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Abstract: 

This article examines the Quranic expression of 309 years in Sūrah al-Kahf (18:25), which states 

"three hundred years, and add nine" rather than simply "three hundred and nine years." The 

analysis explores the two primary interpretations among classical Quranic exegetes (mufassirūn): 

the dominant view, which posits that this expression reflects both solar (300 years) and lunar (309 

years) calendar calculations, which each related to certain audiences of the Quranic passage, and 

the alternative view, which suggests that the expression relates the People of the Book's conjecture 

and disagreement regarding this duration, serving as a rebuke for delving into matters beyond their 

knowledge. The paper lays out the classical debate regarding the alternate view, examines the re-

engagement of this debate by contemporary Muslim writers, and traces the connection of that 

engagement with Western academics in the field of history, in dialogue with Muslim historical 

scholarship.  
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Question: 

When the Quran uses the number 309 years in Surat al-Kahf, why does it say “300 and add 

9” as opposed to just 309?2 

 

Answer: 

The unique diction of the Quran is one of its chief distinguishing features, and is the core 

of the linguistic aspect of its miraculousness and inimitability (iʿjāz lughawī). Since the Quran is 

the speech of Allah the All-Wise (al-Ḥakīm), and is itself the Book Full of Wisdom,3 it logically 

follows that there is deep intentionality behind its phraseology. For, wisdom (ḥikmah) is but true 

knowledge with its most felicitous and precise application to achieve the most favorable ends,4 all 

of which are, with respect to Allah, the most perfect and sublime. All of creation abounds with 

indicators of Allah’s infinite wisdom, which become manifest through deep contemplation into its 

various wonders. If that is the case with Allah’s creation, it is naturally the case all the more so 

with His uncreated speech. Human beings, who are limited, can thus only arrive at a fraction of 

the divine wisdom that the Quran overflows with. 

 The specific Āyah that is being referred to in the question is Āyah 25 of Sūrah al-Kahf, 

which says: 

 زْدَادُواْ تسِْعاً﴾ ٱ﴿وَلَبثُِواْ فيِ كَهْفِهِمْ ثَلٰثَ ماِْئَةٍ سِنيِنَ وَ 

 “They stayed in their Cave for three hundred years, plus nine.”5 

In this Āyah, the word wa-zdādū, which is the word that denotes the addition of nine years, is in a 

particular form in terms of its conjugation such that it can be understood in two ways. It can be 

understood as a past tense verb, whereupon the statement would mean: “And they added nine,” 

and it can also be understood as an imperative verb, based on which it could be translated as: “And 

 
2 Questions are reproduced verbatim and have not been edited from their original form of submission. 
3 Sūrah Yā-Sīn: 2 
4 Al-Rāghib al-As̄fahānī, Mufradāt Alfāẓ al-Qurʾān, (Damascus: Dār al-Qalam, 2020) s.v. “ḥikmah”; Noah Webster, 

An American Dictionary of the English Language (New York: S. Converse, 1828), s.v. “Wisdom,” 

[https://webstersdictionary1828.com/Dictionary/wisdom]. 
5 There are no significant Qiraʾāt differences in this Āyah, only phonetic ones that do not affect the meaning. See Abu 

Ḥayyān, al-Baḥr al-Ṃuhīt, vol. 14 (Damascus: Muʾassasat al-Risālah, 2020), 259–60; al-Samīn al-Ḥalabī, al-Durr al-

Maṣūn, vol. 7 (Damascus: Dār al-Qalam, 2016), 470–71.  
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(you all) add nine.” The translation given here, “plus nine,” is an attempt to convey the dual 

semantic potentiality in a manner that sounds natural in English, just as the original Arabic 

phraseology sounds natural in the Arabic language, even while it piques the interest of the reader 

and listener regarding the intended meaning behind it. 

As for the expression of the Āyah for the number in total, which is the heart of the question, 

the mufassirūn (Quranic exegetes), such as Imam Ibn ʿAṭiyyah (d. 542/1147), Imam al-Ālūsī (d. 

