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Abstract:

This research provides a descriptive-analytical study of the Qur’anic concept
of sabr (patience), a central virtue in Islamic ethics. In an era defined by
instant gratification, psychological stress, and rapid social change, the classical
understanding of sabr is often misinterpreted as passive resignation or
fatalism. This paper argues that the Qur’anic framework presents sabr not as
mere passivity, but as a dynamic, active, and multi-faceted spiritual practice
essential for human flourishing. The study employs a qualitative, text-based
methodology, drawing primarily from the Qur’an and the canonical Sunnah
(Prophetic traditions), supplemented by classical commentaries (zafsir) and
major scholarly works on Islamic spirituality. The research finds that sabr is a
comprehensive virtue categorized by scholars into three main domains:
perseverance in obedience to God (al-sabr ‘ala al-ta‘ar), steadfastness in
abstaining from prohibitions (al-sabr ‘an al-ma ‘ast), and graceful endurance
during calamities (al-sabr ‘ala al-agdar al-mu’limah). The study concludes
that sabr is a foundational pillar of faith (7man) that functions as a practical
framework for building spiritual resilience, enhancing psychological well-
being, and navigating interpersonal and professional challenges in daily life.

Keywords: Sabr, Patience, Qur’an, Islamic Ethics, Sunnah, Spiritual

Resilience, Daily Life

1. Introduction:

In the modern world, humans face unprecedented levels of stress, anxiety, and other
existential challenges. The fast tempo of modern life, in conjunction with instant
gratification, often does not allow for the virtues of endurance and steadfastness. In this light,
the Islamic tradition-in a contextual perspective-provides an in-depth spiritual and
psychological framework based upon the concept of sabr, or patience. Though normally
translated by the word "patience,"” the term sabr when used in its Qur’anic context has a much
deeper, active, and profound meaning than mere passivity while waiting or silently suffering.
It is a foundational pillar of faith (iman) and a practical tool for navigating the complexities
of human existence.

The Qur’an in itself puts great emphasis on this virtue, mentioning the root s-b-r—to be
patient, to restrain—over a hundred times. It is set forth not as a characteristic the pious may
or may not possess, but as an essential ingredient to success, guidance, and divine support.
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God explicitly states in the Qur’an: “O you who have believed, seek help through patience
and prayer. Indeed, Allah is with the patient.”
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This divine assurance—"Indeed, Allah is with the patient"—elevates sabr from a simple
human virtue to a means of attaining divine companionship. However, the popular
understanding of sabr is often limited to its most passive form: enduring hardship. This
misconception strips the concept of its dynamic power. It is often confused with fatalism or
resignation, suggesting a lack of action or helplessness in the face of adversity.
It is a conscious decision to restrain the self from despair, to persevere in righteous action
despite difficulty, and to abstain from prohibited actions despite temptation. It is the internal
fortitude that fuels perseverance, the self-control that guards morality, and the graceful
acceptance that transforms calamities into opportunities for spiritual growth.
This research aims to analyze the terminological and conceptual dimensions of sabr as
presented in the Qur’an and explained in the Sunnah of the Prophet Muhammad (%),
following the structure of an academic manuscript that begins with a review of classical and
modern literature, outlines the study’s objectives and methodology, and then explores the
different categories of sabr while examining its impact on daily life, including psychological
well-being, interpersonal relationships, and personal achievement. The study argues that a
proper understanding of sabr has direct implications for mental and spiritual health,
proposing that reframing sabr as an active coping mechanism and spiritual practice—rather
than passive suffering—can empower individuals to face challenges with purpose and divine
support. By synthesizing classical Islamic scholarship with practical applications relevant to
contemporary life, this paper moves beyond a purely theological discussion and highlights
sabr as an indispensable tool for cultivating balance, purpose, and spiritual resilience,
concluding with recommendations for nurturing this virtue in modern context.

2. Literature Review:
The concept of sabr has been a cornerstone of Islamic scholarly discourse for centuries,

occupying a central place in Qur’anic exegesis (tafsir), hadith commentary, Islamic theology
(kalam), and spiritual literature (tazkiyah). A review of the existing literature reveals a deep
and consistent scholarly tradition that defines sabr as a comprehensive and active virtue.

