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Question

What do the noble scholars and jurists of Islamic law say about the following: Do
the awliya’ also possess the knowledge of the unseen? If so, then how do they
attain this knowledge, for they do not receive revelations (wahi)?

Answer
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The Ahl as-Sunnah believe that Allah Almighty has granted His Noble Prophets
knowledge of the unseen(lim al-ghayb), and that, through the medium and
blessings of the Holy Prophet &5, some beloved bondsmen of Allah and awliya’ are
also given some knowledge of the unseen. However, their knowledge is only a drop
from the ocean of the Prophet's knowledge. Furthermore, the knowledge of the
Prophets is gat T (definitive) because it is attained through revelation, as opposed
to the knowledge of the awliya’, whose knowledge is zannt (non-definitive) due to
being attained through kashf, ilham and through other similar sources. Accordingly,
denying the information given by the Prophets regarding matters of the unseen is
kufr (disbelief), whereas denying the information given by the awliya’ based on
their knowledge of the unseen is neither disbelief nor misguidance.
As for how the awliya’ attain knowledge of the unseen if they do not receive
revelations, the answer to this is that there are various sources through which they
can attain knowledge of the unseen. For example, (1) through a Prophet informing
them, (2) through an angel, (3) through a true dream (4) through ilham (through
Allah bestowing knowledge into a person's heart) (5) through kashf (Allah Almighty
lifting the veils, due to which one begins to see and hear things that are ordinarily
not visible or audible), firasah (reaching the reality of something by contemplating
its outward appearance), becoming aware of what is written in the Lawh Mahfiz
(preserved tablet), and other such means. Therefore, the awliya’ may also be
granted knowledge of the unseen through these means.
First, we will cite evidence from the Qur’an and hadith regarding the awliya’
attaining knowledge of the unseen. At the end, we will address the confusion
arising from a verse of Surah al-Jinn.
Evidence from the Qur’an Regarding the Awliya’ Attaining Knowledge of the
Unseen Through Various Sources:




There are numerous verses in the Noble Qur’an which prove that awliya’ possess
the knowledge of unseen. We will briefly cite four verse of the Qur’an:
(1) Jibril pyuieds informed Maryam s Jlsdl -, that she would have a son, ‘Isa .=
»>.Jl. This is knowledge of the unseen because knowing whether one will have a
son or a daughter is among the five matters of the unseen (the knowledge of the
five unseen matters which have been collectively mentioned in one verse).
Although this is among the five hidden matters, this knowledge was given to
Maryam L@;sgus‘&\w;,) through the medium of an angel, and Maryam L@»gw&\f, Is
not a Prophet, but rather a waliyah.
Jibril s>l e said to Maryam L@&Jma\&\w@)
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Translation (Kanz-Ul-‘Irfan): He said, "l am but a Messenger from your Lord that |
may grant you a pure son." (Part 16, Sirah Maryam, Verse 19)
(2) Angels informed Ibrahim >Jl« i< that Ishaq (>l le would be born, and Sarah
L@;&ijxu\wb) also heard this news. Hence, she also attained this knowledge of the
unseen through the angel, and Sarah L@;;dsus;“»\fj is clearly a waliyah.
Allah Almighty states:
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Translation (Kanz-Ul-‘Irfan): They (the angels) said, “Fear not." And they gave him
glad tidings of a learned son. So, his wife (Sarah) came crying out, then she struck
her face and said, "An old, barren woman (will bear a child)?" (Part 26, Strah al-
Zariyat, Verse 28-29)
(3) Similarly, Zakariyah .>..Ji. L= was given the glad tidings by an angel that Yahya
SJlds would be born, and his wife also came to know through this. This is an
example of attaining knowledge through the medium of an angel and a Prophet.
Allah Almighty states:
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Translation (Kanz-Ul-Irfan): O Zakariyya! Surely, We give you glad tidings of a boy
whose name is Yahya. (Part 16, Stirah Maryam, Verse 07)
(4) Similarly, Allah Almighty informed the mother of Miisa .s..Ji+ L= of events that
would occur concerning Musa >..Jl-s In the future, and knowledge of future events
is knowledge of the "unseen.” The exegetes state that this knowledge of the unseen
was attained through ilham, dreams, or through angels.
