, He causes many to go
astray, and many He leads to the right path; but it is only the transgressors that He
causes to go astray.

27. Those who break God's Covenant after it is ratified, and who sever the bonds which God
has commanded to be joined, and who spread corruption on earth, these are the losers.

28. How can you disbelieve in God? Seeing that you were without life, and He gave you life;
then will He cause you to die, and will again bring you to life; and again to Him will you
return.

29. It is He who created for you all things that are on earth; then turned He to the heaven,
and fashioned it as seven heavens. And He knows all things. (2:1-29)

The Sura starts with three letters of the Arabic Alphabet, “Alif. Lam. Mim.” This is followed by
the mention of the Book of God, “This is the Book in which there is no doubt; in it there is
guidance for those who are conscious of God.” Similarly, other Suras in the Qur’an begin with
one or more letters of the Alphabet. Different views are available in the literature that attempt to
explain the rationale behind starting the Suras with these alphabetical letters. One of these



appears most compelling, using these letters in the beginning of a Sura points to the fact that the
Book is composed using the letters of the Alphabet of the language that the Arabs were familiar
with at that time. The Qur’an challenged the Arabs repeatedly to use these same letters with
which they were quite familiar to compose a book similar to the Qur’an, ten Suras similar to the
Suras of the Qur’an, or even a single Sura like the ones in the Qur’an, but they were never able to
meet the challenge.

“There is no doubt in the Book.” How can there be any doubt when the proof of its authenticity
is given in the beginning of the Sura. The Book is written in the Arabic language, yet the Arabs
were unable to meet the challenge of composing a similar book. This is a book of true guidance,
but who would benefit from this guidance? This Book offers guidance to those who are
conscious of God. God consciousness opens the doors for the light of guidance to go through and
shine on the heart. God consciousness prepares the heart to receive and engage guidance. Those
who want to find guidance in the Qur’an must approach the Qur’an with a sound, sincere,
sensitive, and pious hearts. They should approach the Qur’an with hearts that dread the
temptation of going astray.

The Qur’an lists some of the attributes of those who are God conscious. The believers in Medina
had these attributes, and all true believers must have these attributes. They “believe in the
unseen, establish prayer, and spend out of what We have provided for them; and who believe in
the revelation sent to you, and that which was revealed before you, and have certitude in the
Hereafter.” The first characteristic of those who are God conscious is that they have a holistic
approach to faith. This holistic approach unites all the components of faith around one central
belief: the belief in the Oneness of God. The components of the faith are the belief in the unseen,
the performance of the rituals, the belief in all God’s messengers, and the certitude of the
inevitability of the Hereafter. This approach forms the basis for a believer’s approach to life. It is
an approach worthy of the final revelation to humankind, the revelation that best meets the needs
of humanity.

The belief in the unseen breaks the physical barrier that prevents the soul from reaching out to
the source from which it emanated. The belief in the unseen removes the roadblocks which stand
between the soul and the metaphysical. The belief in the unseen elevates humankind above
carnal desires and allows the human beings to explore the reality of their existence and to reflect
on the reality of the universe and beyond. It allows the human being to go beyond the small
world of the physical senses to the boundless universe of the spiritual. It allows the human being
to appreciate the power that created this infinite universe, the power that cannot be fathomed
using the limited human understanding. God cannot be seen by the human eye nor can His nature
be understood by the human mind. This protects us from wasting our limited energy in thinking
about what we are not created to think about. God gave the human beings an intellect which
helps them in fulfilling their obligations as God’s vicegerents on earth. A vicegerent is a person
responsible for thinking, building, producing, and researching to promote better life on earth.
These material duties should be supported by spirituality that connects the human being with the
rest of the universe and the Creator of the universe. Without this spiritual support the
responsibility of the vicegerent will not be fulfilled.



The believers establish prayer worshipping God alone. This frees them from other forms of
worship. Their worship is solely dedicated to God. Prayers connect people to God. This
connection provides security and support. It provides an incentive to do good deeds and to
behave ethically.

The believers spend out of what God provided for them. They recognize that their wealth is not a
natural product of their hard work but it is an endowment from God. This fills their hearts with
gratitude to God for his grace; it is a gratitude that manifests itself in acts of kindness to the
needy and the poor. They feel that they are part of the human family, so they have a
responsibility toward their brothers and sisters in humanity. The recognition that their wealth is
an endowment from God purifies them from stinginess and fills their hearts with goodness and
generosity.

