CHAPTER 26

Al-Shu‘ara’: The Poets

(REVEALED AT MAKKAH: 11 sections; 227 verses)

The title of this chapter, The Poets, is taken from a reference to the poets in v. 224,
where arguments are given that the Holy Qur’an is not the work of a poet. In fact, the
whole chapter deals with this oft-repeated allegation of the opponents by showing that
the Holy Prophet’s work and preaching were similar in detail to the work and preaching
of preceding prophets, bearing no resemblance whatever to the work of poets.

While the prophets spoken of here are identical with those in the 7th chapter, where
they are mentioned chronologically, their order in this chapter is different, Moses coming
first, the object being to draw attention to a repetition of the history of Moses in the histo-
ry of the Prophet. In the opening section of the chapter the Holy Prophet is given consola-
tion, and told not to grieve too much on account of the disbelief of the people, nor yet to
despair of their reformation. The history of Moses is taken up in the next three sections
from the time of his message to Pharaoh to that of Pharaoh’s drowning, together with his
hosts, in the Red Sea. The fifth section takes us back to Abraham, because that patriarch
gives us the connecting link between the houses of Israel and Ishmael, or between the two
great prophets, Moses and Muhammad. The next five sections are devoted to the narra-
tives of Noah, Hud, Salih, Lot, and Shu‘aib in chronological order; the fate of the oppo-
nents of each of these prophets being, as it were, a warning to the opponents of the Holy
Prophet; and this is clearly indicated in the concluding section of the chapter.

The three chapters, 26th, 27th and 28th, form a group, not only connected in subject,
but also belonging to the same period, and may be called the T'a sin mim group. All three
belong to the middle Makkan period. The chief point in each is the story of Moses, with
which they all begin, although the 27th chapter makes only a brief reference to it. In each
case that story begins with Moses being called to prophethood at Mount Sinai with a special
message for Pharaoh, ending with Pharaoh being drowned in the Red Sea: the later wander-
ings of the Israelites are not referred to in any of them. This common thread of the narrative
in all three chapters gives us a clue to the subject-matter and to their connection with what
has gone before. The 25th chapter speaks of the Furqgan, or the great distinctive sign that
was given to the Holy Prophet, and these three chapters really supply the furgan or distinc-
tive sign given to Moses, which, as shown in 2:53a, was the drowning of the Egyptians in
the Red Sea; hence the narrative is in all cases brought to an end with that incident.
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SECTION 1: The Prophet is consoled
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la. The interpretation I adopt is based on the remark, which is traceable to I‘Ab, that
these letters are the names of the Divine Being. I take ta as standing for Lafif, meaning
Benignant, sin as standing for Sami‘, meaning Hearing, and mim as standing for ‘Alim, mean-
ing Knowing. I may, however, suggest another interpretation. These chapters speak in particu-
lar of the calling of Moses at Mount Sinai, a sin may stand for Tur Sina’, or Mount Sinai, and
mim may stand for Moses; attention is thus called in these letters to the revelation granted to
Moses at Mount Sinai, which bears testimony to the truth of the Prophet. This is corroborated
by the plain statement made in the last chapter of this group, that the disbelievers called the
revelations of Moses and Muhammad two enchantments backing up each other (28:48).

2a. The Holy Qur’an makes manifest all that is needed for a right development of
the human faculties, and it also makes manifest the whole truth.

3a. The Prophet was informed by Divine revelation of the doom of an evil genera-
tion, but instead of cursing it, he exerted himself heroically to save his people by bring-
ing about a mighty transformation among them, a transformation for which he was so
anxious that he is described here as almost killing himself with grief.

4a. Such a sign was sent in the battle of Badr and again in the conquest of Makkah.
In the former place their chiefs were laid low, and in the latter they accepted submission.

6a. It was the prophecies of their own vanquishment and of the predominance of
Islam at which they mocked.
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9a. Seven prophets in all are spoken of in this chapter, and it is related how the
enemies of every one of them were exterminated in the final triumph of the Truth. Yet to
give an indication of the fate of the Prophet’s opponents each prophet’s mention is
ended with the two attributes of the Divine Being mentioned here, the Mighty, the
Merciful, the first of these indicating that Truth will, even now, be made to overcome all
opposition and the second that the dealing with the opponents of the Prophet would be a
merciful dealing. The Prophet’s opponents were vanquished indeed but they were not
destroyed and a reformed people rose again to power.

