
Commentary on Quran 36:33–40: Scientific,
Philosophical, and Theological Perspectives

Abstract

This commentary explores  Quran 36:33–40 (Surah  Yā Sīn, verses 33–40) through scientific, philosophical,
and theological  lenses,  emphasizing insights for  an interfaith audience.  The passage highlights natural
phenomena – the revival of dead land with plants and fruits, the pairing of living beings, and the orderly
cycles of night and day, sun and moon – as signs (āyāt) of divine wisdom. We examine how modern science
illuminates these verses:  from seeds sprouting after rain to the celestial  mechanics of planetary orbits.
Philosophically, the verses invite reflection on the order and purpose in nature and the human attitude of
gratitude.  Theologically,  they  underscore  core  Islamic  themes of  God’s  creative  power,  providence,  and
oneness, while resonating with broader spiritual perspectives. By integrating scientific observations (e.g.
botany, astronomy) with classical Quranic exegesis and comparative insights, this commentary shows how
these ancient verses remain remarkably relevant.  Each verse is  discussed in depth,  demonstrating that
faith and science can complement each other in fostering awe and understanding of the natural world. An
epilogue concludes with reflections on the unity of knowledge and faith, making the commentary accessible
and meaningful to readers of diverse backgrounds.

Signs in the Lifeless Earth Brought to Life (Verses 33–35)

Figure: A lush date-palm oasis in a once-arid landscape, illustrating the Quranic sign of dead earth brought to life.

The passage begins: “There is a sign for them in the lifeless earth: We give it life and We produce grain
from it for them to eat.” This vivid image of barren ground springing to life captures a process familiar to
both ancient observers and modern science. After rainfall, parched soil that seemed dead bursts forth with
vegetation. Scientifically, we understand that  dormant seeds lie waiting in dry earth, and when moisture
arrives, they germinate and grow . For example, Chile’s Atacama Desert – one of the driest places on
Earth – occasionally experiences rainfall, and then “dormant seeds in the soil take root, and burst into a
wide  array  of...flowers” .  This  “desierto  florido”  phenomenon  dramatically  confirms  the  Quran’s
description: even “lifeless” land holds potential for life, activated by water. The Quran elsewhere states that
Allah “sent down water from the sky and with it brought forth the fruits of the earth as sustenance” (2:22),
emphasizing  the  same  theme  of  divine  provision  through  natural  cycles.  Modern  ecology  details  how
rainwater triggers complex biochemical processes in seeds and soil, yet the  outcome – lush crops and
gardens – was not engineered by human hands. Indeed, the verses continue: “We have put gardens of
date palms and grapes in the earth, and We have made springs of water gush out of it, so that they
may eat its fruit. It was not their own hands that made all this. How can they not give thanks?”

From a  scientific perspective,  these lines hint  at  the entire  agricultural  bounty that  sustains human
civilization.  Date  palms  and  grape  vines  were  well-known  to  the  7th-century  Arabian  audience;  they
symbolize both staple nutrition and delicacies. (Dates are highly caloric and were a desert lifeline, while
grapes provided food, juice, and raisins.) The Quran’s mention of  springs gushing water recognizes the
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vital role of water sources in arid regions – analogous to artesian wells or oases feeding irrigation channels.
Geology and hydrology explain how underground aquifers and rain-fed wadis can form springs, but the text
directs attention to the ultimate source of these blessings. Human beings may cultivate the land, but we do
not originate the water, soil, seed, or the spark of life. As one commentary notes, a farmer only sows
seeds created by Allah, and it is “Allah who produces the plants, trees, crops and fruits… man only does
the farming or gardening” . In other words, all our agricultural technology merely works with nature’s
given  resources,  not  against  them.  This  realization  can  inspire  a  sense  of  humility  and  gratitude.
Philosophically,  the  verse  challenges  the  ingratitude of  those  who benefit  from nature’s  gifts  without
acknowledging any giver:  “How can they not give thanks?” It  invites readers of any faith to ponder the
astonishing fact that edible plants emerge from dirt, that lifeless matter can turn into living nourishment.

Theologically, the  “sign” (āyah) of reviving dead earth carries a deeper meaning in Islamic belief: it is a
parable of resurrection. Just as rains resurrect a barren plain into greenery, the Almighty can resurrect
dead people to life .  Classical and modern Quran interpreters alike emphasize this analogy . The
Quran elsewhere makes the comparison explicit: “God revives the earth after its death – thus shall you be
brought forth [from the dead]” (30:19). This serves to reassure believers in the possibility of an afterlife.
From an interfaith viewpoint, this motif resonates with, for example, the Biblical idea that seeds must “die”
in the ground before they grow (John 12:24) – a metaphor early Christians used for resurrection. Nature’s
cycles  thereby  comfort  spiritual  contemplation:  winter  to  spring,  drought  to  bloom,  all  suggest  that
apparent death can be a transition to renewed life. 