Spending includes the obligatory poor-dues and the voluntary charity. Charity includes all
money spent in good causes. The principle of spending in the way of God was institutionalized
in Islam before the rules regarding the obligatory poor-dues were revealed. Spending in the way
of God is a general term that includes among other things the obligatory poor-dues. The Prophet
(PBUH) has been quoted to have said, “There are dues other than the poor-due.” The verse
points to the generalization of the principle of spending in the way of God.

They believe in what has been revealed to you and what has been revealed before you. This is
fitting for a Muslim. Since, Muslims inherited all the previous divine messages. They believe in
all messengers sent by God to guide humanity since the beginning of time. They were urged to
be keepers of the legacy of all the previous messengers. This belief instils in the heart of the
believer the concept of the oneness of humanity, the Oneness of the Creator, the oneness of the
message, and the continuity of the messengers. This belief purifies the soul from religious
intolerance and racism. It assures the believer that God has not forsaken His creatures and He
continued to send messengers at different times to guide them to the right path.

They are certain of the inevitability of the Hereafter. It is a belief that joins the worldly life with
the life in the Hereafter in a continuum, it indicates that people were not created in vain, and it
highlights divine justice. This is the criterion which differentiates between those who believe
only in materialistic things and those whose souls are free to wander beyond the material to the
open space of the spiritual. Those are the truly guided and therefore, they will succeed.

These verses are followed by verses which paint an image of those who reject faith, those who
disbelieved. The image portrays all the ingredients of faith rejection that can be found in all
places and at all times.

“Surely, those who disbelieve, it is the same to them whether you warn them or do not warn
them; they will not believe. God has set a seal on their hearts and on their hearing, and a veil on
their eyes; great torment is theirs.” The images of the believers and the disbelievers are
juxtaposed. The Book brings guidance to the believers, but the disbelievers are not affected
whether they are warned or not. All the windows that are open for the believers’ souls to connect
with the Creator are closed in front of the souls of the disbelievers. Their hearts and their
hearings are sealed, so no guidance can reach them. The veil on their eyes blocks the light of the



truth from going through to their souls. They deserve what they get because they refused to heed
the warning before. So, it does not matter whether they receive another warning or not. They will
receive their due torment.

A third image is portrayed in the following verses. It is not a picture of purity and transparency
as the one that portrays the believers’ souls, nor it is a dark and gloomy image as the one painted
for the souls of the disbelievers. This is the image of the hypocrites. It is an image of deceit and
treachery. “Some people say, ‘We believe in God and the Last Day;’ but they do not (truly)
believe. They desire to deceive God and those who believe, and they deceive only themselves and
they do not perceive it. There is a disease in their hearts; and God has increased their disease.
Painful is the torment they incur, as a result of their persistent lying. When it is said to them, ‘Do
not spread corruption on the earth,’ they say, ‘Why, we are only mending things.’ Indeed, they
are the ones who are spreading corruption, but they do not perceive it. When it is said to them,
‘Believe as the others believe;’ they say, ‘Shall we believe as the fools believe?’ Indeed, they are
the fools, but they do not know. When they meet those who believe, they say, ‘We believe;’ but
when they are alone with their evil ones, they say, ‘We are really with you. We were only
mocking.’ God will throw back their mockery on them, and give them rope in their trespasses; so
they will wander like blind ones (to and fro). These are they who bartered guidance for error.
But their bargain is profitless, and they are not rightly guided.” This image describes a group of
people who lived in Medina at that time, but the image also describes the hypocrites at all times.
They claim that they believe in God and the Last Day but they do not really believe. They are
cowards; they are not able to declare their rejection of faith openly. They think they can outsmart
God and the believers. The verse states one of the basic principles established by God’s grace.
This principle describes the relationship between God and the believers. God aligns Himself with
the believers; He engulfs them in His care. They are His party. He defends and protects them
against their enemy. Whoever tries to scheme against them is in actual fact scheming against
God. By associating the believers with Himself, God is raising the status of the believers above
all others. Faith fills the believers’ hearts with security and peace because they know that God’s
protection is guaranteed.

