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Question 16: The Angels and free-will
Question: We know that some angels do nothing but worship Allah (awj). Is this worship of theirs
performed of their own freewill? If not, does Allah (awj) have need of such worship?

Brief Answer
No beneﬁt from any creature’s worship—whether it has freewill or not—reaches Allah (awj). Rather
worship that is offered out of freewill is the cause for the spiritual advancement of the worshipper.
However, for creatures that worship Allah (awj) without freewill, such as the angels, their worship is
simply an intrinsic part of their existence. Their subservience to Allah (awj) stems from their perception of
His greatness, and does not beneﬁt Allah (awj) in the least.

Detailed Answer
Angels are supernatural beings. We can only know of their existence by way of revelation or through
individual supernatural experience. Angels are immaterial and can therefore not be described
quantitatively or qualitatively. However, they can appear in human form. The Qur`an speaks of Mariam’s
 encounter with the Noble Spirit when she saw it in human form.1 It also tells us of the angels who
visited Ibrahim ( )عand Lut ( )عin the form of men.2 Additionally, it is narrated that Jibra`il would appear
before the Prophet Muhammad ( )صin the form of Dahyah al-Kalbi, the Prophet’s milk-brother.
We know that angels are limited beings that vary from individual to individual. Some are consigned with
the responsibility of meting out punishment in this world, some in Purgatory (al-Barzakh), and some in
the Hereafter. Some are entrusted with the task of writing the deeds of men, and some write the decrees
of Allah (awj).
Some manage the day-to-day affairs of the cosmos, and some are messengers who carry divine
revelation. Some inspire the hearts of men and some are protectors and helpers of the believers. Some
have higher rank and give orders to others. Some are responsible for sustenance, some for rain, and
some take the souls of people when they die. In the same vein, some angels are perpetually in a state of

prostration, some continually bow, and some forever glorify Allah (awj).
Some eternally circumambulate the Ka’bah and pay tribute to the graves of the Friends of Allah (awj).
Some seek forgiveness and intercession for the believers. Others curse the disbelievers, pagans,
hypocrites and staunch opponents of the Prophet’s household. In all cases, each angel is assigned a
speciﬁc task. He neither has power to perform more than what he has been commanded nor to fall short
of his task.
The essence of worship (‘ibadah) is to display servitude (‘ubudiyyah) to one’s master. One’s display of
servitude is directly proportional to his perception of Allah’s (awj) greatness. Such a display, therefore, is
an indication of the spiritual perfection of the creature, not a deﬁciency in the Creator. It is not necessary
that any beneﬁt from a creature’s worship reach Allah (awj) in order for Allah (awj) to be able to say that
His purpose in creating man and jinn was that they worship him. Rather, the fact that their creation is an
awesome display of Allah’s (awj) inﬁnite power and endless beneﬁcence is enough.
If a creature has freewill, his worship will result in a puriﬁcation of his soul and his gradual advancement
through the ranks of servitude. Therefore, the beneﬁt of his worship returns to himself not to Allah (awj)
in such a way that were he not to worship Allah (awj), he would not harm Allah (awj) in the least. Rather,
if he fails to worship Allah (awj), it is himself will be harmed!
Apparently, some of the angels also questioned whether Allah (awj) needs worship done out of freewill.
When Allah (awj) informed them that that He would create a regent on earth, they said,
“We already sing your praises. Why would you create someone on earth who will cause
corruption and spill blood?” So Allah bestowed on Adam His special knowledge—a knowledge
that the angels were incapable of learning. The angels proclaimed, “We possess no knowledge
except that which you have taught us.” They thereby conceded their own inferiority to Adam ()ع
and fell down in prostration before him.3
It is obvious that the worship that issues from freewill is more valuable than worship to which one is
compelled. The former is the actualization of one’s potential while the latter is simply a result of one’s
stagnant and constant present state in which there is no room for future development and from which the
slightest slip means a fall to perdition.
Imam ‘Ali b. Abi Talib ( )عdescribes the angels in the following way: “You have created the angels and
placed them in the heavens. They do not feel fatigue nor are they oblivious nor do they sin. Among all
Your creatures, they know the most about You, are most fearful of You, are the nearest to You, and the
most obedient … Their intellect does not err. Their bodies do not tire. Neither did they issue from loins
nor were they concealed by wombs.
