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                Abstract: The Qur’an has repeatedly emphasised the importance of knowledge ('ilm) and praised those who know (alladhina ya’lamuna). Meanwhile, knowledge in the Qur'an should not be mixed with the everyday or dictionary meanings of the term, much less with science or information. We should keep in mind that the Qur'an has its own definition and usage of terms, which also includes knowledge and those who possess it. This paper clarifies what the Qur'an considers as knowledge and its people.

                 The Qur’anic Context

                The Qur'an has used the term knowledge and its derivatives - especially when as a verb - in a variety of contexts and meanings. For example, many verses talk about God teaching (ta’lim) matters pertaining to true beliefs and beneficial practices to Adam, various messengers, the Prophet, and all people.1 Given that God takes credit for being the teacher of how to write, it can be deduced that all knowledge is attributable to God and He is the only source of knowledge according to the Qur'an.

                Knowledge in the Qur'an most often refers to knowledge of God's scriptures and revelations.2 Therefore, sometimes the Qur'an refers to the idolaters as "Those who have no knowledge”3 distinguishing them from the People of the Book. Among the principal missions of all prophets, especially the Prophet Muhammad, one was to recite the signs of God to the people and teach them (ta’lim) the Book and wisdom.4 These verses specify that the Prophet teaches them what they could not know otherwise, and without which they were in manifest error:

                
                  وَيُعَلِّمُكُمْ مَا لَمْ تَكُونُوا تَعْلَمُونَ

                

                
                  
                    …And he teaches you what you were not to know. (2:151)
                  
                

                
                  وَإِنْ كَانُوا مِنْ قَبْلُ لَفِي ضَلَالٍ مُبِينٍ

                

                
                  
                    …And earlier they had indeed been in manifest error. (3:164)
                  
                

                
                  وَإِنْ كَانُوا مِنْ قَبْلُ لَفِي ضَلَالٍ مُبِينٍ

                

                
                  
                    …And earlier they had indeed been in manifest error. (62:2)
                  
                

                However, this knowledge, though necessary, is not enough for one's salvation unless it is complemented by another role of the prophets: "to purify them."5 Otherwise,

                
                  مَثَلُ الَّذِينَ حُمِّلُوا التَّوْرَاةَ ثُمَّ لَمْ يَحْمِلُوهَا كَمَثَلِ الْحِمَارِ يَحْمِلُ أَسْفَارًا ۚ بِئْسَ مَثَلُ الْقَوْمِ الَّذِينَ كَذَّبُوا بِآيَاتِ اللَّهِ ۚ وَاللَّهُ لَا يَهْدِي الْقَوْمَ الظَّالِمِينَ

                

                
                  
                    The example of those who were charged with the Torah, then failed to carry it, is that of an ass carrying books. Evil is the example of the people who deny Allah’s signs, and Allah does not guide the wrongdoing lot. (62:5)
                  
                

                The element of purification transforms the mental accumulation of facts into an inner realisation, which would be inseparable from acting upon those teachings. Otherwise, Satan is indeed a very knowledgeable creature.6

                The Qur'an also specifies that the Prophet was unschooled (ummi) and did not read or write.7 This confirms the above idea that schooling, reading, and writing are not exclusive conditions for acquiring knowledge in its laudable Qur'anic sense. In fact, they are not even enough conditions as the Qur'an says:

                
                  مَثَلُ الَّذِينَ حُمِّلُوا التَّوْرَاةَ ثُمَّ لَمْ يَحْمِلُوهَا كَمَثَلِ الْحِمَارِ يَحْمِلُ أَسْفَارًا ۚ بِئْسَ مَثَلُ الْقَوْمِ الَّذِينَ كَذَّبُوا بِآيَاتِ اللَّهِ ۚ وَاللَّهُ لَا يَهْدِي الْقَوْمَ الظَّالِمِينَ

                

                
                  
                    The example of those who were charged with the Torah, then failed to carry it, is that of an ass carrying books. Evil is the example of the people who deny Allah’s signs, and Allah does not guide the wrongdoing lot. (62:5)
                  
                

                A similar example can be seen in verses 7:175-177.

