
Surah al-Balad – An Overview 

 

Period of Revelation: Makkan 

 

Order of Revelation: 35. It was revealed after Surah Qaf. 

  

Theme and Subject Matter 

 

In this Surah a vast subject has been compressed into a few brief sentences, and it is a miracle of the 

Qur’an that a complete ideology of life which could hardly be explained in a thick volume has been 
abridged most effectively in brief sentences.  

 
Its theme is to explain the true position of man in the world and of the world in relation to man and to 

tell that Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala has shown to man both the highways of good and evil, has also 
provided for him the means to judge and see and follow them, and now it rests upon man’s own effort 

and judgment whether he chooses the path of virtue and reaches felicity or adopts the path of vice and 

meets with doom. 
 

First, the city of Makkah and the hardships being faced therein by the Prophet salAllahu ‘alayhi wa sallam 
and the state of the children of Adam have been cited as a witness to the truth that this world is not a 

place of rest and ease for man, where he might have been born to enjoy life, but here he has been 

created into toil and struggle. If this theme is read with ayah 39 of Surah An-Najm: Laisa lil-insani 
illa masa`a meaning, “there is nothing for man except what he has striven for”, it becomes 

plain that in this world the future of man depends on his toil and struggle, effort and striving. 
 

After this, man’s misunderstanding that he is all in all in this world and that there is no superior power to 
watch what he does and to call him to account, has been refuted. 

 

Then, taking one of the many moral concepts of ignorance held by man, as an example, it has been 
pointed out what wrong criteria of merit and greatness he has proposed for himself in the world. The 

person who for ostentation and display squanders heaps of wealth, not only himself prides upon his 
extravagances but the people also admire him for it enthusiastically, whereas the Being Who is watching 

over his deeds, sees by what methods he obtained the wealth and in what ways and with what motives 

and intention he spent it. 
 

Man has been given the faculties of thinking and understanding. He has both the ways before him, one 
leading to virtue and other to vice. The path of moral depravity is easy and pleasing for the nafs while 

the path that leads to moral heights is steep like an uphill road.  Man has to exercise self-restraint. It is 

man’s weakness that he prefers slipping down into the abyss to scaling the cliff. 
 

The Surah then describes the steep road which the man should follow and ascend to the heights. First 
and foremost, man must give up ostentation and pride. Rather he should help the orphans and the 

needy, believe in Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala and His Religion and join the company of other believers 
establishing a proper Islamic society. The end of those who follow this way is that they would become 

worthy of Allah’s mercies. On the contrary, the end of those who follow the wrong way, is the fire of Hell 

from which there is no escape. 
 

May Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala save us from being the torment of the Fire, aameen. 
 

 

 

http://quran.com/50
http://quran.com/53/39


 

Tafseer Surah Al-Balad Ayaat 1-7 
Man was Not Created to Enjoy the World and Live in Comfort 
 
The Surah opens with an assertive oath by Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala. He says,  

 

 
 
When Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala begins an ayah with the word la and resumes it with an oath it means 

that the people are asserting a wrong thing to refute which it was said, “Nay, the truth is not that which 

you seem to assert, but I swear by such and such a thing that the truth is this and this.” What is Allah 
subhanahu wa ta`ala refuting here? The Quraysh said that there was nothing wrong with the way of life 

that they were following, as if to say, “Eat, drink and be merry for tomorrow we die in the natural 
process of time. Muhammad, without any reason is finding fault with this way of life and warning us that 

we would at some time in the future be called to account for it and rewarded and punished accordingly.”  

 
This city in ayah 2 means ‘Makkah’ because the Prophet salAllahu ‘alayhi wa sallam was in Makkah when 

this Surah was revealed. Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala swears by this city because Makkah enjoys a special 
place in Islam. Its sanctity is unmatched. The people of Makkah were well-aware of the background and 

importance of their city and knew how in the midst of desolate mountains in an uncultivated, barren 

valley, the Prophet Ibraheem ‘alayhi salaam brought his wife and infant and left them there without any 
support. He built the Ka`bah, the House of Allah and the first place of worship ever to be erected on this 

earth. He proclaimed to the people to visit it as pilgrims when there was no soul for miles around to hear 
the proclamation, and then how this city had eventually become the commercial and religious center of 

Arabia and was blessed with such sacredness that there was no other place of security beside it in that 
lawless land for centuries.  

 

The ayah, “You are free of restriction in this city,” has been interpreted in three ways. One opinion 
is that you are a resident of this city and your residence here has further enhanced the glory of this city. 