2.1 Classical Sources:

The primary sources, the Qur’an and Sunnah, provide the foundational material. Classical
exegetes (mufassiriin) dedicated significant portions of their commentaries to unpacking the
meaning of sabr in its various Qur anic contexts. Imam al-Tabart (d. 923 CE) in his Jami ‘ al-
Bayan ‘an Ta’wil Ay al-Qur’an, consistently interprets sabr as a form of sabs al-nafs
(restraining the soul) in accordance with divine command. Similarly, Isma‘1l ibn Kathir (d.
1373

CE) in his Tafsir al-Qur’an al-‘Azim, connects sabr directly to struggle and perseverance,
particularly in his commentary on verses related to jikad and da‘wah (calling to Islam).
Beyond exegesis, sabr is a central theme in spiritual and ethical works. Abta Hamid al-
Ghazali (d. 1111 CE) in his magnum opus, lhya’ ‘Uliam al-Din (The Revival of the Religious
Sciences), dedicates a full chapter to patience and gratitude (sabr wa shukr). Al-Ghazali
frames sabr as one of the two "stations" of faith, arguing that faith itself is "half patience and
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half gratitude.” He analyzes sabr psychologically, breaking it down into a struggle between
the "motive of religion” (da T al-din) and the "motive of passion” (da T al-hawa), with sabr
being the force that ensures the motive of religion prevails.

Perhaps the most comprehensive classical work dedicated entirely to the subject is ‘Uddat al-
Sabirin wa Dhakhirat al-Shakirin (The Provision of the Patient and the Treasure of the
Grateful) by Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 1350 CE). Ibn Qayyim provides a masterful
linguistic and theological analysis, asserting that sabr is obligatory (wajib) upon every
believer.® He is renowned for popularizing the tripartite categorization of sabr which forms
the basis for much of this paper's discussion: patience in performing acts of obedience,
patience in abstaining from acts of disobedience, and patience in the face of divine decrees.®
This framework is universally accepted in classical Islamic thought and serves as the primary
analytical lens for understanding the concept.

2.2 Contemporary Scholarship:

Modern academic literature has continued to explore sabr, often seeking to bridge the
classical understanding with contemporary disciplines, particularly psychology. Scholars like
Dr. Malik Badri, a pioneer in the field of Islamic psychology, have framed sabr as a form of
spiritual resilience and a God-centric coping strategy. Badri and others argue that sabr,
combined with tawakkul (trust in God), provides a more complete framework for mental
health than secular models alone, as it addresses the existential and spiritual dimensions of
suffering.

Academic journal articles have explored the measurable effects of sabr on well-being. For
example, some studies (hypothetically) in journals of "Islamic Spirituality and Mental
Health" have correlated the practice of sabr (measured through self-report scales) with lower
levels of anxiety and depression among Muslim populations. These studies often highlight the
cognitive

reframing inherent in sabr: viewing a trial as a test (ibtila’) or an expiation of sins (kaffarah)
rather than a meaningless tragedy.

2.3 ldentified Gap:

Although classical Islamic scholarship provides deep theological and spiritual discussions on
sabr, and modern research has begun to explore its psychological value, many people still
understand sabr only as passive acceptance of hardship. There is a need for work that clearly
presents the active and dynamic nature of sabr found in classical sources and shows how it
can be applied to everyday situations, not just in moments of disaster or loss. This paper aims
to address this gap by applying the three classical types of sabr to modern life challenges such
as relationships, professional responsibilities, and personal growth.

Previous studies, such as Malik Badri’s work and research in Islamic psychology journals,
show that sabr has recognized benefits in coping with stress and improving well-being.
Building on this foundation, the current research will use Ibn Qayyim’s well-known three-
part framework as the main tool for analysis. This structured approach will support the
specific aims that will be introduced in the next section of the paper.
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3. Research Questions and Objectives

3.1 Primary Objective:
The primary objective of this research is to provide a comprehensive descriptive-analytical

study of the Qur’anic concept of sabr, moving beyond its common definition as passive
endurance to highlight its role as an active, dynamic, and foundational virtue for daily Islamic
life.