They were not created from ﬁlthy semen. You created them in a special way and placed them in the
heavens. Through their nearness to You is an honour for them. With Your revelation You entrusted

them. From sickness and tribulations You protected them. From sin You puriﬁed them. If You had not
empowered them, they would have no power. If You had not made them constant, they would have no
constancy. If it were not for Your mercy, they would not obey You. And if it were not for You, they would
not exist.
However, despite their station, obedience, nearness to You, and unwavering attention to You and Your
commands, if You were to reveal a glimmer of Your reality—a reality that You have kept hidden from
them, their actions would seem insigniﬁcant, they would be ashamed of themselves, and they would
know that they have not worshipped You as You deserve to be worshipped. Gloriﬁed are You who are
the Creator, the Object of Worship, and the One who tests his servants.”4
A reﬂection of Imam ‘Ali b. Abi Talib’s ( )عwords make three issues clear:
1. The secret behind their worship: The angels’ worship of Allah (awj) is a natural consequence of their
experiential knowledge of Allah (awj). However, because their existential capacity is limited, their
knowledge of Allah (awj) is also limited.
2. The secret behind the aforementioned objection of the angels when Adam ( )عwas created: The root
of this objection was their limited knowledge.
3. The secret behind their admission and prostration before Adam ()ع: When it became clear to them
that they were incapable of understanding the reasons behind Allah’s (awj) actions, they admitted to this
shortcoming and prostrated before Adam.
To recap, because the freewill of angels is not like that of man, their worship does nothing to raise their
station. However, if they were to abandon their worship, they would fall. Their worship stems from their
knowledge of Allah’s (awj) greatness on one hand and their own insigniﬁcance on the other. No beneﬁt
from their worship reaches Allah (awj). Rather their worship is a manifestation of Allah’s (awj)
omnipotence.
1. Surat Maryam (19), Verses 16-19:
} ﻦﻤﺣﻮذُ ﺑِﺎﻟﺮﻋ اّﻧ ا ﻗَﺎﻟَﺖ.ﺎﻮِﻳا ﺳﺸَﺮﺎ ﺑ ﻟَﻬﺜﱠﻞﻨَﺎ ﻓَﺘَﻤوﺣﺎ رﻬﻟَﻴﻠْﻨَﺎ اﺳرﺎ ﻓَﺎﺎﺑﺠ ﺣﻬِﻢوﻧ دﻦ ﻣ ﻓَﺎﺗﱠﺨَﺬَت.ﺎﻴﻗﺎﻧًﺎ ﺷَﺮﺎ ﻣﻬﻠﻫ اﻦ ﻣﺬَتﻧْﺘَﺒذْ ا اﻢﻳﺮﺘَﺎبِ ﻣْ اﻟ ﻓﺮاذْﻛو
ﺎﻴﺎ زَﻛﻣ ﻟَﻚِ ﻏُﻼﺐﻫِﻚِ ِﻻﺑ رﻮلﺳﻧَﺎ رﺎ اﻧﱠﻤ ا ﻗَﺎل.ﺎﻴ ﺗَﻘﻨﺖنْ ﻛﻨْﻚَ ا{ ﻣ
2. Surat Hud (11), Verses 69-81:
} ﻴﻔَﺔً ﻗَﺎﻟُﻮا ﻻ ﺧﻢﻨْﻬ ﻣﺲﺟوا وﻢﻫﺮَ ﻧﻪﻟَﻴ اﻞ ﺗَﺼ ﻻﻢﻬﺪِﻳﻳى ااﺎ ر ﻓَﻠَﻤ.ٍﻴﺬﻨ ﺣﻞﺠ ﺑِﻌﺎءنْ ﺟ اﺎ ﻟَﺒِﺚ ﻓَﻤمﻼ ﺳﺎ ﻗَﺎلﻣﻼى ﻗَﺎﻟُﻮا ﺳﺸْﺮ ﺑِﺎﻟْﺒﻴﻢاﻫﺮﺑﻠُﻨَﺎ اﺳ رتﺎءﻟَﻘَﺪْ ﺟو
