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The Role of Quranic Examples in Understanding
the Quran

ABSTRACT

Quran is the final revelation of Almighty Allah. The Glorious Quran, apart from
Divine Oneness, Messenger-ship, beliefs, pious deeds, acts of worship,
interactions, and the Hereafter, has given examples and illustrations of divine
power’s manifestations and human character and behavior to make humans better
understand their implications in the light of these examples. The significance of
examples in the Quran can be judged from the fact that the examples given are
commensurate with what is exemplified. This article lights up to understand the
Quranic thought by different examples. The purpose of examples in the Quran is to
explicate the verses, make the lessons of warning loud and clear, and impart decrees
and divine advice to humans. These are, in fact, trials of humans. They provide
sources of guidance for the people of reason and insight but hold the unresponsive
and insensible ones astray and misguided. Only those turn away from the Quranic
examples that are disobedient, defiant, and conceited. However, the God-fearing

ones submit to divine guidance.

Keywords: Quran, amthal, mithal, mithal, Example, Humanity, Guidance.



Role of Quranic Examples 66

Introduction

The Glorious Quran is the last of books Allah has revealed and the best of all
the books in the world; it was sent down for the guidance of humankind. The
Glorious Quran, apart from Divine Oneness, Messenger-ship, beliefs, pious deeds,
acts of worship, interactions, and the Next World, has given examples and
illustrations of divine power’s manifestations and human character and behavior to
make humans better understand their implications in the light of these examples.
Something uttered in the form of an example rouses interest and is fast understood
by the listener. Almighty Allah has given many kinds of examples so that the human
mind grasps its implications without any difficulty and understands Allah’s
commands in a better way, for a thing exemplified is better taken than the one

argued.

So, the miracle of the Quran is that it does not only impart guidance but also
employs most effective and beautiful examples to infuse that guidance into the
innermost depths of the head and heart. Free of time, space, and types of people,
they make all those who possess awareness and logic think and meditate. The reader
of the Quran, whether an unbeliever or a follower of some previous religion,
naturalist or rationalist, does not take the Quranic examples alien or unique
provided he is genuinely looking for the truth. They are not only beyond
comparison in meanings and communication but also meet the requisites.
Therefore, the examples of the Quran are especially substantial for human

guidance.
Lexical and Technical Meanings

‘Amthal’ is the plural form of ‘mithal” and functions as a simile or similitude.

1. Ibn Manzar al-1frigi has described it in Lisan al- ‘Arab:
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“al-Mathal’ or ‘al-Mathil” is like ‘al-mithl” with the plural form ‘al-
amthal’. They connote that “they both are identical”. The Arabic
construction “ful@an mustarad limithliht wa fulanah mustaradah
limithliha” means that “the person like him is demanded and people are
ungenerous about him (i.e., a person like him is not provided or spared).”
This is also held: “mustarad mithlihi aw mithliha” and ‘lam’ is additional,
and ‘mathal’ exactly implies the same as Allah Most Exalted has said:
“His is the highest Glory in the heavens and the earth.”* The exegetes have
interpreted it as “there is no God except He”. This connotes that Allah
Most Exalted has decreed His Oneness and has negated all other gods, and

all the false gods are ‘amthal’.”?

2. Imam al-NasafT has defined ‘amthal’ in these words:

B o ddg Ay AiS ey Jiag Jie 1Ly « alaidl gag Jill 5o madS ol § Jills
sl Ladgom Iy Bl 2 b d 1 Do gs iy wly Jie oy 4 yinn JAUI Ll Jpill
Al 52 Lpdy 6L LJ 0 13] 2aill of Biall of Jlell JAL1 yaeol a8 yiy Do

“And ‘al-mathal’ in the original Arabic is ‘al-mithl” which connotes
likeness or similitude. ‘Mithl’, ‘mathal’ and ‘mathil’ are like ‘shibh’,
‘shabah’ and ‘shabih’. The famous and the saying in vogue is ‘mathal’.
And the Arabs would not describe an example (mathal) unless it was
unusual or unique. They would save it for that reason and would not
change it. They used to sometimes employ this word as a metaphor for a

state, attribute or a parable that would bear value and novelty.”
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In sum, the Quranic verses that contain analogy with some fine meanings or a
thing concerning clarifying the facts or bringing their substance closer to

understanding are called the examples (amthal) of the Quran.
The Need and Significance of Examples

