
Surah al-‘Ala – An Overview 
 

Period of Revelation: Makkan 

 

Order of Revelation: 8 

 

Virtue of this Surah:  

 

Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal relates on the authority of ‘Ali radhiAllahu ‘anhu that the Prophet 

salAllahu ‘alayhi wa sallam loved this Surah. Imam Ahmad also recorded from An-Nu’man 

bin Bashir that the Messenger of Allah recited this Surah along with Surah al-Ghashiyah in 

the two ‘eid prayers. If the ‘eid fell on Friday, he would recite them in both prayers, that is, 

‘eid prayer as well as Salat-ul-Jum’uah. In another hadeeth it has been recorded on the 

authority of Ubayy bin Ka’ab, ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Abbas, ‘Abdur Rahman ibn Abza and the mother 

of the believers, ‘Aishah, radhiAllahu ‘anhum that the Prophet used to recite Surah al-‘Ala, 

Surah al-Kafiroon and Surah al-Ikhlas in witr prayers.  

 

Theme and Subject Matter: 

This short Surah contains three themes: Tauheed, instructions to the Prophet salAllahu 

‘alayhi wa sallam and the life of this world. 

 

In the first ayah, the doctrine of Tauheed has been compressed into a single sentence. It 

first begins with the command that Allah’s name should be glorified and exalted. This means 

that His name should not be pronounced thoughtlessly and at an unclean place such as the 

washroom. He should not be remembered by any name which might reflect a deficiency, 

fault, weakness, or an aspect of likeness, with created beings, for the root of all false creeds 

in the world are wrong concepts about Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala. Therefore, for the 

correction of the creed, the primary thing is that Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala should be 

remembered only by the beautiful names which suit and befit Him. 

 

In the next three ayaat, it has been said: Your Lord, glorification of Whose name is being 

enjoined, is He Who created everything in the Universe, proportioned it, set it a destiny, 

taught it to perform the function for which it is created, and you witness this manifestation 

of His power day and night that He creates vegetation on the earth as well as reduces it to 

mere rubbish. No other being has the power to bring about spring or the power to prevent 

autumn. 

 

The ayaat that follow console the Prophet as he was given the double task of delivering 

Allah’s message as well as warning people of the consequences in case they don’t pay any 

heed. Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala promises him not to worry as He will make the Prophet 

remember the Qur’an word for word as it was being revealed to him. Allah subhanahu wa 

ta`ala will teach him how to preserve it in memory and this preservation is by no means a 

result of the Prophet’s own excellence but rather it’s one of the favors of Allah subhanahu 

wa ta`ala upon him. Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala then promises the Prophet that his path will 

be smoothed in all his affairs, whether they are personal or concerned with his message. 

This is certainly a great favor. This teaches us an important aspect of learning and 

preserving Allah’s Book that we should ask Him to help us in this cause and of course, also 

be sincere in our efforts. 

 

Then, the Prophet is told that he is not responsible for bringing everyone on to the right 

path. His only duty is to convey the truth, and the simplest way of conveying the truth is 

that admonition be given to him who is inclined to listen to the admonition and accept it, 

http://versebyversequranstudycircle.wordpress.com/2014/05/01/surah-al-ghashiyah-an-overview/
http://versebyversequranstudycircle.wordpress.com/category/al-asma-al-husna-names-of-allah/


and the one who is not inclined to it, should not be pursued. The one who fears the evil 

consequences of deviation and falsehood, will listen to the truth and accept it, and the 

wretched one who avoids listening to and accepting it, will himself see his evil end. 

 

The discourse has been summed up, saying success is only for those who adopt purity of 

belief, morals and deed, and remember the name of their Lord and perform the prayer. But, 

on the contrary, the people are lost in seeking the ease, benefits and pleasures of the world, 

whereas they should actually endeavor for their well-being in the Hereafter. The world is 

transitory and the Hereafter everlasting and the blessings of the Hereafter are far better 

than the blessings of the world. Towards the end, the Surah affirms that this truth has not 

been expressed only in the Qur’an but in the early Scriptures of Prophet Ibraheem and Musa 

‘alayhi salaam too. 

