
The Concept of Khalīfa (Vicegerent) in the Qur’an:
A Comprehensive Analysis

Abstract

The Qur’anic concept of  Khalīfa –  often translated as “vicegerent”  or “successor” – signifies the role of
human beings as representatives entrusted by God with authority and responsibility on Earth. This essay
examines the key Qur’anic verses that explicitly reference this concept (2:30, 6:165, 7:69, 7:74, 24:55, 27:62,
and 38:26) and analyzes them from historical, philosophical, and theological perspectives. We explore how
vicegerency in the Qur’an is introduced through the story of Adam’s creation, expanded to humanity at
large  as  stewards  tested  by  God,  applied  to  communities  succeeding  one  another,  promised  to  the
righteous, and exemplified by Prophet David’s just rule. Drawing on classical and contemporary scholarly
commentary, the discussion highlights diverse interpretations across Islamic traditions – including Sunni,
Shi‘i,  and Sufi viewpoints – each of which has nuanced the meaning of humanity’s  vicegerent role. The
analysis reveals that the notion of Khalīfa encompasses both political authority and moral stewardship: it
underpinned the historical institution of the Caliphate and the Shi‘i concept of divinely guided Imams, even
as mystics saw the Perfect Human as the ultimate divine representative. In conclusion, a thematic epilogue
reflects on the enduring relevance of the Khalīfa ideal  in today’s world,  emphasizing its call  for justice,
ethical leadership, and environmental stewardship. 

Introduction

The term Khalīfa (plural  khulafā’ or khala’if) in Arabic generally means “one who succeeds another,” and
more specifically can denote a ruler who exercises authority as a successor or deputy . In the Qur’an,
Khalīfa and its plural forms are used to describe a divinely appointed role of humans on earth – often
rendered in English as vicegerent, deputy, representative, or successor. The notion first appears in the Qur’an’s
second chapter when God announces to the angels His plan to create a vicegerent on earth (Qur’an 2:30).
From  that  foundational  verse,  the  theme  re-emerges  throughout  the  scripture  in  various  contexts:
describing humanity’s collective status (6:165, 27:62), reminding certain peoples of their succession after
earlier  nations  (7:69,  7:74),  promising the faithful  authority  on earth  (24:55),  and addressing Prophetic
leadership in the case of David (38:26). These verses form the core textual basis for the Islamic concept of
vicegerency, encapsulating theological principles about humankind’s purpose and responsibility under God’s
sovereignty.

This essay provides a comprehensive analysis of the  Khalīfa concept as portrayed in these key Qur’anic
verses.  We  will  examine  each  verse  in  its  context,  drawing  on  scholarly  commentary  and  classical
exegesis to unpack historical understanding and theological significance. We will also consider how Islamic
philosophers and mystics have reflected on the philosophical implications of humans being God’s stewards.
Furthermore, the concept will be viewed through the lens of different Islamic traditions – Sunni, Shi‘i, and
Sufi – illustrating how each has interpreted vicegerency in line with its doctrinal and spiritual worldview. By
synthesizing these perspectives, the study aims to elucidate the multifaceted meaning of  Khalīfa in the
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Qur’an.  An  epilogue  will  then  reflect  on  how  this  age-old  concept  continues  to  inspire  contemporary
discussions on leadership, justice, and environmental ethics in the modern world. 

Throughout  this  analysis,  Khalīfa will  be  seen  not  merely  as  a  political  title,  but  as  a  profound  trust
(amānah)  and mission  assigned to  humanity.  The  Qur’anic  vicegerent  carries  the  dual  responsibility  of
authority and accountability – endowed with a degree of dominion over creation, yet bound to the divine
guidance and moral law. In exploring the verses and their interpretations, we observe how early Muslims
understood their role as God’s deputies, how later communities applied these ideals in governance and
spirituality, and how modern scholars revive the idea of humans as caretakers of Earth. The tone of this
essay is academic yet accessible, aiming to engage scholars, students, and general readers alike with a clear
structured presentation of the central themes, debates, and enduring lessons surrounding the Qur’anic
concept of Khalīfa.

Vicegerent on Earth: Key Qur’anic Verses and Contexts

The Creation of a Vicegerent – Qur’an 2:30

The concept of Khalīfa is introduced in Qur’an 2:30, a pivotal verse set in the narrative of creation. In this
verse,  God declares to the angels:  “I  am going to place a vicegerent  on earth.” The Arabic word used is
khalīfah,  marking  the  first  occurrence  of  this  term  in  the  Qur’an.  Classical  commentators  note  that
khalīfah here can imply  representative or  successor . According to one interpretation, Adam – the first
human – was appointed as God’s representative, entrusted to act according to the divine will on earth .
Another interpretation holds that Adam was a successor to previous beings who inhabited the earth; some
early Islamic traditions suggest that the jinn (spirits) or another creation lived on earth before humans,
causing bloodshed, and that Adam was sent as their successor after they were displaced . The Quranic
text itself does not explicitly mention the jinn here, but the angels’ response in 2:30 – “Will You place therein
one who will spread corruption and shed blood?” – prompted many commentators to infer that the angels had
prior  knowledge  of  creatures  causing  corruption,  possibly  from  observing  the  jinn’s  misdeeds .  Al-
Jalālayn, a classical Sunni exegesis, explicitly recounts this view: the angels anticipated human corruption
“just as the progeny of the jinn did (before), for they used to inhabit (the earth) but when they became
corrupted God sent down the angels against them” . This historical nuance indicates how early exegetes
incorporated extra-Qur’anic lore to explain the angels’ concern.

From  a  theological perspective,  Qur’an  2:30 raises  fundamental  questions  about  human  nature  and
purpose.  The  angels’  astonishment  highlights  the  paradox  of  a  vicegerent who  has  the  potential  for
wrongdoing.  In response,  God asserts,  “I  know what you do not know.” Exegetes have offered profound
insights into this exchange. The great Shi‘i  commentator  ‘Allāmah Ṭabāṭabā’ī explains that the angels,
upon  hearing  of  a  vicegerent  on  the  earth,  understood  that  this  being  would  be  of  material  nature,
endowed with desires and prone to conflict – traits that could indeed lead to bloodshed . Yet, as
Ṭabāṭabā’ī  elucidates,  the  very  term  vicegerent  of  Allāh implies  representing  God’s  attributes;  it  “was
unthinkable unless the vicegerent was a true copy of his predecessor in all the characteristics” – in this case,
the predecessor being God Himself (metaphorically speaking, as humans are to represent God’s will)

. How could an earthly, limited being mirror the majesty and perfection of the Divine? The resolution of
this mystery comes in the subsequent verses (2:31-33) when Adam is taught  “all the names” by God – a
special  knowledge  that  even  the  angels  lacked.  This  knowledge  symbolizes  the  human  capacity  for
understanding and naming the nature of things, reflecting qualities of discernment, creativity, and intellect
bestowed by God.
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Ṭabāṭabā’ī’s commentary highlights that the vicegerency (khilāfah) given to Adam is in fact a dignity and
endowment shared by all of humanity, not Adam alone . He argues that God’s statement was not
restricted to Adam as an individual successor to some earlier creature, but rather as the first of a new order
– humankind – which collectively would act as God’s steward on earth .  The proof,  he notes,  is  that
Adam’s unique gift of knowledge has unfolded in his descendants through the ages, enabling continuous
discovery and moral progress . In support of this, Ṭabāṭabā’ī and others cite Qur’anic verses addressing
humanity at large as successors:  “He made you successors of Noah’s people” (Q.7:69),  “Then We made you
successors in the land after them” (Q.10:14),  “He makes you successors in the earth” (Q.27:62) . In all these
instances, the word for “successors” (khulafā’ or khalā’if) is derived from the same root kh-l-f, underlining
that Adam’s vicegerency is a mantle passed on to mankind as a whole. 

