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Overview of Daniel
Organization of the Book: The Clearly Defined Sections

Unlike many books of Scripture, Daniel is organized into ten distinct sec-
tions. With the exception of the transition from 6:1 (ET 5:31) to 6:2 (ET 6:1), 
these sections are clearly delineated from one another by obvious beginnings 
and endings.

Daniel 1–6: Six Narratives

Daniel contains six narratives that relate incidents from the lives of Daniel 
and his three Judean companions in the Babylonian captivity. These narratives 
are arranged in chronological order.50 Each is its own chapter in the English ver-
sions of Daniel, demonstrating that later readers understood these major breaks 
between the narratives.51 The first two narratives start with chronological notices 
(1:1; 2:1), clearly marking their beginnings. The third narrative does not start 
with a chronological notice, but with a new action by Nebuchadnezzar: the erect-
ing of a statue (3:1). To further delineate this as the beginning of a new narrative, 
3:1 does not begin with a conjunctive waw (neither did 1:1 and 2:1). The fourth 
narrative begins with a letter by Nebuchadnezzar to all of his subjects (3:31 
[ET 4:1]). Like the third narrative (3:1), it starts with the king’s name without a 
conjunctive waw. The fifth narrative starts with the name “Belshazzar” (5:1) in 
the same fashion as did the third and fourth narratives with “Nebuchadnezzar” 
(3:1 and 3:31 [ET 4:1]). Thus each of the first five narratives is clearly set off 
from the preceding one.

However, the sixth narrative flows more smoothly from the fifth. The fifth 
narrative ends with the notice that “Darius the Mede received the kingdom, 
being about sixty-two years old” (6:1 [ET 5:31]). Immediately afterward, the 
sixth narrative opens with “it seemed good to Darius … ” creating a smooth tran-
sition (6:2 [ET 6:1]). However, here too the Aramaic text marks a new beginning 
as it opens with a verb without a conjunctive waw (r~p'v], 6:2 [ET 6:1]), thereby 
syntactically disconnecting this narrative from the previous one.

Thus all six narratives in Daniel are clearly delineated accounts of events 
during the exile in Babylon. They are designed so that they may be read as self-
contained units. Their connection to one another is not through a continuing 
narrative, but is signaled by other means, both thematic and structural.52

50 See figure 1, “Timeline of Daniel and Related Events.”
51 The English chapter divisions are the same as the Hebrew except that MT 3:31–33 is part of 

chapter 4 (4:1–3) in English and MT Dan 6:1 is included in chapter 5 (5:31) in English. See 
“Introduction to Daniel 4” and “Introduction to Daniel 6” on the history of chapter division 
and verse numbering in those chapters.

52 For thematic connections, see “Major Themes.” For structural connections, see “Interlocked 
Chiasms and the Dual Language of the Book” in “Overview of Daniel.”
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Daniel 7–12: Four Visions

The four visions in Daniel, like the six narratives, are clearly delineated and 
separated from one another. This was generally recognized by readers, since 
each of the first three visions (chapters 7, 8, and 9) constitute their own chapter 
in Daniel, while the fourth and longest vision (chapters 10–12) is divided into 
three chapters.53 Each of the four visions opens with a chronological notice (7:1; 
8:1; 9:1; 10:1) that signals its beginning and places the vision in chronologi-
cal order. However, it should be noted that the visions overlap the narratives in 
time sequence.54 Therefore, like the narratives, the visions are designed so that 
they can be read as self-contained units, and their connection to one another 
is not through a continuing narrative, but is signaled by other means, both the-
matic and structural. These thematic connections will be discussed later in this 
introduction.55 We now turn to the structural features that bind these ten sepa-
rate sections to one another.

Interlocked Chiasms and the Dual Language of the Book
The book of Daniel is unique in form among the books of the OT. It is 

extant as a work in two languages: 1:1–2:4a and 8:1–12:13 are in Hebrew, and 
2:4b–7:28 is in Aramaic. It contains two parts: (1) stories of Daniel and his com-
panions in Babylon (1:1–6:29 [ET 1:1–6:28]) and (2) visions seen by Daniel 
(7:1–12:13). In the first part of the book, Daniel is referred to in the third per-
son, while in the second part, he narrates the visions in the first person. The 
stories are arranged in chronological order, taking place during the reigns of 
Nebuchadnezzar (1:1; 2:1; 3:1; 3:31 [ET 4:1]), Belshazzar (5:1), and Darius 
(6:2 [ET 6:1]). The visions too are in chronological order, but their order begins 
before the events of Daniel 5. Thus the book divides into two parts—the stories 
and the visions—but each part contains both Hebrew and Aramaic.

