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I3 — Al-Ahzab, “The Combined Forces”. Surah 33 of 114,
revealed in Madinah, 73 ayat. The full text and a recitation are on
the web edition at deen2u.com/quran/33/.
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ONE

The surah in brief

Revealed around the Battle of the Trench, it settles matters of
the Muslim community and the Prophet's household, abolishes
adoption customs, commands modesty and abundant
remembrance of God, and honors him ££ as the Seal of the
Prophets.

Al-Ahzab addresses the community at a moment of siege and
social change. It recounts the Battle of the Trench, when the
Confederates massed against Madinah and God turned them
back with wind and unseen forces while the hypocrites
wavered (33:9-27). It abolishes the pre-Islamic fiction that an
adopted son is areal son, confirmed by the Prophet's marriage
to Zaynab after Zayd divorced her (33:37), and it establishes the
Prophet as 'a beautiful example' (33:21) and the Seal of the
Prophets (33:40). The surah legislates the modesty and special
status of the Mothers of the Believers, calls for abundant
remembrance of God, and commands the believers to send
blessings upon the Prophet (33:56). It closes with the Trust that
the heavens, earth, and mountains declined but the human
being bore (33:72). Ibn Kathir reads it as reshaping a society
around obedience to God and His Messenger under intense
pressure.
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OCCASIONS OF REVELATION

Why it was revealed

These are the occasions (asbab al-nuzdl) that the authentic
collections narrate for verses of this surah. An occasion explains
a verse; it does not limit its meaning.

Qur’an 33:5
The companions called Zaid ibn Haritha, the Prophet's freed

slave, "Zaid ibn Muhammad" until the verse "Call them by
the names of their fathers" was revealed.

“We used not to call Zaid bin Haritha the freed slave of Allah's

Messenger (#£) except Zaid bin Muhammad till the Quranic Verse
was revealed”

"Abdullah ibn "Umar - Sahih al-Bukhari 4782

Qur’an 33:23
Anas's uncle Anas ibn an-Nadr missed Badr and vowed to

show Allah what he would do. He fell at Uhud with more than
eighty wounds and could be recognised only by his sister.
The companions thought the verse "Among the believers
are men who have been true to their covenant” was
revealed about him and those like him.

“We used to think that the following Verse was revealed concerning
him and other men of his sort”
Anas ibn Malik - Sahih al-Bukhari 2805
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Qur’an 33:28-29
The Prophet kept away from his wives for a month after

Hafsa disclosed a secret to ‘Aisha; when twenty-nine days
had passed he went to ‘Aisha first. When the revelation of
Choice came, he put it to ‘Aisha first; she chose Allah, His
Messenger and the Home of the Hereafter, and his other
wives gave the same reply.

“When the Divine revelation of Choice was revealed, the Prophet (#£)
started with me”

"Abdullah ibn 'Abbas, from 'Umar (the Choice passage in 'A'isha's
words) - Sahih al-Bukhari 2468

Qur’an 33:37

The verse "But you did hide in your mind that which Allah
was about to make manifest" was revealed about Zainab
bint Jahsh and Zaid ibn Haritha.

“was revealed concerning Zainab bint Jahsh and Zaid bin Haritha”
Anas ibn Malik - Sahih al-Bukhari 4787

Qur’an 33:53
At the wedding meal for the Prophet's marriage to Zainab

bint Jahsh, some guests stayed on talking after eating. The
Prophet went out and returned several times, and Allah
revealed the verse on entering the Prophet's houses and
asking his wives from behind a screen.

“So the Prophet (#£) went out and then returned several times while
they were still sitting and talking. So Allah revealed the Verse”

Anas ibn Malik - Sahih al-Bukhari 4792

5 / 16



Surah Al-Ahzab

TWO

Its themes
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¢ The Battle of the Trench

e The Prophet as the finest example

¢ Seal of the Prophets

e Modesty and the Prophet's household
e The Trust borne by humanity
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THREE

Key verses

Ye have indeed in the Messenger of Allah a beautiful pattern (of
conduct) for any one whose hope is in Allah and the Final Day, and
who engages much in the Praise of Allah.

Qur’an 33:21

In the Messenger of God you have a beautiful example' —

al-Sadi reads this, placed amid the fear of the Trench, as
pointing to his steadfastness as the pattern to imitate in
hardship.

Muhammad is not the father of any of your men, but (he is) the
Messenger of Allah, and the Seal of the Prophets: and Allah has full
knowledge of all things.

Qur’an 33:40

The Prophet is 'the Seal of the Prophets' — Ibn Kathir cites
this as the decisive text that no prophet comes after him,
closing the line of revelation.

Allah and His angels send blessings on the Prophet: O ye that believe!
Send ye blessings on him, and salute him with all respect.

