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Introduction

"e book of Daniel has fascinated readers through the ages. In particu-

lar, the stories of Daniel and his friends in the first half of the book have 

inspired great works of art: frescoes and sculptures in Roman cata-

combs, ornamentations on architectural structures of churches, colorful 

illustrations on medieval manuscripts, and masterpieces by some of the 

greatest artists in history, including Rubens, Rembrandt, and Michelan-

gelo. In music, too, the stories have had their impact, including in the 

last century Benjamin Bri!en’s !e Burning Fiery Furnace, Louis Gruen-

berg’s musical score of !e Daniel Jazz, Louis Armstrong’s rendition of 

Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, not to mention the now-popular 

church musical, It’s Cool in the Furnace. "ese stories are staples in many 

church school curricula, where Daniel and his friends are held up as 

models of courageous faith.

One wonders, however, if these stories contain more than entertain-

ment value and the platitudinous lessons in the hit—children’s video 

series, Veggie Tales. One must ask, too, how these tales are related, if at 

all, to the second half of the book, with its visions of bizarre monsters, 

linen-clad angels, and perplexing numerology. Among Christian inter-

preters, the book has o#en been viewed as one that predicts specific 

events in the New Testament. So the translators of the old King James 

Version take the divine being that the friends of Daniel encountered in 

the fiery furnace to be “the Son of God” (3:25), and the one who is to 
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come with the clouds of heaven is called “the Son of Man” (7:13). By the 
same token, the stone hewn not by human hands that is expected to 
crush empires (2:24–35, 44–45) has been taken to refer to the advent of 
Christ or the establishment of the church. For still others, the evil power 
depicted in the visions of chapters 7–12 is none other than the antichrist, 
and the book is believed to be about the end of the world and the ulti-
mate victory of good over evil. Yet, to imagine that the original recipi-
ents of the book might have been content to accept that all these predic-
tions had nothing to do with them whatsoever but with events that will 
come to pass long a"er their time is a bit difficult.

$is commentary a!empts to read Daniel with an eye on its theologi-
cal message for the original audience but also on the relevance of that 
message for the contemporary community of faith. $e book’s chief 
theological contribution comes in its perspective on the sovereignty of 
God and how that sovereignty may be manifested on earth through 
God’s faithful servants. Before outlining that theology, however, this 
introduction first considers various ma!ers pertaining to the book’s 
place in the canon; its provenance, compositional history, and literary 
genres; and the occasion that gave rise to the book in largely its present 
form.

THE BOOK IN THE CANON

$e book of Daniel has its name because the stories and visions that it 
contains largely revolve around a man named Daniel. $e first half of 
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the book (chaps. 1–6) contains stories about the experiences of Daniel 
and his friends in the courts of foreign kings; they refer to Daniel in the 
third person. "e second half (chaps. 7–12) contains visions reportedly 
received by Daniel; they are told in the first person.

Reflecting an emphasis on the stories of the first half of the book, the 

received text of the Hebrew Bible places Daniel in the third major por-
tion of the canon: the Writings. Accordingly, the book usually takes its 
place a#er Esther, a court narrative set in the Persian period, and before 
Ezra-Nehemiah, an account of the experiences of Jewish exiles upon 
their return to Judea. "at placement reflects the historical se!ing of 
the book and suggests how one might read the book; Daniel is about the 
experience of displacement, as in Esther, but it also anticipates the 
restoration of the displaced people of God, as in Ezra-Nehemiah.

In contrast to the Hebrew Bible, the Greek translation of the Old Tes-
tament that became the authoritative text among Christians reflects an 
emphasis on the second half of the book, the visions of chapters 7 to 12, 
placing Daniel in the second portion of the canon, the Prophets. In most 
modern Christian editions of the Bible, therefore, the book is found 
a#er Ezekiel, a book with which it has many literary, thematic, and theo-
logical affinities, as it contains visions of what the restored community 

of faith might be a#er the painful experience of destruction and dis-
placement. Inasmuch as the book of Daniel is concerned to impart 
visions of what that community of faith would and should be, Daniel is 
rightly regarded as a prophet, as he appears in one of the Qumran frag-
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ments, Ma!hew 24:15, and some early Jewish sources.
"e differences between the Hebrew text of Daniel and the Greek text 

are not simply a ma!er of placement within the canon, however. One 
important difference is that the Greek text is considerably longer, con-
taining additional materials not found in the Hebrew Bible. "ese extra 

sections include (1) the Prayer of Azariah and the Hymn of the "ree 
Jews found a$er Daniel 3:23; (2) the story of Susanna placed before chap-
ter 1 in some Greek versions but a$er chapter 12 in others; and (3) the 
story of Bel and the Dragon placed at the end of the book. "ese pas-
sages, commonly called Additions to Daniel, were apparently never a part 
of the Hebrew text. Despite some reservations about their authenticity 
by some early Christian interpreters, they were regarded as part of the 
book of Daniel by the Western Church until the split between the Protes-

tants and the Catholics in the sixteenth century C.E. "e Protestants 
rejected them as apocryphal, but the Catholic Church reaffirmed their 
authority at the Council of Trent in 1546, designating them as deutero-
canonical.

THE LEGENDARY DANIEL

Daniel, the persona dramatis of the book, is first named in 1:6 without 
any background information whatsoever about his origin. "e prophets 

of the Old Testament are typically introduced by their father’s name, 
profession, or place of origin, but Daniel is simply called “Daniel,” with-
out other personal details about him, as if the original reader would have 
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already known who he was.

"e book of Ezekiel, a work from the early sixth century B.C.E., men-

tions a Daniel, along with Noah and Job, as persons of exemplary right-

eousness (Ezek. 14:14, 20). Daniel was apparently also known to the audi-

ence of Ezekiel as a paragon of wisdom, for the arrogant prince of Tyre 

reportedly believed himself “wiser than Daniel” (Ezek. 28:3). In the book 

of Jubilees from the second century B.C.E., one reads of a legendary 

hero named Daniel, a renowned figure from before the Flood (Jub 4:20). 