Furthermore, reflecting on these verses encourages an environmental ethic grounded in wonder. If we see
soil, water, and sunlight as instruments of a larger providence, we may treat them with more respect. The
Quran says,  “Glory be to Him who created all this” – instilling reverence for the Creator and the creation.
Readers from various faith traditions might recall similar calls to gratitude: for instance, the Hebrew Bible
praises God “who covers the sky with clouds, who supplies the earth with rain and makes grass grow on the
hills” (Psalm 147:8). Across traditions, the message is that the natural world’s fertility is not a mere accident;
it is a gift and a sign. 

In summary, verses 33–35 prompt us to marvel at the science of germination and ecosystems while also
asking the philosophical question: Why is there such a nurturing order in nature? The grain we eat, the fruits
we  enjoy,  and  the  springs  we  depend  on  ultimately  point  beyond  themselves.  They  spur  a  sense  of
gratitude – a unifying spiritual sentiment – and they attest to the Quran’s theme that  divine generosity
underpins the natural world . How appropriate, then, is the closing rhetorical question: “How can
they not give thanks?” – a timeless reminder for all humanity.

“Glory be to Him Who Created All the Pairs” (Verse 36)

Verse 36 shifts focus from specific examples of plants to a universal principle in creation: “Glory be to Him
who created all the pairs of things that the earth produces, as well as themselves and other things
they do not know about.” This concise statement is rich with meaning and remarkably insightful even
from a modern scientific standpoint. It asserts that pairing or duality is a fundamental feature of life (“that
the earth produces”),  of  human beings (“themselves”),  and even beyond our current knowledge (“other
things they do not know about”). 

From a  scientific perspective, one immediately thinks of the prevalence of  binary and complementary
structures throughout nature.  In biology,  sexual  reproduction is  a dominant strategy across plant and
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animal kingdoms. Plants, in particular, often exist in or rely upon pairs: many have male and female forms
(for instance, date palms are dioecious – there are separate male and female trees, both needed to produce
fruit). Even in species that contain both sexes in one individual (like many flowering plants), there are still
paired reproductive organs (stamens and pistils) that must interact. The verse says “pairs of all things the
earth produces” – classical commentators interpreted this as including not just obvious male-female pairs,
but also the idea that  plants have a form of pairing in their seeds and fruits .  Modern botany
confirms that many plants depend on pollination (transfer of male pollen to female ovule) to bear fruit. It
was eventually discovered that even at the  cellular level,  plants carry hereditary material in paired sets
(chromosomes)  –  something utterly  unknown to  pre-modern people.  One commentary  notes:  “modern
science  has  discovered  that  plants  have  cells  and  every  cell  has  pairs  of  chromosomes” .  Likewise,
animals (including humans) have chromosomes in pairs, reflecting their dual parentage. 

The verse also mentions “as well as themselves”, meaning humans are created in pairs. This echoes other
Quranic verses (e.g. 4:1, 51:49) that highlight God creating humans as male and female, and it aligns with
the Biblical account in Genesis that God created humankind male and female. Beyond the biological fact, it
carries a philosophical message: the human need for a partner (social, emotional, procreative) is part of our
design. No individual is completely self-sufficient; we are oriented toward companionship and reproduction.
This can be understood theologically (God’s wisdom in creating love and family) and sociologically (the pair-
based family as a unit of society).

Perhaps the most intriguing part of the verse is the phrase “and other things they do not know about.” It
suggests that the principle of creation in pairs extends to realms beyond immediate human observation – a
tantalizing  hint  that  could  include  very  abstract  or  microscopic  phenomena.  Some  contemporary
commentators and scientists have reflected on what this might encompass. With hindsight, one might think
of  matter  and  energy  dichotomies (e.g.  positive  and  negative  electrical  charges ,  matter  and
antimatter, north and south magnetic poles) or even the particle-antiparticle pairs in physics. While we must
be cautious not to overstate the text as “predicting” modern science, it remains fascinating that the Quran
emphasizes duality as a general law. In the 20th century, the discovery of particle-antiparticle pairs and the
dual nature of fundamental forces showed that pairing is indeed ubiquitous even at cosmic and quantum
scales – realms truly “not known” to the first listeners of the Quran. As one tafsīr notes:  “About inanimate
things nobody knew [in the past] that they had opposite sexes, but modern science has discovered that every atom
consists of a nucleus… made up of positively charged protons, with electrons (negative charge) revolving around
it” . Such reflections suggest that the Quranic concept of “pairs” is not limited to male/female biology,
but to a broader notion of complementary counterparts in creation. 

Philosophically,  the  idea  of  duality invites  contemplation  of  unity  and  difference.  Pairs  imply  that  no
created thing is absolute or alone; everything exists in relation to something else. One could draw parallels
to the  yin-yang concept in Chinese philosophy – complementary forces that together form a balanced
whole  –  or  to  the  Aristotelian  notion  that  form  and  matter  together  constitute  beings.  The  Quran’s
exclamation “Glory  be  to  Him who created all  the  pairs…”  implies  that  this  dual  structure  of  reality  is
intentional and praiseworthy. It evokes a sense of wonder at how intricately the world is organized: day and
night, land and sea, male and female, positive and negative, mercy and justice – one could extend the list
indefinitely. Crucially, many religious traditions see these paired phenomena as signs pointing to a higher
Oneness.  In Islam, a key theological teaching is that while creation is full  of pairs and plurality,  God is
absolutely one and unique (Allah is al-Aḥad). Classical scholars commented on this verse that God has no
pair – He is not one of two or part of a duality; everything else in the created universe has a complement or
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equal, but God stands alone in transcendence . Thus, the natural world’s duality highlights by contrast
the Creator’s singularity and indivisibility. 