The hypocrites were only deceiving themselves. They had sickness in their hearts. They swerved
away from the straight path. Any deviation starts small but then grows larger quickly. They were
arrogant to the extent that when they were asked to stop spreading mischief in the land they had
the audacity to claim that they were implementing reform. However, they fooled no one, they
were the mischief makers. Their arrogance made them think that they were above all others.
They refused to be part of the community that submitted to God. They did not want to be
associated with the poor people who were part of this community. They called the poor who
believed in the Prophet (PBUH) fools, but they were themselves the fools.

The last attribute of the hypocrites is that they did not only deceive the believers but they also
connived against them. “When they meet those who believe, they say, ‘We believe;’ but when
they are alone with their evil ones, they say, ‘We are really with you. We were only mocking.’
They thought that deception and connivance will make them powerful. But they forgot that a
powerful person does not need deceit and connivance. They thought that they were mocking the
believers but indeed it was God who was mocking them. “These are they who bartered guidance
for error. But their bargain is profitless, and they have lost true direction.”



We notice that the verses dedicated to the description of the hypocrites are much longer than
those dedicated to the description of the other two categories: the believers and the disbelievers.
It is a fairly straight forward task to describe a believer or a disbeliever. Both of them have clear
and distinct features. The image of the first group is the image of pure souls pursuing a straight
path. The image of the second group is the image of dark souls pursuing a crooked path. But the
third image is much more complex. It is an image of sick, insecure and troubled souls. It requires
a lengthy statement to define its dimensions.

The verses continue to elaborate on the image of the hypocrites. “Their similitude is that of a
man who kindled a fire; when it lighted all around him, God took away their light and left them
in utter darkness. So they could not see. Deaf, dumb, and blind, they will not return (to the
path).” The hypocrites did not reject faith initially as did the disbelievers. They turned away
from the true path after they had embarked on it. Similar to those who kindle a fire seeking its
light, but when they see the light, they do not benefit from it. When they turned away from the
light of guidance, God took away the light and left them in total darkness. They blocked their
ears against hearing the guidance and became deaf, they disabled their tongues so that they
would not speak the truth and became dumb, and they closed their eyes so that they would not
see the truth and became blind.

Another parable is struck to describe the perplexity and confusion of this group, “Or (another
similitude) is that of a rain-laden cloud from the sky. In it are zones of darkness, and thunder
and lightning. They press their fingers in their ears to keep out the stunning thunder-clap, for
fear of death. But God encompasses the disbelievers. The lightning all but snatches away their
sight; every time the light shines on them, they walk therein, and when the darkness grows on
them, they stand still. And if God willed, He could take away their faculties of hearing and
seeing; for God has power over all things.” It is an awful description that paints a very dramatic
and dreadful image of the fear and terror that people who are lost in a violent storm would
experience. The image reflects the perplexity of the hypocrites as they deal alternately with the
believers and the disbelievers; saying one thing to the believers and turning back to say another
thing to the disbelievers. The image underlines the feelings of insecurity and confusion felt by
the hypocrites as they waver between the light of faith and the darkness of disbelief.

“People, worship your Lord, who created you and those who came before you, that you may be
conscious of Him. Who has made the earth a resting place and the sky a canopy, for you; and
sent down rain from the sky; and brought forth therewith fruits for your sustenance; and do not
set up rivals to God when you know (the truth).” This is a universal call to all people to worship
their Lord who created them and those before them. The Lord is the sole Creator, so He deserves
to be worshiped alone. Worship has one objective that people should strive to achieve: to become
and remain conscious of God. He has made the earth a resting place for you, so it is easy for you
to live, work, and enjoy life. The term canopy used to describe the sky points to the strength and
the delicate organization of its structure. These characteristics are closely related to the ease of
life on earth. The heat and light coming from the sky were essential to the beginning and
continuation of life on earth. These are signs that remind people of the power of the Creator and
His right to be worshiped. Verses talking about rain coming down from the sky to produce fruits
have been mentioned in several places in the Qur’an. They act as a reminder of the power and
blessings of God. This water is the main ingredient of all living beings.