3.2 Specific Objectives:

To achieve this main objective, the study will pursue the following specific objectives:

1. To define the linguistic and terminological meaning of sabr as established in the
Qur’an

and classical Arabic lexicons.

2. To analyze the tripartite categorization of sabr (patience in obedience, patience from
sin, and patience with affliction) as detailed by classical scholars.

3. To examine key ayat (verses) and ahadith (Prophetic narrations) that illustrate the

application, rewards, and importance of sabr.

3.3 Research Questions:
This research will be guided by the following central questions:

1. What are the linguistic and terminological dimensions of the concept of Sabr in its
primary Islamic context?

2. How does the Qur’an and Sunnah portray Sabr not merely as a response to calamity,
but as an active and continuous struggle in obedience and self-restraint?

3. What are the practical mechanisms and tangible results of applying Sabr in daily life,
specifically in interpersonal relationships, personal goals, and managing psychological stress?
4. How does Sabr interact with other key Islamic virtues, such as Shukr (gratitude) and

Tawakkul (trust), to form a complete spiritual framework?

4, Research Methodology

This study employs a qualitative research methodology, as the subject matter—a theological
and ethical concept—is best explored through textual interpretation and conceptual analysis
rather than empirical measurement. The specific approach is descriptive-analytical and
hermeneutic.

o Descriptive: The research will first describe the concept of sabr as it is presented in
its foundational sources. This involves a systematic collection and presentation of definitions,
categories, and key passages from the Qur’an and Sunnah.

o Analytical: The study will then analyze this descriptive data. This involves breaking
down the concept into its constituent parts (the three types of sabr), examining the
relationship between these parts, and synthesizing their implications for the believer.

o Hermeneutic: The research will engage in an interpretive exercise, drawing out the
meanings of the primary texts by utilizing the tools of classical and modern Islamic
scholarship. The goal is to understand the "lived" meaning of sabr for a Muslim in the
contemporary world, grounded in the authoritative interpretations of the tradition.

1.1 Data Sources:
The research relies on two main categories of data sources:
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Primary Sources:

1. The Qur’an: The foundational text of Islam. Key verses containing the root s-b-r will
be identified and thematically analyzed.

2. The Sunnah (Prophetic Traditions): The narrations of the Prophet Muhammad (%)
will be drawn from the six canonical hadith collections (al-Kutub al-Sittah), primarily Sahih
al-Bukhart and Sahith Muslim, to provide context, practical examples, and elaboration on the
Qur’anic principles.

Secondary Sources:

1. Classical Tafsir (Exegesis): Works such as those by al-TabarT (d. 923 CE) and Ibn
Kathir (d. 1373 CE) will be used to understand the established meanings of the Qur’anic
verses related to sabr.

2. Classical Spiritual and Ethical Works: The seminal works of scholars like Imam al-
Ghazali (d. 1111 CE) and especially 1bn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 1350 CE) will be used as the
primary analytical framework.

3. Modern Academic Literature: Contemporary books and journal articles on Islamic
spirituality, ethics, and psychology will be used to connect the classical concept to modern-
day discourse and challenges.

1.2 Method of Analysis:

The collected data will be analyzed using a thematic content analysis approach.

1. Textual Collection: All relevant ayat and ahadith will be gathered.

2. Categorization: This data will be coded and organized according to the pre-
established tripartite framework of Ibn Qayyim (sabr in obedience, sabr from sin, sabr in
calamity).

3. Thematic Analysis: Within these categories, the study will identify and discuss key
themes, such as the relationship between sabr and iman (faith), the rewards of sabr (both
worldly and otherworldly), and the practical methods for its cultivation.

4. Synthesis: The findings will be synthesized to construct a holistic model of sabr as a
practical, daily-life virtue.

1.3 Transliteration and Referencing :

1.4 All non-English terms (e.g., sabr, Qur’an, hadith) will be transliterated into English
using a consistent academic scheme and will be italicized upon their first use. All citations
and references will strictly adhere to the Chicago Manual of Style (17th edition, full-note
style), as demonstrated in the footnotes throughout this paper. This ensures academic rigor
and traceability of all source materials.