Such a legendary Daniel from hoary antiquity is not known elsewhere in 

the Bible. A Daniel, however, is known from a story from the ancient city 

of Ugarit (present-day Ras Shamra on the Mediterranean coast of Syria) 

about a man from long ago who trusted his gods and was apparently 

known for his righteousness and wisdom. "e Daniel of Canaanite lore 

worshiped a god named El (hence the name Daniel, etymologically 

explained as “My judge is El”). El was depicted in Ugaritic literature as an 

ancient figure, “the father of years,” an epithet that echoes Daniel’s 

vision of the deity as an “Ancient One” (literally “the Ancient of Days”), 

who sits enthroned as chief god, presiding over the divine court (see 

Dan. 7:13). In Canaanite mythology, El is consistently depicted as a 

divine king, whose will was made known to humanity through dreams 

and visions and whose message was imparted to others through inter-

mediaries. "e portrayal of God in the book of Daniel is similar. "e 

legendary Daniel, known from long ago but still remembered as an 

exemplary character in the exilic period and beyond, serves as the prin-

5Exported from Logos Bible Software, 1:20 PM August 22, 2019.



C. L. Seow, Daniel, ed. Patrick D. Miller and David L. Bartle!, Westminster Bible Companion (Louisville, KY; London: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 2003).

cipal human “hero” in the biblical book that now bears his name. In 

accordance with his reputation from antiquity, he is portrayed as right-

eous and wise. He is seen as an intermediary who is able to interpret 

dreams and, thus, convey the will of the transcendent God to humans 

(so chaps. 1–6). He is also a recipient of visions from on high that are 

interpreted for him by heavenly intermediaries (so chaps. 7–12).

THE ORIGIN OF THE BOOK

"e traditional a!ribution of the book to Daniel is a presumption 

derived from the fact that the accounts of the visions in chapters 7 to 12

are related in the first person. Yet, the first half of the book refers to 

Daniel in the third person, with the only first-person narrative coming 

from Nebuchadnezzar in 4:1–27, 34–37. In the la!er case, the first-per-

son narrative is unquestionably a literary artifice. In fact, the initial first-

person account in chapter 7 is introduced in the third person: “"en he 

[Daniel] wrote down the dream” (which is then recounted in the rest of 

the book in the first person).

"e traditional view also holds that the book was composed during 

the period of its historical se!ing, during the last days of the Babylonian 

Empire and the early Persian period in the sixth century B.C.E. Such a 

dating of the book is belied by a number of internal oddities, though, 

most notably a series of historical problems. First, the book begins by 

referring to Nebuchadnezzar’s invasion of Jerusalem in the third year of 

the reign of Jehoiakim ( 609–598 B.C.E.), the year 606 B.C.E. (see 1:1). 
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According to Jeremiah 25:1, however, Nebuchadnezzar did not come to 

power until the fourth year of Jehoiakim’s reign in 605 B.C.E. "e one-

year difference is admi!edly slight and may be accounted for in various 

ways. More serious is the fact that no a!ack on Jerusalem by Nebuchad-

nezzar is recorded prior to 598 B.C.E. (2 Kgs. 24:1–16). Following that 

a!ack on Jerusalem, Nebuchadnezzar brought Jehoiakim as a captive to 

Babylon along with “the vessels of the house of the LORD,” which were 

then put in the palace of Babylon (2 Chr. 36:7; compare Dan. 1:2). "e 

Babylonian Chronicles, which meticulously record the exploits of 

Nebuchadnezzar, confirm this event in 598 B.C.E. and others like it, but 

no record exists of an a!ack on Jerusalem in 606 B.C.E. or thereabouts. 

"e account in Daniel 1:1–2 is difficult to reconcile with all the historical 

data known from elsewhere in the Bible. Coordinating the information 

with what is known from extant historical records is also difficult.

Second, the book speaks of King Belshazzar as the successor and son 

of Nebuchadnezzar (5:1, 2, 30; 7:1). Yet, Belshazzar was not the son of 

Nebuchadnezzar but of Nabonidus. Nebuchadnezzar was succeeded by 

his son Amel-Marduk, who ruled for about two years ( 562–560 B.C.E.), 

before Neriglissar usurped the throne ( 560–556 B.C.E.). Neriglissar was 

briefly succeeded by his son Labashi-Marduk ( 556 B.C.E.), who was 

murdered, and his throne was assumed by the usurper Nabonidus (

556–539 B.C.E.), the father of Belshazzar. So Belshazzar could not strictly 

have been the “son” of Nebuchadnezzar, and he was never called “king” 

in any of the records.
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"ird, the book speaks of Darius the Mede, the son of Ahasuerus (9:1). 

According to the book, this Darius became king as the Babylonian 

Empire fell (5:31) and he organized the kingdom into 120 satraps (6:1), 

but the historical records make no mention of a Mede named Darius, 

and the Babylonians were defeated not by the Medes but by the Persians. 

A Darius in the sixth century—Darius I Hystaspes ( 522–486 

B.C.E.)—like the Darius of the book of Daniel organized the empire into 

satrapies. Darius I, though, was not a Mede but a Persian, and he is so 

characterized elsewhere in the Bible (Ezra 4:5, 24; 6:14; Neh. 12:22).

For some interpreters, such discrepancies, if not reconciled or 

explained away in some fashion, discredit the book altogether, as in the 

case of the anti-Christian philosopher Porphyry in the third century 

C.E. Porphyry argued that a book with historical inconsistencies cannot 

be an inspired or authoritative work. Ironically, traditional scholarship 

also makes that assumption, thus allowing Porphyry to define the terms 

of debate. Interpreters of this persuasion concede in effect that the 

authenticity of the book rides on the accuracy of every last historical 

detail.

