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Abstract:

This paper examines the two explicit Quranic uses of the term fifan (deluge): the great flood at
the time of Prophet Nih (al-°Ankabiit 29:14) and the tiifan sent upon Fir‘awn and his people (al-
A‘raf 7:133). Drawing on classical lexicographers and exegetes—including Ibn Faris, al-Zajjaj,
al-Razi, al-Tabart, and al-Maturidi—the paper traces the lexical range of titfan and its derivatives,
distinguishing between verbal noun and plural usages, and situates both events within the broader
Quranic framework of divine punishment. The paper demonstrates that while both events share
the term fifan, the deluge of Nith was a comprehensive, earth-encompassing flood of
unprecedented scale, whereas the tifan of Fir'awn’s people was one element among a series of

signs sent as warnings.
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Question:

What is the difference between the “Tiifan” of Nih, and the “Tafan” of Misa, upon them both

peace??

Answer:

Definitions and Usage

The word deluge (tufan) is explicitly mentioned twice in the Qur’an, in two Makkan surahs,
and described in detail in two other Makkan surahs, where the deluge is implied through its
consequences, such as drowning, or through other details.? The two specific references using tufan
are to the great flood at the time of Niih, upon him peace, and tufan that engulfed Fir‘awn

(Pharoah); and his people, who are characterized as arrogant criminals.*

Lexically, tufan is defined as water that covers (yaghsha) everything; it is akin to darkness
(zalam); the term is also used for great death (al-mawt al- ‘azim).> The Kifan grammarian Abi
al-*Abbas (d. 291/904) states that the word tifan is a verbal noun (masdar) similar to the words
rujhan and nugsan on the same scale, and thus it does not need to have a singular form.
However, al-Akhfash (d. 215/830) and the Basran grammarians in general, consider tifana to be

its singular form.% This difference is highlighted by Abii Muhammad ‘Abd al-Haqq b. Ghalib

2 Questions are reproduced verbatim and have not been edited from their original form of submission.
3 Hud 11:40-44; al-Qamar 54:11-16.
4 Ibid
3 al-‘Ankabiit 29:14; al-A ‘raf 7:133.
6 “AlTb. Isma ‘1l b. Sida al-MursT (Ibn Sida), al-Muhkam wa al-Muhit al-A zam, ed. ‘Abd al-Hamid Hindaw1, 11 vols.
(Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah, 2000), 9:244.
al-Khalil b. Ahmad al-Farahidt, Kitab al- ‘Ayn, ed. Mahdi al-Makhziimi and Ibrahtm al-Samarra’1, 8 vols. (Beirut: Dar
wa Maktabat al-Hilal, n.d.), 7:458.
Muhammad b. Mukarram b. ‘Ali, Jamal al-Din Ibn Manziir, Lisan al- ‘Arab, with marginal notes by al-Yaziji and
others, 15 vols. (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1994), 9:227.
Muhammad Murtada al-Husaynt al-Zabidi, 7@ al- ‘Aras min Jawahir al-Qamiis, ed. a group of specialists, 40 vols.
(Kuwait: Wizarat al-Irshad wa al-Anba’ and al-Majlis al-Watani li-I-Thaqafah wa al-Funiin wa al-Adab, 1965-2001),
24:107.
Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Azhari, Tahdhib al-Lugha, ed. Muhammad ‘Awad Mur‘ib, 80 vols. (Beirut: Dar Ihya’ al-
Turath al-‘Arabi, 2001), 14:25.
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Ibn ‘Atiyya (d. 541/1147) who states that the plural form refers to multiple punishments (‘ugiibat
wa anwa min al- ‘adhab) sent by Allah so that they may take heed and turn to Allah, and the
verbal noun generally refers to anything that encircles (‘am fi kull shay’ yatiif); it is used by the
Arabs for abundance of water and torrential rain.” Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 606/1210) reinforces
this difference, stating that the majority takes the meaning of the word titfan to be abundant rain,
as narrated by Ibn ‘Abbas (d. 68/687), thus inferring that it is in the form of a verbal noun,
though there are exegetes who argue for the BasrT position il