1270/1853), and Imam Ibn ʿĀshūr (d. 1394/1973),6 have primarily outlined one major reason 

behind the unusual manner in which this number has been mentioned. The Āyah is stating the 

duration for which the Aṣḥāb al-Kahf (People of the Cave) slept, and through this expression, it 

conveys the meaning that they slept for both 300 years and 309 years, based on two different 

calendars. According to the solar calendar, they slept for 300 years, while according to the lunar 

calendar, which is slightly shorter than the solar one, they slept for 309. Every 100 solar years 

approximately equals 103 lunar years; hence, 300 solar years approximately equals 309 lunar 

years.7 This interpretation has also been narrated from Ali  (d. 40/660).8 Since the Quran’s first 

addressees are the Arabs in the life of the Prophet  صلى الله عليه وسلم and the Muslim Ummah, the lunar calculation, 

which is the calendar of these two groups, was stated directly. However, since the story of the 

Aṣḥāb al-Kahf relates to the Christians in particular, and the Ahl al-Kitāb (People of the Book) are 

also part of the Quran’s addressees in general, the solar calculation, which is their calendar, was 

also alluded to.i This would in fact be an example of the linguistic aspect of the Quran’s miraculous 

nature, as mentioned in the beginning. For, this diction not only includes the duration according to 

both calculations, but it does so in a manner that is succinct, avoiding the unnecessary verbosity 

of spelling both of them out separately, while sounding perfectly natural in the Arabic language. 

 
6 Ibn ʿAtiyyah al-Andalūsī, al-Muḥarrar al-Wajīz, vol. 6 (Doha: Wizārat al-Awqāf wa-l-Shuʾūn al-Islāmiyyah, 2015), 

353; Shihāb al-Dīn Abu al-Thanāʾ al-Alūsī, Rūḥ al-Maʿānī, vol. 15 (Damascus: Muʾassasat al-Risālah, 2022), 289–

90; Ibn ʿĀshūr, al-Taḥrīr wa-l-Tanwīr, vol. 15 (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Tarīkh, 2000), 51. 
7 There is only a small discrepancy between the actual counts of these two figures: A single solar year is approximately 

365.24 days, and a single lunar year is approximately 354.37 days. Multiplying the former number with 300 and the 

latter with 309 respectively, yields a difference of a little over 2 months, that is, ~72.33 days. See [https://in-the-

sky.org/article.php?term=month]. 
8 Markaẓ al‑Dirāsāt wa‑al‑Ma‘lūmāt al‑Qur’āniyya, Mawsūʿa al-Tafsīr al-Maʾthūr, vol. 13 (Beirut: Dạr Ibn Ḥazm, 

2017), 480. 
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 Some classical mufassirūn, such as Qatādah (d. 117/734) and Maṭar b. Ṭahmān al-Warrāq 

(d. 129/746), have also offered another explanation for this Āyah.9 They opine that this Āyah is 

actually the Quran narrating the conjecture, and in fact the disagreement, of the Ahl al-Kitāb in the 

time of the Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم regarding the duration of the sleep of the Aṣḥāb al-Kahf. They argue that, 

since they (the Ahl al-Kitāb) did not have any solid evidence, but rather were merely conjecturing, 

or relying upon inauthentic reports, Allah rebuked them by ordering His Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم to tell them 

that He is the one who knows best how long they slept, and so they should stop delving into matters 

that they have no knowledge of, as He says in the very next Āyah: 

 وا﴾ ثُ بِ ا لَ مَ بِ  مُ لَ عْ أَ  اللُ  لِ ﴿قُ 

“Say [O Prophet], Allah knows best how long they stayed.” [al-Kahf: 26] 

There is also a narration that attributes this view to Ibn ʿAbbās  (d. 68/687), however, its 

attribution to him is likely inauthentic10 (laʿallahu lā yaṣiḥḥu).ii However, this opinion was 

robustly critiqued by subsequent scholars, such as Imams al-Ṭabarī (d. 310/922),11 Ibn ʿAṭiyya,12 

Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1327),13 and Ibn Kathīr (d. 774/1372).14 They point out that this is not the 

apparent meaning from the words of the Āyah, nor is there any evidence in the context of the 

previous or next Āyāt indicating towards this, and it is not possible to arbitrarily attribute any 

statement of the Quran to a speaker other than Allah. While the following Āyah may or may not 

be a rebuke of the People of the Book for disputing over something they don’t have knowledge of, 

it certainly does not entail that the statement of the duration is an account of their discussion. In 

fact, it is more cogent if the Āyah stating the duration is understood as Allah’s speech which is 