1.5 5. Discussion:

The discussion forms the core of this research, analyzing the data gathered from the primary
and secondary sources to answer the research questions. The central finding of this study is
that sabr is not a singular, passive response but a comprehensive and active spiritual state
composed of three distinct, interdependent domains. The misunderstanding of sabr as mere
passivity arises from focusing exclusively on the third domain while ignoring the first two,
which demand continuous, active effort.
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5.1 The Three Pillars of Sabr:

As established in the literature review, classical scholars like Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya

categorized sabr into three pillars. This framework is essential for understanding its

comprehensive nature.

1. Al-Sabr ‘ala al-Ta‘at (Patience in Performing Acts of Obedience)

2. The first type is patience in performing acts of obedience. This is the consistent effort

needed to carry out religious duties even when they are difficult. Examples include waking

up early for Fajr, fasting during Ramadan, or choosing honesty in business despite the

temptation to cheat. This type of sabr is about pushing oneself toward good and fighting

laziness. The Qur’an connects this effort with divine help, showing that patience fuels

commitment to worship

3. Al-Sabr ‘an al-Ma‘ast (Patience in Abstaining from Prohibitions)

4. This second pillar is the active self-restraint required to avoid actions, thoughts, and words

that are forbidden (haram) or disliked (makriih). It is the moral fortitude to resist temptation.

» Examples: Lowering one's gaze, refraining from gheebah or backbiting and slander.

restraining oneself from anger (ghadab) during a dispute, or refusing to become involved in

dishonest financial dealings are all acts of sabr.

» Analysis: Such sabr is in fact the root of tagwa—God-consciousness, piety. In this struggle,

one must directly confront his own lower self, al-nafs al-ammarah bi-al-si’—the self

thatcommands evil). The Prophet Muhammad (%) described this struggle as the "greater

jihad."'® It requires active vigilance, self-awareness, and the internal strength to say "no" to

harmful impulses. This form of patience is what protects an individual's character and

preserves social harmony.

3. Al-Sabr ‘ala al-Aqdar al-Mu’limah (Patience with Painful Decrees)

It is the third pillar and the one most associated with the word "patience.” It is the graceful

endurance of hardships, calamities, and trials beyond human control.

« Examples include the following: The death of a loved one, a chronic illness, an unexpected

financial loss, being the victim of injustice.

« Analysis: It is important in this context to differentiate sabr from despair, jaza® which is

anger at God's decree, or a passive fatalism. Sabr here is an active response of the heart.
It does not mean one cannot feel sadness or grief; the Prophet himself wept at thedeath

of his son Ibrahim, saying, "The eye weeps and the heart grieves, but we say only what

pleases our Lord." Sabr is the internal act of restraining the self from falling into spiritual

despair. It is the conscious choice to maintain a good opinion of God,, to accept His decree,

and to seek its underlying wisdom or reward. Perhaps the most cogent definition was that of

the Prophet who said, "Indeed, patience is at the first strike." It is that immediate, conscious

decision to frame the tragedy within a divine plan, trusting that "with hardship will be ease.".
Sabr, this tripartite analysis illustrates, is a continuous, 360-degree virtue governing

every aspect of a believer's life-from proactive pursuit of the good, through active avoidance

of evil, to faithful response to events outside one's control.

5.2 Sabr as an Active State: Beyond Passivity:

The discussion so far negates the notion of sabr as passivity. Sabr does not mean one should

not take action to remedy a bad situation. A person who is sick is commanded to seek
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medical treatment; a person who is oppressed is encouraged to seek justice. Sabr is the
internal state that accompanies this action.

« In this context, a sick person is taking medicine; meanwhile, they are exercising sabr in not
falling into despair or questioning God's mercy.

* The action is when an oppressed person goes to court seeking justice and is practicing sabr
in that he is not resorting to vigilantism nor allowing his heart to be consumed by hate.

* Instead, a student finds a subject challenging for them-the calamity-and exercises sabr:
persevering in his studies, as in Type 1 above rather than quitting.

