CHAPTER 2

The Story of Qarun (Korah) in the Qur’an
and Its Importance for Our Times

Zeki Saritoprak

Wealth and poverty are both fitna for human beings. Generally, fitna is
translated as trial or test. There is a famous hadith which says “Lord, I take
refuge in You from the fitna of wealth and from the fitna of poverty.”! We
also see this concept in the well-known Qur’anic verse about Solomon,
who is famous for his wealth. In the verse, Solomon says, “This is from the
bounty of my Lord to test me whether I will be thanking Him or denying
Him” (27:40).2 T do not want to suggest that either wealth or poverty is
inherently evil. They are not. In fact there is a hadith that suggests that
those who have been given wealth should not hide it and live a poor life:
“Surely God loves to see the traces of His bounties on His servants when
He bestows His bounties upon them.”?® What these narratives suggest is
that when wealth is misused it becomes evil. As a principle in the Qur’an,
the owner of wealth is God and He gives it to whomever He wishes and
withholds it from whom He wishes.*

There are famous persons in the Qur’an and the history of Islam who
have used their wealth in the proper way. The four caliphs, especially Abu
Bakr and Uthman, are examples of such persons. Abu Bakr is most nota-
ble in this regard. Prior to embracing the message of the Prophet, Abu
Bakr was a wealthy man; after accepting the message, he was generous to
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those in need and used his wealth in the service of Islam in various ways
including freeing slaves. Even today, among ordinary Muslims he is highly
admired for his charitableness. Abu Bakr therefore stands in opposition to
Qarun because of how he used his wealth for the good of others and not,
like Qarun, for his own desires. Though much more can be said compar-
ing Abu Bakr and Qarun, because of lack of space, the focus of this chapter
is Qarun who is a well-known competitor with Moses in both the Qur’an
and the Hebrew Bible.

Qarun or Karun is the same villainous figure known variously as Korah,
Korach, or Korak in the Hebrew Bible. He was a wealthy® man and an
antagonist of Moses (Numbers 16:1-40). Similar to the account in the
Qur’an, according to Numbers 26:9-10, he and many of his associates
were swallowed by the earth. While the Qur’an does not give the details of
the story that we find in Numbers, we do find in it the essence of the story
and a mention of his conversation with his people and Moses. Though
there are but three references to him in the Qur’an,® there are more sig-
nificant details in Hadith literature and numerous commentaries which,
when put together, can give us important insights into the roles of wealth
and poverty in testing human beings.

Given that we will be examining this story in detail, it is worth quoting
at length from Chap. 28 of the Qur’an where we learn the story of Qarun.
The following are verses 76 through 78.

Qarun was one of Moses’ people, but he treated them unjustly. We gave him
such great treasures that their very keys[”] would have been a burden to a
body of strong men. His people said to him: “Do not gloat [in your riches],
for God does not love those who gloat. And with that which God has given
you pursue the abode of the Hereafter and do not forget your portion in this
world. Be good to others as God has been good to you, and do not pursue
corruption on earth: for God does not love the corrupt. He [Qarun] said:
“I have been given this because of my knowledge.”

Therefore, we know that Qarun was from the people of Moses and
from the linguistic context we know that he transgressed or revolted
against them. In the verses that follow, the Qur’an describes a conversa-
tion between Qarun and his people which I summarize in the following
paragraph.

As the verses describe it, the people say God does not like spoiled
ones, and they ask Qarun to use his wealth to gain the afterlife. His
people suggest his wealth is given to him by God, not something he
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received by chance and suggest a balance between this worldly life and
the afterlife. This is why they tell him that his wealth can be a vehicle
for attaining Divine pleasure in the afterlife. A natural question would
then arise regarding how this might happen. The Qur’an answers this
question by saying, through the story of Qarun, that one must give away
a portion of his or her wealth to the poor and needy to strike a bal-
ance between this worldly life and the afterlife. The people ask him to
do good things for the community as God has done good things for
him. In other words, God has generously provided him bountiful wealth.
Therefore, he is obliged to give away part of that wealth for the better-
ment of society. Finally, the people say that God does not like corrupt
people and Qarun’s fostering of corruption and multiplication of evil
deeds are against God’s will. The word used here for corruption [ fasad)]
is very general and can be used to convey many types of corruption, not
just financial corruption. His response is short but assertive. He denies all
the requests of the people and arrogantly tells them that he received all
of his possessions because of his own knowledge. Theologically speaking,
Qarun’s response is full of conceit and is a denial of God’s generous and
merciful gifts to us.