Sunni exegetes have likewise emphasized the collective aspect of the vicegerent role. Ibn Kathīr interprets
“I will place a Khalīfah on earth” as meaning  “people reproducing generation after generation, century after
century”,  explicitly  linking  Qur’an  2:30  with  Qur’an  6:165  and  27:62  where  humans  are  called  God’s
successive stewards on earth . In this reading, khalīfah is not a title exclusive to Adam; it is a description
of the human species, which will succeed one another and inherit the earth’s resources and responsibilities

.  Ibn Kathīr further notes, “It  appears that Allah was not referring to Adam specifically as  Khalīfah,”
precisely  because  the  angels’  wording  (“Will  You  place  therein  one  who  will  shed  blood...”)  seems  to
anticipate an entire species’ behavior rather than one individual . The angels either deduced this from
knowing the nature of material, free-willed creatures, or—as Ibn Kathīr cites from  Al-Qurṭubī—from the
word  Khalīfah itself, which can imply one who arbitrates disputes and prevents injustice (suggesting that
conflict among humans was foreseen) . In any case, the angels’ question is framed in exegesis not as an
objection but as a quest for understanding divine wisdom. Both Ṭabāṭabā’ī and Ibn Kathīr agree that the
angels were aware of the potential for human corruption, yet unaware of the higher purpose and qualities
that justified mankind’s creation . God’s reply, “I know what you know not,” is thus interpreted as
alluding to the positive potential of humanity that outweighs the negative – the emergence among humans
of prophets,  saints,  righteous leaders,  and worshippers whose goodness would justify  creation .
Indeed, Ibn Kathīr cites traditions that God would raise prophets and just men among humanity, and that
angels would witness humans engaged in prayer and piety, confirming the divine wisdom in appointing
humans as vicegerents despite their capacity for sin .

Philosophically, the creation of Adam as Khalīfa carries profound implications about the human condition.
It suggests that to be human is to hold a trust from God – to have freedom and knowledge, and thus the
ability to choose between right and wrong, unlike the angels who have no will to disobey. Some scholars
relate  this  to  the  Qur’anic  idea  of  the  “Trust”  (amānah)  that  God  offered  to  the  heavens,  earth,  and
mountains, which they declined, but the human being accepted (Qur’an 33:72) – a trust often understood as
the burden of free will and moral responsibility. Although 2:30 does not mention the word  amānah,  the
concept of  khilāfah overlaps with it:  as vicegerents, humans must exercise their God-given capacities in
accordance with His guidance, effectively “standing in” on earth to implement divine will. A vicegerent is not
an independent sovereign but a deputy of the Supreme Sovereign; as one modern commentary puts it, a
vicegerent “is not entitled to do what he pleases, but is obliged to carry out the will of his master” .
Should the vicegerent rebel and assume mastery for himself, he betrays the very role for which he was
created. Thus, in the Islamic understanding, the greatness of humankind’s station (“We have honored the
children of Adam…” – Qur’an 17:70) is inseparable from the humility of servanthood and obedience to God.
This balance between honor and servitude is dramatized in the story of Adam: he is taught the names
(honor through knowledge), and angels bow to him by God’s command, yet Adam is also admonished for
his lapse in Eden and sent to earth to fulfill his vicegerency through effort and divine guidance.
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In sum,  Qur’an 2:30 lays the groundwork for seeing humanity as  Khalīfatullāh –  God’s  agent on earth.
Historically, Muslims have read this verse as a charter of human destiny, one that defines our role in the
cosmos.  The verse’s  rich interpretive  tradition (including angelic  dialogues and allusions to  pre-Adamic
beings) reflects an ongoing engagement with the question: What makes humans fit to be God’s vicegerents?
The Qur’anic answer, in essence, is that humans possess knowledge, free will, and the capacity to embody
divine attributes like mercy, justice, and creativity within the limits of servitude. The next verses we will
explore  build  upon  this  answer,  showing  various  dimensions  of  the  vicegerent  concept  as  revelation
progresses.

Humanity’s Collective Vicegerency – Qur’an 6:165 and 27:62

While  Qur’an  2:30  introduced  vicegerency in  the  specific  context  of  Adam’s  creation,  Qur’an  6:165
addresses  all humanity in general terms:  “He (Allah) is the One who has made you vicegerents on earth and
raised some of you in ranks above others, that He may test you through what He has given you.” . Here the
plural form  khala’if is used, indicating successive generations or multiple vicegerents. This verse, which
concludes Surah al-An‘ām, serves as a powerful reminder of the exalted position and heavy responsibility
of human beings. According to a reflection by contemporary scholars, 6:165 “talks about human beings as
representatives of Allah… on earth” and urges humankind to recognize this special status . The context
of  Surah al-An‘ām is  a  critique of  idolatry  and a reinforcement of  tawḥīd (divine unity);  thus,  the verse
underscores that humans, being God’s stewards, should not debase themselves by worshipping anything
other than the One who entrusted them with this role . 

In Qur’an 6:165, the purpose of making humans vicegerents is explicitly tied to trial: “that He may test you in
what He has given you.” The verse highlights that people are  given different ranks and gifts –  some
excelling in knowledge, power, wealth, or other talents – not for inherent superiority, but as a test of their
gratitude  and  justice .  Commentators  note  that  human  beings  have  varying  abilities  and
circumstances by God’s decree, and these differences create the arena in which moral choices are made

. A Shi‘i  tafsir (Tafsīr-e Namūneh, cited in the Academy of Islam commentary) explains that differing
“potential, abilities and talents” among people are meant “to test them to see how they use what He has given
them,” not as a sign of God’s favor or disfavor . In an ideal vision, each human being is unique and
has a role to play, just as each part of a tree has its function in the organism’s life . The inequality in
worldly status thus becomes a responsibility: the powerful must not oppress the weak, the learned must
teach  the  ignorant,  the  rich  must  support  the  poor,  and  so  forth.  Unfortunately,  as  the  commentary
laments, humans have often “used this God-given potential for wrong purposes,” and much social inequality
stems from injustice . But even in a just society, natural differences would remain as part of the divinely
ordained order – an opportunity for cooperation and mutual service rather than arrogance .

Crucially,  6:165  frames  human  authority  as  a  trusteeship  under  God’s  ownership:  “Whatever  human
beings have belongs neither to them, nor to society. It belongs entirely to Allah. As His representatives,
human beings are expected to use what they have been given in the way He wishes” . This resonates
strongly with the concept of amānah (trust) mentioned earlier. Humans are “trustees to establish God’s law on
earth”, and will be accountable for how they exercise this trust . Such language has appeared in modern
scholarship as well; for example, the Study Quran notes that humans in this verse are vicegerents “upon the
earth” in order to fulfill God’s commands and maintain justice . In sum,  Qur’an 6:165 generalizes the
vicegerency concept: whereas Adam was the prototype, all of humanity inherits the mantle of stewardship.
This perspective has become foundational in Islamic ethics, supporting the idea that every individual bears
responsibility for moral order in the world, even if not every individual wields political power.
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A  similar  emphasis  is  found  in  Qur’an  27:62,  albeit  in  a  different  literary  context.  Surah  al-Naml  (27)
presents a series of rhetorical questions highlighting God’s unique powers. In verse 62, Allah asks: “Or who
is  it  that  answers the distressed one when he calls  Him,  and who removes the evil,  and makes you  khulafā’
(successors) of the earth? Is there any god with Allah?” This verse is not giving a direct command or description
of duty like 6:165, but rather reminding listeners that it is God who grants them succession on earth .
The use of  khulafā’ here  can be understood as  “successors”  in  the broadest  sense –  each generation
following the previous by God’s decree, or each nation given its time on the stage of history. Some exegetes
see it as a reference to God allowing humans to inherit the earth’s resources and dominion, reinforcing
gratitude and humility: mankind holds its earthly position only because God  appoints them to it, and He
could replace them with others (as stated elsewhere, “If He wills, He can remove you and bring a new creation”
– Qur’an 14:19). Notably, both 6:165 and 27:62 use the same verb  ja‘ala (“He made you/appoints you”) in
connection with khulafā’. Together, they portray Allah as the sovereign giver of stewardship to humanity

. This undermines any notion that humans own the earth in an absolute sense; instead, they hold it
in  temporary  trust.  Classical  scholars  sometimes  cited  27:62  alongside  6:165  to  reinforce  that  human
vicegerency is a deliberate act of God’s grace . It is also an honor that can be taken away. In fact, the
Qur’an warns in another passage (Qur’an 6:6) that if humans are ungrateful, their khilāfah can be revoked:
“Do they not see how many generations We destroyed before them, whom We had established on earth more
firmly than We have established you…?” Implicitly, to abuse the vicegerent role by tyranny or corruption is to
invite downfall – a theme that connects to the next set of verses about past nations.