While scholars have often debated the reason for Daniel as a bilingual text,56 
the key to understanding the author’s reason for the dual languages is recog-
nizing the interlocked chiastic structure of the book. Chiasm is the concentric 
arrangement of parts, such as ABC : C'B'A', or some longer or shorter varia-
tion. Chiasm was often employed as a literary technique in both the Old and 
New Testaments. A classic instance is Gen 9:6:

Jp´–V;yI /˝m∞D: µd:¡a;˝B;î µd:+a;˝h;î µD"∞ J~pevo

 A B C C' B' A'

Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man his blood will be shed.

53 In Daniel 7–12 the chapter divisions are the same in the MT as in later versions, including the 
LXX, Vulgate, Peshitta, and English translations.

54 See figure 1, “Timeline of Daniel and Related Events.”
55 See “Major Themes.”
56 Critical scholars (e.g., Collins, Daniel, 24) have proposed redactional schemes or even 

that some chapters may have been written in Aramaic originally and later were translated 
into Hebrew.
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In Daniel, large divisions of material are arranged chiastically.
The chiastic arrangement of the Aramaic portion of Daniel was first dem-

onstrated by Lenglet and has since been followed by a number of scholars, 
including Collins, Baldwin, and Lacocque.57 However, scholars have been 
slower to recognize the chiastic structure of the second part of the book and the 
unique way in which the two chiasms are joined.58 See figure 2, “The Interlocked 
Chiastic Structure of Daniel.”

57 Lenglet, “La structure littéraire de Daniel 2–7”; Collins, Apocalyptic Vision, 11; Daniel, 
33–34; Baldwin, Daniel, 59–60; Lacocque, Daniel in His Time, 11. Lacocque also proposes 
a chiastic structure for chapters 8–12, though different in form from the one proposed here.

58 The first work to recognize the interlocked construction of the two chiasms in Daniel was 
Steinmann, “The Shape of Things to Come,” 38–42. Pierce, “Spiritual Failure, Postponement, 
and Daniel 9,” 221, and van Deventer, “The End of the End, or, What Is the Deuteronomist 
(Still) Doing in Daniel?” 73, recognize the two chiasms, but do not recognize that they are 
interlocked.

Figure 2

The Interlocked Chiastic Structure of Daniel

Introduction 1: Prologue (1:1–21) NARRATIVE Hebrew

A  Nebuchadnezzar dreams of four kingdoms  
and the kingdom of God (2:1–49) NARRATIVE Aramaic

 B  Nebuchadnezzar sees God’s servants 
rescued (3:1–30) NARRATIVE Aramaic

  C Nebuchadnezzar is judged 
   (3:31–4:34 [ET 4:1–37]) NARRATIVE Aramaic

  C'  Belshazzar is judged  
(5:1–6:1 [ET 5:1–31]) NARRATIVE Aramaic

 B'  Darius sees Daniel rescued 
(6:2–29 [ET 6:1–28]) NARRATIVE Aramaic

A' Introduction 2: Daniel has a vision of four  
 kingdoms and the kingdom of God (7:1–28) VISION Aramaic

 D Details on the post-Babylonian kingdoms 
  (8:1–27) VISION Hebrew

  E Jerusalem restored (9:1–27) VISION Hebrew

 D' More details on the post-Babylonian  
  kingdoms (10:1–12:13) VISION Hebrew
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Both chiasms are bilingual. The first (1:1–7:28) begins with a Hebrew intro-
duction (1:1–21) followed by the chiasm proper in Aramaic (2:1–7:28). The 
second chiasm (7:1–12:13) has an Aramaic introduction (7:1–28) followed by 
the chiasm proper in Hebrew (8:1–12:13). The two chiasms, moreover, are inter-
locked, since the first vision (7:1–28) serves both as the end of the first chiasm by 
virtue of its four-kingdom parallel to Nebuchadnezzar’s dream and its Aramaic 
language, and also as the introduction to the visions by virtue of its visionary 
style and its chronological placement in the first year of Belshazzar.

