
CHAPTER 16

Al-Naƒl: The Bee

(REVEALED AT MAKKAH: 16 sections; 128 verses)

This chapter is very appropriately named The Bee, because the bee, guided by instinct,
which is called a revelation in its case (v. 68), gathers together sweet honey from flowers
of all kinds, taking what is best in them, thus producing “a beverage of many hues, in
which there is healing for men”. So Divine revelation to the Holy Prophet collected what
was best in the teaching of all the prophets and presented it in the Holy Qur’ån, which is
also declared to be a healing (10:57) for the spiritual diseases of men.

The subject-matter of this chapter is the same as that of the preceding six chapters of
the alif låm rå group, to which it really forms, as it were, a supplement. The first section
announces the approach of the doom, and then shows by reference to the great Divine
gifts for the physical welfare of man that such a beneficent Master could not have
neglected his spiritual welfare. The second section, still dwelling upon the benefits which
God has conferred upon man in physical nature, draws attention to man’s superiority over
the whole of creation, which is made subservient to him. The next two sections lead us
again into the domain of prophecy by stating that the deniers will come to disgrace. These
are followed by two sections further explaining the truth of the statements made above
and dealing with some of the false excuses of those who rejected the truth. The seventh
section shows how human nature revolts against polytheism, and the eighth deals with the
iniquities of the deniers, which, however, a Merciful God is slow to punish. The ninth
establishes the necessity of revelation by reference to the working of law in nature, and
the tenth shows that all men cannot be the recipients of that revelation, but that choice is
made of the best. The eleventh speaks of the hour when the opponents will be over-
thrown, though the punishment is delayed out of Divine mercy. The twelfth refers to the
evidence of prophets against their people. The thirteenth shows that it is nothing but good
that is enjoined by revelation, and thus appeals to human instinct not to reject it. The
Qur’ån is next plainly stated to be a revelation in substitution for the previous revelation.
The fate of the opponents who persist in rejecting the Truth is then compared with that of
a flourishing town, which is made to suffer fear and hunger because of the ingratitude of
its people. The chapter is closed by giving the Muslims certain directions, which they
must follow in order to become, and to remain, a great nation.

The revelation of this chapter belongs to the last Makkan period, like that of the
group which it supplements. The mention, in vv. 41 and 110, of Muhåjirs, i.e. those who
fly from their home, has led some to think that these verses must have been revealed at
Madßnah. It should, however, be noted that the first flight of the Muslims to escape the
severe persecution of the Makkans had taken place as early as the fifth year of the Call;
but it is more probable that the reference is to the second Muslim exodus from Makkah,
which took place before the Holy Prophet’s actual departure from that town.
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SECTION 1: Revelation testified to by Nature

In the name of Allåh, the Beneficent,
the Merciful.

1 Allåh’s commandment will come
to pass, so seek not to hasten it.a Glory
be to Him, and highly exalted be He
above what they associate (with Him)!

2 He sends down angels with reve-
lationa by His command on whom
He pleases of His servants, saying:
Give the warning that there is no God
but Me, so keep your duty to Me.

3 He created the heavens and the
earth with truth. Highly exalted be He
above what they associate (with Him)!

4 He created man from a small life-
germ,a and lo! he is an open contender.

5 And the cattle, He has created
them for you. You have in them
warm clothing and (other) advan-
tages, and of them you eat.

6 And therein is beauty for you,
when you drive them back (home) and
when you send them out (to pasture).

7 And they carry your heavy loads to
regions which you could not reach but
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1a. The first words of this chapter are a fitting sequel to the previous chapters,
which repeatedly give warning of punishment to the opponents of the Truth. The amr
Allåh (lit., Allåh’s commandment) signifies the threatened punishment. The disbelievers
are asked not to hasten the punishment, for Allåh, Who conferred so many physical 
benefits on them, is willing to bestow His spiritual gifts, as mercy has the foremost place
in Divine nature. This is stated in the verses that follow. What that punishment was
going to be is expressly stated at the end of this chapter (v. 112); see 112a.

2a. R∂ƒ here signifies Divine revelation, so called because it quickens to spiritual
life. It also signifies the Qur’ån (LL).

4a. Nu∆ fah signifies originally only pure water — al-må’ al-©åf ß — the word being
applied to a very small quantity as well as to a very large volume of it, so that any good
drink is called a nu∆ fah, so also is a sea (T). The nu∆ fah from which man is stated to be
created is the small life-germ, or the spermatozoon, in the seminal fluid.



with distress to yourselves. Surely
your Lord is Compassionate, Merciful.