 

Tafseer Surah al-‘Ala 
 

Ayaat 1-5 - Glorifying the Creator 
 

The Surah opens with an order to praise Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala. We are instructed to 

glorify Him, recognize His supremacy and infallibility in everything and remember His divine 

attributes. The two presented attributes are Lordship and Highness. The word Rabb means 

the Nourisher, Sustainer and Provider. The ‘Highness’ attributes prompts one to look up to 

endless horizons. It is Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala Who created all that and Who is above all 

of us and everything in this world. When the Prophet salAllahu ‘alayhi wa sallam used to 

recite this ayah:  

 

 َسبِِّح اْسَم َربَِّك ااّلْعَلى
 

“Exalt the Name of your Lord, the Most High,”  

 

he would say, 
 

 ُسْبَحاَن َرِّبَِّ اْْلَْعَلى
 

“Glory to my Lord, the Most High.” 

 

 

Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala should be remembered by the names which fit Him, and no such 

name should be used for His exalted Being which, with regard to its meaning and sense, 

does not fit Him, or which reflects some aspect of deficiency, lack of reverence, polytheism 

about Him, or which refers to some wrong belief in respect of His Being, attributes, or 

works. For this purpose, the safest way is that only such names be used which He himself 

has mentioned in the Qur’an. 

 

Secondly, Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala should not be remembered by the names as are used 

generally for the created beings, or the created beings should not be called by names as are 

specifically meant for Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala. And if there are some attributive names 

which are not specifically meant for Allah, but may also be used for the created beings, such 

as Ra’ouf (Kind), Raheem (Compassionate), Kareem (Generous), Sami’ (Hearing), Baseer 



(Seeing), etc. one should exercise due care not to use them for man as they are used for 

Allah subhanahu wa ta’ala. 

 

Thirdly, Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala should not be mentioned in a way or in a state which 

reflects lack of respect for Him; for example, to mention His name when engaged in 

mockery or jest, or when in the lavatory, or while committing a sinful act, or before the 

people who might behave insolently in response or in assemblies where the people are 

engaged in absurd things and might laugh off His mention, or on an occasion when it is 

feared that the hearer will hear it disdainfully.  

 

About Imam Malik, it is related that when a beggar begged him for something and he did 

not have anything to give, he would not turn away the beggar, saying that Allah would help 

him, as is commonly done by the people, but he would excuse himself in some other way. 

When asked why he did so, he replied, “When the beggar is not given anything and one 

makes an excuse, it inevitably displeases him. On such an occasion, I do not like to mention 

Allah’s name, for I do not like that somebody should hear His name in a state of annoyance 

and displeasure.” 

 

Everything Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala has created is well-proportioned and perfect. Every 

creature is assigned its own role and given guidance so that it may know its role and play it.  

“Who destined and [then] guided,” means that He determined beforehand what would 

be the function of a certain thing in the world, and for that purpose what would be its size, 

its form and shape, its qualities, its place of location, and what opportunities and means 

should be provided for its survival, existence and functioning, when it should come into 

being, and when and how it should cease to be after completing its part of the work. Such a 

scheme for a thing is its taqdeer (destiny). And this destiny Allah has set for everything in 

the universe and for the entire universe as a whole. This means that the creation has not 

come about without a pre-conceived plan, haphazardly, but for it the Creator had a full plan 

before Him, and everything is happening according to that plan.  

 

The Surah complements the talk about proportion, perfection, destiny and guidance with an 

inspiring insight from the realm of plants, “And who brings out the pasture. And [then] 

makes it black stubble.” 

 

The pasturage, as used here, refers to all plants. Every plant is suitable for one sort of 

species or another. Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala has created this planet and provided on it 

enough food to nourish every single living creature which walks, swims, flies or hides itself 

underground. 

 

The pasturage is green when it first shoots forth, but it withers away and blackens. It may 

be used for feeding when green, after it blackens and withers, or in between. Thus, it is 

useful in every condition, and it serves a purpose according to the elaborate planning of the 

One who creates, proportions, determines and guides. 

 

The reference here to the life of plants carries also an implicit connotation that all plants are 

reaped and harvested. Similarly, every living being will come to its appointed end. This 

connotation fits in well with the reference to the two worlds of man, “But you prefer the 

worldly life, while the Hereafter is better and more enduring,” [87:16-17]. 

 

This life is a pasture which comes to its end when it withers away and blackens, while the 

life to come is the one which lasts. 

 

 



Ayaat 6-8 - Matters are eased for the One Whom Allah Wishes to Favor 
 

The Surah then gives the Prophet salAllahu ‘alayhi wa sallam, and the Muslim nation in 

general, a very welcome tiding, “We will make you recite, and you will not forget.” 