Such an approach may well be valid if the book had been wri!en as a 

historiographic work, if its purpose were to present a factual account of 

the Babylonian-Persian period. By the same token, if Shakespeare’s play 

Julius Caesar, set in the early period of the Roman Empire but wri!en 

centuries later, were intended as a historiographic work, one might not 

think it very reliable. Likewise, if one were to take Leonardo da Vinci’s 
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!e Last Supper to be a historical depiction of the time of Jesus as it really 
was, one might easily discredit the artist because of the anachronisms 
and other historical discrepancies in that painting. Still, these works 
have value, and they do teach something about history. To be sure, cer-
tain characters in Shakespeare’s play are historically verifiable, but oth-
ers are purely fictitious. "e play should be judged as literature, not his-
tory. Its purpose is to entertain, and is compelling to that extent. Simi-
larly, the value of Leonardo da Vinci’s painting of the Last Supper is not 
dependent on the historical precision of the work, for historiography 
was never its intent. Rather, its purpose was to instruct and inspire. "e 
worth of the painting should be considered in light of its purpose, even if 
that is not explicitly addressed. So, too, the value of the book of Daniel as 
scripture does not depend on the historical accuracy of the props on its 
literary stage, but on the power of its theological message. "e authority 
of the book as scripture lies in its power to inspire and shape the com-
munity of faith. "e book of Daniel functions as scripture inasmuch as it 
instructs the community as to the ways of God and the ways that com-
munity members should conduct themselves before the sovereign God.

"e presence of historical discrepancies by no means suggests that 
the work is totally devoid of historical information. Indeed, in contrast 
to the discrepancies in details from the period of its historical se!ing in 

the sixth and fi#h centuries, the book is remarkably precise in its allu-
sions to certain events in the Ptolemaic and Seleucid periods down to the 
time just before the death of Antiochus IV Epiphanes, at the end of 164 
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B.C.E. "is is particularly evident in the overview of history in 11:2–45. 

While this historical recitation paints the Persian and early Hellenistic 

periods in the broadest strokes, the recitation becomes more and more 

detailed as it reaches the end. "e Persian period is accounted for by way 

of an awkward reference to four kings ruling a#er Darius the Mede 

(11:2), whereas in fact thirteen rulers reigned for over two centuries. 

Similarly, the epochal conquest of Alexander the Great and the compli-

cated history of the struggle among his successors and various pre-

tenders to the throne are glossed over in merely two verses (11:3–4). By 

contrast, the history of the conflict between the Seleucids and the 

Ptolemies is recounted in pedantic detail, virtually every bit of which 

may be corroborated by other sources (11:5–20). "en the reign of Anti-

ochus IV Epiphanes, a period of about a decade ( 175–164 B.C.E.), is 

rehearsed in 11:21–45. "e difference is astounding. Whereas the period 

from the Persian Empire to the immediate successors of Alexander are 

touched upon in merely three verses, the decade-long reign of Anti-

ochus IV is covered in twenty-four. Clearly, the interests of the passage’s 

author and probably its audience are focused on that decade. "at a 

writer in the sixth century might have been so fuzzy about the histori-

cal details of that time but so careful and accurate about events centuries 

later is difficult to believe. Moreover, whereas the events in the decade 

leading up to the sacking of the temple in 167 B.C.E. and its immediate 

a#ermath are remarkably accurate (11:21–39), the portrayal of the even-

tual demise of Antiochus in 11:40–45 is largely at odds with what one 
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knows from other sources. "e projected war between the Ptolemies and 
the Seleucids simply never occurred (11:40–43) and Antiochus did not 
die in Palestine (see 11:44–45) but in Persia. "e conclusion that one 
should draw from the historical overview in 11:2–45 seems inevitable: 
that account must have been completed near the end of the reign of 
Antiochus but some time before his death in December 164 B.C.E., or at 
least before the information of his death reached Palestine, probably in 
the spring of 163 B.C.E.

HOW THE FINAL FORM OF THE BOOK CAME ABOUT

"e possibility of a fairly precise date for the last three chapters does not 
imply that all parts of the book originated in that same period. Indeed, 
nothing in the first half of Daniel requires a date of origin in the second 
century. In the first half of the book, the Jews are persecuted, but they 
seem to have had opportunities to succeed and they apparently harbored 
hope of positively influencing the government under whose rule they 
were subject. "e foreign despots, while hardly benign, are not necessar-
ily recalcitrant or entirely malevolent. Nebuchadnezzar bows down to 
Daniel when the former’s dream is explained to him (chap. 2), he 
acknowledges the God of the Jews, issues an edict forbidding blasphemy 
against that God (chap. 3), and even repents of his ways (chap. 4). Bels-
hazzar rewards Daniel for his interpretation of the mysterious writings 
on the wall, even though that interpretation is purely a word of doom 
(chap. 5). Darius the Mede, who is most sympathetic to Daniel, issues a 
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decree that people throughout his domain should tremble before 

Daniel’s God (chap. 6). Moreover, the suffering of the Jews in the first 

half of Daniel comes not so much from evil rulers as from the fact that 

the Jews are exiles and minorities in a foreign land. #ey are persecuted 

for their religious practices and because of the pe!y jealousies of their 

peers, but Daniel and his friends do succeed under the patronage of the 

foreign kings. Nothing like this type of narrative is found in the second 

half of the book, where the atrocities are that of a singularly arrogant 

and evil oppressor, Antiochus Epiphanes.

A review of the book’s compositional history must take into considera-

tion its bilingualism, namely, the fact that 1:1–2:4a and 8:1–12:13 are in 

Hebrew, but 2:4b–7:28 are in Aramaic. A number of scholars have pro-

posed plausibly that most of the court tales of Daniel 1–6 once circulated 

independently in the late Persian and early Hellenistic periods. #e 

accounts may also contain significant elements from earlier sources, but 

the stories themselves were probably already known in substantially 

their present forms by the late fourth or early third century. Such a 

dating is corroborated to some extent by the linguistic evidence. In gen-

eral, the Aramaic of this portion of Daniel appears to be typologically 

more advanced than the Aramaic of the sixth and fi$h centuries and 

possibly even of the Aramaic of the Samaria Papyri from the first half 

of the fourth century, but the Aramaic is more conservative than the 

dialects dating from 200 B.C.E. onward. #e presence of three Greek 

loanwords in the book (all in chapter 3) does not contradict this dating, 
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for Greek loanwords are well a!ested in Aramaic inscriptions from 

Palestine already in the late Persian period.