                
                  وَاتْلُ عَلَيْهِمْ نَبَأَ الَّذِي آتَيْنَاهُ آيَاتِنَا فَانْسَلَخَ مِنْهَا فَأَتْبَعَهُ الشَّيْطَانُ فَكَانَ مِنَ الْغَاوِينَ

                

                
                  
                    And recite to them the narrative of him to whom We give Our communications, but he withdraws himself from them, so the Shaitan overtakes him, so he is of those who go astray (7:175)
                  
                

                
                  وَلَوْ شِئْنَا لَرَفَعْنَاهُ بِهَا وَلَٰكِنَّهُ أَخْلَدَ إِلَى الْأَرْضِ وَاتَّبَعَ هَوَاهُ ۚ فَمَثَلُهُ كَمَثَلِ الْكَلْبِ إِنْ تَحْمِلْ عَلَيْهِ يَلْهَثْ أَوْ تَتْرُكْهُ يَلْهَثْ ۚ ذَٰلِكَ مَثَلُ الْقَوْمِ الَّذِينَ كَذَّبُوا بِآيَاتِنَا ۚ فَاقْصُصِ الْقَصَصَ لَعَلَّهُمْ يَتَفَكَّرُونَ

                

                
                  
                    And if We had pleased, We would certainly have exalted him thereby; but he clung to the earth and followed his low desire, so his parable is as the parable of the dog; if you attack him he lolls out his tongue; and if you leave him alone he lolls out his tongue; this is the parable of the people who reject Our communications; therefore relate the narrative that they may reflect. (7:176)
                  
                

                
                  سَاءَ مَثَلًا الْقَوْمُ الَّذِينَ كَذَّبُوا بِآيَاتِنَا وَأَنْفُسَهُمْ كَانُوا يَظْلِمُونَ

                

                
                  
                    Evil is the likeness of the people who reject Our communications and are unjust to their own souls. (7:177)
                  
                

                The connection between knowledge, scripture and God's guidance is best summarised in the following verse, addressed to Prophet Muhammad:

                
                  مَا كُنْتَ تَدْرِي مَا الْكِتَابُ وَلَا الْإِيمَانُ وَلَٰكِنْ جَعَلْنَاهُ نُورًا نَهْدِي بِهِ مَنْ نَشَاءُ مِنْ عِبَادِنَا ۚ وَإِنَّكَ لَتَهْدِي إِلَىٰ صِرَاطٍ مُسْتَقِيمٍ

                

                
                  
                    You did not know what the Book is, nor what is faith; but We made it a light that We may guide by its means whomever We wish of Our servants (42:52)
                  
                

                The knowledge that we accumulate / Is a burden on our back;

                It's not ours to stay, / But we think we have no lack.8

                 The Athibutes Of The People Of Knowledge

                The advantage of the people of knowledge over others is expressed rhetorically in the verse:

                
                  قُلْ هَلْ يَسْتَوِي الَّذِينَ يَعْلَمُونَ وَالَّذِينَ لَا يَعْلَمُونَ

                

                
                  
                    …Say, ‘those who know equal to those who do not know?’… (39:9) 
                  
                

                Based on the context of this very verse, knowledge here concerns knowledge of God and His attributes and is not separable from fear of the Hereafter, hope in God's mercy and observing night vigils in worship:

                
                  أَمَّنْ هُوَ قَانِتٌ آنَاءَ اللَّيْلِ سَاجِدًا وَقَائِمًا يَحْذَرُ الْآخِرَةَ وَيَرْجُو رَحْمَةَ رَبِّهِ ۗ قُلْ هَلْ يَسْتَوِي الَّذِينَ يَعْلَمُونَ وَالَّذِينَ لَا يَعْلَمُونَ ۗ إِنَّمَا يَتَذَكَّرُ أُولُو الْأَلْبَابِ

                

                
                  
                    'Is he who is humble in the watches of the night, prostrating and standing, apprehensive of the Hereafter and hoping for the mercy of his Lord? Say, ‘Are those who know equal to those who do not know?' Only those who possess intellect take admonition (39:9)
                  
                

                It is also implied that the advantage of 'those who know' over 'those who do not know’ is assuming that all other things are equal (ceretis paribus), meaning that neither side has any advantage over the other side in other traits and arenas. This is confirmed by the idea that those believers who are blessed with knowledge are elevated more in rank than other believers.

