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Welcome to the on-line version of THL 203 Biblical Ancestors and Heroes. Through the 
readings, the written assignments, and the class discussions, you will learn to interpret the 
Bible and to make informed judgments about the interpretations of others. 

The reading assignments have been designed to introduce you to the primary story of ancient 
Israel and to inform the student on the literary, social, and historical context of the Bible. 

 

As with all humanities courses in a liberal arts curriculum, this course will teach you to read, think, 
and write more critically. This objective will be accomplished by carefully reading biblical texts, 
evaluating the content of the biblical texts, and writing and evaluating critical essays. 

Specifically, the student will learn the critical thinking and skills to interpret the Bible within its 
literary, social, and historical contexts, and to make critically informed judgments about other 
people's interpretations of the Bible. This two-fold objective will be accomplished by: 

1. learning how to read the Bible by:  
a. practicing critical reading methods;  
b. constructing literary, social, and historical models;  
c. comparing the biblical literature to relevant literature of the ancient Near East;  

2. writing abstracts and essays through which the student argues an interpretation of a biblical 
text;  

3. reading and evaluating the interpretations of fellow students.  

Daniel and the Apocalypse  

I. The Historical Background and Setting of Daniel 

A. History of the People of Judea 

The Near East, which had been controlled by Persia since the fall of Babylon in 538 BCE, was 
conquered by Alexander the Great beginning in 333 BCE. After Alexander died in 323 BCE without 
leaving a viable heir, his vast empire was divided up among his generals. After a series of wars, two 
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generals emerged in control over most of the Near East. Each of these general established a dynasty: 
Ptolemy Lagi became king over Egypt, including the region of the Sinai and Judah; Seleucus Nicator 
established his rule over the areas of Syria, Mesopotamia, and Iran. 

Under Ptolemaic rule the Judeans were heavily taxed, though not physically oppressed. However, in 
198 BCE Antiochus III of the Seleucid dynasty defeated the Ptolemies and took control of Judah. In 
order to carry on the mission of Alexander, Antiochus launched a campaign to Hellenize the Judeans. 
The Judean community itself was sharply divided on the issue. Some Judeans welcomed 
Hellenization as a form of enlightenment, whereas others viewed Hellenization as a threat to their 
covenant with God. 

Antiochus IV Epiphanes, the younger son of Antiochus III, increased the pressure toward 
Hellenization. His desire was to integrate Judea into the larger dominant culture. To achieve this end, 
he interfered in local politics. For example, he sold the office of High Priest to the highest bidder, 
choosing Menelaus over Jason (Jason had earlier usurped the position from Onias III, the "true" high 
priest). He also stationed his own troops in a citadel adjacent to the Temple in Jerusalem. 

In 167 BCE Antiochus erected a statue of Zeus Olympius, his god of whom he is a manifestation, in 
the Temple in Jeruasalem and sacrificed a swine on the altar. He went even further by prohibiting the 
worship of Yahweh. Those caught observing the rites of Sabbath and circumcision were summarily 
executed. 

The Maccabean Revolt began in the little village of Modin, when a priest named Mattathias killed a 
Judean who was preparing to offer a sacrifice to a Syrian god. In his righteous rage, he killed the 
Judean and several of the Seleucid officers in the area. He called on all Judeans who were faithful to 
God to follow him in revolt. 

Mattathias and his four sons (including Judas Maccabee) led a successful rebellion against the mighty 
Seleucid kingdom. Because they had a smaller force, they fought primarily with guerrilla tactics, 
avoiding the Seleucid army in the open field. In 164 BCE Judas Maccabee succeeded is regaining 
Jerusalem from Seleucid control. He then cleansed and rededicated the Temple in December of that 
year. (Hanukkah is the Jewish celebration that remembers this event.) The Maccabean revolt 
eventually led to the independence of Judea and the establishment of the Hasmonean Dynasty. 

 

B. Specific Setting of Daniel 

The book of Daniel is composed of two groups of texts: court tales (Daniel 1 - 6) and visions (Daniel 
7 - 12). The court tales in the book of Daniel were probably not written by the author of the visions. 
They represent a common type of tale that was told among the Judeans of the diaspora (Judeans 
living outside of Palestine). Nevertheless, the author of Daniel, the author of the visions, has 
incorporated these tales into his apocalypse, and in the process shaped their content to fit his purpose. 

The specific setting of the book of Daniel can be located in the oppression of the Judeans and the 
defilement of the Temple under Antiochus IV Epiphanes. Based on the historical references in the 
visions themselves, the present form of the book can be dated accurately to 165 BCE. In other words, 
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the visions outline more or less accurately historical events from the period of the exile (the period of 
the literary character of Daniel) down to the 165 BCE, the time during which the book was written. 