Qur’an 33:56

God and His angels send blessings upon the Prophet, and

the believers are told to do likewise — al-Qurtubi makes
this the basis of the salawat as an ongoing honor and act of
love.
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We did indeed offer the Trust to the Heavens and the Earth and the
Mountains, but they refused to undertake it, being afraid thereof: but
man undertook it;- He was indeed unjust and foolish,-

Qur’an 33:72
The Trust offered to the heavens and mountains, which

they declined, was accepted by the human being — the
mufassirun read it as the weight of moral responsibility and
accountability we uniquely carry.
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FOUR

Reading it closely

Context & character

Al-Ahzab, ‘The Confederates,' is a substantial Madinan surah of
seventy-three verses, and it is among the most consequential
surahs for the life of the Muslim community. It was revealed in
the years around the fifth year after the Hijra, and it takes its
name from the coalition of Arab tribes and their allies — al-
ahzab, the confederates — who besieged Madina in the Battle of
the Trench (al-Khandaq). But the surah is far more than a war
record. It is a legislative and formative text that reshaped the
family, the household of the Prophet £, the manners of the
community, and the very self-understanding of the believers as
a people bound to their Messenger.

Its character is therefore many-sided. It moves between the
terror and testing of the siege, tender and exacting instructions
to the Prophet's wives, the abolition of pre-Islamic customs
such as zihar and adoption, rules of modesty and social
conduct, warnings to the hypocrites and agitators, and closes
with one of the Qur'an's most awesome images — the Trust
offered to the heavens and the earth. Through all of it runs a
single concern: that the believing community be purified,
disciplined, and rightly ordered around obedience to God and
His Messenger, precisely at the moment its enemies sought to
destroy it.
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How the surah unfolds

The surah opens by commanding the Prophet ££ to fear God
and not to obey the disbelievers and hypocrites, and to follow
what is revealed to him (33:1-3). It then dismantles three false
notions in quick succession (33:4-5): a man does not have two
hearts; a wife declared ‘like a mother's back' (zihar) is not
thereby your mother; and an adopted son is not your son — call
them by their fathers' names. This last point, seemingly a legal
detail, is laid as the foundation for a matter the surah will return
to. Verse 6 then defines the community's centre: the Prophet is
closer to the believers than their own selves, and his wives are
their mothers.

The surah moves to the Battle of the Trench (33:9-27), and this
is a vivid, psychologically acute passage. It recalls the favour of
God when the hosts came upon Madina and He sent against
them a wind and unseen armies (33:9). It captures the moment
of maximum fear — when eyes rolled and hearts reached the
throats and people thought all sorts of thoughts about God
(33:10) — and there the believers were shaken with a mighty
shaking (33:11). It exposes the hypocrites, who said God and His
Messenger had promised them only delusion, and who begged
leave to abandon their posts (33:12-13), while the true believers,
seeing the very confederates that frightened others, said, ‘This
is what God and His Messenger promised us, and it only
increased their faith and submission (33:22). Verse 21 places at
the centre of this whole account the timeless principle: in the
Messenger of God you have an excellent example (uswatun
hasana) for whoever hopes in God and the Last Day. The section
closes with the aftermath of Banu Qurayza (33:26-27).
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The surah then turns to the household of the Prophet &£
(34-33:28). His wives are given a clear choice: if they desire the
life of this world and its adornment, they may be released
honourably; but if they desire God, His Messenger, and the
Home of the Hereafter, a great reward awaits (33:28-29). They
are told they are not like other women (33:32); to be dignified in
speech, to remain in their homes, to establish prayer and give
zakat and obey God and His Messenger. Amid this comes the
verse of purification (33:33): God wills only to remove impurity
from you, People of the House (ahl al-bayt), and to purify you
thoroughly.

At the surah's structural climax stands the marriage to Zaynab
bint Jahsh (33:36-40). Zaynab had been married to Zayd ibn
Haritha, the freed man whom the Prophet ££ had once adopted
as a son. When that marriage broke down and Zayd divorced
her, God commanded the Prophet to marry her, precisely to
abolish in practice the pagan taboo that an adopted son's
former wife was forbidden like a real son's. The surah states this
openly: Muhammad is not the father of any of your men, but the
Messenger of God and the Seal of the Prophets (khatam al-
nabiyyin, 33:40). A social reform and a doctrine of finality are
thus sealed in a single passage.

From here the surah issues a series of directives that shaped
Muslim life. It commands abundant remembrance of God
(83:41-42) and sends blessings of God and the angels upon the
Prophet, then commands the believers to send blessings and
peace upon him — the basis of the salawat (33:56). It gives a
ruling on divorce before consummation (no waiting period,
33:49), regulates the Prophet's specific marital situation (33:50-
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52), and lays down the etiquette of entering his houses and the
screen (hijab) in dealing with his wives (33:53). It warns those
who insult God and His Messenger and who slander believing
men and women (33:57-58), and instructs the believing women
to draw their outer garments (jalabib) over themselves so as to
be known and not molested (33:59). It threatens the hypocrites
and rumour-mongers of Madina with expulsion if they do not
desist (33:60-62).