                
                  يَا أَيُّهَا الَّذِينَ آمَنُوا إِذَا قِيلَ لَكُمْ تَفَسَّحُوا فِي الْمَجَالِسِ فَافْسَحُوا يَفْسَحِ اللَّهُ لَكُمْ ۖ وَإِذَا قِيلَ انْشُزُوا فَانْشُزُوا يَرْفَعِ اللَّهُ الَّذِينَ آمَنُوا مِنْكُمْ وَالَّذِينَ أُوتُوا الْعِلْمَ دَرَجَاتٍ ۚ وَاللَّهُ بِمَا تَعْمَلُونَ خَبِيرٌ

                

                
                  
                    O you who believe! when it is said to you, Make room in (your) assemblies, then make ample room, Allah will give you ample, and when it is said: Rise up, then rise up. Allah will exalt those of you who believe, and those who are given knowledge, in high degrees; and Allah is Aware of what you do. (58:11). 
                  
                

                The same can be said about the famous hadith about the ink of the scholars overweighing the blood of the martyrs on the Day of Judgement: It is assuming equal conditions and the equality of the two groups otherwise.9

                Following the above, there are many verses that censure the Jewish and Christian scholars for their defiance, corruption, and lack of submission to the truth. These scholars are contrasted with those People of the Book who have the same qualities as those mentioned in verse 39:9 above:

                
                  لَيْسُوا سَوَاءً ۗ مِنْ أَهْلِ الْكِتَابِ أُمَّةٌ قَائِمَةٌ يَتْلُونَ آيَاتِ اللَّهِ آنَاءَ اللَّيْلِ وَهُمْ يَسْجُدُونَ

                

                
                  
                    Among the People of the Book is an upright nation; they recite Allahs signs in the watches of the night and prostrate. (3:113)
                  
                

                
                  يُؤْمِنُونَ بِاللَّهِ وَالْيَوْمِ الْآخِرِ وَيَأْمُرُونَ بِالْمَعْرُوفِ وَيَنْهَوْنَ عَنِ الْمُنْكَرِ وَيُسَارِعُونَ فِي الْخَيْرَاتِ وَأُولَٰئِكَ مِنَ الصَّالِحِينَ

                

                
                  
                    They have faith in Allah and the Last Day and bid what is right and forbid what is wrong, and are active in [performing] good deeds. They are among the righteous. (3:114)
                  
                

                
                  وَمَا يَفْعَلُوا مِنْ خَيْرٍ فَلَنْ يُكْفَرُوهُ ۗ وَاللَّهُ عَلِيمٌ بِالْمُتَّقِينَ

                

                
                  
                    And whatever good they do, they will not go unappreciated for it, and Allah knows best the Godwary (3:115)
                  
                

                This shows that knowledge alone is not a virtue, unless it is coupled with faith and good deeds. It also shows that the qualities mentioned in this verse are universal virtues that are not bound to Islam and the Muslims, as Imam al-Hassan al-'Askari said, "Indeed, reaching God, Mighty and Majestic is He, is a journey that cannot be achieved except by using the night as a mount."10 Worship and contemplation in the night is among the key elements of spiritual growth in all religions and schools of spirituality.

                Other qualities of the people of knowledge can be deduced from these verses:

                
                  نَّمَا يَخْشَى اللَّهَ مِنْ عِبَادِهِ الْعُلَمَاءُ

                

                
                  	
                    
                      
                        Only those of Allah’s servants having knowledge fear Him (35:28)
                      
                    

                  

                

                
                  إِنَّ الَّذِينَ أُوتُوا الْعِلْمَ مِنْ قَبْلِهِ إِذَا يُتْلَىٰ عَلَيْهِمْ يَخِرُّونَ لِلْأَذْقَانِ سُجَّدًا

                

                
                  	
                    
                      
                        Indeed those who were given knowledge before it when it is recited to them, fall down in prostration on their faces (17:107)
                      
