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1

THEORY

There has been a lot written about the subjects of the Qur’an. Most
famously perhaps, Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 505 AH/1111 CE)
argued in his book The Jewels of the Qur’an that the Qur’an’s 6,236
verses all deal with one (and some more than one) of only six basic
subjects. These six subjects are: (1) God and His Attributes, Names,
and Acts (including His creation); (2) spiritual wisdom and the path
towards God (especially through remembrance of God); (3)
descriptions of the afterlife and the next world; (4) stories of the
pre-Islamic prophets, messengers and sages—as well as disbelievers
and sinners; (5) arguments for belief and refutations of disbelief;
and (6) laws, commandments, prohibitions and prescriptions for life.
In fact it is di�cult, if not impossible, to �nd a single verse in the
Qur’an that does not go back to one of these subjects. The reason for
this, Ghazali says, is that:

The secret of the Qur’an . . . and its ultimate aim consist in
calling people to God. . . . For this reason the surahs of the
Qur’an and its verses are limited to six types. (Ghazali, The
Jewels of the Qur’an, 3)

In other words, the Qur’an is focused only on things that are
useful to people—whether they understand them or not—in their
religion, and also therefore in their spiritual, moral and social lives

Now most of the chapters (‘surahs’, in Arabic) of the Qur’an
(with notable exceptions like Surah 112 [Surat al-Ikhlas] which deals
with only God and His Attributes, Names and Acts) touch on more



than one subject. So it may asked, do the individual surahs contain
particular underlying themes that hold them—and the unitary
combination of subjects they address—together?

Over the centuries, a number of Qur’anic commentators
(notably: Fakhr al-Din al-Razi [d. 606 /1209] in his Commentary
Mafatih al-Ghayb; Burhan al-Din al-Biqa‘i in his Commentary Nazm
al-Durar � Tanasub al-Ayati wa ’l-Suwar [d. 855/1451], and Jalal al-
Din al-Suyuti [d. 911/1505] in his little book Asrar Tartib al-Qur’an;
see also Ahmad al-‘Alawi’s [d. 1353/1934] mystical Commentary on
the surahs on the Fatihah, Najm, and ‘Asr) have shown the hidden
connections between consecutive verses in surahs, and between
consecutive surahs in the Qur’an. However, little has been written
on the subject of the themes of the surahs of the Qur’an as such.
Nevertheless, it does seem that each and every chapter) of the
Qur’an has a theme that runs through it. These ‘underlying themes’
seem to invisibly hold the individual verses of a surah together,
somewhat like the string (‘nazm’ in Arabic) of a pearl necklace holds
the pearls together and makes them into a single necklace. The
themes seem to relate to—and underlie—every single verse in that
surah. They seem to help to explain not only what the surah is about
in general but why one verse or passage follows the next. They seem
to show a remarkable—indeed miraculous—and underlying uni�ed
content and coherence to every surah in the Qur’an.

This is actually implied in the very word ‘surah’, which comes
from the Arabic word ‘sur’ meaning ‘wall’ and so shows the distinct
and separate character of each surah. Moreover, there are studies
showing (see, for example Bassam Sa’eh’s The Miraculous Language
of the Qur’an) the unique and distinct vocabulary and grammatical
forms in the individual surahs of the Qur’an. It is also very
signi�cant to note that the surah is the smallest unit of the Qur’an
that cannot be faked or forged, and that the Qur’an contains two
Divine Challenges to people about attempting to fake a single surah
of the Qur’an (see: 2: 23–24 and 10:37–38), and, indeed, this
suggests that every surah is a unique and integrated ‘entity’.



The themes seem to not only show the uni�ed content and
coherence of every surah, but of the Qur’an as a whole. For the most
part they occur, as will be seen, remarkably, in complementary pairs
next to each other in the order of the Qur’an itself (e.g. surahs 2 and
3; 47 and 48; 73 and 74; 113 and 114, and so on, well brought out
in general by twentieth century ce scholars ‘Abd al-Hamid Farahi [d.
1930/1349] and Amin Islahi [d. 1418/1997], albeit in sometimes
di�erent pairings from the ones I suggest herein). The themes are
not repeated in di�erent surahs (at least not the main, ‘primary’
themes as such, for sometimes the ‘primary theme’ itself seems to
suggest a ‘secondary theme’), but rather, taken all together, they
make up a complete and perfectly-interlocking map of Truth and
reality, and indeed of humans as spiritual beings. This suggestion
will become clearer after reading through the list of the themes.

It helps also to know the hadith literature (the sayings of the
Prophet Muhammad ), because both the individual themes of the
surahs and the total picture portrayed by all themes taken together
are issues discussed in the hadiths. This is too long a subject to delve
into here, but it is enough just to take the famous Hadith Jibril
(related in both Bukhari and Muslim)—and see how it is re�ected in
the �rst three surahs—to start to understand this.

This is not to suggest of course that these themes in any way
exhaust the meanings of the Qur’an. That is impossible—as the tens
of thousands of quality commentaries (tafsir) produced by Muslims
over the centuries show—and indeed God says in the Qur’an:

And if all the trees on earth were pens, and the sea replenished
with seven more seas, the Words of God would not be spent.
Truly God is Mighty, Wise. (Luqman, 31:27)

Nor is it to suggest that the themes proposed below are the only
themes that could apply—in the way described here—to the surahs



of the Qur’an. Whilst the list given herein is one that integrally
shows all the human virtues and spiritual realities associated with
the religion of Islam, others could also emerge. Indeed, it seems
clear that an entirely di�erently list of themes could be drawn up
for each surah based on the Divine Names underlying each of the
surahs, and, indeed, underlying the human virtues and spiritual
realities described in the present list. After all, underlying human
attributes and the qualities of the world are the Divine Attributes
and Qualities which give rise to them, sustain them and end them.
Consequently, if the picture that emerges here is a ‘pearl necklace’
of themes of human spiritual life—to borrow another insight from
Ghazali’s Kitab Jawahir al-Qur’an—there is at least one more
‘necklace’ to be found in the Qur’an. That ‘necklace’ is one made of
priceless jewels of insights concerning the Divine Attributes and
Names. And God know best.
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