 
9 Ibid., 481-2. 
10 Imam al-Ālūsī states that “this [narration] is likely not authentically attributed to [him],” pointing out that, regarding 

Āyah 22, Ibn ʿAbbās himself claimed to know the exact number of the Aṣḥāb al-Kahf, whereas that Āyah also ends 

with the same declaration as this one of Allah knowing best (what their number was), so it is incoherent that he would 

understand this declaration to be a rebuttal from Allah in this Āyah but not in that one. See: al-Alūsī, Rūḥ al-Maʿānī, 

vol. 15, 291. Additionally, the narration is not found within any of the extant primary sources (such as al-Ṭabarī, Ibn 

Abī Ḥātim, ʿAbd al-Razzāq) but rather is only found in secondary sources (such as al-Suyūti, Ibn al-Jawzī) without a 

chain of narration (sanad). See: Jalāl al‑Dīn al‑Suyūṭī, al‑Durr al‑Manthūr fī al‑Tafsīr bi‑al‑Ma’thūr, vol. 5 (Beirut: 

Dār al-Fikr, 2011), 379. Moreover, Imam Ibn Kathīr, known for his careful selection of authentic reports and omission 

of inauthentic ones, did not mention this report either.  
11 Ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī, Jāmiʿ al-Bayān ʿan Taʾwīl Āy al-Qurʾān, vol. 9 (Beirut: Dār Ibn Ḥazm, 2013), 283-5. 
12 See footnote 4. 
13 Ibn Taymiyyah, al-Jawāb al-Ṣaḥīḥ li man Baddala Dīn al-Masīḥ, vol. 4 (Riyadh: Dār al-ʿĀṣima, 1999), 246. 
14 Ibn Kathir, Tafsīr al‑Qur’ān al‑ʿAẓīm, vol. 3 (Damascus: Dār Ibn Kathīr, 2021), 21-22. 
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then followed by the assertion by Him that He is the one who knows best regarding this matter, 

therefore the duration He has stated is necessarily the correct one, essentially making an argument 

for the veracity of the number.iii 

 Due to these compelling arguments, many Mufassirūn throughout the centuries gave 

preference to the interpretation of the variance in calendars, and only mentioned this second 

opinion as a weaker position, or omitted it entirely.15 However, certain individuals of the last 

century who penned an exegesis on the Quran, although the scholarly community questioned their 

qualifications for such a momentous task due to their grave errors,16 have given preference to this 

second opinion, notably, Jamāl al-Dīn al-Qāsimī (d. 1332/1914),17 and Abu al-Aʿlā al-Mawdūdī 

(d. 1399/1978).18 While it is difficult to conclusively establish a direct connection, this academic 

choice, in light of the two authors’ lives and the eras they lived in, is likely in the wake of Western 

academic hegemony, and specifically the impact of the highly influential book “The History of the 

Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire,” by Edward Gibbon (d. 1794 CE). Gibbon, not one to 

believe in narratives of miraculous events, calls this historical account a “legend” and, although 

he is unable to dismiss its historicity entirely, thus offers a feeble explanation of naturalistic 

psychology in an attempt to make sense of the widespread account, characteristic of the Western 

(so called) Enlightenment era that he lived in. He says,  

This easy and universal belief, so expressive of the sense of mankind, may be 

ascribed to the genuine merit of the fable itself. We imperceptibly advance from 

youth to age, without observing the gradual, but incessant, change of human affairs, 

and, even in our larger experiences of history, the imagination is accustomed, by a 

perpetual series of causes and effects, to unite the most distant revolutions. But, if 

the interval between two memorable eras could be instantly annihilated; if it were 

possible, after a momentary slumber of two hundred years, to display the new world 

to the eyes of a spectator, who still retained a lively and recent impression of the 

 
15 See footnote 4. 
16 See Muḥammad Yūsuf al-Binnorī, Yatīmat al-Bayān fī Shayʾ min ʿUlūm al-Qurʾān (Karachi: Majlis al-Daʿwah wa-

l-Taḥqīq al-Islāmī, 1995), 89-98; Faḍl Ḥasan ʿAbbās, al-Tafsīr wa‑l‑Mufassirūn: Asāsiyyātuhu wa Ittijāhātuhu wa 