From a  philosophical angle,  verses  like  6:165 and 27:62 contribute  to  an Islamic  anthropology in  which
humans are positioned between God and the natural world. God is the ultimate owner and ruler; the world
(earth) is the dominion to be cared for; and the human being is in between, a mediator of sorts. In Islamic
thought, this has sometimes been expressed as humans being a microcosm (‘ālam ṣaghīr, “minor world”)
who  reflect  the  macrocosm  (‘ālam  kabīr).  Humans  uniquely  contain  physical,  intellectual,  and  spiritual
elements, enabling them to connect to material creation and to the divine realm. Vicegerency thus implies
that human beings have a composite nature: part earthly (enabling them to cultivate and govern the earth)
and part heavenly (enabling them to receive revelation and moral principles).  The balance of these two
dimensions  is  a  recurring  theme in  Islamic  philosophy  and  Sufism.  Only  by  honoring  the  divine  trust
(through righteousness  and  justice)  can  humans  fulfill  their  noble  potential;  if  they  succumb solely  to
earthly passions (power for its own sake, exploitation, arrogance), they betray their role and descend to
what the Qur’an calls “the lowest of the low” (Q.95:5).

To summarize,  Qur’an 6:165 and  27:62 highlight the collective  stewardship of humanity. They reinforce
ideas already present in 2:30 but address the audience of the Qur’an directly:  You humans are the ones
made vicegerents  or  successors  on  earth  by  God’s  will.  This  status  is  both  an  honor  and  a  test  –  an
opportunity to govern and benefit from the earth’s bounties, and a constant trial of obedience, justice, and
humility.  The  verses  segue  naturally  into  warnings  and  lessons  drawn  from  history:  if  humans  are
vicegerents, how have they fared in that role? The Qur’an’s answer is given partly through the stories of
earlier peoples and prophets.

Successors to Past Nations – Qur’an 7:69 and 7:74

The Qur’an frequently  uses historical  narratives  of  extinct  nations to caution its  listeners.  Within these
stories, the term  khalīfah (or its plural) appears as part of a reminder that current peoples were made
successors after the destruction of previous ones. Two such verses are Qur’an 7:69 and 7:74, both located
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in  Surah  al-A‘rāf  amid  accounts  of  the  Prophets  Hūd  and  Ṣāliḥ  and  their  peoples  (‘Ād  and  Thamūd,
respectively).

In 7:69, the prophet Hūd addresses the people of ‘Ād: “And remember when He made you successors (khulafā’)
after the people of Noah and increased you abundantly in stature. So remember the favors of Allah, so that you
may prosper.” Here,  khulafā’ clearly means successors in a historical sense – ‘Ād inherited the earth (or at
least  the  region)  after  Noah’s  people  were  wiped  out  by  the  Flood.  Similarly,  7:74 has  Prophet  Ṣāliḥ
reminding the Thamūd: “And remember when He made you successors after (the people of) ‘Ād and settled you in
the land…” In both cases, the Qur’an uses the succession of nations as a moral lesson: being a successor to
a fallen people should inspire gratitude and righteousness, not pride or heedlessness. Hūd urges his people
to “remember the favors of Allah” , implying that inheriting the legacy of a previous civilization is a divine
favor and a test. Ṣāliḥ similarly calls his people to mindfulness of God’s bounty in giving them land and
power, warning them not to follow the path of their predecessors in sin.

These verses show another dimension of khilāfah: historical vicegerency. That is, communities and empires
rise and fall by God’s will, each “succeeding” the other. The wording “He made you successors (khulafā’) after
X people” is almost formulaic in the Qur’an (appearing also in Q.10:13-14 and Q.10:73). It reinforces the idea
that no nation holds power permanently; rather, one nation’s decline makes room for another, according to
God’s plan. The people of Noah, of ‘Ād, of Thamūd – each were vicegerents in their time and were then
replaced. This resonates with the Quranic theme of istikhlāf, or “granting succession,” which can be both a
reward for faith or a means of exposing a people’s true character. For example, Qur’an 10:14 says, “Then We
made you successors in the land after them (those who went before) so that We may observe how you will do.”
Such verses indicate a continuity of the vicegerency concept: it passes like a baton from one generation or
nation to the next. 

Classical exegetes did not usually interpret  khalīfa/khulafā’ in these historical contexts as meaning “God’s
representative” in a lofty spiritual sense, but rather quite literally “successors” or “heirs” to prior human
communities. Yet, even this mundane sense carries a theological lesson in the Qur’an. The Academy of Islam
commentary notes: “The Quran also uses ‘vicegerents upon the earth’ to refer to new generations or communities
that succeed older ones that have been destroyed for their wrongdoing” . The mention of destruction due to
wrongdoing  is  key  –  it  implies  a  moral  evaluation.  When  a  people  is  destroyed  (as  Noah’s,  ‘Ād’s,  and
Thamūd’s were, according to the Qur’an) and another succeeds them, the new people inherit not only the
land and resources but also the moral responsibility to heed the fate of those before them. Hūd and Ṣāliḥ,
as prophets, emphasize this responsibility: by recalling the downfall of previous nations, they urge their
contemporaries to reform and avoid a similar end.

From a historical perspective, Muslim thinkers saw in these verses a validation of the rise and fall of Muslim
powers as well.  After the Prophet Muhammad’s time, as the Islamic empire expanded rapidly,  Muslims
found themselves quite literally “inheriting” lands of previous civilizations (Persian, Byzantine, etc.). The idea
of  being successors to past peoples gave a sense of destiny and test – would the Muslims prove better
stewards of justice and faith than those before? Later, when Muslim fortunes waned, scholars could likewise
invoke these verses to explain that they were being replaced due to their own failings, in line with the
Quranic precedent. Thus, the khalīfa concept in 7:69/7:74 can be seen as a cycle: every people’s vicegerency
is conditional and transient, pending their behavior.

In a broader  philosophical/theological sense, these narratives reinforce that  God is the ultimate ruler of
history.  Human  vicegerents  come  and  go;  God’s  sovereignty  remains  constant.  This  is  an  antidote  to
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human  hubris.  A  nation  at  its  zenith  might  believe  its  power  unassailable  (like  ‘Ād,  whom  the  Qur’an
describes as boasting, “Who is mightier than us in power?” – Q.41:15). The Qur’an reminds them and everyone
that their might came from God and can be taken back by God. Therefore, successful vicegerency requires
humility and moral heedfulness. The successive nature of  khilāfah also implies continuity of the human
project: each generation builds on what the previous left, consciously or not. In Islamic thought, this has
encouraged respect for the accumulated experience (or mistakes) of history and ancestors. The idea of
‘ibrah (lesson)  is  strongly  tied  to  historical  khilāfah  –  “Surely  in  their  stories  is  a  lesson  for  those  who
understand” (Q.12:111).