8 And (He made) horses and mules
and asses that you might ride upon
them and as an ornament. And He
creates what you know not.

9 And upon Allåh it rests to show
the right way, and there are some
deviating (ways). And if He please,
He would guide you all aright.a

SECTION 2: Nature upholds Unity

10 He it is Who sends down water
from the clouds for you; it gives
drink, and by it (grow) the trees on
which you feed.

11 He causes to grow for you
thereby herbage, and the olives, and
the date-palms, and the grapes, and
all the fruits. Surely there is a sign in
this for a people who reflect.

12 And He has made subservient
for you the night and the day and the
sun and the moon. And the stars are
made subservient by His command.
Surely there are signs in this for a
people who understand.

13 And what He has created for
you in the earth is of varied hues.
Surely there is a sign in this for a
people who are mindful.

14 And He it is Who has made the
sea subservient that you may eat
fresh flesh from it and bring forth
from it ornaments which you wear.
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9a. And so at last it was that at first Makkah and then the whole of Arabia accepted
Islåm.



And thou seest the ships cleaving
through it, so that you seek of His
bounty and that you may give thanks.

15 And He has cast firm mountains
in the earth lest it quake with you,
and rivers and roads that you may go
aright,a

16 And landmarks. And by the
stars they find the right way.

17 Is He then Who creates like him
who creates not? Do you not then
mind?

18 And if you would count Allåh’s
favours, you would not be able to
number them. Surely Allåh is
Forgiving, Merciful.

19 And Allåh knows what you con-
ceal and what you do openly.

20 And those whom they call on
besides Allåh created naught, while
they are themselves created.

21 Dead (are they), not living. And
they know not when they will be
raised.a
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15a. The words of the Qur’ån seem to point to the great upheavals and the violent
agitations which led to the formation of the mountains, before man’s existence on earth,
and, that having been effected, the convulsions are now comparatively insignificant. The
present condition of the earth, with man upon it, is therefore one of stability, making life
possible. But an tamßda bi-kum may also mean that they may be a source of benefit to you
as måda means he conferred a benefit. In accordance with this we have elsewhere: “And
the mountains, He made them firm, a provision for you and for your cattle” (79:32, 33).

21a. These two verses show conclusively that neither Jesus Christ nor any other
person who is taken for a god ever created anything; and secondly, that Jesus Christ was
not alive at the time of the revelation of the Holy Qur’ån: Dead are they, not living. The
further statement that they do not even know when they will be raised, shows that the
verse speaks of men taken for gods, and at any rate includes them.



SECTION 3: Denial due to Ignorance

22 Your God is one God: so those
who believe not in the Hereafter,
their hearts refuse to know and they
are proud.

23 Undoubtedly Allåh knows what
they hide and what they manifest.
Surely He loves not the proud.

24 And when it is said to them,
What is it that your Lord has revealed?
they say, Stories of the ancients!

25 That they may bear their burdens
in full on the day of Resurrection, and
also of the burdens of those whom
they lead astray without knowledge.
Ah! evil is what they bear.

SECTION 4: The Wicked will come to Disgrace

26 Those before them plotted, so
Allåh demolished their building from
the foundations, so the roof fell down
on them from above them, and the
chastisement came to them from
whence they perceived not.a

27 Then on the Resurrection day
He will bring them to disgrace and
say: Where are My partners, for
whose sake you became hostile?
Those who are given the knowledge
will say: Surely disgrace this day and
evil are upon the disbelievers,a
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26a. The meaning is that the opponents will be given time to complete their plans,
and then these plans and all that they spent on them will be brought to naught, and prove
a cause of their own ruin. Compare 8:36 “Surely those who disbelieve spend their
wealth to hinder people from the way of Allåh. So they will go on spending it, then it
will be to them a regret, then they will be overcome”.

27a, see next page. 



28 Whom the angels cause to die,
while they are unjust to themselves.
Then would they offer submission:
We did not do any evil. Nay! Surely
Allåh knows what you did.

29 So enter the gates of hell, to
abide therein. Evil indeed is the
dwelling- place of the proud.

30 And it is said to those who guard
against evil: What has your Lord
revealed? They say, Good. For those
who do good in this world is good.
And certainly the abode of the
Hereafter is better. And excellent
indeed is the abode of those who keep
their duty —

31 Gardens of perpetuity which
they enter, wherein flow rivers: they
have therein what they please. Thus
does Allåh reward those who keep
their duty,

32 Whom the angels cause to die in
purity, saying: Peace be to you! enter
the Garden for what you did.

33 Await they aught but that the
angels should come to them or that
thy Lord’s command should come to
pass.a Thus did those before them.
And Allåh wronged them not, but
they wronged themselves.
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27a. Mark that the punishment of the disbelievers on the Resurrection day is
described twice in this verse as disgrace. This shows that disgrace is a sort of hell-fire,
which they had in this very life, too.