Manāhijuhu fī al‑ʿAṣr al‑Ḥadīth, vol. 2 (Amman: Dār al‑Nafāʾis, 2016), 484-85. 
17 Jamāl al-Dīn al-Qāsimī, Maḥāsin al-Taʾwīl, vol. 7 (Cairo: Dar a-Hadith, 2003), 27. 
18 Abu al-Aʿlā al-Mawdūdī, Tafhīm al-Qurʾān, vol. 3 (New Delhi: Markazī Maktaba Islāmī Publishers, 2002), 20-21 
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old; his surprise and his reflections would furnish the pleasing subject of a 

philosophical romance.19 

In regards to the historical narrative itself, he squarely prefers the tradition that the persecution of 

the Aṣḥāb al-Kahf (called “The Seven Sleepers” in Christian sources), which caused them to go 

into hiding, took place at the hands of the Roman emperor Decius (d. 251 CE) in Ephesus (in 

modern day western Turkey), and that they awoke and were discovered in the era of Theodosius 

II (d. 450 CE), thus making the interval about two hundred years; to Gibbon, the exact duration is 

“one hundred and eighty-seven years.”20 Relying on this narrative, and unable to suppress his bias 

against Islam, he takes the opportunity to ridicule the duration mentioned in the Quran. 

Interestingly, the article on the Seven Sleepers in the Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics, while 

relating the “elements of the story common to the earliest texts”21 and mentioning largely the same 

account, says that Decius came to Ephesus and issued the imperial order of idol-worship and 

subsequently persecuted the Christians, that they woke up “after 307 years, in the reign of the 

emperor Theodosius II.”22 

 Upon closer examination of the historical data, the narrative championed by Gibbon and 

relied upon to critique the Quran, and by other Western academics before and after him, such as 

George Sale,23 falls apart. Shaikh Abul Hasan Ali Nadwi (d. 1420/1999), a historian par 

excellence, makes the case that Decius, who ruled for just two years (249 - 251 CE), and spent 

most of those two years embroiled in war, would have hardly gotten the time to travel to the far 

eastern side of the Roman Empire in the first place, nor are there any historical accounts of any 

such excursions into the far east by him.24 Moreover, Gibbon himself agrees that, under the 

persecution of Decius, only ten men and seven women suffered for the profession of the Christian 

faith.25 Shaykh Nadwi argues that the Roman emperor Hadrian is much more likely to be the 

 
19 Edward Gibbon, The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, ed. J. B. Bury, vol. 5 (New York: Fred 

de Fau and Company, 1907), 360-62. 
20 Ibid., 359. 
21 Ignazio Guidi, “Seven Sleepers,” in Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics, ed. James Hastings, vol. 11 (Edinburgh: 

T. & T. Clark, 1920), 428–430. 
22 Ibid. 
23 George Sale, The Koran (London: Frederick Warne and Co., 1880), 219. 
24 Abul Hasan Ali Nadwi, Faith versus Materialism, trans. Mohiuddin Ahmad (Lucknow: Academy of Islamic 

Research and Publications, 1998), 27. 
25 Edward Gibbon, The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, 3:36. 
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emperor who’s reign oversaw the persecution against Christians in the eastern provinces.26 He 

ruled for a fairly long time, from 117 CE till his death in 138 CE, during which “he did not annul 

the restrictive laws which, although not directly aimed at Christianity, kept it in constant 

antagonism, and he allowed them to be put in practice more than once.”27 A man of conflicting 

traits, Hadrian is described, along with some moral virtues, as “proud and vainglorious, envious 

and detractive, hasty and revengeful, inquisitive into other men’s affairs, and often induced by 

sycophants to acts of cruelty and injustice. He permitted the revival of the persecution against the 