The Basran linguistic virtuoso, Abi Ishaq Ibrahim b. Muhammad b. al-SirrT al-Zajjaj (d. 311/923)
adds that the word tifan is applied to anything that is plentiful (kathir), encompassing (muhit), and
enclosing (mutif) of everything around it. Other lexicographers expand the scope of the usage of

tiffan to include mass killings (al-gat! al-dhari ‘) and widespread death (al-mawt al-jarif).*"

Although fifan is derived from f-w-f, which connotes something encircling another
(dawaran al-shay’) and surrounding it completely (yuhaff bih), and subsequently carrying it away
(vuhmal ‘alayh),'™ the same root is used in the Qur’an to denote several other semantic aspects of
meanings of the derivatives of the root. For example, “Going round (yatiif) and serving them are
immortal youths”; “There is no sin for him to circumambulate (yattawwaf) between the two”!!.
There is also the metaphorical usage of the derivative ¢a if to refer to Satan’s casting of thoughts
as a trap and Divine punishment, “Indeed, those who are God-fearing, when touched with a passing

impulse (¢@ 'if) from Satan, remember and thereafter they see the right path™!2; “Then, there whirled

around it a whirl (fa-fafa ‘alayha ta’if) from your Lord, while they were asleep!'?, which refers to

7 Abd al-Haqq b. Ghalib b. ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Tammam Ibn ‘Atiyyah al-Andalust, al-Muharrar al-Wajiz fi Tafsir
al-Kitab al- ‘Aziz, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam ‘Abd al-Shaft Muhammad, 5 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Tlmiyyah, 2002),
2:443.

al-Husayn b. Mas‘td al-Baghawi, Ma ‘alim al-Tanzil fi Tafsir al-Quran (Tafsir al-Baghawi), ed. Muhammad ‘Abd
Allah al-Nimr, ‘Uthman Jum‘ah Dumayriyyah, and Sulayman Muslim al-Harash, 8 vols. (Riyadh: Dar Tayyibah,
1997), 3:270.

8 Muhammad b. ‘Umar al-Raz, Mafatth al-Ghayb (al-Tafsir al-Kabir) (Beirut: Dar Ihya’ al-Turath al-‘Arabi, 1999—
2000), 14:346.

? Ahmad b. Yusuf al-Samin al-Halabi, al-Durr al-Masin fi ‘Ulim al-Kitab al-Makniin, ed. Ahmad Muhammad al-
Kharrat (Damascus: Dar al-Qalam, 2011-2012), 5:433.

19 Ahmad b. Faris b. Zakariyya, Mu jam Maqayis al-Lugha, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam Muhammad Hariin (Cairo—Beirut:
Matba‘at Mustafa al-Babi al-Halabl wa Awladih, 1969-1972), 3:432.

! al-Wagi‘ah 56:17; al-Insan 76:19.

12 al-Baqarah 2:158.

13 al-A‘raf 7:201.

. DARULQASIM.ORG
IN THE QUEST fOR RORE RNOWLEDGE



April 2025

the destruction of the crops of those who wanted to exclude the poor and needy from their harvest,
where the word #a if is understood as standing for punishment (‘adhab, amr, and tarig).'*"" Al-

Farra’ (d. 207/822) said, “¢ta 'if does not occur except at night”.!3Vil

Muhammad b. Isma‘1l al-Bukhar1 (d. 256/870) uses bab tifan min al-sayl as a chapter
heading in his Sahih which is explained by its commentator, Abii Muhammad Mahmiid b. Ahmad
b. Miisa b. Ahmad b. Husayn Badr al-Din al-"Ayni (d. 855/1451) as a construct in which the words
tufan and sayl are not synonymous; rather, the former is a type of the latter. Al-*Ayni also mentions

a hadith in which the Prophet, peace be upon stated, “The deluge (a/-tifan) is death (al-mawt).”