Both introductions contain themes developed later in the book. The first 
introduction (1:1–21) presents three themes: first, the captured vessels of the 
Jerusalem temple (1:2), which play a pivotal role in chapter 5; second, the 
wisdom of Daniel (1:4), which plays a role in chapters 2, 4, and 5; and third, 
Daniel’s companions Hananiah (Shadrach), Mishael (Meshach), and Azariah 
(Abednego), who are the heroes of chapter 3. The second introduction (7:1–28) 
also involves three features: first, it presents the vision style, which dominates 
the second half of the book; second, it introduces animal imagery, which is 
used also in chapter 8; and third, it is the first section of the book to present an 
angelic interpreter who explains the revelations to Daniel, as is done in all three 
of the subsequent visions.

This produces two interlocked chiasms: a Hebrew introduction followed 
by an Aramaic chiasm interlocked with an Aramaic introduction and a Hebrew 
chiasm. Instead of indicating some long process of accumulation and redac-
tion of narrative tales and visions, the Hebrew and Aramaic languages of the 
sections of Daniel were carefully chosen to serve as a way to unite two differ-
ent genres (narrative and vision) in one book. Therefore, the dual languages 
and two genres of the book are not a problem stemming from the book’s redac-
tional history, but a deliberate result of its careful composition. Moreover, the 
interlocking of the two parts of Daniel (narrative and vision) is achieved both 
through the dual languages and also by the overlapping chronology of the two 
parts, since the sequence of narratives and the sequence of visions are each 
arranged in chronological order. However, in time, the sequence of the visions 
overlaps the sequence of the narratives, since chronologically the first vision 
takes place before the fifth narrative. See figure 1, “Timeline of Daniel and 
Related Events.”

The last part of the first chiasm (7:1–28) also serves as the first part of the 
second chiasm. This section of Daniel shares the Aramaic language of the first 
chiasm, but is a vision instead of a narrative, thereby matching the genre of the 
second chiasm. Thus it rounds out the first chiasm by repeating the four kingdom 
theme of 2:1–49 while simultaneously serving as an introduction to the second 
chiasm by giving readers their first view of Daniel the seer and his visions.

Moreover, since chapter 7 serves as the hinge connecting the two parts of 
the book,59 the author has highlighted it as the pivotal chapter of the entire book. 

59 For further details on how Daniel 7 serves to unite the two parts of Daniel, see “The Importance 
of Daniel 7 in the Book of Daniel” in “Introduction to Daniel 7.”
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It is this chapter that introduces the Son of Man (7:13–14), an important messi-
anic concept that is taken up by Jesus himself in the Gospels. It is this chapter 
that first discusses the role of the saints in God’s eternal kingdom. Therefore, 
Daniel 7 is the key to understanding the major themes that run throughout the 
book: God’s control over history, the eschatological kingdom of God, the messi-
anic promise, and the protection God affords his people even during the darkest 
hours of persecution. Thus Daniel, like Scripture as a whole, revolves around 
Christ, his kingdom, and his work for the benefit of his people.

Daniel 1–7: An Aramaic Chiasm with a Hebrew Introduction
While the thematic parallels in the individual elements of the first chiasm 

can easily be observed by readers, the author has also left linguistic clues that 
point to the chiastic parallels. The parallels in the first chiasm are easily seen 
merely by their content, as the outline above shows.60 Moreover, there are a few 
similarities in language that also highlight the parallels. The similarity in the 
descriptions of God’s eternal kingdom in both A and A' is striking:

lB'+j't]ti al…¢ ˜Ÿymil][;˝l] yDI• WŸkl]m' a˝Y:•m'v] Hl;Ÿa‘ µ*yqiy“

The God of heaven will establish a kingdom that will never be destroyed. (Or, 
more literally: “the God of heaven will establish a kingdom that forever/eter-
nally will not be destroyed,” 2:44)

.lBæâj't]ti al…àAyDI H˝t´`Wkl]m'˝W

And his kingdom is one that will not be destroyed. (7:14)

µl'+[; tWk∞l]m' H~˝teWkl]m'

His kingdom is an eternal kingdom. (7:27)

The malicious accusation of the three young men in B and of Daniel in B' 
is described by the same idiom, which occurs only in these two chapters:

.a˝yEêd:Why“ yDIè ˜/h¡˝yxer“q' Wlkæàa}˝w" ˜yai–D:c]K' ˜yrI∞b]GU WbrI¡q]