Allah Almighty states in Surah al-Qasas:
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Translation (Kanz-Ul-‘Irfan): And We inspired Miisa's mother, “Suckle him, so when
you fear for him then place him in the river, and neither fear nor grieve; indeed, We



shall return him to you and will make him among the Messengers." (Part 20, Surah
al-Qasas, Verse 7)
It is stated in Tafsir Nasaff:
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Translation: (And We inspired Miisa's mother) through ilham, dreams, or through
angels, just like Maryam L@;&Qu‘&\@o) was given knowledge. Neither is this a
revelation of Prophethood nor is she a Messenger. (Tafsir Nasafi, Vol. 02, p. 628,
Publ. Dar al-Kalim al-Tayyib, Beirut)
Ahadith Regarding the Awliya’ Attaining Knowledge of the Unseen Through Various
Means:
There are also a number of ahadith in the collections of hadith supporting the
aforementioned belief. Only four narrations will be mentioned here:
(1) A non-Prophet can attain knowledge of the unseen through true dreams.
Regarding this, the account of the father of Jabir <= Jsd .=, is narrated in Sahih
al-Bukhari, in which he called his son to him one night before the battle of Uhud
and informed him that | would be among the first martyrs. The following morning, it
happened just as he foretold. Keep in mind that the knowledge of how one will pass
away and the knowledge of anything that will happen in the future are matters of
the unseen; this knowledge was granted to a Companion. ‘Allamah Suyutt JLxBA\jJ\&u)
+\= stated regarding this that, according to al-Wagqidiy, Jabir's wd)usd‘:w\g@ father
saw a dream, and the Prophet & interpreted this dream to mean that he would be
martyred. This is the example of attaining knowledge of the unseen through a
Prophet & and through a dream.
It is narrated in Sahth Muslim:
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Translation: It is narrated from Abu Hurairah that the Prophet & said: The dream of
a Muslim is one portion of forty-five portions of prophethood. (Sahih Muslim, Vol.
07, p. 54, Hadtth No. 2263, Publ. Dar al-Taba‘ah al-‘Amirah, Turkey)
Under this hadtth, it is stated in Sharh al-Nawawi ‘Ala Muslim:
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Translation: It is possible for this to mean that they are given knowledge of the
unseen in their dreams. (Sharh al-Nawawt ‘Ala Muslim, Vol. 15, p. 21, Publ. Dar al-
lhya’ al-Turas al-‘Arabiy, Beirut)
Regarding the account of Jabir's wdﬁug&\f, father, it is narrated in Sahih al-
Bukhart:
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The summary of this has been mentioned above. (Sharh al-Bukhari, Vol. 02, p. 96,
Hadith No. 1351, Publ. Egypt)
Under this, ‘Allamah Suyuti writes:
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Translation: It is narrated in Mustadrak from al-Wagqidr: The reason he thought this
was because of a dream he had seen. He saw Mubashir Bin Abdul-Mundhir, who
was among those martyred at Badr, saying to him: You will be joining us in these
days. So, he told this dream to the Prophet &, and He said: “This is martyrdom."
(Al-Tawshih, Vol. 03, p. 1111, Publ. Maktabah al-Rushd, Riyadh)
(2) Through ilham, Abi Bakr <= Jsdl .-, had already previously told that his wife
would give birth to a daughter. Then, after his passing, she gave birth to Umm
Kulthim lg-s Jsdl 2.
It is stated in Muwatta Imam Malik:
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Translation: It is narrated from ‘A’ishah, the wife of the Prophet &5, that she said:
Abu Bakr al-Siddique said: Bint Kharijah is pregnant. | think that it will be a girl.