For example, the visions describe the profanation of the temple by Antiochus IV Epiphanes, his 
cessation of the daily sacrifices, and his erection of an image of Zeus Olympius in the Temple. All of 
these events happened in 167 BCE. The visions also make a veiled reference to the campaigns and 
victories of Judas Maccabee. They emphasize the death of many righteous, and refer to the 
proscriptions on the practice of the worship of Yahweh. However, the visions make no reference to 
Antiochus' death, nor to the rededication of the temple in 164 BCE. Therefore, scholars assume that 
the book was written before those events. 

II. The Court Tales (Daniel 1-6) 

A. Introduction to the Tales 

Daniel 1 

The first court tale of Daniel sets the scene for the other tales by explaining how Daniel and his 
friends came to be present at the Babylonian royal court, what their role was at the court, and the 
problems that resulted. 

One of the primary questions raised by the court tales, and the focus of this first introductory tale, is 
the relationship between Judeans and their foreign oppressors. Put simply: What does it mean to be 
the people of God (to be a Judean) under foreign domination? 

This introduction provides a complex answer to this simple question. Note that Daniel and his friends 
have no difficulty serving the Babylonian king as wise men. In this regard they are like Esther who 
accommodates to the Persian culture. However, Daniel and his friends refuse to defile themselves 
with the royal rations of food and drink. Therefore, they ask to be exempt from the rations, and to be 
served only vegetables and water. God blessed their devotion and God gave them "knowledge and 
skill in every aspect of literature and wisdom" (Daniel 1:17). 

This story raises the question of how the royal rations were defiling? Many scholars have connected 
this story with Jewish dietary laws. These laws place restrictions on how meats can be prepared, and 
with what and when they can be eaten. By the second century BCE, the dietary laws had become 
what set Judeans apart from other peoples. However, Antiochus IV had prohibited the Judeans from 
following their dietary laws, among other religious practices. 

How would this story address the situation of the original audience? What is its message to them? 

An important theme of the book that is introduced in this opening court tale is that God is the source 
of wisdom and knowledge. Daniel and his friends prosper because they rely on God for their wisdom. 

The remaining five court tales are of two types: tales of contest and tales of conflict. 
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B. Tales of Contest 

The tales of contest follow a typical four-fold pattern: 

1. The king is confronted with dreams or signs he cannot understand;  
2. Babylonian wise men are unable to understand the dream or signs;  
3. Daniel understands and reveals the meaning of the dream or signs;  
4. Daniel is then exalted to a high position.  

Daniel 2 

In this tale Daniel is presented as one of the Babylonian wise men. What distinguishes him is that he 
is the only one who can reveal and interpret the king's dreams. However, the story emphasizes that 
Daniel can do this ONLY because God has revealed the dream and its interpretation to him. God is 
the key to Daniel's success. 

The tale itself is almost comical as it begins. The common expectation is that kings have dreams, they 
report the dreams to their diviners, who in turn interpret the dreams. However, in this case, 
Nebuchadnezzar is suspicious of this process. How does he know that the interpretation is correct? 
The wise men could fabricate any interpretation that they chose. Therefore, Nebuchadnezzar 
demands that the wise men first reveal to him his dream, and then he will believe their interpretation. 
This scene is humerous because it makes fun of the well-established Mesopotamian practice of 
divination. 

When Daniel does reveal the dream and its interpretation, Nebuchadnezzar gives little attention in the 
narrative to the dream itself. The dream and its interpretation is rather for the readers of the book, not 
the king of the narrative. From the narrative perspective, the king is satisfied that Daniel can reveal 
and interpret his dream. 

The dream presents a scheme of four kingdoms. This is a common anti-Hellenistic propaganda which 
implied a hope for the restoration of native kingdoms. The declining quality of the four metals of the 
statue, resulting ultimately in clay, is a way of symbolizing the gradual deterioration of the world's 
kingdoms. As a single statue, the kingdoms of the world are taken as a whole. God will destroy all 
human kingdoms; the kingdoms of this world will be replaced by the kingdom of God. 

Note at the end of the story how Nebuchadnezzar recognizes that Daniel's God is truly God. 
Nebuchadnezzar was Israel's greatest enemy for he destroyed Jerusalem and the temple of God and 
exiled the people of Judea to Babylon. Yet in this story he acknowledges the supremacy of the God of 
Israel. What might this story have communicated to its Judean readers who were suffering at the 
hands of Antiochus IV? 