Another  theological  dimension  is  hinted  at  by  modern  scientific  musings  on  this  verse.  A  2020  study
reviewing  verse  36:36  in  light  of  the  Human  Genome  Project  pointed  out  that  the  origin  of
complementary sexes in biology is still not fully explained by science. There are many theories of how
sexual reproduction evolved, and even speculative ideas like future human sex ratios skewing, but in reality
the  male-female  system  remains  robust  and  essential .  The  authors  note  that  despite  evolutionary
puzzles (and even a hypothesis about eventual male extinction), “the male-female system prevails” and the
very existence of two sexes “remains a great puzzle in today’s science” . They argue that the complexity
and stability of the sexual reproduction system underscore the Quran’s message that this is a deliberate
creation: “The limitations of scientific theories… strengthen the Quranic verse 36:36 that states, ‘Glory be to Him
who has created all the pairs…’” . In other words, the more we learn about genetics and reproduction, the
more we can appreciate the almost  miraculous nature of having two sexes that reliably produce the next
generation. While science describes the mechanisms (chromosomes, DNA, meiosis, fertilization), it does not
fully  answer why life  evolved this  way and how such a balanced system originated and persists.  For a
believer, this opens the door to seeing divine wisdom at work – a viewpoint that can be shared in wonder by
those of other faiths or no faith, simply as an acknowledgement of how remarkable and finely tuned this
aspect of life is.

In summary, verse 36 invites us to celebrate the Creator’s ingenuity in making the world relational and
paired.  It  bridges scientific  insight  and spiritual  awe:  every  pairing,  from the petals  of  a  flower to  the
electrons in an atom, can be seen as a sign pointing to an underlying intentional order. The verse begins
with “Glory be to Him” (Arabic:  Subḥāna-lladhī), a phrase used when marveling at something extraordinary
that  reflects  God’s  perfection.  In  an  interfaith  context,  this  verse  aligns  with  a  universal  intuition:  the
harmony in paired opposites – from the cosmic scale to human life – suggests a harmonious source. It
encourages a mindset of glorification (tasbīḥ), meaning deep admiration and acknowledgment that such
harmony is not trivial or random. Whether one uses religious language or not, there is a profound message
here:  the fabric of reality is woven in complementary pairs – a truth that modern science continually
encounters and that human wisdom has long sensed.

Celestial Signs: Night and Day, Sun and Moon (Verses 37–40)

Figure: A photograph from the International Space Station showing Earth’s  terminator – the boundary between
day and night  –  as  a golden line at  sunrise.  This  daily  cycle  exemplifies the orderly  alternation of  light  and
darkness described in Quran 36:37.

After signs in earth and vegetation, the Quranic passage turns our gaze upward to the  cosmos and the
cycle of time: “The night is also a sign for them: We strip the daylight from it, and – lo and behold! –
they are in darkness. The sun, too, runs its determined course laid down for it by the Almighty, the
All-Knowing. We have determined phases for the moon until finally it becomes like an old date-stalk.
The sun cannot overtake the moon, nor can the night outrun the day: each floats in [its own] orbit.”
These verses draw attention to the majestic regularity of the  day-night cycle and the movements of the
sun and moon. Let us unpack each element scientifically, philosophically, and theologically.
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The Sign of Night and the Stripping of Daylight (36:37)

Night itself is called a  sign. The phrasing “We strip the daylight from it” paints a poetic image of daylight
being peeled  away  to  reveal  the  darkness  of  night.  In  Arabic,  naslakhul-nahāra  minhu likens  removing
daylight from night to taking off a skin or garment – implying that daylight is a layer covering the inherent
darkness  of  space,  which  reasserts  itself  when  light  is  withdrawn.  Scientifically,  this  beautifully
corresponds to what happens when the Earth rotates away from the Sun’s illumination. As the planet turns,
any  given  location  moves  into  Earth’s  own  shadow,  and  thus  daylight  is  literally  stripped  away.  An
observer on the International Space Station can actually see the terminator line – the divider between the
sunlit side of Earth and the dark night side – moving across the globe. NASA describes the terminator as
“the moving line that separates day and night on our planet,” caused by Earth’s rotation . (In the image
above,  this  line  is  visible  as  the  thin  boundary  where  the  atmosphere  glows  at  sunrise.)  The  Quran’s
description is scientifically spot-on in that night isn’t an entity chasing day, but rather day exists due to
sunlight and when that sunlight is “drawn away,” darkness is simply what remains . Modern astronomy
would add that space is dark by default; it’s only the Sun’s light scattering in our atmosphere that creates
daylight. Once the Sun is below the horizon, that scattered light fades – essentially “unwrapping” the bright
veil and allowing the darkness of the cosmos to dominate. 