(Muwatta Imam Malik through the Riwayah of Yahya, Vol. 02, p. 752, Hadrth No. 40,
Publ. Dar Ihya’ al-Turas al-‘Arabiy, Beirut, Lebanon)
This account is narrated in Tarikh al-Khulafa’ with some additional words:
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Translation: It was inspired into my heart that she is a girl. Therefore, treat her with
goodness. Thereafter, Umm Kulstim Bint Abi Bakr u_@&gwd‘&\f, was born.
(Tarkh al-Khulafa’, Vol. 01, p. 67, Publ. Maktabah Nazzar Mustafa al-Baz)
(3) The account of ‘Umar ibn Khattab's <= Jsdl .-, is well known in which he came
to know of the unseen through kashf. He appointed Sariyah as the commander of
an army and sent him towards Nahavand. While the army was busy in battle, one
day ‘Umar wgu)m\w@ was delivering a sermon from the pulpit in Masjid Nabawi
and he said suddenly called out: |~z .. (O Sariyah, turn your back to the
mountains!) The people present in the mosque were astonished, thinking, Sariyah
ws Jwsdl >, was engaged in battle in Nahavand and it is hundreds of miles away
from Madinah. How did the Amir al-Mu’minin call out to him today? Some time
later, when a messenger of Sariyah w&w;&\f) arrived from Nahavand, he related
that when they were engaged in battle with the disbelievers, they were close to
being defeated. At that moment, they suddenly heard someone's voice calling out,
“0 Sariyah! Turn your back to the mountains!”
This narration is mentioned in Mishkat al-Masabrh with the following words:
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The translation and summary have been mentioned above. (Mishkat al-Masabih,
Vol. 03, p. 1678, Hadrth No. 5954, Publ. Al-Maktaba al-Islamt, Beirut)
(4) One source for knowledge of the unseen is firasah (insight). In relation to this,
there is an account of ‘Uthman wgw&\f, in which he recognized that the person
approaching had just stared at a non-mahram woman. So, he warned him by
saying, "Some people approach us while the effects of zina are present in their
eyes."
Regarding this firasah of a believer, it is narrated in Sunan Tirmizr:
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Translation: The Messenger of Allah # said: Beware of the firasah of a believer, for
indeed, he sees with the nir of Allah. (Sunan Tirmizi, Vol. 05, p. 335, Hadrth No.
3392, Publ. Dar al-Risalah al-‘Alamiyah)
It is stated in Migrat al-Mafatih:
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Translation: Firasah is a form of knowledge through which matters of the unseen
are unveiled by carefully contemplating on the signs apparent in outward forms.
(This is why it is said,) "Beware of the firasah of a believer, for indeed, he sees with
the nar of Allah. (Migrat al-Mafatih Sharh Mishkat al-Masabih, Vol. 01, p. 280, Publ.
Dar al-Fikr, Beirut)
It is stated in Tabgat al-Shafi ‘iyah al-Kubra:
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The summary of this has been mentioned above. (Tabgat al-Shafi‘iyah al-Kubra,
Vol. 2, p. 327, Publ. Hijr Lil-Taba‘ah Wal-Nash Wal-Tawz1")
Knowledge of the unseen which the awliya’ possess is zannt (non-definitive)
because it is commonly attained through firasah, dreams, etc. It is stated in Maram
al-Kalam:
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Translation: Awliya’ informing about matters of the unseen can be explained in
three different ways. The first explanation is that these are non-definitive
conclusions which they derive from their insight and dreams. The second is that
Allah Almighty unveils certain matters to their senses, such as ‘Umar m@wa‘&\u@
seeing the army at Nahavand and Sariyah wgsusf»\wz,) hearing him. Third, the Lawh
Mahfuz (preserved tablet) and the events of the world are unveiled to them; this is



accepted to be true according to the muhaqqiqin. (Maram al-Kalam Translated, p.
201, Publ. Farid Bookstall)
It is stated in Sharh al- ‘Aqga’id Ma ‘a al-Nibras:
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Translation: The judgement given by a Prophet is definitive on the basis of his
miracles, i.e., it is necessary for the judgement given by a Prophet to be definitive
and provide certainty, based on the fact that his miracles establish his truthfulness.