In summary, Qur’an 7:69 and 7:74 use the language of khilāfah in the context of past communities to teach
that power and prosperity are part of a moral order orchestrated by God. To be a khalīfa after someone is
to have an opportunity to do better than them, lest one meet the same fate. It’s a sobering message that
balances the earlier optimistic portrayal of humans as God’s vicegerents: yes, humans have a noble status,
but history shows many have failed to uphold it.  The transition to the next verse (24:55) is interesting,
because it shifts from the past to a promise for the future – indicating that despite past failures, the ideal of
righteous vicegerency will be fulfilled for those who truly believe and do good.

Divine Promise of Vicegerency – Qur’an 24:55

Among the Qur’anic references to  khilāfah,  Qur’an 24:55 stands out as a direct promise from God to a
certain group: “Allah has promised those among you who believe and do righteous deeds that He will surely make
them successors (or vicegerents) in the land as He made those before them successors, and that He will establish
for them their religion which He has chosen for them, and will replace their fear with security…” . This verse,
revealed in Surah al-Nūr, came at a time when the nascent Muslim community in Medina was under threat
from enemies and still consolidating its social order. As such, it was both a reassurance and a conditional
prophecy – assurance of eventual victory and stability, conditioned on true faith and good works.

The  wording  of  24:55  uses  the  verb  layastakhlifannahum (“He  will  certainly  cause  them  to  become
khulafā’ (successors)”), echoing the language used for past nations. This deliberate parallel – “as He made
those before them successors” – ties the future of the Muslim community to the broader pattern of history
discussed in the previous section. It implies that just as God granted authority to righteous groups before
(for example, some commentators mention the Israelites under David and Solomon as an example), He will
do so again for the Muslims, provided they uphold their end of the covenant . 

Scholarly commentary on  24:55 reveals a rich diversity of interpretations, often influenced by theological
and sectarian viewpoints. Al-Ṭabrisī, a classical Shi‘i exegete, records several opinions on who “those among
you who believe and do good” refers to : (1) some said it referred specifically to the Prophet Muhammad
himself (that God would make him victorious in the land), (2) others said it referred to the early Muslim
community (the Companions and their immediate successors, who indeed saw the Islamic realm expand
dramatically), and (3) notably, the Imams of Ahl al-Bayt taught that it refers to a future figure – the Mahdi, a
descendant of the Prophet who in Islamic eschatology will establish global justice . In support of the
third view, al-Ṭabrisī  cites a narration from Imam ‘Alī  Zayn al-‘Ābidīn (the fourth Shi‘i  Imam) who,  upon
reciting this verse, swore that “By God, these people are our Shī‘a (followers) about whom God will accomplish
all the promises in this verse by the hand of a man from among us, the Mahdī of this Community.” . He also
notes prophetic hadiths that even if only a day of the world remained, God would prolong it to allow the
advent of a righteous man from the Prophet’s progeny (the Mahdi) to “fill the earth with justice and equity as
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it was filled with oppression.” . This  messianic interpretation sees the verse as ultimately fulfilled in the
end times, when the ideal of vicegerency – righteous leadership of the earth – will reach its zenith.

On the other hand,  Sunni commentators have traditionally leaned towards the first two interpretations.
Many classical Sunni tafsirs (e.g. by Ibn Kathīr, al-Qurṭubī, and Abul A‘lā Mawdūdī in modern times) assert
that 24:55 was fulfilled in the era of the Khulafā’ al-Rāshidūn (the “Rightly Guided Caliphs,” i.e., the first four
caliphs after Prophet Muhammad) and the generation of the Companions . They point out that after the
Prophet’s death, the Muslim community – under the leadership of Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthmān, ‘Alī and others
– did indeed gain succession in the land, defeating the Persian and Byzantine empires, establishing the
religion firmly, and experiencing a relative peace and security (especially by the time of Caliph ‘Uthmān’s
reign) . In this view, “the inheritance mentioned in this verse refers to the inheritance of the four Caliphs after
the  Prophet” ,  and  the  promise  was  largely  realized  within  a  generation  or  two  of  the  Prophet’s
companions.  These  scholars  often  underscore  that  the  promise  was  contingent  on  true  faith  and
righteousness – which they believe the Companions exemplified – thus meriting divine support.

A third approach, found among some Sunni and general commentators, interprets the verse more broadly
about the  Ummah (community) of Muhammad as a whole, without pinning it to specific individuals or
timeframes . According to this perspective, 24:55 is stating a general principle: whenever the believers
collectively have sincere faith and do good, God will grant them authority and security on earth, as He has
done for past communities of true believers. This could apply repeatedly in history, not just once. It casts
the promise as almost cyclical or conditional in every age – a community’s flourishing is tied to its piety.
Some who take this  view might  cite  later  Islamic  golden ages  or  revivals  as  partial  fulfillments  of  the
promise, and conversely see periods of decline as due to faltering in faith and deeds.

Allāmah Ṭabāṭabā’ī in Tafsīr al-Mīzān navigates these views by acknowledging the disagreements and then
offering his own analysis . He notes that, in any case, when the verse was revealed it prophesied
events not yet actualized, thus it was a promise of future victory, which itself is a kind of miracle of the
Qur’an (predicting the then-unseen) . Ṭabāṭabā’ī concludes that the verse is aimed at a subset of the
Muslim community – “some of the people of the Ummah and neither the whole community nor some designated
individuals exclusively” . In other words, he interprets “those among you who believe and do righteous
deeds” as an open category: whosoever in the Muslim community truly fulfills the criteria of real faith and
good action will receive this divine promise. This interpretation cleverly allows for multiple applications – it
doesn’t deny that the early Caliphs and companions experienced a fulfillment of the promise, but it leaves
room for a later, more complete fulfillment (such as by the Mahdi or a future generation) if the condition of
ideal belief and conduct is met . Indeed, Ṭabāṭabā’ī, being a Shi‘i, would spiritually incline towards
the Mahdi scenario, but as a rigorous exegete he frames it in the Quran’s own terms without limiting it to a
single identity.

Theologically,  Qur’an 24:55 is significant because it links the concept of  khilāfah with  divine reward and
the establishment of true religion. It suggests that political authority on earth can be a manifestation of
God’s favor to a godly people. This became a key rationale for viewing just rule as a sign of God’s support.
Conversely,  it  implies  that  loss  of  such  authority  could  be  a  sign  of  divine  displeasure.  Many  Muslim
theologians  and  jurists  argued  that  if  Muslims  remain  steadfast,  God’s  promise  guarantees  eventual
triumph,  which  provided  hope  in  times  of  adversity.  Historically,  revolutionary  movements  (from  the
Abbasid overthrow of the Umayyads in the 8th century, to resistance against colonial powers in the modern
era)  have  invoked  24:55  to  inspire  confidence  that  a  return  to  true  Islam  will  yield  restored  khilāfah
(understood as political sovereignty of the ummah).
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It’s worth noting that khilāfah in 24:55 may not mean a single caliphate or ruler but could mean collective
succession to authority. The verse does not use the singular “a Khalīfah” but the plural/form that indicates
act of making many people successors (similar to “He made you khulafā’” in other verses).  This nuance
reinforces that  vicegerency in Qur’anic terms is often a  collective condition more than an individual title.
Even in the times of the Caliphs, the promise wasn’t to one man but to the community under his leadership.
This  collective  aspect  dovetails  with  Sunni  political  thought  where  the  Caliph’s  legitimacy  rests  on
representing the ummah, and with Shi‘i thought where the Imams guide an elect community.