13a. In 20:27 Moses prays to God: And loose the knot from my tongue. Here the
same idea is expressed by the words: And my tongue is not eloquent; see 20:27a.

14a. The reference is to the killing of the Egyptian, as mentioned in 28:15. It is
stated here that the people of Pharaoh charged Moses with a crime, not that he was
actually guilty; see 20a and 28:15a.
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MOSES IS CALLED AND SENT TO PHARAOH

18 (Pharaoh) said: Did we not
bring thee up as a child among us,
and thou didst tarry (many) years of
thy life among us?

19 And thou didst (that) deed of
thine which thou didst and thou art of
the ungrateful ones.

20 He said: I did it then when I was
of those who err.¢

21 SoIfled from you when I feared
you, then my Lord granted me judg-
ment and made me of the messengers.

22 And is it a favour of which thou
remindest me that thou hast enslaved
the Children of Israel?¢

23 Pharaoh said: And what is the
Lord of the worlds?

24 He said: The Lord of the heav-
ens and the earth and what is
between them, if you would be sure.

25 (Pharaoh) said to those around
him: Do you not hear?

26 He said: Your Lord and the
Lord of your fathers of old.

27 (Pharaoh) said: Surely your mes-
senger, who is sent to you, is mad.

28 He said: The Lord of the East
and the West and what is between
them, if you have any sense.
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20a. The circumstances in which Moses’ act of striking an Egyptian with his fist led

to the death of the Egyptian are related in 28:15. There was no intention to kill the man,
nor did Moses use any weapon with which death could be caused. Rz explains dall here
as meaning one perplexed, being unable to know what was incumbent on him. He used
his fist against the oppressor, and death was simply accidental.

22a. The Israelites were employed only in menial work by Pharaoh and the
Egyptians; it is this subjection to hardship which is here called enslavement.
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29 (Pharaoh) said: If thou takest a
god besides me, I will certainly put
thee in prison.4

30 He said: Even if I show thee
something plain?

31 (Pharaoh) said: Show it, then, if
thou art of the truthful.

32 So he cast down his rod, and lo!
it was an obvious serpent;

33 And he drew forth his hand, and
lo! it appeared white to the
beholders.¢
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SECTION 3: Moses and the Enchanters

34 (Pharaoh) said to the chiefs
around him: Surely this is a skilful
enchanter,

35 Who desires to turn you out of
your land with his enchantment.
What is it then that you counsel?

36 They said: Give him and his

brother respite and send heralds into
the cities

37 That they bring to thee every
skilful enchanter.

38 So the enchanters were gathered
together for the appointment of a
well-known day,

39 And it was said to the people:
Will you gather together?
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29a. The gods of the Egyptians were innumerable. There were the abstract gods, the
cosmic gods, the human gods, and the animal gods. Their god-cult may be summed up
briefly in the words of the En. Br. (vol. ix, p. 51): “Truly it might have been said in
ancient Egypt, Of the making of gods there is no end”. Pharaoh’s claim to divinity among
a people who were willing to deify anything has therefore nothing strange about it.

33a. See 7:108a; 20:20a, 22a.
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MOSES AND THE ENCHANTERS
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40 Haply we may follow the
enchanters, if they are the vanquishers.

41 So when the enchanters came,
they said to Pharaoh: Will there be a
reward for us, if we are the vanquish-
ers?

42 He said: Yes, and surely you
will then be of those who are nearest
(to me).

43 Moses said to them: Cast what
you are going to cast.

44 So they cast down their cords
and their rods and said: By Pharaoh’s
power we shall most surely be victo-
rious.

45 Then Moses cast down his rod,
and lo! it swallowed up their fabrica-
tion.

46 And the enchanters were thrown
down prostrate —

47 They said: We believe in the
Lord of the worlds,

48 The Lord of Moses and Aaron.

49 (Pharaoh) said: You believe in
him before I give you leave; surely
he is the chief of you who taught you
enchantment, so you shall know.
Certainly I will cut off your hands
and your feet on opposite sides, and I
will crucify you all.