These verses outline two fundamental Islamic concepts. The first is the concept of the Oneness
of God, He alone created everything. The second is the harmony of the universe. God created the
universe and maintained its delicately balanced harmony. This harmony allowed man to live
comfortably on earth. The earth is extended and the heavens are raised to provide water needed
for plants to grow and enable people to live comfortably on earth. You know that God alone
created humans and the universe, so He deserves to be worshiped alone. So, do not associate
partners with Him. Qur’an is very strict in denouncing associating partners with God. The belief
in the Oneness of God should remain clear of the blemish of any shadow of idolatry. You know
that He is the Creator who created you and those before you and you know that He is the One
who made the earth a resting place and the sky a canopy for you. He is the One who brings down
water from the sky. He did not have a helper to support Him, nor had He a rival to oppose Him.
It is thus, inappropriate to associate partners with Him. The rivals that the verse refers to may not
be only idols to be worshiped, but a rival may take other forms. Believing that someone or
something other than God can harm or benefit people constitutes setting up rivals to God.

“And if you are in doubt as to what We have revealed to Our servant, then produce a single Sura
like it; and call your witnesses (or helpers) besides God - if there are any - if you are truthful.”
This is a challenge that is posed to everyone who has the slightest doubt of the authenticity of the
message which Prophet (PBUH) brought. The verse calls the Prophet (PBUH) God’s servant.
This is an honour bestowed on the Prophet (PBUH). God’s servants are given the highest rank of
honour among people. This honour is attainable for all who worship God alone. There is an
implicit reprimand for those who refuse to attain the honour which was bestowed on the Prophet
(PBUH) who was blessed by receiving God’s revelation.

The challenge that is explicitly posed here has been implicitly alluded to in the beginning of the
Sura. This is a book composed using the well-known letters of the Alphabet, if you doubt its
authenticity then compose a Sura similar to the ones that are in the Book using these letters
which are familiar to you and call your witnesses to judge. God has given His testimony that His
servant is telling the truth.

This challenge was posed when the Prophet (PBUH) was still alive and it is still valid today. It is
an insurmountable proof of the authenticity of the Qur’an. The Qur’an has certain characteristics
which sets it apart from any of the literary works produced by humans. The verse states that no
human can write a similar book, “But if you cannot do it — and certainly you will not be able to
do it- then guard yourselves against the Fire whose fuel is people and stones, which is prepared
for the disbelievers.” It is remarkable that the challenge was posed and the anticipated response
was stated in unequivocal terms. Had the disbelievers at that time been able to refute the
authenticity of the Book, they would not have hesitated for a moment. The Qur’anic statement
that they will never be able to meet the challenge posed to them is a miracle because if they had
been able to compose a single Sura similar to the Suras of the Qur’an, then the Qur’anic claim
would have been refuted. However, the Arabs at that time were not able to face the challenge.
Not only they were unable to compose a Sura similar to the Suras of the Qur’an but also no
human being was ever able to do so.

One wonders why the verse associates people with stones in this fearful image describing Hell
fire. In a previous verse, people who rejected faith had their hearts and hearings sealed and had



their sights veiled. They could not hear, see, nor think. The people to whom the challenge was
posed were not able to act or respond similar to a stone which has no ability to act or respond,
hence the similarity between those who reject faith and the stones.

This fearful image is juxtaposed against an image of comfort and happiness that awaits the
believers. “Prophet, give glad tidings to those who believe and do good deeds, that theirs are
Gardens beneath which rivers flow. Every time they are fed with fruits there from, they say, ‘this
is what we were given before,’ for they are given things in similitude; and they will have pure
mates; and they will abide therein (for ever).” One of the wonders of these gardens is that there
will be fruits similar in shape to fruits that the believers had in their lifetime but will be different
in taste. They will see the similarity in shape but will be pleasantly surprised by the difference in
taste. The verse gives an image of comfort, happiness and pleasant surprises for the believers.

“God does not shy away from putting forward a parable even with something as small as a gnat,
or larger. Those who believe know that it is the truth from their Lord; but the disbelievers say,
‘What does God mean by this parable?’ By it, He causes many to go astray, and many He leads
to the right path; but it is only the transgressors that He causes to go astray. Those who break
God's Covenant after it is ratified, and who sever the bonds which God ordered to be joined, and
do mischief on earth, these are the losers.”