33a. What is meant by the coming of the angels or the coming of the Lord is made
clear by the next verse; it is the punishment for their evil deeds and ultimately their com-
plete overthrow that is meant. The coming of the angels stands for the smaller
afflictions, such as overtook them in the form of famine and war, while the coming to
pass of the command of the Lord indicates the complete overthrow of their power.
Compare 2:210, 210a.



34 So the evil of what they did
afflicted them, and that which they
mocked encompassed them.a

SECTION 5: Prophets are raised to explain

35 And the idolaters say: If Allåh
pleased we would not have served
aught but Him, (neither) we nor our
fathers, nor would we have prohibited
aught without (order from) Him.a

Thus did those before them. But have
the messengers any duty except a
plain delivery (of the message)?

36 And certainly We raised in
every nation a messenger, saying:
Serve Allåh and shun the devil. Then
of them was he whom Allåh guided,
and of them was he whose remaining
in error was justly due.a So travel in
the land, then see what was the end
of the rejectors.

37 If thou desirest their guidance, yet
Allåh will not guide him who leads
astray,a nor have they any helpers.
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34a. The past tense is used to express the highest degree of certainty relating to the
future.

35a. They would not give a serious thought to the Prophet’s message that evil
works bring an evil consequence, but met it with the rejoinder that, if Allåh did not like
evil, He could have diverted them from evil ways. They are told in reply that Allåh’s
pleasure is not exercised by compelling people to adopt one way or the other, but by
sending His messengers in every age and to every nation to point out the right way to the
people, and by clear messages through the mouths of His ministers to warn people to
avoid evil.

36a. Ïaqqa ‘alai-hi means a thing was suitable to the requirements of justice, etc.,
to take effect upon him (LL). There were some people who did not care for the Prophet’s
warning and adhered to error. Justice therefore required that they should be left in error.
The message was sent by God; the choice was man’s own to accept or reject it. The
words do not mean that Allåh had foredoomed some people, for then the sending to
them of messengers would have been absurd.

37a. I think there has been a great misunderstanding in the interpretation of the
words man yu˙illu, which clearly mean who leads (others) astray. The meaning is,



38 And they swear by Allåh their
most energetic oaths: Allåh will not
raise up him who dies. Yea! it is a
promise binding on Him, quite true,
but most people know not:

39 So that He might make manifest
to them that about which they differ,
and that those who disbelieve might
know that they were liars.

40 Our word for a thing, when We
intend it, is only that We say to it,
Be; and it is.

SECTION 6: Doom of Opponents is coming

41 And those who flee for Allåh’s
sake after they are oppressed, We shall
certainly give them a good abode in the
world; and the reward of the Hereafter
is much greater. Did they but know!a

42 Those who are steadfast and on
their Lord they rely.

43 And We sent not before thee
any but men to whom We sent reve-
lation — so ask the followers of the
Reminder if you know nota —
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therefore, that those who do not only walk in error themselves, but have grown so hos-
tile to the cause of Truth that they mislead others, cannot find the right way, however
much the Prophet may be anxious for them.

41a. Here is a clear prophecy regarding those Muslims who had to flee their homes
on account of the persecutions of the Quraish. What is promised them is not only a reward
of the Hereafter but a goodly abode in this world, too. Whether the reference here is only
to the earlier flights to Abyssinia, or to the later flight to Madßnah, which had begun before
the Holy Prophet’s departure, one thing is certain: those who fled their homes in utter help-
lessness, and were in danger even of their very lives, were given the clearest promise of a
great future in this life, and this promise proved true notwithstanding the hard struggle of a
powerful nation, united at least in the determination to exterminate Islåm. It is related of
the Caliph ‘Umar that he used to say, when he gave a gift to one of the emigrants: “Take
this — may Allåh bless you! This is what He promised you in this life, and what is for you
in the Hereafter is greater” (Kf ), evidently referring to this verse.

43a. By the followers of the Reminder are generally understood the Jews and the
Christians, to whom it is supposed the Quraish are told to refer the question whether it is



44 With clear arguments and
Scriptures. And We have revealed to
thee the Reminder that thou mayest
make clear to men that which has
been revealed to them, and that haply
they may reflect.

45 Are they, then, who plan evil
(plans), secure that Allåh will not
abase them in the earth,a or that chas-
tisement will not overtake them from
whence they perceive not?

