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Transliteration Table

L

Arabic Consonants

Initial, unexpressed medial and final: 

ا a د d ض d ك k

ب b ذ dh ط t ل l

ت t ر r ظ z م m

ث th ز z ع [ ن n

ج j س s غ gh h

ح h ش sh ف f و w

خ kh ص s ق q ي y

With a shaddah, both medial and final consonants are doubled.

Vowels, diphthongs, etc.

Short: a i u

Long: a i u

Diphthongs: aw

ay
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Foreword

L

All Praise is due to Allah, Who revealed the Book to His Servant to be the
Only Guidance, And may prayers and salutations be upon our Prophet (f) in

great abundance.

he first time the Qur’an spoke to me, it was through Surah Yusuf.
I was probably 11 years old, in the mid-1980s. Like most kids my age,

I had a Qur’an teacher who helped me with reading and memorization (at this
stage, I had only memorized maybe Juz [Amma). I didn’t understand Arabic
then, and while, of course, I loved listening to my father’s cassettes of Abdul
Basit Abdul Samad, I hadn’t read any translation of the Qur’an. One day, in
the summer break, completely bored at night, I curiously pulled out an old and
tattered copy of the Qur’an from my father’s library – a translation of
Abdullah Yusuf Ali. I remember flicking through it, here and there, reading
passages before losing interest and then turning to another passage (I was just
a child after all!).

Then, seemingly at random – but of course, it was Allah’s qadr – I came
across the beginning of Surah Yusuf. I remember it vividly: the opening line
just caught me like a hook, and I spent the next hour or so – way past my
bedtime – turning page after page, reading every verse, and following up with
every footnote in Abdullah Yusuf Ali’s translation, until finally, I finished the
surah. I was riveted with the story. At night as I lay in bed, my mind became
filled with images from the surah: Yusuf alone in the well, the torn shirt, him
sitting in the palace on the King’s throne. Thus began my journey into the
Qur’an.



Five years later, I would be memorizing the entire Qur’an, and finishing
Surah Yusuf in a breeze. Around a decade after I first read it, I found myself
studying at the University of Madinah. I would pick up little booklets in
libraries and bookstores that went into more detail regarding this surah: some
discussed balagha (Arabic eloquence), others concentrated on the morals and
benefits of this story. It was here as well that I began building my personal
library: every month, when the students got their modest stipend, the first
thing I did was to rush to the bookstores and splurge on a book that I might
have had my eyes on for a while. Slowly, my tafsir collection began to grow,
and whatever I could find about this surah, I would buy.

In the summer of 2001, I was invited for my very first trip to England
(since then, to date, I have been fortunate to travel more than a hundred times
to the UK), and my hosts asked what intensive class I would be interested in
teaching at Masjid al-Tawhid in Leyton. Immediately, and without a moment’s
hesitation, I said, “I would like to teach a detailed tafsir of Surah Yusuf!”
Perhaps the child in me was still subconsciously imagining that story.

I spent a significant portion of that summer reading the classical tafsirs and
sifting through material to prepare for that course. It was the first time I taught
the tafsir of Surah Yusuf, but it would not be the last, and I would go on to
teach it half a dozen times, sometimes in various masjids of cities where I
lived in over the course of the next two decades, and sometimes for some
Islamic satellite channels for broadcast. (That class also happened to be the
first time I taught an intensive tafsir class; hence it was my first exposure to
the art of teaching tafsir in English.) On a personal note, soon after the
cassettes of that lecture were released, I was blessed with my second child,
and I named him after the prophet of this surah. Every time I taught the surah,
I went back to even more references and contemplated the surah afresh, and
every time the story continued to resonate with me.

When I was approached last year by Kube Publications to publish a tafsir
of this surah in English, it was the next logical step, and I eagerly took on this
task.

Tafsir is a multidisciplinary field and one that can be done from many
different angles and at numerous levels of detail. There is no ‘right’ or



‘wrong’ level, and for every style and level of detail, there is an audience that
will appreciate it. To write a tafsir in any language other than Arabic is a
compounded dilemma: to what level should each word be dissected, and how
should one explain Arabic’s eloquence to a non-Arabic speaking audience?

For this work, I decided to choose a style that would be appropriate for the
surah – easygoing and smooth, concentrating on the morals of the story rather
than specific examples of Arabic eloquence. I want the reader to be immersed
in the morals of the surah, and not get bogged down with numerous footnotes
or incidental benefits that might be beneficial for advanced students but would
cause others to lose track of the main point. Hence, in this book (in contrast to
some of my other writings), one will not find detailed discussions of
differences of opinions or competing views regarding secondary issues or
references. I wanted this book to be read, cover to cover if possible, with the
same enthusiasm as a translation of this surah. It is not to say that one won’t
find academic benefit or tafsir-based points in it. On the contrary, I have
consulted many works while writing this tafsir, but rather than separate them
into points, I have tried my utmost to incorporate their ideas into the
commentary without mentioning controversies or differences.

I hope that this style combines academic benefits, spiritual motivation, and
ease of reading.

The primary works that I consulted for this tafsir are (in chronological
order):

• Al-Muharrar al-Wajiz of Ibn [Atiyya (d. 546 AH/ 1152 CE)
• Zad al-Masir of Ibn al-Jawzi (d. 597 AH/1201 CE)
• Tafsir of Ibn Kathir (d. 774 AH/1373 CE)
• Al-Tahrir wa-l-tanwir of Ibn [Ashur (d. 1973 CE)

Of course, the encyclopedic work of Ibn Jarir al- Tabari (d. 311 AH/924
CE) was always in the background, and some of the points in this work were
culled from his magnum opus.

No work is the product of only one author. I would like to thank Sr.
Shaakirah Edwards for the many hours she spent helping to smooth the rough
edges and shaping the narrative-style of the work. Br. Ekram Haque gave



valuable advice and feedback on an initial draft of this work. The editors of
Kube also deserve special mention for their hard work and improvements. Of
course, special mention must be made of my family. My three teenagers and
one tween are now accustomed to leaving their father in his study for many,
many hours; I hope that when they are adults, they can forgive the long
absences their father had during their growing years. My wife of a quarter of a
century has been my constant support and pillar, and I thank Allah for such a
wonderful ‘Khadijah’ figure in my life. I shall always be grateful to my
parents for raising me upon the foundations of this faith and instilling in me
the love of the Qur’an, and for encouraging me to memorize the Book of
Allah, and then to study Islam in the city of the Prophet (f). I am fortunate
that they are now living with me, and that our proximity is a source of comfort
to them: “O Allah! Have mercy on them even as they reared me as a child”
[Isra: 24].

I pray that the readers of this book experience the same joy and enthusiasm
that I felt as a child when I read this surah for the first time, for indeed when it
comes to stories, all of us are still children!

Dr. Yasir Qadhi
Plano, TX
4th December 2020 CE
(18th Rabi‘ al-Thani, 1442 AH)
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Introduction

L

llah called Surah Yusuf the ‘Best of All Stories’, which He revealed in
the Qur’an, the best of all Revelations, to the best of all prophets, our

Prophet Muhammad f. The story was revealed to lift his spirits at a time
when his sufferings and worries had mounted. The Prophet Yusuf lived
thousands of years ago, but time has not diminished his story’s relevance. It
is a tale of love, passion, betrayal, and forgiveness, and it has something to
teach us, at every stage of our lives. It imparts Divine wisdom wrapped in
unparalleled eloquence. It is a timeless story that will continue to soothe our
souls during times of hardship and reignite our trust in our Lord.

The Revelation of Surah Yusuf

The timing of Surah Yusuf could not be more opportune. Allah revealed it
after the ‘Year of Sorrow,’ in which three traumatic events happened to the
Prophet f one after another.

The first was the most personal and intimate: the death of his wife,
Khadijah. She was his f greatest supporter and a constant source of
comfort and strength. When the revelation began, it was Khadijah that he
turned to for emotional support and reassurance. She was the first to believe
in his f mission and firmly remained by his side in the face of tremendous
adversity. When a man has comfort and love inside his home, he can face
anything in the world outside. Khadijah’s death was such a profound loss



for the Prophet f that he, known for his ubiquitous smile, did not smile for
a whole year.

A second tragedy soon followed, the death of his uncle Abu Talib.
While Khadijah had been the Prophet’s f supporter at home, Abu Talib
was his supporter in public. When the Quraysh began to threaten the
Prophet f because of his public preaching, Abu Talib initially tried to
convince his nephew to stop. But the Prophet’s response would change Abu

Talib’s life forever. The Prophet f said, ‘By Allah! If they placed the sun in
my right hand and the moon in my left on the condition that I abandon this
course, I would not abandon it until Allah has made me victorious, or I
perish trying.’ Abu Talib then said, ‘Go and preach what you please, for, by
Allah, I will never forsake you.’1 He was a man of his word. For the next
ten years, Abu Talib did everything he could to protect the Prophet f. He
sacrificed his reputation and prestige to protect his nephew, so much so, that
when the Quraysh boycotted the Muslims, Abu Talib voluntarily gave up
his privileges to join them in the valley outside of Makkah. As long as Abu

Talib lived, the Quraysh could not harm the Prophet f. With his death, the
persecution only increased, to such an extent that the Prophet f would
eventually have to leave Makkah.

The third incident was the Prophet’s fateful trip to Ta’if to invite its
people to the worship of Allah alone. These were the most difficult days of
his life. His wife [A’ishah once asked him, ‘Have you encountered a day
harder than the Battle of Uhud?’ The Prophet f said, ‘Yes. Your tribes have
troubled me very much, and the worst was the day of Aqaba when I
presented myself to Ibn Abd Yalil ibn [Amr [the chieftain of Ta’if], and he
did not respond to what I intended. I departed, overwhelmed with excessive
sorrow.’2 The Prophet f was publicly rejected and humiliated in Ta’if and
had stones pelted at him until his sandals filled up with blood.

These incidents occurred within six weeks of each other, and the Prophet
f felt as if things couldn’t get any worse. It was at this time that Allah
chose to reveal Surah Yusuf. We do not know the exact date, except that it
was around the tenth or eleventh year of the da[wah in Makkah and a few



years before the hijrah. When we understand the time frame of revelation,
the significance of Surah Yusuf becomes clear. Through the revelation of
Surah Yusuf Allah lifted the Prophet’s spirits, and consoled and
strengthened him, at a time when he was politically vulnerable. Surah
Yusuf was the light that brought the Prophet f out of the darkness of his
pain and anguish. For centuries, before the Prophet f and since, this surah
has uplifted the believers and illuminated their spiritual paths.

The scholars have mentioned several other incidents behind the
revelation of this surah. As the persecution of the Muslims increased, the
Sahabah felt overwhelmed. They went to the Prophet f and said, ‘O
Allah’s Messenger! Why not narrate to us stories?’3 They wanted to hear
the examples of how the previous nations coped with suffering. At the same
time, the Quraysh were trying to discredit the Prophet f as a messenger of
God, calling him a poet, a soothsayer, and a madman. They sent a
delegation to the Jews of Madinah to ask for a question that only a prophet
could answer. The Jews told them to ask about the story of Yusuf and his
brothers because they presumed that no Arab would know it. Allah
responded to their question by revealing Surah Yusuf in captivating detail.

R

1 Sirah of Ibn Hisham (1/265).
2 Sahih of al-Bukhari (3059).
3 Tafsir of al-Tabari (15/552).



PART ONE

The Family of Ya[qub



In the name of Allah, the Most Merciful, the Most Compassionate

Alif-Lam-Ra.

These are the verses of the clear Book.

Surah Yusuf begins with the letters ‘Alif-Lam-Ra...’ They are called
huruf al-muqatta[at, or broken letters, by the scholars of tafsir, because
they are disjointed and do not form words. In some instances, a surah
begins with a single letter, like Surah Qaf, or Surah Qalam. Some have two
letters, like Surah Ya Sin, and some have more. We will never know their
true meaning, but our scholars have given over fifteen opinions as to why
Allah revealed the disjointed letters at the beginning of some surahs.

What is noteworthy is that almost every time Allah begins a surah with
one or more disjointed letters, the next verse praises the Qur’an. Some
scholars have, therefore, deduced that the huruf al-muqatta’at denote the
majesty of the Qur’an. The early scholars noticed that the huruf al-
muqatta’at use fourteen letters of the Arabic alphabet, precisely half of the
total. Some scholars contended that through these letters, Allah challenged
the Quraysh by indicating that the Qur’an is composed of letters from the
alphabet of their language, yet they are unable to produce anything like it.

There are five ‘Verses of Challenge’ in the Qur’an, in which Allah dares
the disbelievers to produce something similar to it. He says, ‘If all humans
and jinn were to come together to produce the equivalent of this Qur’an,
they could not produce its equal, no matter how they supported each
other.’4 In other verses, we find, ‘…produce ten surahs like it…’5 and ‘…



produce one surah like it…’6 There may be a linkage between the huruf al-
muqatta’at and these ‘Verses of Challenge’, proving that the Qur’an is
inimitable.

‘…These are the verses...’ Tilka is a definite Arabic article which
means ‘this or these,’ and is used to denote something that is far away, in
contrast to the word hadhihi, which indicates a near object. Why does Allah
reference the Qur’an with a pronoun that denotes something far away when
the Qur’an is in our hands? The scholars say that this is to show us the
status of the Qur’an as something exalted. The Qur’an is not ‘far away’
physically, but it is majestic and noble and, therefore, transcendent in status.

The fact that here Allah calls them ‘verses or ayat ’ and in other places
surah, as in–‘Whenever a surah is revealed…’– shows that it is He Who
divided the Qur’an into parts. Many other scriptures, including the New
Testament, have human-made divisions. An ayah also means a sign, an
indication, or a miracle. Allah calls the miracle of creation an ayah, and the
verses of the Qur’an an ayah, to signify the eloquence of the Qur’anic
language. Every verse of the Qur’an has a message, and every verse is a
miracle.

‘…of the clear Book.’ The phrase ‘kitab mubin’ occurs quite a few
times in the Qur’an. The word mubin means ‘clear’, and it is a description
of the Book or Kitab. Allah refers to the Qur’an by many names, and the
two most common are Kitab and Qur’an. They complement each other’s
meaning: the Kitab is the Revelation in writing, whereas the Qur’an is its
oral form meant for recitation. The Qur’an is written down and recited
simultaneously. It was written down by the commandment of Allah, Who
also recited it to archangel Jibril. Allah has preserved the Qur’an through
both mediums. Other religious texts were written down by scribes long after
the time of their prophets, and today the original message, for the most part,
is lost.

The word mubin could have two connotations. The first is that the
Qur’an is a clear Book, as declared at the beginning of Surah al-Baqarah,



‘This is the Book! There is no doubt about it…,’ meaning there is no
ambiguity in this Book. It means that anybody, rich or poor, who
approaches the Qur’an, will be able to receive its message. No doubt, the
interpretation requires knowledge, but simple guidance can be obtained
immediately, by anyone, even from a translation. In this sense, the Book is
mubin (clear).

Another possible meaning of kitab mubin is that, given its miraculous
nature, it should be clear as day that it is from Allah. Under this meaning,
mubin refers to the source of the Book – Allah Himself. There is no other
religious text that is as unambiguous and demarcated from beginning to
end, as the Qur’an. Allah says, ‘It is certainly We Who have revealed the
Reminder, and it is certainly We Who will preserve it.’7 To this day, nobody
knows who wrote the Bible. The New Testament was authored by
anonymous people, two or three generations after the time of the Prophet
[Isa. Similarly, the authorship of the Old Testament is completely shrouded
in mystery. Orthodox Jews believe that the Prophet Musa wrote it, but the
Old Testament itself mentions the death of Musa and those who buried him,
so this seems to be highly doubtful. Furthermore, no serious researcher
believes that this work was authored by one person; there are too many
indications of multiple authorships over the course of a few centuries. The
Qur’an, whatever belief one may have of it, is in a league of its own with
regards to preservation, style and content.

To summarize, the Qur’an is kitab mubin because its origin and source
are known, and its message, verses, and words are clearly understood by
those who sincerely desire to understand it.

Indeed, We have sent it down as an Arabic Qur’an, so
that you may understand.



People often wonder why Allah refers to Himself in the plural when He
says, ‘…We have…’ There are two primary interpretations of this. First,
the word ‘We’ is a royal plural, denoting Majesty, Honour, and Power.
Kings and queens throughout history have addressed themselves as such,
and if anyone deserves the royal ‘We,’ it is Allah.

Ibn Taymiyyah (d. 1328) had another interpretation. He said that every
time the Qur’an uses ‘We’, it is a reference to both Allah and His angels.
He cites several examples, ‘And We send down blessed rain from the
sky…’8 and, ‘…We sent against them a furious wind…’9 because the angels
bring the wind and rain. ‘…We have revealed to you the Book…’10 because
the Book came down with Jibril. On the other hand, when Allah refers to
worship, He always uses singular, ‘It is truly I. I am Allah! There is no god
‘worthy of worship’ except Me. So worship Me ‘alone’, and establish prayer
for My remembrance.’11 This interpretation seems to be sound.

‘…sent it down …’ The word used here is anzala, meaning ‘to cause
to descend’ all at once. In other verses, the verb used for the Qur’an is
nazzala, which means to send it down in parts. Both verbs indicate that the
Qur’an came down physically, but the difference between the two is
profound.

The Qur’an came down with Jibril, and he then recited it to the Prophet
f. We learn from a hadith in the Mustadrak of al-Hakim that on Laylat al-
Qadr (The Night of Decree) Allah physically sent down a Divine copy of
the Qur’an from the Lawh al-Mahfudh (The Preserved Tablet). According
to that narration, when Allah says, ‘Indeed, It is We ‘Who’ sent this ‘Qur’an’
down on the Night of Decree,’12 it refers to the entire Qur’an being sent
down from al-Lawh al-Mahfudh to the lowest heavens before the revelation
began.13 So, there is a physical descent of a Divine copy of the Qur’an, and
a metaphysical descent, meaning that the Qur’an was within Jibril when he
brought it down. It is one of the many proofs that Allah is above us in a
manner that befits Him because if He were not above us, the Qur’an would
not need to come down, nor would the Prophet f have to ascend to the
heavens on the Night of Mi[raj. So, the Qur’an came down in its entirety on



Laylat al-Qadr to the lowest heaven, which is anzala, and then Jibril
brought it down in parts to the Prophet f over twenty-three years, which is
nazzala.

‘…as an Arabic Qur’an…’ Ten other verses describe the Qur’an as
being Arabic, and because of this, there is unanimity among scholars that
only the Arabic Qur’an constitutes Allah’s final revelation. A translation of
the Qur’an–and there are many–is not Allah’s Book. Allah revealed the
Qur’an to an Arab prophet who lived in an Arabic-speaking community.
Mainstream Muslims believe that the Qur’an is kalamullah (the Speech of
Allah), and that Allah spoke and recited the Qur’an to Jibril. When He
says, ‘We have sent it down as an Arabic Qur’an,’ it means that He recited
it in Arabic. There is a continuous chain of recitation from Allah, to Jibril,
to the Prophet f, to the Sahabah and us. Because of this, when we recite
the Qur’an, we feel the Divine nature of the speech, even if we don’t
understand the meaning. This phenomenon is possible only because the
Qur’an is the Speech of Allah.

‘…so that you may understand.’ Because Allah does not specify here
what we may understand, it leaves room for many interpretations. Allah
chose the language of the Arabs for this Revelation because it facilitates
understanding. The Qur’anic Arabic (fusha) is one of the most eloquent,
and this should inspire us to learn it. Because Arabic is the language of the
Qur’an and Sunnah, it is an integral part of our religion, and learning it
facilitates our access to it. As we will see in this tafsir, an understanding of
the Arabic of the Qur’an provides the key to unlocking its deeper meaning.

Why does Allah begin this surah by mentioning that He revealed the
Qur’an to the Prophet f? One of the reasons is to remind the Prophet f of
the favours that Allah has bestowed upon him. It is a common motif in the
Qur’an, for example, Allah says, ‘Your Lord ‘O Prophet’ has not
abandoned you, nor has He become hateful ‘of you’.’14 We find the
reminders of Allah’s favours upon the Prophet f scattered throughout the
Qur’an, such as in Surahs al-Fath, al-Ahzab, al-Qalam, and al-Inshirah, to
name a few. Allah does this to console the Prophet f in times of hardship.



And the greatest blessing Allah has conferred upon His Prophet f is the
revelation of the Qur’an. As the Prophet’s Ummah, we, too, are
beneficiaries of this blessing.

We relate to you ‘O Prophet’ the best of stories
through Our revelation of this Qur’¥n, though before

this, you were totally unaware ‘of them’.

Allah used the plural nahnu here, to refer to Himself and the angels. He
said, ‘We relate to you ‘O Prophet’ the best of stories…’ The word for
story is ‘qissah’, which comes from qassa, meaning to follow footsteps in
the sand. When the Bedouins found somebody’s footsteps, they would
follow them to catch up with that person. Allah says about the Prophet
Musa and Yusha[ bin Nun, ‘So they returned, retracing their footsteps…
(qasasa).’15 What does a story have to do with following footsteps?
Because by listening to someone’s story, one walks in their footsteps. In
other words, retracing someone’s life is following them.

Everybody loves a good story. When we put children to sleep, we tell
them a story, and this is what they love. But all of us are children in this
regard: we all love to listen to stories. When we read a book about public
speaking, we usually find a chapter on storytelling, because that is what
makes a speaker effective. When a speaker begins a lecture with a personal
anecdote or story, it grabs our attention.

Stories also teach memorable lessons; that is why the prophets used
parables to drive a point home. When we hear the story of the Companions
and how they reacted to the trials of their lives, we understand what it
means to be patient. Stories teach us how to put our theology and faith into



action. Upon hearing the story of the Prophet Ibrahim’s trust in Allah when
the disbelievers threw him into the fire, we learn how Allah protects His
sincere servants. Stories inspire us, and their lessons remain ingrained in
our souls. The fact that Allah tells us stories in the Qur’an is the greatest
proof of their importance in teaching lessons.

Stories also serve as [ibrah (lesson) and warning that if we do not take
heed, then a calamity that befell the people of the past can befall us because
Allah’s Sunnah does not change. The lessons that Allah teaches us are
permanent and lasting, and there is much benefit to be gained from them.
Hearing these stories reinforces our iman. One of the fundamental lessons
from the story of Yusuf is that evil can never succeed, and righteousness
will always prevail. Allah says, ‘And We relate to you, ‘O Prophet,’ the
stories of the messengers to reassure your heart.’16. Allah strengthened the
heart of the Prophet f with the story of the Prophet Yusuf, and similarly,
reading the stories of the prophets, and the Sirah of the Prophet Muhammad
f will strengthen our own.

Allah relating the best of stories has two meanings. One, that every
Qur’anic story is the best of its kind because Allah chose and narrated it;
that it is a true story, not legend or fable; and that it has morals that Allah
taught most eloquently and wisely. Two, that out of all the excellent stories
in the Qur’an, the story of Yusuf is the best because Allah said so: ‘We
relate to you ‘O Prophet’ the best of stories…’

‘…through Our revelation of this Qur’an, though before this, you
were totally unaware ‘of them’.’ This verse is reminding the Prophet f
that this story is of the blessings ‘through this revelation We have given
you: the Qur’an.’ The Prophet f did not know the past or the future, except
for what Allah told him, and of the countless stories, Allah included in the
Qur’an only those that were most beneficial. Reminding the Prophet f that
he was among the ‘unaware’, or ‘ghafilin’ about the story of Yusuf can
mean several things: that Allah is bestowing a favour by telling him this
story, and that it is proof that he is a prophet and did not write the Qur’an
himself. In Arabic, a ghafil is someone who does not know, and ghafla



means a state of unknowing. Ghafla can be both intentional and
unintentional. In the Prophet’s case, it was involuntary because he f did not
know the details of this story before Surah Yusuf came down. The Prophet
f, who lived in Makkah without access to Jews or Christians or their
Books, could not have known the story of Yusuf had it not been for Allah
informing him. Therefore, this does not indicate that he is being criticized,
for he couldn’t possibly have known of this story. Rather, it indicates
Allah’s blessings on him in revealing this story.

‘Remember’ when Yusuf said to his father, “O, my
dear father! Indeed, I dreamt of eleven stars, and the
sun, and the moon; I saw them prostrating to me!”

‘Remember when…’ The word idh occurs frequently in the Qur’an right
before a story begins, and in English, it means ‘remember when’. It is
simply the most common way that stories were begun back then.

‘…Yusuf said to his father…’ Yusuf was the son of Ya[qub (Jacob),
who was the son of Ishaq (Isaac), who was the son of Ibrahim (Abraham).
Four generations of prophets: this is truly a noble lineage! The Prophet
Muhammad f was asked who the most noble person was in terms of
lineage, and he replied: ‘The noble, son of the noble, son of the noble, son
of the noble one was Yusuf ibn Ya[qub ibn Ishaq ibn Ibrahim.’17 In
lineage, no one can surpass Yusuf.

The story of Yusuf’s great-grandfather Ibrahim is well known. He was
one of the greatest prophets and whose legacy more than half of humanity
follows today. Ibrahim beseeched Allah for righteous children, and Allah



blessed him with his first son, Isma[il (Ishmael), from his maidservant
Hajar (Hagar) when he was in his old age. When Isma[il was a teenager,
Allah blessed Ibrahim with a second son, Ishaq, from his wife Sara
(Sarah). Isma[il became the father of the Arabs, and Ishaq became the
father of the Jews through his son, Ya[qub. The Children of Israel come
from Ya[qub, whose other name was Isra’il. Isma[il’s progeny had no
prophets other than our Prophet Muhammad f. The Prophet Ibrahim made
du[a’ to Allah, ‘Our Lord! Make us both ‘fully’ submit to You, and from our
descendants, a nation that will submit to You.’18 Allah granted Ibrahim’s
prayer and gave him through Isma[il the greatest prophet, Muhammad f.
All other prophets came from the lineage of Ishaq in a continuous chain,
culminating in [Isa (Jesus), to guide the Children of Israel. In Surah
Baqarah, Allah reminded the Jews of His blessings, saying, ‘O Children of
Israel! Remember ‘all’ the favours I granted you and how I honoured you
above the others.’19

Muslim scholars recommend that our discussion of the life of the
prophets should rely on information found in the Qur’an and Sunnah as
much as possible. Looking at other sources, in particular, the Old and New
Testaments is not forbidden per se, but it is problematic because one may
never be sure of their authenticity. We may use them as additional reference
points, but not base our creed on them or derive legal rulings from them.
The Prophet f said, ‘When you narrate from the Children of Israel, neither
believe it nor deny it.’20

According to reports in the Old Testament, the Prophet Ya[qub had four
consorts, two of whom were wives and two maidservants. From them, he
had twelve sons. Yusuf and his full brother Binyamin (Benjamin) were
from one wife, Rahil (Rachel). The rest of the sons were from the three
other wives. According to a majority of Muslims scholars, including Ibn
[Abbas, the mother of Yusuf died while giving birth to Binyamin. Ya[qub
then married Rahil’s sister, Yusuf ’s aunt and now also the stepmother, who
took care of Binyamin and Yusuf.



As a young child, Yusuf lived in Canan, in what is now known as
Palestine and Syria, which was the Holy Land that Allah chose for Ishaq
and his progeny. Most likely, it was Ya[qub who built a mosque in
Jerusalem (some say it was perhaps Ishaq). This mosque would eventually
be rebuilt during the time of Sulayman (Solomon) as the Great Temple. The
Prophet Ibrahim, the patriarch, had constructed the Ka[bah some years
earlier. When the Prophet f was asked which mosque was built first, he
replied, ‘Al-Masjid al-Haram (in Makkah).’ He was then asked which
mosque was built next, he replied, ‘Masjid al-Aqsa (in Jerusalem).’ Then he
was asked how many years were between them, he said, ‘Forty years.’21 So
Ibrahim and his progeny founded both Holy Lands: Isma[il (and his father)
in Makkah and Ishaq (or possibly his son) in Palestine.

‘…Indeed, I dreamt…’ Most scholars say that Yusuf was around seven
years old when this incident occurred.

We learn from the Qur’an and Sunnah that dreams fall into three
categories: those that come from Allah, those that come from Shaytan, and
those that come from one’s imagination. True dreams come from Allah, and
they occur mostly to prophets, but sometimes to others as well. In a hadith
in Sahih of al-Bukhari, the Prophet f said that after him, ‘Nothing is left of
the prophethood except al- Mubashshirat.’ They asked, ‘What are al-
Mubashshirat?’ He replied, ‘The true good dreams.’22 This type of dream is
mubashshir or good news. A prophet’s dream is wahy or inspiration from
Allah. Same was the case with Ibrahim’s vision in which he saw that Allah
had ordered him to sacrifice his son, Isma[il. (It should be noted that several
early Muslim scholars believed that that sacrificial son was Ishaq). Now
Yusuf also saw a prophetic dream.

‘…of eleven stars, and the sun, and the moon; I saw them
prostrating to me!’ The verse has Yusuf repeating the verb ra[aytu (‘I
saw’) twice; from this, some have derived that when he first saw the eleven
stars, the sun, and the moon, they were stationary, and then in the dream,
they moved and prostrated to him. Yusuf was a young child, and he could
not understand the meaning of this dream, so he told his father what he saw.



The sun, the moon, and the stars are celestial bodies high above us.
These objects that Yusuf saw in his dream symbolized shining people, i.e.,
his parents and brothers. Even in English, we call somebody who is famous
a ‘star,’ meaning they shine brightly and are worthy of being followed. The
fact that they prostrate indicates there is a being that is higher and nobler
than all of them, and that is Yusuf. Several Muslim scholars said the eleven
stars represented Yusuf’s brothers and that the sun and the moon his
parents, but a few other scholars opined that the sun symbolized the mother,
and the moon the father because the right of the mother is three times that
of the father. Yet others said that the sun represented Ya[qub and the moon
Yusuf’s mother. Whichever the case, the dream showed that Yusuf would
eventually rise higher in rank than the other members of his family,
including his father, the Prophet Ya[qub.

He replied, “O, my dear son! Do not relate your vision
to your brothers, or they will devise a plot against you.

Surely Shaytan is a sworn enemy to humankind.”

When Ya[qub heard about the dream, he warned Yusuf, ‘…Do not relate
your vision to your brothers, or they will devise a plot against
you...’ There is a double emphasis here, and a translation won’t do it
justice. One of the problems of writing the Qur’anic tafsir in another
language is that it loses much of the balaghah or elegance and rhetoric that
are the hallmarks of the Arabic language. So, ‘They will plot against you a
very severe plot,’ indicates that the plot would be powerful and effective.