The effectiveness of examples in the interpretation and exposition of the
substances of the Quranic verses is irrefutable and undeniable. On this ground, we
do not afford to neglect the examples while affirming the facts and clarifying and
bringing them closer to understanding in any of the sciences or their branches. A
relevant example that is thoroughly compatible and congruent with the purpose
makes a highly complex matter far easier to comprehend and understandable for
all.

The Arabs were known for their expressiveness and communicative skill. They
were fond of examples in their enunciations. The Quran has addressed them in their
style, frequently giving them examples to facilitate the understanding of the

message.

Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti has quoted Imam al-Raghib al-Asfahani’s statement in al-

Itgan:
i35 BB Slia3 53] & ARl puld L sttt peladl asmiinls JES Cyall Cyal
G aladly ol ayaa 3 eaaills gaaill syt § Uil Bl g BRI o2
“The Arab proverbs and scholars’ examples have a glory that is not hidden

because they have a special effect in exposing the secret subtleties and

unveiling the facts; they lay open the imagined matters in factual mode,

turn whims into faith, and put the absent into a witnessed reality.”*
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The import of examples has been stated in the Quran on many occasions.

1. Allah Most Exalted has said:
4 oek ) Ldang ey Lelill Lyl JEaYI alp)

“And these are the examples We explain for the people (to understand), and

none understands them except those who have knowledge.”®

2. On another occasion it is stated:

4085 sl i € b Gyl 118 § el e S15)

“And truly, (to make the people understand,) We have given every kind

of example in this Quran in order that they may take advice.”®

3. Explaining the reason for describing ‘amthala’ in Surah al- Hashr, Allah has

revealed:

4 & 9y8G5 el Golll g s S Gty
“We give these examples for the people so that they may ponder.”’

These Quranic verses have made it evident that the examples of the Quran are
extremely effective in the moral and spiritual training of humans. Allah, the
Highest has revealed these beautiful examples to persuade and motivate
humans towards pious acts and the requisite training. The one who ponders

upon them and looks for the truth cannot remain deprived of advice.
Abii Hurayrah has reported that Allah’s Messenger (blessings and peace be
upon him) said:
15 1p Jolall Islanld . JUials 44Ldss o&inis g Jolo sabsl 2eas o U5 AN 618
JERL 970 15 4 LadLL 15Ty p&ell 151 5 alh!

“The Quran has indeed been revealed for five reasons: lawful and

unlawful, firm, figurative, and examples. So do what is lawful, eschew
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what is unlawful, obey and follow the firm, put faith in the figurative and

seek lesson and advice from the examples.”®

The Messenger of Allah (blessings and peace be upon him) has made clear in
this Hadith the Quranic verses and has explained that the examples of the Quran

are revealed for advice.
The Quranic Examples

It will not be out of place if we present here some similitudes to explain the
effectiveness of an example. Putting aside the nature and force of an example, the
antagonists would say what type of book Quran is that it contains similitudes of a

fly, a mosquito, and a spider’s cobweb. The Quran has replied their objection.
1) The Example of fly

It is stated in the Quran:
a1 o Coo el 45T Crgalingd (55T Gyl LALS L5333 Lad B giag Lo Sl Gopoiag 1 gimiiad ¥ 1 &)

§ Endanl B ) a4 {ng o 18y guaigh 18 4y {ind Slia 13, 01 55T 130 (yp1923 1588 Gu 1

“Indeed, Allah is not reluctant to narrate some example (for better
comprehension), whether of a mosquito or something even more
(disgusting) than that. The believers know well that this example is (a
pointer to the truth) from their Lord. But those who have adopted disbelief
ask (on hearing): ‘What could Allah mean by this example?’ (In this way)
Allah holds many astray and guides many aright with the same example.