This sentence can have two meanings. First: the preservation of the entire Qur’an word for 

word in your memory is not a manifestation of your own power but the result of Allah 

subhanahu wa ta`ala’s bounty and grace; otherwise if Allah so willed, He could cause it to 

be forgotten. The second meaning could be: your forgetting something temporarily or your 

forgetting an ayah or a word occasionally is an exception from this promise.  

 

Keen to preserve the Qur’an in his memory, the Prophet salAllahu ‘alayhi wa sallam used to 

repeat it after Jibreel ‘alayhi salaam, the angel, delivered it to him. He felt that it was part 

of his responsibility to keep it registered in his mind. Here, Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala 

assures him that He would look after this task. This part of Allah’s mercy and grace that He 

looks after His servants’ struggles. If one is keen about learning and preserving Allah’s Book 

then He is the Only One that the person should seek help from. One must pray to Allah 

asking Him to ease the task help him understand, live by and preserve the Qur’an.      

 

Every time the Qur’an states a definite promise or constant law, it follows it with a 

statement implying that divine will is free of all limitations and restrictions. For His will is 

absolute. This principle is emphasized when Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala says, “Except 

what Allah should will.” [87:7] Then He says, “He knows what is declared and what 

is hidden.” This is stated here by way of giving a reason for all that has passed: teaching 

to read, freedom from forgetfulness and the exception made to it. Everything is decided 

according to the wisdom of the One who knows the secret and the manifest. He views 

everything from all angles and makes His decisions on the basis of His unfailing knowledge. 

 

Next comes another promise, “And We will ease you toward ease,” [87:8]. This is again 

assuring. It means that Allah subhanahu wa ta’ala will make good deeds and statements 

easy. If Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala smoothens a person’s path, he finds ease in everything 

in his life. It will be evident in his hand, tongue, movement, work, concepts, way of thinking 

and in the way he conducts all affairs and tackles all matters. Ease will be the main feature 

of how he carries himself and how he deals with others as well. 

 

Such was the Prophet in all affairs. His wife, ‘Aishah, radhiAllahu ‘anha, reports that 

whenever faced with a choice, the Prophet would always choose the easier of the two 

alternatives. [Bukhari and Muslim] She also reports whenever the Prophet was alone with 

his family at home, he was the easiest of men, always smiling and laughing. 

 

His guidance in matters of clothing, food, household furniture and other matters of day to 

day life pointed to a preference for what is easy. 

 

The best method is that followed by the Prophet and which he encouraged his Companions 

radhiAllahu ‘anhum to adopt. His guidance regarding clothes is that he used to wear 

whatever was available, whether woolen, cotton, linen or other types of material. He also 

used different types of dress such as overcoat, long robe, shirts, trousers, top gown, 

sandals and shoes.  

 

On food, the Prophet’s guidance gives a similar message. The Prophet never refused what 

was available at home, nor did he ever go out of his way to get what was not. He would eat 

whatever was served of good food and he never slighted any sort of food whatsoever. If he 

did not like something he would simply not eat it, but would not forbid it. If he did not have 

anything to eat, he would simply go hungry. 



 

As for the Prophet’s example regarding sleep. He used to sleep sometimes on a mattress, 

sometimes on a simple animal skin. Occasionally he would sleep on a rough mat, or on the 

cold earth with nothing under him. He sometimes used a bed; a plain one at times and 

covered with a black bedspread at other times. 

 

These examples are practical manifestations of how his path was smoothed for him to 

achieve perfect ease in every aspect of life. He was given a tolerant, understanding nature 

so that he might carry out his mission as Allah’s Messenger to mankind. He was able, with 

Allah’s grace, to fulfill the great task with which he was entrusted.  

 

When we look carefully through the laws of Islam we find that care has been taken to make 

it easy for people to follow, without overstraining themselves. It takes into consideration the 

different situations man finds himself in, and the conditions he faces in different 

environments. The faith itself is based on concepts which are easy to grasp: a single deity; 

none like Him; He has created everything; He has guided everything to realize the purpose 

of its existence; He has also sent messengers to remind people of their role in life and to 

call them back to their Lord who created them. All obligations imposed by Islam fit perfectly 

together: there are no conflicts, no contradictions. People have to fulfill these obligations 

according to their abilities. There need be no overstraining, no heavy burdens. The Prophet 

said, “When I give you an order, fulfill it as much as you can; but leave off what I forbid 

you.” [Bukhari and Muslim] Prohibition may also be relaxed, “He has clearly spelled out 

to you what He has forbidden you [to eat] unless you are driven to do so by sheer 

necessity.” [6: 119] These basic principles provide the limits within which the Islamic 

commandments and principles operate. 