In summary, Qur’an 24:55 extends the khilāfah concept into the realm of divine promise and future hope.
It assures believers that the pattern of God raising righteous people to power will continue in their favor,
just as it did in the past – provided they truly adhere to faith and virtue. Exegetical debates around this
verse illustrate how different traditions within Islam have appropriated the concept of vicegerency/succession
to  validate  their  understanding of  legitimate  leadership:  Sunnis  seeing  it  in  the  historical  Caliphate  of
Muhammad’s  companions,  Shi‘a  projecting  it  onto  the  awaited  Mahdi  and  the  Imams,  and  general
interpretations  keeping it  as  an  ongoing principle.  All  agree,  however,  on  the  core  message:  righteous
conduct is meant to translate into just authority, and through that authority, the values of the religion (justice,
monotheism,  peace)  are  to  be  established  on  earth.  This  bridges  naturally  into  the  next  verse  which
exemplifies an individual khalīfa tasked with justice – Prophet Dāwūd (David).

The Caliphate of David – Qur’an 38:26

The final verse in our study, Qur’an 38:26, provides a concrete example of a human vicegerent charged with
governance: “O David! We have made you a vicegerent (khalīfah) on earth, so judge between people in truth (with
justice) and do not follow desire, lest it lead you astray from the path of Allah.” . Here the address is directly
to  Prophet Dāwūd (David), celebrated in Islam not only as a prophet but also as a righteous king. The
verse succinctly links David’s status as khalīfa with the duty of just rule. Unlike earlier verses where khalīfa
could be interpreted more broadly (humanity in general, or successive nations), in this instance it clearly
signifies a specific individual’s leadership role given by God.

Classical interpretations note that calling David a khalīfah on earth means God appointed him to authority,
specifically to rule among the Israelites with justice . David was a successor to Saul (Ṭālūt) in kingship
and  took  over  rule  in  Jerusalem,  uniting  a  kingdom  –  thus  literally  succeeding  another  ruler  and
metaphorically succeeding God’s mandate to enforce divine law. The command to judge in truth and not
to  follow  capricious  desire is  crucial;  it  implies  that  being  God’s  vicegerent  is  conditional  on  moral
integrity. The verse warns that even a prophet-king must guard against personal whims, as injustice or
tyranny would betray the trust of khilāfah. Some commentators remark that by addressing this to David, the
Qur’an is indirectly instructing all those in power that legitimate authority is for the sake of establishing justice
according to God’s guidance .

From a  historical  viewpoint,  Muslims often looked up to  the  model  of  David  (and his  son Solomon)  as
examples of the ideal fusion of spiritual and temporal leadership. They were prophets who were also kings –
something that did not happen in the case of Prophet Muhammad’s immediate political successors (who, in
Sunni understanding, were caliphs but not prophets). Thus, David’s example was sometimes cited to argue
that a righteous ruler is a gift of God and part of the divine plan. Al-Jāḥiẓ, a medieval Muslim thinker, pointed
out that the title “Caliph of God” (Khalīfatullāh) was not used for the early caliphs like Abu Bakr or ‘Umar –
they called themselves “Caliph of the Messenger of God” – because in strict Sunni theology, no one can
literally replace God. However, the Qur’an’s usage for David shows that in some sense, a ruler executing
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God’s law can be seen as God’s deputy. Over time, especially under the Abbasids, the notion of the Caliph as
God’s vicegerent gained traction to bolster the sanctity of the office (even if early pious caliphs shied from
that term). Qur’an 38:26 was a key proof-text in those discussions. The verse explicitly states the grant of
vicegerency, making it clear this is a divinely sanctioned role, not just a human usurpation of power. 

It’s also notable that the Qur’an addresses David with this title after relating an incident where David had to
pass  judgment  between  two  disputants  (the  parable  of  the  ewes,  Q.38:21-25).  David  initially  made  a
judgment,  then  immediately  realized  it  was  a  test  and  sought  God’s  forgiveness  for  any  error,
demonstrating humility and quick repentance. Only after that does God say, “O David, We have made you a
vicegerent…”  This  sequencing  can  be  interpreted  as:  having  demonstrated  sincere  submission  and  a
concern for justice,  David is affirmed in his role as vicegerent.  The instruction to judge rightly perhaps
alludes to that specific case and, by extension, all  cases he will  handle as king. Exegetes like al-Qurṭubī
emphasize that this verse is a foundation for the Islamic concept of ‘Adl (justice) in governance – that rulers
must judge by God’s revelation, not personal bias.

From a  theological perspective,  David’s vicegerency underscores that prophets can hold worldly authority
and that such authority is ideally guided by revelation. In Islam, prophets are considered ma‘ṣūm (protected
from sin in conveying God’s message), but as humans they can err in judgment of worldly matters unless
God guides them. The verse’s admonition to David implies even a great prophet needs to consciously stick
to justice and avoid whim. Some Sufi commentators saw in “do not follow desire” a broader message to
subdue the ego (nafs),  which for any  khalīfa (whether a king or any human with influence) is the inner
challenge. A ruler who conquers his ego will  rule justly; one who is a slave to ego will  inevitably cause
injustice.

In terms of  Islamic traditions:  Sunni thinkers used 38:26 to outline duties of the Caliph or judge – for
instance,  al-Māwardī  in  Al-Aḥkām al-Sulṭāniyya cites the verse to define the purpose of  the caliphate as
upholding justice and truth. Shi‘i scholars might interpret David’s khalīfah status as one more instance of
God choosing a righteous individual as leader – paralleling their belief that Imams are divinely appointed
khulafā’.  Sufi writings, as alluded to earlier, often generalize David’s condition to every seeker: one must
become a  khalīfa over the kingdom of one’s own self  by judging with truth internally,  not letting one’s
passions misguide one from the path.

To conclude this section, Qur’an 38:26 gives a clear, personal face to khilāfah: it is the mantle worn by a just
ruler under God. It connects the term back to its root meaning of succession (David succeeded Saul and
ruled after him) and to the broader meaning of representation (David as God’s representative to enforce
law). And it  foreshadows the Islamic ideal that the best leaders are those who follow the model of the
prophets – establishing justice, not being swayed by worldly temptations. The verse, though addressed to a
specific figure in antiquity, has served as a mirror for Muslim leadership ideals across eras. It encapsulates
in one line the ethical expectations of the caliphate: justice (al-ḥaqq) and God-conscious restraint of personal
desire.

Having examined these seven key verses (and their contexts), we see that the Qur’an’s concept of Khalīfa
is  multi-layered:  it  spans  cosmic  and existential  themes (humanity’s  creation and purpose),  socio-political
themes (leadership,  rise  and  fall  of  nations),  and  moral-spiritual  themes (knowledge,  justice,  and  self-
discipline under God’s watch). In the next section, we turn to how different streams of Islamic thought –
Sunni, Shi‘i, and Sufi – have interpreted and built upon these scriptural foundations, sometimes converging
and sometimes diverging in fascinating ways.
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Interpretations Across Islamic Traditions

The Qur’anic  concept  of  Khalīfa has  been engaged and elaborated by  various  Islamic  intellectual  and
spiritual traditions. While all Muslims revere the Qur’anic text and acknowledge the basic idea of humans as
God’s stewards, historical developments and theological nuances have led to different emphases in Sunni,
Shi‘i, and Sufi interpretations of vicegerency. In this section, we will discuss how each tradition views the
role of the khalīfa, both in theory and practice, drawing connections to the verses analyzed above.

Sunni Perspectives: Caliphate and Collective Stewardship

In Sunni Islam, the term Khalīfa took on a very tangible and institutional meaning early in history. After the
death of Prophet Muhammad in 632 CE, the Muslim community designated a leader to succeed him in
temporal matters – Abu Bakr was given the title Khalīfat Rasūl Allāh (“Successor of the Messenger of God”).
This was the beginning of the Caliphate as a political institution. Notably, Abu Bakr’s title and those of his
immediate successors (the first  four Caliphs)  emphasized succession to the Prophet’s  leadership of  the
community, not  vicegerency of God in explicit terms. Early caliphs were keenly aware that they were not
prophets, but caretakers of the prophetic legacy.