These verses point to doubts that the hypocrites, and possibly others from among the Jews and
the idolaters, may have casted on the use of parables in the Qur’an. They may have indicated that
it does not behove God to use such parables which denigrate and mock them. They may have
also questioned the propriety of using creatures like a fly and a spider in parables narrated in the
Scripture. This was part of a campaign launched against Islam by the hypocrites and some Jews
in Medina, and by the idolaters in Mecca. These verses came to refute such arguments and to
state the rationale behind using parables in the Qur’an. The verses warn the disbelievers who
spread such doubts and reassure the believers that this campaign is fruitless. God is the Lord of
the little and the large. He is the Creator of the gnat and the elephant. The miracle of creating life
in the form of a gnat is the same as the miracle of creating life in the form of an elephant. The
miracle of life is beyond our comprehension, only God knows the secret of life. These parables
were used as illustrative tools and as a test for the hearts and souls of people. The believers are
those whose faith filled their hearts with light, opened their minds, and enhanced their spirituality
to receive whatever comes to them from their Lord with appropriate reverence. But the
disbelievers say, "What does God mean by this parable?” Only a person whose heart was neither
touched by God’s light nor did it receive God’s wisdom may ask such a question. It is a heart
that lost touch with God’s conventions. The question reflects ignorance and limited imagination
and it shows disrespect to the Lord and what He is able to do. This is responded to by a dire
warning, “By it, He causes many to go astray, and many He leads to the right path; but it is only
the transgressors that He causes to go astray.” God allows His tests to take their natural course.
People’s reaction to these tests will vary depending on their way of thinking and attitudes.



Tests may come in the form of adversity or may come in the form of affluence. Adversity causes
the believers, who have put their trust in God, to seek God’s help and support; while it causes the
disbelievers and the hypocrites to stray away from God’s path. Affluence fills the heart of the
believer with gratitude, while it makes a transgressor ungrateful. Similarly, people react
differently to God’s parables some are guided by them, while others go astray. However, only
the transgressors go astray. Those are the people whose hearts have swerved away from guidance
and truth. They are rewarded with more of the same.

The verse continues to list the characters which identify transgression, “Those who break God's
Covenant dfter it is ratified.” The covenant that has been ratified between God and people has
various aspects. It is the covenant engrained in the initial natural disposition of all human beings
to recognize the Creator and to worship Him alone. Human beings are created with an initial
natural disposition which makes them yearn to the belief in God, but sometimes this initial
natural disposition becomes corrupt and drives people to go astray. It is also the covenant that
God ratified with Adam (PBUH) to make him a vicegerent on earth. These aspects of the
covenant were outlined in the message brought by the various messengers that God sent to guide
humankind. Those who break God’s covenant after it has been ratified can easily break any other
covenant.

“Who sever the bonds which God has ordered to be joined,” God commanded the joining of
many bonds. These include the bond of kinship, the bond of brotherhood in humanity, and the
bond of brotherhood in faith. Joining these bonds ensures the coherence of the society; and
without it, corruption and chaos would prevail. “And do not spread corruption on earth, these
are the losers.” Corruption has different forms. The root of all forms of corruption is embedded
in disobeying God, revoking the covenant between the person and God, and severing the bonds
that God commanded to be joined.

“How can you disbelieve in God? Seeing that you were without life, and He gave you life; then
will He cause you to die, and will again bring you to life; and again to Him will you return. It is
He who created for you all things that are on earth; then turned He to the heaven, and fashioned
it as seven heavens. And He knows all things.” Denying God after realizing all these proofs and
signs is a baseless and hateful deed. The Qur’an confronts people with what they need to face, so
that they recognize the truth and submit to its consequences. The Qur’an confronts people with
the progression of their lives and the phases of their existence, they were dead and they were
given life. There is no escape from facing the truth of life and its miraculous beginning. Who is
the creator who gave them life after being dead? Life has been given by the Creator who created
everything on earth from a lifeless substance.

“How can you disbelieve in God? Seeing that you were without life, and He gave you life;” You
were dead and He gave you life. How can a creature reject faith in his/her Creator? Then He will
put you to death. This is the ultimate truth; no one can argue about the inevitability of death.
Then He will raise you again. They did contest this statement as do many people today.
However, if they had reflected on how life started in the first instant, it is plausible that the one
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who started life can restart it again. Then you will return to Him. You will return as He created
you in the first instance. You will be gathered in front of Him to receive His judgment.