Notice the first thing Ya[qub said was, ‘Do not tell your dream to
others,’ because telling it could bring harm. Ya[qub was also concerned to
prevent jealousy amongst his sons. He was well aware of the nature of his
children. Even though, as a father, he loved them all, he knew they were not
all the same. He took active steps to maintain peace and harmony in his
family and made sure that the siblings did not fall into dispute. What
Ya[qub did as a father, we should also emulate, not just with our family but
also with extended relatives and friends. Our Prophet f said, ‘A dream is
like a bird flying; when it is interpreted, it lands. And it should not be
narrated except to a concerned person, or an interpreter.’23

We also see that the parents’ love for their child is selfless. The
symbolism of the dream is that a day might come when Ya[qub will
prostrate to Yusuf, meaning the son will surpass the father in status.
Perhaps this is the only relationship where jealousy does not exist because a
parent sees in the child their extension. When Yusuf told his dream to
Ya[qub, he understood the implications but felt no resentment. Instead, his
instinct told him to protect his son. It shows us the perfection of Allah’s
creation.

This verse also reminds us that we should not flaunt our blessings.
Doing so can cause people to become jealous. The dangers of jealousy and
envy are a common theme throughout this surah, and we see them
highlighted here. Jealousy is a burning desire to have what someone else
has. It is a selfish and destructive desire that sees others as undeserving. It is
a disease that occurs in both men and women, and generally speaking
(although this is a stereotype, there is an element of general truth in it) men
are jealous of wealth and power and women are jealous of beauty. This
feeling of jealousy contradicts iman in Allah because it is as if someone is
saying, ‘O Allah, why did You make her more beautiful? Or, ‘O Allah, why
did You give him more money?’ The Prophet f said, ‘Beware of envy, for
it devours good deeds just as fire devours wood or grass.’24 It is an
interesting hadith because jealousy is a feeling, and in Islam, the general
rule is that we are not accountable for our feelings and thoughts until we act



upon them. But here we see that some feelings are an exception to the rule,
and harbouring them makes us liable. Jealousy is foremost amongst them,
and if we don’t empty our hearts of this vice, it will consume our good
deeds.

‘…Surely Shaytan is a sworn enemy to humankind.’ Ya[qub taught
his son a beautiful lesson here: no matter who does the evil, Shaytan is the
one instigating and exacerbating it. It doesn’t negate that a person is
responsible for their actions, but it allows one to find a way out when
another person does something wrong. Instead of placing the ultimate
blame and guilt on fellow Muslims, we should blame the Shaytan because
he is our sworn enemy who persistently whispers evil ideas in us. Ya[qub
told Yusuf not to inform his brothers about the dream lest they became
jealous and tried to harm him; then he warned him that Shaytan was an
open enemy. And even though he foresaw the ten half-brothers of Yusuf
plotting, he put the primary blame on Shaytan. Ya[qub did not call Yusuf’s
brothers ‘enemies’ or ‘evil’. It is very profound because when it comes to
criticizing others, it is an Islamic etiquette to remove the blame from the
individual and transfer it to Shaytan as much as possible. It opens the door
for them to repent for their mistake and come closer to Allah. However,
there is one difference. When we criticize ourselves, we should not use
Shaytan as an excuse. Since Adam, Shaytan has been plotting our downfall.
Allah says in the Qur’an, ‘So We cautioned, “O Adam! He is surely an
enemy to you…”’25 Shaytan is evereager to cause us to go astray. It’s
important to note that he doesn’t have any control over us; he merely seeks
to tempt us through a whisper. In the Qur’an, Allah tells us that on the Day
of Judgement, people will blame Shaytan, saying that it was he who caused
them to go astray. But he will say, ‘…Indeed, Allah has made you a true
promise. I, too, made you a promise, but I failed you. I did not have any
authority over you. I only called you, and you responded to me. So do not
blame me; blame yourselves...’26



And so, will your Lord choose you ‘O Yusuf’, and
teach you the interpretation of dreams, and perfect His
favour upon you and the descendants of Ya¢qub, ‘just’
as He once perfected it upon your fathers, IbrahÏm and

Ishaq. Surely your Lord is All-Knowing, All-Wise.

When Allah says, ‘And so, will your Lord…’ it could mean either,
‘through this dream’ Allah will protect you, or ‘through you not telling
others about it’ the protection will come. If Yusuf had told the dream to his
brothers, much worse could have happened. Allah then says, ‘…choose
you…’ which comes from ijtiba, literally meaning, ‘to sift through and find
the best’. And He will, ‘…teach you the interpretation of dreams…’
showing us that the knowledge of interpretation of dreams is a pure blessing
from Allah.

‘…and perfect His favour upon you and the descendants of
Ya[qub...’ Notice that Yusuf is mentioned separately from his brethren,
signifying that his blessings were equivalent to all of them combined.
Yusuf is in a category of his own. Allah bestowed many blessings upon
Yusuf, among them: prophethood; noble lineage; elevated above his
brothers; the interpretation of dreams; half of all beauty; and the good
fortune of admission into Jannah.

In the Qur’an, the family of Ya[qub is called al-Asbat (the Patriarchs).
The brothers of Yusuf also became prophets. So, it begs the question: how
could prophets plot a grievous crime? The majority of scholars said that
when this incident occurred, the brothers had not yet become prophets. How
do we know that they eventually did become prophets? Because Allah says,



‘Say, ‘O believers,’ ‘We believe in Allah and what was revealed to us, and
Ibrahim and Isma[il and Ishaq and Ya[qub and the Asbat…’27 Who are the
Asbat? The sons of Ya[qub.

Another critical point here is that Allah protects the children of His
righteous servants, as we repeatedly learned in Surah Kahf. Therefore, one
of the best ways to guarantee that Allah protects our children and that they
are righteous is for us to be pious ourselves. In Surah al-Kahf, when Khidr
and Musa passed by the broken wall and Khidr stopped to rebuild it, Musa
asked, ‘What was the purpose of this?’ At the end of the story, Khidr
revealed, ‘And as for the wall, it belonged to two orphan boys in the city,
and under the wall was a treasure that belonged to them, and their father
was a righteous man. So, your Lord willed that these children should come
of age and retrieve their treasure as a mercy from your Lord.’28 The father
was righteous, and because of that, Allah blessed his children in this world
and the next.

Allah then says, ‘…‘just’ as He once perfected it upon your fathers,
Ibrahim and Ishaq…’ What are the favours that Allah bestowed on
Ibrahim? They are truly worthy of a book. He was the father of all nations
and all prophets that came after him; he was blessed with prophethood
when there were no other Muslims on earth; he was the first khalilullah29

(Friend of Allah); Allah saved him from the fire of King Nimrod in this
world, and will protect him from the Fire of Jahannam in the next.

‘…Surely your Lord is All-Knowing, All-Wise.’ Allah concludes
this verse by using two of His Beautiful Names: Al-‘Alim and Al-Hakim.
Al-‘Alim means the All-Knowing and Al-Hakim incorporates two meanings:
hikmah, meaning wisdom, and hukm, meaning judgement. Allah is All-
Wise and the Judge of all Judges. Why does Allah end this verse with these
particular attributes? It is as if He is saying, ‘I know what I am doing. I do
everything with wisdom. Realize that whatever is going to happen to you, I
am Al-Hakim and I have a Divine Plan. Don’t despair. I know the past, and
I know the future. Just like I saved your grandfather Ishaq from being
slaughtered,30 and your great-grandfather Ibrahim from the fire, so shall I



save you. I put them through trials, and I will put you through trials, but you
shall emerge victorious just as they did. I am Al-[Alim and Al-Hakim.’

Indeed, in the story of Yusuf and his brothers there are
lessons for all who ask.

The word translated as ‘lessons’ here is ayah, and as we have already
highlighted, this means that it is a sign, a lesson, and a miracle to ponder
over. In some places in the Qur’an, Allah says there are lessons for those
who think, and in others, He calls them lessons for those who reflect and
lessons for those who use their [aql (intellect). This verse is the only place
in the Qur’an, where Allah says that these signs are lessons for those who
‘ask’.

Allah says, ‘…in the story of Yusuf and his brothers, there are
lessons for all who ask.’ Asking is the rudimentary level of
inquisitiveness, while thinking and contemplating indicate a deeper level of
inquiry. The meaning here is that these ayat are so clear, one does not even
need to think deeply to understand them. All one needs to do is turn to the
surah and ask, ‘What are the miracles? What are the signs? How can I
benefit from them?’ The reason Surah Yusuf appeals to so many of us is
that it is straightforward and easy to understand.

Since an ayah, or lesson, is an indication, the scholars have said that
Surah Yusuf primarily points to three things: the Power of Allah and His
Sunnah, the Truth of the Messenger, and the lessons and morals within the
story of Yusuf. It shows us who Allah is and how He deals with His
servants. From it, we learn that Allah is always watching over His servants,
and in the end, victory will be for the sincere and righteous. The lesson is
that righteousness shall always prevail. The reason for the revelation of this



surah was to console the Prophet f during his grief and suffering. It told
him that even though he was being ridiculed and humiliated, he would be
victorious in the end, like Yusuf, because this is the reward for those that
have taqwa. The entire Surah Yusuf is an ayah about the truthfulness of our
beloved Prophet Muhammad f. Allah is saying that in this story, there is an
ayah that this prophet is a true prophet because he would not have known
this story otherwise. The following verse beautifully articulates this point:
‘This is one of the stories of the unseen, which We reveal to you ‘O
Prophet’. Neither you nor your people knew it before this. So be patient!
Surely the ultimate outcome belongs ‘only’ to the righteous.’31

‘Remember’ when they said ‘to one another’, “Surely
Yusuf and his brother ‘Binyamin’ are more beloved to
our father than we, even though we are a group of so

many. Indeed, our father is clearly mistaken.”

Allah begins this verse with, “‘Remember’ when they said: Surely
Yusuf and his brother…” There is a particular emphasis in the name of
Yusuf here (the extra lam) as if to say: ‘This is an undeniable fact about
Yusuf and his brother.’ They were all Yusuf’s brothers, but by unanimous
consensus, here they are talking in the singular about his full brother,
Binyamin. Yusuf and Binyamin were the youngest and from the same
mother. Binyamin was still a new-born baby at this stage, and Yusuf, a
young child.

Notice that they say, ‘…more beloved to our father…’ They knew
how much their father loved Yusuf, but could not accuse him of giving



Yusuf more than the other children. In our Shari[ah, we must treat our
children equally. We cannot prefer one child over another in material
blessings, and this is a critical theological point: the brothers only accused
Yaqub of loving Yusuf and his brother more. A person has no control over
love. Loving is an emotion of the heart, and Allah does not call one to
account for loving one of their children more.

Once a man came to the Prophet f and said, ‘Bear witness that I have
given my son Nu’man such and such from my wealth.’ He f said, ‘Have
you given all your children something like that which you have given to
Nu’man?’ The man said, ‘No.’ The Prophet f said, ‘Then let someone
other than me bear witness to that. Would you not like all your children to
honour you equally?’ The man said, ‘Of course.’ The Prophet f said, ‘Then
do not do this.’32

‘…than we, even though we are a group of so many…’ The word
used here for a group is ‘usbah, meaning a large number. They were ten
brothers, and they tried to use their numerical strength in opposition to
Yusuf and his full brother, who were just two. They also hinted that they
were older and, therefore, more useful to their father in taking care of his
needs.

‘…Indeed, our father is clearly mistaken.’ Once again, inna and la
add emphasis here. ‘Surely – there is no doubt – our father has made a clear
grievous error.’ Remember that Ya[qub was a prophet. The sons did not say
their father was in error concerning his faith in Islam; they alleged that he
was misguided regarding his greater love for Yusuf and Binyamin.

Immediately we can see that the brothers were not as righteous as
Yusuf; otherwise, they would not have spoken like this. We notice here that
a father has a greater love for more righteous children, and that is why
Yusuf’s brothers were jealous.



“Kill Yusuf or cast him out to some ‘distant’ land so
that our father’s attention will be only ours, then after
that, you may ‘repent and’ become righteous people!”

The brothers’ jealousy was consuming them from inside, to the point that
they decided to ‘Kill Yusuf…’ Their jealousy had impaired their thinking
and driven them to insanity. Alas, they could not see that they were jealous
of something noble.

They said, ‘…cast him out to some ‘distant’ land…’ meaning some
land we don’t care about, far removed from us, ‘…so that our father’s
attention will be only ours.’ They assumed, naively, that if they removed
the object of their father’s love, he would then shower all his love on them.
What they didn’t realize is that love exists in the heart, and at times, the
absence of the beloved makes the heart grow fonder!

‘…after that, you may ‘repent, and’ become righteous people!’ The
brothers had used an interesting phrase here. They were saying, ‘Let’s do
the heinous deed, and then after that, we can become good people.’ These
thoughts were clearly from Shaytan, who made their evil plot appear
justified to them, saying, ‘Don’t worry, you can just atone for it afterwards.’
Shaytan has been deluding people like this since the beginning of time. The
brothers didn’t realize that once they committed the crime, they would need
to lie to cover it up, and then swear upon that lie. One wrong action is never
the end of the story, and through the story of Yusuf, Allah warns us about
this tactic of Shaytan.

Some commentators of the Qur’an said that the brothers were still young
and hadn’t reached puberty. In Islam, children are not accountable for their
deeds. Others refuted this idea and said that the brothers of Yusuf were
adults when they committed the crime because this verse shows us that if



they had still been children, they would not be thinking in this manner.
Those who said that the brothers were not yet adults used the phrase ‘…let
us play’, and claimed that adults would not be asking to play. Hence, they
argue, they were still children. The response from the majority of
interpreters was that adults do indeed play and are allowed to be merry!
Even [A’ishah and the Prophet f played sometimes, as in the famous
incident of the two of them racing one another in the desert.. The opinion
that the brothers were adults gets support from the end of the story, where
they said, ‘O our father! Pray for the forgiveness of our sins. We have
certainly been sinful.’33 Had they been children, they would not have had to
ask for forgiveness because a child is not accountable to Allah for his
misdeeds.

Another interesting point this verse brings is that the brothers intended
to do a nefarious deed followed by a good deed so that Allah would forgive
them. In terms of this dunya, their motivation was that if they removed
Yusuf, their father’s attention would turn to them. They lost both
objectives. The first goal was to make one mistake and then become good
after that, but that one mistake led to another and then another. The second
goal was to get their father’s attention, but their father turned away from
them in his grief. Had Yusuf been there, their father would have loved the
other children to a reasonable degree; by depriving their father of Yusuf,
they broke his heart, thereby reducing his capacity to love them. So they
neither achieved their worldly goal nor were they able to achieve the
spiritual one of being righteous, until they completely repented and
confessed their sins. Disobeying Allah brings neither bodily nor spiritual
blessings!

An important lesson we derive from the story of the brothers of Yusuf is
that we should not resort to ignoble means to achieve a noble goal. The
brothers wanted something halal: the love of their father. But the way they
approached it was haram. The brothers wanted their father to stop doting on
Yusuf, but their actions created the opposite effect: his love and longing for
Yusuf only intensified.



However, one positive aspect may be derived from this story. Since the
brothers plotted a dastardly deed with the aim to repent later, some of our
scholars have said that their attitude was better than that of a person who
had no qualms about committing a crime. The brothers hoped, ‘Allah will
forgive us,’ and in the end, He did, as Allah’s Mercy is vast, and He is the
Most Forgiving and the Most Merciful. While that attitude is not an excuse
for them, it is most certainly better than the criminal who commits a crime
without a shred of remorse.

One of them said, “Do not kill Yusuf. But if you must
do something, throw him into the bottom of a well so

perhaps he may be picked up by some travelers.”

Some scholars have said that it was the eldest brother who said this because
he will appear again later in the story. No doubt, the one speaking here had
more intelligence and piety than the others. In his perfect wisdom, Allah
does not give us more detail than we need. If we read the Old Testament or
any book of history, we quickly get bored because there are too many
irrelevant details. The beauty of the Qur’anic stories is that we never get
bored or bogged down in extra details.

‘…Do not kill Yusuf. But if you must do something…’ The brother
who disagreed with the idea of murder did not vigorously oppose it either.
He merely tried to minimize the harm. They wanted to kill Yusuf or exile
him to the desert, but this brother suggested that they throw him in a well so
that somebody will eventually pull him out. He reasoned that this way
Yusuf would likely become a slave, but would at least live. Suggesting the
lesser of two evils is a well-known principle in our religion. There is a rule



in the science of jurisprudence, or usul al-fiqh that if one must choose
between two haram options, let them select the lesser haram.

Notice here that Allah is describing the evil deeds of the brothers, and
they are numerous. They are breaking the ties of kinship. Yusuf is not just
their brother, he is a younger brother, and they are breaking the bonds of a
young child with his father. They are also violating the rights of their father.
The Prophet f said in a beautiful hadith, ‘Whoever does not show mercy to
our young ones, or acknowledge the rights of our elders, is not one of us.’34

Through their crime, the brothers disobeyed both commands. Also, because
Ya[qub, their father, is a prophet of Allah, their sins are magnified.

All of this highlights the dangers of hasad, or envy and jealousy. The
Prophet f said, ‘There has come to you the disease of the nations before
you, jealousy and hatred. It is the ‘shaver’ (destroyer); I do not say that it
shaves hair, but that it shaves faith.’35 The shaving of the religion here
means that hasad gradually erodes one’s faith until nothing is left. The
Prophet f also said, ‘By the One in Whose Hand my soul is, you will not
enter Paradise until you believe, and you will not believe until you love one
another. Shall I not tell you of that which will strengthen the love between
you? Spread (the greeting of) salam amongst yourselves.’36 Planting love in
the hearts by spreading the salam is the opposite of hasad.

‘…throw him into the bottom of a well, so perhaps he may be
picked up by some travelers.’ The word ghayab used in this verse means
‘a recess’ or the bottom of the well, and it comes from ghayb, meaning the
‘unseen’. They also use the word jubb to describe the well, rather than the
more common, bi’r; this is because jubb indicates a primitive well that
doesn’t have a built wall around it, while bi’r is a properly constructed
well. The brother said, ‘throw him into the bottom of a jubb,’ which means
he knew which type of well it was. It was a rudimentary well that was
probably infrequently used, and lay in an isolated place visited by travelers
only. The brothers said that some ‘travelers’ might ‘pick up’ or ‘find’ Yusuf
as if he would be something unexpected for them. The words are precise,
and the brothers are well aware of the nefariousness of their plot.



They said, “O our father! Why do you not trust us
with Yusuf, although we truly wish him well?”

The brothers had agreed that they would take Yusuf and throw him into the
well, but they knew that their father would be suspicious, so they thought
carefully about how to present their request. They said, ‘O our father!
Why do you not trust us with Yusuf…’ then they tried to avoid
suspicion by adding, ‘…although we truly wish him well?’ They sought
to reassure Ya[qub, essentially saying, ‘Surely, we are his well-wishers
(nasihun).’ Nasahah means to want good for somebody. Nasiha, which
means to give advice, also comes from this root because the purpose behind
nasiha is good of the advisee. From the wording, we can infer that until this
point, the brothers did not have an opportunity to take Yusuf on an outing.
Perhaps this meant that Ya[qub was cautious and did not trust them.

“Send him out with us tomorrow so that he may enjoy
himself and play. And we will surely watch over him.”

The brothers tried to calm and reassure their father, disarming his suspicion
and showing him that they were sincere. Then the petition came: ‘Send him
with us tomorrow, so that he may enjoy himself and play…’ To play
or have a good time is permissible in our religion as long as it does not
cause us to neglect our duties. Allah refers to la[ib or ‘play’ here. La[ib and
lahu are two different things, and Allah mentions both of them when He
described this world as being ‘play and amusement’.37 What is the
difference between the two? La[ib is something that is not highly beneficial



but is permissible in small quantities, whereas lahu has no benefit in it
whatsoever. La[ib is something the Prophet f occasionally did, like when
racing with [A’ishah or playing with Hasan and Husayn. There is a
narration that during the days of Mina, Abu Bakr came to [A’ishah, while
there were two girls with her, playing the duff (drum) and singing. The
Prophet f was lying nearby covered in his garment. Abu Bakr rebuked the
two girls, but the Prophet f uncovered his face and said, ‘O Abu Bakr!
Leave them, for these are the days of ‘Id.’ Once, in the masjid of the
Prophet f, the Abyssinians demonstrated their spear-throwing skills. The
Sahabah were watching them, and [A’ishah wanted to see as well, so the
Prophet f stood to allow her to watch from behind his shoulders. What is
noteworthy is that this show of martial arts happened in the Mosque of the
Prophet f. [A’ishah narrated, ‘I was being screened by the Prophet f while
I was watching the Ethiopians playing in the mosque. [Umar rebuked them,
but the Prophet f said, ‘Leave them, O Bani Arfida [meaning the
Abyssinians]! Play, as you are safe.’38 Lahu, on the other hand, would be
something that is a complete waste of time and not encouraged in our
religion; for example, gambling.

The brothers’ outward reason for wanting to take out Yusuf to play was
a form of emotional blackmail as if they were saying to their father, ‘We are
going to have a fun time; don’t you want Yusuf to enjoy? If you truly love
Yusuf, you’ll send him with us.’ First, they made him feel guilty by saying,
‘Why don’t you trust us? We are his brothers. What is your problem?’ Now
they added the icing to the cake, ‘Don’t you want Yusuf to be happy?’

To emphasize their point, they said, ‘…And we will surely watch
over him.’ The Arabic word used here is precise; it is the same word Allah
used when He promised to protect the Qur’an, ‘Surely We revealed the
Message, and We will be its guardian.’39 In Arabic, there are different
levels of emphasizing a point, and the triple emphasis is the highest, which
is used in this instance. The brothers were speaking eloquently with a tinge
of emotion, and they appeared to be sincere. They had already plotted and
planned, and they were now convincing their father, saying, ‘Trust us;



Yusuf is going to be fine. We love him; he is our brother. Let him go and
have fun. We will take care of him. We want his best interest. We are his
elders, and we will protect him.’

In the face of the brothers’ earnest and soulful request, Ya[qub could
have just agreed, but there is something in his heart – an intuition – that is
preventing him. In Arabic, the word for intuition is firasah, a profound
concept that we will see come up again and again in Surah Yusuf. The
Prophet f said, ‘Beware of the firasah of a believer, for he sees with the
light of Allah.’40 What does firasah mean? We can translate it as a gut
instinct, a sixth sense, or a spiritual intuition. Here, Ya[qub knew that
something was wrong. He could have thought, after this beautiful
introduction from his children, ‘What excuse do I have?’ But still, he
hesitated, because his heart was not convinced. Not once had he allowed
Yusuf to be alone with the brothers, without supervision. As a last attempt
to decline the request, Ya[qub used one final ploy.

He responded, “It would truly sadden me if you took
him away with you, and I fear that a wolf may devour

him while you are negligent of him.”

Ya[qub said, ‘…It would truly sadden me if you took him away with
you…’ He could not bear to be away from Yusuf, even for one day, but
there is also a deeper meaning here. The brothers wanted to take Yusuf for
a day, but there is a subtle hint that he will be away for a long time.

‘…and I fear that a wolf may devour him while you are negligent
of him.’ Some scholars have said that Canan, where Ya[qub lived, was a



desert wilderness, where wild beasts roamed, and that there was an ever-
present danger of a wolf attacking Yusuf or even his brothers. But other
scholars differed: did Ya[qub truly mean that he was scared of a wolf, or
was this just an excuse? The strongest opinion seems to be that Ya[qub was
not worried about wolves; he was trying to find a reason to prevent the
brothers from taking Yusuf. What Ya[qub said about the wolf could be
called a tawriyah, which Islam permits. A tawriyah is a statement or
expression that could have more than one meaning. What the speaker says
is technically correct, but the listener could understand it in a way that was
not the former’s intent. There was one chance in a million that a wolf could
eat Yusuf; what Ya[qub meant was, ‘I don’t want you to take him away,’
but since he couldn’t verbalize that excuse, he used a far less likely one to
hide the real reason.

Ironically, Ya[qub gave the brothers the exact excuse that they would
use later: ‘a wolf ate Yusuf’. It shows us that these young men were not
mature enough even to plan out the whole plot. They were short-sighted and
hadn’t thought of what they were going to say afterwards. When Ya[qub
verbalized this fear, they added it to their plan and used it against him. It
shows us that the brothers of Yusuf, like most criminals or people who sin,
didn’t think three steps ahead.

They said, “If a wolf were to devour him, despite our
strong group, then we would certainly be losers!”

Allah had decreed that the brothers would later use Ya[qub’s very excuse to
feign Yusuf’s death. They said, how could a wolf devour their little brother,
‘…despite our strong group…?’ The brothers were trying to assure
Ya[qub that even though he was an old man, they were a young and sturdy
group; there is no way a wolf could attack a strong group like theirs.



Ultimately, the sons prevailed; they won the emotional struggle, and
Ya[qub allowed Yusuf to go with them.
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PART TWO

Sold into Slavery



And so, when they took him away and decided to
throw him into the bottom of the well, We inspired

him: “‘One day’ you will remind them of this deed of
theirs while they are unaware ‘of who you are’.”

With their ploy successful, the brothers spirited away Yusuf from their
father, heading straight into the wilderness. Allah says, ‘…when they took
him away…’ without completing the statement. The Qur’an often skips
words, phrases, or details, and the scholars ascribe this to the balaghah or
eloquence of the Arabic language. The Qur’an uses the most
comprehensive and concise speech that reflects Allah’s wisdom and
knowledge. Details are glossed over, as shall be explained below.

He then says, ‘…and decided to throw him into the bottom of the
well...’ The brothers were unanimous about throwing Yusuf into the well.
There was not one merciful brother amongst them. We cannot even imagine
what shock, fear, and horror Yusuf must have felt. He had happily gone
with the brothers to play and have fun, and here he was, looking in disbelief
at them as they scurried to carry out their macabre plan.

Notice that Allah did not explicitly criticize the brothers, despite their
cruel act. Centuries later, when we think about it, our hearts still shudder,
thinking, ‘How could they have done that to a little brother?’ Yet, Allah
does not use a single negative adjective in the surah to describe the brothers
of Yusuf, even though they were every bit worthy of criticism. Why? One
of the main reasons is that it is not befitting for the Qur’an’s nobility to
mention gore and evil, except in briefest terms. For example, to describe the
factors that break one’s ablution Allah says in the Qur’an, ‘…or have
relieved yourselves…,’41 rather than ‘if one of you urinates or defecates.’ In
yet another place, He says, ‘…if you have touched your wives…’42 to



describe marital relations. The words the Qur’an uses are most dignifed and
cultured.

The Qur’an, therefore, teaches us a vital etiquette: be brief and dignified
when mentioning evil. Although there are exceptions, it is discouraged for a
Muslim to go into detail about someone’s lewd or evil act, or sin. Allah
warns us in Surah Nur, ‘Indeed, those who love to see indecency spread
among the believers will suffer a painful punishment in this life and the
Hereafter.’43 We can see that Allah’s standards about morality and decency
far surpass those set by humans. In modern societies, news outlets describe
crime, vulgarity, murder, and rape in the most vivid detail using the most
offensive language. Hollywood glorifies such subjects in blockbuster
movies, and authors turn them into best-selling books. The tabloids have a
field day with scandalous gossip. The preponderance of promiscuity
desensitizes people, and, for some of them, the stories of murder, illicit
relationships, and the adoration of hedonistic lifestyles become a stepping-
stone to committing those acts themselves.

Another reason for avoiding a detailed description of the crime and
denunciation of the brothers is their repentance of the sin later. Allah, the
ever-forgiving, accepted their repentance. Amazingly, the only time the
Qur’an mentioned the brothers’ transgression was through their own
admission. In a remorseful tone, they said to Yusuf, ‘By Allah! Allah has
truly preferred you over us, and we have surely been sinful.’44 And they
said to their father, ‘O our father! Pray for the forgiveness of our sins. We
have certainly been guilty.’45 It is a compelling message. When Allah has
forgiven them, why mention their faults? Such graciousness only reflects
Allah’s unparalleled forgiveness. True forgiveness means that we don’t
remind people about their mistakes or tell others about them.

Yusuf was now at the bottom of a dark, secluded well. He’s a young
child, bewildered, frightened, and alone. It was part of Allah’s plan to put
him in this situation, so He instilled sakinah, or tranquillity, in his heart, and
inspired to him, saying that, “‘One day’ you will remind them of this
deed of theirs while they are unaware ‘of who you are’.” By using



tawkid, or emphasis, in this statement, Allah informed Yusuf that this was
undoubtedly going to happen. There were other implications in this
prediction that Yusuf was given. One was that he would not die in the well;
two, that he will eventually reunite with his family, and three, at the time of
reunion, he will have the upper hand.

This verse also has an optimistic message for the Prophet Muhammad f
during a period of intense difficulty. Through the story of Yusuf, Allah
reminded him that even though his people had abandoned him, he would
eventually become victorious over them. In another surah Allah hinted to
the Prophet f about his migration and triumphant return to Makkah: ‘Most
certainly, the One Who has ordained the Qur’an for you will ‘ultimately’
bring you back home ‘to Makkah’.’ 46 Through Surah Yusuf, Allah
reminded the Prophet f and us that ‘surely, with every difficulty comes
relief.’47

Knowing how matters will turn out brings us great comfort. Allah
foretold Yusuf about the end of his life in this world, and He only gives this
knowledge to a prophet. As Muslims, we believe in Allah’s cardinal rule
that the righteous will inherit Paradise. No matter what is happening in the
world, how tough life is, or what difficulties or problems we face, we
should always remind ourselves of the ultimate reward: Jannah, and that
should help us get through.

We notice that in the above verse, Allah sent Yusuf a revelation (wahy)
even though he was still a child. Some scholars believe that this happened
when Yusuf had become a prophet. However, the majority opinion holds
that indeed Yusuf received this wahy when he was a child, but it was
different from the wahy Allah sends to prophets. Because he was a child,
Yusuf could not be appointed a prophet. There are three different types of
wahy mentioned in the Qur’an. First, the wahy that Allah sent to non-
humans, for example, ‘And your Lord inspired the bees: “Make ‘your’
homes in the mountains, the trees, and in what people construct.”’48

Second, there is a wahy that Allah sent to his prophets ‘…by sending a
messenger-angel to reveal whatever He wills by His permission.’49 Third,



there is a type of wahy one level below what the prophets receive, and it is
called ilham. An ilham means an inner voice or thought that comes to
someone, and they know it is from Allah. The most famous case of ilham in
the Qur’an is that of the mother of Musa. Allah says, ‘We inspired the
mother of Musa: “Nurse him, but when you fear for him, put him then into
the river, and do not fear or grieve…”’50 Possibly, it was an ilham that
Yusuf received while he was in the well. As the well’s darkness frightened
Yusuf, Allah’s light and inspiration enveloped him, and he felt reassured.

Then they returned to their father in the evening,
weeping.

The brothers were not supposed to stay out late, but they came back to their
father after sunset. They purposely delayed their return to add credibility to
their plot. They pretended that they were searching for Yusuf and did not
know what to do. ‘…they returned to their father in the evening,
weeping.’ The brothers’ tears were fake, but they needed something to
create drama and make their story appear credible to Yaqub.