Daniel 7, which is also wri!en in Aramaic, has some obvious literary 

and thematic connections with the Aramaic passages of chapters 2–6. 

Indeed, distinct echoes appear in chapter 7 of the dreams of Nebuchad-

nezzar in chapters 2 and 4 and the vision of Belshazzar in chapter 5. "e 

chronological sequence followed through Daniel 1–6 is broken, however, 

as the vision of Daniel begins with the first year of the reign of Belshaz-

zar, whose death is already accounted for at the end of chapter 5. "us, 

chapter 7 seems, on the one hand, extraneous to chapters 1–6 and, on 

the other hand, deliberately linked to them. Even though chapter 7 picks 

up on the scheme of four regimes in chapter 2, the four regimes referred 

to in Daniel 7 are not the four regimes within the chronological frame-

work of Daniel 1–6 (that is, Nebuchadnezzar, Belshazzar, Darius the 

Mede, and Cyrus) but four empires, the fourth being the Hellenistic 

domain out of which eventually came the “li!le horn,” a reference to 

Antiochus Epiphanes. "e most likely explanation for this discrepancy is 

that Daniel 7 is a reinterpretation of the vision in Daniel 2 in the light of 

the atrocities perpetrated by Antiochus.

"e existence of a collection comprising the Aramaic portions of the 

book seems likely, with Daniel 7 being the latest component added to 

that collection, perhaps to provide a new interpretive context for the 

narratives. Beyond that conclusion, one might speculate that a Hebrew 

composition constituting the bulk of chapters 8–12 was subsequently 
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added to the Aramaic anthology, with literary and theological cues 

coming from chapter 7. Whereas chapter 7 is cosmic and implicit, how-

ever, chapter 8 is nationalistic and explicit. Indeed, chapter 8 represents 

a specific application of the mythological symbols in chapter 7. From 

here on out, the visions are much more directly concerned not with the 

exploits of individual Jews in the dispersion, as in chapters 1–6, but with 

the survival of the Jewish people and their faith in the face of the great-

est threat to confront them since the destruction of Jerusalem in the 

sixth century.

"is threat of a loss of national identity may account for the linguistic 

shi# from Aramaic, still the language of international relations in those 

days, to the rejuvenated national language of the Jewish people. "e 

author of the Hebrew composition in 8:1–12:4, thus, added the new 

materials to the earlier Aramaic anthology (2:4b–7:28). In addition, a 

Hebrew introduction (1:1–2:4a) has been put at the beginning. Finally, to 

this whole work, a postscript (12:5–13) was later added (probably some 

time in the spring of 163 B.C.E.) to update the final revelation in 

10:1–12:4.

LITERARY GENRES

"e first six chapters of the book comprise a series of narratives about 

the encounters of Jews in the foreign court. As such, the beginning of 

Daniel is similar to two other biblical stories: the story of Joseph in the 

court of Pharaoh in Egypt and the story of Esther in the Persian court. 
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One may, indeed, think of the narratives in Daniel in terms of these two 

variations of the tales of Jews in the foreign court. As in the Joseph story, 

chapters 2, 4, and 5 tell of a triumph of a lowly and forgo!en captive 

over the established experts in the interpretation of divine mysteries in 

the land of his sojourning. In each case, the challenge is posed in the 

form of a mystery that troubles the foreign king, the mystery coming in 

the form of dreams in the Joseph story and in Daniel 2 and 4, and in the 

form of an ominous inscription on the wall in Daniel 5. None of the 

king’s experts is able to solve the problem. Rather, the lowly captive 

brings the resolution through wisdom that is divinely granted. In conse-

quence, the captive sage is rewarded.

As in the Esther story, chapters 3 and 6 concern a threat of death that 

is brought about when the Jews are set up by outsiders. "e crisis in 

Daniel 3 evolved because faithful Jews would not bow down to any 

symbol of power except their God, a situation reminiscent of Mordecai’s 

refusal to bow down before another human being. In Daniel 6, the issue 

is that a faithful Jew would continue the practice of his faith regardless of 

a governmental prohibition. In both stories, the faithful Jews are 

restored and even rewarded.

Befi!ing an introduction, Daniel 1 reflects elements of both varia-

tions of the genre. Distinct echoes of the Joseph story are present in the 

account about youthful captives who survive through their God-given 

wisdom, as are reminiscences of Esther in the motif of the captives’ 

refusal to compromise their identity even in the face of grave danger. 
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Like the faithful Jews in both the Joseph and Esther stories, therefore, 

the captives in Daniel 1 are rewarded.

Taken together, these tales of the Jews in the foreign court offer a sort 

of anthology of various situations that the faithful may encounter as a 

people living under foreign domination. #e Jews in these stories are a 

people that have no power except through whatever gi$s they may 

receive from their God and their faith in the power of God to deliver 

them. #eir rulers may be autocratic, as Nebuchadnezzar and Belshaz-

zar were, or they may be more like Darius, who was generally benign but 

lacking the courage to stand up to political pressures. #e autocrats may 

be open to change, like Nebuchadnezzar, or they may be recalcitrant, 

like Belshazzar. Sympathetic foreign officials, like the wardens charged 

with supervision of the young captives in chapter 1, may appear, but 

pressures also exist for the majority in the population to conform to the 

imperialist demand of the captors, as in chapter 3, or the malicious 

schemes of jealous colleagues, as in chapter 6. Such is life for a minority 

people trying to live out their faith under the domination of others. 

#ese stories in Daniel 1–6 offer an assurance that faithfulness amid 

such trials is not only possible but necessary, for the power of God may 

indeed be manifest through the faithful lives of God’s suffering servants.