For people in the 7th century, the alternating of day and night was a familiar mystery. Philosophically, one
can imagine them wondering:  where does the day go each evening? The Quran’s metaphor gives a mental
model: it is as if daylight is a cloth that can be removed. This invites a contemplative attitude toward a daily
occurrence that we often take for granted. Nightfall is not just a trivial routine; it is a sign – a pointer – to
something greater. One might reflect on how  dependable and orderly this transition is. Every 24 hours
(more precisely, the Earth’s rotation period of ~23 hours 56 minutes), we experience a cycle of light and
dark.  This  regularity  has  shaped  biological  rhythms  (circadian  cycles)  in  humans,  animals,  and  plants.
Theological commentary highlights that the blessing of daylight for work and life, and darkness for rest, is a
mercy from God that deserves gratitude . If daylight were continuous or darkness eternal, life as we
know it would be impossible or at least severely impaired. Thus, “when we draw away the white sheet of the
day, then only darkness remains”, and this daily occurrence should spur humans to  “become thankful to
Him who has provided such blessings” . Many religious traditions echo this sentiment – for instance,
the Jewish and Christian scriptures begin the creation story with God separating light from darkness and
establishing  day  and  night  (Genesis  1:4–5),  and  liturgical  prayers  often  praise  God  for  the  coming  of
morning or evening. The transition itself can inspire awe: as the verse says, “lo and behold!” – suddenly we
find ourselves in darkness, reminding us of our planet’s ceaseless motion and the grand clockwork of the
heavens.

Metaphorically,  light and darkness have also symbolized knowledge and ignorance, guidance and error,
good and evil in various philosophies and faiths. While the Quran here speaks of the physical night, many
Muslim thinkers have drawn analogies to spiritual light and darkness. The alternation shows that just as
night can blanket a bright world, ignorance or heedlessness can overtake a person if the “light” of guidance
is  withdrawn –  yet  with  a  new dawn,  clarity  returns.  For  an interfaith  reader,  this  metaphor  resonates
broadly: all human cultures have some concept of cherishing the light and navigating the darkness. The
Quran encourages us not to fear the dark but to see both states as signs of balance and design.
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The Sun’s Appointed Course (36:38)

Verse  38  declares  that  the  sun “runs  its  determined  course  laid  down for  it  by  the  Almighty,  the  All-
Knowing.” This line has invited much reflection, especially as human knowledge of astronomy has grown. In
early interpretations, scholars understood it to mean the sun has a fixed course each day – rising in the east
and setting in the west, on a path determined by God’s decree . There are reports (in hadith literature) of
the Prophet Muhammad describing the sun’s daily course as it appears to human perception – even using
poetic imagery of the sun “prostrating” beneath God’s Throne after sunset . These descriptions were
meant  to  emphasize  the  sun’s  utter  submission  to  divine  law,  not  to  chart  astrophysical  details .
Medieval  Muslim astronomers generally  adopted the geocentric  model  of  Ptolemy, envisioning the sun
moving around the Earth. However, the Quran’s wording is open and does not explicitly say what the sun’s
orbit is – only that the sun runs in a fixed course or orbit (falak) appointed by God.

Intriguingly, modern astronomy reveals that the sun does travel in a larger orbit: not around the Earth, of
course, but around the center of our Milky Way galaxy. Far from being “stationary” in space, our sun (along
with the entire solar system) is moving at about 720,000 km/hour (~200 km/s) on a gigantic orbit around
the galactic core . At that speed, it still takes on the order of 230 million years to complete one revolution
around the galaxy . In addition, the sun rotates on its axis approximately every 25–36 days (faster at the
equator than at the poles) . These facts were unknown to humanity until recent centuries. For a period
after Copernicus (16th century), scientists thought of the sun as relatively fixed, with planets orbiting it.
Only  in  the  20th  century  did  we  confirm  that  the  sun  itself  orbits  within  the  Milky  Way.  Thus,  some
commentators today marvel that the Quran’s statement “the sun runs (its course)” aligns with scientific truth
in a way earlier people could not fully appreciate . As one modern source notes, “the sun is moving”
– it even provides numbers for the sun’s rotation and its galactic orbital speed . We should be careful
not to treat the Quran as a science textbook; its primary aim is to inspire faith and reflection, not to teach
astrophysics. Nonetheless, it is noteworthy that nothing in this verse conflicts with what we now know – in
fact,  it  subtly  accords  with  realities  beyond  the  ken  of  7th-century  Arabs.  The  phrase  “determined
course” (mustaqarr in Arabic can mean a fixed trajectory or a resting point/destination) could also imply that
the sun will  one day reach an endpoint.  The Quran elsewhere (13:2)  says the sun and moon are each
“pursuing their courses for a term appointed.” This might be interpreted, in light of astrophysics, as the fact
that the sun’s life is finite – in about 5 billion years it will exhaust its fuel and enter a red giant phase (its
appointed term in a cosmic sense). Traditional exegesis often linked the sun’s “resting place or destination”
to the end of time – a moment willed by God when the sun’s motion as we know it will cease . In any
case, the emphasis is that the sun’s behavior is not random or autonomous; it operates under laws set by
“the Mighty, the All-Knowing” (two divine names underscoring power and knowledge). Philosophically, this
can be seen as part of the teleological order of the universe: the great celestial bodies adhere to precise
courses, which allows life to flourish on Earth. If the Earth’s orbit or the sun’s stability were not so reliably
set, our planet could not maintain the narrow conditions needed for life. Interfaith readers might see a
resonance with the idea in the Bible that  God “made a decree for  the sun” (Psalm 148:3,6 implies the
heavenly bodies were fixed by command) – the notion that an intelligent authority established the cosmos
with wisdom.