And by this, He leaves in error only those who are (already) disobedient.”
9

Allah, the Highest has effectively rejected the objection raised by the

disbelievers and has explained their very purpose that they become means of
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acceptance and identification of the ones who confess the truth and those who reject

the truth advance in their disbelief.

What is important to be observed in an example is to what extent the purpose is
achieved for which the example is served and how far the representative and the
represented are congruent or the represented is inferior or bearing great superiority.
View the similitudes given in the Quran; each one of them is matchless and

congruent to an amazing degree, fully serving the purpose.

2) The Examples of fly and mosquito to reject the false gods

1. Allah has revealed:

15 B3 192l BT 093 (re 9038 (oadd) &) A | saaiiald Uia oylas (i1 L )
§aglinliy Lulall Caais Ao bolaiiig ¥ ik LU pelid 415 40 1yaaia
“O mankind! An example is given, so listen to it attentively. Verily, (the
idols) you worship besides Allah cannot create (even) a fly, though they
all may join in for this (purpose). And if the fly snatches a thing away from

them, they cannot (even) recover it from that (fly). How helpless are the

seeker (worshipper) and the sought (false god)!” 1

2. Look at this example of how significant it is as compared to some
prolonged statements. Even an illiterate villager can easily make out what
it aims at:

Sl gl gl &1 i 01 cgiSiall JaS 2ladal <l 09 b 193551 addl Jia )

{Gsalag 1536 3] il

“The example of those (disbelievers) who have taken others (i.e., idols) as
guardians instead of Allah is like the story of a spider who builds (for
herself) a house (of cobweb). And no doubt the weakest of all houses is

the spider’s house. Would that they knew it!”
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See this example. The compatibility between the representative and the
represented here is at its best. This proves that such a perfect word can only be

a revealed word; no human can produce such a verse.
3) The Example of the Effects of Tawhid and Shirk on Human Life

Allah Most Exalted has differentiated the worshipers of false gods from the
believers in the Oneness of Allah with the following example:

U5 < ezl Sia (gl U ) Ll Slash g S LA 2650 dud Slos S il Sy )
§Ogalad ¥ (b

“Allah has given an example of such a (slave) person that is owned by
many partners who are ill-mannered and mutually quarrelsome as well.
And (on the other side) there is a person who is a slave only to one master.
Can they both be alike? (Not at all!) All praise belongs to Allah alone. But
most of them do not know (the truth of the Oneness of Allah).”*?

Through this example, the truth about Tawhid and Shirk is being unveiled
in an enchanting manner. A better analogy than this is beyond possibility.
Scores of cogent proofs would not capture hearts like this example that

becomes a heartthrob.
4) Explaining the Birth of ‘Isa (PBUH) through example

The Quran refutes the objection raised by people who question while one body can

take birth without a father, how could Isa take birth by his mother alone?

469858 8 W I R b (e 4G5 531 JEa8 bl ke (e U0 ()

“Surely, the example of ‘Isa (Jesus) in the sight of Allah is the same as that of

Adam whom He formed from clay, then said (to him): ‘Be.” And he became.” 2

Hafiz Ibn Kathir interprets this verse:
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“By giving the example of Adam (PBUH), God says that you only object to the
birth without father; Allah’s Might is so infinite that He only commands a
carved figure of soil to become and it became a living ‘Adam’. This is a clear
manifestation of Allah’s infinite power that he can bring to life Adam even
without a mother and a father. Eve too was born without a mother while Isa was

born without a father. This example rebutted the objection.”*
5) Example of Charity Donors in the Name of Allah

ustrating the reward of charity donors in the name of Allah, the Quran has

revealed:

o il A 08§ i i S48 24 JEAS Ul e § gl G190 ol U}
§ ek Bty 13 2185 (1 Lasling il
“The example of those who spend their wealth in the way of Allah is like
(that) grain out of which seven ears shoot forth. (And then) each ear bears
a hundred grains (i.e., they are rewarded seven hundred times). And Allah
multiplies (still more) for whom He likes. And Allah is Infinite, All-