For we know that Makkah was Prophet salAllahi `alayhi wa sallam’s birthplace which increases the honor 
and status of the city. The Prophet loved Makkah so much that Ibn ‘Abbas radhiAllahu ’anhu reports 

when he was instructed to migrate to Madina, the Prophet addressed the city of Makkah and said, “By 

Allah, you are dearer to Allah than the entire earth. If I was not forced out of this place, I 



would never have abandoned you.” A person may feel unsafe in a foreign land but his hometown is 

a safe and comfortable place. 
 

The second opinion is that although this city is a sanctuary, a time will come when for some time it will 
become lawful for you to fight and kill the enemies of Islam. We witnessed this in the Conquest of 

Makkah; for one whole day, the Prophet salAllahu ‘alayhi wa sallam was allowed to fight the disbelievers 

in the Holy city of Makkah. 
 

The third opinion is that in this city where even killing of animals and cutting of trees is forbidden for the 
people of Arabia, and where everyone is living in perfect peace, your life, O Muhammad, is not safe? This 

was the early days of Islam, and the Quraysh were harassing the Prophet leaving no peace for him. They 
were persecuting him and devising plans to kill him.  
 

Then Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala swears by the father and what he begets. Again this has two meanings: 
the reference could be Adam ‘alayhi salaam and the entire mankind or it could be Ibraheem ‘alayhi 
salaam and Isma`eel ‘alayhi salaam, for the Quraysh were the descendants of Prophet Isma`eel and felt 
pride in this association.  

 

Then there is an oath that reaffirms an intrinsic fact of human life, “We have certainly created man 
into hardship.” Indeed, man’s life is a process of continued hardship that never ends, as stated in 

Surah Al-Inshiqaq Ayah 6, “O mankind! You are indeed laboring toward your Lord with 
[great] exertion and will meet it.”  

 
Man has not been created to enjoy in this world and live a life of ease and comfort. The world for him is 

a place of enduring and undergoing toil, labor and hardship, and no man can be immune from this. The 

city of Makkah is a witness that a servant of Allah toiled and struggled hard, then only did it become a 
city and the center of Arabia. In this city of Makkah the condition of Muhammad salAllahu ‘alayhi wa 
sallam is a witness that he is enduring every kind of hardship for the sake of a mission; so much so that 
there is full peace here for the wild animals but no peace for him.  

 

Then, every man’s survival, from conception till the last breath of life, is a witness that he has to pass 
through trouble, toil, labor, dangers and hardships at every step. A child who has just been born is so 

helpless that had there not been somebody to look after him, he would perish uncared for and un-
noticed. When he began walking he stumbled at every step. From childhood to youth and old age he had 

to pass through such physical changes that if any change had taken a wrong turn, his life would have 

been at stake.  
 

Then the roads diverge and the struggle takes different forms. One person struggles with his muscles, 
another with his mind and a third with his soul. One toils for a mouthful of food or a rag to dress himself 

with, another to double or triple his wealth. One person strives to achieve a position of power or 
influence and another for the sake of Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala. One struggles for the sake of satisfying 

lusts and desires, and another for the sake of his faith or ideology. One strives but achieves no more than 

hell and another strives for Paradise. Thus, there is no one who may be enjoying perfect peace freely and 
without hesitation, for man indeed has been created into a life of toil and trouble.  

 
Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala then asks if man thinks nothing can overcome him. A being that is exposed to 

such hazards is deluded and believes it can do whatever it likes? Is there no Superior Authority to seize 

and suppress it? The fact, however, is that even before the occurrence of the Hereafter in this world 
itself, man sees that every moment of his life is being ruled by some other Being against Whose decrees 

all his plans and designs prove ineffective. A single jolt of the earthquake, a blast of wind, a flood in the 
river and a sea-storm are enough to show how weak and feeble man is against the Divine forces. A 

sudden accident can reduce a strong and robust person to a cripple; one turn of the fortune deposes a 
mighty sovereign from the position of authority. When the fortunes of the nations, which have climbed to 

http://quran.com/84/6


the very apex of glory and prosperity, change, they are humiliated and disgraced even in the world where 

no one could dare look them in the face. How has then this man been deluded into thinking that no one 
else can have power over him? 

 

Tafseer Surah Al-Balad Ayaat 8-11 
Man Says He Has Spent His Wealth in Abundance But in What Causes?  
 
Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala goes on to discuss some of the claims that man makes. 