Of course, tears do not necessarily establish victimhood as every parent
knows! Let us mention a well-known incident from the life of Shurayh al-
Qadi (d. 697), one of the most famous judges in early Islamic history. He
was from the generation after the Sahabah, and there are many stories
narrated about his life. Once a woman came to Shurayh crying hysterically,
complaining about an accusation against her. Shurayh sat emotionless
despite the woman’s frantic cries. Even his students were embarrassed and
ashamed at what they felt was their teacher’s apathy. When the woman left,
they asked, ‘O Shaykh, why did you not show her some sympathy? She was
sobbing and weeping. Maybe some wrong was done to her.’ Shurayh



replied, ‘The brothers of Yusuf were also sobbing and weeping, but they
were the ones who had committed the wrong. We base our ruling on facts
and not on emotion.’ Later, it was in fact discovered that the woman in this
case was indeed guilty.

They cried, “Our father! We went racing and left Yusuf
with our belongings, and a wolf devoured him! But you

will not believe us, no matter how truthful we are.”

The brothers, who had rehearsed their story, said, ‘…We went racing and
left Yusuf with our belongings, and a wolf devoured him!’ Sadly, they
had used Ya[qub’s apprehensions against him in concocting the story of
Yusuf’s disappearance. They said they had left Yusuf to watch their
belongings while they raced each other, and then a wolf came and attacked
him. The story sounded a bit far-fetched even to them, so they added, ‘…
But you will not believe us, no matter how truthful we are.’ They
acknowledged to their father that the version of events might sound
preposterous to him but insisted they were nothing but truthful. Sometimes,
when we hear something unbelievable, we don’t know whether to laugh or
cry: this was one of those moments.



And they brought his shirt, stained with false blood. He
responded, “No! Your souls must have tempted you to

do something ‘evil’. So ‘I can only endure with’
beautiful patience! It is Allah’s help that I seek to bear

your claims.”

The brothers knew that Ya[qub would not believe their story, so they
prepared evidence to support their claim, ‘… they brought his shirt,
stained with false blood…’ There is very beautiful Arabic balaghah
here: the literal translation is ‘a lying blood’. Blood doesn’t lie, but Allah
ascribed lying to the blood to show it was false blood. They brought forth
Yusuf’s blood-stained shirt, but it was not his blood.

In his horror, Ya[qub cried out, ‘…No!...’ In the Arabic language, bal
translated here as ‘no,’ is harf al-idrab, meaning a thing that completely
negates everything that came before it. The Qur’an used this term to
indicate that the brothers’ claim was a blatant lie, and the truth was to
follow. Ya[qub did not believe them, so he said, ‘…Your souls must have
tempted you…’ Since Ya[qub’s intuition informed him about the plot, but
he did not know the full story, he left the matter open. Through Allah, he
had inner certitude that Yusuf wasn’t dead.

When Yusuf had first told him the dream, Ya[qub had warned him not
to inform his brothers about it lest they devise a plot against him. Alas!
What he feared had come true. Ya[qub understood that the brothers had
concocted a scheme, but he appealed to their conscience to rectify the
wrong. That is why he did not outright tell them, ‘You have done wrong,’
but rather, ‘Your souls must have tempted you.’ He treated them with a bit of
psychoanalysis, saying, ‘How in good conscience could you have done
this?’ Instead of criticizing the action, he criticized the intention and
psychology behind it, indirectly calling it a plot of Shaytan.

Ya[qub turned away in grief, saying, “…‘I can only endure with’
beautiful patience!” Patience entails restraining oneself, even when the
pain is acute. The reason why it is so difficult is that it requires us to control



in the face of an overpowering urge to act. Our blood pressure soars, and we
want to scream and cry, yet we exhibit grace and dignity amid grief. Our
Prophet f told us that, ‘The strong are not the best wrestlers. Verily, the
strong are only those who control themselves when they are angry.’51

Patience is of three types: patience in the face of calamities, patience in
withholding from sins, and patience in persistence in performing acts of
worship. Patience also has levels: a person may be patient fleetingly,
another may be steadfastly patient, and yet another could be patient to the
level of excellence. The trial of losing a child requires the most excellent
type of patience, as no parent wants their child to die while they live. When
faced with the extreme loss, Ya[qub said he would observe ‘sabrun jamil’,
or a ‘beautiful patience’. The scholars say that ‘beautiful patience’ is one in
which one does not seek people’s sympathy and takes his grief directly to
Allah. Ya[qub embodied this quality, as later in this surah we will hear him
say, ‘I complain of my anguish and sorrow only to Allah.’52

The Qur’an says, ‘Allah is truly with those who are patient’.53 There are
only a handful of nouns that Allah uses to describe the characteristics of
people who He is ‘with’. Of them are al-muttaqin (the God-conscious,
pious); al-sadiqin (the truthful, sincere), and al-sabirin (those who are
patient). Allah says that He shall reward the patient bi ghayri hisab (without
measure or limit). Without a doubt, those who observe ‘beautiful patience’
Allah will grant them this ultimate reward.

Ya[qub then said, ‘…It is Allah’s help that I seek...’ This phrase, wa-
Allahu al-Musta[an, is one we should memorize and use frequently. Ya[qub
felt helpless, so he sought help from Allah to deal with his grief. Allah says
in the Qur’an, ‘And whoever puts their trust in Allah, then He ‘alone’ is
sufficient for them.’54 It shows us that the believer is never alone or without
assistance because Allah is with them.



And there came some travellers, and they sent their
water-boy who let down his bucket into the well. He

cried out, “Oh, what a great find! Here is a boy!” And
they took him secretly ‘to be sold’ as merchandise, but

Allah is All-Knowing of what they did.

Eventually, ‘…there came some travellers…’ to gather water from the
well. Sayyarah, translated here as ‘travellers,’ comes from yasiru and refers
to seasoned travellers, in this case, a caravan. The caravan stopped ‘…and
they sent their water-boy who let down his bucket into the well…’
There was one person assigned to collect the water, and he lowered his
bucket. The fact that he had to lower his own bucket shows us that Yusuf
was in a very primitive well. An oft-frequented well, generally, has a pulley
and bucket attached to it.

When the bucket came back up, the water-drawer exclaimed, ‘Oh, what
a great find! Here is a boy!’ Why was he so happy? Because this is the
era of slavery, and one of the most precious, prized, and expensive
commodities was a slave. The people of the caravan had no intention to find
the boy’s parents and return him home. Instead, they decided to sell him
into slavery. ‘…And they took him secretly ‘to be sold’ as
merchandise…’ It means they hid Yusuf surreptitiously in their
belongings, knowing their actions to be wrong. The Qur’an says, ‘…but
Allah is All-Knowing of what they did.’

Thus, the caravan clandestinely transported Yusuf from Palestine to
Egypt, hidden amongst the sacks of merchandise.



They ‘later’ sold him for a cheap price, just a few silver
coins, only wanting to get rid of him.

The caravan sold Yusuf for less than what he was worth. They got ‘…a
cheap price…’ The word bakhs here means they suffered a loss in the
trade, which we may interpret in two ways. Firstly, that Yusuf was
invaluable, and no matter what price they had sold him for, it would never
have been enough. Secondly, they sold Yusuf for far less than they would
sell an average slave. If the market value was several hundred silver coins,
they sold him for a fraction of that. Ibn Abbas said maybe a tenth of his
worth. To emphasize the point, Allah says, ‘…just a few silver coins…’
The fact that you could count them shows how low an amount they got
from selling Yusuf.

The word translated as coins here is darahim, which is the plural of a
dirham. The word comes from the ancient Greek drachm because Greeks
were the first people to use it. The Romans minted their own gold coins and
called them a denarius. At the time of the Prophet f, the Arabs did not have
their own currency, so they used the Roman and Persian coins. The early
Umayyad khalifah, [Abdul Malik ibn Marwan was the first to mint gold and
silver for the Muslims, and he called the silver coin dirham and the gold
coin dinar. The words used to denote these ancient currencies have survived
to this day. (The dirham is the official currency of the UAE, while the dinar
is the monetary unit in Algeria, Bahrain, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Libya, and
Tunisia.)

The fact that they sold Yusuf for a paltry sum shows that they
considered him insignificant and ‘…only wanting to get rid of him…’
Had they sold Yusuf in a legal market, he would have fetched a fortune,
because the most expensive type of slave is a young boy who could serve
for years on end. But because they didn’t have to pay for him, the low sale
price was of no consequence to them. It is human psychology that when we



get something for free, we do not value it. An example of this in our times
is our religion, Islam. Those born Muslim typically don’t appreciate the
faith like the converts to Islam do. The converts had to find Islam through
research and sacrifice, and sometimes by damaging their ties with non-
Muslim relatives. Allah says the caravan didn’t consider Yusuf to be
significant because he was stolen merchandise, and they wanted to dispose
of him quickly. When people sell stolen goods, they do it quickly before
getting caught. The travellers felt guilty because they had captured an
innocent boy who didn’t deserve capture.

The man from Egypt who bought him said to his wife,
“Take good care of him, perhaps he may be useful to
us, or we may adopt him as a son.” This is how We

established Yusuf in the land, so that We might teach
him the interpretation of dreams. Allah’s Will always

prevails, but most people do not know.

The caravan took Yusuf over the Sinai Peninsula into the land of Egypt.
The Qur’an calls ‘The man from Egypt who bought him…’ Al-[Aziz,
which simply means an honourable man. It is interesting to note that later in
the story, Yusuf calls himself Al-[Aziz. Because of this, several Muslim
scholars have said that Yusuf’s master was the minister of finance, like
what Yusuf became some years later. There is an indication that Yusuf



eventually took on the role of his master, who was a noble minister, one
level below the king.

Al-[Aziz said to his wife, ‘…Take good care of him…’ In other words,
treat him nicely and give him all that he needs; make his accommodation
comfortable. The minister sensed that Yusuf was not an ordinary boy, so he
instructed his wife to treat him honourably and not like the other slaves.
Why? Because ‘…he may be useful to us, or we may adopt him as a
son.’ Some early scholars, such as Ibn Mas[ud, said that three people
showed the depth of firasah, or intuition, when judging a person and their
character. The first was Al-[Aziz when he saw Yusuf. The second was the
daughter of the shepherd in the story of Musa when she told her father, ‘…
Hire him (meaning Musa). The best man for employment is definitely the
strong and trustworthy ‘one’.’55 The third was Abu Bakr as-Siddiq, when,
on his deathbed, he chose [Umar to lead the khilafah after him.

‘…This is how We established Yusuf in the land…’ If Allah had
willed, Yusuf could have ended up in a horrible situation with a cruel
master, but He had a better plan for him. Allah lifted Yusuf from the depths
of a remote well and placed him into the home of a high-ranking Egyptian
minister only to eventually make him the minister of finance. All along,
Allah was in control of Yusuf’s affairs, and nothing could have frustrated
the Will of Allah, as we shall see.

Allah says that He planned this ‘…so that We might teach him the
interpretation of dreams…’ We shall see this beautiful phrase repeated in
two other verses in this surah. Dream interpretation is one of the few
sciences that Allah blesses a person innately; it is not something one can
learn from a book. All prophets of Allah knew this science, including the
Prophet Muhammad f, but especially the Prophet Yusuf. In this verse, it
seems as if Allah is saying, ‘Yusuf will interpret the dreams of others,
including the King, but all of this will be to fulfill his first dream about the
sun, the moon, and the stars prostrating to him.’

What happened to Yusuf and the sequence in which it occurred was not
by chance, but rather Allah had predestined it. It was a Divine Plan. The



brothers committed a crime, which triggered Yusuf’s journey from the
deserts of Palestine to the heart of one of the most powerful kingdoms of
the ancient world: Egypt. ‘… Allah’s Will always prevails, but most
people do not know.’ This verse reminds us of a quintessential aspect of
our creed: tawakkul or trust in Allah. It means that everything happens
according to Allah’s plan. While we must do our part to guard against evil,
as did Yaqub, we should know that the outcome rests with Allah, that it is
His Plan that prevails, and that He is the best planner. If we truly understand
that nothing happens except what Allah has willed, we will put our trust in
Him Alone and accept His Decree, but, as the verse says, ‘most people do
not understand.’

And when he reached maturity, We gave him wisdom
and knowledge. This is how We reward the doers of

good.

Brevity is the hallmark of the Qur’an. In these few words, the Qur’an
moves from Yusuf’s childhood and heralds his entering manhood. Yusuf
had now ‘…reached maturity,…’ and with its onset, Allah had given him
‘wisdom and knowledge’. Arab linguists say that the term ashudd applies to
the age between 18 and 40 years. After 40 years, one begins old age or
shaykhukha. Some scholars say that Yusuf was 30 years old at this time,
but most say he had just reached the age of manhood, perhaps around 19 or
20 years of age.

‘…We gave him wisdom and knowledge…’ Hukm in this verse
means ‘wisdom’, but there is another meaning of it, and that is ‘power’.



Allah combines both of these meanings here because one without the other
is incomplete; put together, they equal perfection. Although Yusuf had no
power at this moment, the verse implies that he shall attain it while still a
young man. [Ilm means ‘knowledge’. One may possess the knowledge, yet
not know how to act upon it. Hikmah means that someone has the
knowledge and knows how to use it wisely. Hence Allah’s statement: ‘We
gave Yusuf both [ilm and hukm.’ These qualities reached perfection when
Allah conferred prophethood upon Yusuf.

‘…This is how We reward the doers of good.’ Let’s take a moment
to reflect on this statement. Allah is saying, ‘We gave Yusuf wisdom and
knowledge, and this is how We reward the muhsinin, the doers of good.’
When we strive to be righteous, Allah will reward us with wisdom and
knowledge. If we have the taqwa of Allah, He will give us wisdom, power
and knowledge. Yusuf will need all these qualities to face the challenges
that lay ahead.
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PART THREE

The Seduction



And the lady, in whose house he lived, tried to seduce
him. She locked the doors ‘firmly’ and said, “Come to
me!” He replied, “Allah is my refuge! It is ‘not right to

betray’ my Master, who has taken good care of me.
Indeed, the wrongdoers never succeed.”

The Prophet f told us, that on his Ascension (al-Mi[raj) “I saw Yusuf, who
was given half of (this world’s) beauty”56 Imagine, Yusuf alone had half
the beauty of every handsome and beautiful person from the beginning of
time until the Day of Judgement!

The effect of Yusuf’s unparalleled beauty was such that as he grew into
manhood, ‘…the lady, in whose house he lived, tried to seduce him…’
Rawadah means ‘to seduce or to entice,’ and the verb here indicates that she
did it repeatedly. In other words, this was not just a one-off event. As Yusuf
matured, these incidents intensified. Allah does not say, ‘the wife of Al-
[Aziz tried to seduce him,’ He says the seductress was ‘…the lady, in whose
house he lived…’ to emphasize how difficult it must have been for Yusuf.
He lived in her house, as her and her husband’s servant, giving her authority
over him. Allah tells us it was no ordinary seduction. It wasn’t just a
woman trying to seduce a man. Yusuf was her slave, and slaves don’t have
rights (especially at that time and place). She, on the other hand, was a free
person from the elite of society. As if this wasn’t difficult enough, Yusuf
had just reached manhood, and a young man at the prime of his youth has
the least self-control. The enticement of Al-[Aziz’s wife had increased over
time, and given Yusuf’s low position in the house, warding her off was



becoming ever more difficult. Yusuf must have felt that he had no escape
from sexual harassment.

“…She locked the doors ‘firmly’…” There is a shaddah in the verb
‘to close’ (viz., ‘ghallaqa’) for emphasis, indicating that she did not just
close the doors, but she locked them and then double locked them. She
made an extra effort to bolt not only one entry but all the doors. The beauty
of the Qur’an is that Allah does not go into details when there is no need.
She locked all the doors; the rest we can understand. She had been planning
for this moment, and finally, it had arrived. Perhaps her husband was away
for an extended period, or this was the time when there were no other
servants in the house.

Our Prophet f told us, ‘No man is alone with a woman, but the Shaytan
is the third one present.’57 And we can see from this example why Shaytan
invites himself when two persons of the opposite gender are alone. In the
present case, the two were not only alone; with the doors locked, there was
no possibility of interruption. The woman had beautified herself and made
sure Yusuf knew her intention, to such an extent that Ibn Abbas said that
she was lying down seductively, waiting for him.

She said, ‘hayta lak’, meaning, ‘Come to me!’ Scholars of the Arabic
language have tried to explain hayta, a word not commonly used. The
reason Allah used an obscure word, it seems, was to show that she was
using a seductive, vulgar language. There might not even be an Arabic
equivalent, so Allah used an uncommon common. In simple terms, she was
saying coyly, ‘Come on! Let’s do it.’ She used a crude expression to put her
message across.

Immediately, Yusuf said: ma[adha Allah, ‘Allah is my refuge!’ There
is so much eloquence in this phrase. Yusuf could have said a[udhu billah,
meaning ‘I seek refuge in Allah,’ but instead, he said ma[adha Allah,
meaning, ‘The One whose refuge I seek is Allah.’ What he meant is that it
is always Allah Alone Whose help and protection we should seek; that
Allah is the perfect Protector, even when we sometimes forget to beseech
His protection.



Then, “…It is ‘not right to betray’ my Master, who has taken
good care of me…” There are two opinions about this phrase: did he mean
‘my master’ as in the husband of the lady, or did he mean ‘my Master’ as in
my Lord and Creator, Allah? Many scholars understand this phrase to
mean, ‘your husband is my master, and he has made my life comfortable.’
But Yusuf’s statement that ‘Allah is my refuge’ indicates that he meant
‘Allah is my Master,’ not Al-[Aziz. The word Rabb can mean both ‘Lord’
and ‘Master’. It is interesting to note that many interpreters of the Qur’an
suggest the latter, meaning that the reference is to his master and the
husband of the temptress. Allah knows best, but it makes more sense
because he was talking about Allah. He was a prophet after all; what
difference would it make how the husband treated him, the action of
fornication would not have been justified either way? Moreover, what the
woman had invited him to was a crime in Yusuf’s religion. What proves
this point is the ending of the verse. ‘…Indeed, the wrongdoers never
succeed.’ In this statement, Yusuf was alluding to Allah and not the
husband. Since the beginning and the end of the verse point to Allah, it is
logical that the middle also meant Allah.

The instantaneous response of Yusuf, when faced with the trial of
temptation, was to turn to Allah, something all Muslims should do when
tempted by sin. We will never be able to overcome evil by ourselves
because we do not have the strength to fight on our own. We need Allah to
protect us in a moment of weakness. He is the Only One who will give us
the strength to fight off temptation. Allah says in the Qur’an, ‘And if you
are tempted by Shaytan, then seek refuge with Allah. Indeed, He ‘alone’ is
the All-Hearing, All-Knowing.’58



Indeed, she did desire him, and he desired her, had he
not seen a sign from his Lord. This is how We kept evil
and indecency away from him, for he was truly one of

Our chosen servants.

This verse is perhaps the most commented on in the surah, and the classical
scholars have differed over its meaning– ‘Indeed, she did desire him, and
he desired her, had he not seen a sign from His Lord...’ Why is this
problematic? Many medieval and some modern scholars found this
problematic because they questioned how a prophet of Allah could desire
her, meaning want to commit an illicit act? They said this could not be
possible, and they understood the verse thus: ‘She desired him, and he
would have desired her had he not seen the evidence from Allah.’ So, this
means he did not have the hamm, or strong desire for her. On the contrary,
the woman had a burning desire to act on her passion and had planned to
pursue it aggressively.

Hence, the predominant interpretation is that Yusuf did not have any
desire because a prophet could not desire a woman who was not lawful for
him. They say he was too righteous, scrupulous, and noble to have a desire
of this kind. However, another group of scholars (and in this case they are a
minority) did not see a problem if Yusuf did feel a desire for her, because
hamm is a desire without action, and what is sinful is the action, not the
desire. They contend that Yusuf’s possible inclination toward her did not
belittle his rank; if anything, it showed his humanity, and Yusuf deserves
praise because he restrained himself from committing a major sin in the
face of a well-planned enticement by a charming woman. The Prophet f
told us that if someone ‘…intended to perform an evil deed, but did not do
it, then Allah writes it down with Himself as a complete good deed.’59

Given the preceding discussion, we may ask: Can the prophets of Allah
make mistakes or commit sins? Again, scholars have different opinions.
The strongest among them is that the prophets of Allah are protected from
major sins, as well as from acts that would cast doubt on their noble



character, such as lying or cheating. It is, however, possible for the prophets
of Allah to make mistakes arising from human emotions, such as anger, or
acting on a desire that, although permissible, would lead to the displeasure
of Allah. For example, our father Adam wanted eternal life, so he ate from
the forbidden tree. Prophets can be overcome with natural desire or
emotion, but they would not act upon an indecent thought because Allah
protects them from such action. They can impulsively act on a feeling once,
but any time a prophet does so, Allah immediately corrects him, and he
stops. The prophets do not commit repetitive sins, but they may commit
isolated minor sins.

Therefore, there is nothing wrong with taking the verse at face value,
and our respect and honour for Yusuf only increases. Of course he desired
her – any man in a similar situation would! But as a true believer, he
controlled his desire and didn’t act upon it. Why?

The Qur’an says ‘…had he not seen a sign from his Lord…’ Burhan,
translated here as a ‘sign’ means a clear proof. What burhan did Yusuf see?
There are seven or eight different opinions, but the strongest seems to be
that the sign that Allah gave Yusuf was his knowledge that Allah was
watching him. In Arabic, the word for absolute proof is burhan, and Yusuf
had the certainty that Allah was watching him. ‘…This is how We kept
evil and indecency away from him…’ The word su is any type of evil,
and fahsha’ is evil of a sexual nature. By using two different terms, Allah
exonerates the character of Yusuf: he never committed any evil deed. So
the verse informs us that the knowledge and certainty that Yusuf had
diverted him away from committing the lewd act.

‘…for he was truly one of Our chosen servants.’ There are two
ways of reciting this verse. The Qur’an has many recitations or qira’at, and
they are all considered equally as Divine Revelations. The majority of
Muslims recite the Qur’an according to the riwayah of Hafs [an [Asim, but
other places in the Muslim world have other recitations with minor
differences in the tenses and pronunciation. In some qira’at, this verse is
pronounced as mukhlasin, meaning ‘chosen purified servant’, wherase



others recite mukhlisin meaning ‘sincere servant’. The first word means
‘Yusuf was of Our servants whom We chose,’ whereas the second word
would translate as ‘Yusuf was of our servants who had sincerity.’ Both of
these are accurate and authentic. Yusuf had sincerity, and Allah chose him.
The way to become Allah’s chosen is to be sincere. This profound verse
means that if we are sincere and truthful to Allah, He will avert evil from
us.

The desire for an illegal or illicit thing is one of the most challenging
temptations. In our times, we face these challenges on an almost daily basis.
That is why our Prophet f said, ‘There are seven whom Allah will shade
with His Shade on the Day when there will be no shade except His.’ Who
are they? The hadith tells us that one of them is: ‘A man who is called by a
woman of rank and beauty and said, “I fear Allah.’’’60 In the example of
Yusuf, we see this category personified. Through sincerity, we can resist
temptation and earn a place under Allah’s Shade.

They raced for the door and she tore his shirt from the
back, only to find her husband at the door. She cried,

“What is the penalty for someone who intended evil for
your wife, except for imprisonment or a painful

punishment?”

After Yusuf refused her overtures, he turned to leave as quickly as he
could. ‘They raced for the door…’ In these few words, Allah gives us the



whole picture. There were two people in a locked room, and both sprinted
towards the door—Yusuf, to escape the call to evil, and the wife of Al-
[Aziz, to stop him from leaving. Their outward actions appeared the same,
but their spiritual and emotional intentions were opposite; Yusuf wanted to
evade sin, and the wife of Al-[Aziz desired to commit it. Don’t judge a
person by an outward deed until you are aware of their intentions!

‘…she tore his shirt from the back …’ In the process of trying to
prevent Yusuf from leaving, the wife of Al-[Aziz tore his shirt. In her
zealousness and crazed state, she held onto Yusuf’s shirt and was
physically pulling him and begging him to come back. In his earnestness to
leave, Yusuf struggled and had his shirt torn.

‘…only to find her husband at the door…’ The word alfaya implies
that they did not expect to find the husband at the door. The wife had
planned to commit the indecent act at a time when no one was home or
expected to return. To be on the safe side, she had also locked all the doors.
Now she was shocked to find her husband at the door. Clearly, he wasn’t
supposed to be there!

Notice the beauty of the eloquence of the Qur’an here. The word used
for her husband is sayyidaha, meaning ‘her master’. It would seem more
appropriate to say, ‘his master’, meaning Yusuf’s master, or ‘her husband’.
But Allah, in His eloquent accuracy, merges the two and says, ‘they found
her master at the door’. The profundity here is to show us how depraved
this woman had become. She had betrayed the trust of her husband, whom
she should have given her respect and obedience. By calling her husband
‘her master’, Allah emphasized what an evil act of betrayal she had
committed.

‘…She cried, “What is the penalty for someone who intended evil
for your wife…”’ This verse proves that she was not just someone
overcome by lust, but that she was also cunning. Within a heartbeat, she
invented a lie. Another person caught in this act might have been speechless
and ashamed, but she instantly found a way out: blame Yusuf. But she
didn’t say, ‘he who tried to rape me,’ but ‘he who intended evil’. She could



not accuse Yusuf of committing the act, so she accused him of having
intended it. She did this for two reasons. Firstly, nothing had happened.
Secondly, if she said that something had happened, then the burden of proof
would be higher, and she would also be in trouble if she didn’t provide any
evidence.

It is a standard tactic of evildoers and criminals to lay the blame at the
victim’s door, which is worse than the crime itself. Allah says, ‘And
whoever commits an evil or sinful deed then blames it on an innocent
person, they will definitely bear the guilt of slander and blatant sin.’61

Those who commit sins end up committing more sins to cover them up, as
we learned from the brothers of Yusuf. The wife of Al-[Aziz planned to
commit one sin, and that led her down a slippery slope of many more sins.
Every sin creates a domino effect. The most famous example of such
behavior is Iblis. When he refused to prostrate to Adam, he committed a
cardinal sin, but he doubled down, and accused Allah of, ‘…leaving me to
stray…’62 So, we see that blaming others for one’s own sin is a Satanic trait.

The wife of the Al-[Aziz suggested punishment for Yusuf to deflect
blame from herself. She said Yusuf deserved nothing ‘…except for
imprisonment or a painful punishment?’

Yusuf responded, “It was she who tried to seduce me.”
And a witness from her own family testified: “If his

shirt is torn from the front, then she has told the truth,
and he is a liar.



Yusuf immediately defended himself by saying, ‘It was she who tried to
seduce me.’ He did not allow the accusation to go unchallenged. Protecting
one’s honour is the right thing to do, except in situations where expediency
dictates silence, as we will see that another time when Yusuf was accused
of a crime, he remained silent. It is not obligatory to defend one’s honour
against every accusation.

Yusuf had pushed back on slander when he was a slave but did not
respond to an accusation when he was a minister. The first time he defended
himself because a slave accused of a crime could easily land in jail. At the
time of the second accusation, he was a minister and faced no threat of
imprisonment or physical harm. At the second incident, responding would
have led to the discovery of his identity, and that would have been
problematic. Yusuf looked at the bigger picture and analyzed the
consequences of his actions. Sometimes, allegations are not against us but
our religion. Should we, therefore, respond to every attack against Islam?
The answer is that sometimes it is obligatory to rebut, especially when we
are weak and humiliated, and at other times, when Islam is strong, we do
not need to worry about the accusation because it will not harm us.

In this case, Yusuf responded by saying, ‘It was she who tried to seduce
me.’ His statement was not vague like hers. Generally speaking, the one
who makes a specific accusation is more truthful than the one whose charge
is vague. Similarly, the guilty one often responds to an allegation with,
‘Nothing happened,’ or ‘I don’t know what he is talking about.’ Notice that
Yusuf did not accuse her in the first person; instead, he spoke indirectly,
even though she was standing in front of him. Some scholars have inferred
from this that Yusuf did not accuse her directly to show her respect, even
though he knew she was blameworthy. So he appealed to the husband as if
she was not present.

Al-[Aziz had a difficult case on his hand. On the one side was his wife,
and on the other a slave. While he was pondering how to establish the truth,
a witness from the family spoke.



Allah says, ‘…And a witness from her own family…’ Shahid means
somebody who saw. Allah used the word shahid, yet this man was not a
witness to the actual event. Why does Allah call him a shahid when he was
not a physical witness? Some scholars have said that Allah called him a
shahid, because Allah was the witness, and what the man said was the truth.
Others noted that Allah called him a witness because he cited a universal
rule (i.e., examine the evidence!) which was equally applicable here,
regardless of who was right or wrong. It is also possible that this person had
witnessed the overall conduct of the wife towards Yusuf and knew that she
was trying to seduce him. Generally, when one is overcome with lust and
emotion, it is difficult to completely hide that emotion.

So who was this shahid? The exegetes have several opinions, and the
most sound is that it was a cousin or relative of hers who lived in the house.
We know that it was a relative because Allah says min ahliha meaning
‘from her family’. It seems Allah mentioned this, so everyone knew this
person was related to Al-[Aziz’s wife and could not be biased against her.
Generally speaking, people of the same family stick together and help each
other out. Allah said that this witness was a man from her own family, so he
was not someone trying to settle a grudge. He was not a slave (for there
might be a grude that would make such a person lie); he was a free man
from her own family. He made a fair statement, and it seems he wanted the
truth to come out. The witness said, ‘…If his shirt is torn from the front,
then she has told the truth, and he is a liar.’ It is so because if Yusuf
had tried to assault the woman and she defended herself, in the resulting
scuffle, his shirt would have been torn from the front.

“But if it is torn from the back, then she has lied, and
he is truthful.”



Conversely, if the opposite is the case, ‘…then she has lied, and he is
truthful.’ A shirt torn from the back would prove that Yusuf was running
away, and she was trying to stop him. So, where the shirt was torn from
provided an important clue. In Islamic law, it is permissible to base a
judgement on circumstantial evidence. It is a controversial point, and we
won’t go into too much detail of fiqh, but most scholars in our history have
said that to prosecute any crime, there must be two adult witnesses (except
for the case of zina’, or adultery, which requires four). According to that
understanding, fingerprints or video testimonials (as modern examples)
would not be considered as decisive evidence in a court of law. There were
a few scholars, among them Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn Al-Qayyim, who
argued that the testimony of two witnesses was not necessary if there was
enough circumstantial evidence to show that a crime had occurred. In our
time, many judges in the Muslim world argue that evidence like DNA and
fingerprints should be allowed to play a role. And this verse plays a role in
the debate, because Allah validated the testimony of a person who was not
an eyewitness, showing that circumstantial evidence is admissible.

It is interesting to note here the repeated use of two motifs: racing and
shirts. Earlier in the story, the brothers said they were racing when the wolf
attacked Yusuf, and they brought back his shirt as evidence of his death.
The scholars say that it was the shirt that alerted Ya[qub to the fact that his
children were lying, because it was bloodstained but not torn. Here too, we
find these motifs of racing and the shirt. This torn shirt now had the power
to save Yusuf’s reputation.

So when her husband saw that Yusuf’s shirt was torn
from the back, he said ‘to her’, “This must be ‘an



example’ of the cunning of you ‘women’! Indeed, your
cunning is so shrewd!”