Knowing.”*®

Hafiz Ibn Kathir has interpreted this verse in these words:

“This verse is enunciating 100% reward of altruism and benevolence. The
one who spends his wealth seeking the pleasure of God receives dividends
in return and reward; his pious acts increase seven hundred times. These
people include those who bring up horses (in modern days contribute to
arms and ammunition) for jihad, purchase war machines and spend on Hajj
and pay for others’ Hajj. The example that has illustrated the multiple
rewards of altruistic activities gets embedded in the eyes and hearts. It is

an abruptly declared process of reward multiplication, hinting at the
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automatic augmentation of righteous deeds like the seeds sown in the

fields to harvest.”

This holy verse is inspiring to spend the wealth in the way of Allah. To enhance
their avidity to spend in the path of Allah, the Quran has brought a tangible and
material example to create a permanent and interminable image in the minds of the
addresses. It brings to mind a vivid image that sowing a seed in Allah’s way
bestows upon us seven hundred times greater reward. Altruism is, in the worldly
equation, seven hundred times greater profiting investment. The Quran says: And
Allah multiplies (still more) for whom He likes. This can further rise to 1400 times.

Such a multiplication of profit is possible by spending in the way of Allah alone.

6) The Example of Difference between the Pretenders and the

Genuine Spenders

The preceding verse of Surah al-Bagarah has only illustrated the benefits return
of the genuine spenders. The next holy verse strikes the difference between the true
spenders in the name of Allah and those who only pretend and just show off their

wealth to people.

1. Itisstated in verse number 264 of Surah al-Bagarah:

Dy {red W5 Lol 216, AL (34 06 53915 (AL 18000 15llaii ¥ 1gial (01 LGS )
Lo i o & 95uds F 1000 4850 21 5 430 d &il35 aile ldin JiaS alind 1391 o3l
§ Eoup3 01 3401 g ¥ A3 19ias
“0O, believers! Do not ruin your charity donations (later) by taunts of doing
a favor and hurting feelings like the one who gives charity to show off his
wealth to the people and believes in neither Allah nor the Last Day. His

case is like a smooth rock covered with a thin coat of soil. Then heavy rain

falls on it, washes it clean, and leaves it (the same) bare and hard (rock).
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So these (pretentious people) shall get nothing out of their earning. And

Allah does not guide the disbelievers.”*’

2. Itis stated in verse number 265 of Surah al-Bagarah:
Leilia 5335 i 10 gl (r0 LindlSh i i 2yl 13l gl Gl a3}
& e Ogland oy s Uind il 5 Winad 61 O oldins T 2306 i 5
“And those who spend their wealth to seek Allah’s pleasure and stabilize
themselves (in faith and obedience) are like a garden located on a higher
ground level. When heavy rain falls on it, it doubles its yield. And if it
does not receive heavy rain, then even dew (or drizzle) is sufficient. And

Allah monitors your actions minutely.”*8

Mawlana Mawdud1 while writing its exegesis, explains:

“This similitude speaks of the rain analogizing charity donation. Rock
stands for the foul intention and sentiment that resulted in giving away the
wealth. The thin layer of soil refers to the appearance of the piety pretended
which has concealed the bad intention. After this clarification, the example
can be better comprehended. The natural intention of rains is just to aid the
cultivation and irrigation of crops. However, when the soil that needs
watering is just a thin layer settled over a rock, the rain can only do more
damage than good. In like manner, the charity has the potential to foster,
provided it emanates from sincere intention. The foul intention in this way

is fruitless and results only in devastates wealth and its sources.” *°
Interpreting the next verse, Pir Karam Shah al-Azharf states:

“This holy verse reveals the example of righteous deeds performed by a
true faithful. Allah Most Munificent augments the reward of charity by a
true believer manifold just as the fertile land of a higher plateau brings

heavy yields though it receives only scanty rains. ‘Rabwa’ is that piece of
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land that is at a higher level than other lands and contains more fertile

s0il.”®

7) The Example of Worldly Life

Allah Most High has given the example of worldly life in this holy verse of
Surah Yanis. It reveals that worldly life is to end suddenly the way a storm
eliminates a fully grown crop in no time.

