
 ِبْسِم اللَِّه الرَّْْحَـِن الرَِّحيمِ 
In the Name of Allah, the Most Gracious, the Most Merciful 

 
Surah al-Buruj – An Overview 

 
Period of Revelation: Makkan 

Order of Revelation: 27 

Theme and Subject Matter: 
 

This short Surah was revealed at a time when the persecution of the Muslims was at its 

peak. Its theme is to warn the disbelievers of the evil consequences of the persecution and 

tyranny that they were perpetrating on the converts to Islam, and to console the believers, 

so as to say: If you remain firm and steadfast against tyranny and coercion, you will be 

rewarded richly for it, and Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala will certainly avenge Himself on your 

persecutors on your behalf. 

  

The background is the pit incident, when a community of believers who lived before the 

advent of Islam, said to be Unitarian Christian, were faced by ruthless and tyrannical 

enemies who sought to force them away from their faith. The believers refused. The tyrants 

then lit a great fire in a pit they had dug, and threw them into it. The believers were thus 

burnt to death in front of large crowds that had gathered to witness this ghastly act of 

extermination. The tyrants sat by, amused by the believers’ sufferings. 

 

By means of this story the believers and the disbelievers have been taught a few lessons. 

First, that just as the people of the ditch (ashab-ul-ukhdud) became worthy of Allah’s curse 

and punishment, so are the chiefs of Makkah also becoming worthy of it. Second, that just 

as the believers at that time had willingly accepted to sacrifice their lives by being burnt to 

death in the pits of fire instead of turning away from the faith, so also the believers now 

should endure every persecution but should never give up the faith. Third, that Allah 

subhanahu wa ta`ala is watching what the two groups are striving for. Therefore, it is 

certain that the disbelievers will not only be punished in Hell for their disbelief but, more 

than that, they too will suffer punishment by fire as a fit recompense for their tyranny and 

cruelties. Likewise, this also is certain that those, who believe and follow up their belief with 

good deeds, should go to Paradise and this indeed is the supreme success.  

 

Then the disbelievers have been warned, so as to say: Allah’s grip is severe. If you are 

proud of the strength of your hosts, you should know that the hosts of Pharaoh and 

Thamoud were even stronger and more in number. Therefore, you should learn a lesson 

from the fate they met. Allah’s power has so encompassed you that you cannot escape His 

encirclement, and the Qur’an that you are bent upon belying, is unchangeable: it is 

inscribed in the Preserved Tablet, which cannot be corrupted in any way. 

 

The Virtue of Surah al-Buruj 

 

Jabir ibn Samara radhiAllahu ‘anhu narrates that the Prophet salAllahu ‘alayhi wa sallam 

used to recite Surah al-Buruj and Surah at-Tariq in Duhr [afternoon] and ‘Asr [evening] 

prayer [Sunan Abu Daw’oud]. It tells us two things: one that we too should recite these 

Surahs in these Salah, second, that this should be the length of the Qur’an recitation in 

Duhr and ‘Asr Salah should we choose to recite some other ayaat. 

 



Tafseer Surah al-Buruj 
 

Ayaat 1-9 - Allah will Not Abandon His Believing Servants 
 

Before making any reference to the pit event, the Surah opens with an oath by a heaven full 

of constellations: “By the sky containing great stars.” The commentators have 

interpreted the Arabic word buruj in several ways. First of all, we should know that the word 

buruj is the plural of burj which means fort or tower; something that can be seen from a 

distance. Ibn ‘Abbas, Mujahid, Ad-Dahhaj, Al-Hasan, Qatadah and As-Suddi said buruj 

means stars. Ibn Jareer chose the view that it means the positions of the sun and the 

moon, which are twelve buruj. The sun travels through each one of these burj in one 

month. The moon travels through each one of these burj in two-and-a-third days, which 

makes a total of twenty-eight positions, and it is hidden for two nights. 

 

This reference to the constellations gives an impression of a huge creation. This is, indeed, 

the connotation intended at the outset. 

 

“And [by] the promised Day,” meaning the Judgment Day when all the accounts of the 

world will be settled. It is a Day that Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala has promised will come, 

and is a greatly awaited and feared day. On that day all deeds and beings will be exposed. 