Chaldean men approached and ate pieces of [maliciously accused] the Judeans. 
(3:8)

… laYE±nId:ê yDI∞ yŸhi˝/xƒƒ~r“q' Wlkæ¶a}AyDIê J~Leai a˝Y:•r"b]GU

These men who ate pieces of [maliciously accused] Daniel … (6:25 [ET 
6:24])

The clearest parallel is the direct reference in C' to the events of C using the 
same terminology. In 5:18–21 Daniel reminds Belshazzar of Nebuchadnezzar’s 
arrogance against God, which should have been a lesson to Belshazzar. The 
description in 5:18–21 of the events of chapter 4 imitates the expressions used 
in chapter 4. See further the textual notes on 5:18–21.

These examples show that Daniel carefully used linguistic markers to 
reinforce the structural and thematic parallels that comprise his first chiasm. 
The chiasm, therefore, is not simply happenstance, nor something perceived 

60 See figure 2, “The Interlocked Chiastic Structure of Daniel.”
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by scholars without any intent on the part of the author. Instead, Daniel left 
unambiguous clues as to his method of choosing and organizing the Aramaic 
chiasm.

Daniel 7–12: A Hebrew Chiasm with an Aramaic Introduction

In a similar way, Daniel used clues to highlight the chiastic parallels in the 
Hebrew chiasm. The parallels in the second chiasm are, again, easily seen in 
their content. Both D and D' relate the history of the kingdoms that followed the 
Babylonian Empire, in contrast with A and A', which included the Babylonian 
Empire. The vision in E stands alone (since there are an odd number of Hebrew 
visions) in relating the history of Jerusalem without reference to the dominant 
world empires. The unique position of E is also highlighted by the unique prayer 
that begins this vision. This is the only prayer of confession in the entire book 
of Daniel and the only prayer in the visions.61

There are similarities in language that serve to draw the reader’s attention 
to the parallel nature of D and D'. In both visions, Daniel relates the begin-
ning of his visionary experience with “I lifted up my eyes and I saw: and 
behold, …” (… hNE∞hiw̋“ ha,+r“a,w̋: yŸn"y[e aC…¶a,w̋:, 8:3; … hNEèhiw̋“ ar<ae+w̋: yŸn"y[eAta, aC…¶a,w̋:, 10:5). Both 
refer to “the appointed time of the end” (≈qƒ́â d[́à/m̋l] yKi,̀ 8:19; d[́â/M̋l' ≈qƒ̀́ d/[èAyKi, 
11:27; d[́â/M̋l' d/[¡AyKi ≈qƒƒ́– t[́¢Ad[', 11:35). Both use similar clauses with identical 
syntax to describe the actions of the wicked king who will arise. Note the exact 
syntactic parallel in the Hebrew: conjunction plus preposition, noun (in con-
struct), noun (genitive), verb (imperfect third person masculine singular):

dmo+[}y" µ~yrIc;Arc'Al[æ¶˝w“

And he will arise against the Prince of princes. (8:25)

rB´`d"y“ µyli+ae la´¢ l~['˝w“

And against the God of gods he will speak. (11:36)

In addition, it should be noted that at the beginning of both the visions in 
D and D', Daniel is standing at the bank of a body of water: in 8:2 he is on the 
bank of the Ulai Canal and in 10:4 he is on the bank of the Tigris River. In the 
other visions, Daniel’s geographic location is not given.

Therefore, Daniel is clearly an intricately arranged book, whose inspired 
author carefully chose the languages and genres he used to produce his work. 
Although each of its major units can be read as an independent account of an 
event or vision, these independent accounts are bound together into a larger 
whole that has its own literary integrity (despite the first impression to the con-
trary given by the book’s two distinct genres and two languages). This intricate 
structure, in turn, serves to point the reader to the central importance of Daniel 
7 and its messianic portrait of the Son of Man.

61 Prayers in the narratives are prayers of praise: 2:20–23 and 4:31–32 (ET 4:34–35).
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Daniel Recounts and Explains 
Nebuchadnezzar’s Dream of the Statue

Translation
2 24As a result of this, Daniel went in to Arioch, whom the king had appointed 
to destroy the wise men of Babylon. He went and said this to him: “Do not destroy 
the wise men of Babylon. Bring me before the king, and I will explain the mean-
ing to the king.”