16viii
Deluge as Divine Punishment

The two verses where fiifan (deluge) is used are in relation to

1. The great flood at the time of Niih, upon him peace: And indeed We sent Nih to his people.
He remained among them a thousand years, less fifty years; then deluge (fiifan) seized

them, for they were wrongdoers (zalimiin)”'7; and

ii.  The people of Fir'awn (Pharoah): “So we sent upon them the deluge (fiifan) and locusts
and grasshoppers and frogs and blood—as clear signs. But they were arrogant, criminals

(mujrimin)”.!®

The great flood at the time of Prophet Nih, upon him peace, has been described in al-Qamar 54:11-

12 as,

Thus We opened the gates of the sky, with torrential water (ma’ munhamir). And We
caused the earth to burst forth with springs ( ‘uyiin), then the waters converged to fulfil that
which had been decreed.

14 < Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Ali al-Jawzi, Zad al-Masir ft Ilm al-Tafsir, ed. ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Mahdi (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab
al-‘Arabt, 2001-2002), 2:181.

15 Ibid, 4:323.

16 Mahmiid b. Ahmad Badr al-Din al-‘Ayni1, ‘Umdat al-Qart Sharh Sahth al-Bukhart (Beirut: Dar Thya’ al-Turath al-
‘Arabi, 1420/2000), 15:296.

17 al-* Ankabit 29:14

18 al-A‘raf 7:133
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This reference occurs in Siirah al-Qamar, which opens with a cataclysmic sign of the end of world,
with the moon splitting, “the Hour has drawn near and the moon has split asunder”, and it then
proceeds to mention different types of punishments to nations who rejected their Prophets. The
first are the people of Niih, then the ‘Ad, who received a thundering wind (r7h sarsar), then the
Thamid, who received a single blast (sayha wahida), followed by the people of Liit, peace be upon
him, receiving pellets (hdsib) from above, and the House of Pharaoh (4! Fir ‘awn) who were seized
with a vehement grasp (akhdh ‘aziz mugqtadir). al-°Ankabiit 29:40 has an implied reference to

drowning by deluge, which is mentioned along with other Divine punishments to different nations:

Each of them (the nations mentioned), We seized due to their sins. Of them are those to
whom We sent pellets (hdasib), and of them are those who were seized by the blast (al-
sayha), and of them are those whom We caused to be swallowed by the earth (khasafna
bihi al-ard), and of them are those whom We caused to be drowned (aghragna). Yet never

would Allah wrong them, but it was they who wronged themselves.

Al-Razi links the four punishments mentioned in this verse with the four elements (al- ‘anasir al-
arba ‘ah)—fire, wind, earth, and water. He notes that humans (a/-insan) are formed by these four
elements and their livelihood (giwamuhu) and survival (baga 'uhu) is dependent upon these as well.
Thus, when Allah decided to destroy a nation, He used the very means of human existence for

their destruction. !

Al-Tabart (d. 310/923), al-Maturidi (d. 333/944) , al-Zamakhshart (d. 538/1144), al-
Baydaw1 (d. 685/1286), al-Nasafi (d. 710/1310), and al-Mahalli (d. 864/1459) all mention that
nations being referred to in al-*Ankabiit 29:40 with the phrase “And of them We caused to drown”
are the nations of Niih and Fir‘awn and his people.??* The Divine punishment for each nation was

due to their sin, and it came upon them at the height of their disbelief.

19 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 25:56-57.
20 Muhammad b. Jarir al-Tabari, Jami ‘ al-Bayan ‘an Ta 'wil Ay al-Quran, ed. ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abd al-Muhsin al-
Turki, in collaboration with Markaz al-Buhiith wa al-Dirasat al-Islamiyyah (Dar Hajar), 26 vols. (Cairo: Dar Hajar,
2001), 18:403.
Muhammad b. Muhammad al-Maturidi, Ta ‘wilat Ahl al-Sunna, ed. Majdi Basallim, 10 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub
al-‘Ilmiyyah, 2005), 8:228.
Mahmid b. ‘Umar al-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf ‘an Haqd'iq Ghawamid al-Tanzil wa ‘Uyan al-Agawil fi Wujiih al-
Ta 'wil, 4 vols. (Cairo—Beirut: Dar al-Rayyan li al-Turath; Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 1987)« 3:454.