However, the Qur’anic usage of khalīfa inevitably informed Sunni political theory. The caliphs were seen as
fulfilling a role of guiding the ummah in line with God’s law – in that sense, they acted as vicegerents of God
on earth by upholding the Sharī‘a (divine law) and administering justice. Sunni scholars like  Al-Māwardī
(11th century) articulated that the imāmah (leadership) exists “to guard the religion and govern the world,”
implicitly requiring the imam (caliph) to mirror the justice of the prophetic model (like David’s example in
38:26).  The historical  caliphate (especially  the early  “Rightly  Guided”  period)  was often idealized as  the
practical realization of Qur’an 24:55 – believers gaining power and security through faith and righteous rule

. Sunni exegesis on 24:55, as noted, commonly identifies its fulfillment with the conquests and stability
under the first caliphs . Thus, Sunni tradition upholds that God’s promise of khilāfah came true when the
community adhered to Islam properly, and conversely, that later turmoil and loss of a unified caliphate
signals human deviation from the ideal.

Sunni  commentators  also  grappled  with  Qur’an  2:30’s  implications.  Generally,  they  affirmed  that  every
human is honored as a vicegerent in the sense of being given the earth to populate and use. This universal
vicegerency ties into the Sunni understanding of the fiṭrah (innate disposition) – all humans are born with
the capacity to recognize God and act morally, which aligns with being His representatives. A classical view
recorded by  Ibn Kathīr is  that  when Allah  announced making a  khalīfah  on earth,  it  meant  humanity
reproducing and inhabiting the earth generation after generation, citing Quran 6:165 as evidence . Sunnis
thus emphasize  collective stewardship: humankind as a whole is accountable for how it manages God’s
gifts on earth. This has found renewed expression in modern Sunni thought with respect to environmental
ethics and social justice. For instance, contemporary Sunni scholars refer to verses like 6:165 to stress that
humans are caretakers of nature by God’s appointment . It is pointed out that the Quran links being
khalīfa with the idea of not spreading corruption (cf. the angels’ concern in 2:30) – hence, Muslims argue that
exploiting the environment ruinously  or  oppressing others  violates  the trust  of  vicegerency.  A  modern
writer succinctly states: “The Quran says, ‘It is He who has appointed you vicegerent on the earth…’ (6:165). The
role of human beings, and Muslims by extension even more so, as caretakers of the environment is stressed in
[these] Quranic verses that tie stewardship (khalīfa) to the earth. There is a responsibility charged to human beings
to carry out this trust (amānah).” . Thus, a Sunni perspective today might highlight that each person is a
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caliph in the limited sphere of his/her own life and resources – responsible to treat them according to God’s
guidance.

It’s also noteworthy that Sunni tradition, while valuing the caliphate, admits its historical imperfections.
After the early caliphs, later dynasties (Umayyads, Abbasids, etc.)  sometimes deviated from the ideal of
justice.  Sunni  jurists  maintained  the  importance  of  unity  and  authority  to  prevent  chaos,  sometimes
tolerating flawed caliphs to avert anarchy, yet the concept of the caliphate remained tied to righteousness.
Revivalist  Sunni  movements  in  the  modern  era  (like  those  of  Jamāl  al-Dīn  al-Afghānī or  Abul  A‘lā
Mawdūdī)  re-emphasized  the  Quranic  notion  of  humans  as  God’s  vicegerents  to  argue  for  Islamic
governance and law in society, as opposed to secular or colonial rule. Mawdūdī, for example, developed the
idea of  a  “theo-democracy” where  sovereignty  belongs  to  God and humans administer  affairs  as  His
caliphs (in  a  collective sense).  In his  view,  the Islamic state is  basically  an organized form of  collective
vicegerency, implementing what God has decreed as trustees .

In  sum,  Sunni  perspectives  on  Khalīfa range  from  the  individual  level (each  person  as  a  steward
accountable to God) to the communal level (the Muslim community as a whole entrusted with upholding
God’s religion on earth) to the political level (the caliph or leader as the guarantor of justice and Shariah).
All these layers find justification in the Qur’anic verses we explored, and Sunnis have historically interwoven
them. The caliph was ideally the embodiment of the community’s vicegerency, but even in the absence of a
caliph (like after 1924 when the Ottoman Caliphate was abolished), Sunni scholars stress that the duty of
vicegerency does not lapse – it devolves upon the community and its scholars/rulers in whatever form to
continue the mission of establishing virtue and preventing corruption.

Shi‘i Perspectives: Divine Vicegerency and the Imamate

Shi‘i Islam shares with Sunnism the basic idea of human stewardship under God, but it places a distinctive
emphasis  on  the  divinely  appointed individuals who are  viewed as  God’s  vicegerents  in  guiding  the
community. The term Khalīfa for Shi‘a often conjures the image of Imām ‘Alī ibn Abī Ṭālib and the line of
Imams  from  his  progeny.  Shi‘is  believe  that  the  Prophet  Muhammad  explicitly  designated  ‘Alī  as  his
successor (though using terms like “Mawlā”/guardian, not the word khalīfa itself in the Quranic text). They
saw the historical caliphate that went to Abu Bakr and others as a departure from this divine designation.
Thus, the notion of khilāfah in Shi‘i thought is deeply intertwined with the concept of Imamate – a spiritual-
political leadership given by God, not merely by community choice.

When Shi‘i commentators read Qur’an 2:30, they too see a general human honor, but some go further to
hint at  esoteric  interpretations.  For example,  certain Shi‘i  hadiths suggest the “knowledge of the names”
given to Adam was also inherited by the Prophet and the Imams, marking them as the true possessors of
the vicegerent’s knowledge. The Imams are sometimes called ḥujjatullāh (proof of God on earth) and even
khalīfatullāh (God’s caliph) in Shi‘i literature, implying they stand in the same line as Adam and David as
God’s appointed representatives.  The  Najaf theologian and mystic  Sharaf al-Dīn al-Najjafi is  known to
have referred to Imām ‘Alī as “the great vicegerent of Allah” in some supplications.

Shi‘i  exegesis of  Qur’an 24:55 (as seen in al-Ṭabrisī’s  and al-Ṭabāṭabā’ī’s  analyses) strongly connects the
promise of succession to the Ahl al-Bayt (the family of the Prophet) . Shi‘is believe that ultimately a
just government on earth will be established by the Mahdi, who is according to Twelver Shi‘i belief the 12th
Imam in occultation,  prophesied to return.  They see this  as  the ultimate fulfillment of  vicegerency –  a
righteous Imām ruling the world with justice. In fact, the Shi‘i concept of the Imam al-Mahdi is sometimes
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described using Qur’anic terms: he will be Istakhlafahu Allah fī al-Arḍ (established as a vicegerent in the land)
and will  implement the ideals of 38:26 (judging with justice, eliminating tyranny) on a global scale. The
quote from Imam ‘Alī Zayn al-‘Ābidīn about 24:55 explicitly names the Mahdi as the one through whom “God
will accomplish all the promises He made in this verse” . Therefore,  khilāfah for Shi‘is has a strong future
and eschatological orientation – the present injustice in the world is seen as a temporary stage before the
final vicegerent (the Mahdi) appears.

Historically, because Shi‘is were often excluded from the actual political power (except in certain periods like
under the Fatimids or various local dynasties), their emphasis on vicegerency became more spiritual and
communal.  The Imams, even when not rulers,  were considered the true spiritual  caliphs.  Shi‘i  tradition
speaks of the Imam as  “Khalīfatullāh fī  arḍih” (God’s caliph on His earth),  meaning that even if  de facto
governance is in other hands, the Imam is the one who holds authority in God’s eyes. This is a more vertical
notion of vicegerency: not so much man representing God to the world in a managerial sense, but a holy
person representing God’s authority to mankind. It aligns with how Shi‘is interpret verses like 5:55 (“Your
wali  (guardian)  is  only Allah and His Messenger and those who believe,  who establish prayer and give
alms…”), applying it to ‘Alī and subsequent Imams as the divinely appointed guardians.