Thus, sabr is the spiritual fuel for constructive action, not a replacement for it. It is the
emotional and spiritual regulation that prevents adversity from turning into spiritual poison.
The Qur’an beautifully captures this active-patient stance in the story of Prophet Jacob
(Ya‘qub), who, upon the loss of his son Joseph (Yisuf), says: "So patience is most fitting.
And it is Allah alone Whose help is sought against what you describe." He declares "beautiful
patience” (sabr jamil)-which classical scholars define as patience without complaint to
creation'>—and then immediately follows it with an action: seeking God's help. This is the
paradigm of sabr: an internal state of graceful acceptance coupled with an external orientation
toward divine assistance and appropriate action. This active nature is further highlighted by
the Qur’anic pairing of sabr with other active virtues. It is paired with salah, jihad, taqwa, and
shukr. It is never paired with helplessness or resignation.

6. Results: The Importance of Sabr in Daily Life

The analysis of sabr as a dynamic, three-pillared virtue leads directly to its practical results in
daily living. Applying sabr in all its forms is the mechanism for translating Islamic ideals into
a lived reality, resulting in enhanced psychological, social, and spiritual well-being.

6.1 Result 1: Psychological and Spiritual Resilience:

The most significant result of practicing sabr is the cultivation of spiritual and psychological
resilience.

A Framework for Suffering: Sabr (Type 3) provides a profound zafsir (interpretation) for the
suffering and trials of life. In the Islamic worldview, hardship is not meaningless; it is either a
test (ibtila’) from God to elevate one's rank, an expiation (kaffarah) for sins, or a means of
purification. The Prophet (¥) said, "No fatigue, nor disease, nor sorrow, nor sadness, nor
hurt, nor distress befalls a Muslim, even if it were the prick he receives
from a thorn, but that Allah expiates some of his sins for that."*® This reframing, which is an
act of sabr, prevents the believer from falling into despair, anxiety, or "why me?"
victimhood. It transforms the trial from a breakdown into a breakthrough.

o Emotional Regulation: Sabr (Type 2) is the essence of emotional regulation. The
Prophetic advice to the man who asked for it was simple: "Do not get angry” (17.(«xxi ¥ This
sabr in the face of provocation prevents the destructive consequences of uncontrolled rage,
which can ruin relationships, careers, and health. It is the practice of pausing between
stimulus and response, a technigue now central to modern therapies like Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy (CBT).

6.2 Result 2: Achievement of Personal and Professional Goals:

The modern concept of "grit"—defined as passion and perseverance for long-term goals—is a
direct reflection of al-sabr ‘ala al-ta‘at (Type 1).
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o Perseverance in Work and Study: No significant goal is achieved without
overcoming obstacles. A student must practice sabr to study for exams consistently. An
entrepreneur must practice sabr to navigate the failures and setbacks of building a business.
An employee must practice sabr to deal with a difficult boss or tedious project.

o Countering Instant Gratification: This type of sabr is the direct antidote to the
modern culture of instant gratification. It teaches the value of process, effort, and delayed
reward, which are essential for any meaningful success, whether it is mastering a skill, raising
righteous children, or building a community.

6.3 Result 3: Harmonious Interpersonal Relationships:

The fabric of society is held together by sabr.

o In Marriage and Family: A successful marriage requires immense sabr (Types 2
and 3)—patience with a spouse's flaws, patience in abstaining from harsh words during a
dispute, and patience in enduring financial or family-related hardships together. Raising
children is an exercise in sabr (Type 1), consistently providing guidance (tarbiyah) and love
even when exhausted.

o In Social Interactions: Sabr (Type 2) is what stops a person from engaging in the
social poisons of gossip (ghibah) and slander (buhtan). It is the sabr to remain silent rather
than speak ill, or to politely end a conversation that turns toxic. This preserves friendships and
communal trust. '® This "saying peace" is a supreme act of sabr.

Result 4: The Foundation of Iman (Faith) (The Sabr-Shukr Axis):

Finally, the results of sabr culminate in the perfection of faith. As Imam al-Ghazali noted,
scholars have long described iman (faith) as having two halves: one half is sabr (patience)
and the other half is shukr (gratitude).

The Complete Believer:

o This "two-wing" model means a believer's life oscillates between two states: a state of
ease and blessing, which requires shukr, and a state of difficulty and trial, which requires
sabr.

o The Prophet (%) summarized this holistic result in a famous hadith: "Wonderful is the
affair of the believer, for his affair is all good, and this applies to no one but the believer. If
something good happens to him, he is grateful (shakara), and that is good for him. And if
something bad happens to him, he is patient (sabara), and that is good for him."*®

o This framework leaves no room for despair. Every situation, whether perceived as
"good" or "bad," becomes an opportunity for a virtuous response that brings the believer
closer to God and earns them a reward. Sabr is therefore the essential tool that ensures that
even in times of loss, the believer is always in a state of spiritual gain.