Christians, and showed many instances of a bad disposition, which it was the whole study of his 

life to correct or to conceal.”28 In his reign he undertook several travels throughout the empire, and 

from 129 to 134 CE, he specifically travelled the eastern provinces. Thus, for the Aṣḥāb al-Kahf 

to have gone into hiding in his era is the most cogent explanation, which sweeps away the ground 

that Gibbon’s ridiculing — or rather ridiculous — remarks stood on. As Shaykh Nadwi says, “This 

appears to be all the more reasonable, because no extant source is definite about the beginning or 

even the end of the prolonged sleep of the youths. There is also a wide variation between the 

periods reckoned on the basis of various sources by different authorities. The Syriac sources, for 

example, claim that the Seven Sleepers woke up in 425 or 437 A.D. while Greek tradition fix the 

incident in 446 A.D. or the thirty-eighth year of the reign of Theodosius II.”29 

From an epistemological perspective, of course, the “scant and discordant historical 

material about the early years of Christianity”30 do not even hold a candle to the epistemic weight 

of the knowledge arrived at through the Quran. For, the Quran is the revelation and the speech of 

Allah Himself, the All-Knowing, and thus any explicit31 information it contains is necessarily true, 

and in fact unfalsifiable, in contrast to the speculation of Western historians. Similarly, as opposed 

to the dubious reports of Christian history, the transmission of the Quran from the Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم to us 

is infallible, as it has reached us through tawātur (commonly translated as ‘mass-transmission’), 

that is, through so many people transmitting it in each generation, with complete consistency of 

the text, across such a large expanse that it is naturally impossible for them to have colluded or to 

 
26 Nadwi, Faith versus Materialism, 28-30. 
27 Ernest Rénan, “The Emperor Hadrian and Christianity,” The North American Review 127, no. 265 (1878): 494. 
28 The Historians’ History of the World, ed. Henry Smith Williams, vol. 6 (London: The Times, 1907), 281. 
29 Nadwi, Faith versus Materialism, 29. 
30 Ibid., 30. 
31 Unambiguous, or ‘explicit’, statements in the Quran and Hadith are known as being qaṭʿiyy al-dalālah in Islamic 

hermeneutics 
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have collectively made a mistake. Thus, even if a historian in the future was to try to reinterpret 

the available historical data, or new historical data was to be discovered, it would not change 

anything in the factuality of the Quranic declaration, as no amount of historical artifacts or 

academic gymnastics can even come close to the epistemic weight of the Quran, whose two 

intrinsic qualities make it epistemically beyond compare: divine source, and tawātur. This is, of 

course, in addition to the other qualities that make it unique mentioned in the beginning, of being 

full of wisdom, and having miraculous diction of matchless beauty and precision. 
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Primary Source Excerpts:
 

i إذ المفهوم    قال ابن عطية: وحكى النقاش ما معناه أنهم لبثوا ثلاثمائة سنة شمسية بحساب الأمم، فلما كان الإخبار هنا للنبي العربي صلى الله عليه وسلم ذكرت التسع؛

 تسِْعًا﴾(، تحت قوله تعالى ﴿وازْدادُوا ٢٥عنده من السنين القمرية، فهذه الزيادة هي ما بين الحسابين. )المحرر الوجيز، سورة الكهف آية 

ا ثلاثمائة وقال الآلوسي: ويحتاج على هذا إلى بيان وجه العدول عن المتبادر وهو ثلاثمائة وتسع سنين مع أنه أخصر وأظهر فقيل: هو الإشارة إلى أنه

بعضهم عن علي   بحساب أهل الكتاب واعتبار السنة الشمسية، ثلاثمائة وتسع بحساب العرب واعتبار السنة القمرية، فالتسع مقدار التفاوت، وقد نقله

علموا قومك كرم الل تعالى وجهه . . . وبحث فيه الخفاجي بأن وجه الدلالة فيه ظاهر لأن المعنى: لبثوا ثلاثمائة سنة على حساب أهل الكتاب الذين  

تسع سنين مبنية على  السؤال عن شأنهم، وتسعا زائدة على حساب قومك الذين سألوك عن ذلك، والعدول عن الظاهر يشعر به، ودعوى أن التفاوت

التفاوت تسعا تقريبا جار على سائر الأقوال في مقدا يبلغ نصف سنة، بل ولا فصلا من فصولها فلم يعبأ به، وكون  الزائد لم  السنة التقريب؛ لأن  ر 