In one single short verse, the whole record of life of humankind is reviewed. A quick image of
the phases that humankind will go through is projected: life is given, it is taken away, and it is
given for the second time; then all will return to God as He created them in the first instance. It is
an image of God’s power that fills the sensitive soul with all types of emotions.

“It is He who created for you all things that are on earth; then turned He to the heaven, and
fashioned it as seven heavens. And He knows all things.” Long discourses were written by
scholars attempting to interpret the verses on the creation of heaven and earth. They discussed
the meanings of “before” and “after,” as well as the terms “istiwaa” and “taswiyah” which have
been translated here as “turned” and “fashioned.” They forgot that “before” and “after” reflect
human dimensions that cannot be extended to God. Similarly, they forgot that the terms
“istiwaa” and “taswiyah,” attempt to describe the metaphysical in terms that can be appreciated
by the limited imagination of the human mind.

“It is He who created for you all things that are on earth” The word “for you” has a deep
meaning. It is an unequivocal statement that God created humankind to perform a great
undertaking. God created humankind to act as vicegerent on earth. Humankind was given the
earth’s wealth and they should play an effective role in its development. They are the heirs of
this wide kingdom and they should play a major role in shaping its progress.

“Then turned He to the heaven, and fashioned it as seven heavens.” It does not make sense to
dwell on the meaning of the term “turned,” here, except to say that it is a symbol of the
controlling power of God and that creation was a deliberate plan of God. There is also no sense
in trying to explain the meaning of the term “seven heavens.” It is sufficient to understand the
main significance of the verse. The verse emphasizes the power of God who created the heavens
and the earth and made the earth habitable; and it denounces the rejection of faith on part of
disbelievers who ignore the miracle of creation.

“And He knows all things.” Since, He is the Creator of everything and He controls everything,
then He knows everything. His knowledge is comprehensive as is His control. This is an
incentive for people to believe in God alone, and worship Him alone. Worshiping the provider
alone is an act of gratitude.

Verses: 30 to 39

30. And when your Lord said to the angels, "I will place a vicegerent on earth." They said,
"Will You place therein one who will spread corruption and shed blood? While we do
celebrate Your praise and glorify Your Holy (name)?" He said, "I know what you know not."

31. And He taught Adam the names of all things; then He placed them before the angels, and
said, "Tell me the names of these if you are truthful."

32. They said, "Glory is to You. We have no knowledge, except that which You have taught
us. Verily, You are the Omniscient, the Wise."
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33. He said, "Adam, tell them their names." When he had told them, God said, "Did I not tell
you that I know the unseen in the heavens and earth, and I know what you reveal and
what you conceal?"

34. When, We said to the angels, “Prostrate yourselves before Adam " and they prostrated,
all save Iblis: he refused and was haughty. He was one of those who disbelieved.

35. We said, "Adam, dwell you and your spouse in the Garden; and eat of the bountiful
things therein as you will; but approach not this tree lest you become wrongdoers."

36. But Satan made them slip from the (garden), and got them out of the state (of felicity) in
which they had been. We said, "Get out, all of you, with enmity between yourselves. On
earth you will have a dwelling-place and means of livelihood - for a time."

37. Then Adam received from his Lord’s words and his Lord relented toward him; for He is
Ever- Relenting, the Giver of Mercy.

38. We said, "Get out all of you; but when guidance comes from Me, as it certainly will,
whosoever follows My guidance, on them shall be no fear, nor shall they grieve.

39. But those who disbelieved and denied Our revelations, they shall be companions of the
fire; they shall abide therein." (2:30-39)

Stories are told at different places in the Qur’an to address certain events. The event dictates how
the story develops, which part of the story is told, and how it is narrated to present the
appropriate spiritual, intellectual, and artistic ambience for the event and to underscore the moral
of the story. A superficial examination, may lead one to think that the Qur’anic stories are
repetitive, because aspects of the same story are mentioned in different places of the Qur’an.
However, a careful examination shows that not a single story was repeated in the same way or
with the same level of details twice. Whenever a story was retold a new aspect of the event was
explored. Stories form a major part of the Qur’an. Let us then consider the story of Adam in light
of these comments.