Daniel 4 and 5 

In the tales of Daniel 4 and 5, emphasis is placed on the content of Daniel's message rather than on 
the demonstration of his wisdom. In both tales the omnipotence of the God of Daniel is proclaimed, 
and Daniel's superior wisdom is a manifestation of that omnipotence. Moreover, both tales critique 
the hubris of the foreign king, illustrating their insignificance in relation to God. 
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The tale in Daniel 4 is told from the perspective of Nebuchadnezzar after he had been punished for 
his hubris (he is made to live like a wild beast for seven years) and then restored to his throne by 
God. The message of this tale is presented in the words of Nebuchadnezzar as he praises God in 
Daniel 4:34-35: The God of Israel is supreme over all the inhabitants of the world, and his kingdom 
will endure forever. How does this story hope to shape the way its readers view Antiochus IV? 
Should Antiochus be feared? Is his kingdom an ultimate threat to the people of Judea? 

This tale was evidently a popular tale told by Judeans in relation to foreign kings. It served to 
demythologize the royal propaganda of these kings. For example, this tale exhibits similarities to the 
Aramaic Prayer of Nabonidus (4QprNab) which was found in fragmentary condition at Qumran by 
the Dead Sea. A reconstructed form of that text is translated as follows: 

The words of the prayer which Nabonidus prayed, the king of the land of 
Babylon, the great king, when he was smitten with the evil disease by the decree 
of the Most High God in Teima. "With the evil disease was I smitten for seven 
years, and unlike man was I made; and I prayed to the Most High God, and an 
exocist remitted my sins for Him; he was a Judean from among the deportees. 
He said to me, 'Make it known and write it down, to give glory and great honor 
to the name of God Most High.' And thus I have written, 'I was smitten with the 
evil disease in Teima, and unlike man was I made for seven years. I prayed to 
all the gods of silver and gold, of bronze and iron, and of wood and stone and 
clay from the time that I thought that these were gods who would be able to cure 
me . . .'" 

Nabonidus was the last king of Babylon. The author of Daniel has drawn upon a well known tale 
about how God humbled the king of Babylon, but has applied it to Nebuchadnezzar rather than 
Nabonidus. 

In Daniel 5 the hubris of the king (this time, Belshazzar, the son of Nabonidus) is demonstrated in his 
use of the vessels taken from the Temple of God in Jerusalem for drinking wine in a great festival. 
During the festival, the figure of God writes a series of signs on the wall which no wise man but 
Daniel can interpret. Daniel connects this tale with the previous tale by referring back to God 
previously humbling Nebuchadnezzar in Daniel 4 (Daniel 5:18-21). The message of the previous tale 
that Yahweh is sovereign over human kingdoms is further emphasized. 

The message that God wrote on the wall was in Amaraic, written without vowels as: M N M N T K L 
P R S N. Daniel claims that the words should be read as, "mene mene tekel parsin," and then gives 
the interpretation of the words: 

MENE: literally means "a weight" (called "mina"); however, it provides a word play on its verbal 
root which means, "to number." 

TEKEL: this is the standard Aramaic word for "weight." 

PARSIN: this is the word for "Persia," but it is constructed to look like the plural of PERES, which is 
a "half-mina" from the verbal root, meaning "to divide." 
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With this understanding of the words, Daniel proclaims God's judgment against the kingdom of 
Belshazzar. 

 

C. Tales of Conflict 

The tales of conflict follow a typical five-fold pattern: 

1. The heroes are in a state of prosperity;  
2. The heroes are endangered, usually because of a conspiracy;  
3. The heroes are condemned to death or prison;  
4. The heroes are released as a result of a miraculous intervention;  
5. The wisdom/merit of the heroes is recognized, and they are exalted to positions of honor.  

The tales of conflict in Daniel emphasize the miraculous intervention of God. Human wisdom or 
action is unable to save the heroes, but God in whom they trust does deliver them. 

Daniel 3 

The tale in Daniel 3 is told with humor. The humor takes several forms. There is humor in the form 
of the repetition of long lists of officials and instruments. Humor is also found in the use of 
hyperbole. The statue is excessively tall, the fire in the furnace is extravagantly hot. In contrast to 
these excesses, humor is also found in some of the minute details of the text, such as that the heroes 
do not smell of smoke and no hair was singed. 

In the story Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego are required to bow down to the giant statue of 
Nebuchadnezzar. However, at the appointed time they refuse to bow down. When faced with the 
threat of death, the heroes do not yield. They place the burden on God for their deliverance, yet their 
obedience to God is assured (Daniel 3:16-18). 

The heroes are unwilling to worship any god other than Yahweh, even if such refusal 
results in their death. The message of the story is found in Daniel 3:28: The heroes will 
obey God even to death. What message is communicated to the Judean audience of this 
story? 

Compare the story of the martyrdom of seven brothers in 2 Maccabees 7. In the story of Daniel 3 the 
heroes are miraculously saved by God, but in the story of 2 Maccabee 7 all the heroes die a tortuous 
death. Is faithfulness to God in these stories predicated on God's deliverance? How is the lack of 
deliverance addressed? 