el (8 G o S5 4y TS gl Gy BTG (a8 L2 BRI (e )Y
31O Gyl AT gie & 93018 451 Lalal Blop S5515 ady3) Ll 0BT 13) G aladdll
469855 380 UG kS SUIE sl 535 61 58 1 aas alilazd g
“The example of the worldly life is like water which We sent down from
the sky. Then, owing to this, there came forth from the earth a thick growth
of vegetation which both men and cattle feed on, until when the earth took
its (full) bloom and beauty and became fully embellished, and its
inhabitants thought that (now) they had full control over it, then (suddenly)
Our command (of torment) seized it by night or by day, and We made it

mown down as if it did not even exist the day before. That is how We

elucidate Our signs to those who apply reason.” %

Amin Ahsan Islaht expounds on the meanings of this verse in the following

interpretation:

“The worldly life that you consider a success and source of peace should
not betray you in that you challenge the Almighty Allah. You see that it
rains and the crop reaches the harvesting stage and the gardens bear fruits;
the owners feel overjoyed when all of a sudden the wrath of Allah grips
and blows everything off like dust particles. Similarly, when Our decision

will be imposed, We shall annihilate you the same way amidst your
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development, progress, and affluence. You will then be helpless to

contest.”?2
8) The Example of the Backbiters

Allah Most Exalted has analogized the backbiters with those who eat the flesh of
their dead brother:
&g g W Vgduduies Wy ) BBl Giaing & Glall o 8 535 15daT Goaidl LgdT )
4ioems o138 A &) Dl 15551 5 byai S5 i sl pid (B 41 8051 el Uiy
“QO, believers! Avoid most conjectures. Indeed, some conjectures are sins
(liable to punishment in the Hereafter). And spy not (on someone’s
unknown matters or secrets), nor backbite one another. Would any of you

like to eat the flesh of his dead brother? You would hate it. And fear Allah
(in all such matters). Indeed, Allah is Ever-Returning, Ever-Merciful.”?

‘Allama al-Shawkant has interpreted:

“Allah Most High gives the example of backbiters as those who eat the
flesh of their dead brothers. The dead one is unaware of its flesh being
eaten in the same way as he would be unaware of backbiting against him.
Zajaj has observed that it indicates that a person’s honor is like his flesh.
Spoiling his honor is unlawful in the same way as eating his flesh is

forbidden. This example generates hate and disgust for backbiting.” 2*

Conclusion

We can conclude from these themes of examples and similitudes that in the
fields of deliberations and discussions on scientific, organizational, collective, and
moral subjects, exemplification brings about the following effects and impressions

towards facilitating smooth and enduring communication and understanding:
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1. An example, similitude and analogy add perceptibility and tangibility to the
comprehension of the issues. Since a human is used to his senses while complex
rational and intellectual matters are comparatively away from theoretical and
ideological analysis, the sensuous and tangible examples reduce the distance of
understanding and bring ideas closer to senses. This renders the experience of
understanding tough realities sweet, pleasant, interesting, and gratifying.

2. An example reduces the traveling distance. Sometimes, one has to employ
cogent arguments to prove a logical, rational, and profound contention. Even
then the doubt hovering over it cannot be dispelled. However, a compatible and
clear example reduces the labor of traveling long distances to reach the
destination. It multiplies the upshot of arguments and also discards some of the
arguments as unnecessary.

3. An example makes the issues equally relevant for all. Many of the scientific
issues that are meant for the elite alone and the common man can hardly benefit
from them become understandable for everyone if they are explained through
examples. Then they become useful for all and sundry.

4. The examples allay the adamant ones. Often it happens that the obstinate and
stubborn minds do not accept things if put forth logically; they give an awkward
reaction and complicate the matter further. However, the magic of putting
across the matter through examples hampers the adamant reception of ideas and
the obstinate behavior fails in finding false alibis to create confusion and make

things more complex.
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