، تحت قوله تعالى ﴿ولَبثِوُا ٢٥ية  الشمسية والسنة القمرية؛ إذ التفاوت في سائرها لا يكاد يبلغ ربعا فضلا عن نصف. )روح المعاني، سورة الكهف، آ

 في كَهْفِهِمْ﴾( 

بالسنين القمرية وقال ابن عاشور: والمعنى: أن يقدر لبثهم بثلاثمائة وتسع سنين، فعبر عن هذا العدد بأنه ثلاثمائة سنة وزيادة تسع، ليعلم أن التقدير  

ل الكهف، وهم أهل بلاد  المناسبة لتاريخ العرب والإسلام مع الإشارة إلى موافقة ذلك المقدار بالسنين الشمسية التي بها تاريخ القوم الذين منهم أه

زدياد، الروم، قال السهيلي في الروض الأنف: النصارى يعرفون حديث أهل الكهف ويؤرخون به . . . وبهذا تظهر نكتة التعبير عن التسع السنين بالا 

، تحت قوله تعالى ﴿ولَبثِوُا في  ٢٥وهذا من علم القرآن وإعجازه العلمي الذي لم يكن لعموم العرب علم به. )التحرير والتنوير، سورة الكهف، آية  

 كَهْفِهِمْ﴾( 

ii لى  قال الآلوسي: ولعل هذا لا يصح عن الحبر رضي الل تعالى عنه؛ فقد صح عنه القول بأن عدة أصحاب الكهف سبعة وثامنهم كلبهم، مع أنه تعا

يدل    ولمعقب القول بذلك بقوله سبحانه: ﴿قل ربي أعلم بعدتهم﴾ ولا فرق بينه وبين قوله تعالى: ﴿قل الل أعلم بما لبثوا﴾ فلم دل هذا على الرد  

 ، تحت قوله تعالى ﴿ولَبثِوُا في كَهْفِهِمْ﴾(٢٥)روح المعاني، سورة الكهف، آية ذاك؟ 

iii   ،فقال: قال الطبري: فإن قال قائل: وما يدل على أن ذلك كذلك؟ قيل: الدال على ذلك أنه جل ثناؤه ابتدأ الخبر عن قدر لبثهم في كهفهم ابتداء

يء ﴿ولبثوا في كهفهم ثلاث مائة سنين وازدادوا تسعا﴾ ولم يضع دليلا على أن ذلك خبر منه عن قول قوم قالوه، وغير جائز أن يضاف خبره عن ش

خباره، وذلك إلى أنه خبر عن غيره بغير برهان، لأن ذلك لو جاز جاز في كل أخباره، وإذا جاز ذلك في أخباره جاز في أخبار غيره أن يضاف إليه أنها أ 

 ، تحت قوله تعالى ﴿ولَبثِوُا في كَهْفِهِمْ﴾(٢٥قلب أعيان الحقائق وما لا يخيل فساده. )جامع البيان عن تأويل آي البيان، سورة الكهف، آية 

كان الل قد    وقال ابن كثير: وفي هذا الذي زعمه قتادة نظر، فإن الذي بأيدي أهل الكتاب أنهم لبثوا ثلاثمائة سنة من غير تسع، يعنون بالشمسية، ولو

. ورواية قتادة قراءة  حكى قولهم لما قال: ﴿وازدادوا تسعا﴾ وظاهر من الآية إنما هو إخبار من الل، لا حكاية عنهم. وهذا اختيار ابن جرير، رحمه الل

، تحت قوله  ٢٦-٢٥ابن مسعود منقطعة، ثم هي شاذة بالنسبة إلى قراءة الجمهور فلا يحتج بها، والل أعلم. )تفسير القرآن العظيم، سورة الكهف، آية  

 تعالى ﴿قل الل أعلم بما لبثوا﴾(

ا لبثوا﴾ وقال ابن عطية: أين ذهب بهذا القائل؟ وما الوجه المفهوم البارع إلا أن تكون الآية خبرا عن لبثهم، ثم قيل لمحمد صلى الله عليه وسلم ﴿قل الل أعلم بم 

 (٢٥بخبره، هذا هو الحق من عالمِ الغيب، فليزُل اختلافكم أيها المتخرصون. )المحرر الوجيز، سورة الكهف، آية 
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