Daniel 6 

The story of Daniel 6 is set during the period of the Persian empire. In this story the threat is not from 
the king but from the king's officials (in this way the story resembles the story of Esther). The king's 
officials are jealous of Daniel who is faultless, so they trap him by his religious practice. Daniel 
regularly and openly worships God. The officials persuade the king to enact a law (Persian laws, once 
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enacted, cannot be changed) that no human or deity should be worshipped for thirty days except the 
king. When Daniel violates the law, he is thrown into the den of lions. 

It is interesting in this tale that Darius the king is presented as an ally of Daniel, but the irrevokable 
law of the Medes and Persians supercedes his friendshp with Daniel. Nevertheless, Darius fasts on 
Daniel's behalf, and Darius is the first one to the lion's den in the morning to check on the welfare of 
Daniel. 

At the end of the story, Darius makes a decree that all the people of the kingdom should worship the 
God of Daniel. What is the message of this story? How would the original audience have 
interpreted this story? 

D. Summary 

There are several common themes in the court tales of Daniel: 

1. The rule of foreign kingdoms is dependent upon God.  
2. Through the kingdoms of this world God manifests his power and wisdom.  
3. The hubris and idolatry of the kingdoms makes them unfit places for the worship of God to 

flourish unhindered. In other words, those faithful to God can expect persecution.  
4. The kingdom of God will bring an end to the kingdoms of this world.  
5. The truth of God is made manifest by the practice of Daniel and his friends.  

The court tales provide the Judean audience of the book of Daniel, who are suffering under the 
persecutions of Antiochus IV Epiphanes, with examples of how they should live under foreign 
domination. 

III. Apocalyptic Literature in Context 

Apocalyptic literature is known for its dreams and visions, colored by fanciful metaphors, describing 
the "end of the world." The heart of apocalyptic thought is a radically new summing up and 
evaluation of history as having run its course. A radical pessimism about the meaning of history fuses 
with a radical optimism that history is about to pass away before the divine kingdom. 

Daniel is the first, and in some ways, the most significant apocalyptic book in the Bible. In the New 
Testament, the book of Revelation is the primary apocalyptic work, but apocalyptic themes and forms 
can also be found in the gospels and epistles. Much of the New Testament apocalyptic literature, 
however, is an interpretation of the message of Daniel. 

A. The Social Setting of Apocalyptic Thought 

The social setting of apocalyptic thought in the Bible can be identified with three distinct features: 

1. The failure of past prophecies: the new creation and world order had not emerged as predicted 
by the prophets. Human history was not working out as the prophets declared. Were the 
prophetic messages false, or were they simply misunderstood?  

2. Relative deprivation: a perceived discrepancy between what the people expected (based in 
part on past prophecies) and their actual experiences. This deprivation may take the form of 
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oppression and persecution, but because it is relative deprivation, it does not always appear to 
outsiders to be marked by deprivation. The degree of deprivation must be understood in 
context of those experiencing it.  

3. Historical crises: Apocalyptic literature is a protest literature that offers an interpretation of 
the crisis. In the book of Daniel, the protest is against Hellenism: the universalizing 
tendencies of Hellenism versus the particular emphasis of the Israelite theology.  

B. The Nature of the Literature 

Apocalyptic literature is a specific type of literature that has its roots in wisdom and prophetic 
literature. Features of wisdom literature can be seen in the emphasis of apocalyptic literature on 
cosmic order, determinism, theodicy, and dream interpretation. 

Prophecy supplied much of the content of apocalyptic literature, especially its emphasis on 
eschatological visions. Two prophet traditions that contribute to the content of the apocalyptic 
literature are the "day of the LORD" tradition and the "enemy from the north" tradition. The "day of 
the LORD" refers to the day when Yahweh will come in judgment against his enemies. It was first 
proclaimed by Amos. A coming "enemy from the north" was first proclaimed by Jeremiah. This 
enemy would bring God's judgment against Judah, and Jeremiah identified this enemy with Babylon. 
In the later prophetic works of Ezekiel 38-39 and Joel, the enemy from the north became and 
eschatological enemy who would attack the Judeans living in Jerusalem and Judah. However, God 
would destroy this enemy and inaugurate a new age of peace. 

Apocalyptic literature draws heavily on the Near Eastern conflict myth. The final battle at the end of 
the world is presented in terms of this myth. God, as the divine warrior, will fight and destroy all the 
forces of chaos in the world - divine and human agents. Moreover, the literature presupposes a unity 
between heaven and earth. Everything that happens on earth is a replication of what happens in 
heaven. Thus, the apocalyptic literature presents a description of a cosmic battle in heaven where God 
is victorious against evil forces. But just as the divine enemies in heaven are destroyed, so also 
Israel's human enemies (in the case of the book of the Daniel, the Seleucids) will be destroyed. 