Everybody becomes a witness. Everything becomes known as there is no cover to hide 

anything from beholding eyes. How does everyone become a witness? On that Day the 

reality will be before our eyes. Our limbs and the earth on which sins were committed will 

speak for or against us. The Qur’an that we recite or abandon will be a witness for or 

against us. May Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala protect us, aameen. 

 

Having grabbed our attention, the Surah then refers to the people of the pit: “Cursed were 

the companions of the trench. [Containing] the fire full of fuel.” The reference to the 

event begins with a declaration of anger with the tyrants. They were a group of people who 

were among the disbelievers. They went after those among them who believed in Allah and 

they attempted to force them to give up their religion. However, the believers refused to 

recant, so they dug a ditch, lit a fire and prepared some fuel for it in order to keep it ablaze. 

They then again tried to convince the believers to apostate from their religion, but they 

refused. As a result, they were thrown into the fire while the disbelievers sat aside in the 

vicinity to watch the ghastly scene of torture and human flesh burning. 

 

The believers had not committed any crime or evil deed. Their only crime was believing in 

Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala Who deserves to be worshipped and praised. He does not treat 

unjustly those who desire to be with Him. He is the Most Mighty and Most Praiseworthy in 

all of His statements, actions, legislation, and decrees. As He witnesses all things He has 

witnessed what the tyrants did to the believers. This ayah reassures the believers and 

delivers a powerful threat to the tyrants. Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala has been a witness and 

He suffices for a witness. The narration of the event is completed in a few short ayaat which 

charge our hearts with a feeling of repugnance towards the terrible crime and its evil 

perpetrators. They also invite us to contemplate what lies beyond the event, its importance 

in the sight of Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala and what it has aroused of Allah’s wrath. It is a 

matter which is not yet completed. It will be concluded on the Day of Judgment. 

 

As the narration of the event concludes we feel overwhelmed by the magnificence of faith as 

it exalts the believers and attains its triumph over all hardships, and indeed over life itself. 

We feel the elevation of the believers as they rid themselves of the handicaps of human 

desire and worldly temptation. The believers could easily have saved their lives by accepting 

the tyrants’ terms. But what a loss humanity as a whole would have incurred! How great the 



loss would have been had they killed that sublime concept of the worthlessness of life 

without faith, its ugliness without freedom and its baseness when tyrants are left free to 

exercise their tyranny over people’s souls after they have exercised it over their bodies. But 

they have won a noble and sublime concept while the fire burned their flesh. Their noble 

concept has triumphed as it was purified by the fire. They will, later on, have their reward 

from Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala and their tyrannical enemies will have their retribution.  

 

Ayaat 10-16 - Different Paths Different Destinies 

 

“Indeed, those who have tortured the believing men and believing women and 

then have not repented will have the punishment of Hell, and they will have the 

punishment of the Burning Fire.” What happens on earth in this first life is not the end 

of the story. There remains an inevitable part which will follow later. There remains the 

allocation of awards, which will restore the balance of justice and provide the final 

settlement of what took place between the believers and the tyrants. That it will come is 

certain and confirmed by Allah subhanahu wa ta`ala.  

 

Those who persecute the believing men and women and persist in their evil ways without 

repenting shall suffer the punishment of hell, and suffer the punishment of burning. Burning 

is specifically mentioned because it serves as a counterpart to the burning in the pit. 

Recompense is based upon the type of deed performed.  

 

“Indeed, those who have believed and done righteous deeds will have gardens 

beneath which rivers flow. That is the great attainment.” Paradise symbolizes Allah’s 

pleasure with righteous believers and His reward to them. The Arabic term, fawz, used here 

for triumph also connotes escape and success. Escaping the punishment of the Hereafter is 

the real success. Whatever trials you are going through because of your believe in Allah 

subhanahu wa ta’ala will pass, the Hereafter is where you are going to remain forever and 

that should remain your main focus. 

 

Allah subhanahu wa ta’ala then says, “Indeed, the vengeance of your Lord is severe.” 