ﺬَانﱠ ﻫﺨًﺎ ا ﺷَﻴﻠﻌﺬَا ﺑﻫﻮزٌ وﺠﻧَﺎ ﻋاﺪُ وﻟاﻠَﺘَﺎ اﻳﺎ و ﻳ ﻗَﺎﻟَﺖ.ﻘُﻮبﻌ ﻳﺎقﺤﺳ ااءر وﻦﻣ وﺎقﺤﺳﺎ ﺑِﺎﻧَﺎﻫﺸﱠﺮ ﻓَﺒﺖﺤﺔٌ ﻓَﻀﻤ ﻗَﺎﺋﺗُﻪاﺮاﻣ و. ﻟُﻮطم ﻗَﻮَﻟﻠْﻨَﺎ اﺳرﻧﱠﺎ ا اﺗَﺨَﻒ
م ﻗَﻮﺎدِﻟُﻨَﺎ ﻓﺠى ﻳﺸْﺮ اﻟْﺒﺗْﻪﺎءﺟعُ وو اﻟﺮﻴﻢاﻫﺮﺑ اﻦ ﻋﺐﺎ ذَﻫ ﻓَﻠَﻤ.ٌﺠِﻴﺪﻴﺪٌ ﻣﻤ ﺣﻧﱠﻪﺖِ اﻴ اﻟْﺒﻞﻫ اﻢﻠَﻴ ﻋﺎﺗُﻪﻛﺮﺑ وﻪﺔُ اﻟﻤﺣ رﻪﺮِ اﻟﻣ اﻦ ﻣﺒِﻴﻦﺠﺗَﻌ ﻗَﺎﻟُﻮا ا.ﺠِﻴﺐ ﻋءَﻟَﺸ
ﺎقﺿ و ﺑِﻬِﻢءﻠُﻨَﺎ ﻟُﻮﻃًﺎ ﺳﺳ رتﺎءﺎ ﺟﻟَﻤ و.ٍوددﺮ ﻣﺮ ﻏَﻴﺬَاب ﻋﻴﻬِﻢ آﺗﻢﻧﱠﻬاِﻚَ وﺑ رﺮﻣ اﺎء ﻗَﺪْ ﺟﻧﱠﻪﺬَا ا ﻫﻦ ﻋﺮِضﻋ اﻴﻢاﻫﺮﺑﺎ ا ﻳ.ﻴﺐﻨ ﻣاهو اﻴﻢﻠ ﻟَﺤﻴﻢاﻫﺮﺑنﱠ ا ا.ﻟُﻮط
 ﻓوﻧ ﺗُﺨْﺰﻻ وﻪ ﻓَﺎﺗﱠﻘُﻮا اﻟﻢَ ﻟﺮﻃْﻬ اﻦ ﻫﻨَﺎﺗ ﺑءﻻﻮ ﻫمﺎ ﻗَﻮ ﻳﺎتِ ﻗَﺎلِﯩﻴﻠُﻮنَ اﻟﺴﻤﻌﺎﻧُﻮا ﻳ ﻛﻞ ﻗَﺒﻦﻣ وﻪﻟَﻴﻮنَ اﻋﺮﻬ ﻳﻪﻣ ﻗَﻮهﺎءﺟ و.ﻴﺐﺼ ﻋمﻮﺬَا ﻳ ﻫﻗَﺎلﺎ وﻋ ذَرﺑِﻬِﻢ
ﻧﱠﺎﺎ ﻟُﻮطُ ا ﻗَﺎﻟُﻮا ﻳ.ٍ ﺷَﺪِﻳﺪﻦﻛ رَﻟ آوِي اوةً ا ﻗُﻮﻢِ ﺑنﱠ ﻟ ا ﻟَﻮ ﻗَﺎل.ُﺎ ﻧُﺮِﻳﺪ ﻣﻠَﻢﻧﱠﻚَ ﻟَﺘَﻌا وﻖ ﺣﻦﻚَ ﻣﻨَﺎﺗ ﺑﺎ ﻟَﻨَﺎ ﻓ ﻣﺖﻤﻠ ﻗَﺎﻟُﻮا ﻟَﻘَﺪْ ﻋ.ٌﻴﺪﺷ رﻞﺟ رﻢْﻨ ﻣﺲﻟَﻴ اﻔﻴﺿ
ٍ ﺑِﻘَﺮِﻳﺐﺢﺒ اﻟﺼﺲﻟَﻴ اﺢﺒ اﻟﺼﻢﺪَﻫﻋﻮنﱠ ﻣ اﻢﻬﺎﺑﺻﺎ اﺎ ﻣﻬﻴﺒﺼ ﻣﻧﱠﻪﺗَﻚَ ااﺮ اﻣﻻﺪٌ اﺣ اﻢْﻨ ﻣﺖﻠْﺘَﻔ ﻳﻻ وﻞ اﻟﻠﱠﻴﻦ ﻣﻄْﻊﻚَ ﺑِﻘﻠﻫﺮِ ﺑِﺎﺳﻚَ ﻓَﺎﻟَﻴﻠُﻮا اﺼ ﻳِﻚَ ﻟَﻦﺑ رﻞﺳ{ ر
3. Surat al-Baqarah (2), Verses 30-33:
} ﺎ ﻻ ﻣﻠَﻢﻋ اّﻧ ا ﻟَﻚَ ﻗَﺎلﻧُﻘَﺪِّسﺪِكَ وﻤ ﺑِﺤِﺢﺒ ﻧُﺴﻦﻧَﺤ وﺎءﻚُ اﻟﺪِّﻣﻔﺴﻳﺎ وﻴﻬﺪُ ﻓﻔْﺴ ﻳﻦﺎ ﻣﻴﻬ ﻓﻞﻌﺗَﺠﻴﻔَﺔً ﻗَﺎﻟُﻮا اضِ ﺧَﻠر اﻻ ﻓﻞﺎﻋ ﺟّﻧ اﺔﺋﻼﻠْﻤﻚَ ﻟﺑ رذْ ﻗَﺎلاو