Until this point, Al-[Aziz was not sure who instigated the encounter, but
when he ‘…saw that Yusuf’s shirt was torn from the back…’ the
evidence began to stare him in the face. Now everything fell into place, and
he realized that his wife was lying. So, he chastised her, saying, ‘…This
must be ‘an example’ of the cunning of you ‘women’! Indeed, your
cunning is so shrewd!’

“O Yusuf! Forget about this. And you ‘O wife’! Seek
forgiveness for your sin. It certainly has been your

fault.”

At this moment, there are four people in the room: the wife of Al-[Aziz,
Yusuf, Al-[Aziz, and the witness. Al-[Aziz did not want this matter to go
any further. He, of course, would not talk about it, and his wife was too
ashamed, and the witness, a relative of hers and trustworthy, could not be
expected to tell anyone. That left only Yusuf, who could divulge the secret,
so he turned to him and said, ‘O Yusuf! Forget about this…’, meaning,
‘Ignore it, don’t tell anybody, let’s just pretend this never happened.’

‘…And you ‘O wife’! Seek forgiveness for your sin. It certainly
has been your fault.’ The question arises, why did he let her off with a
slap on the wrist despite the severe offense? What makes the most sense
from a human psychology perspective, is that he wanted to keep this affair
secret because it would have harmed his reputation. The scholars point out
that one of the dangers of ego and pride is that a person tolerates corruption



in his household, as long as it stays private. If the news gets out, it will
damage the reputation. In our time, the rich and the famous are willing to
overlook evil, as long as it doesn’t get into the public eye. They will even
turn to bribery and corruption to avoid a public scandal. We see the same
sentiment reflected thousands of years ago. Al-[Aziz was thinking about
damage control. He underestimated the extent of his wife’s passion for
Yusuf and the danger of the situation. He believed that this was an isolated
incident that will never happen again, so he did not remove Yusuf from the
household, nor banish his wife.

One interesting point is that Al-[Aziz and his wife were not Muslims,
yet he told her to, ‘…Seek forgiveness for your sin…’ He wanted her to seek
forgiveness from his gods and not from him. He knew that infidelity was a
sin, even though he didn’t believe in Yusuf’s monotheistic Shari[ah. This
notion is so firmly embedded in our fitrah that even today when vices are
so common, extramarital relations are considered wrong. Today, one may
do pretty much anything as long as one is not married, but once they are,
then infidelity is deemed wrong. By nature, humans abhor cheating on the
spouse, and this is what we see reflected in the culture of ancient Egypt.

Some women of the city gossiped, “The Chief
Minister’s wife is trying to seduce her slave-boy. Love
for him has plagued her heart. Indeed, we see that she

is clearly mistaken.”

Despite the best attempts of Al-[Aziz to keep the matter quiet, the news
began to spread. It is the Sunnah of Allah that gossip spreads, and as it



does, it grows bigger. ‘Some women of the city gossiped, “The Chief
Minister’s wife is trying to seduce her slave-boy...”’ How did people
find out? Most scholars said that it was from the slaves of the household;
they didn’t blame any of the four that were in the room. We know that
Yusuf would not have said anything. Al-[Aziz himself was too
embarrassed, and the wife would have been as well. The ‘witness’ had
protective jealousy for the family, so it wasn’t likely to be him. It could also
have been that the wife’s passion for Yusuf was so apparent that people had
no difficulty noticing. The slaves began to whisper to other slaves, and the
news spread until it finally reached the the wives of the nobility. And of
course, with gossip, all drama intensifies!

They said, ‘…Love for him has plagued her heart...’ The scholars
said this indicated an intense sexual love. The word ‘shaghaf’ refers to the
interior of the heart, suggesting that the love had penetrated its depths and
reached the core of her soul; she was utterly consumed by it. All other
matters and affairs of this world were insignificant in the face of her passion
for Yusuf. As the women gossiped, they stressed that the infatuated lady
was a minister’s wife and Yusuf her slave and that it was she who tried to
seduce him. They used the word turawidu when referring to her attempts to
seduce him, implying that she had not been successful, which only added to
her humiliation. They described her as being so overcome by her lust, that
she didn’t care that it was gravely wrong. ‘…Indeed, we see that she is
clearly mistaken.’ From this, we can see that her reputation was in tatters.

Islam puts gossip under different categories. One of the most common is
ghibah, or back-biting, which has been defined as ‘speaking about another
person, in their absence, in a manner that they would not like, even if what
they are saying is true.’ In this case, what one says is correct but does so
offensively, and upon finding out, the subject would not like it. Back-biting
is among the sins for which a person will be punished in the grave. Worse
than this is buhtan, which is to slander. Buhtan means spreading a blatant lie
about somebody. Another category is tattletaling: informing others about
gossip that was said. This is known as namimah, and is also forbidden. An



example of namimah is when in a gathering, somebody mentions something
about someone else. People in that gathering take that gossip and spread it
further by telling the victim of slander. One of the characteristics of
namimah is the intention to commit harm by spreading the news. The
correct attitude when a gathering turns into namimah is to defend the
honour of the victim or at least remain quiet and hate it in the heart. The
Prophet f said about the one who does this, ‘The tale-bearer shall not enter
Paradise.’63 Note that this person did not start the gossip or made up lies; he
only spread the gossip. Allah takes this so seriously that He forbade this
person from entering Jannah.

In this story, there is a clear lesson about the harms of backbiting, and of
spreading rumors and gossip. This is especially the case when the crime is
one of an indecent nature – Islam teaches us to remain quiet when a scandal
occurs and try to cover up the sin rather than exacerbate it by gossiping.
(Obviously, this does not apply when a crime has occurred, and the victim
has the full right to expose and get the law involved.)

When she heard about their gossip, she invited them
and set a banquet for them. She gave each one a knife,
then said ‘to Yusuf’, “Come out before them.” When

they saw him, they were so stunned ‘by his beauty’ that



they cut their hands and exclaimed, “Good God! This
cannot be human; this must be a noble angel!”

The wife of Al-[Aziz knew that the women were spreading gossip to
ridicule her. She knew that they were mocking her for being powerless in
the face of her passion for her slave. She decided to teach them a practical
lesson about her infatuation by calling them to her home to witness the
beauty of Yusuf for themselves. ‘She invited them and set a banquet for
them. She gave each one a knife...’ The mutaka[ is translated here as a
‘banquet’ because of the food, but literally it means a place of rest. So, she
treated them to a nice meal, and when they were reclining, she gave each of
them a knife with which to cut the fruits for dessert. Then she called Yusuf
to ‘Come out before them.’ When he presented himself, his beauty
dazzled them; ‘…they were so stunned ‘by his beauty’ that they cut
their hands…’ In their astonishment, they cut right through the fruit, or
they missed it, and cut into their own hands. It is as if they didn’t even
notice the pain because of their amazement and desire for him. In other
words, they testified to the beauty of Yusuf with their blood.

‘Good God! This cannot be human; this must be a noble angel!’
The wording here indicates the degree of their surprise. Most angels are
known to be beautiful, and this statement shows us that even pagan cultures
believed in this reality of the unseen. The fact that all the women lost their
senses shows us that the beauty of Yusuf was not relative, but a genuinely
supernatural one. Realize that these were all married women, and typically
married men and women have more control over such desires than young,
unmarried people. Yet all of them, without exception, were astonished by
Yusuf’s extraordinary good looks. This also shows us that illicit sexual
desire is one of the most difficult tests for humans.



She said, “This is the one for whose love you criticized
me! I did try to seduce him, but he ‘firmly’ refused.
And if he does not do what I order him to, he will

certainly be imprisoned and ‘fully’ disgraced.”

The wife of Al-[Aziz had achieved her aim. She had proven to her friends
that in desiring Yusuf, she was not deranged. ‘She said, “This is the one
for whose love you criticized me!…”’ It is as if she was saying, ‘You
see? You saw him just once and bled for him. What about the one who has
to see him day and night?’ Then she unashamedly admitted to her sin, and
this shows us her level of depravity. ‘…I did try to seduce him but he
‘firmly’ refused…’ She had lost all sense of shame and openly professed to
trying to act on her lustful desire. The words she used to describe Yusuf’s
response are fa-asta[sam, meaning, ‘he resisted, he firmly refused, and he
protected himself.’ The way she described his refusal also implies that
Yusuf possessed an inner beauty, which was his modesty and morals, in
addition to his external beauty. It shows us that people are attracted by inner
beauty as well as outer beauty, although as Muslims, we know that inner
beauty is more important.

It also shows us that Allah knows best upon whom to confer beauty. He
gave Yusuf half of all beauty, and then tested him with temptation, but
because of his strong iman, Yusuf was able to resist it. How many amongst
us would have had that level of resistance? If we had possessed a fraction of
Yusuf’s beauty, we would not know how to escape its temptation. We
should accept what Allah has ordained for us, believing that Allah is the
Best of all Planners. He loves us more than we love ourselves. He knows



our weaknesses, and what is best for us, so let’s be content with what we
have. The story of Yusuf illustrates this point for us, over and over again.

Then she gave her final ultimatum: ‘…And if he does not do what I
order him to, he will certainly be imprisoned and ‘fully’ disgraced.’
Now she openly threatened Yusuf in front of the other women, saying that
if he refuses her again, she will have him imprisoned. Faced with such an
overwhelming situation, Yusuf turned to Allah.

Yusuf prayed, “My Lord! I would rather be in jail than
do what they invite me to. And if You do not turn their
cunning away from me, I might yield to them and fall

into ignorance.”

Yusuf knows that there is no power or strength except with Allah, so he
made a heartfelt du[a’, ‘My Lord! I would rather be in jail than do
what they invite me to...’ He knew that submitting to an illicit act would
lead to prison in the Akhirah and that that is a far greater, more severe, and
lasting punishment than the imprisonment of this world for refusing to
commit immorality. On the one hand, he was invited to the most beguiling
pleasure known to man, and on the other, was the threat of the worst form
of physical and psychological torture. Out of fear of Allah and hope in His
reward, Yusuf chose the latter.

‘…And if You do not turn their cunning away from me, I might
yield to them and fall into ignorance.’ We sense the desperation in
Yusuf’s choice of words. We can feel his vulnerability and his sincerity: he
knows he cannot humanly avoid this temptation unless Allah helps him in



doing so. Someone who controlled his dunya, meaning Al- [Aziz’s wife,
invited Yusuf to do a sinful deed, with the implication that if he complied,
she would shower him with gifts and privileges, and if not, Yusuf should
expect imprisonment and a miserable life. Allah helped Yusuf in this
challenging situation.

Asbu means ‘to incline towards’. Yusuf did not want to incline towards
these women because he knew that it would cause him to become one of the
‘ignorant’. It is the height of ignorance that one knows the Truth, and right
from wrong, and yet chooses to act contrarily. Yusuf abhorred becoming
jahil or ignorant. What has ‘ignorance’ got to do with this crime? Some of
the early scholars said anyone who disobeys Allah is jahil, in that he is
acting ignorantly. The Qur’an says that ‘Allah only accepts the repentance
of those who commit evil ignorantly ‘or recklessly’ then repent soon after.’64

‘Ignorantly’ here has been interpreted as someone who lapsed into sin
because of weakness, but quickly turned back to Allah in repentance and
did not repeat that sin. In this sense, everyone who disobeys Allah is a jahil.

Thus, again we see that Yusuf had perfected, by the Will of Allah, both
types of beauty.

So his Lord responded to him, turning their cunning
away from him. Surely He is the All-Hearing, All-

Knowing.

We know that Allah responds to those who call on Him, and He knows the
sincerity of our du[a’. Yusuf called out sincerely, ‘So his Lord responded
to him, turning their cunning away from him...’ Allah protected Yusuf



from the women’s advances, and this shows us that du[a’ is truly the
weapon of the believer. In his moment of need, Yusuf called to Allah for
help, and He responded. The one who calls out to Allah sincerely will
always find their prayer answered, and Allah can indeed perform miracles
and provide from where one least expects. ‘…Surely He is the All-
Hearing, All-Knowing.’

And so it occurred to those in charge, despite seeing all
the proofs ‘of his innocence’, that he should be

imprisoned for a while.

After this incident, and Yusuf’s sincere du[a’, ‘…it occurred to those in
charge, despite seeing all the proofs ‘of his innocence’ that he should
be imprisoned for a while.’ The ‘proofs’ that Allah refers to here most
likely represent Yusuf’s character. So powerful was Yusuf’s character that
Allah called it a ‘sign,’ which they witnessed. Although they knew that he
was innocent, they decided to jail Yusuf to calm the situation. They blamed
Yusuf, the victim, to save the reputation of the perpetrator, the wife of a
powerful minister. The unjust treatment of Yusuf reminds us that thousands
of years later, there is no change in the attitude of the rich and powerful of
this world: they continue to imprison the innocent to save themselves.

Yusuf’s life is a primer in patience in the face of tragedy. As a child,
Yusuf was thrown in the well, then Allah saved him and placed him in
luxury and peace. Now, Allah was testing him again with an even more
severe test: prison. It shows that tests are not a one-off experience; instead,
the life of this world is a series of tests and trials. Each time a trial passes
and ease comes, the next trial and ease are higher. At the end of all tests



lies, for those who pass them, the greatest reward, the everlasting abode of
Jannah.

R
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PART FOUR

The Prisoner



And two other servants went to jail with Yusuf. One of
them said, “I dreamt I was pressing wine.” The other

said, “I dreamt I was carrying ‘some’ bread on my
head, from which birds were eating.” ‘Then both said,’
“Tell us their interpretation, for we surely see you as

one of the good-doers.”

Yusuf finds himself falsely accused and thrown into prison. Even in this
bleak situation, his conduct and knowledge distinguished him from other
prisoners, two of whom entered the jail at the same time as him. These were
the king’s breadmaker and winemaker, accused of plotting to poison the
king. Because of Yusuf’s noble character, these two young prisoners drew
close to him and asked him to interpret their dreams. ‘…One of them said,
“I dreamt I was pressing wine.” The other said, “I dreamt I was
carrying ‘some’ bread on my head, from which birds were eating.”’
The prisoners understood that a righteous person could interpret dreams, ‘…
for we surely see you as one of the good-doers.’ They recognized that
Yusuf was from the muhsinin, the righteous. Allah had blessed Yusuf with
wisdom, knowledge, and the ability to interpret dreams, and now it was
time for him to use these gifts to help his fellow prisoners.



Yusuf replied, “No food will come to you as your
provision, but I will have informed you of its

interpretation before it comes. This ‘knowledge’ is from
what my Lord has taught me. I have shunned the faith

of a people who disbelieve in All¥h and deny the
Hereafter.

Yusuf said to them, by the time their next meal arrived, he would tell them
the meaning of their dreams. Yusuf wanted to put them at ease so that they
would listen to what he had to say. He had established his credentials as
honest and trustworthy, and now had the right opportunity to convey his
message to a captive audience. From this, we learn that whatever situation
we may find ourselves in, we should try to spread Islam’s message.

‘…This ‘knowledge’ is from what my Lord has taught me..’ The
believer attributes all good things to Allah, and this was the best way for
Yusuf to talk about his belief in Allah. He told them he didn’t acquire this
knowledge through sorcery or on his own; it is Allah who taught him, Who
is All-Knowing.

The next sentence informs his audience why Allah had taught Yusuf this
knowledge? ‘…I have shunned the faith of a people who disbelieve in
Allah and deny the Hereafter.’ First, Yusuf informed them by way of his
situation, and then he demonstrated how he got to be that good: by
abandoning disbelief. He used his knowledge to call them to the way of
Allah, Whom he described as the only Creator and object of worship.

This verse beautifully illustrates for us the priorities of da[wah: tawhid
must come first. The Prophet f further explained this priority for us in a



hadith. When he was sending Mu[adh ibn Jabal to Yemen, he advised him,
‘Verily, you are going to a people among the people of the Book, so call
them to testify there is no God, but Allah and that I am the Messenger of
Allah. If they accept that, then teach them that Allah has obligated five
prayers each day and night. If they accept that, then teach them that Allah
has obligated charity to be taken from the rich and given to the poor.’65 It is
a sign of wisdom that a caller to Islam teaches the people that which is most
important first.

Yusuf told them that he rejected the belief of the people of Egypt, and
then explained his faith to them.

I follow the faith of my fathers: Ibrahim, and Ishaq,
and Ya[qub. It is not ‘right’ for us to associate anything

with Allah ‘in worship’. This is part of Allah’s grace
upon us and humanity, but most people are not

grateful.

Yusuf affirmed that he was on the same religion as all the prophets of
Allah, and he had come with the same message as they. Even if they might
not have heard of it before, this religion had been practiced for generations.

Then he went on to define the essence of that religion. ‘…It is not
‘right’ for us to associate anything with Allah ‘in worship’…’ The
phrase min shay here is for emphasis, meaning ‘nothing whatsoever’. We
associate nothing whatsoever with Allah in our worship and, without a
doubt, this was the message of all prophets. Allah says in the Qur’an, ‘We



never sent a messenger before you ‘O Prophet’ without revealing to him:
“There is no god ‘worthy of worship’ except Me, so worship Me ‘alone’.”’66

In these few sentences, Yusuf succinctly covered the three major pillars of
our faith: tawhid–belief in Allah, His Lordship, Names and Attributes and
His right to be worshipped alone; risalah– the Message that Allah has sent;
and Akhirah, the Hereafter.

‘…This is part of Allah’s grace upon us and humanity, but most
people are not grateful.’ Yusuf reminded his listeners that the blessings
of Islam were for those who wished to take them, but most of humanity is
not thankful. Despite the adversities Yusuf experienced, he did not express
any negativity about them. That he was snatched away from his father as a
child, then sold into slavery, and then falsely accused of a crime and thrown
into prison, were not necessarily bad. Instead, he dwelt on the positives that
Allah had given him: prophethood, beauty, knowledge, and worldly power.
So he said, ‘…This is part of Allah’s grace upon us...’ There is a profound
message here, that the believers should look at the countless blessings of
Allah, which they cannot sufficiently thank Him for, instead of complaining
about a few difficulties.

O my fellow-prisoners! Which is far better: many
different lords or Allah – the One, the Supreme?

Yusuf addressed his audience in beautiful terms, highlighting his shared
experience with them, by saying, ‘O my fellow prisoners!...’ Whenever
the Qur’an calls people to worship Allah, it uses terms like ‘O mankind!’ or
‘O children of Adam’ or ‘O People of the Book.’ It uses disparaging terms
only when the disbelievers ask the Prophet to compromise tawhid. Then the
response is, ‘O you who disbelieve, I worship not what you worship;’67 or



‘Is it other than Allah you order me to worship, O you ignorant ones?’68

Here, Yusuf was alluding to the circumstantial bond between them, so it
created affinity, and his invitation became appealing.

‘…Which is far better: many different lords or Allah – the One,
the Supreme?’ After preaching to them about the Oneness of Allah, Yusuf
now challenged them directly, yet most nobly and sensibly, because
sometimes directness is needed. Too often, we avoid frank and
straightforward talk because we don’t want to appear politically incorrect.
The people of Egypt were idolaters, and Yusuf appealed to their fitrah or
original nature. ‘Are many different gods better? Or One Who rules
Supreme?’ In so doing, he referred to the Oneness of Allah’s Lordship
(Tawhid al-Rububiyyah), and the Oneness of Allah’s Name and Attributes
(Tawhid al-Asma’ wa-Siffat). He also mentioned two beautiful names of
Allah: Al-Wahid, ‘the One,’ meaning ‘there is nothing like Him’; and Al-
Qahhar, ‘the Supreme,’ meaning ‘the One who conquers all else,’ and is
more powerful than any king. He also used a rhetorical question, which was
perfect for this occasion.

Whatever ‘idols’ you worship instead of Him are mere
names which you and your forefathers have made up –
a practice Allah has never authorized. It is only Allah
Who decides. He has commanded that you worship
none but Him. That is the upright faith, but most

people do not know.



Speaking frankly, Yusuf now told his fellow inmates that they worshipped
gods whom they had created and given their names. That what they did was
‘…a practice Allah has never authorized. It is only Allah Who
decides…’ In a balancing act, Yusuf politely but candidly told them that all
religions were not the same. He did not mince his words when defending
the Oneness and Almightiness of Allah. We can use this verse to reply to
those who say it doesn’t matter which way you worship Allah, that all
religions are valid. In truth, only that for which Allah has sent down
authority, has sanctioned and legislated, is the right religion. The hukm or
judgement and ruling in this matter is only for Allah. Only He has the right
to legislate what is permissible or impermissible.

‘…He has commanded that you worship none but Him. That is
the upright faith, but most people do not know.’ Yusuf now called to
the Oneness of Allah in Worship (Tawhid al-Uluhiyyah), the third aspect of
tawhid, saying Allah has commanded you to worship Him Alone, and that
Islam is the only right religion, even though most people do not know. It
was the height of eloquence. Yusuf had given a comprehensive da[wah in a
few words. We can learn about content, methodology, psychology, and
strategy of da[wah from Yusuf’s approach.

Also, the callers to Islam must establish their credentials through good
conduct and manners. Their actions should speak louder than words. They
should be approachable, easy-going, and gentle. When giving da[wah, they
should address people with respect, highlighting commonalities, and using
emotional and logical arguments to drive the point. Callers to Islam need to
know their audience, their history, and their theologies so they can explain
to their peoples how their faith evolved.

Another interesting point here is that we should criticize the action, not
the person. Yusuf said he would never commit idolatry, but did not lambast
his fellow prisoners for doing so. Even under challenging circumstances,
Yusuf made it a priority to benefit others and make sure he spread the
message of Islam.



O my fellow-prisoners! ‘The first’ one of you will serve
wine to his master, and the other will be crucified, and

the birds will eat from his head. The matter about
which you inquired has been decided.

The Qur’an does not tell us if the prisoners accepted Islam, and this shows
that conversion shouldn’t be our main concern. The primary goal should be
to present Islam in the best manner possible, without compromise. When
the goal is merely to convert the person, we become at risk of bending
Islam’s teachings to fit with that person’s concept of right and wrong. We
should understand that a person’s understanding may not be perfect, but
Allah’s Din is. Our goal is to present the Truth in the best manner, whether
or not people accept it.

Yusuf then moved on to their dreams. Addressing them with terms of
endearment, he said, ‘O my fellowprisoners! ‘The first’ one of you…’
Out of politeness, he did not say which prisoner, because he was about to
deliver bad news. ‘…will serve wine to his master, and the other will
be crucified, and the birds will eat from his head...’ How did Yusuf
come to this conclusion? The first dream was relatively straightforward,
indicating that the winemaker will be released and return to his role serving
the King. In the second, the scholars say that the bread that the birds were
eating represented the face of the breadmaker, his body left lying unburied,
as happened after a crucifixion. Yusuf ended this interpretation with a
factual statement: ‘…The matter about which you inquired has been
decided.’ Notice here that only a prophet of Allah could interpret a dream
with such certainty.



Then he said to the one he knew would survive,
“Mention me in the presence of your master.” But
Shaytan made him forget to mention Yusuf to his
master, so he remained in prison for several years.

Yusuf then turned to the one who will be released, the winemaker, and said,
‘…Mention me in the presence of your master…’ He asked the prisoner
to remind the King that he was still in prison. We see from this that it is
allowed to ask for help. Tawakkul, trust in Allah, involves relying on Allah
while also taking the necessary means. Yusuf didn’t just sit back and rely
on his du[a’; he also used the means available to him. Asking others for
help while putting our trust in Allah was the way of our Prophet f. The
entire Sirah from beginning to end indicates that he didn’t just rely on
prayer; he f also built coalitions and alliances, sought personal protection,
waged defensive wars, and signed treaties to achieve his goal. From this, we
learn that it is a Sunnah to use all permissible means in the furtherance of
our legitimate objectives. Just as Yusuf wanted his case to go before the
King to regain freedom, we have every right to take our issues to the courts
and use whatever means at our disposal to protect our rights.

‘…But Shaytan made him forget to mention Yusuf to his
master…’ One of Shaytan’s tricks is to make us forget something
important, and it is from the Mercy of Allah that He does not take us to
account for things we forget. Shaytan made the winemaker engrossed in his
new-found freedom, and he forgot to mention Yusuf to the King. ‘…so he
remained in prison for several years…’ Allah says bid[i sinin, which is
between three and nine years. Most of the scholars say Yusuf spent seven
more years in prison for a crime he did not commit. Some may think of it as



gross injustice to Yusuf, but it was all part of Allah’s Divine wisdom. A
relative hardship can entail an immense benefit. Yusuf would not have
attained the high position had he been released earlier. Allah told us, ‘With
hardship comes ease,’ and a hadith expounded on it thus: “Know that there
is much good in being patient with what you detest, victory will come with
patience, affliction will come with relief, and ‘with hardship will come
ease.’”69

Here, it should be mentioned that another interpretation also exists of
this verse, but this interpretation only stems from an incorrect
understanding of tawakkul, or trust in Allah. Some early authors felt that
Yusuf had somehow committed an offense by asking another person to help
him, instead of asking Allah. Hence, they would translate the pronouns in
this verse differently, as follows, “Then he said to the one he knew would
survive, ‘Mention me in the presence of your master.’ But Shaytan made
Yusuf forget to remember Allah, so he remained in prison for several
years.” In this other interpretation, it is as if Yusuf is being ‘punished’ by
Allah for daring to ask a fellow-prisoner to intercede. However, this
interpretation is simply false. We are expected to use every permissible
means at our disposal to arrive at our intended result, and Allah’s blessings
will only come if we strive and act, not if we just sit back and do nothing.
Even the miracles of the prophet’s required some action to spark or begin
the miracle!
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PART FIVE

The King and His Dream



And ‘one day’ the King said, “I dreamt of seven fat
cows eaten up by seven skinny ones; and seven green
ears of grain and ‘seven’ others dry. O chiefs! Tell me

the meaning of my dream if you can interpret dreams.”

While Yusuf was still in prison, the King of Egypt saw a dream which
shook him. ‘The King said, “I dreamt of seven fat cows eaten up by
seven skinny ones, and seven green ears of grain and ‘seven’ others
dry.”’ Allah referred to him as Al-Malik, which means ‘the King’, and not
Fir[awn or Pharaoh. There is no mention of Pharaoh in the story of Yusuf,
yet when Allah talked about the Prophet Musa, He used the term Pharaoh
for the ruler. The Bible refers to both rulers as Pharaoh. So why does the
Qur’an differentiate?

The reason is that Egypt had two kingdoms–the Upper and Lower. Some
scholars said the city in which Yusuf had settled was the capital of the
Upper Middle Kingdom, the ancient city of Manf or Memphis. Historians
say that the rulers at the time of Yusuf did not use the title Pharaoh because
they were from the Hyksos dynasty, outsiders who had invaded Egypt. The
rulers of Egypt at the time of Musa were from an indigenous Egyptian
dynasty, and they referred to themselves as Pharaohs. The Pharaonic
dynasty had ended long before the Prophet’s f arrival, and there is no way
he could have known the distinction between the two ruling families. The
Qur’an’s careful differentiation between the two rulers proves that it is from
Allah; the Bible does not point out this critical distinction.

The King gathered his ministers, ‘O chiefs! Tell me the meaning of
my dream if you can interpret dreams.’



They replied, “These are confused visions and we do
not know the interpretation of such dreams.”

The King called his dream a ru’ya or a positive dream, but the elders said,
‘These are confused visions…,’ calling it ahlam. The use of two different
terms indicates that the King felt his dream had significance, while his
ministers thought it was false and confusing and hence had no deeper
meaning to it.

‘…and we do not know the interpretation of such dreams.’ The
ministers tried to save face by saying that had it been a true ru’ya, they
would have been able to interpret it. Most ignorant people never admit their
ignorance, but instead, seek to justify it with concocted statements.

‘Finally,’ the surviving ex-prisoner remembered ‘Yusuf’
after a long time and said, “I will tell you its
interpretation, so send me forth ‘to Yusuf’.”

The news spread that the King had seen a dream which none of his
ministers had been able to interpret. At this point, the winemaker eventually
remembered Yusuf, who had interpreted his and the other man’s dream
accurately. The use of the term ‘…after a time…’ implies that he should
have remembered long ago, so he said, “I will tell you its
interpretation, so send me forth ‘to Yusuf’.” He must have used this
opportunity to make his presence known to the King, and to tell the King of



his strange and interesting friend who had interpreted his own dream so
many years ago. Therefore, he asked for permission to go to the prison to
ask Yusuf for his interpretation of the King’s dream.

He said, “Yusuf, O man of truth! Interpret for us ‘the
dream of’ seven fat cows having been eaten up by seven
skinny ones; and seven green ears of grain and ‘seven’
others dry, so that I may return to the people and let

them know.”

Seven years had passed since Yusuf asked the winemaker to mention him
to the King, but when the winemaker came to Yusuf to ask for a favour, he
offered no apology for forgetting the request. Still, Yusuf, a man of
exemplary character, did not turn him away or reprimand him. The
winemaker called Yusuf a siddiq, ‘… man of truth…,’ because he had
witnessed Yusuf’s honesty and truthfulness in the shared jail cell and how
accurately the latter had interpreted his dream.

Recounting the King’s dream, the winemaker implored Yusuf, ‘…
Interpret for us ‘the dream of’ seven fat cows eaten up by seven
skinny ones, and seven green ears of grain and ‘seven’ others dry.’ As
we will see, the seven fat cows symbolized seven years of abundant crops,
and the seven lean ones seven years of drought. He said, ‘…so that I may
return to the people and let them know.’ What he implied was that
doing so would also inform them about Yusuf’s excellence in dream
interpretation and remind them of his plight.



Notice as well that the winemaker conveniently forgets to tell Yusuf that
this dream is from the King himself! Obviously, the winemaker wants to
take full credit and perhaps get monetary reward, and he feels that telling
Yusuf such details might make Yusuf want some of what the winemaker
wanted. But Yusuf is not interested in such petty games!

Yusuf replied, “You will plant ‘grain’ for seven
consecutive years, leaving in the ear whatever you will

harvest, except for the little you will eat.

Yusuf not only interpreted the dream but also suggested the remedy. ‘…
You will plant ‘grain’ for seven consecutive years, leaving in the ear
whatever you will harvest, except for the little you will eat.’ Yusuf
advised them that the first seven years, they should only eat what was
necessary to sustain their lives and leave the rest in the stalks. Even though
Yusuf was in jail, Allah put him in a commanding position where he was
telling the king through the winemaker what to do. By offering them a
solution, he went above and beyond what the winemaker had requested him
to do. It was the height of good manners and showed his sincerity to Allah.
The Prophet f said, ‘I am amazed at the patience of my brother Yusuf, and
his generosity and Allah will forgive him. When he was asked to interpret
the dream, I would not have done so until they let me out.’70 In other words,
the Prophet f said he would have demanded freedom in return for
interpreting the dream, but Yusuf did not put forth such a condition.



Then after that will come seven years of great hardship
which will consume whatever you have saved, except

the little you will store ‘for seed’.