25Then Arioch immediately brought Daniel before the king. This is what he 
said to him: “I have found a man from the exiles of Judah who will make known 
the meaning to the king.”

26The king said to Daniel (whose name was Belteshazzar), “Are you able to 
make known to me the dream that I saw and its meaning?”

27Daniel answered before the king and said, “The mystery that the king is ask-
ing, no wise men, soothsayers, magicians, or diviners are able to reveal to the king. 
28However, there is a God in heaven who reveals mysteries, and he has made known 
to King Nebuchadnezzar what will happen in the latter days. Your dream—the 
visions of your head upon your bed—is this:

29“You, Your Majesty—your thoughts upon your bed arose about what will 
be after this, and the Revealer of mysteries made known to you what will happen. 
30But as for me, this mystery was not revealed to me because of wisdom that is in 
me more than [in] any [other] living beings. Rather, [it was revealed to me] so that 
the meaning may be made known to Your Majesty and so that you may know the 
thoughts of your heart.

31“You, Your Majesty, were looking, and there was a very large statue. That 
statue, [which was] large and whose brightness was extraordinary, was stand-
ing before you, and its appearance was frightening. 32The statue—its head was of 
fine gold, its chest and its arms were of silver, its abdomen and its thighs were of 
bronze, 33its shins were of iron, and its feet were partly of iron and partly of clay. 
34You continued to look until a stone was cut, [but] not by [human] hands. It struck 
the statue on its feet that were of iron and clay, and it smashed them. 35Then the 
iron, the clay, the bronze, the silver, and the gold were crushed simultaneously 
and became like the chaff on the summer threshing floors. The wind lifted them, 
and no place could be found for them. However, the stone that struck the statue 
became a great mountain and filled the entire earth.

36“This is the dream. So we will tell its meaning before Your Majesty. 37You, 
Your Majesty, are king of kings to whom the God of heaven has given a kingdom, 
power, strength, and glory. 38In all the places where the sons of man, the beasts 
of the field, and the birds in the sky dwell, he has given them into your hand, and 
he has made you ruler over all of them. You are the head of gold. 39Now after you 
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another kingdom will arise that is inferior to you. Then another, a third kingdom 
[will arise] that is of bronze and that will rule the entire earth. 40A fourth king-
dom will be strong as iron, since iron crushes and shatters everything. So, like iron 
that smashes, it will crush and smash all of these. 41And because you saw feet and 
toes partly of potter’s clay and partly of iron, it will be a divided kingdom. It will 
have some of the firmness of iron, because you saw iron mixed with common clay. 
42Morever, the toes of the feet were partly iron and partly clay, [meaning that] part 
of the kingdom will be strong and part of it will be brittle. 43Because you saw iron 
mixed with common clay, they [the different parts of the kingdom] will be mixed 
among the seed of man and they will not adhere to one another, just as iron does 
not mix with clay.

44“In the days of those kings, the God of heaven will establish a kingdom that 
will never be destroyed, nor will the kingdom be left to another people. It will 
crush and end all of these kingdoms, but it will be established forever, 45just as 
you saw that from the mountain a stone was cut but not by [human] hands, and 
it crushed the iron, the bronze, the clay, the silver, and the gold. A great God has 
made known to Your Majesty what will happen after this. The dream is sure, and 
its meaning is certain.”

46Then King Nebuchadnezzar fell face down and paid homage to Daniel. He 
commanded that a gift and incense be offered to him. 47The king said, “Truly your 
God is God of gods, Lord of kings, and Revealer of mysteries because you were 
able to reveal this mystery.”

48The the king promoted Daniel to a high position and gave him many great 
gifts. He made him ruler over the entire province of Babylon and chief prefect 
over all the wise men of Babylon. 49Daniel sought from the king, and he appointed 
over the service of the province of Babylon Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego. 
Daniel [remained] in the royal court.

Textual Notes
2:24 J/y±r“a'Al[' l[æ¢ l~aYEnID:ê—The first l[æ is the verb ll'[}, “go in, enter,” often used for 
an audience before the king in his court (see the first textual note on 2:16), but here it 
refers to an audience before a royal official. The second l[' is the preposition “to,” hence, 
“Daniel went in to Arioch.” The Haphel (H) of ll'[}, “bring in, introduce” (HALOT), will 
occur later in 2:24 (the imperative yŸnIl̋][e~h', “bring me”) and in 2:25 (the perfect l[́àn“h').

lb≤–b; yḿ¢yKij'l̋] hd:¡b;/h̋l]—Aramaic frequently uses the preposition l] to introduce a 
direct object.1 Twice in this verse lb≤b; yḿyKij'l̋] (“the wise men of Babylon”) is a direct 
object: here of the Haphel (H) infinitive hd:¡b;/h̋l], “to destroy,” and later of the negated 
Haphel imperative dbe+/hT]Ala', “do not destroy.”

