Believing in Allah 

- Part Three -
Knowing Allah through His Names & Attributes

In the Qur’an

The most famous ayat which is referred to regarding the topic of “Asma’ wa Siffat
” is from Surah Hashr:

He is Allвh, than Whom there is Lв ilвha illa Huwa (none has the right to be worshipped but He) the All-Knower of the unseen and the seen (open). He is the Most Beneficent, the Most Merciful.  He is Allвh than Whom there is Lв ilвha illa Huwa (none has the right to be worshipped but He) the King, the Holy, the One Free from all defects, the Giver of security, the Watcher over His creatures, the All-Mighty, the Compeller, the Supreme. Glory be to Allвh! (High is He) above all that they associate as partners with Him.  He is Allвh, the Creator, the Inventor of all things, the Bestower of forms. To Him belong the Best Names. All that is in the heavens and the earth glorify Him. And He is the All-Mighty, the All-Wise. (Al-Hashr 59:22-24)

How Many Names?

Although only 11 names are mentioned in this ayat, in terms of a number of names for Allah, the most commonly quoted hadith indicates that there are 99:

Abu Hurayrah said that the Prophet (saw
) said, “Allah has ninety-nine names, one hundred less one.  Whoever counts them will enter Paradise.  Allah is Witr (odd-numbered) and loves Al-Witre (that which is odd numbered
.) (Bukhari & Muslim)

Is that all?  Of course not!  According to Ibn Uthaimeen, there are 216 names and attributes mentioned in the Quran and authentic hadith.  This can be understood better in the light of this hadith narrated by Ibn Mas’ud, who said that the Prophet (saw) said, “No slave is ever afflicted with distress or grief but that he says, “O Allah!  I am Your slave, son of Your slave, son of Your female slave. My forelock is in Your Hand, Your command over me is forever executed and Your decree over me is just.  I ask You by every Name belonging to You which You have named Yourself with, or taught to any of Your creation, or revealed in Your Book, or You have preserved in the knowledge of the unseen with You, to make the Qur’an the life of my heart and the light of my breast, a departure for my sorrow and a release for my anxiety”. And if he/she says this du’a then Allah will take away his distress and grief and replace them with joy. (Ahmad – also found in Hisnul Muslim #34)
From this du’a it becomes obvious that there is no limit to Allah’s names and attributes and that we have been given knowledge of only a few of them.

The Principle of Understanding Asma’ wa Siffat
The view of Ahl Sunnah is summed up by Ibn Taymiyyah:

“The basic principle regarding this matter is that Allah is to be described as He has described Himself and as His Messenger (saw) has described Him – both in terms of affirmation and negation.  We affirm for Allah what He has affirmed for Himself and we deny for Him what He has denied for Himself.”  

This is further summed up by Allah in the Noble Qur’an: And (all) the Most Beautiful Names belong to Allвh, so call on Him by them, and leave the company of those who belie or deny (or utter impious speech against) His Names. They will be requited for what they used to do. (Al-A'raf 7:180)

The General Principles of Understanding

1. All names & attributes are accepted and treated the same

· We do not deny any of Allah’s names/attributes

· We do not affirm anything unless Allah has affirmed it in the Qur’an and/or authentic hadith

2. Speaking about the attributes of Allah is like speaking about His Essence

· Allah’s existence and His Essence are unique 
· Both His Names and Attributes are unmatched in perfection or by anything else

· Nothing of His creation resembles His names/attributes 

3. Just because things share the same name, they may not necessarily share the same attributes

· An elephant, a human, a dog, a mouse & an ant all have ears – but none of the share the same physical attributes or abilities

· This will also apply in Paradise – we will be given apples and oranges to eat, but they will not resemble (in any way) the fruits of Earth which share the same name

4. Allah cannot be described in terms of negation/limits

· Everything we know of Allah is what He has affirmed for us and we do not take away anything that He has affirmed by negating it or denial: For Allвh is the highest description  (16:60)
· The method of negation in the Qur’an is one which distinguishes Allah as being ‘above’ His creation: And indeed We created the heavens and the earth and all between them in six Days and nothing of fatigue touched Us. (Qaf 50:38)
5. Qur’an & Sunnah versus the words of mankind

· We ONLY take the words of the Qur’an and authentic hadith as proof for descriptions of Allah’s names & attributes