Qur’an 38:26 (David’s story) in Shi‘i view corroborates that legitimate leadership is bestowed by God. Just as
David was chosen and reminded to rule justly, Shi‘is argue that leadership of the ummah must be in the
hands of those chosen by God (the Prophet’s family), who are protected from sin (like prophets) and thus
will rule with true justice. While Sunnis emphasize shūrā (consultation) or community consensus in selecting
a caliph, Shi‘is lean on the idea that Allah yastakhlifu man yashā’ – God chooses whom He wills as vicegerent.
They  often  cite  Quranic  precedents:  God  chose  Adam  (2:30),  chose  David  (38:26),  chose  the  family  of
Abraham (with kingship and wisdom) , so by analogy He chose the family of Muhammad for spiritual
leadership.

It’s also worth noting the Ismā‘īlī Shi‘i interpretation: In Ismā‘īlism, the Imam is seen as ẓill Allāh (shadow of
God) and khalīfa in a very metaphysical sense, an ever-living guide. Some Ismā‘īlī works equate the Imam
with the  Universal Intellect or the seat of divine guidance on earth, which goes beyond the scope of our
direct Qur’anic discussion, but shows how far the vicegerent idea can be taken in a mystical direction within
Shi‘ism.

To  synthesize,  in  Shi‘i  perspectives,  vicegerency strongly  underscores  the  concept  of  legitimate,  God-
appointed leadership.  While Shi‘is  certainly accept that all  humans are stewards of creation in a general
sense (hence Shi‘i scholars too speak of environmental duty, social justice, etc.), the distinctive element is
the belief  in an unbroken chain of  God’s  vicegerents from the Prophet’s  family who carry the mantle of
guiding humankind. The presence of a living Imam (for Twelvers, the hidden Mahdi; for Ismā‘īlīs, the Aga
Khan; for Zaydīs, currently a more politically oriented Imam if available) is seen as a continuation of divine
vicegerency on earth. The Imams are viewed as the true heirs of the Prophet’s authority – a fulfillment of
24:55’s promise in a spiritual sense, awaiting full material realization. In Shi‘i piety, invoking the Imams often
includes titles that mirror the Qur’anic ethos: e.g. “O Proof of Allah, O His Vicegerent (khalīfah) in His earth,
hasten your reappearance” – a prayer to the Mahdi.

Sufi Perspectives: The Perfect Human as God’s Vicegerent

Sufism, the mystical dimension of Islam, offers an interpretation of Khalīfa that is deeply philosophical and
spiritual.  Sufis fully embrace the Qur’anic idea of the human being as the  mirror of God’s names and
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attributes,  and  they  often  emphasize  khilāfah in  the  context  of  the  individual’s  inner  journey  toward
perfection. 

One of the central Sufi concepts is  al-insān al-kāmil – “the Perfect Human.” This concept, articulated by
mystics like Muhyiddīn Ibn al-‘Arabī (12th-13th century) and later by poets like Jalāluddīn Rūmī and ‘Abd
al-Karīm al-Jīlī, describes the fully realized human being who reflects the Divine attributes completely. Why
is  this  relevant  to  vicegerency?  Because  in  Sufi  thought,  the  Perfect  Human  is  God’s  vicegerent  par
excellence. Ibn al-‘Arabī, in his metaphysical commentary on creation, interprets the Qur’anic story of Adam
(Q.2:30) as indicating that Man (Adam) is the vicegerent precisely due to being created in God’s image
and encompassing all of the divine Names . He writes that Adam was given the role of vicegerent
because of the “totality of his makeup and his encompassment of all realities” . In other words, where
angels each reflect a particular attribute (mercy, power, etc.), the human being’s uniqueness is in reflecting
the entire spectrum of God’s qualities in a synthesized way. “And so the aforementioned was called Man and
Vicegerent” in Ibn ‘Arabī’s words, linking the very definition of “Man” to being God’s representative .

However, Sufis make an important distinction: While every human has the potential to be God’s vicegerent,
only the fully realized human actually fulfills that role in the complete sense . Many people are distracted
by their egos and base desires (Ibn ‘Arabī would call them “animal man” ), and thus they fail to reflect the
divine  attributes.  The  Perfect  Man,  conversely,  is  the  one whose ego has  been purified and who has
“assumed the traits of the Divine Names” through spiritual practice . This Perfect Man, Sufis claim, exists
in every age (often identified with the Qutb or spiritual pole of the time, sometimes equated with the Mahdi
or the hidden Imam in some Sufi-Shi‘i synergies). The Perfect Man is effectively the heart of humanity that
keeps the world spiritually intact, the true vicegerent hidden among people.

A prominent example:  Rūmī in  his  Masnavī often extols  the potential  of  man as God’s  steward,  saying
(paraphrased) “The whole universe is within you. Who are you? – The vicegerent of God.” The Sufi view reads
verses like 2:30 as an ontological truth: Man is  by his very creation the deputy of God, meant to manifest
God’s qualities (such as mercy, knowledge, creativity) on the plane of creation. They often quote the hadith,
“God created Adam in His own image,” to support this mystical vicegerency (not in a physical sense, of course,
but in attributes).

In Sufi interpretation of Qur’an 38:26 (addressing David), they might see a lesson beyond governance: each
seeker is a David over the kingdom of his self. Your soul has many “citizens” (desires, faculties) and you must
rule among them with justice, not letting your lower self’s desire usurp the throne of your heart. “Do not
follow desire, lest it mislead you from Allah’s path” is thus a universal principle for the inner life. In this way,
Sufis internalize the Quranic vicegerency; you must govern your microcosm as God’s vicegerent for your
soul before you can hope to be a vicegerent in the outer world.

Ibn ‘Arabī  further elaborated that the  Vicegerent of  God in  the full  sense was  the Prophet  Muhammad
himself and by extension the inheritors of his spiritual station. In some Sufi cosmologies, Muhammad is the
eternal  vicegerent,  the  first  intellect,  the  one  for  whom  the  world  was  created  (the  “Muhammadan
Reality”).  All  saints  (awliyā’)  are  deputies  of  this  Deputy.  This  is  a  mystical  layering  of  khilāfah:  God ->
Muhammad  ->  the  friends  of  God  ->  humanity  at  large.  While  not  all  Muslims  would  agree  with  this
metaphysic, it shows how far the concept can be developed spiritually.

It’s  also  interesting  that  Sufis  have  influenced  even  mainstream  discourse  with  this  humanistic
interpretation. The idea that humans have a special role of stewardship has been conveyed by many Muslim
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sages in ways that appeal to general audiences: e.g., a popular line, “Every one of you is a shepherd, and each
of you is responsible for your flock,” though a hadith, resonates with the Qur’anic vicegerent idea – each
person being God’s agent over something (be it family, community or one’s own self).

A modern Muslim philosopher-poet, Muhammad Iqbal (who was very much influenced by Sufism, though
critical of some aspects) built his concept of the self (khudi) on this vicegerency theme. He argued that the
highest  stage  of  ego-development  is  when  the  human  self,  strengthened  by  love  of  God  and  moral
discipline, becomes God’s vicegerent on earth, almost a co-worker with God in improving creation .
Iqbal writes that man’s dignity lies in the fact that “God’s vicegerent on earth… was called to work and to
ameliorate the world as a co-worker with God, without assuming that this earth was his own property” .
This captures a beautiful balance: the vicegerent is active, creative, even “participating” in God’s creative
work, yet always knows he is an entrusted agent, not the owner of dominion . Iqbal’s view, essentially,
was a modernist re-framing of the Sufi insān al-kāmil for a 20th-century audience: he wanted Muslims to
actualize their inner potential (khudi) to become dynamic, ethical beings shaping their destinies in line with
God’s will – effectively to become vicegerents in practice, not just in name .