50 They said: No harm; surely to
our Lord we return.

51 We hope that our Lord will for-
give us our wrongs because we are
the first of the believers.
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SECTION 4: Moses is delivered and Pharaoh drowned
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59a. The pronoun them refers to gardens and springs, etc., in general, and not to the
particular gardens, etc., from which the Egyptians were turned out. The heritage of gar-
dens and treasures was given to the Israelites in the land of Canaan, the promised land
flowing with milk and honey.

63a. The words idrib bi-‘asa-ka-I-bahra are on all fours with the words idrib bi-
‘asa-ka-1-hajara occurring in 2:60; see 2:60a. Elsewhere the same idea is expressed by
saying: “Strike for them a dry path in the sea, not fearing to be overtaken, nor being
afraid” (20:77); see 20:77a, 2:50a.

63b. The sea had gone back, thus leaving a dry path (20:77) for the Israelites. The
meaning may be that each wave, as it receded, was like a huge mound. The word faud, it
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HISTORY OF ABRAHAM

64 And there We brought near the
others.

65 And We saved Moses and those
with him, all.

66 Then We drowned the others.

67 Surely there is a sign in this; yet
most of them believe not.

68 And surely thy Lord is the
Mighty, the Merciful.
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SECTION 5: History of Abraham

69 And recite to them the story of
Abraham.

70 When he said to his sire and his
people: What do you worship?

71 They said: We worship idols, so
we shall remain devoted to them.

72 He said: Do they hear you when
you call (on them),

73 Or do they benefit or harm you?

74 They said: Nay, we found our
fathers doing so.

75 He said: Do you then see what
you worship —

76 You and your ancient sires?

77 Surely they are an enemy to me,
but not (so) the Lord of the worlds,

78 Who created me, then He shows
me the way,

79 And Who gives me to eat and to
drink,

80 And when I am sick, He heals me,
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may be noted, means a mountain, as well as an elevated or overlooking tract of land
(LL), and is even applied by a poet to a camel’s hump (LL).
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81 And Who will cause me to die,
then give me life,

82 And Who, I hope, will forgive me
my mistakes on the day of Judgment.?

83 My Lord, grant me wisdom, and
join me with the righteous,

84 And ordain for me a goodly
mention in later generations,

85 And make me of the heirs of the
Garden of bliss,

86 And forgive my sire, surely he
is of the erring ones,

87 And disgrace me not on the day
when they are raised —

88 The day when wealth will not
avail, nor sons,

89 Save him who comes to Allah
with a sound heart.

90 And the Garden is brought near
for the dutiful,

91 And hell is made manifest to the
deviators,¢

92 And it is said to them: Where
are those that you worshipped

93 Besides Allah? Can they help
you or help themselves?

94 So they are hurled into it, they
and the deviators,

95 And the hosts of the devil, all.
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82a. The prophets, being always conscious of their weakness, seek Allah’s protection.
Expressions like this invariably indicate human weakness before Divine perfection, and
are not evidence of sinfulness. Compare Jesus’ confession of weakness in a similar strain:
“Why callest thou me good? There is none good but One, that is, God” (Matt. 19:17).

91a. The making manifest of hell shows that it already exists, but is hidden from
the human eye, while on the day of Resurrection it will be made plain.
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96 They will say, while they quar-
rel therein:

97 By Allah! We were certainly in
manifest error,

98 When we made you equal with
the Lord of the worlds.

99 And none but the guilty led us
astray.

100 So we have no intercessors,
101 Nor a true friend.

102 Now, if we could but once
return, we would be believers.

103 Surely there is a sign in this;
yet most of them believe not.

104 And surely thy Lord is the
Mighty, the Merciful.
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SECTION 6: History of Noah

105 The people of Noah rejected
the messengers.

106 When their brother Noah said to
them: Will you not guard against evil?

107 Surely I am a faithful messen-
ger to you:

108 So keep your duty to Allah and
obey me.

109 And I ask of you no reward for
it: my reward is only with the Lord
of the worlds.

110  So keep your duty to Allah and
obey me.

111 They said: Shall we believe in
thee and the meanest follow thee?

112 He said: And what knowledge
have I of what they did?
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