When one moves beyond the first six chapters, however, one encoun-

ters not a variety of situations but one: an environment of terrible 

oppression by an arrogant and blasphemous tyrant. Here, too, a reader 

finds a very different genre of literature. Chapters 7 through 12 offer a 

16Exported from Logos Bible Software, 1:20 PM August 22, 2019.



C. L. Seow, Daniel, ed. Patrick D. Miller and David L. Bartle!, Westminster Bible Companion (Louisville, KY; London: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 2003).

distinct focus on cosmic realities, expressed in the idioms and symbol-

isms of myth—that is, language and symbolisms about the conflict of 

supramundane powers of order and chaos. A persistent emphasis 

emerges on the disclosure, if only incompletely, of heavenly plans. "is 

type of literature is best exemplified in the New Testament in the Apoca-

lypse of John (that is, the book of Revelation), the word “apocalypse” 

being derived from the Greek noun meaning “revelation.” Since a num-

ber of such texts are a!ested in antiquity (mostly from 200 B.C.E. to 300 

C.E.), scholars have been able to identify the primary characteristics of 

such literature, the most important being (1) use of first person in the 

account of visions, typically in the name of a pseudonymous seer; (2) 

coded language, such as animal symbolisms and numerology; (3) inter-

pretation of visions by celestial intermediaries; (4) the periodization of 

history, culminating in decisive triumph of good over evil; and (5) 

emphasis on the disclosure of divine mystery. All these traits are present 

in Daniel 7–12.

Such writings typically originated with groups that perceive them-

selves to be disenfranchised and powerless in the face of overwhelming 

evil. Hence hope beyond the limitations of this world is emphasized. "e 

apocalyptic thinkers of antiquity pointed beyond mundane and tempo-

ral realities in order to provide a meaningful theological perspective on 

history. "e overwhelming presence of evil in the world prompted them 

to conclude that this world may not be the only arena in which God acts. 

History seemed to be marching on inexorably, as if the power of God 
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were not a factor at all, only human power, machinations, alliances, and 

intrigues.

In the face of such a crisis of theological confidence, the author of 

Daniel reconsiders history. To the author, evil, which seems to dominate 

this world, has taken on cosmic proportions. Indeed, creation seems to 

have been undone, the chaotic monsters of the world seem to have been 

unleashed once again, and God seems to have lost all dominion, as even 

a mere “li!le horn” like Antiochus dares to impose his arrogant reign of 

terror on the world (Dan. 7). Recalling the ancient myth of a rebellion in 

heaven, the author speaks of the rise of Antiochus in terms of a daring 

ascent to take the place of the Most High in the heavenly council, even 

sweeping down some of the hosts of heaven in the process; Antiochus 

dares to march against Jerusalem, long considered by Israel to symbol-

ize the abiding presence of God, desecrating the sanctuary and imposing 

a sanction on religious festivities (Dan. 8). Jeremiah’s prophecy of the 

end of desolation a"er seventy years has to be radically reinterpreted to 

mean seventy jubilee periods (Dan. 9). History is allowed to run its 

course. #en, at the climax of the visions—in the last revelation to the 

seer (Dan. 10–12)—one finds an overview of events leading up to the 

time of Antiochus. #at history gives the impression that human deci-

sions and actions determined all that is happening: humans scheme and 

plot as they strive to assert control over one another. Yet, the account is 

preceded by an assertion that celestial powers represent the people of 

God and they are arrayed against their counterparts representing the 
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other nations (10:20–21). "e entire historical recitation is dubbed a 
documentation of “truth,” the word “truth” being one used of the faith-
fulness of God (11:2). "ose introductory notices provide the theological 
lens for reading the overview: despite the impression that the historical 
overview makes, the ba!les are being fought not only on earth, but also 

in heaven. So the recitation ends as it begins with the appearance of the 
angel Michael, Israel’s protector, who is expected to deliver those who 
are still alive at the end (12:1). Yet even those who are not alive would not 
be le# out, for there is hope beyond life in this world and time—there is 
the possibility of resurrection (12:2).

THE OCCASION OF THE BOOK

Whatever its literary history, the book of Daniel in substantially its 
present form was almost doubtlessly completed during the reign of 

Antiochus Epiphanes. Although he had been sent to Rome in 189 B.C.E., 
following the defeat of his father by the Romans, Antiochus rose to 
become king in 175 B.C.E. through a series of improbable coincidences 
(see commentary at 11:21–39). "en Jason, the treacherous brother of 
the High Priest Onias III, came to Antiochus with an offer to buy the 
high priesthood for a substantial sum of money, with a promise to turn 
Jerusalem into a Hellenist polis (1 Macc. 1:10–15; 2 Macc. 4:7–22). 

Strapped for funds to pay the he#y indemnity to Rome and to defray the 
expenses for his military adventures, Antiochus eagerly agreed. His 
commitment to the deal was only good until a higher bid came along, 
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however. When Menelaus, a subordinate of Jason, later offered the king 
a higher prize for the high priesthood, Antiochus seized that new oppor-
tunity. So Menelaus became the high priest, embezzling funds from the 
temple to pay his patron (2 Macc. 4:23–32). When Onias tried to expose 
him, Menelaus had him assassinated (2 Macc. 4:33–34; compare Dan. 

