SURAH 111 (AL-MASAD / THE PALM FIBER)

FAITH: Islam | TEXT: The Holy Qur'an | VOLUME: The Meaning of the Holy Quran | AUTHOR: Rashad Khalifa (Translator)

OVERVIEW

Surah 111, known as Al-Masad (The Palm Fiber) or Al-Lahab (The Flame), is a short Meccan surah containing a
fierce imprecation against Abu Lahab, an uncle of Muhammad and a staunch opponent of early Islam. The text
declares that Abu Lahab's hands (works) will perish and that he is condemned to a blazing fire. It explicitly
states that his material wealth and worldly accomplishments (kasab) will provide no defense against this
judgment. The condemnation extends to his wife, Umm Jamil, described as a carrier of firewood (often interpreted
as spreading slander or literally carrying thorns to place in the Prophet's path), who is promised a rope of
twisted fiber around her neck in the afterlife. Theologically, this text serves as a counter-attack to
persecution, asserting God's defense of His messenger and the absolute inability of human status or riches to
avert divine wrath. In the context of the Khalifa translation, the emphasis is placed on the 'condemnation' of
works, highlighting the failure of human effort in opposition to divine will.

KEY FIGURES

Abu Lahab (Uncle and enemy of Muhammad), Umm Jamil (Wife of Abu Lahab), Allah (The Judge, implied)

DOCTRINES ANALYZED

1. INEVITABILITY OF DIVINE RETRIBUTION

Assertion: God specifically targets and condemns enemies of His messenger, guaranteeing their destruction.
"[111:001] 'Condemned are the works of Abee Lahab, and he is condemned.'"

Evangelical Comparison: In this text, the judgment upon Abu Lahab is pronounced as a fait accompli while he 1is
still alive. This suggests a form of reprobation where an individual is sealed for destruction due to their
opposition to the Prophet. Evangelical theology holds that God desires all to come to repentance (2 Peter 3:9)
and that judgment is generally reserved for the eschaton (Hebrews 9:27). The specific naming and damning of a
living individual in scripture stands in contrast to the New Testament narrative, where even the fiercest
persecutor, Saul of Tarsus, was a candidate for radical grace (1 Timothy 1:15).

2. INSUFFICIENCY OF MATERIAL WEALTH
Assertion: Worldly accumulation and achievements provide no defense against spiritual condemnation.

I

"[111:002] 'His money and whatever he has accomplished will never help him.

Evangelical Comparison: Both traditions agree that material wealth is useless on the Day of Judgment. The Quran
Similarly, the Bible teaches 'Riches do not profit in the day of wrath'
(Proverbs 11:4). However, the divergence lies in the remedy: the Quran implies submission to the message would
have saved him, whereas the Bible points to the ransom paid by Christ (Mark 10:45) as the only alternative to
the insufficiency of wealth.

asserts his money 'will never help him.

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS

Divergence Status: Yes

Theological Gap: The fundamental gap lies in the nature of judgment and grace. Surah 111 is a decree of
reprobation against a specific couple. In Evangelical theology, while God's wrath is real, the 'day of
salvation' remains open until death (2 Corinthians 6:2). The text implies that Abu Lahab's 'works' (opposition)
sealed his fate. In contrast, the Gospel presents the 'works' of Christ as the only basis for judgment oz
justification. Furthermore, the text validates Muhammad's prophetic office by cursing his enemies; the New
Testament validates Christ's office by His dying for His enemies (Romans 5:10).

Shared Values:

Divine judgment of sin.; The reality of Hell.; The futility of wealth to save the soul.; God's defense of His
appointed messengers.



Friction Points:

1. [Major] Sola Gratia (Grace Alone) — The text offers no hope of redemption for the named individuals;
judgment is based on their actions against the Prophet.

2. [Critical] Sola Scriptura — Accepting this text requires accepting a post-biblical revelation that claims
authority to pronounce eternal judgment.

Semantic Warnings:

"Woxrks (Kasab)"
In Text: In this context, likely refers to his earnings, plots, and worldly accumulations used against Islam.
Evangelical: Often refers to 'works of the law' or moral efforts to earn righteousness (Galatians 2:16).

Example: When the Quran says his 'works' are condemned, it means his anti-Islamic efforts and wealth. When the Bible
speaks of works, it often refers to the impossibility of earning salvation.

SOTERIOLOGY

Salvation Defined: Implicitly defined as escaping the 'blazing Hell' and the 'rope of thorns'.
How Attained: By implication: Submission to the Prophet and avoiding the behaviors of Abu Lahab.

Basis of Assurance: Negative assurance: The text provides certainty of x*damnation* for the enemies, implying
assurance for the believers who are not like them.

Comparison to Sola Fide: The text focuses on the condemnation of 'works' (plots/wealth). While Sola Fide rejects
works for salvation, this text rejects works because they were directed =*against* the Prophet. Salvation in
Islam is generally by faith plus works; here, the lack of faith leads to the destruction of works.

MANDATES & REQUIREMENTS

Implicit Obligations:
1. Do not oppose the Prophet of Islam.
2. Do not rely on wealth or status for security against God.

3. Accept the reality of physical punishment in Hell.

EVANGELISM TOOLKIT

Discovery Questions:

1. The Surah says Abu Lahab's money could not help him. What is the only thing that can actually pay for a
person's soul according to God?

2. If Abu Lahab had zrepented and asked for forgiveness one year before he died, would this Surah have been
removed from the Quran? (Explores the tension between the 'eternal tablet' and human free will).

3. Jesus prayed for those who persecuted Him (Luke 23:34). Why do you think this Surah curses those who
persecuted Muhammad?

Redemptive Analogies:

1. The Unshielded Soul — Just as Abu Lahab's wealth was an insufficient shield against judgment, our own
morality is an insufficient shield. We need a shield that can actually withstand the fire. [Psalm 84:11 (God
is a sun and shield); Romans 3:23-25 (Christ as the propitiation/shield).]

Spiritual Weight:

1. Fear of Irreversible Condemnation [Severe] — The text establishes that a person can be alive, wealthy, and
active, yet already 'condemned' by God with no hope of reversal. This creates anxiety about whether one has
unknowingly crossed a line of no retuzrn.

2. Performance/Loyalty Pressure [Moderate] — The extreme punishment of the Prophet's own uncle emphasizes that
lineage and proximity mean nothing; absolute loyalty to the message is the only safety. This creates a high-
pressure environment to prove one's loyalty.



EPISTEMOLOGY

Knowledge Source: Prophetic Prediction/Revelation

Verification Method: Historical fulfillment: Adherents point to the fact that Abu Lahab died as an unbeliever,
fulfilling the prophecy that he was 'condemned' and would burn.

Evangelical Contrast: Biblical prophecy focuses on the redemptive plan of God through Christ (Luke 24:27). This
text's epistemology relies on the foreknowledge of an individual's final state, which in Christian theology is
generally hidden in God's sovereignty (Deuteronomy 29:29) until the point of death or judgment.

TEXTUAL CRITICISM

Dating: Early Meccan period (approx. 610-615 AD).
Authorship: Attributed to Muhammad (Divine Revelation).

Textual Issues: Khalifa's translation uses 'Condemned' for 'Tabbat' (perish/wither). The imagery of the 'rope of
thorns' (masad) is linguistically specific to palm fiber, indicating a humiliating, painful punishment suited
for a carrier of wood.