Theologically, the sun’s submission to a God-given course serves as a humbling sign to humans. In some
cultures, the sun was deified or worshipped; the Quran implicitly refutes that by showing the sun is  just
another servant of the Creator. As the verse says, this precise orbit is “the decree (taqdīr) of the Almighty, All-
Knowing.” In Islamic theology, taqdīr can mean measure, destiny, or determined plan. So the sun dutifully
following  its  orbit  is  like  a  creature  following  a  divinely  ordained  destiny.  This  reinforces  the  Quran’s
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frequent call to worship not the creation (even something as glorious as the sun), but the One who created
it. Interestingly, even within the Quran (18:17) we find recognition that the sun’s motion relative to Earth is a
tool of God’s guidance – e.g., describing how sunlight moved in the Cave story. And in an interfaith context,
nearly all traditions agree that the sun, though vital, is not itself divine; rather it points beyond itself to a
higher power or principle. As scientific as our understanding of the sun is – a massive fusion reactor of
hydrogen gas – it still fills us with awe and gratitude for the light and warmth it provides consistently. The
Quran’s framing invites us to see the sun’s reliability as a sign of providence, not a mundane fact.

The Moon’s Phases and the “Old Date-Stalk” (36:39)

The next verse brings the moon into focus: “We have determined phases for the moon until finally it becomes
like an old date-stalk.” Anyone who has watched the night sky over a month knows the moon goes through
distinct phases:  a slender crescent,  growing to first quarter,  gibbous,  full  moon, and then waning back
through  similar  stages  to  a  crescent  again.  The  Quran  succinctly  attributes  this  pattern  to  divine
determination (qaddarnāhu manāzila, “We ordained for it phases/stages”). The phrase likening the moon’s
final  phase  to  an  old  date-palm  stalk (ʿurjūn in  Arabic)  is  a  striking  simile  drawn  from  the  natural
environment of Arabia. When a date palm’s fruit stalk dries out and becomes old, it is thin and curved, often
with  a  yellowish  hue  –  very  much  like  the  appearance  of  the  waning  crescent  moon just  before  it
disappears (the last crescent before the new moon). This visual metaphor would have been immediately
clear to an Arab audience familiar with date farming. Even today, one can appreciate the poetry: the slender
curve of a dried palm branch hanging from a tree resembles the slender curve of the moon at the end of its
cycle.

Scientifically, we know the moon’s phases are caused by its orbit around Earth and the changing angles of
sunlight  hitting  it.  The  Quran  doesn’t  delve  into  geometry,  but  it  encapsulates  the  phenomenon  by
“determined phases” and a concrete image for the final phase. The lunar cycle is about 29.5 days (a synodic
month), which is why the Islamic calendar (and the Hebrew calendar similarly) uses months of 29 or 30 days
based on moon sightings. This verse, therefore, also underpins the Islamic practice of marking months (like
Ramadan)  by  the  appearance  of  the  crescent.  It  is  remarkable  that  the  Quran  uses  astronomical
observations as evidence of divine order – something shared by many cultures: ancient astronomers in
Babylonia, Greece, India, and elsewhere all saw regularity in the moon’s cycle, but the Quran explicitly calls
it  a  determination by God.  In  a  sense,  it  challenges the listener:  who do you think  fixed the moon’s
behavior so precisely that you can use it as a calendar? The moon’s phases provided early humans with their
first “clock” for long durations, a natural calendar in the sky. From an interfaith perspective, one might note
how the Bible in Genesis 1:14 also says God created the lights in the sky “for signs and for seasons and for
days and years,” explicitly acknowledging the role of sun and moon in timekeeping – a parallel idea to the
Quran’s teaching.

The metaphor of  the  old date-stalk also conveys a philosophical  idea:  it  evokes a sense of  aging and
renewal. The moon, after shining bright as a full moon, gradually thins to a withered sliver – an almost
melancholy image of old age – and then disappears, only to be “reborn” as a new crescent. Many poets and
thinkers have seen in the moon’s cycle a reflection of  life, death, and rebirth. In Islamic spirituality, the
moon’s reflected light (only visible because of the sun) is sometimes likened to the human being who has
no light by himself but can reflect the divine light. The constant change of the moon can remind one of the
transience of worldly phases – nothing stays full and glorious forever; decline comes, but after darkness,
the cycle starts anew. The “old date-stalk” simile specifically might also evoke humility: as the moon wanes,
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its former luster is gone, teaching that power and beauty are not permanent in creation, only in the Creator
who set the cycle. 