After this response of Qarun, the Qur’an proclaims “Does he not know
that God has destroyed in previous centuries some people who were more
powerful and wealthier than him?” (28:78). This Qur’anic declaration
is a clear reminder that even if an individual is the wealthiest person in
the world, their wealth will not protect them from God’s will, which can
destroy it with one command that can bring natural disaster, physical sick-
ness, personal death, or some other destructive event.

The story in the Qur’an doesn’t end with this conversation between
Qarun and the people. It shows him flaunting his wealth and considering
himself superior to the people. He parades before the people with «...
extreme decorations and adornments” (28:79). The Qur’an comments
on this display by speaking about two groups of people. One group is
called, “those who love this worldly life” and the other group is called,
“those who have been given knowledge.” The first group is amazed by
the beauty and decorations of Qarun and become envious of him saying,
“We wish to have what Qarun has been given. Surely, he is so lucky.”
The second group stands in opposition to the first group and says, “Woe
unto you. The reward of God is much greater for those who believe
and do good deeds. And only those who are patient can receive this
reward” (28:79-80). The Qur’an does not delve into the details of the
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conversation of these two groups, but the essence of it is emphasized.
On one side are decoration and apparent wealth, which are not eternal.
On the other side is the reward of God, which is based on faith and
action. It should be made clear here that wealth, per se is not what is
being criticized. Wealth is not in and of itself bad, but it becomes bad if
one fails to use wealth properly and simply admires it. In Islam there is
a stress on action and good deeds. In fact, the ideal form of prayer is a
combination of words and actions. The verse ends with the importance
of patience, emphasizing that one is not to be tempted by the decora-
tions of this worldly life. It is this patience that is praised because those
who show it are those who believe in and do good deeds. It is these
people who receive divine rewards. This indirectly refers to Moses and
how he was patient during Qarun’s plot against him, as we shall discuss
in the following text.

On the basis of the general Qur’anic principles, which value permanent
knowledge over transient wealth, it is possible to construct a more detailed
comparison of these two groups. It is also possible to offer a measure of
reconciliation between them, even though it does not explicitly describe
such a reconciliation.

It appears that Qarun was so stubborn that he did not accept any of
the people’s suggestions. This is why the Qur’an speaks of his fate by say-
ing: “So we caused the earth to swallow him and his house. There was no
group that could help him and he was not among those who were receiv-
ing help” (28:81). Then the Qur’an describes those people who desired
wealth instead of knowledge and their change of heart. It is understood
from the verse that those people who were envious of Qarun repented
after seeing his fate. Although they desired to be like him in the begin-
ning, they came to acknowledge that wealth is a divine gift, given by God
to people. One should not envy those who have it and should not look
down upon those who do not have it. It is a very powerful statement to
the followers of Qarun who clearly learned a lesson from what had hap-
pened to him. There are a variety of people in the Qur’an who do not
learn their lessons and are, therefore, destroyed by calamity.® In the case
of the followers of Qarun, it appears they learned the lesson. The Qur’an
describes them by saying: “If it were not for the benevolence of God, the
earth would have swallowed us as well. Surely those who disbelieve do not
prosper” (28:82). After speaking of their repentance and acceptance of
God and after indicating that in the afterlife they will be in paradise, the
Qur’an beautifully concludes this story by saying:
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That is the abode of the afterlife. We give it to those who do not seek supe-
riority on earth and those who do not seek corruption. The final [victory] is
for those who are respectful of God. Those who bring good deeds, they will
receive something better than that. Those who bring bad deeds, they will be
punished according only to what they have done (28:84).

There is a hadith recounted by Beditizzaman Said Nursi, the famous
twentieth century Muslim scholar, which says “zakaz is a bridge of Islam.”
That is to say, zakat helps the wealthy and the poor to be in contact with
each other. In recounting this, Said Nursi implies that the wealthy should
have compassion for the poor and the poor should respect the wealthy.
He considers this an important element of social harmony and cohesion.’