46 Or that He will not seize them in
their going to and fro,a then they will
not be able to escape?

47 Or that He will not seize them
with a gradual diminution?a Your Lord
is surely Compassionate, Merciful.

48 See they not everything that
Allåh has created? Its (very) shadows
return from right and left, making
obeisance to Allåh, while they are in
utter abasement.
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or it is not true that only men and not angels were sent with Divine revelation before, but
the mention in the very next verse of the Dhikr, or the Reminder, being sent to the Holy
Prophet shows that the words apply to the Muslims. Some commentators, however, take
the words generally as meaning learned men.

45a. Khasf, which is ordinarily rendered as cleaving open, or swallowing, also
means idhlål (T), i.e. bringing to disgrace. Khasafa also signifies it became defective, or
suffered loss, and the infinitive noun khasf signifies being vile, abject, or contemptible,
or lowering, abasing, or humbling another (LL).

46a. Taqallub (lit., turning about) signifies journeying for traffic, because for this
purpose one has to go and come again and again (LL). Vv. 45– 47 are prophetical. As
vv. 41, 42 speak of a prosperous future for those who accepted the truth and now were
suffering the severest persecutions, these three verses speak of the different forms of pun-
ishment to which the persecutors of the righteous were to be subjected. V. 45 foretells
that abasement in the land is in store for them, while in v. 46 they are told that their very
journeys to Syria, on which their prosperity depended on account of the trade which was
thus kept up, might come to an end. This happened when the Muslims at Madßnah became
strong and, due to the hostile attitude of the Makkans, who attacked them again and
again, became a threat to their Syrian trade, as Madßnah was situated on the trade route.

47a. Takhawwafa-h∂ means he took little by little from it (LL), and the meaning is
that they will be diminished gradually, until disbelief was utterly annihilated. This was
their end, their power went on waning till the whole of Arabia bowed before Islåm.



49 And to Allåh makes obeisance
every living creature that is in the
heavens and that is in the earth, and
the angels (too) and they are not
proud.

50 They fear their Lord
above them and do what they
are commanded.a

SECTION 7: Human Nature revolts against Polytheism

51 And Allåh has said: Take not
two gods. He is only one God: So Me
alone should you fear.

52 And whatever is in the heavens
and the earth is His, and to Him is
obedience due always. Will you then
fear other than Allåh?

53 And whatever good you have, it
is from Allåh; then, when evil afflicts
you, to Him do you cry for aid.

54 Then when He removes the evil
from you, lo! some of you associate
others with their Lord,

55 So as to deny what We have
given them. Then enjoy yourselves,
for soon will you know.

56 And they set apart for what they
know not,a a portion of what We
have given them. By Allåh! you shall
certainly be questioned about that
which you forged.

57 And they ascribe daughters to
Allåh. Glory be to Him! And for
themselves is what they desire!
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50a. The recital of this verse is followed by an actual prostration; see 7:206a.

56a. That is, for the idols or their gods, whom they ignorantly take for intercessors.
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58 And when the birth of a daughter
is announced to one of them, his face
becomes black and he is full of wrath.

59 He hides himself from the peo-
ple because of the evil of what is
announced to him. Shall he keep it
with disgrace or bury it (alive) in the
dust? Now surely evil is what they
judge!a

60 For those who believe not in the
Hereafter are evil attributes and
Allåh’s are the sublime attributes.
And He is the Mighty, the Wise.

SECTION 8: Iniquity of Deniers

61 And if Allåh were to destroy
men for their iniquity, He would not
leave therein a single creature, but
He respites them till an appointed
time. So when their doom comes,
they are not able to delay (it) an hour,
nor can they advance (it).

62 And they ascribe to Allåh what
they (themselves) hate,a and their
tongues relate the lie that for them is
good. Assuredly for them is the Fire,
and they will be (therein) abandoned.

63 By Allåh! We certainly sent
(messengers) to nations before thee,
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59a. The allusion is to the barbarous custom of burying daughters alive, which was
prevalent among the Arabs, especially among their chiefs. Its abolition was one of the
numerous blessings of Islåm. With no physical or administrative power behind it to
ensure its enforcement, the word of Allåh swept away this deep-rooted custom as if by a
magician’s wand, so that not a single case of the burial of a living girl ever occurred
after the mandate came. Attention is drawn to the inconsistency of their avowed beliefs
with their inward convictions in v. 62; see 62a.

62a. The reference is to their ascribing daughters to Allåh, while they themselves
did not like to have a daughter, thus showing how obviously inconsistent with their
inward convictions was their professed belief in the Divine Being.



but the devil made their deeds fair-
seeming to them. So he is their
patron today, and for them is a
painful chastisement.