From a purely  scientific standpoint,  we might add that the moon’s  orbital  mechanics were eventually
quantified by Kepler’s laws and Newton’s theory of gravity. We now understand exactly why the moon’s
appearance changes (the relative positions of Sun-Earth-Moon). But none of that makes the sight less of a
“sign” – if anything, knowing the physics deepens the amazement that such an elegant clockwork operates
constantly. The Quran’s wording doesn’t conflict with science; it complements it by giving the why behind
the how. We might say: science describes the lunar phases; the Quran tells us to ponder who decreed those
phases and what they signify.

No Running Ahead: The Harmony of Sun, Moon, Night, and Day (36:40)

Finally, verse 40 concludes this section with a grand statement of cosmic order: “The sun cannot overtake the
moon, nor can the night outrun the day: each floats in its own orbit.” Here we see imagery of racing and
encroachment: the sun and moon are likened to two racers each on their track, and night and day are
similarly personified as unable to “outstrip” one another. The meaning, as classical exegetes explain, is that
each of these entities has its  appointed domain and schedule that they never violate . The sun
rules the day; the moon is destined for the night (though we sometimes see the moon in daytime, it does
not replace the sunlight). They operate on different circuits and cannot “catch” one another. In the literal
sense, this prevents any confusion of their roles – we will not have the sun rising at night or the moon
illuminating the midday sky. The night/day cycle likewise is in balance; one will not start before the other
has  finished  its  allotted  time,  as  if  a  relay  baton  is  passed  precisely  on  time .  There  is  a  beautiful
regularity and separation of functions.

From a modern astronomical perspective, one might interpret “the sun cannot overtake the moon” as an
allusion to the fact that the sun and moon are in very different orbits – the sun doesn’t “chase” the moon
around Earth. Rather, the Earth orbits the sun while the moon orbits Earth. So their motions are distinct, yet
coordinated to produce the cycles we observe. The phrase also brings to mind a solar eclipse: what about
when the sun  does appear to catch up to the moon (or vice versa) during an eclipse? Interestingly, even
then, the sun and moon are not literally colliding or one speeding past the other; an eclipse is a moment of
alignment in our perspective, not a breakdown of orbital order. In fact, the rarity and briefness of eclipses
accentuate how normally the sun and moon stay in their lanes. The second part, “nor can the night outrun
the day,” reflects the steady rotation of Earth – day and night continuously replace each other without one
randomly extending itself at the expense of the other (except near the poles where day or night can last for
months, but that is simply a result of Earth’s tilt,  still  part of the overall  order and predictable pattern).
Earth’s axial rotation and orbital revolution around the sun ensure that the length of day and night changes
in a cyclic, law-abiding way (with seasonal variations, but never chaos). We could say in scientific terms: the
system of Earth’s rotation and the moon’s orbit is finely tuned so that each celestial body and each phase
of time has its ordained path, preventing disorder.

The expression “each floats in an orbit” (Arabic: kullun fī falakin yasbaḥūn) is worth savoring. It conjures an
image of celestial bodies  swimming through space in set circuits. This same phrase appears in another
Quranic verse (21:33), underscoring how the sun and moon (and implicitly Earth) move in orbits. In an era
long before spaceflight, describing these heavenly bodies as “floating” is remarkably apt – space is like an
ocean and planets/stars like ships or swimmers following the currents of gravity. This image resonates with
the modern view of bodies moving through the fabric of space-time. It also implies buoyancy and ease of

21 22

21

8

https://surahquran.com/tafsir-english-aya-40-sora-36.html#:~:text=It%20does%20not%20behove%20%E2%80%94,though%20they%20were%20rational%20beings
https://surahquran.com/tafsir-english-aya-40-sora-36.html#:~:text=The%20sun%20ought%20not%20gain,each%20describes%20its%20own%20orbit
https://surahquran.com/tafsir-english-aya-40-sora-36.html#:~:text=It%20does%20not%20behove%20%E2%80%94,though%20they%20were%20rational%20beings


motion – the planets are not grinding along tracks, but gracefully circling (at least from the perspective of
the vast cosmos). Many readers, Muslim or not, have admired the almost poetic accuracy of yasbaḥūn (“they
swim/float”) to describe orbital motion. 

Philosophically, verse 40 is a celebration of  cosmic harmony.  It asserts that there is no conflict or mis-
timing in the grand design: sun and moon are not in competition, day and night are complementary rather
than antagonistic.  This  is  a  corrective  to  mythologies  where  cosmic  entities  battle  (for  instance,  some
cultures saw eclipses as a dragon devouring the sun). The Quranic perspective is deeply law-oriented: the
universe follows divinely instituted laws (sunnat Allāh or qadar). The sun and moon “obey” God by following
the orbits assigned to them . If we broaden the lens, this verse supports a general principle: everything
in nature has its role and limit.  In Islamic thought, this is often cited as evidence of God’s unity and
wisdom – the creation is neither chaotic nor self-arbitrary; it is regulated. The verse implicitly asks: if the
mighty  sun  and  moon  follow  God’s  rules,  should  not  human  beings  –  who  often  cause  chaos  by
overstepping bounds – learn from that obedience and stay within moral limits?