Yusuf told them that after seven years of the bumper harvest will come
seven tough years when the crops will fail, and food would run short. “…
which will consume whatever you have saved, except the little you
will store ‘for seed’.” Then the people would need to survive on what was
saved in previous years, other than the seed for the next planting.

Then after that will come a year in which people will
receive abundant rain and they will press ‘oil and

wine’.”

Yusuf said that after these fourteen years will come a year in which rainfall
shall be abundant, “…and they will press ‘oil and wine’.” Meaning, the
rain will be so plentiful that they will be able to grow abundant fruits,
including grapes, from which to extract oil and wine. Since wine is a
luxury, its extraction indicates plentifulness. People don’t press wine if
there is not enough to eat.

The dream does not mention a year of abundant produce and pressing of
wines, but Yusuf talks about them matter of factly. The question is, how did
Yusuf deduce it from the dream? The extra details Yusuf filled in showed



the depth of his understanding. He figured that after seven years of drought,
there must be a surplus of rain, or else the drought would not end.

In Yusuf’s detailed advice for the King, we see his concern for
humanity. He didn’t withhold beneficial information from a people who
were not just idol worshipers, but also his oppressors. He valued their life as
fellow humans, and this is what Islam advocates; Allah wants the believers
to be merciful so they may receive His mercy.

When the King’s envoy returned to the King and informed him about
Yusuf’s interpretation, the King became filled with curiosity. Who is this
man? What is his story?

And so, Allah worked in His own ways to bring the matter of the boy in
the well directly into the court of the King of Egypt. When Allah is on your
side, miracles occur, and protection is given, and change happens from
sources no one could have predicted.

70 Mu[jam al-Kabir of al-Tabarani (1945).



PART SIX

From Prisoner to Minister



The King ‘then’ said, “Bring him to me.” When the
messenger came to him, Yusuf said, “Go back to your

master and ask him about the case of the women who cut
their hands. Surely my Lord has ‘full’ knowledge of their

cunning.”

The King ordered that Yusuf be released and brought back to him in the
palace. Any person in Yusuf’s situation would have jumped at the news (after
all, he had suffered prolonged imprisonment), but not he. Instead, Yusuf said,
‘…Go back to your master and ask him about the case of the women
who cut their hands...’ Even the Prophet f expressed admiration for the
patience of Yusuf!

Yusuf was serving time for an alleged moral crime, which the Egyptian
society of the time did not consider that serious. They had not accused him of
a crime like murder or theft. Yet, Yusuf wanted the accusation to be expunged
from his record because he cared about his honour. Being accused of
immorality was a greater punishment for him than imprisonment.

Here again, Yusuf showed a high standard. He asked about the women
who cut their hands and not the wife of Al-[Aziz. There are two reasons for
this. First, he did not want to go into explicit details of the case and thereby
directly point fingers at Al-[Aziz’s wife. Second, Yusuf, by using cryptic
language, wanted to arouse the curiosity of the King so the latter could
investigate and find out the truth himself. Sure enough, the plan worked.



The King asked ‘the women’, “What did you get when
you tried to seduce Yusuf?” They replied, “Allah forbid!
We know nothing indecent about him.” Then the Chief
Minister’s wife admitted, “Now the truth has come to
light. It was I who tried to seduce him, and he is surely

truthful.

The King invited all the women to the palace, as well as the wife of Al-[Aziz.
The plan of the Divine works in wondrous ways. Had the King not needed his
dream’s interpretation, he would never have become involved with such a
petty issue. It is of Allah’s wisdom that this matter landed in the highest court
in Egypt. The King now had a personal interest in the case, which would lead
him to discover Yusuf’s innocence, his nobility, and talents.

This King asked the women, ‘What did you get when you tried to
seduce Yusuf?’ although the charge was not against the women who had cut
their hands but against Yusuf and the wife of Al-[Aziz. These women were
not guilty of any crime other than trying to coax Yusuf, but the King wanted
to know what happened and why. ‘…They replied, “Allah forbid!...”’ They
tried to clear themselves, first by using the phrase: hashalillah! Which is like
saying subhanAllah! or astaghfirullah! By expressing amazement at the
question, they said they could have never even imagined trying to seduce
Yusuf. ‘God forbid! How could you accuse us of that?’ Then they defended
Yusuf, ‘We know nothing indecent about him…’

When all of them had testified that Yusuf was of good character, there was
only one person left: the wife of Al-[Aziz. Now, it was her turn to speak. She
said, ‘Now, the truth has come to light…’ Hashasa means ‘it is now
clear’. Everybody had testified, and she couldn’t go against their testimonies;



the only option left for her was to confess. Almost a decade had passed since
the incident, and some scholars say that Al-[Aziz had even passed away.
Finally, she admitted for the record: ‘It was I who tried to seduce him, and
he is surely truthful.’

From this, he should know that I did not betray him in
his absence, for Allah certainly does not guide the

scheming of the dishonest.

There are different opinions as to who said this, and about whom, but the most
reliable interpretation is that the speaker is Al-[Aziz’s wife and the subject is
her husband. (Some have claimed that the speaker was Yusuf himself, and he
is referring to the fact that he didn’t ‘betray’ his master’s trust, or that he
didn’t disobey Allah – but the context doesn’t seem to support these
interpretations). She wanted to clarify, ‘I did not betray him in his
absence…’ And that is because, even though she planned to do so, she did not
physically commit the deed. Perhaps until his dying day, Al-[Aziz had doubts
about the loyalty of his wife. Now she said, ‘I am saying this so that the truth
be known. I was loyal to him. I did not betray his trust.’ Even though she had
pleaded not guilty to the sin, she had confessed to trying to do so.



And I do not seek to free myself from blame, for indeed
the soul is ever inclined to evil, except for those shown
mercy by my Lord. Surely my Lord is All-Forgiving,

Most Merciful.”

All this time, the wife of Al-[Aziz must have lived with an enormous sense of
guilt; not only had she brought disrepute to herself and her husband, but she
had also sent an innocent person to prison for many years. Now was the time
to clear her conscience, so she said, ‘And I do not seek to free myself from
blame…’ She blamed this lapse on her soul. ‘…for indeed, the soul is ever
inclined to evil, except those shown mercy by my Lord…’ It’s like she
was saying, ‘It wasn’t my fault. It was beyond my control; I couldn’t help it!
Sometimes our passions and souls overtake us and command us to do evil.’
‘…Surely my Lord is All-Forgiving, Most Merciful.’ In other words: ‘I
hope that my Lord will forgive me.’

The notion of the soul commanding the body to do evil is a point that
deserves reflection. Does our soul order us to do evil? Scholars have defined
three categories of the human soul:

1. The Inciting Soul (An-Nafs al-’Ammarah): This soul does not have
faith in Allah, and it is the type of soul the wife of Al-[Aziz referred to
here. Because of the absence of faith–the moral compass–there is nothin
to keep the sinful attitude of this type of soul. The bearer of this soul ma
commit evil actions recklessly without feeling remorse.

2. The Soul that is at Peace (An-Nafs al-Mutma’innah): This is the sou
of the contented believer. It dwells in peace and certainty with its Lord
and therefore does not incline towards evil. Allah refers to this type of
soul in Surah al-Fajr, ‘Allah will say to the righteous, “O tranquil soul!
Return to your Lord, well pleased ‘with Him’ and well-pleasing ‘to
Him’”71 Because it has reached such a lofty state, this type of soul is
worthy of the highest reward.

3. The Self-Reproaching Soul (An-Nafs al-Lawwamah): This type of



soul is between An-Nafs al-’Ammarah and An-Nafs al-
Mutama’innah, and we find its reference in Surah al-Qiyamah: ‘And I
swear by the reproaching soul.’ It has belief, but not firmly content and
given to making mistakes; it teeters between faith and desires. It faces an
internal struggle and reproaches itself for having done wrong. Most
Muslims have this type of soul.

There is also another opinion that these three types of souls, in reality,
represent phases of a single soul, which is why at times, we are at peace, at
times in self-reproach, and at other times we desire evil. Both interpretations
(viz., that these are three different types of souls or three states of the same
soul) are valid.

We believe that Allah created all humans with pure souls because the
Prophet f told us, ‘No child is born but that he is upon the fitrah.’72 The
fitrah, or original nature of the human being, instinctively knows right from
wrong. No human has been created evil by nature. When a person has faith in
Allah, the soul inclines towards good; but when faith leaves the heart, the soul
inclines towards evil.

The King said, “Bring him to me. I will employ him
exclusively in my service.” And when Yusuf spoke to

him, the King said, “Today you are highly esteemed and
fully trusted by us.”

The King now said, ‘Bring him to me. I will employ him exclusively in
my service.’ Earlier, the King had said simply, ‘Bring him to me,’ but now,
after investigating Yusuf’s case, he was convinced of the latter’s innocence
and nobility, without even meeting him. He immediately decided to induct



Yusuf into his close circle of advisers. Yusuf’s patience and sincerity had
finally paid off.

Upon Yusuf’s arrival in the palace, the King exonerated him, saying,
‘Today, you are highly esteemed and fully trusted by us.’ Yusuf was
now officially a makin, honourable, and amin, trustworthy. The King was so
impressed that he offered him a position in his cabinet. It is a beautiful finale
to the cycle of trial and temptation, redemption, and elevation. Yusuf started
in the loving care of his father, then became afflicted with several trials:
thrown in a well, sold into slavery, falsely accused of seduction, wrongfully
imprisoned, and lifted from the hardship and squalor of the prison to the inner
circle of the King. This extraordinary story indeed shows us the nature of the
life of this world. Every new trial is bigger than the one that preceded it, but
the resulting victory is twice as sweet.

Yusuf proposed, “Put me in charge of the store-houses of
the land, for I am a knowing guardian.”

With the insight Yusuf had gained from interpreting the King’s dream, he
knew the challenges that lay ahead. He asked to be put in charge of the grain
storehouses of Egypt, saying, ‘…I am a knowing guardian’ meaning that he
was a man who knew how to handle these matters, [alim, and he could guard
and protect well what was in his charge, hafidh. These two qualities of Yusuf
shone a light on his character and worldly skills, the right balance between
inner and outer spheres. A human being needs both to succeed.

What is worth noting is that Yusuf had asked to become a minister in a
non-Muslim government, so that he may use his skills to help the people.
From this, we can derive that Islam encourages striving for the betterment of
our societies in whatever way possible. There is no harm in working for a
non-Islamic government as long as it benefits the community at large and does



not hinder our religious practices or harm our beliefs. Merely working within
a system that might have some evil in it does not automatically imply our
endorsement of that system. There needs to be a reasonable balance in this
regard, and scholars of every land and era should set out the parameters of
involvement with the systems of that time.

This is how We established Yusuf in the land to settle
wherever he pleased. We shower Our mercy on

whomever We will, and We never discount the reward of
the righteous.

Again, we return to this beautiful phrase, ‘This is how We established
Yusuf in the land…’ We first encountered it when Yusuf was a child, and
Allah relieved him of his trial by taking him to the house of Al-[Aziz, ‘This is
how We established Yusuf in the land so that We might teach him the
interpretation of dreams.’73

Yusuf was now the most powerful minister in all of Egypt. He could travel
anywhere he liked with his entourage and, ‘…settle wherever he pleased…’
He had gone from being a prisoner to being the most powerful man in the land
after the King. In some ways, he was even more powerful than the King
because he controlled the nation’s food supply; everyone needs food, but
everyone does not necessarily require a king. The scholars say that Yusuf
implemented an efficient management programme. He gathered all the grain
and stored what remained after the basic needs. For seven years, people
handed their produce to the government so it could be saved and stored for the
seven years of impending drought.



The main reason Yusuf deserved this massive reward was his
righteousness. Allah said, ‘…We shower Our mercy on whomever We
will, and We never discount the reward of the righteous…’ This is a
fundamental lesson for us. When we are righteous, Allah will reward us. He
would never allow the good deeds of the righteous to go to waste.

And the reward of the Hereafter is far better for those
who are faithful and are mindful ‘of Allah’.

With his power, wealth, and privilege, Yusuf was now truly ‘established in
the land.’ But Allah reminds us not to be fooled by the illusions of wealth and
status of this word, because they are short-lived, and because ‘…the reward
of the Hereafter is far better…’ It surpasses any of the rewards of this
world, and it is more lasting. Allah reserved these prizes exclusively for an
elite minority, ‘…those who are faithful and are mindful ‘of Allah’.’

Sufyan ibn [Uyaynah (d. 814), and other scholars of the past used this
verse as evidence that the believers will get two rewards for their good deeds:
once in this world, and a second time in the Hereafter. On the other hand,
Allah will reward the disbelievers for their beneficial work only in this world,
but give them nothing of the eternal blessings of the Hereafter because the
prize of the everlasting life is reserved only for the believers. The disbelievers
will come to know the severity of their loss on the Day of Judgement, but
such a realization will be too late.

R

71 al-Fajr (89: 27-28).



72 Sahih of al-Bukhari (1292).
73 Yusuf (12: 21).



PART SEVEN

The Brothers Return



And Yusuf’s brothers came and entered his presence.
He recognized them but they were unaware of who he

really was.

Allah says, ‘And Yusuf’s brothers came…’ From these four words, we
can derive the missing scenes and appreciate the miracle of the Qur’anic
language. It was now probably the sixth year of famine. The drought had
spread throughout Egypt and into the surrounding lands, including
Palestine. The resulting shortage of food was so acute that people had
ventured far away from home to Egypt to get grain. Due to Yusuf’s
ingenious planning, there was no starvation in Egypt; in fact, they had a bit
of a surplus. The King must have now practically understood what Yusuf
meant when he said at the time of asking for the finance minister’s
position–‘I am a knowing guardian.’74

‘…and entered his presence…’ Not everybody would be trading
directly with Yusuf as he was the minister, but because the brothers were
foreigners, they required a higher authorization, and they wanted a massive
quantity of grain because of the large size of their clan. ‘…He recognized
them, but they were unaware of who he really was.’ They were his
older brothers; how could Yusuf not recognize them? Their dress was
similar to his peoples’, and they spoke his native Hebrew. But they had no
idea that this was Yusuf. The last time they saw him, he was a young boy
of seven, and now he was a fully-grown man. How could they have
imagined that their little brother not only survived but had become the
second most powerful man in Egypt?

The scholars say that when Yusuf recognized them, he began to
question them, ‘Who are you? Why have you come to our land?’ And so
they told him, ‘We are a group of people living in Palestine. We are all
brothers, and we have an elderly father.’ Yusuf kept questioning them until
he got full news of the long-separated family.



When he had provided them with their supplies, he
demanded, “Bring me your brother on your father’s

side. Do you not see that I give full measure, and I am
the best of hosts?

The brothers are said to have stayed in Egypt for a few days, and Yusuf
treated them honourably and generously. He then helped them to prepare for
their return to Palestine and ‘…provided them with their supplies…’
meaning he even gave them additional provisions they needed for the
journey. So after Yusuf had given them all of their grain, he gave them
some extra.

Then he said, ‘Bring me your brother on your father’s side…,’ as if
Yusuf was telling them, ‘I don’t know if you are telling the truth about the
size of your family. You are saying you have an eleventh brother, so bring
him to me next time.’ He then enticed them ‘…Do you not see that I give
full measure, and I am the best of hosts?’ Nobody could surpass the
quantity of grain Yusuf had given them, and the hospitality he had
showered upon them. Even though they came as merchants, he hosted them
and gave them food and drink and a place to stay. Then, he gave them a
final ultimatum to ensure that they came back with his full brother,
Binyamin.

But if you do not bring him to me ‘next time’, I will
have no grain for you, nor will you ever come close to



me again.”

Yusuf let them know, in no uncertain terms, that they would be unable to
get grain unless they brought their youngest brother. First, an incentive,
then a warning: ‘…if you do not bring him to me ‘next time’, I will
have no grain for you…’ It seems evident that Yusuf was determined to
get Binyamin to the palace. But won’t that deprive his father of the second
most-beloved son? The scholars have discussed many reasons as to why
Yusuf would do this, but the most logical seems to be that Allah inspired
him and that it was part of the Divine Plan. What was the wisdom? Allah
knows best, but perhaps it was to affirm Ya[qub’s faith in Allah, or because
Yusuf feared the brothers were not treating Binyamin well.

They promised, “We will try to convince his father to
let him come. We will certainly do ‘our best’.”

They said, ‘We will try to convince his father to let him come…’
Notice they said, ‘his father’ and not ‘our father’. We can sense the
jealousy. They knew how much Ya[qub loved Binyamin and that he might
not let him go with them. After what had happened to Yusuf, how could
Ya[qub trust them with Binyamin?

Nonetheless, they promised, “…We will certainly do ‘our best’.”
They had done something similar before, and they were confident that, most
likely, they can do it again using the old tactics of emotional blackmail and
manipulation.



Yusuf ordered his servants to put his brothers’
merchandise back into their saddlebags so that they

would find it when they returned to their family, and
perhaps they would come back.

In those days, trade happened mostly through bartering–the exchange of
goods–than with money. The brothers had brought something with them to
exchange for grain. Yusuf told his servants to load both the grain along
with the brothers’ merchandise into the saddlebags. The purpose behind
returning the merchandise was ‘…so that they would find it when they
returned to their family, and perhaps they would come back…’
Yusuf was doing everything to get the brothers to come back with
Binyamin. He had no power over them once they left, so he coaxed them
through extra favours. Moreover, he knew his family was poor, and if he
took their merchandise, they might not be able to return.

The question arises as to whether this was ethical for Yusuf to do – and
the response is that there is no doubt he was acting within the parameters of
his power. Either the King had given him cart blanche authority to disperse
the grain (in which case he can choose who to gift to), or else he would
have reimbursed the treasury from his own money. It is inconceivable that
Yusuf would have abused his power in an unethical fashion.



When Yusuf’s brothers returned to their father, they
pleaded, “O our father! We have been denied ‘further’
supplies. So send our brother with us so that we may

receive our measure, and we will definitely watch over
him.”

The brothers hurried back to Palestine, eager to tell their story to Ya[qub.
‘O our father! We have been denied ‘further’ supplies…’ They had
barely unpacked their bags before they started to pressure Ya[qub about the
new request. ‘…So send our brother with us so that we may receive
our measure.’

We can also assume that the family must have been in a very dire
situation, hence their excitement to finally get all of this grain. With all the
passion at their command and a sense of urgency in their voice, they told
their father Ya[qub that he had to send Binyamin with them to receive more
grain from their amazing host in Egypt. Like so many years before, they
assured their father again that they will protect Binyamin. ‘…and we will
definitely watch over him.’ These words were identical to what they had
said decades ago with regards to Yusuf, and they must have hit Ya[qub like
a thunderbolt.

He responded, “Should I trust you with him as I once
trusted you with his brother ‘Yusuf’? But ‘only’ Allah is
the best Protector, and He is the Most Merciful of the

merciful.”



The Prophet f said, ‘The believer is not stung twice from the same hole.’75

Ya[qub has already had this experience once before, and he did not want to
repeat it with Binyamin. ‘Should I trust you with him as I once trusted
you with his brother ‘Yusuf’?’ His reaction showed that despite the
passage of time, his love for Yusuf had not diminished, and he considered
his other sons, except for Binyamin, responsible for the loss of Yusuf. For
this reason, he did not want Binyamin to go with them. ‘…But ‘only’
Allah is the best Protector, and He is the Most Merciful of the
merciful.’ Ya[qub turned to Allah, beseeching Him with one of His
beautiful names, Al-Hafiz, the Guardian and Protector. He put his tawakkul,
or reliance in Allah, believing that He will protect him and his children.

We may draw some parallels between the brothers of Yusuf and our
world. The reason Ya[qub did not trust his sons is that their reputation was
in tatters. If this is the case for this world, then how much more so for the
next life? Our admission into Jannah will require a far better reputation and
credentials.

Now the plan of Yusuf comes into action.

When they opened their bags, they dis-covered that
their merchandise had been returned to them. They
argued, “O our father! What more can we ask for?

Here is our merchandise, fully returned to us. Now we
can buy more food for our family. We will watch over



our brother, and obtain an extra camel-load of grain.
That load can be easily secured.”

‘When they opened their bags, they discovered that their
merchandise had been returned to them…’ As mentioned earlier,
returning their merchandise was part of Yusuf’s strategy to lure the brothers
back with Binyamin. They also understood that this was not an accident
and used it to make their request about Binyamin more forceful. ‘…They
argued, “O our father! What more can we ask for? Here is our
merchandise, fully returned to us…”’ The term ma nabghi can have two
meanings. The first is, ‘What more can we desire? What more do you think
we want? Here is our returned merchandise. Do you think we are trying to
trick you?’ The second interpretation is, ‘We don’t mean any evil; the only
reason we want Binyamin to accompany us is so we can get more grain.’
‘…Now we can buy more food for our family. We will watch over
our brother, and obtain an extra camel-load of grain. That load can
be easily secured.’ Yusuf, in his wisdom, had refused to give any of the
brothers more than a camel load of grain. An extra person will entitle them
to receive another camel load of food supplies. This was the policy of
Yusuf: one camel’s load of grain per person.

We can derive an interesting fiqh benefit from this part of the story.
Some scholars have said that for any transaction to be valid, one must
verbalize it. So, the seller must say, ‘I am selling you this grain,’ and the
buyer must say, ‘I accept this grain’. One can also write the agreement, but
there must be something apparent. These scholars note that this applies to
all types of commodities. But this story shows that one may also have an
unspoken mutual understanding, if both parties are likely to agree.Yusuf’s
implicit transaction was, ‘Take this for free’. Also, we see that it is
permissible to give extra merchandise to the buyer and return his money as
long as it is voluntary.



Ya[qub insisted, “I will not send him with you until
you give me a solemn oath by Allah that you will

certainly bring him back to me, unless you are totally
overpowered.” Then after they had given him their
oaths, he concluded, “Allah is a Witness to what we

have said.”

Perhaps Yusuf’s gracious treatment of the brothers had weighed the
heaviest in persuading Ya[qub to let Binyamin go. Ya[qub was now
cautiously inclined, so he said, ‘I will not send him with you until you
give me a solemn oath by Allah that you will certainly bring him
back to me...’ He asked them to swear by Allah, which is a very, very
serious matter in our religion. Allah says in the Qur’an, ‘Those who trade
Allah’s covenant and their oaths for a fleeting gain will have no share in the
Hereafter.’76 Ya[qub was a prophet, and he had taught his children about
the importance of oaths in Islam, especially in the name of Allah. He knew
that they would never swear by Allah and violate that oath. He asked them
to give a solemn oath, and then said, ‘Allah is a Witness to what we
have said.’



He then instructed ‘them’,“O my sons! Do not enter
‘the city’ all through one gate, but through separate

gates. I cannot help you against ‘what is destined by’
Allah in the least. It is only Allah Who decides. In Him,

I put my trust. And in Him, let the faithful put their
trust.”

After the brothers swore by Allah, Ya[qub let them take Binyamin.
However, before they departed, he gave them some advice about the
journey. ‘O my sons! Do not enter ‘the city’ all through one gate but
through separate gates…’ In ancient times, kingdoms had walls around
their cities instead of borders. Walls provided security against a surprise
attack, as well as a checkpoint for people coming and going. Ya[qub’s
advice that his eleven sons not enter through the same gate had mainly to do
with avoiding suspicion and the evil eye. The sons would have stood out
had they entered through the same gate together. A group of people walking
into a strange town with a different belief, language, and customs required
caution. People of the city may have felt threatened, hence Ya[qub’s advice
to his sons to enter from various gates, and then gather together inside.

The second reason was spiritual: Ya[qub wanted to protect them from
al-[ayn or the evil eye. For one man to have eleven sons was a big blessing
and honour at the time. On top of that, these brothers were young, strong,
and handsome. Ya[qub was worried that their appearance might attract the
evil eye of onlookers.

What exactly is the evil eye? Is it superstition or reality? Despite some
people denying it as superstition, the Qur’an and Sunnah confirm the



existence of the evil eye. Several hadith mention it, and there are indirect
references to it in the Qur’an. The Prophet f said in an authentic hadith,
‘The evil eye is a reality.’77 In Surah al-Falaq, Allah taught us to seek
protection from ‘…the evil of an envier when they envy.’78

The cause of the evil eye is jealousy, and it affects its victims adversely.
Allah allows it to occur when a person looks at someone’s wealth, beautify,
and position or something admirable with resentment because they do not
have those things. Although the eye is the main culprit – hence the name
‘evil eye’– the harm can also be caused by the feeling of jealousy in the
heart without seeing the victim. In Islam, one should protect themselves and
others from the damage of the evil eye by saying, ma sha’ Allah. Our
Prophet f told us that, ‘Envy consumes good deeds just as fire burns
wood.’79

How do the effects of the evil eye manifest on the victim? The strongest
opinion is that jealousy empowers Shaytan to harm the victim. The person
who inflicts the evil eye, even unintentionally, is sinful and will be held
accountable for it on the Day of Judgement because they allowed their
jealousy to go unchecked.

The correct way to react when we see something good in someone that
we don’t have is to invoke Allah’s continued blessings on them and pray for
the same for themselves. The Prophet f said, ‘If one of you sees something
from his brother, or in himself, or in his wealth which impresses him, then
supplicate for him to be blessed in it. Verily, the evil eye of envy is true.’80

We must never wish that the other person loses their blessing.
So how do we protect ourselves against this invisible enemy? We should

seek refuge with Allah and recite Surah al-Falaq frequently. The Prophet f
used to supplicate, ‘O Allah! I seek refuge with Your Perfect Words from
every devil and poisonous pests and every evil, harmful, envious eye.’81 We
should not show off or boast about Allah’s blessings upon us. If done
intentionally, it is sinful; if done unintentionally, it would cause people’s
jealousy. The scholars say that the best du[a’ is to say , ma sha’ Allah,
‘Whatever Allah Wills has occurred,’ and tabarak Allah, ‘Blessed is Allah’.



We find its evidence in the story of the people of the two gardens in Surah
al-Kahf.82

For the one afflicted by the evil eye, there is also a physical cure:
washing with the wudu’ water of the one who affected them. We know this
from a hadith recorded in Muwatta of Imam Malik.83 What the hadith
means is that if we know who caused the evil eye, we should ask them to
perform wudu’. The one afflicted should collect the wudu water that
dripped from the person’s limbs and wash with it.

We strive to take precautions, but in the end, we put our trust in Allah.
As Ya[qub said, ‘…I cannot help you against ‘what is destined by’
Allah in the least. It is only Allah Who decides. In Him, I put my
trust. And in Him, let the faithful put their trust.’ This statement
teaches us the correct understanding of iman and tawakkul. Tawakkul does
not mean that one sits back and says, ‘If Allah Wills, then it will happen.’
Tawakkul means that we plan well and do the best to implement it, and then
leave the results to Allah, trusting that what He decides will be the best for
us.

Then when they entered as their father had instructed
them, this did not help them against ‘the Will of’ Allah

what-soever. It was just a desire in Ya[qub’s heart,
which he satisfied. He was truly blessed with ‘great’
knowledge because of what We had taught him, but

most people have no knowledge.



The sons obeyed their father, even though he was not with them. This tells
us that, despite their past crime, they still had iman and virtue. However,
their adherence to Ya[qub’s advice could not change Allah’s Decree. Allah
had already willed that a calamity would befall them, and it could not be
averted. Allah tells us that entering from different gates was ‘…a desire in
Ya[qub’s heart, which he satisfied…’ Ya[qub had used his best
judgement to protect his sons and ensure the safe return of Binyamin, but
this did not change the Decree of Allah.

‘…He was truly blessed with ‘great’ knowledge because of what
We had taught him…’ There are different interpretations of this
statement. Some said this refers to Ya[qub because Allah had given him
[ilm. The way it reads, it means that Allah was calling Himself the bestower
of knowledge and Ya[qub, its recipient.

The second interpretation is that Allah praised Ya[qub because he
comprehended the knowledge given to him. It’s one thing to possess the
knowledge, another to understand it, and yet another to act upon it.

A third interpretation, from Ibn [Abbas, is that Ya[qub acted upon the
knowledge that Allah had given him. Having the knowledge and
understanding is one level, but acting upon it is a higher level. Ya[qub
received praise for putting God-given knowledge into action.

The final interpretation is that this phrase means that Ya[qub understood
he could not protect his sons from the Decree of Allah, but he still had to do
everything within his power to help.

‘…but most people have no knowledge.’ The Qur’an uses this phrase
in several places to conclude a verse matter of factly. In the context of this
story, it means that most of humanity doesn’t have the blessings that
Ya[qub had: knowledge, its understanding, and how to use it.

74 Yusuf (12: 55).
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77 Sahih of Muslim (2188).
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PART EIGHT

Binyamin and the Ruse



When they entered Yusuf’s presence, he called his
brother ‘Binyamin’ aside, and confided ‘to him’, “I am
indeed your brother ‘Yusuf’! So do not feel distressed

about what they have been doing.”

We can only imagine the joy Yusuf must have felt at seeing his brother
Binyamin after so many years. Some scholars say that he had divided the
brothers into small groups, ostensibly to host them, so that he could get a
chance to take Binyamin aside. At the first such opportunity, he ‘…
confided ‘to him’, “I am indeed your brother ‘Yusuf’!”’ With the use of
Arabic inni ana, there is a double emphasis, ‘I am your only brother; I am
the one that you know.’ Given Binyamin’s young age when Yusuf
disappeared, he could not have remembered the physical appearance of his
older brother. But as for what happened to Yusuf and who may have caused
his disappearance, there is no doubt Binyamin had heard the full story from
Ya[qub.

Some scholars say that Yusuf’s following statement proves that the
brothers were mistreating Binyamin: ‘…So do not feel distressed about
what they have been doing.’ The statement implies that the brothers were
ridiculing and harassing Binyamin. He was the youngest of them and the
only full brother of Yusuf. The other ten brothers came from a different
mother, and, because of their large numbers, they considered themselves an
[usbah (group).

Yusuf confidentially informed Binyamin about his plan to keep him in
Egypt. Opinions vary as to why Yusuf may have planned it this way. One
view is that it was on Allah’s command, and we don’t know the exact
reason. And verse 76 supports this: ‘…Thus did We plan for Yusuf’



showing that Allah ordered Yusuf to do so. Another opinion is that it was
to save Binyamin from further intimidation and ridicule. And both reasons
could be simultaneously correct. Yusuf must also now find a way around
the kingdom’s policy that barred foreigners from taking up permanent
residence in Egypt.

When Yusuf had provided them with supplies, he
slipped the royal cup into his brother’s bag. Then a

herald cried, “O people of the caravan! You must be
thieves!”

It was the second time the brothers had come to Egypt, and ‘…Yusuf had
provided them with supplies…’ They had purchased the grain and were
loading it on camels. Unbeknownst to them, Yusuf ‘…slipped the royal
cup into his brother’s (Binyamin’s) bag…’ The word used for the ‘royal
cup’ is siqayah, which can have several meanings. One is that it was the
drinking cup of the King. Another more accurate interpretation is that it was
the bowl for measuring the grain. Nevertheless, it seems it was a precious
bowl, perhaps made of gold, and it belonged to the King. The bowl also
symbolized the King’s power to give grain to the people. It would not have
been difficult for Yusuf to slip it in Binyamin’s bag when the brothers were
busy loading.