The genre of apocalyptic literature is characterized by four distinct features: 

1. Revelation by vision or by a spoken statement. The revelation is the content of the 
apocalypse. It gives the readers of the work the author's interpretation of the present historical 
crisis.  

2. Otherworldly journeys. Tours of the heavenly regions which detail the structure and the plan 
of the world.  

3. Otherworldly mediators. These mediators deliver and explains revelation; they serve as guides 
on visionary tours.  

4. Pseudepigraphic. The human recipient of the revelation is presented as a figure of the past 
primeval period (Enoch, Adam, Abraham, Moses) or the exile (Baruch, Daniel, Ezra). 
Pseudepigraphy is a way of addressing the issue of authority: unlike the prophets, the author 
of an apocalypse does not claim a call from God to speak. Rather, he speaks through a known 
authority of the past. Thus the book of Daniel is ascribed to "Daniel," a famous wise man and 
interpreter of dreams who lived during the exile.  

(NOTE from Tom: Pseudepigrapha = are falsely attributed works, texts whose claimed authorship is 
not correct but rather is attributed to a past historical figure because the weight of a revered or even 
apostolic author lends authority) 
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Content of the Revelation runs along two different axes (both are often present; one is usually 
emphasized): 

1. Temporal axis: a discription of the coming world crisis or catastrophe which leads to the end 
of the present world order and the dawn of the new world order. The stage is set by a 
"revelation" of past history (beginning with the time of the pseudonymous author) leading up 
to the present time of the real author and audience. The author is then in a position to predict, 
based on past history, the coming catastrophe and new world. 

2. Spatial axis: a tour of the heavenly regions, with all the angelic and demonic beings, and the 
throne of God. By revealing what happens in the "heavenly drama," insight is provided for the 
events that will take place for the readers of the book. The heavenly drama is a mirror image 
of what will take place on earth.  

Several themes run through most apocalyptic literature: 

Universalism: God is sovereign over all creation, which includes the natural world and human 
history. 

Transcendence: The cosmic, heavenly world is breaking into the ordinary world of human 
experience. 

Dualism: The fragmentation of the world into good and evil. 

Resurrection: The coming new creation will affect the individual, transforming the person into a new 
being. 

Although an apocalypse is a distinct genre, rarely is it presented apart from other genres. Often it is 
mixed with other literary forms. In the book of Daniel, for example, the apocalpse is joined with a 
series of court tales that provide the context for understanding the visions. 

C. The Interpretation of Apocalyptic Literature 

Many take apocalypses (and other prophetic texts) to refer to future events. (This is one way of 
dealing with unfulfilled prophecies, for it is hoped that they will come true in the future.) Those who 
interpret apocalypses as predictions of the future differ on the degree by which the visions should be 
interpreted literally, but virtually all who follow this approach believe that the apocalypse lays out a 
map of future events. 

A critique of this approach to interpreting apocalyptic literature is not possible in this context. 
However, it is sufficient to note that such an approach ignores the historicity of apocalyptic, indeed 
all, literature. Apocalyptic literature is rooted is a concrete social setting, employing conventional 
forms of literature. It must be interpreted in this context. 

An apocalypse is how a community tries to make sense of their present world. It provides an answer 
to the conflict between what their theology claims to be true and their everyday experiences. An 
apocalpse is the flip side of a creation myth: It projects the values and ideals of the community onto 
the coming, near future. 
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Three angles of interpretation need to be kept in tension when dealing with apocalyptic visions: 

1. Historic: What happened? 

The visions in Daniel stem from the Judean people's oppression by Antiochus IV Epiphanes. The 
visions give a symbolic interpretation of the history of the people leading up to and including this 
persecution. The visions also serve to place the people's present persecutions into a larger historical 
context: their suffering has meaning in the context of God's historical plan. 

2. Prophetic: What will happen? 

The author of the visions of Daniel believed that the present age, the world of human kingdoms, was 
swiftly coming to an end and the kingdom of God was about to be established in this world. The 
visions serve to give the people hope in the midst of their suffering: their suffering will be finite and 
will soon come to an end, and they will participate in the establishment of God's kingdom. 

3. Symbolic: What is true? 

The visions of Daniel are rooted in a theological understanding of human sin, justice, covenant, 
redemption, and God's relationship to this world. The visions provide the people a theological model 
for understanding their present experiences. 

Apocalyptic literature is the presentation of the past and the present (history) and the hope for 
the near/immediate future (prophecy) in symbolic (mythic) form. 