From an interfaith angle, many traditions have recognized the harmony of the heavens as pointing to a
higher order. The ancient Greeks spoke of the “music of the spheres,” imagining that the planets in their
orbits make a kind of harmony. The Bible in Jeremiah 33:20 alludes to God’s “covenant with day and night”
that cannot be broken, highlighting the invariability of those cycles as a sign of God’s faithfulness. So when
the  Quran  says  none  of  these  celestial  actors  will  break  formation,  it’s  a  universal  idea  anyone  can
appreciate. 

Theologically, verse 40 caps the section by reinforcing  Tawhid (the oneness of God and His control over
creation). The precise timing of sun, moon, day, night is not left to multiple gods or random chance, but to
the single decree of  Al-ʿAzīz Al-ʿAlīm (the Mighty, the Knowing) mentioned earlier . It also subtly refutes
astrological  notions that the sun or moon might “overtake” each other to exert  independent influence;
instead they run on schedule like clockwork, not as capricious deities. Some commentators point out that if
the sun or moon were gods (as some pagan Arabs believed celestial beings had divinity), they would not be
bound so strictly: “If the sun were to be a deity… it would not have been bound to a fixed program… if it had been
created as an accident, as atheists think, it would not move with this regularity” . This almost reads like a
precursor to the modern fine-tuning argument:  the regularity  of  the cosmos is  evidence of  intentional
design rather than random chance. Why does the sun never collide with the moon? Why does night and
day never falter? Because “the planning is by a Being who is the Mightiest and Most Powerful” . 

Finally, it’s worth reflecting on the  aesthetic aspect: human culture, from poetry to navigation, has been
profoundly  shaped  by  observing  the  skies.  The  Quran  frames  those  observations  as  opportunities  for
remembering the Creator. When a reader – be they Muslim, Christian, Jewish, or simply a lover of nature –
looks up and sees the moon arching through its phases or feels the relief of evening coolness after a hot
day, these verses can surface in the mind, enriching the experience with meaning: This is a sign. The world
doesn’t have to be ordered and intelligible – but it is, and that very fact is a sign of something beyond. 

In sum, verses 37–40 weave together a tapestry of  cosmic signs. The day/night cycle, the sun’s coursing
path, the moon’s gentle transformations, and the non-overlapping dance of these lights all testify to an
underlying wisdom. Science allows us to quantify these phenomena (Earth’s 23.5° axial tilt giving seasons,
the moon’s  5°  orbital  tilt  giving us eclipses only  rarely,  etc.),  but  the Quran invites us to  integrate that
knowledge with a sense of sacred wonder. Each entity “floats” exactly as it should – a lesson in balance and
obedience that mankind would do well to emulate. As one classical exegesis put it:  “The circle (orbit) which
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has been appointed for everyone, they move in it only”  – a phrase that applies equally to stars in galaxies
and, metaphorically, to humans in the moral sphere. The universe thus becomes a mirror for ethics and
faith: a realm of order pointing to an Orderer, a set of signs pointing to the Sign-Maker.

Epilogue

In contemplating Quran 36:33–40, we journeyed from the depths of the soil to the heights of the heavens.
Along the way, we saw how timeless scripture and contemporary science can engage in a harmonious
dialogue. The scientific perspective illuminated the Quranic signs: biology explained how rain revives dead
earth and seeds burst forth ; astronomy revealed the precise orbits of sun and moon  and the physics
of day and night . Rather than diminishing the wonder, such knowledge deepens it – turning what might
seem ordinary into something extraordinary. A barren desert blooming with flowers after a downpour, or
the daily sunrise after a long night, become miraculous when viewed through eyes of awareness. The
verses under study encourage exactly that awareness,  calling these natural  phenomena  signs (āyāt)  for
people who reflect.

The  philosophical perspective found in these verses a profound meditation on  order and purpose. We
observed how pairs and cycles suggest that the universe is not a chaotic jumble but an ordered cosmos.
The consistent behavior of nature – grains growing for food, genders pairing to reproduce, celestial bodies
keeping time – has led thinkers across civilizations to infer meaning and intentionality.  This aligns with
natural theology arguments: the  regularity of nature is intelligible and points to a rational principle or
Creator. For an interfaith reader, such verses build a bridge: whether one speaks of Tao, Logos, Brahman, or
God, there is a sensed unity behind nature’s diversity. The gratitude and reverence the Quran evokes are
attitudes  shared  by  anyone  who  has  stood  in  awe  of  a  starry  night  or  a  fertile  garden.  Moreover,
philosophically,  these signs remind us of our  place in the grand scheme.  Humans are beneficiaries of
processes we did not set up – we arrive to a world where food grows from the ground and light shines in
the sky.  Recognizing this  can cultivate  humility  and responsibility.  If  night  and day  do not  break their
covenant, perhaps we too must honor covenants with each other and with the Earth.