                    

                  

                

                
                  وَيَقُولُونَ سُبْحَانَ رَبِّنَا إِنْ كَانَ وَعْدُ رَبِّنَا لَمَفْعُولًا

                

                
                  
                    And say; ‘Immaculate is our Lord! Indeed Our Lords promise is bound to be fulfilled’ (17:108)
                  
                

                
                  وَيَخِرُّونَ لِلْأَذْقَانِ يَبْكُونَ وَيَزِيدُهُمْ خُشُوعًا

                

                
                  
                    Weeping, they fall down on their faces, and it increases them in humility' (17:109)
                  
                

                
                  يُحْكِمُ اللَّهُ آيَاتِهِ ۗ وَاللَّهُ عَلِيمٌ حَكِيمٌ

                

                
                  	
                    
                      
                        Allah confirms His signs, and Allah is All-knowing, All-wise... (22:52)
                      
                    

                  

                

                
                  وَلِيَعْلَمَ الَّذِينَ أُوتُوا الْعِلْمَ أَنَّهُ الْحَقُّ مِنْ رَبِّكَ فَيُؤْمِنُوا بِهِ فَتُخْبِتَ لَهُ قُلُوبُهُمْ ۗ وَإِنَّ اللَّهَ لَهَادِ الَّذِينَ آمَنُوا إِلَىٰ صِرَاطٍ مُسْتَقِيمٍ

                

                
                  
                    That those who have been given knowledge may know that it is the truth from your Lord, and so they may have faith in it, and their hearts may be humbled before Him. Indeed Allah guides those who have faith to a straight path (22:54)
                  
                

                
                  بَلْ هُوَ آيَاتٌ بَيِّنَاتٌ فِي صُدُورِ الَّذِينَ أُوتُوا الْعِلْمَ

                

                
                  	
                    
                      
                        Rather, it [the Qur'an] is [present as] manifest signs in the breasts of those who have been given knowledge (29:49)
                      
                    

                  

                

                
                  وَيَرَى الَّذِينَ أُوتُوا الْعِلْمَ الَّذِي أُنْزِلَ إِلَيْكَ مِنْ رَبِّكَ هُوَ الْحَقَّ وَيَهْدِي إِلَىٰ صِرَاطِ الْعَزِيزِ الْحَمِيدِ

                

                
                  	
                    
                      
                        Those who have been given knowledge see that what has been sent down to you from your Lord is the truth and [that] it guides to the path of the All-mighty, the All-laudable (34:6)
                      
                    

                  

                

                Overall, knowledge may be found with or without faith. In the former case it magnifies the rank and virtue of the faithful:

                
                  يَرْفَعِ اللَّهُ الَّذِينَ آمَنُوا مِنْكُمْ وَالَّذِينَ أُوتُوا الْعِلْمَ دَرَجَاتٍ

                

                
                  
                    …Allah will raise those of you who have faith and those who have been given knowledge in rank" (58:11)
                  
                

                
                  وَالَّذِينَ يُحَاجُّونَ فِي اللَّهِ مِنْ بَعْدِ مَا اسْتُجِيبَ لَهُ حُجَّتُهُمْ دَاحِضَةٌ عِنْدَ رَبِّهِمْ وَعَلَيْهِمْ غَضَبٌ وَلَهُمْ عَذَابٌ شَدِيدٌ

                

                
                  
                    In the latter case, knowledge will only render the person defenceless in God's court of justice, will close all the doors of excuse on him, and will intensify his punishment (42:16). 
                  
                

                Following one's desire despite having knowledge of the truth will seal one's heart and lead the person astray:

                
                  أَفَرَأَيْتَ مَنِ اتَّخَذَ إِلَٰهَهُ هَوَاهُ وَأَضَلَّهُ اللَّهُ عَلَىٰ عِلْمٍ وَخَتَمَ عَلَىٰ سَمْعِهِ وَقَلْبِهِ وَجَعَلَ عَلَىٰ بَصَرِهِ غِشَاوَةً فَمَنْ يَهْدِيهِ مِنْ بَعْدِ اللَّهِ ۚ أَفَلَا تَذَكَّرُونَ

                

                
                  
                    Have you seen him who has taken his desire to be his god and whom Allah has led astray despite his knowledge, and set a seal upon his hearing and his heart, and put a blindfold on his sight? So who will guide him after Allah? Will you not then take admonition? (45:23).
                  