The mythic form of apocalyptic literature presents the interpretation of human history and emphasize 
the significance of human events. The mythic form also becomes the basis for hope in the future, for 
the logic and truth of the mythic pattern is projected into the future. For example, when the people's 
oppression and suffering is placed in the context of the conflict myth, they have the assurance that 
God will be victorious and redeem them. In other words, the mythic forms of apocalyptic literature 
place the people's experiences within the larger of context of God's activity. 

Apocalyptic Symbols 

Many of the symbols used in apocalyptic literature are fixed in meaning. They are standard "codes" 
used in many apocalyptic works. Only the specific referents are different. 

Thus, animals are used symbolically in standard ways. For example, wild beasts are chaotic powers. 
The lion is the symbol of the Davidic king from Judah. The eagle and ox are the superior creatures of 
their kind. Horns stand for powers, and thus rulers, and multiple heads refer to multiple rulers. 

The specific meaning of a particular group of horns, however, will depend on the context. A group of 
horns in Daniel, for example, may refer to the Seleucid rulers, whereas a group of horns in Revelation 
will refer to Roman emperors. 

Colors are also used symbolically. White stands for victory, but it can also refer to purity. Red stands 
for war and strife. Black stands for famine and suffering. Pale (gray-yellow) stands for death. 
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Numbers are given symbolic value. There are 5 basic numbers with symbolic value in the biblical 
apocalypses (many were commonly known as symbolic). 3 stands for the divine/spiritual world, and 
4 stands for the created world. Thus 7 (the sum of 3 and 4) stands for perfection. Similarly, 3 1/2, 
which is neither 3 or 4 and is half of seven, refers to a period of evil (3 1/2 years also equals 42 
months or 1260 days). 10 (the triangle of 4 - that is, 1 + 2 + 3 + 4, arranged in a pyramid) stands for 
totality. 12 (the product of 3 and 4) stands for Israel as the people of God. 

Further symbolic numbers are derived from these numbers. Thus, multiplication by squares 
intensifies the meaning of the number: 1000 (10 * 10 * 10) is a complete period. Sometimes the 
number is simply symbolic of a real entity - the heavenly counterpart to the earlthly reality. Thus, 8 
could refer to eight real kings. 

IV. The Visions of Daniel 

A. Daniel 7 

The myth underlying this vision is Baal defeating the sea monster (Yamm), and in turn receiving 
kingship from El. This myth is in the form of the conflict myth. Remnants of the myth can be found 
in the representation of the characters. The "Ancient One" is a repesentation of Yahweh, but 
presented in the form of El. The "one who rides on the clouds" is presented in the form of Baal. And 
Yamm is represented by the sea out of which the four monsters emerge. 

 

There is a close correlation between Yahweh in the Bible 
and El in non-Biblical literature. El, whose name means 
simply "God," was the chief god in the region of Syria-
Palestine. He is often depicted as a bearded, aged god 
sitting on his throne. One of his primary roles was to judge 
the disputes between the other gods. He functions in this 
role in the vision of Daniel.  

The statue depicted in the photo comes from Ugarit on the 
Syrian coast. Most scholars interpret Yahweh to be an 
Israelite appropriation of El. El is preserved in the Bible in 
the names ascribed to Yahweh in Genesis - El-Bethel, El-
Berith, El-Shaddai, El-Olam, El-roi, etc. - and in some 
personal names, such as Isra-EL, Samu-EL, EL-ijah, and 
EL-isha. 

 

The four creatures that come from the sea represent four kingdoms. The first creature is like a lion, 
and represents Babylon. The second creature is like a bear and represents Media. Persia is represented 
by the third creature, which is like a leopard. 

The fourth beast is unlike all other creatures. This refers to the Greek kingdom, or more specifically, 
the Seleucid share of Alexander's kingdom. The beast is describe having 10 horns, which refers to 10 
kings (in successon from Alexander). Based on your understanding of the social - historical context 
of the book of Daniel, to what might the new, little horn, which displaces three earlier horns, refer?  

 11



The horn has eyes and a mouth to emphasize that it refers to a human ruler. The mouth 
speaks arrogantly. To what might this refer? 

gm

f man") for ever. Based on the vision alone, what do 
you think is the meaning of this story? 

 vision, a new detail of the vision, and an interpretation 
of the fourth beast based on this new detail. 

e four kings will be destroyed and the 
kingdom will be given to the "holy ones of the most high." 

an being probably refers to Michael, the 
commander of the angelic host. 

rlasting kingdom will be given to "the 
people of the holy ones" (Daniel 7:27) - a reference to Israel. 

e 
apocalyptic form of this vision communicate this message effectively? Why or why not? 

B. Daniel 8 

y 

ia (the capital of 
the Seleucids). The constellations thus tell the story of Persian and Greek history. 

en Alexander died (the horn is broken 
off), his kingdom was divided among four of his generals. 

myth 
The horn even makes war against the prince of the host (literally, 

"army"), referring to God. 