64 And We have not revealed to
thee the Book except that thou mayest
make clear to them that wherein they
differ, and (as) a guidance and a
mercy for a people who believe.a

65 And Allåh sends down water
from above, and therewith gives life to
the earth after its death.a Surely there
is a sign in this for a people who listen.

SECTION 9: Parables showing the Truth of Revelation

66 And surely there is a lesson for
you in the cattle: We give you to drink
of what is in their bellies — from
betwixt the faeces and the blood —
pure milk, agreeable to the drinkers.

67 And of the fruits of the palms
and the grapes, you obtain from them
intoxicants and goodly provision.
There is surely a sign in this for a
people who ponder.a

546 Ch. 16: THE BEE [Al-Naƒl

64a. The previous verse shows that the whole world was in the grip of the devil at
the advent of the Prophet. It speaks of messengers having been sent to all nations before
the coming of the Prophet, but adds that, as time passed, the followers of the messen-
gers, instead of following their teachings, followed evil ways, which gradually appeared
to them so beautiful that the good of this world was all in all for them. This verse shows
that the teachings of the previous prophets had been distorted to such an extent that a
new Prophet was now needed to lead them aright. Truth had been obscured to such an
extent that it could not now be discovered without light from heaven. It also establishes
that the new Prophet’s message was for the followers of all religions; in other words, for
the whole world.

65a. The water from heaven is the Divine revelation, the death of the earth is its
corruption, and the giving of life signifies its spiritual awakening, marvellous signs of
which had already appeared in Arabia.

67a. This and the previous verse seem to aim at a comparison between the Divine
laws as manifested in nature and the handiwork of man. It is the working of Divine law
in nature that produces such a valuable and agreeable diet as pure milk, separating it



68 And thy Lord revealed to the
bee: Make hives in the mountains and
in the trees and in what they build,

69 Then eat of all the fruits and walk
in the ways of thy Lord submissively.
There comes forth from their bellies a
beverage of many hues, in which there
is healing for men. Therein is surely a
sign for a people who reflect.a

70 And Allåh creates you, then He
causes you to die; and of you is he
who is brought back to the worst part
of life, so that he knows nothing after
having knowledge. Surely Allåh is
Knowing, Powerful.a
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from the other elements — blood and dung — to which food is reduced in the belly of a
cow, a goat, or other animal, which the hand of man is unable to do. On the other hand,
the most agreeable provisions produced by nature in the form of fruits are turned into
such a poisonous drug as wine by the hand of man. The two illustrations thus point out
that just as Divine laws working in the physical world produce the purest and most
agreeable diets, separating them from obnoxious elements and useless excrements, so
their working in the spiritual world produces the sublimest moral teachings, which
afford to man the purest and most agreeable spiritual diet. But the best teachings given
by Divine revelation are likely to be corrupted by the hands of man, as the best of fruits
is turned into such a disagreeable and obnoxious thing as wine, though if it had been
preserved in its original condition it could have served as an excellent provision.

69a. This is another illustration to show that Divine revelation brings about an object
which cannot be effected by human exertions. In this case the Divine laws of nature are
shown working in the bee, which gathers the sweet juice of different flowers, making it
into honey. What this small creature effects, working instinctively in obedience to Divine
laws, cannot be effected by the combined exertions of the whole of humanity. This illus-
tration from the physical world is introduced to show a similar working of the Divine
laws in the spiritual world, viz., that the Prophet, working, as it were, instinctively in 
obedience to the Divine laws prevailing in the spiritual world, collects by Divine revela-
tion all that is best and noblest in any religion, and sums it up in the Holy Qur’ån: a work
which could not be effected by human exertion. It should be noted that five kinds of the
waƒy (revelation) of Allåh are mentioned in the Holy Qur’ån: firstly, a revelation to 
inanimate objects, as the earth (99:5) or the heavens (41:12); secondly, a revelation to
living creatures other than man, as the bee; thirdly, a revelation to the angels (8:12);
fourthly, a revelation to men and women other than prophets, as the apostles of Jesus
(5:111) or the mother of Moses (28:7); and fifthly, a revelation to prophets and 
messengers. It should be borne in mind that all these kinds of waƒy are not identical; as,
for instance, in the case of the bee, it is its very instinct that is a revelation to it. The 
revelation to the prophets is the expression of Divine will for the guidance of men.

70a. As in individuals, so in nations. Those who had been given knowledge of
Divine revelation before the Holy Prophet had lost or corrupted it at the time of his
advent; hence the necessity for a new Divine revelation.