The phrase, ‘…he slipped the siqayah…’ is in the singular form,
meaning that Yusuf physically did this. As a high-ranking minister, Yusuf
could have ordered his servants to hide the cup, but that would have
exposed the secret plan. So he took matters into his own hand.



‘…Then a herald cried…’ Adhan means ‘to cry out’ and ‘to issue a
call’. An announcer bellowed, ‘O people of the caravan! You must be
thieves!’ The brothers must have been shocked to hear the accusation,
knowing they hadn’t stolen anything. The scholars have trouble interpreting
Yusuf’s approval of this announcement because a prophet of Allah cannot
lie. One interpretation is that Yusuf told the crier to accuse them of being
thieves because they had stolen Yusuf from Ya[qub and therefore were
kidnappers. Another explanation is that Yusuf used technically correct
language, but the crier interpreted it as ‘thief’. So he said, ‘The bowl has
gone missing, and the last people to receive the grain were the caravan of
the Cananites.’ Thus the crier used his own words for the announcement,
including the word ‘thieves’. By the time the crier made his call, the
caravan had already become suspected of thievery. Since Yusuf himself did
not use the words ‘thief’ or ‘stealing,’ he was not liable for it.

They asked, turning back to him, “What have you
lost?”

Allah says about the brothers, ‘They asked, turning back to him…,’ and
in this, there is a psychological portrayal. They turned towards their
accusers and not away from them. Thieves would have become scared and
ran. But they asked, ‘What have you lost?’ Notice they used the word
‘lost’ because they know they hadn’t stolen anything. In essence, they were
saying, ‘Perhaps something went missing, and you think we stole it.’



The herald ‘along with the guards’ replied, “We have
lost the King’s measuring cup. And whoever brings it

will be awarded a camelload ‘of grain’. I guarantee it.”

The word suwa[ means a vessel. When we pay Zakat al-Fitr, we give a sa[

of food measured in a small container, and this phrase is similar to it. It
refers to the King’s measuring cup that had gone missing.

The crier announced a large reward, saying, ‘…who-ever brings it
will be awarded a camel-load ‘of grain’. I guarantee it.’ During this
time of famine, food had more value than money, and a camel load of grain
was a great reward.

We may derive several fiqhi benefits from the offer of a reward for
finding the lost cup or bowl. In the fiqh of Islamic economics, the general
rule is that one must give a specific amount of money for a particular
amount of work. An example would be: ‘I will pay you $10 per hour,’ or, ‘I
will pay you $10 for this product.’ Both the offer and the required labor or
merchandise are specified. But there are instances where one does not know
the amount of time needed to complete the task. Generally, a transaction
where the amount paid is known but other factors are unkown is possibly
forbidden. However, there can be exceptions, and this is one such example.
One may offer ‘reward money’ in return for finding a lost item, or one may
offer a general bid of paying someone to do something without specifying
the time required for that person to do the job. In the unique circumstances
of Surah Yusuf, this type of transaction is permissible.

Another benefit we find from this incident is the permissibility of having
guarantors; it is something akin to a bondsman. Somebody provides a
guarantee, ‘If this person doesn’t appear, then I’m financially responsible.’
Here the crier provided a guarantee: ‘I will guarantee this reward.’



Yusuf’s brothers replied, “By Allah! You know well
that we did not come to cause trouble in the land, nor

are we thieves.”

The brothers began to defend themselves against the accusation, saying,
‘By Allah!’ The exact word used here is tallahi, and it is a way to swear an
oath (qasm) in Arabic. ‘…You know well that we did not come to
cause trouble in the land, nor are we thieves.’ They appealed to the
common sense of the crier and the crowd: ‘Look, we’ve been here before,
and you’ve seen our mannerisms. We wouldn’t do such a thing.’ And the
brothers were right; they had not done anything unrighteous during their
visits to Egypt.

One of the words for stealing in Arabic is fasad, which is also used for
corruption, indicating that stealing is a major vice. The Prophet f said,
‘Allah curses the thief who steals...’84 For Allah to declare His curse or
la[nah on the thief is something huge; it means He has removed this person
from His Mercy. There cannot be a more frightening prospect than this. We
see the seriousness of stealing reflected in the Qur’anic punishment of the
cutting off of the hand for those who meet the pre-requisites. In the sight of
Allah, the hand that steals is worthy of being removed. The thief has no
honour, which is why the punishment is so severe. Stealing was also a
significant crime in Egyptian society.



Yusuf’s men asked, “What should be the price for theft,
if you are lying?”

An accusing crowd gathered around the brothers of Yusuf, who were
strangers in their land. They poignantly asked, ‘What should be the price
for theft, if you are lying?’ Meaning if it turned out that you were lying
about your innocence, how should we punish you? Under Egyptian laws, no
foreigner could remain in Egypt. A thief would be punished by whipping or
repaying double the amount he stole. If Binyamin were to be found guilty,
the law of the land would be enforced on him, followed by expulsion from
the country. By putting the question of penalty back to the brothers, they
seemed to bypass their laws.

Yusuf’s brothers responded, “The price will be ‘the
enslavement of’ the one in whose bag the cup is found.

That is how we punish the wrongdoers.”

Under the law of Ya[qub and the Children of Isra[il, the penalty for theft
was that the thief would become the slave of the one from whom he stole. It
seems that Allah put it in the hearts of the Egyptians to ask about the
punishment under the laws of the brothers’ country. Of course, Yusuf knew
that, but he could not apply Allah’s Shari[ah in Egypt. Allah created that
possibility when the brothers responded to the Egyptian crowd that the
punishment for stealing in their laws was “…‘the enslavement of’ the one
in whose bag the cup is found. That is how we punish the
wrongdoers.” It was nothing but Allah’s plan that the matter ends this
way.



Yusuf began searching their bags before that of his
brother ‘Binyamin’, then brought it out of Binyamin’s
bag. This is how We inspired Yusuf to plan. He could
not have taken his brother under the King’s law, but
Allah had so willed. We elevate in rank whoever We

will. But above those ranking in knowledge is the One
All-Knowing.

Up until this point, Allah had used the plural, to represent the crowd or the
mob. Now the focus changes. We move to the singular, ‘Yusuf began…’
Yusuf knew what he was doing. Allah used the word, fabada’, meaning
Yusuf began to take charge. He started, ‘…searching their bags…’ He
played the plot out, slowly and methodically, going through each bag. The
brothers were confident that the cup would not be found in any of their
bags. Despite their past crime, they were too righteous to steal. But the
searcher ‘…then brought it out of Binyamin’s bag…’

Imagine the brothers’ utter shock! Per Allah’s beautiful plan, Yusuf was
able to keep Binyamin with him. Allah says that without His perfect plan
‘…He could not have taken his brother under the King’s law…’ or
under the din of the Malik. Allah has used the term din to refer to the King’s
law, even though he was a polytheist. This tells us that the word ‘din’ does
not only mean religion but that it has a broader connotation; it is a whole
way of life.

‘…We elevate in rank whoever We will. But above those ranking
in knowledge is the One All-Knowing.’ This beautiful description



depicts for us how Allah, in His perfect justice, elevates people in ranks.
One of the qualities of Allah is rafi[ darajat, the One Who Raises the
Ranks, and He does so based on a person’s faith and knowledge. In Surah
al-Mujadilah, He said, ‘Allah will elevate those of you who are faithful, and
‘raise’ those gifted with knowledge in rank’.85 Yusuf manifested both faith
and knowledge. The Qur’an repeatedly highlights the linkage between
knowledge and rank.

The Prophet f said, ‘The superiority of the scholar over the devout
worshipper is like the superiority of the full moon over the rest of the
heavenly bodies.’86 Knowledge is how Allah prefers some people over
others. It is how He showed the angels that Adam was superior. Allah did
not create Adam bigger, stronger, or faster than the angels; Adam was
superior to them through knowledge.

‘To distance themselves,’ Yusuf’s brothers argued, “If
he has stolen, so did his ‘full’ brother before.” But
Yusuf suppressed his outrage, revealing nothing to
them and said ‘to himself’, “You are in such an evil

position, and Allah knows best ‘the truth of’ what you
claim.”

The brothers were adamant that they weren’t thieves, but now that
Binyamin was caught red-handed, they quickly distanced themselves from
him. ‘If he has stolen, so did his ‘full’ brother before.’ Without



knowing, they falsely accused Yusuf when they said his full brother had
stolen also. The scholars say that accusing Yusuf of previous theft was
either an outright lie, or an exaggerated story. Any person would have
exploded with rage at their lie ‘…But Yusuf suppressed his outrage,
revealing nothing to them…’ Yusuf also did not reveal his identity. This
stood in contrast to an earlier situation in which Yusuf defended himself
against the accusation of indecency. From this, we derive that while it is
permissible for a Muslim to protect himself against false accusations, it is
not obligatory to do so in every situation. There are times when silence is
more beneficial.

Then he whispered to himself, ‘You are in such an evil position, and
Allah knows best ‘the truth of’ what you claim.’ While they did not
recognize the finance minister standing before them was Yusuf, the latter
knew full well what an ugly crime the brothers had committed against him.
Hence, he subtly hints that while they accuse Binyamin of a particular
crime, they themselves are guilty of a far worse crime: that of throwing
their brother into a well and selling him into slavery.

They appealed, “O Chief Minister! He has a very old
father, so take one of us instead. We surely see you as

one of the good-doers.”

The brothers now realized they were in serious trouble. They had given a
solemn pledge to their father to protect Binyamin and bring him back home.
The future of Binyamin seemed destined for slavery. Fearing the grief of
their father, they earnestly pleaded for Binyamin’s release.



‘They appealed, “O Chief Minister!...”’ The Arabic term the brothers
used to address Yusuf was Al-[Aziz, and because of this, some scholars
thought that Yusuf held the same position that belonged to his former
master. Other scholars have said that Al-[Aziz here simply meant a ‘person
of honour’, like, ‘O Minister’ or ‘O Your Excellency’.

Then they appealed to Yusuf’s compassion, saying, ‘…He has a very
old father…’ Notice again how they said, ‘he has a father’ and not, ‘we
have a father’. There are two possible reasons for this. The first could be to
earn extra sympathy, that the one detained was most needed and beloved by
his father. The second was that they didn’t have the same deep and sincere
love for their father that Yusuf and Binyamin did.

They used three adjectives: ab (father), shaykh (elder), and kabir (noble)
– all of them designed to invoke sympathy. He has a father who is a shaykh,
meaning an elder leader of our tribe. Therefore, Binyamin is not just any
person; he is the son of the leader. Another interpretation of shaykh is
somebody of knowledge, and a third meaning is somebody of old age. All
of them were equally applicable to Ya[qub. He was the leader of the tribe, a
person of knowledge, and an old man. Then they added a title of honour for
their father, calling him kabir, a noble and great man.

They realized that it was unrealistic to expect that the minister will
release Binyamin, so they tried to strike a deal: ‘…so take one of us
instead…’ They offered a prisoner swap.

Then they rested their case with Yusuf’s praise ‘…We surely see you
as one of the good-doers.’ There is no doubt Yusuf deserved this praise,
just like he did when he was in jail, and his fellow inmates had praised him
with the same words. In the story of Yusuf, the nobility of his character
plays a paramount role.



Yusuf responded, “Allah forbid that we should take
other than the one with whom we found our property.

Otherwise, we would surely be unjust.”

Yusuf said ma[adhaAllah meaning ‘the One whose refuge is sought is
Allah.’ We first heard Yusuf utter this word when the wife of Al-[Aziz tried
to seduce him. Again, he did not say, a[udhu billah, which would mean, ‘I
am the one seeking refuge in Allah,’ but instead he used the more powerful
and precise ma[adha Allah ‘… that we should take other than the one
with whom we found our property…’ In his careful choice of words,
Yusuf did not say ‘the one who stole’ because Binyamin did not steal. He
used a neutral, non-judgemental phrase: ‘the one with whom we found our
property.’ Yusuf’s conduct shows us that even in difficult times, it is not
allowed to lie. Our Prophet f never once uttered a lie. But it is permissible
to use tawriyah, or doublespeak, which a listener could understand
differently than what the speaker intended. His brothers understood it to
mean stealing, but that’s not what Yusuf meant. ‘…Otherwise, we would
surely be unjust.’ Yusuf said it would be wrong to punish someone else
for another person’s crime, which meant that Binyamin will now stay with
him in Egypt.

R

84 Sahih al-Bukhari 6799.
85 al-Mujadilah (58: 11).
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PART NINE

Deprived of Three Sons



When they lost all hope in him, they spoke privately.
The eldest of them said, “Do you not know that your
father had taken a solemn oath by Allah from you, nor
how you failed him regarding Yusuf before? So I am
not leaving this land until my father allows me to, or
Allah decides for me, for He is the Best of Judges.”

The Qur’an used the term istay’asu, which means, ‘…they lost all
hope...’ The addition of sin and ta in this word indicates that they tried
persistently to get Binyamin released and then gave up. The eloquence of
the Arabic language is peerless. As Allah said at the beginning of this
surah, ‘Indeed, We have sent it down as an Arabic Qur’an, so that you may
understand.’87

So, ‘…they spoke privately...’ Khalasu, meaning they broke away,
and najiya, did it secretly; so they huddled together in secret to discuss the
crisis. The eldest brother spoke first, and he was full of remorse. ‘Do you
not know that your father had taken a solemn oath by Allah from
you, nor how you failed him regarding Yusuf before?’ He used the
word farrata, which means, ‘to be less than what is required.’ In other
words, we failed. In the opinion of some scholars, he is the same brother
who had some compassion in the matter of Yusuf years ago; he had then
said, ‘Do not kill Yusuf. But if you must do something, throw him into the
bottom of a well...’88 When Allah described him at the beginning of the



surah, He said, ‘One of them said...’89 He was left unidentified. But here,
Allah says, ‘The eldest said…’ It is so because our religion encourages
hiding the faults of people. Allah did not point him out when he did
something blameworthy, but now he was saying something praiseworthy
and hence deserved mention.

We see this also in the Sunnah of the Prophet f. Whenever someone
committed a crime or did something wrong, he f would say, ‘Why do some
amongst you do this?’ He f would never say, ‘Why did you do this?’ And
he would never mention names. But on the other hand, when somebody did
something good, the Prophet f would praise him by name.

The rest of the brothers already knew the answer to the eldest brother’s
rhetorical question: ‘Do you not know…?’ It was they who had planned to
kill Yusuf and had changed the plan only after protest from the eldest
brother. Being of the softer heart, the eldest brother was full of guilt, as if
saying ‘We did wrong before, we can’t do it again. It would devastate our
father.’

‘…So I am not leaving this land until my father allows me to…’
The elder brother desperately wanted to atone for the past mistake by self-
exiling until Binyamin’s matter got resolved favourably. It was a harsh
punishment that he imposed upon himself, and we can understand its
severity only by immersing in the mores of that time. Living in a foreign
land, in today’s parlance as an illegal immigrant, would subject him to
discrimination, even imprisonment. Most importantly, he would live
separated from his family. But he preferred that over the shame of facing his
father, disgraced.

‘…or Allah decides for me…’ What does he mean by Allah’s
judgement? He might be referring to either a revelation to Ya[qub, because
he was a prophet, or that some calamity befalls him, such as death or
sickness.

‘…For He is the Best of Judges.’ He knew Allah’s judgement was the
best. Given his admission of the injustice he had committed against Yusuf,
the eldest brother saw redemption in sincere repentance, and, consequently,



Allah’s forgiveness. These statements showed the stirrings of positive
change in him. The other brothers were yet to experience a transformation.

Return to your father and say, “O our father! Your son
committed theft. We testify only to what we know. We

could not guard against the unforeseen.

Being the eldest and in charge, he now instructed the rest of them to go to
Ya[qub and say, ‘Your son committed theft. We testify only to what
we know…’ What was this testimony? It could either be that Binyamin
stole the bowl and that they were witnesses to it, or that they told the
minister about the punishment for such crime in Ya[qub’s religion.

‘…We could not guard against the unforeseen.’ ‘We could not have
possibly known the future.’ Another interpretation is, ‘We gave our promise
to you based upon what we knew. We didn’t know that our brother would
commit a crime.’ These seemed legitimate excuses. ‘We did our best. We
tried to fulfill the promise, but we couldn’t predict the future.’ Given the
past baggage, they knew their father would not believe them, so they made
a plan to strengthen their case.



Ask ‘the people of’ the land where we were and the
caravan we traveled with. We are certainly telling the

truth.”

In other words, the brothers said, ‘Look, it’s not just us testifying to this.
Everyone who was there knows this is what happened! If you don’t believe
us, ask the caravan that came back with us or send someone to the city to
find out yourself.’ ‘…We are certainly telling the truth.’

Ya[qub knew that Binyamin was not a thief, and even the brothers
would never have thought that he would steal. But they saw with their own
eyes that the search party found the King’s cup in Binyamin’s bag and,
more importantly, that the latter did not try to defend himself. Binyamin’s
silence amounted to an admission of guilt in their eyes. But theirs was a
case like that of the boy who falsely cried wolf, and when he finally spoke
the truth, nobody believed him. They had literally cried wolf when they lied
about Yusuf some thirty years ago, and today their truth was held hostage
to past.

He cried, “No! Your souls must have tempted you to
do something ‘evil’. So ‘I am left with nothing but’

beautiful patience! I trust Allah will return them all to
me. Surely, He ‘alone’ is the All-Knowing, All-Wise.”

Notice the beauty of the Qur’an and how it skips over unnecessary details:
this is the Divine Style. The brothers, except for the eldest, have returned to
Palestine, and Ya[qub reacted to the tragic news. ‘He cried, “No!”’ Again,



he used bal in response, meaning ‘No! This cannot be true!’ Ya[qub knew
in his heart that his son Binyamin would never steal. He also knew that the
brothers had lied before, so he judged them based on experience. But he did
not have clear cut evidence and felt that what had transpired was beyond his
understanding. So he used the same phrase as when they came to him with
the story of Yusuf, “…Your souls must have tempted you to do
something ‘evil’…”

Ya[qub was known to be a man of great patience. He had exhibited
exemplary fortitude at the loss of Yu[suf and here again he promised to do
the same: fasabrun jamil.

‘…I trust Allah will return them all to me…’ [Asa here means, ‘I
am hopeful’. Ya[qub was optimistic that Allah would bring Yusuf,
Binyamin, and the eldest son back. Despite suffering great tragedies any
father would ever face, Ya[qub had unflinching faith and trust in Allah that
He would not disappoint him. Allah said in a Hadith Qudsi, ‘I am as my
servant thinks of Me…’90 The lesson for us is that we should only have the
best thoughts about Allah.

The opposite is the case of the person with weak faith. He complains at
the very first trial, ‘O Allah, why is this happening to me?’ With more tests,
his faith goes from complaints to questioning the religion and eventually
disbelief. The story of Iblis aptly highlights the danger of questioning
Allah’s decision. He objected to prostrating to Adam, saying to Allah that
he was better than someone created from clay. As a result, Iblis became the
biggest loser. At his request, Allah extended his life until Judgement Day.
Yet, Iblis is using this time to spread corruption on earth. Believers humble
themselves and draw nearer to Allah at times of calamity because ‘…
Surely, He ‘alone’ is the All-Knowing, All-Wise.”



He turned away from them, lamenting, “O my sorrow
over Yusuf!” And his eyes turned white out of the grief,

he suppressed.

In his grief, Ya[qub turned away from his sons. Even though he loved all
his children, but he had a special place for Yusuf in his heart. In this
moment of compounded grief, the only son who epitomized his agony was
Yusuf, so he quietly cried, ‘O my sorrow over Yusuf!’ Ya asafa is an
Arabic expression for grief and pain. Ya is a word for calling someone or
something, asaf is the grief, and alif is to invoke the image of this grief. So
Ya[qub brought out the pain to his lips from the depths of his heart. The
beautiful eloquence of this expression is impossible to render in the English
language. It has been at least twenty-five years since Yusuf disappeared,
but his pain has not diminished. The brothers thought that by removing
Yusuf, their father’s love would transfer to them, but it only served to
increase Ya[qub’s yearning for his most beloved son. What we learn from
this story is that Shaytan deludes us into thinking that sin will benefit us,
even though, as a categorical rule Allah has unblessed evil deeds.

Ya[qub’s sorrow and grief were such that ‘…his eyes turned white...’
from weeping. Some scholars have interpreted this to mean that he went
blind. Allah knows best, but it doesn’t appear that he factually became
blind, but rather that his eyesight became weak. The word Allah used for
the condition of Ya[qub’s eyes is ibyaddat, which means they ‘became
glazy and white’.

‘…out of the grief he suppressed.’ The word kazim comes from
kazama, which means ‘to cover up or hold back’. Allah could have said
huwa kazim meaning ‘he was withholding,’ but He said huwa kazim,



meaning ‘he was a suppressor and had already suppressed’. Just like
Allah’s name Al-Sami[ is not Al-Sami[. Al-Sami[ means ‘The One Who
Hears,’ but Al-Sami[ is ‘The One Who Hears All’. There is an emphasis on
the verb. Allah described Ya[qub by saying, ‘He had concealed, withdrawn,
and protected because he didn’t want to show his grief and he had been
doing that for a very long time.’

Allah praised Ya[qub for controlling his emotions. Perfect faith in Allah
means that one does not turn to others for sympathy, but only to Him. It is,
of course, human nature to turn to people for help and support, and it is not
a sin to do so. But one needs to realize and firmly believe that all help
comes from Allah. Even when people want to help us, they cannot do so
except with what Allah has written for us.

In a hadith that sums up our creed, the Prophet f said to Ibn Abbas,
“Young man, I will teach you some words. Be mindful of Allah, and He
will protect you. Be mindful of Allah, and you will find Him before you. If
you ask, ask from Allah. If you seek help, seek help from Allah. Know that
if the nations gathered together to benefit you, they would not benefit you
unless Allah has decreed it for you. And if the nations gathered together to
harm you, they will not harm you unless Allah has decreed it for you. The
pens have been lifted, and the pages have dried.”91

Ya[qub’s iman was at the level of ihsan, which is the highest; as for most
of us, we need a shoulder to cry on, and there is nothing wrong with that.
There is a difference between asking for a shoulder to cry on and offering
comfort without being asked. While both are allowed, the highest level of
iman would be to shun the first but accept the second. In the early days of
his mission, when the Prophet f felt down, his wife Khadijah comforted
him. In later years, his other wives did the same.

We also see that crying does not go against the concept of sabrun jamil,
beautiful patience. Allah describes Ya[qub as having ‘beautiful patience’,
yet he cried, so much so that his eyes turned white. To cry and show
emotion is human.



When our Prophet’s f infant son, Ibrahim, died in his arms, he cried.
Through tears, he f said, ‘Verily, the eyes shed tears, and the heart is
grieved, but we will not say anything except what is pleasing to our Lord.
We are saddened by your departure, O Ibrahim.’92 In the Sirah, there are
two or three other instances when he cried in the presence of the
Companions, and they were surprised: ‘You cry as well, Ya Rasulullah?’
They thought that this was not appropriate for him. The famous scholar al-
Hasan al-Basri was the student of many of the Sahabah, and when his son
died, he began crying. One of his students looked at him disapprovingly
because, in their culture, it was not a sign of manliness to cry. Al-Hasan
said, ‘Verily, Ya[qub cried, and Allah did not rebuke him for that crying.’
Ya[qub’s crying did not diminish his status in the Eyes of Allah.

They said, “By Allah! You will not cease to remember
Yusuf until you lose your health or ‘even’ your life.”

The sons complained, ‘…You will not cease to remember Yusuf...’ They
were disappointed that Ya[qub still loved Yusuf with the same passion as
before, even more so. Some of them expressed frustration at their father’s
attitude. Harada here means, ‘You will ruin yourself. You will lose your
mind. You will eventually perish from this grief.’ They were irritated, ‘We
just told you about Binyamin and the eldest son, but you are obsessed with
Yusuf. When will you stop this?’ Again, we see how Allah tested them
with the exact opposite of what they intended.



He replied, “I complain of my anguish and sorrow only
to Allah, and I know from Allah what you do not

know.

Ya[qub said, ‘I complain of my anguish and sorrow only to Allah...’
Bathth is the most severe type of grief, and the word comes from the verb
batha, which means ‘to dissipate and spread out’. When a person reaches
this level of sorrow, he babbles and becomes incoherent. It is as if Ya[qub
used this term to mock their assessment of him. He acknowledged that at
times he did appear as if he was talking to Yusuf, but they didn’t have to
listen.

Ya[qub’s example teaches us that complaining to Allah is a sign of
iman. Our Prophet f did it after the people of Ta’if rejected his message
and bloodied him. Complaining to Allah means invoking His sympathy by
talking about one’s difficulties. After all, whose compassion and mercy
should we seek, if not Allah’s? Innama here implies exclusivity, ‘The Only
Being I am complaining to is Allah. I don’t want your sympathy. I don’t
need anything from you.’ What our religion prohibits is complaining about
Allah, for example, saying, ‘Why are You allowing this to happen to me?
It’s not fair!’

‘…and I know from Allah what you do not know.’ What does
Ya[qub mean here? Ya[qub knew about Yusuf’s dream, while his other
sons had no clue about it. Ya[qub, therefore, knew that Yusuf had to be
alive; how else would the prophecy in the dream come to pass? What
Ya[qub may not have known was where and in what situation Yusuf was.



O my sons! Go and search ‘diligently’ for Yusuf and his
brother. And do not lose hope in the Mercy of Allah,
for no one loses hope in Allah’s Mercy except those

with no faith.”

That is why Ya[qub told the remaining sons to go and search for their
brothers and bring them back. He used the word tahassasu, meaning, ‘use
all your senses’ to find them. In other words: do whatever you can. ‘…And
do not lose hope in the Mercy of Allah, for no one loses hope in
Allah’s Mercy except those with no faith.’ He explicitly told them
never to lose hope in Allah. In this verse, Ya[qub equated the absence of
hope in Allah with kufr or disbelief. A true believer must never despair of
Allah’s Mercy. The word Rawh used here means ‘Allah’s Mercy,’ and
comes from the same root as ruh. Rawh gives us comfort against stress,
whereas ruh gives us life.

87 Yusuf (12: 2).
88 Yusuf (12: 10).
89 Yusuf (12: 10).
90 Sahih of al-Bukhari (7405).
91 Sunan of al-Tirmidhi (2516).
92 Sahih of al-Bukhari (1303).



PART TEN

Yusuf Reveals His Identity



When they entered Yusuf’s presence, they pleaded, “O
Chief Minister! We and our family have been touched

with hardship, and we have brought only scant
merchandise, but ‘please’ give us our supplies in full
and be charitable to us. Indeed, Allah rewards the

charitable.”

The brothers now travelled to Egypt for the third time. Their number this
time was nine, as the eldest had stayed back in Egypt. They had lived
through nearly seven years of drought, and the resulting poverty had greatly
distressed them. So ‘…they pleaded, “O Chief Minister! We and our
family have been touched with hardship…”’ They appealed to Yusuf
using the term massana, meaning that severe economic difficulties had
touched them.

‘…we have brought only scant merchandise…’ The brothers
referred to their goods as muzjat, something that is second-rate and poor in
quality. They were ashamed of what they had to offer, and they appealed to
Yusuf to show compassion. In a sense, they said, ‘We are not beggars.
We’ve brought something to barter, but it is not good quality.’ ‘…‘please’
give us our supplies in full and be charitable to us…’ The brothers
wanted full measure, even extra, for their second-rate merchandise, and
hence their appeal to Yusuf’s generosity. They concluded their request with
the reminder that ‘…Indeed, Allah rewards the charitable.’ The irony of
their statement could not have missed Yusuf, for none needed a reminder of
charity and God-consciousness more than they.



He asked, “Do you remember what you did to Yusuf
and his brother in your ignorance?”

Yusuf chose this moment to reveal his identity to his brothers, saying, ‘Do
you remember what you did to Yusuf and his brother…’ Imagine their
shock at the minister’s mention of Yusuf! How in the world could the
minister have known about their long lost brother and what happened to
him? Wasn’t it the brothers’ tightly guarded secret?

Yusuf used the third person to refer to himself to minimize their guilty
feeling. And he also used ‘…in your ignorance?’, gracefully giving them a
face-saving opportunity. Despite possessing power and having every
justification for despising them, Yusuf did not criticize them directly. This
exemplified the perfection of Yusuf and his character.

The question arises: Why did Yusuf reveal himself at this stage? Why so
late, and why not before? There are two possible scenarios. The first is that
Allah told him to do so now. The prophets wait for Allah’s command. The
Prophet Muhammad f did not migrate to Madinah until Allah permitted
him.

The second scenario is that there was a practical reason. Some early
books of tafsir said that when Yusuf came to power, the King at the time
was the elder of the family. But now, several years later, that king had died,
and his younger son had ascended the throne. Because of the young age of
the new King, the senior ministers had assumed more power than the King.
Being a veteran, Yusuf had the authority to make his own decisions. The
story in the Old Testament supports this explanation. By now, Yusuf could
tell the King, ‘I want my family to come.’



They replied ‘in shock’, “Are you really Yusuf?” He
said, “I am Yusuf, and here is my brother ‘BinyamÏn’!
Allah has truly been gracious to us. Surely whoever is

mindful ‘of Allah’ and patient, then certainly Allah
never discounts the reward of the good-doers.”

The brothers were stunned. ‘They replied ‘in shock’, “Are you really
Yusuf?”’ The Arabic used here is beautifully eloquent. In English, it would
be like saying, ‘Are you really, really, that Yusuf?’ There is a triple
emphasis that we cannot translate in English. They knew that it was him,
but they could hardly believe it.

‘He said, “I am Yusuf, and here is my brother ‘Binyamin’!”’ He
called Binyamin into the court then said, ‘…Allah has truly been
gracious to us…’ Yusuf immediately attributed all good to Allah. ‘None
of this that you see is from my power. I’m not gloating that I have the upper
hand. I am not showing you who is richer and more powerful. Allah has
given us all of this.’ Manna is a gift that is not even earned or deserved, but
something that Allah bestows because of His generosity.

‘…Surely whoever is mindful ‘of Allah’ and patient, then
certainly Allah never discounts the reward of the good-doers.’ Notice
that first, Yusuf ascribed the blessings directly to himself from Allah:
‘Allah has truly been gracious to us.’ Now he used the third person,
‘whoever is mindful...’ He didn’t say, ‘I was righteous and patient, so Allah
rewarded me.’ Every single word that Yusuf used shows us over and over
again, his level of humility. We could not have thought of humbler words to
say on this occasion.



Yusuf mentioned sabr because it was patience that allowed him, by the
Will of Allah, to remain in the well, then as a slave, and in prison until
finally, Allah rewarded him with ministership. He mentioned taqwa as well
because it and sabr have been two pillars of Islamic belief and character
throughout the story of Yusuf. We can summarize the message of Surah
Yusuf in these words: whoever is mindful and patient will be rewarded by
Allah.