 

 
  

Man says, “I have spent wealth in abundance.” But in what causes has he spent his wealth? 
Squandering and wasting it so that people appreciate him and treat him as an important person? His 

display of wealth has been for pride and glory. Bestowing rich awards on, poetic admirers, inviting and 

feeding hundreds of thousands of people on marriage and death ceremonies, gambling away heaps of 
wealth, attending festivals with large entourages, trying to excel others in display of glory and grandeur, 

having heaps of food cooked on ceremonial occasions and throwing invitations to all and sundry to come 
and eat, or arranging and supplying running meals at the residence so as to impress the people around 

with one’s generosity and large-heartedness; such were the expenditures of ostentation, which in the 
days of ignorance were regarded as a symbol of man’s benevolence and magnanimity, and a sign of his 

greatness. For these they were praised and admired; on these their praises were sung; and on account of 

these they prided themselves against the less fortunate. 
 

Today, the same practices of the pre-Islamic ignorant days are rampant. Be it a wedding function or a 
death ceremony. Event starts and continues for several weeks and months; throwing money on décor 

and food, inviting thousands of rich and renowned people to maintain a certain status before them. What 

if the same money that is spent for pride and ostentation was spent in Allah’s way? Man says, “I have 
spent in abundance.” Doesn’t he know that there is a God above him, seeing by what means he acquired 

wealth, in what ways he spent it, and with what intention, motive, and purpose he did all this?  
 

In view of man’s arrogance, which makes him believe that he is invincible, and in view of his meanness 
and claims of having spent abundantly, the Qur’an puts before him the bounties Allah subhanahu wa 
ta`ala has bestowed on him which are manifested in his inherent abilities, although he has depreciated 



them, “Have We not given him two eyes, a tongue and two lips, and shown him the two paths?” (Ayaat 

8-10) 
 

Man is conceited because he finds himself powerful, but forgets it is Allah Who granted him this power. 
He is mean with his wealth while Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala is the One who provided him with it. He 

neither follows right guidance nor shows gratitude, although Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala has given him 

the means to do so. He has given him eyes to see. He has given him a tongue to talk and express 
himself. He has equipped him with the ability to distinguish good from evil, and right from wrong so that 

he can choose between them. Inherent in his make-up is the ability to take either way. It is Allah’s will 
that man should be given such ability and such freedom of choice, to perfect His scheme of creation. 

 
After reminding man of his reality and Allah’s favors upon him a complaint is being made that all these 

bounties have not motivated man to attempt the ascent that stands between him and heaven. The word 

iqtiham means “to apply oneself to a hard and toilsome task,” while ‘aqabah is the steep path that 
passes through mountains for ascending heights. Thus, the ayah means one of the two paths that We 

have shown him, leads to heights but is toilsome and steep; man has to tread it against the desires of his 
self and the temptations of Shaytan. The other path is easy which descends into chasms, but does not 

require any toil from man; one only needs to give free reins to oneself, then one automatically goes on 

rolling down the abyss. Now, the man to whom We had shown both the paths, adopted the easy down-
hill path and abandoned the toilsome path, which leads to the heights.” 

 

Tafseer Surah Al-Balad Ayaat 12-20 
The Path to Moral Heights is Steep like an Uphill Road 
 
In the foregoing Ayaat we learned about the extravagances of man for ostentation and expression of 

superiority to others, Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala now tells us how we can spend our wealth to attain 
moral heights instead of sinking into moral deprivation and perversion. 

 

 



The path that Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala suggests does not contain any enjoyment for the self; on the 

contrary, man has to exercise self-restraints and make sacrifices. Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala instructs us 
to spend our wealth in setting a slave free, or rendering a slave monetary help so that he can his ransom, 

or for freeing a debtor from his debt, or securing release of a helpless person without means from 
penalties. Likewise, wealth should be spent to feed a nearly related orphan (i.e. an orphan who is either 

a relative or a neighbor) who is hungry, and a needy, helpless person who might have been reduced to 

extreme poverty and might have none to support and help him. Helping such people does not win a 
person fame and reputation, nor feeding them brings him the admiration for being wealthy and generous 

which one usually wins by holding banquets to thousands of well-to-do people. But the path to moral and 
spiritual heights passes on steep uphill roads only. 

 
We learn a lot of ahadeeth where the Prophet salAllahu ‘alayhi wa sallam encourages us to follow this 

steep path of moral heights.  