9:26). #at year was 171 B.C.E., regarded by the author of the book as the 
beginning of the desolation of the sanctuary and the end of legitimate 
sacrifice, a period of desolation that would last about twenty-three 
hundred days—until the rededication of the temple in December 164 
B.C.E. (8:13–14), probably the beginning of the last week of years alluded 
to in 9:27. Meanwhile, Antiochus became increasingly atrocious in his 
acts. Following his a!ack on Egypt in 169 B.C.E., he invaded Jerusalem to 
rob the temple to meet his financial needs (1 Macc. 1:15, 20–28, 63), the 

allusion from Daniel 11:28. #e following year, he a!acked Egypt again, 
although it would not be “as it was before” (11:29). #is time, he was 
humiliated by the Romans and forced to withdraw (11:30). Jason, upon 
hearing rumors that Antiochus was dead, revolted (2 Macc. 5:5–10). 
Already enraged by his public humiliation at the hands of the Romans, 
Antiochus ordered merciless reprisal (11:30; compare 2 Macc. 5:15–17). 
His mercenary troops stormed the city, massacring its inhabitants. #e 

fortification was razed and in its place a citadel called the Akra was 
erected overlooking the temple mount and defended by Gentile merce-
naries and renegade Jews (1 Macc. 1:33–35). #e temple was desecrated. 
An altar to Zeus Olympius was set up, upon which a pig was reportedly 
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sacrificed. "e Jews were forbidden to keep the Sabbath or celebrate the 

festivals (1 Macc. 1:45–46; 2 Macc. 5:6). Torah scrolls were desecrated (1 

Macc. 1:56; compare probably Dan. 8:12). "e desolation that began with 

the murder of Onias at the beginning of the last week of years (171 B.C.E.) 

has now reached its nadir midway through that “week” of years, 167 B.C.E.

(see Dan. 9:27). In response to that crisis, the author composed the apoc-

alypse that is now in the la!er half of the book, combining it with the 

anthology of stories of exiled Jews in foreign courts.

"e anonymous author is probably to be associated with those 

referred to in the book as maskîlîm “the wise” (1:4 [NRSV “versed”]; 11:33, 

35; 12:3, 10), apparently promoters of understanding and insight. Verbs 

of the same root also appear several times in the book (1:17; 7:8; 9:13, 22, 

25). From elsewhere in the Bible, one gathers that a maskîl is one who 

seeks God (Pss. 14:2; 53:2), trusts God (Prov. 16:20), is thoughtful regard-

ing the weak (Ps. 41:1) and prudent in speech and action (Prov. 10:5, 19; 

14:35; 17:2; 19:14; 21:12; Amos 5:13). "e maskîlîm appear to be people 

without power of their own; whatever power or success they have, they 

have only by the will of God (1 Sam. 18:14–15) or through the trust they 

gain from those in power (Prov. 14:35). Daniel and his friends are por-

trayed as maskîlîm in all these senses. Furthermore, one gathers from 

11:32–33 that the maskîlîm in the second century B.C.E. are distinguished 

from those who betray the covenant with God, namely, the renegade 

Jews who side with the Seleucids. Yet they may not necessarily be identi-

fied with those loyal to God who “stand firm and take action” (11:32), a 

21Exported from Logos Bible Software, 1:20 PM August 22, 2019.



C. L. Seow, Daniel, ed. Patrick D. Miller and David L. Bartle!, Westminster Bible Companion (Louisville, KY; London: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 2003).

probable allusion to the active-resistance movement known as the 

ḥăsîdîm (1 Macc. 2:42; 7:13–17). "e distinction is suggested by the dis-

junction at the beginning of 11:33, a disjunction not rendered in NRSV: 

“But as for the maskîlîm among people, they will bring understanding to 

many …” (author’s translation, emphasis added). Although sharing with 

the ḥăsîdîm a commitment to the traditional Jewish faith and practices (1 

Macc. 1:62–64; 2:29–38), the maskîlîm apparently did not follow the way 

of zealotry. Rather, apart from their role in promoting understanding, 

they are described in entirely passive terms in 11:33–35: they fall, they 

are in captivity and plundered for days, they are helped a li!le, they are 

joined by others, and they are to be refined, purified, and cleansed. 

"eir model of faithful conduct may have been the suffering servant in 

Isaiah 40–55, the faithful servant of God who would act prudently 

(yaskîl) even amid great suffering in order that “many” who witness that 

steadfast faithfulness might also perceive and understand (see Isa. 52:13; 

41:20). So, too, Daniel expects the maskîlîm to stumble, even as the suf-

fering servant is expected to stumble (Isa. 59:10, 14). Yet, these maskîlîm

will be vindicated, even if they should die, for they will lead many to 

righteousness (Dan. 12:3), just as the suffering servant will “make many 

righteous” (Isa. 53:11). Indeed, they will shine brightly like stars in the 

sky (Dan. 12:3), even as it is said of the suffering servant: “Out of his suf-

fering one will see light” (author’s translation of Isa. 53:11, according to 

readings in the Qumran manuscripts and the Greek version).
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THEOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE

"e reader has a preliminary glimpse of the theological perspective of 

the book in the introductory chapter, for the Hebrew text identifies a 

threefold giving by God: God gave (NRSV “let … fall”) King Jehoiakim of 

Judah into the hand of Nebuchadnezzar (1:2); God also literally gave

Daniel “to grace and mercies” (1:9; NRSV “allowed … to receive favor and 

compassion”); and God gave Daniel and his friends the “knowledge and 

skill” that allowed them to preserve their faith (1:17). "is emphasis on 

God’s giving at the outset should immediately signal that the book is 

primarily about God’s power and activity and only secondarily about 

any human model of excellence. Daniel and his friends succeed only 

because God has given them “to grace and mercies” and God had given 

them the wherewithal to cope with their challenges with their faith 

intact. "e sovereignty of God implies complete divine freedom, for the 

God who gave people into a situation of suffering (1:2), presumably as a 

divine judgment of sin (see 9:4–19), is also the God who delivers them 

from their terrible plight (1:9, 17); the God of judgment is at once the 

God of grace.

"e theme of the sovereignty of God, introduced at the very begin-

ning of the book, is one that recurs in the book, where the deity is 

repeatedly called “the God of gods” (2:47; 11:36), “the Lord of 

kings” (2:47), and “the Most High God” (3:26; 4:2, 17, 24, 25, 32, 34; 5:18, 

21; 7:18, 22, 25 [twice], 27). "at sovereign God is the one who gives king-
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ship and power and glory “to whom[ever] he will[s]” (4:17, 25, 32; 5:21). 