The theological perspective in this commentary highlighted core Islamic themes, such as tawhid (divine
oneness) and rubūbiyyah (divine providence/lordship). God in these verses is the one who gives life, orders
the heavens, and deserves gratitude. Yet we also drew connections to other traditions: the call to thankfulness
for nature’s bounty, the analogy of reviving earth to resurrection (echoed in Christian teachings and others),
and the portrayal of a faithful Creator who set the lights in the sky (paralleled in the Judaic tradition). Such
common threads underscore that while theology can differ in formulation, the experience of the sublime in
nature is universal.  The Quran specifically uses that universality:  “a sign for them,” it  says – not just for
believers but for all who observe. In Islamic belief, the natural world is an open scripture (often called the
“book of creation”) that complements the written scripture. Both are believed to originate from the same
Source, and thus they cannot truly contradict.  This integrative viewpoint encourages a Muslim to study
science with a sense of worship, and it encourages a scientist to approach nature with a sense of wonder –
an outlook many scientists of various faiths have indeed held.

In our modern age,  some see conflict  between scientific and spiritual  worldviews.  However,  verses like
Quran 36:33–40 show a model of harmony: they prompt empirical observation (look at the dead earth, the
phases of the moon…) and then transcendental reflection (…these are signs, be grateful, glory be to the One
who made this). Rather than asking us to reject reason or observation, the Quran often invites us to use
them as pathways to deeper understanding. In this commentary, we saw how updated scientific knowledge
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can enrich our  appreciation of  these ancient  verses –  for  instance,  knowing about  atomic  structure or
galactic orbits adds layers of awe to the phrase “all the pairs” or “the sun runs its course.” Conversely, the
spiritual message safeguards us from a cold, reductionist view of nature by re-infusing it with meaning and
purpose. 

As an interfaith audience, we can all stand together under the sky that unites us, feeling the same sun’s
warmth and guided by the same moon’s gentle light. We all eat from the produce of the same earth and
depend on the same water cycle. In that sense, these signs form a kind of common ground – a starting
point for dialogue and mutual reflection. One need not be a Muslim to appreciate the poetic truth that
“each floats in its orbit” and that we humans ought to be thankful for the providence that sustains us .
We may interpret  the signs differently  in  our respective religious frameworks,  but  the phenomena are
shared and the sense of wonder is a human heritage.

In closing, Quran 36:33–40 offers a  panoramic view of creation as a tapestry of signs. It beckons us to
read that tapestry with the curiosity  of  a scientist,  the insight of  a philosopher,  and the gratitude of  a
believer. Whether one approaches these verses as divine revelation or as literature, they carry a profound
reminder:  the  natural  world  is  full  of  lessons.  Life  emerging  from  dead  earth  teaches  hope  and
resurrection; the pairing in creation teaches balance and relationship; the cycling of celestial bodies teaches
order and trust in the future (dawn will come, spring will return). Such messages are especially pertinent in
times when humanity faces environmental and moral uncertainties – we are reminded that a higher order
underpins existence, and perhaps we too can find our orbit within that order. The Almighty who “lays down”
these  courses  is,  in  Islamic  belief,  also  compassionate  and  just;  recognizing  His  signs  should  lead  to
embodying those virtues. Ultimately, the commentary on these verses reveals a beautiful synergy: science
explains how the signs occur, philosophy ponders why they matter, and theology connects them to who is
behind them. When combined, they enrich our understanding and appreciation of the world – turning every
patch of green earth and every twinkling starry night into a book of wisdom open for us to read. 

Sources Cited: Quran 36:33–40 (translation by M.A.S. Abdel Haleem); various Quranic commentaries and
scientific references as indicated . 
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https://www.ndtv.com/science/nasa-shares-image-of-earths-terminator-heres-what-causes-this-phenomenon-6313085#:~:text=The%20Earth%27s%20terminator%20is%20the,during%20winter%20or%20summer%20months
https://www.ndtv.com/science/nasa-shares-image-of-earths-terminator-heres-what-causes-this-phenomenon-6313085
https://science.nasa.gov/sun/facts/#:~:text=The%20Sun%20orbits%20the%20center,trip%20around%20the%20Milky%20Way
https://science.nasa.gov/sun/facts/#:~:text=Measuring%20a%20%E2%80%9Cday%E2%80%9D%20on%20the,axis%20every%2036%20Earth%20days
https://science.nasa.gov/sun/facts/


Surah Yasin ayat 40 Tafsir Ibn Kathir | It is not allowable for the sun
https://surahquran.com/tafsir-english-aya-40-sora-36.html
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https://surahquran.com/tafsir-english-aya-40-sora-36.html#:~:text=It%20does%20not%20behove%20%E2%80%94,though%20they%20were%20rational%20beings
https://surahquran.com/tafsir-english-aya-40-sora-36.html#:~:text=The%20sun%20ought%20not%20gain,each%20describes%20its%20own%20orbit
https://surahquran.com/tafsir-english-aya-40-sora-36.html

	Commentary on Quran 36:33–40: Scientific, Philosophical, and Theological Perspectives
	Abstract
	Signs in the Lifeless Earth Brought to Life (Verses 33–35)
	“Glory be to Him Who Created All the Pairs” (Verse 36)
	Celestial Signs: Night and Day, Sun and Moon (Verses 37–40)
	The Sign of Night and the Stripping of Daylight (36:37)
	The Sun’s Appointed Course (36:38)
	The Moon’s Phases and the “Old Date-Stalk” (36:39)
	No Running Ahead: The Harmony of Sun, Moon, Night, and Day (36:40)

	Epilogue