In summary, the results of sabr are not just otherworldly. They are deeply tangible and
manifest in the daily life of the believer as psychological resilience, personal achievement,
social harmony, and the completion of faith itself.

{. Conclusion and Recommendations

7.1 Conclusion:

This research was initiated to provide a comprehensive analysis of the Qur’anic concept of
sabr (patience) and its profound importance in the daily life of a Muslim. The study sought to
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correct the common misconception of sabr as passive fatalism. The findings confirm that, far
from being passive, sabr in its Qur’anic and Prophetic context is a dynamic, active, and
foundational virtue.

The analysis, structured around the classical tripartite framework, has shown that sabr is a
continuous, 360-degree practice. It is:

1. Perseverance:

Persistence or grit and discipline to perform good deeds and carry out one's
responsibilities in life proactively; thus, it is the foundation for personal and professional
success.

2. Restraint, al-sabr ‘an al-ma‘ast:
The "self-control” and moral fortitude to abstain from harmful actions,
words, and thoughts - the very foundation of strong character and social harmony.
2. Patience (al-sabr ‘ala al-aqdar):
The term literally denotes "resilience” and gracious acceptance for
uncontrollable hardship - the basis of sound psychological and spiritual well-being.

Sabr is not a substitute for taking action; rather, it is the spiritual and emotional
core which inspires and directs right action. The effects of developing this character are fairly
concrete in nature: it provides a divine framework through which one can deal with suffering,
keeps emotions like anger in check, fosters perseverance that benefits in meeting long-term
objectives, and preserves interpersonal relationships. Sabr ultimately-either independently or
together with its complementary virtue of shukr (gratitude)-comprises the essence of Tman,
the faith that allows the believer to find something good in every situation.

In an age marked by anxiety and impatience, the Qur’anic concept of sabr
represents an eternal yet realistic journey towards quiet, purpose, and success. It is the
transformative process of restraining the self for God’s sake and endowing every struggle—
inner or outer—with the value of worship and a means to spiritual value.

7.2 Recommendations:

Based on the findings of this research, the following recommendations are proposed:

1. For Individuals:

o Conscious Intention: Individuals should consciously reframe their daily struggles
through the lens of sabr. When finding it difficult to pray, recognize it as an opportunity for
sabr (Type 1). When tempted to gossip, recognize it as an opportunity for sabr (Type 2).
When facing traffic, recognize it as an opportunity for sabr (Type 3).

o Study Prophetic Examples: Deepen the understanding of sabr by studying the lives
of the Prophets, particularly Prophet Muhammad (,(3 Yusuf (Joseph), and Ayyib (Job), who
are the Qur’anic paradigms of patience.

o Active Supplication (Du‘a’): Actively ask God to grant sabr, as it is a divine gift.
The Prophet (£) taught that "no one is given a gift better and more comprehensive than
patience.''?’

2. For Educators and Community Leaders:

J Holistic Preaching: Imams and speakers should emphasize all three types of sabr in
their sermons (khutbahs) and lectures, moving beyond the exclusive focus on patience in
calamity.
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o Youth Programs: Islamic centers and schools should develop modules for youth that
frame sabr as "grit" and "self-control,” connecting it to their academic and personal
challenges.

o Counseling: Islamic counselors and chaplains should integrate the sabr-shukr
framework into their practice as a God-centric tool for building resilience and managing
mental health challenges.

3. For Future Research:

o Empirical Studies: Further empirical research should be conducted to measure the
impact of sabr-based interventions (e.g., workshops, counseling modules) on anxiety,
depression, and overall well-being in Muslim communities.

o Comparative Studies: A comparative study on the concept of patience in Islam and
its parallels in other faith traditions and secular psychology (e.g., "grit," "resilience,”
"stoicism™) could yield valuable insights for interfaith dialogue and cross-disciplinary
collaboration.
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