On the one hand, divine sovereignty means that all human powers, even 

the oppressive and wicked ones—like the autocratic Nebuchadnezzar 

(1:1; 2:37, 38; 4:25, 31), the sacrilegious Belshazzar (5:18, 21), and the evil 

Antiochus Epiphanes—derive their power ultimately from the divine 

Sovereign (see 2:21; 4:17, 25, 32; 5:21). On the other hand, divine 

sovereignty also means that God may give power even to the powerless, 

indeed, to the lowliest of mortals (2:47; 4:17, 25). Indeed, through the 

lowly and seemingly powerless God’s reign may be manifest on earth, if 

only in an incomplete way.

Arguably the most poignant portrayal of divine sovereignty in the 

book is the vision described in 7:9–10. "e se!ing is that of a heavenly 

assembly room where thrones are set in place, the allusion being made 

here to the notion of the divine council known in ancient Canaanite 

mythology but also in earlier biblical literature (1 Kgs. 22:19, 23; Isa. 

6:1–13; 40:1–11). Yet, only the Ancient One takes his throne; no mention 

of other gods in this celestial court is made, only a plurality of thrones. 

At issue in the chapter is the monstrosity of evil power that has become 

so overwhelming, as if the forces of chaos are threatening once again to 

dominate the world. Yet the text affirms that sovereign God is still 

firmly in control in the court, even if some of those monsters will con-

tinue to be around for “a season and a time” (7:12). "e threat of chaos in 

the world will not yet be eliminated completely, but it will be watched, 

contained, and countered in the interim.
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"e agent through whom the divine Sovereign will counter the persis-
tent threat of evil will come “with the clouds of heaven” (7:13). In 
Canaanite mythology as in the Bible, the imagery of one who comes in a 
cloud is used to depict divine appearance to deliver people in distress 
(Deut. 33:26; Pss. 18:10; 68:4, 33; 104:3; Isa. 19:1). Yet, the text is clear 
that this one who comes with the clouds of heaven appears not as a deity 
but as a mortal, literally, “one like a son of man”—someone who unex-
pectedly receives God’s special a!ention and care (Pss. 8:5; 144:3; Job 
25:6), someone from whom one does not ordinarily expect salvation (Ps. 
146:3). Yet, to him, this mere mortal, “dominion and glory and kingship” 
are given. Not only that, in contrast to the temporal reign of the kings of 
the empires (see Dan. 7:12), what is given to this mortal champion will 
be enduring: it shall not pass away and it shall never be destroyed (7:14). 
"e Aramaic vocabulary here is suggestive. Unlike the dominion of 
kings that shall be made to pass away (2:21; 4:31; 5:20; 7:12), this particu-
lar dominion will not pass away. Moreover, unlike the tree symbolizing 
Nebuchadnezzar’s arrogant power that is destroyed (4:23), this reign is 
like the reign of God that “shall never be destroyed” (6:26).

"e doxology in which those words affirming the indestructibility of 
God’s reign are found comes at the heels of Daniel’s survival in the lions’ 
den. Darius praises “the living God” (6:26) and affirms the eternal, ever-
lasting character of God’s reign precisely because Daniel, who is called 
the “servant of the living God” (6:20) has survived, for God has sent an 
angel to shut the mouth of the lions so that they could not “hurt” or 
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“harm” him (vv. 22, 23; both words translate the same Aramaic verb 
rendered as “destroy”). "at is, the “indestructibility” of the servant of 
the living God (6:20) is evidence of the indestructible reign of the living 
God (6:26). "e survival of the faithful, if ever so vulnerable, servants of 
God is testimony to the eternal character of the reign of God! Indeed, the 
eternal reign of the sovereign God is manifest not in the power of the 
world’s rulers but in the survival of faith.

"is view of the indestructible reign of God is in accord with the char-
acterization of the regime that God will set up instead of the worldly 
regimes that come and pass away, an eternal regime “that shall never be 
destroyed” (2:44). "at regime, the fi#h one in Nebuchadnezzar’s dream 
in chapter 2, is symbolized by the stone hewn not by human hands from 
a mountain (2:45), a mountain that, in the prophecy of a prophet of the 
exile (Isa. 51:1–2), yields the displaced people of God: the exiles are hewn 
from the mountain that is Abraham and Sarah. To Daniel, these dis-
placed ones represent the abiding reign of God, even if they are power-
less and lowly. Indeed, as Daniel would have it, they who are hewn from 
the mountain without human hands will grow to be a great mountain 
that fills all the earth (2:35). Chapter 2 ends with Nebuchadnezzar, who 
is called “king of kings,” confessing Daniel’s God as “God of gods” and 
“Lord of kings” (2:47). Indeed, the “king of kings” falls upon his face, as a 
statue might (compare 1 Sam. 5:1–5), doing obeisance before Daniel the 
lowly exile (Dan. 2:46–47). In the king’s gesture, the prophecy is already 
coming to pass: imperial kingship collapses before the “stone” hewn not 
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by human hands, and that stone immediately begins to grow, for Daniel 

is promoted and his friends with him (2:48–49). "e stone does not yet 

fill the earth, but prophecy has been set in motion for the sovereign God 

to transfer “the kingdom, the power, the might, and the glory” (2:37) 

from imperial ruler to God’s lowly servant. "e God who makes kings 

pass away (NRSV “deposes kings”) and “sets up kings” (2:21) has, indeed, 

given power to Daniel, apparently power as manifested in his wisdom 

and insight (2:23).