This message was equally applicable to the brothers as if Yusuf was
telling them: ‘You tried to get what you wanted by disobeying Allah, which
is why you didn’t get it. As for me, I was patient and put my trust in Allah,
and He gave me more than anyone could imagine.’ Yusuf sincerely sought
to bring his brothers closer to Allah. Reformation, not revenge, is always
paramount on the minds of the righteous believers.

They admitted, “By Allah! Allah has truly preferred
you over us, and we have surely been sinful.”

Yusuf’s advice had the desired effect, and the brothers admitted to their
faults: ‘By Allah! Allah has truly preferred you over us, and we have
surely been sinful.’ The Arabic, wa in is for emphasis on their admission
of guilt. Tallahi is an Arabic expression for an oath; the brothers swore by
Allah that they were in the wrong. They had taken the first step towards
repentance.



Yusuf said, “There is no blame on you today. Allah will
forgive you! He is the Most Merciful of the merciful!

The word tathrib means to be reminded of one’s sins and feel guilty. ‘There
is no blame on you today…’ Yusuf did not even say, ‘I will not blame
you’. He said this in the third person and removed himself entirely from the
picture. ‘There is no blame on you,’ is generic and completely neutral. ‘…
Allah will forgive you! He is the Most Merciful of the merciful!’ The
question arises: How can Yusuf say, ‘Allah will forgive you?’ What right
did he have to say this? There are two responses to this question.

The first is that because the zulm, or injustice, was done to Yusuf, but he
forgave them, Allah will also forgive. In Islam, crimes committed against
fellow humans require the forgiveness of the wronged. Should the
oppressor not take care of the wrong in this life, Allah will settle the matter
in the Hereafter. On the Day of Judgement, Allah will establish justice even
among animals. Therefore, one should be extra careful not to wrong others,
because while Allah may forgive sins committed against Him, He will not
forgive crimes against a person unless the victim forgave. It is easier to
attain Allah’s forgiveness than of people’s, because He is the Most
Merciful.

The second interpretation is that ‘I hope that Allah will forgive you.’
Both of these interpretations are valid, and there is no contradiction
between the two.

We should remember that Allah revealed Surah Yusuf when our
Prophet f was undergoing the most challenging period of his life, known as
the Year of Sorrow. It was the year Abu Talib and Khadijah died, and he
suffered violent rejection in Ta’if. Allah revealed Surah Yusuf to lift his
spirits and cheer him up. At the pinnacle of his f prophetic mission, when



he f finally conquered Makkah, whose people had forced him to leave, he
f recited this verse from Surah Yusuf. He f stood at the Ka[bah and asked
the nervous people who had gathered around him, ‘O Quraysh, how do you
think I should treat you?’ The Quraysh said, ‘O Prophet of Allah. We
expect nothing but good from you.’ He f then forgave them saying, ‘I will
only say to you what Yusuf said to his brothers, ‘There is no blame on you
today.’ Go for you are unbound.’93 Surah Yusuf provided the Prophet f
hope and guidance for treating the Quraysh after the Conquest of Makkah.

Go with this shirt of mine and cast it over my father’s
face, and he will regain his sight. Then come back to

me with your whole family.”

The shirt plays a recurrent role in the story of Yusuf. The first time when
the brothers brought the blood-stained shirt of Yusuf, claiming that a wolf
had attacked him; the second time, when the wife of Al-[Aziz tore his shirt
from the back as he tried to run away from her advances; and the third time
now. This time, the shirt returned as a healer. Yusuf told the brothers to put
his shirt on Ya[qub’s face, and it will restore his vision. Also, on its final
appearance, the shirt informed Ya[qub, even before it had arrived in his
presence, that Yusuf was alive because he smelled the fragrance of his most
beloved son.

After pardoning the brothers, Yusuf invited them to bring Ya[qub, and
their families to live a comfortable life in Egypt ‘…Then come back to me
with your whole family.’



R

93 Kitab at-Tabaqat al-Kabir Ibn Sa[d.



PART ELEVEN

The Dream Fulfilled



When the caravan departed ‘from Egypt’, their father
said ‘to those around him’, “You may think I am senile,

but I certainly sense the smell of Yusuf.”

The caravan set out on its last journey back to Palestine, bringing with it the
promise of a new future. Nestled amongst the grain sacks and merchandise
was the shirt of Yusuf. Although he was hundreds of miles away, Ya[qub
could sense that his beloved son was close. He said, ‘You may think I am
senile, but I certainly sense the smell of Yusuf.’ We saw earlier in the
story that Ya[qub had firasah, a spiritual intuition that helped him
understand things instinctively. Allah had given him a sign that something
was about to happen.

They replied, “By Allah! You are definitely still in your
old delusion.”

Ya[qub anticipated that his family would think of him as insane for saying
such a thing, but in his heart, he knew it was true. Some scholars say that it
was his grandchildren who uttered the harsh words in reply, ‘By Allah!
You are definitely still in your old delusion.’ But they were mistaken.



But when the bearer of the good news arrived, he cast
the shirt over Ya[qub’s face, so he regained his sight.
Ya[qub then said ‘to his children’, “Did I not tell you

that I truly know from Allah what you do not know?”

Many scholars say that the ‘…bearer of the good news…’, the bashir who
carried Yusuf’s shirt, was the same son who had brought the bloody shirt to
Ya[qub at the beginning of the story. Notice that Allah chose to mention the
good news and ignore the bad. It is a repeated theme throughout this surah
and the Qur’an. When praise is due, Allah specifically mentions it, but
when criticism is warranted, He tries to conceal. Imagine how this son must
have felt bringing the shirt that announced Yusuf was alive, knowing it is
he who had carried the bloodied shirt to his father many years ago that
caused him lasting grief.

‘…he cast the shirt over Ya[qub’s face, so he regained his sight…’
With the touch of the shirt, Ya[qub’s vision came back. Joyous at the news
that Yusuf, his most beloved son, was alive, he said, ‘Did I not tell you
that I truly know from Allah what you do not know?’ Through all
these years of separation, Ya[qub had not lost hope about Yusuf’s eventual
return. Today, Allah had vindicated him.

They begged, “O our father! Pray for the forgiveness of
our sins. We have certainly been sinful.”



Finally, the brothers asked their father for forgiveness, saying, ‘We have
certainly been sinful.’ Before this, they had implored Yusuf to forgive
them; they were sincerely repentant. The first step for repentance is always
the admission of guilt. One cannot repent without acknowledging they have
done wrong. That’s why the Prophet f said, ‘Regret is part of
repentance.’94

He said, “I will pray to my Lord for your forgiveness.
He ‘alone’ is indeed the All-Forgiving, Most Merciful.”

Ya[qub agreed that he would ask Allah to forgive his sons, but his use of
the term, ‘I will…’, clearly indicated but ‘not right now’. Why did Ya[qub
delay seeking Allah’s forgiveness for his repentant sons? Most Muslim
scholars said that Ya[qub wanted to delay the du[a’ until the last third of the
night, for his tahajjud prayer, because of the high status of this prayer with
Allah. The Prophet f said, ‘The Lord descends every night to the lowest
heaven when one-third of the night remains and says: “Who will call upon
Me, that I may answer Him? Who will ask of Me, that I may give him?
Who will seek My forgiveness, that I may forgive him?”’95 Ya[qub wanted
to be in sajdah during the most blessed time when he asked his Lord’s
forgiveness for his sons.

In Islam, a person’s final status is dependent upon how they ended their
life, not on how they began it. That is why we should pray for husn al-
khitam, a good end. While the brothers started wrong, they were about to
end on a positive note. The concept of last actions determining a person’s
status in our religion holds out hope even for the worst sinner. A modern
court of law would have charged the brothers with the attempted murder of
a child, but Allah gave them a chance to repent. Not only were they



forgiven, but, according to the majority opinion, they became minor
prophets. That is why the dream compared them to the stars and their
parents to the sun and the moon. The story of Yusuf reminds us that the
gates of Allah’s mercy are wide open and that we should seek forgiveness
without delay, knowing that He does not accept repentance from a person
who is in the pangs of death. If Allah could forgive them and make them
prophets after the commission of a major crime, then surely there is hope
for us.

When they entered Yusuf’s presence, he received his
parents ‘graciously’ and said, “Enter Egypt, Allah

willing, in security.”

The brothers embarked on their fourth journey to Egypt, but this time they
had their parents, wives, and children with them. Also, this was not the
journey of a traveller; now, they were emigrants to Egypt at Yusuf’s
invitation. Their number was around seventy, and they had their worldly
possessions with them. In the history of the Jewish people, the Children of
Isra[il will return to Palestine five centuries later, known as the Exodus,
under the Prophet Musa.

The scholars say that Yusuf led a home-coming procession to the
outskirts of the city to greet his family with fanfare ‘…he received his
parents ‘graciously’…’ For Ya[qub, it was the first visit to Egypt. Allah
had promised Ya[qub Palestine, but he had never cultivated it. He lived in
the wilderness in a barren valley as a Bedouin. When the drought struck,
people began dying, and life became tough. He was now an old man and
looked forward to a safe and peaceful new life with his most beloved son



and other family members. Such a reunion indeed deserved a celebration
and thanks.

Yusuf said, ‘Enter Egypt, Allah willing, in security.’ In promising
safe resettlement in Egypt, Yusuf reminded them that Allah alone was the
source of their safety and prosperity in the new land and that he was just a
means.

Then he raised his parents to the throne, and they all
fell down in prostration to Yusuf, who then said, “O
my dear father! This is the interpretation of my old

dream. My Lord has made it come true. He was truly
kind to me when He freed me from prison, and brought
you all from the desert after Shay~¥n had ignited rivalry
between my siblings and me. Indeed, my Lord is Subtle
in fulfilling what He wills. Surely, He ‘alone’ is the All-

Knowing, All-Wise.”

Yusuf then ‘…raised his parents to the throne…’ It is not clear which
throne Allah means here. Did Yusuf have a throne? Or did he symbolically
put his parents on the throne of Egypt to show them respect? In either case,
it was an esteemed finale to a life that originated in the barren lands of
Palestine.



Yusuf’s parents came off the throne and ‘…fell down in prostration
…’ in front of him, as did the brothers. Some scholars said they fell onto
their faces, and others said they bowed down in ruku[. The meaning of
sujjada in Arabic can have both definitions.

We must mention here that Ya[qub’s Shari[ah allowed lowering of the
head as a sign of respect, but in our Shari[ah it is forbidden. Allah has
modified the laws of previous prophets over time, and the law of our
Prophet f is the most perfect. It is not permitted for us to bow our heads to
any creature to show respect; it is reserved only for Allah. A hadith says
that the Companion Mu[adh ibn Jabal entered the Prophet’s masjid upon
return from Syria and fell in front of the Prophet f in sajdah. The Prophet
f was shocked and said, ‘What is this, O Mu[adh?’ Mu[adh replied, ‘I
went to Sham and saw them prostrating to their bishops and patricians, and
I wanted to do that for you, as you are more deserving than they are.’ The
Prophet f said, ‘Do not do that!’96

The above verse mentions that Yusuf put his ‘parents’ on the throne,
even though Ya[qub’s wife was Yusuf’s maternal aunt, not his biological
mother, who had died long ago. Allah tells us that a mother’s sister has the
same rights as a mother, hence it is allowed to address her as ‘mother’. Our
Prophet f confirmed this. In love, a khala is more like a mother than the
father’s sister, even though both are close relatives.

‘O my dear father! This is the interpretation of my old dream.’
The word ta’wil here means ‘actualization’. Yusuf was saying, it has been
years since I saw that dream, but now Allah has fulfilled it. ‘My Lord has
made it come true.’ The dreams of the prophets are a type of revelation.
Yusuf immediately ascribed the blessings to Allah, ‘He was truly kind to
me when He freed me from prison and brought you all from the
desert after Shaytan had ignited rivalry between my siblings and
me…’ He used amazingly eloquent phrases, look ‘how generous Allah has
been to me that He caused me to leave the prison’. Notice he did not
mention the well, even though to be saved from the well was a bigger
blessing. He would have died in the well, but he was not going to die in



prison. In his exceptional graciousness, Yusuf deliberately omitted the well
because mentioning it would have embarrassed the brothers. Notice also
that he blamed Shaytan for his brothers’ evil actions.

‘Indeed, my Lord is Subtle in fulfilling what He wills.’ Yusuf
chose Al-Latif to refer to Allah. Al-Latif means ‘the One who is Aware of
the most intricate and hidden secrets, or ghayb.’ There is also a secondary
meaning that Allah is kind. He knows us intimately and provides protective
and nurturing care for us, despite our shortcomings and faults.

‘Surely, He ‘alone’ is the All-Knowing, All-Wise.’ Allah is Al-[Alim
and Al-Hakim. He knows everything and is All-Wise. These two names of
Allah are very relevant here. Allah knew all along what will happen, and it
was His Plan. Neither Yusuf nor his family knew what future awaited them.

“My Lord! You have surely granted me (something of)
authority and taught me the interpretation of dreams.
‘O’ Originator of the heavens and the earth! You are
my Guardian in this world and the Hereafter. Allow
me to die as one who submits and join me with the

righteous.”

‘My Lord…’ literally,‘O my Rabb’. Ar-Rabb has three meanings. The first
is the Owner; the second is Nourisher and Sustainer; and the third is Lord
and Master. All of these meanings are in display here.



Yusuf now said, ‘You have surely granted me (some-thing of)
authority and taught me the interpretation of dreams.’ In saying this,
Yusuf invoked two names of Allah, Al-Malik, the Owner of Dominion, and
Al-[Alim, the All-Knowing. Allah had given him authority in a small,
worldly kingdom, and from His infinite knowledge, He had taught Yusuf
the interpretation of dreams. Yusuf said “‘something of’ authority”, which
meant that a finance minister’s authority was minuscule compared to the
power of Allah and that his ability to interpret dreams was minimal
compared to the knowledge of Allah.

Allah chooses prophets from the best among His creation, who generally
personify spirituality and knowledge, not worldly power. In Yusuf’s case,
he also wielded earthly authority. And to the Prophet Sulayman, Allah gave
the unmatched kingdom of this world. Our Prophet f was without doubt
one of the most successful of Allah’s messengers: he combined al-mulk and
al-[ilm. He was not a prophet-king, but he possessed political authority as
the head of a fully functioning state, and the spiritual power as the prophet
of Allah.

Yusuf began his du[a’ by acknowledging Allah’s blessings on him. He
did this for several reasons. One of the best ways to show gratitude to Allah
is to mention His favour. Thanking Allah for His favours will lead to more
blessings. As Allah said, ‘If you are grateful, I will increase you in
favour.’97

Another possible reason could be that Yusuf wanted to acknowledge
that Allah was not just generous, but He was Al-Akram, the Most Generous.
Yusuf knew that the best way to supplicate to Allah was to preface it with
thanks and praise.

“‘O’ Originator of the heavens and the earth!” After calling Allah
by Ar-Rabb, Yusuf now mention ed another name of Allah: Al-Fatir, the
Originator. In the Qur’an, what follows this name is al-samawati wa-l-ard,
the heavens and the earth. Al-Fatir can be used only for Allah because He is
the only one who can create things out of nothing. He originates creation,



not just changes the shape of things. As for humans, we only modify what
Allah has already created.

‘You are my Guardian in this world and the Hereafter.’ Yusuf used
another of Allah’s name: Al-Wali, which could mean protector and friend.
Al-Mawla and Al-Wali are two names of Allah with similar meanings
because they come from the same root, yali, which means to be next to
someone or something. Al-Wali, therefore, means someone close. In Arabic,
one’s supporters, family, and protectors are called wali. The Qur’an
describes Allah as the wali of believers and orphans. In the case of a
woman, a wali is her guardian.

Another connotation for Al-Fatir and Al-Wali appe-aring together is that
Al-Fatir is the Originator and Creator of the physical world, and Al-Wali is
our guide and protector in the spiritual realm. He has created us physically,
and He will nourish us spiritually. It is as if Yusuf was saying, ‘I know, O
Allah, that You created not just me, but this whole existence, from nothing.
And I know that all of this happened because of You, You were protecting
me, and You had a plan. You are my Wali in this world and the next.’

After displaying proper manners for du[a, Yusuf presented his request:
‘Allow me to die as one who submits…’ His supplication is so
profound. He first acknowledged all of Allah’s blessings upon him, but now
he wanted something more precious: to die in a state of Islam. We should
reflect deeply on this point, because in the end, what matters most is that we
meet Allah while submitting to Him.

Next, he asked, ‘…and join me with the righteous.’ It, too, is very
profound. Yusuf begged Allah to resurrect him in the next life with the
righteous. He wanted to be in the most distinguished group of people. This
highlights the importance of seeking good companionship. The Prophet f
said, ‘A man is upon the religion of his best friend, so let one of you look at
whom he befriends.’98 A person generally copies the behavior of those
close to him. Therefore, the righteous and their righteous friends of this
world will be brought together in the Hereafter.



Aisha, the wife of the Prophet f, reported that moments before his soul
departed, he f prayed to Allah to join him “With those on whom You have
bestowed Your Grace, with the prophets and the truthful, the martyrs and
the good-doers. O Allah, forgive me and have mercy upon me and join me
with the Companionship on high.” It was as if he was trying to recite what
Allah had revealed in the Qur’an about the righteous people: “And whoever
obeys Allah and the Messenger, then they will be in the company of those on
whom Allah has bestowed His grace, of the prophets, the truthful, the
martyrs, and the righteous. And how excellent are these companions!”99

According to history books, Ya[qub died only two or three years after
migrating to Egypt. Yusuf was griefstricken, and Allah willed that he dies
shortly after his father. In that context, this du[a’ becomes even more
profound. No doubt, the most righteous person at that time was Yusuf’s
father. In these brief words, with the most profound meaning, Yusuf
affirmed tawhid, the perfection of Allah’s names and attributes, and his
sincere submission to Allah. And with this comprehensive du[a’, the story
of Yusuf came to a perfect conclusion.

94 Sunan of Ibn Majah (4252).
95 Sahih of al-Bukhari (1145).
96 Sunan of Ibn Majah (1853).
97 al-Ibrahim (14:7).
98 Sunan of al-Tirmidhi (2378).
99 al-Nisa (4:69).



PART TWELVE

Reminders to the Prophet f



That is from the stories of the unseen which We reveal
to you ‘O Prophet’. You were not present when they

‘all’ made up their minds, and when they plotted
‘against Yusuf’.

With the conclusion of the story of Yusuf, the focus now turns back to our
Prophet f. Allah says, ‘That is from the stories of the unseen which
We reveal to you…’ He used the term dhalik, which serves to elevate the
story. The difference between hadha and dhalik is distance: hadha is here,
and dhalik is over there. Technically, hadha would be more appropriate
because it refers to a story that has just concluded, but by using dhalik,
Allah wants to indicate its superiority over other stories.

‘…You were not present when they ‘all’ made up their minds and
when they plotted ‘against Yusuf’.’ Allah mentions just one incident
from a long story to underline the fact that the Prophet f was not there
when the brothers hatched their secret plot. Why doesn’t Allah highlight
any other aspect of the story? He didn’t say that the Prophet f was not with
them when they were in the palace of the king, or that the Prophet f was
not with Yusuf when he was at the bottom of the well. It is because the
plotting is the most secret part of the story; no-one else knew about it.
Nobody could have known about this conversation other than Allah. From
‘You were not present’ it appears that Allah has addressed only our Prophet
f, but the fact is that the entire humanity is the addressee. The statement
was also a reminder to the people of Makkah that the Qur’an is a Divine
Revelation.

The greatest miracle Allah gave to our Prophet f is the Qur’an, and the
stories of ancient societies in it are proof that it is from the Divine. Arabia



was not a civilized society. Makkah was a city of a thousand people, and
only around ten people knew how to read and write. There were no books
or Jewish and Christian communities living amongst them who could tell
them stories from their scriptures. A century ago, some people had alleged
that the Prophet f had copied the ancient stories from the Bible. However,
the first Arabic translation of the Bible wasn’t available until around 180
AH, several generations after the passing of the Prophet f. No serious
researcher can defend this spurious theory, knowing there are so many
differences in each version of the Bible. Many of the details of the story of
Yusuf do not exist in the Old Testament; we only find them in the Qur’an.
So, where did the Prophet f get the story of Yusuf? The only logical
answer is that he learned it from Revelation. There is no way the Prophet f
could have narrated the story in fine detail and with impeccable accuracy,
highlighting even the most secretive plots, had Allah not informed him
about it.

And most people will not believe, no matter how keen
you are.

Allah concluded the story of Yusuf by talking about its miraculous aspects,
then comforted the Prophet f with the words, ‘And most people will not
believe, no matter how keen you are.’ The word harasta means keen,
zealous, or anxious, and it was the quality of our Prophet f. He was always
extra eager and passionate about spreading the message of Islam. Allah
used this word for our Prophet f in Surah Tawbah as well, ‘There certainly
has come to you a messenger from among yourselves. He is concerned
about your suffering, anxious for your well-being, and gracious and



merciful to the believers.’100 He f sincerely wanted guidance for his
people.

This verse makes it clear that most of humanity will not believe, no
matter how much a prophet tried. Many of us have a very naïve
understanding of da[wah. We think that with a few pieces of evidence, we
will be able to convince people to believe in Allah. The Prophet f preached
for twenty-three years, and for the first thirteen of those, most people
rejected him. They lived with him, saw his miracles, acknowledged his
nobility, yet did not believe in his message. Allah was telling the Prophet f,
and through him, us, that the majority of people will not accept the Truth,
no matter how much he desired it. Only a small group embraced the Truth,
and most of them were poor, but for Allah, what matters is the quality, not
quantity. The rich and powerful were often the last to join.

Even though you are not asking them for a reward for
this ‘Qur’an’. It is not except a reminder to the whole

world.

Allah linked this surah to the message of our Prophet f. First, He
challenged the Quraysh to reflect on the story of Yusuf and its source; then
He affirmed the sincerity of the Prophet f towards them. Finally, Allah told
them that the Prophet f was selfless: ‘…you are not asking them for a
reward for this‘Qur’an’...’ In this verse, Allah challenged them to think
why one of their own would suffer persecution to preach this message?
Why would he go against his nation and preach a doctrine that will only
bring him ridicule and hostility? Was he doing it for power, money, or
prestige? It is a continuous Sunnah of all prophets that they worked
tirelessly against all the odds and without remuneration to invite people to



Allah. The Qur’an says that prophets after prophet told their people, ‘I am
not asking you for any wages, power or reward.’

Allah forbade for the prophets any worldly reward for their ceaseless
work. In the case of the Prophet Muhammad f, Allah even disallowed
charity, not just for him but also his descendants. All this, so no one doubts
the sincerity and selflessness of the messengers.

The Prophet f lived in poverty, even after the Islamic government in
Madinah became rich and powerful. An incident aptly underscores the
Prophet’s f lifestyle. [Umar ibn al-Khattab said that once he visited the
Prophet’s f private chamber and found him lying on a mat made of a palm
tree. Under his head was a leather pillow stuffed with palm fibers, and
above him hung a few water skins. On seeing the marks of the mat
imprinted on his side, [Umar wept. The Prophet f asked him, ‘Why are you
weeping?’ And [Umar replied, ‘O Allah’s Messenger f! Caesar and
Khosrau are leading the (luxurious) life while you, Allah’s Messenger f
though you are, are living destitute.’ The Prophet f replied? ‘Won’t you be
satisfied that they enjoy this world and we the Hereafter?101

‘…It is not except a reminder to the whole world.’ [Alam is
generally translated as ‘world’ and means every community and group. In
one sense, [alam means the world of human beings, the world of jinn, and
the world of animals. In another sense, [alam implies the world of nations:
the Romans, Persians, and Chinese, etc. [Alam also means a genus or
category of people. Allah said that this Qur’an is a dhikr, or reminder for all
people among jinns and humans.

In this verse, the Qur’an is referenced as Dhikr, which means
remembrance. The Qur’an has many names: the most common are Qur’an,
Kitab, Dhikr, and Al-Furqan. The first two names we already discussed at
the beginning of this tafsir; and Al-Furqan means the criterion that
separates good from evil, truth from falsehood and iman from kufr. The
third most common name of the Qur’an is Dhikr. Calling the Qur’an a
Dhikr means that it reminds people of what they already knew. All of us



subconsciously know that our Creator and Lord is Allah, but because of
circumstances, some of us forget.

How does humankind already know? Because the Qur’anic message
speaks to the human being’s original nature. Allah ingrained into every one
of us the inherent capacity to believe in Him and to want to worship Him.
The name for this is fitrah. It is in our nature to affirm Allah’s existence.
Humanity has always acknowledged the presence of a higher power; even
the most primitive societies believed in such a being. The Qur’an uses our
fitrah and intelligence to bring us back to the worship of One God; hence
the Qur’an is called a Dhikr.

Dhikr also means a continuous reminder. Another, less known meaning,
is that the Qur’an, being the Dhikr, will honour a nation and remind the
posterity about them. We find this meaning in Surah al-Zukhruf, wherein
Allah says, ‘This Qur’an will be a legacy for you and your people.’102 In
other words, ‘You will have honour because of this Qur’an.’ Before the
Qur’an, the Arabs were considered one of the most backward people of
their time. They didn’t have a unified government, script, or civilization; the
Romans and Persians didn’t even see the need to conquer them. Yet barely
twenty years after the revelation of the Qur’an, the Arabs became a unified
force under one leader and excelled in knowledge. And within two decades
of the founding of an Islamic government in Madinah, they conquered the
Persian Empire and carved up the eastern half of the Roman Empire.

How many signs in the heavens and the earth do they
pass by with indifference?



There are so many signs of Allah in creation: the sun, the moon, and the
stars. There are signs in the oceans, the mountains, and valleys, and there
are signs within our souls. There are also human-made signs that we can
witness in the remnants of the nations of old, like the dwellings carved into
the mountains by the people of [Ad and Thamud (Nabateans). Allah says,
‘How many signs in the heavens and the earth do they pass by with
indifference?’ Notice the excellent choice of the verb here, yamurrun,
meaning to pass by. They are walking by without even thinking. Allah
chooses an exact word. They are turning away from the signs, even as they
walk right by them. This is the reality of the state of most of humanity. We
see the beautiful signs of Allah around us, but we don’t stop to reflect.

And most of them do not believe in Allah without
associating others with Him ‘in worship’.

Another truly profound verse. For the majority of the Quraysh, the problem
was not that they didn’t believe in Allah, but rather that they did not ‘…
believe in Allah without associating others with Him.’ Here, Allah
has highlighted a fundamental point: to believe in Allah is not the essence
of iman. The Quraysh believed in Allah and that He created them. They
believed that Allah was All-Powerful, but that did not make them Muslims,
because they also believed in idols whom they set up as partners with
Allah. Thinking that the false gods had a share in Allah’s power cancelled
their claim to belief in Allah. Allah, our true Lord, called their polytheistic
belief shirk as well as a great injustice.

There is also a reminder to Muslims to purify their belief and rid it of
shirk, whether apparent or hidden. There is a warning in this not to worship
wealth, power, and fame. In popular culture, we find people idolizing



singers, movie actors, and artists as if they were gods. This verse teaches us
that belief in Allah becomes void by ascribing partners to Him.

Do they feel secure that an overwhelming torment from
Allah will not overtake them, or that the Hour will not

take them by surprise when they least expect ‘it’?

Ghashiyah means something that covers up. Allah calls His punishment
ghashiyah because it covers and overwhelms. Allah was now threatening
the Quraysh. ‘Do they feel secure that an overwhelming torment from
Allah will not overtake them…?’ He was saying, ‘The Signs are clear,
the Truth of the Prophet is manifest, and he has shown you so many
miracles. Aren’t you worried that My punishment might overwhelm you
now or on the Day of Judgement?’

Allah used a rhetorical question at the beginning of this verse: ‘Do they
feel secure…?’ It is an ultimatum, but people often ignore this threatening
aspect of the Qur’an. The Qur’an appeals through the reward of Paradise
and Mercy, but also warns of a frightening punishment. Today, in our
attempt to be politically correct, many of us do not want to talk about the
Fire of Hell, but the reality is that it exists, and the Qur’an’s threat is not a
bluff.



Say, ‘O Prophet,’ “This is my way. I invite to Allah
with insight, I and those who follow me. Glory be to

Allah, and I am not one of the polytheists.”

The Prophet f was told to say, ‘This is my way. I invite to Allah…’ We
can see that the path of the Prophet f leads to Allah. The Prophet f is our
connection to the Divine. Notice that Allah says ‘my path’ in the singular:
sabili. In Surah al-Fatihah, we read, ‘Guide us on the Straight Path.’103

Therefore, the path to Allah is one. Our Prophet f once drew a straight line
in the sand and said, ‘This is the straight path of Allah.’ Then he drew lines
to the right and left, and said, ‘These are other paths, and there is no path
among them but that a devil is upon it calling to its way.’ Then the Prophet
f recited the verse, ‘Indeed, this is My Path – perfectly straight. So follow it
and do not follow other ways.’104 This clearly shows us that the path to
Allah is straight and singular. Whatever goes against the Straight Path, the
Qur’an refers to it in the plural, as in, ‘He brings them out from darknesses
into the light.’105 Truth is one, falsehoods many.

‘I invite to Allah with insight…’ The Prophet f calls to Allah [ala
basirah, with an insight that is rooted in the certainty of knowledge.
Basirah is from basarah, which means to see. Basirah implies a crystal
clear view. The Prophet f said, ‘I have left you upon a clear path, its clarity
is the same by night or day. No one deviates from it after me but that he will
be ruined.’106 It shows us that we must possess the knowledge to be a
faithful follower of the Prophet f. If we are ignorant, we cannot follow his
guidance in the right way.

‘…I and those who follow me…’ There is a beautiful message here.
Whoever claims to be a follower of the Prophet f must call to the Straight



Path according to his methodology. Inviting others to Islam is fard [ayn: an
obligation for every adult and sane Muslim. One of our biggest problems
when it comes to da[wah is our faulty thinking. We think that da[wah is all
about intellectual debate and convincing people, but this is a misconception.
Calling others to Islam is not only about rational arguments. Throughout the
story of Yusuf, we have seen that the first step in the process of calling
people to the Message is perfecting good manners. The number one thing
that affects people’s hearts is our conduct. Righteous conduct was the
primary da[wah of Yusuf and all prophets, including our own. Therefore
every one of us must give da[wah by being a good Muslim in our behavior
and manners. This is far more effective than intellectual debate.

‘…Glory be to Allah, and I am not one of the polytheists.’ By
saying subhanAllah here, it is as if the Prophet f was saying, ‘And while I
am on this path, I am calling to Allah and praising and glorifying Him. I am
never going to be of the polytheists who worship others besides Him.’

We only sent before you ‘O Prophet’ men inspired by
Us from among the people of the cities. Have the

deniers not travelled through the land to see what was
the end of those ‘destroyed’ before them? And surely
the ‘eternal’ Home of the Hereafter is far better for

those mindful ‘of Allah’. Will you not then understand?