This differs from the case of a wali, whose judgment is not definitive. He can be
mistaken in his kashf. (Sharh al-‘Aqa’id Ma‘a al-Nibras, p. 481, Publ. Karachi)
It is stated in Bahar-e-Shari at:
NG 8157 o P e E W55 0 P 5 5@L”ru/%q~utwﬁ.,qa%"{(;y,t)utﬁf’(#
~&nq%d”/ﬁjgqu&/‘)y@%;a,«,wu/uéﬁ’;gpdu
Translation: The knowledge of the unseen is unveiled to them (the awliya’), and
many of them are made aware of matters of the past and future and are even aware
of what is inscribed on the Lawh Mahfuz. But all of this is bestowed upon them
through the medium of the Prophet. A non-Nabi cannot attain any knowledge of the
unseen without the medium of the Prophet. (Bahar-E-Shari at, Vol. 01, p. 268, Publ.
Maktaba-Tul-Madinah, Karachi)
It is stated in Ja’ al-Haq:
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Translation: Awliya’ are also given knowledge of the unseen through the blessings
of the Prophet &5. But their knowledge is through the medium of the Prophet &5,
and it is only a drop from the ocean of their knowledge. (Ja’ al-Haq Ma‘a Sa‘ld al-
Haq, p. 244, Publ. Maktaba Ghousiyah)
The Confusion Arising from the Verse of Surah al-Jinn and Its Explanation:
Verses 26-27 of Sirah al-Jinn: g;ngﬁ)\gﬂ\\ﬁt@&éj@bﬁ%%&)&;& (Kanz-Ul-
‘Irfan: Knower of the unseen, so He does not reveal His unseen to anyone except
His favored Messengers) (Part 29, Sarah al-Jinn, Verse 26-27) give rise to the
confusion that no one other than the Messengers can have knowledge of the
unseen because the verse only mentions the Messengers. Hence, this clearly
means that non-Messengers cannot have knowledge of the unseen.
The clarification to this confusion is that several verses and ahadith have just been
mentioned which establish that a non-Messenger also has knowledge of some
unseen matters. These are not the only evidences; rather, there are many more
proofs within the Qur’an and hadith as well. Therefore, if this verse of stirah al-Jinn
is understood to mean that no on other than the Messengers can have any




knowledge of the unseen, then this would contradict all of the above-mentioned
verses and ahadith, and this would result in apparent conflict and contradiction
within the meaning of the Qur’an, but the Qur’an is free from every kind of
contradiction in meaning. Therefore, it is necessary to understand this verse in a
manner that does not lead to conflict with the other verses and ahadith.
Accordingly, the scholars of Ahl as-Sunnah have stated that this is not referring to
the ‘unseen’ in an unrestricted sense, such that it would mean that matters of the
unseen are not disclosed to anyone other than the Messengers, thereby completely
negating the awliya’'s knowledge of the unseen. Rather, it refers to a particular type
of unseen which is exclusive to the Messengers, that is, there are certain matters of
the unseen that are not disclosed to anyone other than the Messengers. Or, it refers
to the knowledge of the exact time of the Day of Judgment, for knowledge of this
particular unseen matter is not given to anyone other than the Messengers. An
indication supporting this meaning is that the previous verse specifically mentions
the unseen concerning the Day of Judgment. Thus, the only conclusion that can be
drawn from the verse is that the awliya’ are not informed of certain matters of the
unseen, or specifically of the exact time of the Day of Judgment. It does not mean
that the awliya’ do not have knowledge of the unseen at all.