The previous verses explored not only the progression of life on earth but also the development
of the whole universe. Earth, one of the signs of God, has been created with all its contents for
the benefit of humankind. The verses dealing with the story of making Adam a vicegerent on
earth is a logical sequel. God created Adam and struck a covenant with him to undertake the
responsibility of being a vicegerent on earth. God gave Adam the knowledge he needs to fulfill
this responsibility. These verses also lead to the story of the Israelites, and the covenant that God
struck with them appointing them a model for humankind on earth and the subsequent revocation
of the covenant and replacing them with the Muslim nation who fulfilled God’s covenant.

“And when your Lord said to the angels, ‘I will place a vicegerent on earth.’ They said, ‘Will
You place therein one who will spread corruption and shed blood? While we do celebrate Your
praise and glorify Your Holy (name)?’ He said, ‘I know what you know not.”"

It was then God’s deliberate plan to make this new creature a vicegerent on earth. The plan gave
humankind the freedom, the ability, and the creativity to manage the earth according to the will
of God. Humankind was given the responsibility to discover, analyze, form, change, and develop
the treasures of the earth. God gave humankind the mandate to use these treasures in fulfilling
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the enormous undertaking that God entrusted them with; and He endowed them with the ability,
the knowledge, and the aptitude needed to fulfill such an undertaking. These are some of the
ideas which the hallowed statement “I will place a vicegerent on earth,” brings to our minds.

“They said, ‘Will You place therein one who will spread corruption therein and shed blood?
While we do celebrate Your praise and glorify Your Holy (name)?’" This question intimates that
the angels may have had a previous experience or some sort of insight that made them suspect
that this creature will spread corruption and shed blood. The angels with their innocent minds,
which accept nothing but the absolute goodness and comprehensive peace, thought that
celebrating God’s praise and glorifying Him are the ultimate goals and the only purpose of the
creation. Since, they are performing these functions then there is no need for another form of
creation. They were not privy to the rationale behind the will of God to place a vicegerent on
earth. God willed a civilization to be established and to develop on earth. It was God’s will to
entrust the responsibility for growing, developing, and improving this civilization to one of His
creature. This creature, humankind, has been appointed by God as a vicegerent. This creature
may make mischief and he/she may shed blood in the process of achieving a higher good, the
good of continuous growth, development, and improvement. This good involves incessant trials
and efforts that continuously push the envelope. The answer to their question was, "I know what
you know not."

“And He taught Adam the names of all things; then He placed them before the angels, and said,
‘Tell me the names of these if you are truthful.” They said, ‘Glory is to You. We have no
knowledge, except that which You have taught us. Verily, You are the Omniscient, the Wise.’ He
said, ‘Adam, tell them their names.’” When he had told them, God said, ‘Did I not tell you that I
know what is hidden in the heavens and earth, and I know what you reveal and what you
conceal?’” Through glimpses of insight, we experience what the angels experienced in their
high place. We see aspects of God’s mystery being bestowed on humankind when he was asked
to undertake the responsibility of being a vicegerent on earth, the mystery of the ability to use
vocal symbols to identify physical things and beings.

“When, We said to the angels, ‘Prostrate yourselves before Adam’ and they prostrated.” This is
the highest honour that was given to a creature who makes mischief and sheds blood on earth but
was given hidden aspects that elevated him in rank above the angels. Humankind was given the
aptitude to gain knowledge and the free will which enables him to make choices. The rationale
for getting this high honour lies in the duality of the nature of humankind. The duality that allows
humankind to use his will to make the decisions needed for human life to continue on earth, and
to act as a beacon which guides to God’s path. The angels bowed in obedience, “all save Iblis:
he refused and was haughty. He was one of those who disbelieved.” Plain evil is manifested in
disobeying God’s command, behaving arrogantly, and being stubborn and narrow minded. The
way the story is told intimates that Iblis was not an angel, if he were an angel he would not have
disobeyed God. Angel’s first and basic attribute is, “they do not disobey God in what He
commands them, and they do as they are commanded.” (66:6) He was simply present with the
angels when the command was issued. The use of the exception style “all save Iblis” should not
be taken as an evidence which supports the conclusion that Iblis was an angel because
linguistically it is valid to use the exception style to single out an individual who is not part of a
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group but happened to be present with the group when a command was issued to the group.
Qur’an states unequivocally that Iblis belongs to a different kind of creation called jinn.