· Under NO circumstances do we allow for the conjecture of human beings

6. Denial of the names and attributes caused by anthropomorphism
· This is when a person imagines the attributes of Allah to be similar in kind to human actions – for example, Allah’s ‘rising over the throne’ or ‘descending to the lowest heavens’ 

· When a person realizes that his/her mind is becoming corrupt they tend to deny the whole thing – for example, he/she might disbelieve that Allah ‘rose’ or ‘descended’ – this is called Ta’teel

7. There is no ambiguity in the names and attributes

· The attributes of Allah (such as ‘rising’ or ‘descending’) are known actions and words that we understand
· In order to NOT fall into kufr, we accept and believe in these actions of Allah but do NOT ask “how” 

8. The apparent meaning is what is accepted – without need of finding different interpretations

· Some words in Arabic carry a dual meaning (also in English)

· SO, we do not choose a specific interpretation unless the meaning is apparent from the grammatical structure of a Quranic verse, or there is an explicit proof for interpretation from an authentic hadith

· Example: ‘Ayn can mean ‘eye’ or ‘natural water spring’

· In English: Knife can mean the physical object, or it can mean to stab someone

9. Ta’weel

· Choosing a specific interpretation of a word which in not apparent/obvious – based on an authentic proof

· The opposite of this is La’ib (playing), where people take the attributes of Allah as poetical metaphors 

Choosing the Names of Allah

We must only choose the names that have been authentically reported, rather than using our own judgment which may be flawed.  For example, a person can look at the following ayat:

· Verily, the hypocrites seek to deceive Allâh, but it is He Who deceives them. (4:142)
· They have forgotten Allâh, so He has forgotten them. (At-Tawbah 9:67)
· Allâh mocks at them. (Al-Baqarah 2:15)

and then claim that among Allah’s names are “deceiver, forgetful, mocker” and, of course, this is totally baseless and false.
The Greatest Name of Allah
The Messenger of Allah (saw) heard a man making du’a saying, “O Allah, I ask of You by the fact that You are Allah…”  The Prophet (saw) commented, “He has called upon Allah by His Greatest Name, which if He is asked by it, He gives and if He is called upon it, He responds.” (Tirmidhi)

The Secrets of Allah’s Names
In short, there are none.  Many people are involved in strange practices surrounding Allah’s names – whether making dhikr or making du’a – all of which is baseless.  

Upon this we remind ourselves of what the Prophet (saw) said, “Whoever innovates a matter in this deen (Islam) will have it rejected.” (Bukhari) and “Whoever attributes words/actions to me which he/she has no right to do, then let him/her take his/her seat in the hellfire.” (Bukhari).

The Benefits of Knowing His Names & Attributes
1. They bring us closer to Allah, by helping us know more about Him and understand our close relation to Him

2. We can praise Allah the way He wants, not the way we think: 
· O you who believe! Remember Allâh with much remembrance. (Al-Ahzab 33:41)
3. Making Du’a to Allah in the appropriate manner:
· And (all) the Most Beautiful Names belong to Allâh, so call on Him by them. (Al-A'raf 7:180)
4. Making one’s heart closer to Allah
Deviation & Deviators
One of the main reasons deviation occurs is due to people thinking that they can, by themselves, decide how to describe Allah by their own understanding.  This is a false approach – how can we describe something that we don’t know?  Can I allow someone who doesn’t know me to describe my personality?  Of course not – as Allah mentions about Himself: Do you know better or does Allâh? (Al-Baqarah 2:140)
1. Misinterpretation of Allah’s Names and Attributes and Denial of them
· And when it is said to them: "Prostrate to the Most Beneficent (Allâh)! They say: "And what is the Most Beneficent? (Al-Furqan 25:60)
2. Anthropomorphism

3. Deniers:

a. The Jahamiyah deny the names of Allah and describe Him only in terms of negation

b. The Mu’tazilah affirm the words but not the meaning of the words – for example, He is Raheem (Most Merciful) without Rahmah (Mercy)

c. The Ash’arees affirm only 7 attributes: life, knowledge, power, will, hearing, seeing and speech

d. Philosophers (Ahl Kalaam) categorized the names and attributes and caused confusion among the people

� The difference between names and attributes is that a name of Allah would be, for example, Ar-Rahman (the Merciful) and the associated attribute would be Allah has Mercy.


� Sal’Allahu ‘Alayhee wa Salaam – May the Peace and Blessings of Allah be upon him


� Hence the Sunnah of everything being odd numbered – how many times we make du’a, how many times we make dhikr, etc.