It is stated in Tafsir Sirat al-Jinan: )
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Translation: Rejection of those who don't accept that the awliya’ possess
knowledge of the unseen: The Mu‘tazilah sect used this verse to deny that the
awliya’ can possess knowledge of the unseen. While discussing the denial of the
miracles of the awliya’ by the Mu‘tazilah sect and refuting their corrupt doubts,
‘Allamah Sa‘duddin Taftazant 4.~ states in his book Sharh Magasid: The fifth
proof of the Mu‘tazilah is regarding the knowledge of the unseen. Those misguided
individuals claim that the awliya’ do not have knowledge of the unseen because
Allah Almighty states: "Knower of the unseen, so He does not reveal His unseen to
anyone except His favored Messengers.” Since being informed of the unseen is
specific to the Messengers, then how can the awliya’ possess knowledge of the
unseen? The scholars of Ahl as-Sunnah replied that “the unseen” mentioned here
does not refer to the unseen in an unrestricted sense, such that it would mean that
Allah does not inform anyone besides the Messengers of any knowledge of the
unseen, thereby establishing an absolute negation of the knowledge of the unseen
for the awliya’. Rather, it refers to "unseen” as a whole (in the sense that there are
certain matters of the unseen which are not known to anyone other than the
Messengers) or it specifically refers to knowledge of the exact time of the Day of
Judgement (meaning that others besides the Messengers are not informed of this
particular matter of the unseen). The contextual evidence for this is that the
previous verse also mentions the unseen matters relating to the Day of Judgement.
(Thus, all that can be inferred from the verse is that the awliya’ are not informed of
certain matters of the unseen, or specifically of the exact time of the Day of
Judgement; it does not mean that the awliya’ do not possess any knowledge of the
unseen whatsoever. If the following objection is raised: “Allah Almighty is making
an exception for the Messengers, stating that they are informed of those matters of
the unseen which others do not know, but if this is restricted to the matters of the
unseen relating to the Day of Judgement, then the Prophets will not be excluded
here for they are not told of the exact time of the Day of Judgement,” the reply
given is that) it is not unimaginable that some Messengers, from among the angels
or human beings, to be granted knowledge of the exact time of the Day of
Judgement. Therefore, the exception made here by Allah Almighty is valid.
‘Allamah Ahmad Sawr =~ i s states: There is no evidence in this verse for denying
the miracles of the awliya’ that are related to kashf. However, it is established that
the knowledge of the unseen granted to the noble Prophets is stronger than the
knowledge of unseen granted to the awliya’. This is because the noble Prophets




eSldlssshall o le receive knowledge of the unseen through revelation, which is free
from every deficiency, whereas the knowledge granted to the awliya’ does not have
the same status. This is why the ‘ismah (infallibility) of the noble Prophets s;lall &
Sl is necessary, whereas the ‘ismah of the awliya’ is only possible (which in
reality is referred to be as being protected).
‘Allamah Syed Na‘Tmuddin Muradabadr QJ&JL’S&&») states: Although the awliya’
are also granted knowledge of matters of the unseen, the knowledge of the
Prophets is far greater and more exalted than that knowledge of the awliya’ in
terms of kashf and injila’ (manifestation). Moreover, the knowledge attained by the
awliya’ is only through the mediation and blessings of the Prophets. The
Mutazilah are a misguided sect who do not affirm knowledge of the unseen for the
awliya’. Their view is false and contrary to numerous hadiths, and it is not accurate
for them to use this verse as evidence for their position. This has already been
indicated in the previous discussion. The Master of the Messengers and Seal of the
Prophets, Muhammad Mustafa & is the most exalted of all the chosen
Messengers. Allah Almighty granted him knowledge of all things, as is established
by authentic ahadrtth of Sihah (the six authentic books of hadith). This verse
establishes knowledge of the unseen for the Prophet & as well as for all the
chosen Messengers." (Tafsir Sirat al-Jinan, Vol. 10, pp. 405-406, Publ. Maktaba-
Tul-Madinah, Karachi)
Any understanding of a verse which leads to contradiction is unacceptable. Thus,
the great exegete ‘Allamah Abu Hafs Sirajuddin ‘Umar Bin ‘Alt Dimishqt, famously
known as Ibn ‘Adil, writes in his Tafsir:
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Translation: It is permissible to interpret the kalam of Allah in such a manner that
does not lead to contradiction or deficiency in it. (Al-Lubab F1 ‘Ulim al-Kitab, Vol.
17, p. 109, Publ. Dar al-Kutub al-* IImlyah Belrut)
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(Allah Almighty knows best and His Messenger .- 25l gade 2 M knows best.)
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