ﻴﻢﻠ اﻟْﻌﻧْﺖﻧﱠﻚَ اﺘَﻨَﺎ اﻠﱠﻤﺎ ﻋ ﻣﻻ ﻟَﻨَﺎ اﻠْﻢ ﻋﺎﻧَﻚَ ﻻﺤﺒ ﻗَﺎﻟُﻮا ﺳ.ﻴﻦﺎدِﻗ ﺻﻨﺘُﻢنْ ﻛء اﻻﻮ ﻫﺎءﻤﺳ ﺑِﺎﻮﻧﻧْﺒِﯩ ا ﻓَﻘَﺎلﺔﺋﻼ اﻟْﻤَﻠ ﻋﻢﻬﺿﺮ ﻋﺎ ﺛُﻢﻠﱠﻬ ﻛﺎءﻤﺳ اﻻم آدﻠﱠﻢﻋ و.َﻮنﻠَﻤﺗَﻌ

{اﻟْﺤﻴﻢ .ﻗَﺎل ﻳﺎ آدم اﻧْﺒِﯩﻬﻢ ﺑِﺎﺳﻤﺎﺋﻬِﻢ ﻓَﻠَﻤﺎ اﻧْﺒﺎﻫﻢ ﺑِﺎﺳﻤﺎﺋﻬِﻢ ﻗَﺎل اﻟَﻢ اﻗُﻞ ﻟَﻢ اﻧّ اﻋﻠَﻢ ﻏَﻴﺐ اﻟﺴﻤﻮاتِ واﻻرضِ واﻋﻠَﻢ ﻣﺎ ﺗُﺒﺪُونَ وﻣﺎ ﻛﻨﺘُﻢ ﺗَﺘُﻤﻮنَ
4. Tafsir al-Qummi, vol. 2, pg. 207:
و ﻗَﺎل اﻣﻴﺮ اﻟْﻤﻮﻣﻨﻴﻦ ) ع( ﻓ ﺧﻠْﻘَﺔ اﻟْﻤﻼﺋﺔ :واﻟْﻤَﻼﺋﺔُ ﺧَﻠَﻘْﺘَﻬﻢ واﺳﻨْﺘَﻬﻢ ﺳﻤﻮاﺗﻚَ ﻓَﻠَﻴﺲ ﻓﻴﻬِﻢ ﻓَﺘْﺮةٌ وﻻ ﻋﻨْﺪَﻫﻢ ﻏَﻔْﻠَﺔٌُ وﻻ ﻓﻴﻬِﻢ ﻣﻌﺼﻴﺔٌ ،ﻫﻢ اﻋﻠَﻢ ﺧَﻠْﻘﻚَ ﺑِﻚَ،
واﺧْﻮف ﺧَﻠْﻘﻚَ ﻣﻨْﻚَ ،واﻗْﺮب ﺧَﻠْﻘﻚَ اﻟَﻴﻚَ واﻋﻤﻠُﻬﻢ ﺑِﻄَﺎﻋﺘﻚَ ،ﻻ ﻳﻐْﺸَﺎﻫﻢ ﻧَﻮم اﻟْﻌﻴﻮنِ وﻻ ﺳﻬﯘ اﻟْﻌﻘُﻮلِ وﻻ ﻓَﺘَﺮةُ اﻻﺑﺪَانِ ،ﻟَﻢ ﻳﺴﻨُﻮا اﻻﺻﻼب وﻟَﻢ ﺗَﺘْﻀﻤﻬﻢ
اﻻرﺣﺎم وﻟَﻢ ﺗَﺨْﻠُﻘْﻬﻢ ﻣﻦ ﻣﺂء ﻣﻬِﻴﻦ ، أﻧْﺸَﺎﺗَﻬﻢ إﻧْﺸَﺎءا ﻓَﺎﺳﻨْﺘَﻬﻢ ﺳﻤﺎواﺗﻚَ واﻛﺮﻣﺘَﻬﻢ ﺑِﺠِﻮارِكَ واﯨﺘَﻤﻨْﺘَﻬﻢ ﻋﻠ وﺣﻴِﻚَ وﺟﻨﱠﺒﺘَﻬﻢ اﻵﻓَﺎتِ ووﻗَﻴﺘَﻬﻢ اﻟْﺒﻠﻴﺎتِ وﻃَﻬﺮﺗَﻬﻢ
ﻣﻦ اﻟﺬﱡﻧُﻮبِ وﻟَﻮﻻ ﻗُﻮﺗُﻚَ ﻟَﻢ ﻳﻘْﯘوا وﻟَﻮﻻ ﺗَﺜْﺒِﻴﺘُﻚَ ﻟَﻢ ﻳﺜْﺒﺘُﻮا وﻟَﻮﻻ رﺣﻤﺘُﻚَ ﻟَﻢ ﻳﻄﻴﻌﻮا وﻟَﻮﻻ اﻧْﺖ ﻟَﻢ ﻳﻮﻧُﻮا  ،أﻣﺎ إﻧّﻬﻢ ﻋﻠ ﻣﺎﻧَﺘﻬِﻢ ﻣﻨْﻚَ وﻃَﻮﻋﻴﺘﻬِﻢ إﻳﺎكَ وﻣﻨْﺰِﻟَﺘﻬِﻢ
ﻋﻨْﺪَكَ وﻗﻠﱠﺔ ﻏَﻔْﻠَﺘﻬِﻢ ﻋﻦ اﻣﺮِكَ ﻟَﻮ ﻋﺎﻳﻨُﻮا ﻣﺎ ﺧَﻔ ﻋﻨْﻬﻢ ﻣﻨْﻚَ ﺣﺘَﻘَﺮوا اﻋﻤﺎﻟَﻬﻢ وزَروا ﻋﻠ اﻧْﻔُﺴﻬِﻢ وﻟَﻌﻠﻤﻮا اﻧﱠﻬﻢ ﻟَﻢ ﻳﻌﺒﺪُوكَ ﺣﻖ ﻋﺒﺎدﺗﻚَ ﺳﺒﺤﺎﻧَﻚَ ﺧَﺎﻟﻘﺎً
.وﻣﻌﺒﻮداً ﻣﺎ اﺣﺴﻦ ﺑﻼءكَ ﻋﻨْﺪَ ﺧَﻠْﻘﻚَ
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