Thus, the field for the eternal battle has been established. It is the battle between Iblis, the
embodiment of evil, and God’s vicegerent on earth. This is the eternal battle for the human
conscience. It is a battle in which the victory of goodness is contingent on observing the
covenant of God. Disobedience to God and succumbing to the temptation of carnal desires will
help evil to prevail.

“We said, ‘Adam, dwell you and your wife in the Garden; and eat of the bountiful things therein
as you will; but approach not this tree lest you become wrongdoers.”” They were given the
permission to eat of the fruits of all the trees in heaven except one tree. Only one single tree was
prohibited for them. Perhaps, this was a symbol for all prohibited things which would have to
exist on earth to give meaning to the concept of free will. There would be no meaning for the
concept of free will if everything was allowable and nothing was prohibited. Without the
temptation to commit the forbidden, what then would be the criterion that differentiates between
a free-willed person and a forcibly-lead animal. A free-willed person has the choice either to
honour the covenant of God by following His commands or to succumb to the temptation that
satisfies his/her carnal desires.

“But Satan made them slip from the (garden), and got them out of the state (of felicity) in which
they had been.” What an image that is formed by the use of the phrase “made them slip.” One
can almost see them fall as Satan was pushing them over the edge away from the garden. Now
the trial was completed, Adam forgot his covenant with God and succumbed to the temptation.
The verdict was issued, “We said, ‘Get out, all of you, with enmity between yourselves. On earth
you will have a dwelling-place and means of livelihood - for a time.’" The eternal battle between
humankind and Satan has started. However, Adam’s nature and God’s mercy brought him up
from his fall. God’s mercy is there for whosoever seeks it. “Then Adam received from his Lord’s
words, and his Lord relented toward him; for He is the Ever-Relenting, the Giver of Mercy.”

The final word of God has been decreed. The permanent covenant with humankind has been
declared explaining the conditions for success in life. “We said, ‘Get out all of you; but when
guidance comes from Me, as it certainly will, whosoever follows My guidance, on them shall be
no fear, nor shall they grieve. But those who disbelieved and denied Our revelations, they shall
be companions of the fire; they shall abide therein.’" The eternal battle was now launched on its
intended grounds. The battle will continue to rage till the end of time. Humankind can find their
way to victory if they so will, but they can also end up losing the way if they so will.

Let us go back to the story of the beginning of humanity. God said to the angels, "I will place a
vicegerent on earth.” So, Adam was created to live on earth. Why then was Adam created in
heaven and why he was put to the test and why was that specific tree prohibited for him. One can
almost feel that this was a training program to prepare this vicegerent for his intended role. It was
a training program to sharpen his wits so that he can recognize his enemy and prepare him for
resisting the temptation. It was the objective of this training period to show him the
consequences of succumbing to the temptation and how to seek refuge with God when he fails.
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The story of the forbidden tree, the temptation of Satan, forgetting the covenant and
consequently disobeying God, the realization of the wrongdoing, the remorse, and seeking
forgiveness reflect the ever repeating human experience. It is a mercy of God that humankind
was trained for his intended role before placing him in the position of responsibility.

Let us outline briefly some of the thoughts that may be generated by this story. Several important
messages may be gleaned from the story. Among these are the high stature that Islam confers on
humankind, the importance of his role on earth, the relationship between humankind and the
Creator, the responsibility of humankind in this universe, the standards that can be used to
evaluate his success and failure, and the covenant between God and humankind. Not only did
God declare Adam to be a vicegerent on earth but He also commanded the angels to bow to him.
When Iblis refused in arrogance to bow, he was expelled from Heaven. This bestows on
humankind the rank of the master of the earth. Humankind is valued highly above any other
material value and he is the most honored creature on earth. This high view of humankind is
inextricably linked to the high morals and supreme ethical values that should be upheld and
promoted by humankind. Upholding these ethical values and promoting these morals constitute
an integral part of the covenant with God. Although, the vicegerency is usually concerned with
the achievement of materialistic and administrative goals, ethical values are more important than
any administrative and materialistic matters. Administrative and materialistic objectives should
always be guided by the high morals of the Islamic code.

Islam values highly the concept of human free will, because it is the focal 