5

. DARULQASIM.ORG
IN THE QUEST fOR RORE RNOWLEDGE



April 2025

Niih, Allah bless him and grant him peace, is mentioned by name 43 times in the Qur’an
in 28 strahs. Of these 28 siirahs, 13 of them provide some type of description regarding the deluge,
unlike the deluge of the People of Pharaoh, which has only a few details mentioned in the Qur’an.
Certain surahs allude to the tiafan through the word punishment (‘adhab) in al-A‘raf 7:59, 25:37,
or penalty (‘igab) in Ghafir 40:5. al-Anbiya’ 21:76-77 provides reasons for their punishment,
mention Nuh’s great anguish (al-karb al-'azim) and the evilness of his people (gawm su’).
However, the two most descriptive verses where the flood is mentioned are in Siira Hiid and Siira

al-Qamar:

Until Our command came to pass, and the hearth erupted (fara al-tannir). We
commanded to Nuh: Carry in the Ark mates of every living pair and your family
except for those whom the word of destruction has gone forth and whoever has
believed. None had believed but a few. Nih said to them: Embark (irkabi) in it, in
the name of Allah, wherein shall be its course and its arrival. Surely my Lord is
All-Forgiving, All-Compassionate. Thus it ran (tajr7) with them amid waves (mawy)
like mountains (al-jibal), and Nuh called out to his son who was in a place apart
(ma zil): O my dear son! Embark (irkab) with us and do not be with the disbelievers.
He said: I shall take shelter in a mountain that will protect me from the waters. Nih
said: Today there is no protection from Allah’s punishment ( ‘@sim) except on whom
He shows mercy. And the waves came between them and he was among those
drowned (mughragin). And it was said: O earth! Swallow (ibla‘T) up your waters!
And, O sky! cease (aqli 7) your rain. So the water sided (ghida) and the matter
concluded. And the Ark settled upon Mount Judi. And it was said: Away with the

wrongdoing people!

Thus, We opened wide the gates of the sky (abwab al-samad’), with water
outpouring (ma’ munhamir). And We cause the earth to gush (fajjarna al-ard) forth
with springs (‘uyiin). Thus the waters (of the sky and earth) met upon a matter

‘Abd Allah b. “Umar al-Baydaw1, Anwar al-Tanzil wa Asrar al-Ta 'wil, ed. Muhammad ‘Abd al-Rahman al-

Mar ‘ashlt (Beirut: Dar Ihya’ al-Turath al-*Arabi, 1998), 4:195.

‘Abd Allah b. Ahmad al-Nasafi, Madarik al-Tanzil wa Haqd iq al-Ta 'wil, ed. Yusuf “All Badiwi, rev. and intro.
Muhy1 al-Din Dib Musti, 3 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Kalim al-Tayyib, 1998), 2:677.

Jalal al-Din al-Mahall1 and Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti, Tafsir al-Jalalayn (Cairo: Dar al-Hadith), 526.
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predetermined. And We carried him upon (a vessel) made of wooden planks and
nails, running under the care of Our (watchful) Eyes as a reward for one who had
been belied. Indeed, We left it as a sign (a@yah), so is there anyone to remember?
See how severe My punishment (‘adhabi) was and (how true) My warnings

(nuzur).?!

“The waters (al-ma’) met (iltaqd) at a time predetermined”, the word al-ma’, plural miyah and
amwah, has singular and plural usages. In this verse, it is used in plural form, because the word
iltaqd negates the singular form, denoting the water of the sky and the water of the earth.??*
Additionally, it is read in the dual form (al-ma’an) in the recitation (harf) of Ibn Mas‘ad (d.
32/652), Allah be pleased with him.?* Also, the word munhamir gives the connotation that the rain
was profuse (kathrah) and continuous (tatdbu ‘), some mention that it lasted forty days.?** Ibn
‘Abbas, Allah be well-pleased with him and his father, mentions another effect of the rain: “Prior
to the deluge, [that part of] the earth did not have any rivers (nahr)or oceans (bahr). Due to this
reason, the people of Nih, mocked him for building a ship. Furthermore, it is said that the water
in the oceans now is but the reminisce of the deluge (bagiyyah al-tiifan).>>*1 These narrations,
though attributed to Ibn “Abbas, may apparently contradict clear text such as al-Nahl 16:15, which
speaks about Allah creating the earth and then making it inhabitable with mountains firm (rawasi),
rivers (anhar), and paths (subul) for human benefit. Al-Maturidi presents one possible
reconciliation, and that is that water on earth was underground in wells (abar) prior to the great