2:25 hl;+h;B]t]hiB̋]—This is the Hithpeel (HtG) infinitive of lh'B], “be frightened, make 
haste,” which is used as a substantive with the preposition B], “in haste,” and translated 
as an adverb, “immediately.” The identical form recurs in 3:24 and 6:20 (ET 6:19).

1 Steinmann, Fundamental Biblical Aramaic, 308; Rosenthal, A Grammar of Biblical Aramaic, 
§ 182.
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dWh+y“ yDI∞ a~t̋;Wlg:ê ynE•B]A˜mi r~b'G“—This is, literally, “a man from the sons of the exile of 
Judah.” Twice more Daniel is characterized as “from the sons of the exile of Judah” 
(5:13; 6:14 [ET 6:13]).

2:26 rXæ–av'f]l]Be H̋m̀́v] yDIè—“Whose name was Belteshazzar”: for this alternate name of 
Daniel, see the second textual note on 1:7.

2:27 ˜yrI+z“G: Ÿ̃yMifur“j' ˜ypi%v]a…â ˜ymi¢yKij'—This phrase is restrictive: “[those] wise men [who 
specifically were] soothsayers, magicians, diviners.” See “Daniel among the Wise Men” 
in “Introduction to Daniel 2.”

2:28 a˝Y:=m'/y tyrI∞j}a'˝B]—Literally, “in the latter part of the days,” this is traditionally 
translated as “in the latter days” (KJV, NASB, ESV). The equivalent Hebrew phrase 
µymi–Y:h̋' tyrI∞j}a'B̋] occurs in Dan 10:14. Throughout the OT, the Hebrew phrasea nearly 
always has an eschatological, messianic connotation. This era begins with the coming 
of the Messiah. Thus the goal of this vision is the ushering in of the messianic era. See 
further the discussion of the phrase in “The Messiah in Daniel: An Overview” in “Major 
Themes” in the introduction.

The NT uses equivalent Greek phrases to refer to the present age as the eschato-
logical age inaugurated with the ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus, extending 
until his return.b

.aWhê hn:èD“ J̋b…K̀]v]miAl[æâ J̋v…öarE ywEèz“j,w̋“ J̋m;Ÿl]j,—The waw in, literally, “your dream and 
the visions of your head upon your bed—this is it” is the epexegetical or explicative 
waw. This can be seen by the singular pronoun aWhê, “it,” whose antecedent is J̋m;Ÿl]j,, 
“your dream.” Thus “the visions of your head upon your bed” elaborates “your dream,” 
the dream that the king had. It was not an ordinary dream, but a revelatory vision from 
“the Revealer of mysteries” (2:29).

Throughout Daniel, the noun Wzj‘ usually refers to a revelatory “vision.”c Its Hebrew 
equivalent, ̃ /zj;, is used for a prophetic “vision” (e.g., Is 1:1; Obad 1; Nahum 1:1), and 
it occurs throughout the OT, also extensively in Daniel.d

Usually in the OT, the organ connected with thought is ble, the “heart” (Aramaic 
bb'l] in 2:30), not varø (Aramaic varE here), the “head.” However, throughout the 
Aramaic portion of Daniel, thought is associated with the head (varE, 4:2, 7, 10 [ET 
4:5, 10, 13]; 7:1, 15).2

2:29 a̋K;%l]m'—For “the king” as the honorific “Your Majesty,” see the second textual 
note on 2:4.

Wqli+s] J̋b…¢K]v]miAl[' J~n̋:/y[]r"—The subject of the plural Peal (G) perfect Wqli+s], “(they) 
arose,” is the singular noun J~n̋:/y[]r", “your thought,” which is translated as plural (“your 
thoughts”) to match the verb and English idiom.

a̋Y:üz"r: aĺág:w̋“—This construct phrase with the participle aleG: ̋and the plural of zr: forms 
a divine title: the one true God is “the Revealer of mysteries.” God receives the title 
“Revealer of mysteries” again in 2:47 from the lips of Nebuchadnezzar.