                  11
                

                The verses that praise knowledge and those who know pertain to knowledge when accompanied by purification and practice.

                Knowledge to a soul that's not clean and clear / Is like a bandit getting hold of a spear.

                It's better to give a sword to a violent goon / Than teaching knowledge to a soul not in tune.12

                 How To Acquire True Knowledge

                The inseparability of 'knowledge' from practice and purification is what distinguishes it from 'information'. The mere acquaintance with certain concepts and theories does not make one among "those who know': True knowledge is what drives a person to worship in the middle of the night. It is this knowledge which is a light that God throws in the hearts of His servants, and which should be acquired by the reality of servitude, as Imam al-Sadiq told 'Unwan al-Basri when he asked the Imam to teach him knowledge. The lmam said:

                Knowledge is not a matter of education. Rather, it is a light that shines upon the heart of one whom God, Bounteous and Exalted is He, wills to guide. So if you want knowledge, you should first seek out the reality of servitude in yourself. Seek knowledge by acting upon it. Ask God for understanding, and He will grant you understanding.

                The Imam then continued to define three components for the reality of servitude:

                
                  	
                    A servant should not see any ownership for himself in what God has bestowed upon him. That is because servants do not have any possessions. Instead, they see wealth as the wealth of God, and they use it as God has ordered.

                  

                  	
                    A servant should not make any plans for himself.

                  

                  	
                    The sole engagement of a servant should be to observe the prescription and proscription of God, Exalted He is.

                  

                

                Thus, when a servant does not see any ownership for himself in what God has bestowed upon him, it will become easy for him to give charity in a cause that God has ordered. When a servant entrusts the direction and planning of himself to his Director and Planner, the tribulations of this world will become easy for him. And when a servant engages himself in what God has prescribed and proscribed, he will have no time to boast or dispute with the people.

                When God honours a servant with these three, this world, Satan, and the people will become easy on him [i.e. he will not be troubled by these things]; he will neither seek this world to take pride in, nor [will he seek it] in worldly rivalry with others; he will not seek what the people have for the sake of ascendancy or vainglory; and he will not pass his days in vain. That would be the first degree of self­ restraint. God, Bounteous and Exalted is He, said:

                
                  تِلْكَ الدَّارُ الْآخِرَةُ نَجْعَلُهَا لِلَّذِينَ لَا يُرِيدُونَ عُلُوًّا فِي الْأَرْضِ وَلَا فَسَادًا ۚ وَالْعَاقِبَةُ لِلْمُتَّقِينَ

                

                
                  
                    "That is the abode of the Hereafter which We shall grant to those who do not desire to ascendancy in the earth nor any mischief, and the outcome will be in favour of the Godwary"(28:83).
                  
                  13
                

                 Summary

                When knowledge is used as a positive quality in the Qur'an, its first and foremost application can be interpreted as knowledge of scripture, revelation, and God's guidance. It is not a matter of schooling and formal education, and it is not separable from self-purification, worship, and God-fear. Of course, other forms of knowledge are not wrong or worthless, but they should not make us feel needless of God's teaching and revelation:

                
                  فَلَمَّا جَاءَتْهُمْ رُسُلُهُمْ بِالْبَيِّنَاتِ فَرِحُوا بِمَا عِنْدَهُمْ مِنَ الْعِلْمِ وَحَاقَ بِهِمْ مَا كَانُوا بِهِ يَسْتَهْزِئُونَ

                

                
                  
                    When their apostles brought them manifest proofs, they exulted in the knowledge they possessed, and they were besieged by what they used to deride (40:83).
                  
                

                I wish the son of Noah didn't know how to swim; / He would've had more incentive to embark with him.

                I wish like a baby he was completely in need, / So that like a baby he would cry and plead.

                If he was less loaded with apparent knowledge, / The knowledge of revelation he would accept and acknowledge.14
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