The story of Qarun as found in the Qur’an is short and cursory.
Therefore, to fully understand the importance of the story of Qarun in the
Muslim tradition we need to look at the Qur’anic commentaries. These
commentaries tell us that after Moses received the Divine command for
us to be charitable he went to Qarun and asked him for contributions
from his wealth. Qarun made an agreement with Moses agreeing that he
would give one dinar for every thousand dinar and one sheep for every
thousand sheep. Qarun returns to his home, recalculates and finds it is
too much. Qarun then gathers his people and addresses them saying that
they obeyed Moses in all things, but now he, Moses, wants their wealth.
His supporters reply by telling him that he is their leader and master and
whatever he commands them they will do. Qarun said, “I command you
to bring a prostitute and to give her some money so that she will accuse
Moses of committing adultery with her.” They did so. Then Qarun came
to Moses and spoke to him saying “The children of Israel have gathered
and are waiting for you to command them and forbid them.” Moses came
out to address the children of Isracl. He said “O children of Israel, anyone
who steals, we will cut off his hand. Anyone who utters a calumny will be
whipped. Anyone who commits adultery and is not married, we will give
him 100 lashes. Anyone who commits adultery and is married, we will
give him lashes until he dies.” Then Qarun said to Moses, “Even if this
one is you?” Moses replied, “Yes, even if it is me.” Then Qarun said, “The
children of Israel claim that you committed adultery with a prostitute.”
Moses said, “Then call her. If she confirms this then it is as she said.” The
prostitute came and Moses asked her, “Did I commit adultery with you?”
The prostitute said, “No. They are lying. They gave me money so that I
would utter a calumny against you.” Moses prostrated before God and
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God sent him a revelation saying, “Moses, command the earth what you
wish.” And Moses commanded the earth saying, “Take them away.” And
the earth took all of them.'®

According to the commentary of al-Farra’(d. 822), Qarun was Moses’s
cousin and complained that Moses did not give him enough authority to
practice the priesthood. He would say, “If the prophethood is for Moses
and the authority over the altar is for Aaron, what is for me”?!! Al-Tabari
adds that Qarun was not denying God, but using his wealth as an argu-
ment to show that God favored him. “God knew of my virtue and God
became pleased with me therefore preferred me over you with this wealth
since he knew my superiority over you.”!2

Islamic thinkers have also used the story of Qarun, when the earth
opens and swallows him (28:81), as an example of the “anger of nature”,
which is part of the Divine plan against those who spread corruption on
earth. Said Nursi argues that the stories of Noah, Hud, and Salih are also
historical examples of this type of divine punishment through natural disas-
ters.!® Said Nursi’s approach in this case is based on Biblical and Qur’anic
narratives of the ancient nations. Further, according to Nursi, this is not
merely something that happened in the past, but is something that will
continue to happen until the Day of Judgment. Importantly, he uses
Qarun as an example against those to whom purely materialistic knowl-
edge appeals. He strongly emphasizes that modern civilization should
not claim that advances in technology are solely the result of humanity’s
knowledge. According to Said Nursi, it should be understood that such
advances are made possible by God inspiring scholars and scientists and
that claiming knowledge as a purely human affair can result in natural
disasters which can ruin human civilization. “Thus if human beings deny
the mercy of their Creator and reject the Divine bounties by questioning
His wisdom, like Qarun, saying ‘I have attained all this through my own
knowledge and power,” surely they make themselves deserving of a smack
of punishment.”!*

Sahl al-Tustary, a Sufi commenting on Qarun’s punishment for claim-
ing superiority over Moses, adds his powerful insight:

There is no ultimate success for the arrogant; the one who claims meritori-
ous status for himself will never fulfill it. The good person is the one who
takes away attention from himself and sees the grace of God in all bounties
and merits that he has. The evil person is the one whose soul beautifies his
conditions and deeds so that he becomes proud of himself and then owns
them. Such arrogance will destroy him sooner or later.
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A sixteenth century Muslim scholar, Muhammad bin Bayr Ali al-
Berekly, has written a book on the question of whether it is better to be a
thankful wealthy person or a patient poor person. According to him, it is
considered preferable to be wealthy and thankful than poor and patient.!®
However, even though wealth is highly praised in Islam, because wealth
is a special gift from God, it places a greater burden on those who receive
it. In order to ease this burden, one has to use it very carefully and in the
most proper way.

Today, one can argue that for human development and good condi-
tions in life, a certain level of wealth is necessary and should be praised.
By placing the example of Qarun up against that of Abu Bakr, we are
reminded that wealth is both a vehicle to goodness as well as a burden that
may lead its owner astray. It is fitting then to end with the following verse
which most commentators believe refers to Abu Bakr:

“But the good man who keeps himself pure by almsgiving shall keep away
from fire. He is the one who gives away his wealth to purify himself and does
good works for the sake of the Most High only, seeking no recompense.
Such a man shall be pleased [with what God will give him]” (92:17-21).
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