26xiv

deluge.

This deluge covered the entire earth (jami‘ al-ard) according to the predominant position

of the exegetes, contrary to what others assert.>’*" This plays a role in different aspects of life on

21 al-Qamar 54:11-16; Hud 11:40-44.
22Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Ansart al-Qurtubi, al-Jami ‘ li-Ahkam al-Quran, ed. Ahmad al-Bardiint and Ibrahtm Atfish,
20 parts in 10 vols. (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyyah, 1964), 17:132.
23 .
Ibid
24 al-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, 4:434.
25 al-Qurtubi, al-Jami ‘ li-ahkam al-Quran, 9:33.
‘All b. Muhammad al-Mawardi, al-Nukat wa al- ‘Uyin, ed. al-Sayyid Ibn ‘Abd al-Maqsiid b. ‘Abd al-Rahim, 6 vols.
(Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah), 2:471.
26 al-Maturidi, Ta ‘wildt, 6:488.
27 1sma‘1l b. ‘Umar Ibn Kathir, Tafsir al-Quran al- ‘Azim, 9 vols, ed. Muhammad Husayn Shams al-Din (Beirut: Dar
al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah, 1998), 4:280.
7

. DARULQASIM.ORG
IN THE QUEST fOR RORE RNOWLEDGE



April 2025

Earth, such as human lineage, because Allah states, “And it was his offspring that We made the
sole survivors (hum al-bagin)”.2®! On this basis, postdiluvian humanity is traced exclusively to
Nih, upon him peace. This premise was not confined to exegetical discourse alone but was also
operative within juristic reasoning, as evidenced by the discussions of the fuqaha’. For example,
al-Jassas (d. 370/981) argues that if all genealogical connection (nasab) were treated as legally
operative, then all of Banii Adam (Humanity) would be encompassed within the rulings of kinship,
since they are united through Niah—and before him, Adam—upon them peace. As he notes, this
is untenable, thereby necessitating a more restricted, legally meaningful definition of kinship
(rahim), namely that which entails prohibitions in marriage. Additionally, animal (and plant)
genealogy is also traced back to the inhabitants of the ship.?*Vii Furthermore, Iblis was also
considered on board, and he came to Niih, peace be upon him, to seek asylum since there was no
place of refuge besides the ship, but when Niih, upon him peace, refused, Iblis argued that he had
been given respite till an appointed day and thus Nith was directed through revelation to let him
board; this underscores the fact that revelation (wahy) is not dictated by human reasoning (giyas
al-khalg).3*ii The deluge also affected the structure of the Ka ‘ba, “Remember when Ibrahim and
Isma’1l reestablished (yarfa ) the foundations of the House of Allah...” which were swept away
(maha "atharah) by the deluge during the time of Niih, peace be upon him.3** However, there are
also narrations that mention how the construction was not harmed by the deluge due to Allah

raising and protecting it.