This comment suitably contrasts Allah’s punishment with the vengeance of the tyrants that 

they consider to be powerful. The real power is that leveled by the Almighty not that leveled 

by insignificant people who impose their rule over a limited piece of land for a limited period 

of time over weak people. This statement also serves as an assurance for the believers who 

have believed in One Allah and are afflicted because of their belief. Allah’s punishment and 

vengeance upon His enemies, who have rejected His Messengers, and opposed His 

command, is severe, great and strong. For verily, He is the Owner of power. He is the One 

that whatever He wants, then it will be however He wants it to be.  

 

But those who humble themselves and repent, for them, “He is the Forgiving, the 

Affectionate.” Hasan Al-Basri said, “Look at this generosity and kindness. These people 

killed Allah’s Awliya’ and He still invites them to make repentance and seek forgiveness.” 

 

Forgiveness is part of Allah’s mercy and grace which have no limits or restrictions. It is an 

open door which is never no matter how grave a sin is. How much do people endure for the 

sake of another person’s love? They bear all kinds of hardships and afflictions without 

uttering a word of complaint. Imagine, how it would be if man displayed the same level of 

patience in being tested for the sake of Allah whether that meant fighting other people or 

one’s own nafs. Imagine the elevated status of this person elevated in Allah’s Sight because 

of his love for Allah. 



How insignificant the sacrifices of this transitory life would seem if man realized the love and 

compassion that Allah subhanahu wa ta’ala has for His righteous servants. So petty 

becomes life, so paltry becomes all suffering, and so trifling becomes every treasured object 

when the pleasure of the loving Lord of the Throne is at stake.  

 

A crucial point to remember is that His will is absolute. He may choose, on a certain 

occasion, that believers should, by His grace, win victory for a specific purpose He wants to 

accomplish. He may choose, on other occasions, that faith should triumph over persecution 

and trial. This may be manifested, at times, through the physical elimination of believers 

from this transitory life, again to accomplish a specific purpose. He may decide to smite 

tyrants in this life, or to delay their punishment to the promised day. Either course of action 

fulfills a certain purpose behind which divine wisdom lies. Any action He performs is part of 

His well-defined scheme and His ability to do what He wills. And as believing servants we 

should not questions His will.  

 

Ayaat 17-22 - Those who Disbelieve are in Persistent Denial 
 

“Has there reached you the story of the soldiers - [Those of] Pharaoh and 

Thamud?” This is a reference to two long stories well known to the addressees as they 

have been mentioned several times in the Qur’an. The two nations concerned are described 

here by the term “the hosts” in reference to their might and equipment. Have you heard 

their stories and how Allah subhanahu wa ta’ala dealt with them? 

 

Theirs were two stories, different in nature and consequence. Pharaoh and his army were 

eliminated when the Children of Israel were saved by Allah subhanahu wa ta’ala. He gave 

them power to rule for a certain period in order to accomplish a certain scheme. As for the 

Thamud, Allah subhanahu wa ta’ala exterminated them and saved His prophet, Şalih, along 

with his few followers. The believers in this instance did not establish a state of their own; 

they were merely saved from corrupt enemies. 

 

Both stories are manifestations of the divine will. They provide two examples of what may 

befall advocates of the Islamic faith. They are mentioned along with a third possibility which 

distinguishes the pit event. The Qur’an explains all three eventualities to the believers in 

Makkah and to all generations of believers. 

 

The Surah concludes with two statements of fact and a final verdict: “But they who 

disbelieve are in [persistent] denial. While Allah encompasses them from behind.” 

The truth about the disbelievers is that they are in a constant state of disbelief, uttering lies 

morning and evening but Allah subhanahu wa ta’ala surrounds them all. They are unaware 

that Allah’s might and His knowledge engulf them. 

 

“But this is an honored Qur’an.” The term ‘honored’ signifies nobility and sublimity. 

Indeed, there is nothing nobler or more glorious than Allah’s word. It is inscribed on an 

imperishable tablet, the nature of which we cannot comprehend because it is part of the 

knowledge Allah subhanahu wa ta’ala has reserved for Himself. We benefit, however, from 

the connotations of the statement and the impression it leaves that the Qur’an is well-

preserved and well-guarded. It is the final word in every matter it deals with. 
 

================================= 
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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