In Daniel 7, the power that will not pass away and will never be 

destroyed is given to the one who comes with the clouds, now a 

demythologized figure that is incarnated, as it were, in human form, as 

“a son of man,” who comes to the presence of the deity and is presented 

before the deity (7:13). Yet, when the vision is interpreted in 7:18, an 

individual is not the one who receives the eternal reign but “the holy 

ones of the Most High,” and that point is reiterated in 7:22, which 

affirms that judgment has been rendered in favor of “the holy ones” and 

that they are the ones who receive kingship. "us, the agent of God’s will 

has not only been demythologized; the agent of God has been democra-

tized. "e one is the many; the many are the one. "e equation of the 

singular one who is like a mortal with plural “holy ones” seems odd, for 

the designations “holy ones” and “holy one” have, up to this point in the 

book, always referred to celestial beings, members of the heavenly host 

of the Most High (4:13, 17, 23). So, too, the “holy one” in 8:13 would refer 

to a member of the divine entourage in heaven. Yet the text speaks of the 
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war that Antiochus would wage against “the holy ones” (7:21) and he 

would prevail over and overcome these “holy ones” (7:21, 25). In any 

case, by the time one gets to 7:27, one reads of “the people of the holy 

ones of the Most High.” Here it seems that the identities of the celestial 

holy ones and the terrestrial holy ones (the people of God) have virtually 

coalesced, the la!er being understood as a reflex of the former, a micro-

cosm of the heavenly macrocosm. "e champion who comes with the 

clouds of heaven has first been demythologized, for the divine rider of 

clouds has been identified as one who comes as a mortal. "en that same 

figure is democratized and “remythologized,” as it were, so that that one 

who comes is now symbolic of the people, who are being identified with 

the celestial host!

"e purpose of this bold theological move is not merely to exalt the 

Jewish people. Rather, and more importantly, that identification of the 

celestial with the terrestrial conveys in a powerful way heaven’s involve-

ment with earth. "us, the encroachment of the li!le horn against 

Jerusalem is portrayed, again in terms reminiscent of mythology, as a 

rebellious act against the Most High and the host of heaven, and the 

earthly victory of the invader is expressed as the casting down of “some 

of the host and some of the stars” (8:9–10). Despite the mythological 

language, the allusion is clearly to the defeat of the defenders of the 

Jewish faith (8:12–14), as further explication in the chapter makes plain: 

the victims of the a!ack are called “the people of the holy ones” (8:24), 

but also “numerous” (v. 24, NRSV “the powerful”) and the “many” (v. 25), 

28Exported from Logos Bible Software, 1:20 PM August 22, 2019.



C. L. Seow, Daniel, ed. Patrick D. Miller and David L. Bartle!, Westminster Bible Companion (Louisville, KY; London: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 2003).

a pair of words that elsewhere characterize the people of God (Exod. 1:9) 

but also the celestial host (Joel 2:11). "e point is that atrocities like those 

commi!ed by Antiochus are not merely commi!ed against mortals, 

they touch even the heavens; they involve the heavenly host, the com-

mander of the (heavenly) host (Dan. 8:11), even the commander of the 

commanders of the host prince (8:25). "e divine realm is certainly not 

above the fray! For the author of the apocalyptic visions in Daniel, the 

celestial commanders of the host are very much involved with their 

earthly counterparts in their struggle against the forces of chaos and 

destruction, the principalities and the powers, whether mundane or 

supramundane (10:13–21). "us, even if history seems to be dictated by 

human alliances, schemes and intrigues (11:2–45), divine forces are 

nevertheless fighting for the good of humanity and protecting God’s 

people (see 12:1). God alone is sovereign of history—the one who deter-

mines times and seasons (2:21; 7:12)—and God is intimately and actively 

involved with humanity in their struggles, as they face the terrors of this 

world.

God is certainly holy and transcendent in the book of Daniel, for God 

is repeatedly called “the King of heaven” (4:37), “the Lord of 

heaven” (5:23), “the God of heaven” (2:18, 19, 37, 44), “God in 

heaven” (2:28), or even, simply, “Heaven” (4:26). Yet that transcendence 

did not imply a God too remote to be concerned with human affairs. 

Indeed, the text makes a point of contrasting the theology of the out-

siders who know of the power of divine beings but do not believe that 
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they are with mortals on earth (2:10–12) with the notion that Daniel’s 

God, the God of heaven, nevertheless deigns to intervene on behalf of 

mortals on earth (2:18–23).

"e transcendent God does reveal divine mysteries to humans and 

God does respond to the plight of mortals on earth, although faith in 

God is not predicated upon God’s ability to do so. As the friends of 

Daniel insist to Nebuchadnezzar, even in the face of death, “If our God 

whom we serve is able to deliver us from the furnace of blazing fire and 

out of your hand, O king, let him deliver us. But if not, be it known to 

you, O king, that we will not serve your gods and we will not worship 

the golden statue that you have set up” (3:17–18). Worship of God is not 

utilitarian, and God is wholly free to deliver or not to deliver. In that 

case, of course, God does intervene wondrously on behalf of the faithful, 

for while the Jews were in the fiery furnace, a divine being—literally one 

like the appearance of a son of the gods—appeared with them in the 

midst of the fire. "e imagery is poignant, for the text does not speak of 

deliverance from the fire but that a divine being—God’s surrogate pres-

ence—is literally with those who are endangered; God is with them in

the fire. So, too, in the story of Daniel in the lions’ pit: God sent an 

intermediary into the pit to keep Daniel from destruction (6:22, 23). In 

that reliable divine involvement in life’s trials and tribulations, people of 

faith can be assured that the reign of God, even if it is not fully realized 

in one’s own time and place—even if it is not evident by earthly expecta-

tions of power—will never pass away and will never be destroyed. On the 

30Exported from Logos Bible Software, 1:20 PM August 22, 2019.



C. L. Seow, Daniel, ed. Patrick D. Miller and David L. Bartle!, Westminster Bible Companion (Louisville, KY; London: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 2003).

contrary, God’s reign will continue to grow until it fills all the earth 

(compare Acts 1:8). No promise of ease in life is made, no assurance of 

freedom from trials and tribulations, no removal of the threat of terror 

and death—only a hope held out of vindication even a"er death, a resur-

rection hope (12:1–4). #ough the kingdom is already in some sense here 

and already given to those hewn from the mountain not by human 

hands, the kingdom is still not yet. One can understand because God has 

revealed (12:10), yet still not fully understand (12:8). In the meantime, 

one can only live life even in “a time of anguish” and pray for deliverance 

(12:1), perhaps in the words of the quintessential “Son of Man” in the 

Bible, who taught his followers to pray to a transcendent God, a God who 

is in heaven: “And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil: 

For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, for ever. 

Amen” (Ma!. 6:13, KJV).
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