 

Hence the Messenger and the message have in common this basic feature of easy nature. 

So does the Muslim community; it is a ‘middle’ community, merciful, the recipient of divine 

mercy and easy natured. 

 

Ayaat 9-13 - Remind, if the Reminder Should Benefit 
 

“So remind, if the reminder should benefit,” [87:9] After assuring the Prophet 

salAllahu ‘alayhi wa sallam, Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala reminds him of his main purpose 

that was to call people to goodness.  

 

The reason that Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala took care of his Qur’an preservation, and eased 

his path of learning and practice was that he be able to discharge his main responsibility. He 

was being carefully trained and prepared for this great task. Hence, he is asked to warn 

whenever he has a chance to address people and to convey to them Allah’s message. 

Warning is always useful. There will always be, in every land and every generation, those 

who will listen to the reminders and warnings and will benefit by them, no matter how 

corrupt their society is and how hardened their people are. 

 

After the message has been delivered, the task is fulfilled. Everyone is left to choose his 

way. “He who fears [Allah] will be reminded. But the wretched one will avoid it,” 

[87:10-11] Warnings will benefit those who fear Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala and dread to 

incur His displeasure. Any intelligent person will shudder when he hears the warning, and he 

will reflect on whether or not he is following a wrong way. If a man does not listen to the 

warning given, then he is absolutely “the wretched one.” He lives in a void, uninspired by 

the facts surrounding him, turning a deaf ear and a senseless mind to the evidence they 

give. Such a person lives in constant worry, striving hard to attain the paltry pleasures of 

this world. Hence he is the most wretched in this life. 



 

“[He] who will [enter and] burn in the greatest Fire, Neither dying therein nor 

living,” [87: 12-13] The great fire is that of hell. It is indeed the greatest of all fires in 

intensity, duration and size. He who suffers it finds it endless. He neither dies to rest from 

its torment, nor does he live in it a life of rest and security. It is an unending agony which 

makes the sufferer yearn for death as his greatest hope. 

 

May Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala protect us from such an end, aameen. 

 

Ayaat 14-19 – the Hereafter is Better and More Enduring 
 

After narrating the consequences of not heeding the warnings, Allah subhanahu wa ta’ala 

talks about the prosperity accompanied with self-purification, “He has certainly 

succeeded who purifies himself. And mentions the name of his Lord and prays.” 

Purification is used here in the widest sense of the word: purification from everything filthy 

or sinful. He affirms the faith giving up disbelief and polytheism, adopts good morals giving 

up evil morals, and performs good deeds giving up evil deeds. He does not remain content 

only with remembering Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala by his tongue but also performs the 

prayer. Such a person will achieve success here in this life as he enjoys his relationship with 

Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala and the perfect bliss that results from his remembrance of Allah. 

He will achieve even greater success in the hereafter as he escapes hell and is rewarded 

with perfect happiness in heaven. How different the two destinies are. 

 

Having sketched the two different ends of the most wretched and the Allah-fearing, the 

Surah points out the real reason for wretchedness, “But you prefer the worldly life, 

while the Hereafter is better and more enduring,” [87:16-17]. This short-sighted 

preference is the real reason for every misery which befalls man. It is indeed the cause of 

man’s taking no heed of the warnings given to him. All man’s thoughts and endeavors are 

for this world only, its ease and comforts, its benefits and enjoyments. The Qur’an calls the 

present life dunya which connotes both contempt and easy access. The life to come is better 

in kind and duration. It comforts and pleasures are far superior to all the blessings of the 

world. Only the foolish who are deprived of sound judgment would, in the circumstances, 

prefer the present life to the next. 

 

The Surah concludes by stating that the message of Islam is not new; its roots go back far 

deep in time, “Indeed, this is in the former scriptures. The Scriptures of Ibraheem 

and Musa,” [87:18-19]. The basics of the grand faith contained in this Surah are the same 

old basic facts outlined in the ancient Scriptures of Ibraheem and Musa ‘alayhi salaam. 

 

The truth is one and the faith is one. This results from the fact that their origin is one, Allah 

subhanahu wa ta`ala, whose will it was to send messengers to mankind. The messengers 

deliver basically the same message, the same simple truth. Details of the messages may 

differ according to local or temporal needs, but the basics are the same. They have one 

origin: Allah, the Most High, who creates, proportions well, determines and guides. 
================================= 

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

 

https://www.facebook.com/AyahbyAyahQuranStudyCircle
http://versebyversequranstudycircle.wordpress.com/