The surah ends on the largest possible horizon. People ask
about the Hour; God alone knows it (33:63). The condemned in
the Fire will wish they had obeyed God and the Messenger and
will beg that their leaders and elders be given double
punishment for misleading them (33:66-68). Believers are
warned not to hurt their Prophet as Musa was hurt by his
people (33:69) and are commanded to speak words that are
apt and true (gawlan sadidan, 33:70-71). And the final verses
(33:72-73) present the Trust (al-amana): God offered it to the
heavens, the earth, and the mountains, and they declined to
bear it out of awe — but man took it up. He is capable of great
injustice and folly, yet also of the honour of carrying, freely, the
weight of moral responsibility before God.

The major themes, in depth

The Messenger as the community's living centre — and its
perfect example. More than any other surah, al-Ahzab defines
the relationship of the believers to the Prophet ££. He is ‘closer
to the believers than their own selves' (33:6); obedience to him
is inseparable from obedience to God; his houses, his wives,
and his person are ringed with sanctity and manners. At the
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heart of the battle narrative — the community's darkest hour of
fear — the surah pauses to declare him the ‘excellent example'
(83:21), so that the way he stood firm, dug the trench with his
hands, and trusted God's promise becomes the pattern for
every believer under pressure. And the command that God and
the angels themselves send blessings on him, and that the
believers do likewise (33:56), makes love and honour for the
Prophet a permanent act of worship. The surah thus knits the
umma together not around a tribe or a territory but around a
person and his guidance.

The abolition of jahili custom and the reform of the family. Al-
Ahzab quietly dismantles several institutions of pre-Islamic
Arabia. Zihar, the pagan formula by which a man could suspend
his wife in a cruel limbo, is stripped of its supposed power
(33:4). Adoption, which erased a child's true lineage and created
false kinship with real legal consequences, is corrected:
adopted children keep their own fathers' names and their own
inheritance, and the bond of love may remain without the
fiction of blood (33:4-5, 37). The marriage to Zaynab is the
deliberate, public breaking of the taboo built on that fiction. The
surah's insistence on calling people by their true fathers
protects lineage, inheritance, and honesty, and its reforms of
the marital sphere establish justice and clarity where custom
had produced injustice and confusion.

The purification and dignity of the household, and the modesty
of the community. The address to the Prophet's wives (33:28-
34) is at once a great honour and a great responsibility: they are
the ‘Mothers of the Believers, held to a higher standard because
they are models for the whole umma, and offered ‘double’
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reward and warned of ‘double’ consequence accordingly. The
verse of purification (33:33) affirms God's will to cleanse the
People of the House. From this inner circle the surah's concern
for modesty and dignity radiates outward to all believing
women in the commands of the jilbab and hijab (33:53, 59) —
not as burdens but as means of protection, recognition, and
honour in a society still full of danger and coarseness. The
thread that ties the household passages to the modesty
passages is the cultivation of a community marked by purity,
restraint, and self-respect.

The testing of faith and the exposure of hypocrisy. The Trench
narrative is, above all, a study of hearts under pressure. The
same siege that made the hypocrites' faith collapse into panic
and desertion made the believers' faith grow. The surah names
the excuses of the waverers with almost documentary
precision — those who said the Prophet's promise was mere
illusion, those who claimed their homes were exposed and
sought leave to flee, those who were stingy with help and, when
fear came, stared with rolling eyes like a man fainting at death
(83:19). Trial, the surah teaches, does not create these
differences so much as reveal them; the confederates were
God's sieve for the community of Madina.

Points of reflection

Al-Ahzab asks the believer to locate his or her life at the still
centre the surah describes: obedience to God and His
Messenger, and love for the Prophet ££ expressed in following
his example and sending blessings upon him. To take him as
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‘the excellent example'is not an abstract sentiment but a
practical discipline — to ask, in fear or in ease, how he would
stand.

The surah calls the community to be pure, dignified, and
truthful. Its instructions on modesty, on guarding one's speech
(‘say aword that is apt and true,' 33:70), on refusing to slander
or wound the innocent, and on remembering God abundantly,
together sketch a society that has disciplined its tongue, its
gaze, and its heart. These are not relics of a battle long past but
the ongoing shape of a healthy umma.

Its final image — the Trust that the mountains feared to carry
and man accepted — is perhaps the most profound reflection
in the surah. To be human is to bear a weight the rest of
creation was spared: the burden of free moral responsibility
before God. That weight can crush a person into injustice and
folly, as the verse warns, or it can be carried with faith into the
honour for which it was given. The whole surah, with its laws and
its battle and its purifications, is finally about learning to carry
that Trust well.
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FIVE

Carrying it

1. In fear and siege, model your steadfastness on the Prophet's
example.

2. Prophethood is sealed; guard against any claim of revelation
after him.

3. Sending blessings on the Prophet is a standing act of love
and obedience.

4.You carry a Trust the mountains refused; live as one who will
answer for it.

Where this reading draws from. Ibn Kathir, al-Sa'di, al-Qurtubi,
al-Tabari. A summary is not a tafsir: for the verse-by-verse
treatment go to the works themselves, or to the close studies at
deen2u.com/tadabbur/.
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