Allah reminded the Prophet Muhammad f that, like him, prophets of the
past lived in towns and cities, and suffered at the hands of their people. It is
human nature that we find solace in knowing that someone else before us
faced similar challenges. Allah informed the Prophet f that the nations of
other prophets also belied Allah’s message, so don’t be overly shocked by
the rejection of the Quraysh.

The verse also shows that all the prophets were men, and this is the
standard position of Sunni Islam. There were no female prophets. Some
scholars held that Maryam, the mother of [Isa, was a prophetess, but that
was not the case. Yes, an angel communicated with her, but she did not
receive wahy or a book from Allah. The fact that the prophets were men
does not mean women are spiritually inferior. Men and women are both
spiritually equal in the eyes of Allah. However, both genders have their
roles, some of which come from religion and some from culture. Allah did
not consider it appropriate to appoint a woman prophet in any culture.

‘Have the deniers not travelled through the land to see what was
the end of those ‘destroyed’ before them?’ The Arabs knew the fate of
the people of Salih. There were so many other signs of people who perished
in the past, so Allah said, ‘Haven’t they seen them or considered them?’
Every nation and society thinks that it is at its pinnacle and is indestructible.
They believe they are the most powerful and have reached the height of
civilization. But Allah is saying, ‘You are not the first, and you are not
going to be the last to think like that. Stop being so arrogant.’

All of these verses were comforting to our Prophet f. Allah was telling
him, ‘Prophets before you came to people of the past and they, too, had
their message rejected. People are blind to the signs in the creation. Your
job is only to try your best, but if you are unable to get the results you want,
know that “…the ‘eternal’ Home of the Hereafter is far better...”’



And when the messengers despaired and thought that
they were denied (by their people), Our help came to
them ‘at last’. We then saved whoever We willed, and

Our punishment is never averted from the wicked
people.

As mentioned before, there are different recitations of the Qur’an, and in
this verse we have two authentic recitations. Depending on how you recite
the verse, the verse reads either ‘kudhibu’ or ‘kudhdhibu’ (with an
emphasis on the middle letter). Both recitations are valid, and each has a
different meaning.

‘Kudhibu’ would translate as, ‘…and the people thought that the
promises of the prophets were false and that they were telling lies’. So
Allah is criticizing these nations for thinking that their prophets were lying
to them; when the matter reached this point, they were punished with
Divine punishment, and Allah’s safety came to save the people of faith.

‘Kudhdhibu’ would translate as, ‘…and the prophets thought that their
nations had rejected them’. In this recitation, the prophets came to the
realization that their nations would not believe. So there are the two
meanings depending on who is the one doing the thinking and doing the
assuming. In the first, it’s the people who have assumed that the prophets
are telling lies. In the second, it’s the prophets realizing that the people
would not believe. Both of them are correct and true. One of the principles
of Qur’anic recitation is that all Qur’anic recitations are equally valid.

‘…Our help came to them ‘at last’. We then saved whoever We
willed, and Our punishment is never averted from the wicked
people.’ Once again, there are two authentic recitations, nujjiya, and nunji,
both complementary in meaning. One of them is in the past tense, and the



other in the future. Allah said that when the time for judgement came, He
punished the wrongdoers and saved the messenger. In the other recitation,
which is in the future tense, Allah is informing our Prophet f that a time
will come when Allah will save him from the wrongdoers, and punish the
latter. Our Prophet f was saved multiple times in the Sirah, including from
at least two assassination attempts, and in the battles of Badr, Ahzab and
Uhud. Allah is saying, ‘We saved the people of the past. Surely, We will
save you as well.’

Indeed, in their stories there was truly a lesson for
people of reason. This message cannot be a fabrication,
rather ‘it is’ a confirmation of the previous revelation, a
detailed explanation of all things, a guide and a mercy

for people of faith.

This verse begins with an emphasis, to bring the point home again and
again. ‘Indeed, in their stories, there was truly a lesson for people of
reason…’ [Ibrah means lesson and comes from [abara, which is to cross
over, like crossing over a bridge. [Ibrah can also denote wisdom. By
reflecting on the stories of the past, one can learn valuable lessons and gain
wisdom.

Notice how beautifully this last verse of the surah connects with the
beginning. Allah said in the beginning, ‘We relate to you ‘O Prophet’ the
best of stories…’107 The surah started in the present tense and ends in the



past tense: ‘Indeed, in their stories, there was...’ Allah began, ‘Indeed, in
the story of Yusuf and his brothers, there are ayat for all who ask.’108 And
now He tells us, ‘In their stories, there was [ibrah for those of intelligence.’
In the beginning, Allah said to us that anyone who listens to the story of
Yusuf with an open heart and mind would find miracles and signs. And,
now, in the end, Allah tells us that if we go beyond listening and reflect on
the story, we will gain a deeper understanding. We will go beyond the ayat
to the [ibrah, and there we will discover the hidden wisdom.

‘…This message cannot be a fabrication, rather ‘it is’ a
confirmation of previous revelation, a detailed explanation of all
things…’ When we know that a story is true, psychologically and
subconsciously, we hear with a different mind. Allah is telling us that this
isn’t a fairy tale: it is a true story and a confirmation of the revelation that
came before it.

‘…a guide and a mercy for people of faith.’ May Allah make us of
the people of iman and faith who are guided by the story of Yusuf. May He
make us among those who follow the footsteps of the Prophet f in calling
people to the path of Allah. May He make us among those who contemplate
this surah’s message, extract its profound wisdom and benefits, and apply
them in our lives. May Allah help us benefit from the tawakkul of Ya‘qub,
the patience of Yusuf, and the tawbah of his brothers. And, finally, may
Allah make us the people of the Qur’an, amin.

100 at-Tawbah (9: 128).
101 Sahih of al-Bukhari (4913).
102 al-Zukhruf (43: 44).
103 al-Fatihah (1: 6).
104 Musnad of Ahmad (4423). The verse quoted is Surah al-An[am (6: 153).
105 al-Baqarah (2: 257).
106 Sunan of Ibn Majah (44).
107 Yusuf (12: 3).
108 Yusuf (12: 7).
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50 Lessons from Surah Yusuf

L

Indeed, in their stories there was truly a lesson for
people of reason.

ur reading of the story of Yusuf is complete. Allah concludes by
reminding us once again that there are many lessons in it. It is as if

He is telling us: One reading isn’t enough! Read this Surah, and then read it
again and again, and every time you read, you shall find beneficial lessons
and morals. So let us embark on another journey of extracting its lessons.
Allah tells us that in their stories, was ‘…a lesson for the people of
reason…’ Therefore, let’s take the time to reflect on the [ibrah, the hidden
wisdom, and other benefits, this surah offers. Below are fifty such lessons.

1. The miracle of the language and eloquence of the Qur’an
This surah shows us the miracle of the Qur’an: its style, recitation, and the
intricately interwoven meanings. Everything about the language of the
Qur’an is miraculous, and Surah Yusuf highlights this most profoundly.
We are told the story in riveting detail, but without the superfluous events.
Contrast this story with its counterparts in other Scriptures and astound
yourself at the eloquence of the Qur’anic version.

2. The stories of the Qur’an are the best
Allah said, “We relate to you ‘O Prophet’ the best of stories…”109 The
Qur’anic stories are the best, and they deserve a close study. We should
read them and narrate them to our children, and contemplate deeply on their
lessons. Although this tafsir is about Surah Yusuf, let this be a gateway to
exploring other stories of the Qur’an as they all offer amazing insight.



3. When Allah wants to bless someone, He blesses him with knowledge
Allah tells us in this surah that He had blessed the family of Ishaq with
knowledge, wisdom, and prophethood. The ultimate blessings from Allah
are faith and knowledge. The Prophet f said, ‘If Allah intends good for
someone, He gives to him the understanding of the religion.’110

4. The intuition of the believer is true
Of the wisdom of this surah is that it shows us that the believer’s firasah or
intuition is real. Firasah comes from being close to Allah, and it keeps the
believer rightly guided. Ya[qub’s firasah warned him that something was
wrong concerning Yusuf. The closer one draws to Allah, the more accurate
their intuition will be. Although it carries no legal weight, the intuition can
be used in business or social dealings and making decisions in one’s life.
Firasah is one of the fruits of piety that Allah bestows upon the righteous.

5. True dreams and their interpretation are a gift from Allah
Dreams are a constant motif of Surah Yusuf, beginning with Yusuf’s
dream as a child, then the dreams of the prisoners, and finally, that of the
King. True dreams and their interpretation are blessings from Allah, which
He bestows upon some of His most righteous servants.

6. The inner beauty of decency and morality is more attractive than
outer beauty

The events of the story of Yusuf show us that inner beauty is the result of
one’s character. It comes from good manners, chastity, and living a good
and wholesome life. No matter how people live their lives, from their fitrah
or innate nature, they can tell right from wrong. A chaste and virtuous life is
a reflection of inner beauty. After Yusuf refused the sexual advances of the
wife of Al-[Aziz, she invited her friends to see him. They attested to his
outer beauty, but it was his inner beauty, exemplified by his refusal, which
made him even more attractive; they thought he was a noble angel. It is
human nature to admire an honourable character. Inner beauty increases
over time, while outer beauty fades away.



7. Righteousness leads to success in this life and the next
Yusuf’s good character was attested to by all those who knew him: his
family, the wife of Al-[Aziz, the prisoners, the witnesses, and finally, even
the King himself. People testified to the nobility of his character, and the
King not only exonerated him of false allegations but also appointed Yusuf
finance minister of Egypt. But Yusuf’s gaze was set on the Hereafter, and
he prayed to Allah to “Allow me to die as one who submits and join me
with the righteous.”111

8. The importance of being fair and just
This surah teaches us the importance of being fair, just, and equitable with
our children, as Ya‘qub was with his. It also tells us that fairness and love
are different. A Muslim is required to treat his children fairly, but it is not
required of him to love them equally, as he has no control over love. While
Ya[qub treated all his children justly, he loved Yusuf and Binyamin more,
because of which his other sons became jealous and conspired to get rid of
Yusuf.

9. Appreciate the blessings of Allah and accept what you don’t have
Surah Yusuf teaches us to appreciate Allah’s blessings, and be content with
what He, out of His wisdom, did not grant us. Sometimes, a thing we covet
may turn out to be a bane if it leads us away from the remembrance of
Allah. There is good both in what Allah gives us and what He withholds
from us because He alone knows what is best for His creation. Imagine if
we had even a fraction of the beauty of Yusuf. Would we have used it
honourably?

10. Don’t flaunt your blessings
Allah does not love the boastful. A wise and intelligent believer does not
flaunt his blessings because it can displease the bestower of those blessings
and may cause jealousy in the hearts of others. When Ya[qub learned about
Yusuf’s dream and understood its positive implications, he immediately



told him not to share it with the brothers lest they hatched a plot out of
jealousy.

11. The believer is always cautious
A believer should act cautiously and carefully. When the brothers asked
Ya[qub’s permission to take Binyamin, he was reluctant based on his bad
experience with their similar request concerning Yusuf. Our Prophet f
said, ‘The believer is not stung twice from the same hole.’112 The believer
should always think through the ramifications of their actions carefully
before choosing the course of action.

12. Beautiful patience means not complaining to the people
This surah teaches us that patience has different kinds and levels. There is
patience during a calamity, in restraining oneself from committing sins, and
in persevering in acts worship. The best kind of patience is sabrun jamil:
beautiful patience. Allah praised Ya[qub for observing sabrun jamil, which
is that one turns to Allah during trials, complaining only to Him about the
plight and seeking only His sympathy, and not of the people. The pinnacle
of faith is to bear a calamity with patience and fortitude: this is sabrun
jamil.

13. A good strategy is a part of good faith
This surah displays the wisdom of planning. The believer always thinks ten
steps ahead. Yusuf had the plan to put the cup in the sack of his brother,
Binyamin, so that he could keep him in Egypt. When he started searching
the caravan, he began with the older brothers so as not to draw attention to
his plan. What it shows us is that the believer is smart, has a good plan, and
employs a brilliant strategy.

14. Show respect to your parents in every way possible
Our religion tells us to treat our parents with honour and respect. The
actions of Yusuf demonstrated this. When he welcomed his parents as they
arrived in Egypt, he went to the outskirts of the city to greet them, had them



sit on the throne, and treated lavishly. For a Muslim, no human being
deserves more veneration than his parents.

15. Pious households produce pious children
Allah mentioned at the beginning of the surah that He had completed His
favours upon, “…you and the descendants of Ya[qub, ‘just’ as He once
perfected it upon your forefathers, Ibrahim and Ishaq.”113 These favours
sprang from the status Allah had granted the Prophet Ibrahim. In Surah al-
Kahf, Allah told us that He had saved the treasure of two orphans because
their deceased father was a righteous man. The important take away is that
if we want our children to be righteous, we have to embody that quality
ourselves first.

16. The believers are concerned about their offspring
The believer should always make it a priority to protect their family and
children at both the physical and spiritual levels. When Yusuf told his
dream to his father, Ya[qub immediately wanted to protect him. He didn’t
boast, ‘What a proud father you have made me,’ instead, he sought to
protect him from potential harm. He wanted the best for Yusuf in Din and
Dunya.

17. Protect your faith and chastity in your youth, and Allah will protect
you in your old age

We learn from Surah Yusuf that if we try to protect our faith and chastity in
our youth, Allah will protect us from corruption in later life. A young man
or woman who has a strong relationship with Allah will rarely lose faith in
older age. Yusuf had taqwa of Allah in his youth, and Allah preserved it for
him in maturity. He resisted temptation during the most vulnerable period
of his life–young adulthood–and Allah honored him in later life. Those who
say that they will become pious only when they’re old, rarely do.

18. Be on guard against the evils of ego



The story of this surah displayed the perils of succumbing to one’s ego. Our
ego can call us to evil, as the actions of the brothers showed. The wife of
Al-[Aziz had suffered from ego, and it harmed her badly. She thought that
as a beautiful woman from the elite of Egyptian society, she could coerce a
handsome slave to commit an immoral act with her. She was enraged when
he refused and avenged him by false accusation and imprisonment. The
believers should be more concerned about how Allah views them, rather
than the people.

19. Jealousy is destructive
A critical lesson from Surah Yusuf is that jealousy is one of the most
destructive emotions known to humans. It makes an otherwise rational
person behave irrationally. In a fit of jealousy, people can do things they
never imagined they could. In this story, the brothers of Yusuf, overcome
by acute jealously, tried to do the unthinkable: kill their little brother. Our
Prophet f warned us, ‘Beware of envy, for it devours good deeds just as
fire devours wood or grass.’114 That is why we should seek refuge in Allah
from jealousy and try to suppress it as soon as it occurs in our hearts.

20. Dangers of interacting with the opposite gender
Of the lessons we learn from this surah one is the dangers of interacting
with the opposite gender, especially when it can lead to temptation. Yusuf
and the wife of Al-[Aziz were alone together for long periods, and this
fuelled her lust. The Prophet f said, ‘Whoever has faith in Allah and the
Last Day, let him not be alone with an unrelated woman without her
guardian. Verily, the third of them is Shaytan.’115 Our religion
acknowledges that men and women are naturally attracted to each other,
and, for this reason, prescribes avoiding private meetings, lowering of the
gaze, and dressing modestly in front of a unrelated person of the opposite
gender. We ignore this guidance at our peril.

21. The dangers of unchecked lust



One of the biggest dangers to humanity is unchecked sexual desire and lust.
How many people have ruined themselves because of them? Sexual passion
can blind a person and lead them to sinful acts, lying, and deceit. The wife
of Al-[Aziz acted dishonourably because of an overpowering desire. The
Prophet f told us, “There are seven whom Allah will shade on a day when
there is no shade but His,” one of whom will be “…a man who is tempted
by a beautiful woman of high status but he rejects her, saying, ‘I fear
Allah...’”116

22. Gossip is an evil trait
The story of Yusuf teaches us that gossip, slander, and backbiting are evils
that distance us from Allah. The Prophet f said, ‘Part of the perfection of
someone’s Islam is his leaving alone that which does not concern him.’117

The believer should not engage in idle talk about others. We saw the evil of
gossip in action in this story when the women of the town began gossiping
about Yusuf and the wife of Al-[Aziz. Allah takes this sin so seriously that
He forbade the gossipmonger from entering Jannah. We must defend the
honour of a person when people are gossiping about them in their absence.

23. Haste does not bring good
The Prophet f told us, ‘Haste is from Shaytan.’118 The surah taught us not
to act hastily. After spending years in prison on false charges, Yusuf could
have rushed out at the first sign of release. But he took time contemplating
his next move, and because of this, Yusuf was able to clear his name, which
in turn led to his appointment as the finance minister of Egypt.

24. Desiring a sin is not sin, but acting upon it is
We are not held accountable for passing sinful thoughts, as long as we do
not act upon them. We have no control over the evil ideas that Shaytan
whispers in our hearts, but our religion has taught us how to protect against
them. Allah explicitly says that Yusuf ‘would have inclined’119 towards the
wife of Al-[Aziz, but his fear of Allah prevented him from acting on that
desire. To control an unlawful urge is the essence of taqwa.



25. The only way to control a sinful urge is to turn to Allah
Surah Yusuf illustrated that the most effective way to control a sinful urge
is to turn to Allah. In the scene of the women at the banquet, when they
tried to tempt Yusuf, he turned to Allah and made a sincere supplication.
Those who remain steadfast in the face of temptation will taste the
sweetness of faith.

26. The fruits of patience are always sweet
The story of Yusuf showed us the sweetness of patience. With patience,
Yusuf rose to a lofty position, Ya[qub reunited with Yusuf, and the bothers
repented for their wrong actions. For years, Yusuf patiently waited in the
dungeon, only to see his patience land him in the court of the King. Our
beloved Prophet f remained patient in adversity, and Allah raised him to
the highest station. Allah assures us that He is definitely with as-sabirin.
The prophets endured prolonged persecutions patiently, but then Allah said,
“Our help came to them ‘at last’.”120 For patience, Allah promises bi
ghayri hisab: reward without measure.

27. A believer should not hurt the feelings of others
A wisdom that we learn from this surah is not to hurt others’ feelings.
Yusuf’s conduct throughout the story exemplified this characteristic.
Despite the enormity of the brothers’ crime against him, Yusuf concealed
their faults and spared them the embarrassment. He didn’t even ask them
why they threw him in the well, and when they admitted their guilt, he said,
“No blame will there be upon you today.”121 How many among us can
come close to the graciousness of Yusuf?

28. Generosity influences hearts and minds
Muslims throughout the world are famous for generosity towards their
guests, and Surah Yusuf showed its highest manifestation. Our Prophet f
said, ‘Whoever believes in Allah and the Last Day, let him honour his
guest.’122 After the brothers first came to Yusuf, he gave them a generous
amount of grains, and even returned their capital, saying, “Do not you see



that I give full measure and I am the best of hosts?”123 He opened their
hearts and minds by showing his generosity.

29. When preaching Islam, our actions should speak louder than our
words

Surah Yusuf showed us that we should practice what we preach. When
calling people to Islam, we should be the embodiment of our faith, as Yusuf
was when he spoke to his fellow prisoners. Many of us mistakenly think
that all we have to do is tell others about our religion, without practicing it
ourselves. Throughout this surah, we see that Yusuf established his moral
character, honesty, integrity, tenderness, and ihsan before preaching. When
the fellow prisoners saw Yusuf’s virtues, they said to him? “…we surely
see you as one of the good-doers.”124 Once this was established, and the
opportunity presented itself, Yusuf preached them about Islam.

30. Da[wah requires the right setting and a willing audience
This surah teaches us that a caller to Islam should wait for the right time
and place to convey the message. When the two prisoners came to Yusuf
with their questions, he said, “No food will come to you as your provision,
but I will have informed you of its interpretation before it comes.”125 He
prepared them mentally for listening to his da[wah.

31. When calling to Islam, we should begin with Tawhid
Yusuf’s da[wah to the prisoners combined the three types of tawhid and
the pillars of our religion. What sets Islam apart from other religions is the
simplicity of our creed. Yusuf’s call to Islam highlighted this most
succinctly and convincingly. Our faith calls for belief in One Allah, the
prophets, and the Judgement Day.

32. Tawakkul and the necessity of using the means to reach the goal
Surah Yusuf reinforces the right concept of tawakkul or the reliance on
Allah. Tawakkul means that we do whatever is needed or possible while
relying on Allah. By asking the freed prisoner to mention him to the King,



Yusuf used the means available to him. Both the goal and the road that
leads to it are from Allah. Some Muslims erroneously think that trusting
Allah means sitting back and doing nothing. True tawakkul is to do our
level best to achieve our goal, all the while believing that the results are in
the hands of Allah.

33. Civic engagement in society is a part of Islam
Some Muslims say that it is haram to participate in the civic or
governmental institutions of a non-Muslim society. Yet in this surah, we see
that Yusuf asked to become a minister to a non-Muslim King. Allah said,
“He could not have taken his brother under the King’s law, but Allah had so
willed.”126 Yusuf obeyed the law of the land, and Allah made a way out for
him. What we learn from this is that we should fight for our rights in the
court system, as long as what we are seeking is Islamically permissible. Our
faith encourages us to participate in projects that help society. We should, of
course, not involve in anything that would violate the tenets of our faith.

34. Islam allows secondary evidence to determine the truth
This surah teaches us that it is permissible to use secondary evidence to
establish the truth. When the sons told Ya[qub that a wolf had killed Yusuf,
from the bloodied but untorn shirt he realized Yusuf was alive. When Al-
[Aziz’s wife ran after Yusuf and tore his shirt from the back, it proved his
innocence. In each case, the shirt provided the secondary evidence. In our
Shari[ah, it is allowed to use secondary evidence and take into account
external factors, even if there were no two witnesses to the crime.

35. Injustice is part of worldly life; true justice is for the Hereafter
We see Yusuf enduring many injustices with patience. A believer should
know that there is no avoiding injustice in this imperfect world. This does
not mean we should accept injustice, but instead we should fight it with all
legal means. Should we fail to get justice in this world, we must believe that
every wronged person will get their rights in the court of Allah in the
Hereafter.



36. The believer always ascribes good to Allah and evil to Shaytan
One of the lessons we learn from the actions of Ya[qub and Yusuf in this
surah is that the true believer always ascribes good to Allah and evil to
Shaytan. Yusuf said in the concluding passages of the story, “He was truly
kind to me when He freed me from prison and brought you all from the
desert after Shaytan had ignited rivalry between my siblings and me…”127

He ascribed the blessings to Allah and blamed Shaytan for causing
problems. This is the way a believer should understand good and evil.

37. Shaytan is ever eager to cause problems between Muslims,
especially family members

Much of this story is about the plots of Shaytan and his role in fomenting
jealousy and temptation. We see that he is keen to cause problems between
the believers, especially between family members. Shaytan caused the
brothers to be jealous of Yusuf, so much so, that they even intended to kill
him. Behind many of the family problems, we can find the hand of Shaytan.
When disputes arise in the family, we should pause and think about how
Shaytan might be instigating the issue and seek protection from Allah.

38. You won’t succeed without experiencing failure
One of the lessons of the surah is that we will not succeed until we have
failed. Yusuf was born into the household of a prophet, yet he ended up
dumped in a well, sold into slavery, falsely accused of seduction, and
thrown into jail. But after patient perseverance, he found himself sitting on
a minister’s chair in the palace of the King of Egypt. The entire story is a
cycle of ups and downs, and our lives are like that. We won’t succeed until
we have shown Allah that we can deal with failure.

39. Complaining to Allah is a part of iman
One crucial lesson this surah teaches is that complaining to Allah is a sign
of iman. When Ya[qub heard about Binyamin’s enslavement in Egypt, he
said, “I complain of my anguish and sorrow only to Allah”128 He did so to



elicit Allah’s sympathy and mercy. He didn’t do it to question Allah’s
decision, but to invoke His mercy. On the other hand, when we complain to
the people about our tough situation, that is not a sign of strong iman.

40. The best therapy is du[a’
Supplicating to Allah in times of distress is therapeutic. When grief strikes,
the righteous turn to Allah for comfort. When they feel powerless and
overwhelmed, it’s Allah they turn to for their needs. When Yusuf faced the
temptation of seduction, he sincerely turned to Allah, “My Lord! I would
rather be in jail than do what they invite me to. And if You do not turn their
cunning away from me, I might yield to them and fall into ignorance.”129

The believer calls out to Allah to help them deal with fear, grief, and
temptations.

41. Genuine repentance requires regret and remorse
Sinning intentionally and hoping that Allah will forgive, is not repentance.
Before they committed the crime, the brothers of Yusuf said, “Kill Yusuf or
cast him out to some ‘distant’ land then after that, you may ‘repent, and’
become righteous people!”130 They thought, ‘We’ll do the crime, and Allah
will forgive us, and everything will be fine after that.’ That type of
repentance is not accepted. Their repentance was only accepted at the end
of the surah when they genuinely asked Yusuf and their father to forgive
them for their crimes. True repentance also means resolving in the heart
never to return to that sin. Allah does not look at the quantity of our sins;
He looks at the quality of our repentance.

42. If you have wronged someone, you should ask for their forgiveness
The general rule is that one’s sins are between them and Allah. But if
someone sinned against a person, they need to apologize to that person. The
brothers had committed a crime against their father and Yusuf, and,
therefore, they apologized to both. Following their apology, they also
repented to Allah.



43. Forgive, especially within family and when you are in power
Real forgiveness is when someone forgives at the height of power. Yusuf
forgave the brothers when he could have exacted revenge, and he did so
humbly. He said, “There is no blame on you today. May Allah forgive you!
He is the Most Merciful of the merciful!”131 Our Prophet f repeated these
words, standing at the doors of the Ka[bah after the Conquest of Makkah.
Neither of them brought up things that had happened in the past. Forgiving
is always virtuous, and this is especially so within one’s own family.

44. Be careful with what you say to those you don’t trust
This surah also teaches us that giving an excuse to someone untrustworthy
can have unintended consequences. Be careful what you say to those with
an evil disposition: it might come back to harm you. This was the case
when Ya[qub inadvertently told the brothers that he feared that while they
were busy racing, a wolf would eat Yusuf. They used the exact excuse for
the disappearance of Yusuf.

45. Allah can reconcile the worst enemies and the most hated of siblings
and relatives

The example of Yusuf and his brothers shows us that Allah can bring about
reconciliation between two people, no matter how serious their enmity.
Allah guided Yusuf to forgive and forget his brothers’ crime and guided
them to repent sincerely.

46. When confronting a criminal, raise his crime against Allah first
The events of this surah show us that we should always advise the criminal
to fear Allah first, and then our grievance. The first thing Ya[qub said was,
“Your souls must have tempted you to do something ‘evil’...”132 He
reminded them that they had committed an offense against Allah.
Unfortunately, we often only worry about the rights of the victims and
forget that violation of Allah’s rights should be of greater concern.



47. All people have some good in them, so don’t give up hope of good
from sinners!

Even the worst sinner can eventually repent and change their ways as this
surah shows. The brothers went from would-be murderers to sincere
repenters and eventually prophets.

48. Turning to Allah will help us overcome our desires
When you need help to overcome the passions of your soul, body, or the
diseases of the heart – turn to Allah. In his suffering, Yusuf turned to Allah,
“So his Lord responded to him, turning their cunning away from him.
Surely He is the All-Hearing, All-Knowing.”133 What this shows is that
there is no disease, passion, lust, or desire plaguing our heart from which
Allah cannot save us. We just have to beseech His help.

49. Allah saves the righteous in the most hopeless situation
All of Yusuf’s situations had seemed hopeless, but Allah delivered him
from every one of them, and He called his story the best story that Muslims
will continue to recite until the end of time. But this happened because even
in the darkest hours, Yusuf always called upon Allah to rescue him.

50. On life’s journey, what matters is where we ended, not where we
began

One of the great lessons we learn from Surah Yusuf is that Allah decides
our fate according to our last actions, not first. Our condition at the time of
our death will dictate our place in the Hereafter. By doing this, Allah throws
a lifeline to the sinners–no matter what your sins, you have yet another
chance to return to your Lord in true repentance. It is never too late to give
up a lifestyle of evil and replace it with one of righteousness. The example
of the brothers of Yusuf demonstrates this for us. That is why Yusuf’s
du[a’ at the end of this story is so powerful: O Allah, “Allow me to die as
one who submits and join me with the righteous.”134
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The Ring Composition Theory of Surah Yusuf

ome modern researchers135 have pointed out a remarkable symmetry
with regards to this surah; the themes in it are like concentric rings,

working inwards, climaxing at a middle point (in this case, the dream of the
King), and then working outwards in the same order. It can be described as
a ring where a letter contrasts with its opposite (A with A’), and the
numbers indicate the verses of the surah: (see diagram next page)

A 1–3 Preface
B 4–6 Yusuf’s Dream
C 7–18 Yusuf and his brothers: separated from Ya[qub
D 19–22 Yusuf is a slave in Egypt
E 23–24 Yusuf resists the wife of the Minister out of loyalty
F 24–29 Yusuf is tempted by the wife of the Minister
G 30–32 Yusuf is displayed in front of the ladies of the nobility

who cut their hands
H 33–35 Yusuf is imprisoned
I 36–41 Yusuf interprets dreams for the prisoners
J 42 The freed prisoner forgets Yusuf
K 43–44 The dream of the King
J’ 45 The freed prisoner remembers Yusuf
I’ 46–49 Yusuf interprets the dream of the King
H’ 50 Yusuf is released from prison



G’ 51 The ladies of the nobility testify to his innocence
F’ 51 Yusuf is exonerated by the wife of the Minister
E’ 52–53 Yusuf is exonerated in front of the Ministers
D’ 54–57 Yusuf is made the keeper of the storehouses
C’ 58–98 Yusuf and his brothers are reunited with Ya[qub
B’ 99–101 Fulfillment of Yusuf’s dream
A’ 102–111 Conclusion

So if one were to take any section – say, for example, F, it is remarkable
to note that as the story proceeds and works its way to the dream of the
King, it then begins to work its way back in the exact same order. Therefore
just as the sixth aspect of the story (in our case, represented by the letter F)
deals with Yusuf being tempted by the wife of the Minister, the sixth-to-last
point (in our case, F’) shows Yusuf being exonerated by the wife of the
Minister. This is in its mirror opposite order and demonstrates perfect
symmetry. The same applies to all other points of the story. This is an
indication of the supreme eloquence of the Qur’an and yet another
mechanism of demonstrating its Divine Origin.

As we conclude this work, it is vital to remember that what our faith
requires from us isn’t just the memorization of knowledge but rather its
implementation in our lives. Let us read these lessons and absorb their
morals not merely to wonder at the beauty of this ever-fascinating saga of
real life, but to imbibe them and manifest them in our daily routines and our
journey through the trials and tribulations of our own lives.

We know this is the best of all stories, and we are told that in these
stories are lessons for people who ponder and reflect. May this work be the
beginning of a life-long reflection and implementation, not just of this
surah, but of the entire Qur’an! Ameen.

R



135 See: Jawad Anwar Qureshi, “Ring Composition In Surah Yusuf,” JIQSA, vol. 2 (2017), pp. 149–
168. I have modified slighty from the version of the author.
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