In summation, Sufi perspectives see khilāfah as a deeply personal and spiritual reality. They celebrate the
idea that each human being carries a Divine secret and is invited to realize it. The Perfect Human is the
true vicegerent,  and every  seeker’s  journey is  to  approach that  ideal.  This  doesn’t  negate the external
aspects (some Sufis were also rulers or involved in governance, like the Ottoman and Mughal Empires had
Sufi-influenced leadership). But the stress is on inner qualification: one must polish the mirror of the heart to
reflect God, thereby deserving the designation of Khalīfatullāh. 

Notably, a scholarly survey noted:  “The Tafseer scholar interprets the khalifah fil ardhi as human in general,
while  the  Sufi  scholar  interprets  it  as  God’s  representative  on  earth.” .  This  highlights  that  mainstream
exegesis might say “khalīfa = mankind, successors generation after generation,” whereas Sufis tend to say
“khalīfa  =  the  human as  representing God (carrying His  attributes)  on earth.”  Both are  true in  Islamic
thought,  but  Sufis  amplify  the  latter  meaning.  They  often  remind:  when  God  says,  “I  am  making  a
vicegerent on earth,” the greatness of this announcement is that humans are endowed with a capacity even
angels  marveled at  –  the capacity  to know, to love,  and to manifest  God’s  qualities  in  a  way no other
creature can. In the Sufi vision, living up to that capacity is the goal of life.

Epilogue: Vicegerency in Contemporary Context

The Qur’anic concept of  Khalīfa – mankind’s vicegerency – continues to resonate in the modern world,
serving as a bridge between ancient scripture and contemporary values. In an era facing complex moral,
social, and environmental challenges, the idea that human beings are  stewards of God on earth carries
profound relevance. It offers both a dignifying vision of human purpose and a humbling reminder of our
responsibilities. 

One significant modern application of the vicegerency concept is in the realm of environmental ethics. As
the world grapples with climate change, biodiversity loss, and ecological imbalance, Muslim scholars and
activists frequently invoke khilāfah to inspire sustainable practices. The logic is straightforward: if God made
humans His vicegerents on earth (as per Qur’an 6:165 and 2:30), then we are accountable for how we treat
His  creation.  This  perspective  shifts  the  narrative  from  humans  being  exploiters  of  nature  to  being
caretakers.  Contemporary  Islamic  environmentalists  cite  the Qur’an and Hadith  to  argue that  wasting
resources  or  causing  harm  to  ecosystems  is  a  betrayal  of  the  trust  God  placed  in  humanity .  For
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example, a tradition of Prophet Muhammad states, “The world is green and beautiful and God has appointed
you His  stewards  over  it”,  closely  mirroring Quranic  language .  Initiatives  like  “Islamic  Declaration on
Climate Change” (2015) explicitly base their ethos on humans being khalīfa tasked to maintain the earth’s
balance (mīzān) and not to corrupt it.  In this way, an age-old Qur’anic term becomes a rallying cry for
responsible living and intergenerational justice – reminding us that we do not own the earth, but hold it in
trust for future generations and for Allah’s sake. As one Muslim environmentalist wrote,  “Verily God has
made you His stewards in it,  and He sees how you acquit  yourselves” ,  challenging us to reflect on our
lifestyles and policies.

In the sphere of  governance and social  justice,  the  khilāfah concept continues to inspire debate and
ideals. Politically, the word “Caliphate” has had a turbulent history in modern times – from being abolished
as an institution in the early 20th century to being misused by extremist movements in the 21st. However,
beyond its politicized usage, the underlying Quranic principle that authority is a trust from God and must be
exercised with justice (as exemplified by David in 38:26) remains a cornerstone of Islamic political thought.
In contemporary Muslim-majority societies, calls for good governance, accountability, and the rule of law are
often  couched  in  Islamic  terms  that  hark  back  to  vicegerency.  Leaders  are  reminded  that  they  are
answerable to God for how they treat their people – they are not sovereigns unto themselves, but deputies
of the Divine moral order. Even in democratic contexts, Muslim thinkers draw on the vicegerency idea to
argue for  participatory governance: since all humans are vicegerents, rulers should consult and involve
the  community  (a  modern  extension  of  the  classical  concept  of  shūrā).  The  Pakistani  philosopher
Muhammad Iqbal envisioned a society of empowered believers, each imbued with a sense of  khilāfah,
collectively governing in harmony with God’s will. He saw the “Vicegerent of God” not as a medieval caliph in
a palace, but as the awakened individual and community that co-create a just world under God’s guidance

. This remains a potent vision for many Islamic reformers: a world where Muslims live up to their
Quranic potential by fighting corruption, establishing social welfare, protecting rights – essentially,  being
God’s hands on earth to spread goodness. 

The concept of Khalīfa also provides a common language for interfaith and global ethics discussions. In a
time when humanity faces shared problems, the notion that we are all stewards of one earth finds resonance
across religious boundaries. Islamic scholars have engaged in dialogues where they offer  khilāfah as an
Islamic contribution to global values: akin to Judeo-Christian ideas of stewardship or Eastern notions of
harmony  with  nature,  but  rooted  firmly  in  Quranic  revelation.  It  reminds  the  world  that  science  and
technology, for all their benefits, must be guided by an ethical compass – a compass that, for Muslims, is
given by the One who entrusted us with this planet.

On the spiritual and personal front, the vicegerency concept can be profoundly empowering for individuals
navigating modern life. It tells each person: You matter. You are valued by God, entrusted with meaningful
agency.  In  a  world  where  individuals  can  feel  lost  or  purposeless,  the  Qur’an’s  message  that  God
deliberately placed humans on earth to represent Him and cultivate goodness can instill a sense of dignity
and mission. At the same time, it teaches humility: We are vicegerents, not gods. Modern culture sometimes
encourages playing god – through unchecked consumerism, attempts to dominate others, or neglect of the
vulnerable – but the Quranic ideal corrects this by asserting that true honor lies in service, mercy, and
justice, not in domination. The Khalīfa is always a servant (`abd) of Allah first. Balancing the dual identity of
servant and vicegerent is arguably as relevant as ever, as we seek to balance piety with worldly engagement,
and individual rights with collective responsibilities.
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Finally, the enduring relevance of Khalīfa can be seen in how Muslim youth and thinkers interpret identity
and purpose. Many youth-led initiatives, from community service projects to ethical startups, draw from
Islamic terms to frame their motivation. The idea of being “Ambassadors of Islam” or  “Khulafā’ on campus”
shows an internalization of the vicegerent ethos – young Muslims striving to be examples of benevolence
and integrity, effectively God’s representatives in their milieu. Far from being an archaic concept, khilāfah in
this sense is dynamic and motivational.

In conclusion, the Quranic concept of vicegerency is a rich tapestry that has unfolded through centuries and
continues to unfurl  in  our time.  From the dawn of  humanity  with Adam to the challenges of  the 21st
century, it provides a unifying thread: Human beings, in all our weakness and glory, are called to rise to
a sacred trust. That trust asks us to cultivate knowledge, justice, compassion, and balance – to be, each in
our capacity, agents of the Good on Earth. The verses 2:30, 6:165, 7:69, 7:74, 24:55, 27:62, and 38:26 echo
through history with this timeless call. As we heed their message today, we participate in what is essentially
a covenant between the Creator and humanity. In a world rife with “corruption and bloodshed” – the very
outcome the angels feared – the Quranic vision of Khalīfa invites us to prove, through our actions, that we
can indeed “judge in truth,” care for creation, succeed our forebears nobly, and worship God not just in
ritual but through the work of bettering the world. 

Such is the lofty yet practical ideal of vicegerency: an ideal that continues to challenge and inspire, ensuring
that the Quran’s guidance remains “a mercy for all creatures” in every age. 
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