Following the emergence of the creatures from the sea, the scene shifts in heaven. The Ancient One 
(literally, the "ancient of days") takes his place on a fiery throne (fire as a symbol of jud
the beast is put to death. Dominion and kingship is then given to the "one like a human 
being" (literally, the "one like the son o

ent), and 

Daniel receives the interpretation of the dream from one of the "attendants." The interpretation is 
given in three parts: the basic message of the

The basic message of the vision is given in verses 17-18: Th

A new detail and interpretation of the fourth beast are presented in verses 19-22 and 23-27, 
respectively. The horn, a king of the fourth kingdom, was making war on the holy ones and 
prevailing until the judgment of the Ancient One. The vision is set in heaven so that the holy ones 
refer to the angelic host. In this context, the one like a hum

However, what happens in heaven is a mirror of what will happen on earth. In this context, the horn 
undoubtedly refers to Antiochus IV Epiphanes. The interpretation declares that his persecution of the 
Judeans is limited to "a time, two times, and half a time" (Daniel 7:25) - that is, three and a half times 
- an evil period. After that point he will be defeated and an eve

What is the message of this vision to the original audience of the book of Daniel? Does th

This vision draws upon the astrological geography of the Hellenistic period. Daniel looks into the sk
and sees constellations, which provide the content of this vision. The ram is the constellation Aries 
which presides over Persia; the goat represents Capricorn which presided over Syr

The ram has two long (powerful) horns, the longer representing the Persians and the shorter 
representing the Medes. The goat has one horn and moves exceedingly fast. This represents 
Alexander and his rapid conquest of the Persian empire. Wh

The little horn that comes out of one of the four horns refers to the Antiochus IV Epiphanes. He 
campaigns against Egypt (south), Parthia (East), and Jerusalem and Judea (the beautiful land). The 
vision also draws on a myth of an astral rebellion against God (Daniel 8:10). Allusions to this 
are also found in Isaiah 14. 
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The horn's attack on the prince is associated with the ceasation of the regular burnt offerings, the 
"transgression that makes desolate" (perhaps refer to Antiochus' sacrifice of a pig in God's temple or 
setting up an image of himself in the temple ), and the trampling of the sanctuary and the host. The 
duration of the horn's attack until the sanctuary is restored is listed as 2300 morning and evening 
sacrifices which equals 1150 days. This corresponds to the three and a half times mentioned in the 
first vision. 

The reference to 1150 days is perhaps an attempt at calculating the precise duration of Antiochus' 
persecutions. Three and a half times, if interpreted in reference to years, would be 1260 days. In an 
epilogue of the book (Daniel 12:5-13), three and a half times is calculated to be 1290 days, and then 
recalculated to be 1335 days. Perhaps these calculations reflect later editing of the book in an attempt 
to make the predictions correspond to Judas Maccabee's redication of the temple. 

In the interpretation of the vision (Daniel 8:15-26), the period of suffering caused by the horn is 
called the "period of wrath" (Daniel 8:19). This designation might suggest that the author is 
interpreting the suffering of the Judean people as God's punishment for their sins. The reference 
could simply reflect the common idea that the end of the world would be preceded by a period of 
suffering. Periods of severe suffering or persecution were interpreted to be a sign of the end time. 

As in the previous vision and interpretation, the host that is persecuted by the horn is identified as the 
"the people of the holy ones" (Daniel 8:24). And the "prince of the host" is now identified as the 
"Prince of princes" (Daniel 8:25). In other words, the celestial drama is translated into human events. 
Antiochus' assault has been against the Judean people and their God. 

This vision is a rehersal of past and present history in symbolic form, and thus it assures the Judean 
readers that their present persecutions are part of God's plan. The vision provides "order" to the 
"chaos" of their suffering. The only predictive element of this vision is found at the very end: The 
horn (Antiochus) shall be broken by God (Daniel 8:25). The vision expresses the confidence in God's 
ultimate victory over human affairs. 

Do you think this vision and interpretation would comfort its original Judean readers? Why or why 
not? How might the readers react to the reference to 2300 evening and mornings until the 
sanctuary is restored? 

C. Daniel 9 

This vision begins with a long prayer of confession (Daniel 9:3-19) reflecting the prophetic tradition. 
In the prayer, Daniel confesses sin on behalf of the Judean people, and seeks the mercy of God. What 
function might this confession have in the context of Daniel? How does it explain the present 
sufferings of the original audience? How might the confession relate to the previous reference 
of a "period of wrath"? What hope does the confession offer to the readers? 