 
Abu Huraira radhiAllahu ‘anhu narrated that the Prophet salAllahu ‘alayhi wa sallam said, “The person 

who set a believing slave free, Allah will save from fire of Hell every limb of his body in lieu of every limb 
of the slave’s body, the hand in lieu of the hand, the foot in lies of the foot, the private parts in lieu of the 

private parts.” [Musnad, Ahmad, Bukhari, Muslim, Tirmidhi, Nasa'i] 

 
Imam Abu Hanifah said, “Setting a slave free is superior to giving away charity, for Allah has mentioned it 

before the mention of charity.” 
 

In another hadeeth Abu Huraira narrated that the Prophet said, “The one who strives in the cause of 
rendering help to the widow and the needy is like the one who endeavors and strives in the cause of 

jihad for the sake of Allah.” Abu Huraira added, “I think that the Prophet also said: He is even like him 

who keeps standing up in the prayer constantly, without ever taking rest, and like him who observes the 
fast continuously without ever breaking it.” [Bukhari, Muslim] 

 
About looking after the orphans the Prophet said, “I and the one who supports a nearly related or un 

related orphan, shall stand in Paradise like this,” saying this he raised his index finger and the middle 

finger, keeping them a little apart. [Bukhari] 
 

Allah subhanahu wa ta’ala then brings our attention to the virtue of being a believer because with emaan 
none of the above can benefit a person. At numerous places in the Qur’an it has been stated that only 

such an act of virtue is appreciable and becomes a means of salvation as is accompanied by faith. In 

Surah An-Nisa', for example, it has been said, “The one who does good deeds, whether man or 
woman, provided that the one is a believer, will enter Paradise.” [4:125]  

 
Whoever studies the Qur'an, will see that in this Book wherever the good reward of a righteous act has 

been mentioned, it has always been made conditional upon the faith, a good act without faith; has 
nowhere been regarded as acceptable to God, nor has any hope been given for a reward for it. 

 

Patience in adversity is an important element of emaan. Therefore, it was said that people should counsel 
each other to be patient. It is a practical demonstration of the solidarity of the believers as they 

cooperate closely to carry out their duties as believers and to build a believing society. 
 

The entire life of a believer is a life of patience. Patience is required to be exercised in performing the 

acts of worship enjoined by Allah. Patience is needed in carrying out the commands of Allah; abstention 
from the things forbidden by Allah is not possible without patience. Patience is needed in abandoning the 

moral evils and in adopting the pure morals; temptations to sin faced at every step can be resisted only 
by recourse to patience. On countless occasions in life obedience to Allah’s law entails losses, troubles, 

hardships and deprivations, and disobedience to the law seems to bring benefits and pleasures. Without 
patience no believer can fare well on such occasions.  
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Then, as soon as a believer has adopted the way of the faith, he has to meet with resistance not only 
from his own self and personal desires but also from his children, family, society, country and nation and 

from the base-hearted among men and jinn of the entire world; so much so that he is even required to 
abandon his country and undertake Jihad in the cause of Allah. Under all these conditions only the quality 

of patience can cause a man to remain steadfast to principles.  

 
“advised one another to mercy and compassion,” mercy and compassion are distinctive features of 

a believing society where the members are merciful and compassionate to humanity at large and 
sympathetic and friendly among themselves. A believer as an individual is an embodiment of Allah’s 

quality of mercy and this is one moral quality that the Prophet really fought for. Jareer ibn ‘Abdullah 
reported that the Prophet said, “Allah does not show mercy to him who does not show mercy to others.” 

[Bukhari, Muslim] 

 
Hence, the idea of ‘community’ is evident in these Ayaat, as it is emphasized elsewhere in the Qur’an and 

in the ahadeeth of the Prophet. This idea is central to the concept of Islam. Nevertheless, the 
responsibility and accountability of the individual are clearly defined and strongly emphasized. Those who 

scale the ascent, as defined here in the Qur’an, shall have their dwelling place on the right hand, which 

indicates that they will enjoy a happy recompense for what they do in this life. 
 

And those who deny the revelations shall be on the left hand, with fire closing in upon them. Nothing can 
be good if coupled with unbelief. All evil is contained and encompassed by the denial of Allah. Their 

denial makes all their efforts worthless. Their dwelling on the left hand indicates their degradation and 
disgrace. These people cannot scale the ascent.  

 

May Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala allow us to do take the steeper path an attain moral heights, aameen.  
================================= 

Join us for a study of Qur’an at Facebook or our blog. We are following the tafseer of Ibn Katheer. 
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