‘Umar b. ‘Al Ibn ‘Adil al-Hanbali al-Dimashqi, al-Lubab fi ‘Ulim al-Kitab, 20. vols, ed. ‘Adil Ahmad ‘Abd al-
Mawjud and ‘Alt Muhammad Mu‘awwad (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Tlmiyyah, 1998), 10:492.
Ibrahim b. ‘Umar al-Biqa ‘1, Nazm al-Durar fi Tanasub al-Ayat wa al-Suwar, 22 vols, supervised by Muhammad ‘Abd
al-Mu‘1d Khan. (Hyderabad: Da’irat al-Maarif al- 'Uthmaniyyah, 1969—-1984), 18:473.
Muhammad al-Tahir Ibn ‘Ashiir, al-Tahrir wa al-Tanwir: Tahrir al-Ma ‘nd al-Sadid wa Tanwir al- ‘Aql al-Jadid min
Tafsir al-Kitab al-Majid, 30 vols. (Tunis: al-Dar al-Ttnisiyyah li al-Nashr, 1984), 12:75.
28 al-Saffat 37:77.
Ibn ‘Ashiir, al-Tahrir, 23:131.
29 Ahmad b. ‘Ali Abu Bakr al-Razi al-Jassas, Ahkam al-Quran, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam Muhammad ‘Ali Shahin, 3 vols.
(Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah, 1994), 2:60.
30°Abd al-Karim b. Hawazin b. ‘Abd al-Malik al-Qushayri, Lata’if al-Isharat/ Tafsir al-Qushayri, ed. Ibrahim al-
Basyiini (Egypt: al-Hay’ah al-Misriyyah al-‘Ammah li-1-Kitab, 3rd ed.), 2:136.
31 al-Baqarah 2:127.
Mugqatil b. Sulayman al-Azdrt al-Balkhi, Tafsir Mugatil b. Sulayman, ed. ‘Abd Allah Mahmiid Shahhatah (Beirut: Dar
Thya’ al-Turath, 1st ed., 1423/2002), 3:122.

8
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Deluge: Divine Punishment for Fir ‘awn and His People

The ayah citing Fir'awn’s drowning in the ocean (al-yamm), along with his armys, is not
the divine punishment of the deluge mentioned in al-A‘raf 7:133. The Madanian jurist, Malik b.
Anas (d. 179/795), states, “The nine signs (@yat) which can be interpreted as miracles (mu jizat),
deterrents (takhwifat), and warnings (inzarat) that Allah gave Miisa were the deluge, locusts,
grasshoppers, frogs, (water turning into) blood, the staff, his hand, (splitting of the) ocean, and
(Divine encounter atop the) mountain.” Ibn Rushd (d. 595/1198) clarifies that this was narrated
through Ibn ‘Abbas, but instead of ocean and mountain, he mentions years (of drought) and the
decaying of crops.>*** In order for the people to believe and to also establish firm proof against
them, intervals of 30 days were given between each one of these clear signs (bayyinat).>*** The
variation in punishments arises from the diverse forms of disbelief (funiin al-mukhalafat); they
did not merely reject Miisa and Hartin, peace be upon both of them, but also perpetrated

injustices in numerous other ways 3#ii

The word tifan, in the context of Miisa, is not expounded upon in the Qur’an which is
precisely why tafsir literature does not decisively limit the meaning of it to be rain or flood.
However, al-Baydaw1 specifies that the fiifan was water, in the form of rain or flood, that flooded
their homes and destroyed their crops. The weaker opinions (gil) are that tifan refers to smallpox
(al-judari), epidemic (al-mawtan), or plague (al-ta iin).3>* Al-Suddi (d. 128/745) detailed the
stronger opinion, stating, “Not a drop of water affected Bant Isra’1l; rather, the flood only entered
the homes of the Coptic (al/-gibt) and the water reached their necks. It continued to flood for seven
days, some say forty days, until they beseeched Miisa to supplicate to his Lord to remove this
calamity from them and that they would believe. Thus, the tifan was removed, but they still did

not believe . 30xxiv

32 Abii al-Walid Muhammad b. Ahmad b. Rushd al-Qurtubt, al-Bayan wa-I-Tahstl wa-I-Sharh wa-I-Tawjith wa-I-Ta ‘il
li-Masa’il al-Mustakhraja, ed. Muhammad Hajji et al., 20 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 2nd ed.,
1408/1988,18:19.

33 Mugatil, Tafsir, 2:57.

3% al-Qushayri, Lata if al-Isharat, 1:560-561.
35 al-Baydawi, Anwar al-Tanzil, 3:30.

36 al-Qurtub, al-Jami’, 7:268.
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