This third vision reflects the pseudepigraphic nature of the book. The vision begins with Daniel (who 
lives in exile) reading the prophecies of Jeremiah. In those prophecies, Jeremiah predicted that the 
people would suffer in exile in Babylon for seventy years (Daniel 9:2; see Jeremiah 25:11-14; 29:10). 
Following the confession, Daniel sees the current events as fulfillment of Jeremiah's reference 70 
years, however, he interprets them in reference to 70 weeks (of years) or 490 years. In other words, 
the author uses "Daniel" to reinterpret Jeremiah's prophecy so that it refers not to the Judeans in the 
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historical exile (the 70 years) but to his Judean audience who live in a symbolic exile (the 70 weeks 
of years). 

The seventy weeks of years or 490 years is a round number. Symbolically, it is the product of 7 
squared and 10 - a complete unit of time. It does not fit any historical sequence exactly. It is intended 
simply to emphasize that a predetermined time for God to act is set and that the end is imminent. 

The new meaning of Jeremiah's reference to 70 years is given by Gabriel to Daniel (Daniel 9:25-27). 
The time is divided into four "historical" units: 

1. 7 weeks (587-538 BCE): From the time of the beginning of the exile until the time of Cyrus. 
This is the period of Babylonian exile - the period to which Jeremiah's prophecy originally 
referred. The reference to the "annointed prince" could be a reference to the high priest Joshua 
who returned with the exiles from Babylon.  

2. 62 weeks (538-170 BCE): From the rebuilding of Jerusalem until the time when an annointed 
one will be cut off. The annoined one who is cut off is probably Onias III, the high priest, who 
was opposed by Jason and killed by Menelaus (all sanctioned by the Seleucid rulers).  

3. 1/2 week (170-167 BCE): The period during which the "prince who is to come" will destroy 
Jerusalem and the sanctuary. The prince is undoubtedly Antiochus IV Epiphanes. He shall 
reign for one week - the final week of the 70. The mid-way point of his reign is marked by 
Antiochus' erection in the temple of the "abomination that desolates" - probably his statue of 
Zeus Olympius.  

4. 1/2 week (167-??? BCE) The period from the "abomination that desolates" until God's 
judgment is poured out on the "desolator." In other words, at the end of the Antiochus' reign 
of "one week," he will be destroyed. The "end" will come and God's kingdom will be 
established.  

Based on this scheme of 70 weeks, the audience of Daniel is living in the last half of the last week 
(unit 4 above). How might Daniel's reinterpretation of Jeremiah's prophecy comfort the 
original readers of this vision? What hope does it offer the people, and what is the basis of their 
hope? 

D. Daniel 10-12 

In the final vision of Daniel, the parallel relationship between the heavenly and earthly worlds is 
illustrated clearly. Daniel 10 describes this interrelationship: Each earthly people have a prince in 
heaven who fights for them. Michael is the prince of the people of Judea who alone with the unnamed 
messenger in this vision struggles against the other princes. 

The main thrust of this vision, however, is the revelation of a "book of truth" (Daniel 10:21). The 
unnamed messenger has come to Daniel to reveal what is inscribed in the book. The contents of the 
book are told in Daniel 11:2 - 12:4. 

The book of truth contains God's plan of history from the time of the Daniel until the end of the 
world. In telling past history, the writer picks and chooses the historical events that interest him. 

Daniel 11:6-9 focuses on the disastrous alliances between the Seleucids and the Ptolemies, involving 
Antiochus II and Berenice, the daughter of Ptolemy II. 
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Daniel 11:10-19 focuses on Antiochus III the Great, and how he incorporated Palestine into his 
kingdom. 

Daniel 11:20-45 focuses on the actions of Antiochus IV Epiphanes. The meaning of the some of the 
symbols are as follows: The "prince of the covenant" refers to Onias III (Daniel 11:22); the "Kittim" 
refers to Rome (Daniel 11:29); the reference to a "little help" might refer to Judas Maccabee and his 
brothers (Daniel 11:34). 

How is Antiochus IV described in this vision? How does description of his here compare 
with descriptions in the other visions? What are his main offense against God? 

From the perspective of the original audience of Daniel, most of the "book of truth" presents 
past history. What is the value of this rehersal of history? Why present it in the form of a "book 
of truth"? 

The predictive element of the "book of truth" and this vision begins in Daniel 11:40. The v
leaves history behind and draws upon common prophetic themes to proclaim a coming judgment 
against Antiochus. The vision does place emphasis on more destruction to come, but this is in accord 
with Antiochus' own ambitions as demonstrated from history. 

ision 

Why is the Judeans' deliverance from Antiochus linked with Michael (Daniel 12:1)? The only clear 
reference to resurrection in the Old Testament occurs in Daniel 12:2. Why might the hope of a 
resurrection be important in this context? 
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