2 Glasson’s suggestion in “ ‘Visions of Thy Head’ (Daniel 228)” that this association repre-
sents Greek thought is clearly influenced by critical theories that have tried to see Daniel as 
a Hellenistic era composition.

(a) Gen 49:1; 
Num 24:14; 
Deut 4:30; 
31:29; Is 2:2 
|| Micah 4:1; 
Jer 23:20; 
30:24; 48:47; 
49:39; Ezek 
38:16; Hos 
3:5; Dan 
10:14

(b) Acts 
2:17; 2 Tim 
3:1; Heb 1:2; 
James 5:3;  
2 Pet 3:3; 
1 Jn 2:18; 
Jude 18

(c) Dan 2:19, 
28; 4:2, 6–7, 
10 (ET 4:5, 
9–10, 13); 
7:1–2, 7, 13, 
15

(d) Dan 
1:17; 8:1–2, 
13, 15, 17, 
26; 9:21, 24; 
10:14; 11:14



130

Daniel 2:24–49

2:30 y̋li– yli¢GÖ hn:¡d“ a̋z:èr: a̋Y:±Y"j'AlK;A˜mi yŸB̋i ytæàyaiAyDIê h~m;k]j;b̋] al…¶ hn:fia}w̋"—This verse begins with 
a pronoun as a casus pendens, hn:fia}w̋", “as for me …” Then the syntax continues, liter-
ally, “not by wisdom that is in me more than [in] all [other] living beings [was] this 
mystery revealed to me.” English idiom requires rearranging the syntax. Even though 
y˝li– yli¢GÖ hn:¡d“ a˝z:èr: is a positive statement, “this mystery was revealed to me,” English 
requires negating the verb (“this mystery was not revealed to me”) because of the neg-
ative al…¶ in the phrase h~m;k]j;b̋] al…¶, “not by wisdom.” The implied agent of the passive 
verb (Peil [Gp] perfect) yli¢GÖ, “revealed,” is God, as Daniel emphasizes in 2:28, 45.

˜W[+d“/hy“ a̋K…¢l]m'l̋] a~r̋:v]pi—Here the Haphel (H) imperfect of [d"y“ forms a purpose 
clause. God revealed the meaning of the dream to Daniel for this purpose: (literally) 
“so that they would make known the meaning to the king.” Often in Aramaic an imper-
sonal plural verb implies that God is the ultimate agent of the action, and the verb is 
best rendered as a passive, as here: “so that the meaning may be made known to Your 
Majesty.”

2:31 WlŸa}w̋"—This particle, also in 4:7, 10 (ET 4:10, 13) and 7:8, is the Aramaic equiv-
alent of Hebrew hNEhi, “behold.” In a narrative, it directs the attention of the hearer or 
reader to a change in circumstance or focus. In this instance, it introduces the statue that 
dominates the first part of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream.

2:33 .πsæâj} yDIè ̃ yh̋̀́N“miW̋ lz<±r“p' yDI∞ ̃ ŸyheN̋“mii yhi/̋l̂g“r"—This use of the preposition ̃ mi in Aramaic 
is partitive (HALOT, 4), literally, “its feet, part of them was of iron and part of them was 
of clay.” Similar wording is in 2:41–42.

2:34 ˜yId"+y̋bi al…¢AyDI ̃ Ÿb,a,~ tr<ƒƒz<•G“t]hi—Literally, “a stone [ Ÿ̃b,a,~] was hewn [tr<ƒƒz<•G“t]hi] which was 
not [al…¢AyDI] [hewn] by hands [˜yId"+y̋bi],” this sentence implies that no humans, but God 
himself hewed this stone. An equivalent expression occurs in 2:45. Daniel will inter-
pret the “stone” as the one who brings and establishes God’s eternal kingdom, which 
cannot ever be destroyed. See further the commentary on 2:44–45.

The stone was “cut, hewn”: tr<ƒƒz<•G“t]hi is the Hithpeel (HtG) of rz"G“, whose Hebrew 
cognate, rz"G:, can have a similar meaning, “cut (off, in two),” resulting in death for a 
person: the baby in 1 Ki 3:25–26 or the Suffering Servant in Is 53:8, who was “cut off 
from the land of the living.” This verb can be interpreted in harmony with passages 
such as “they have pierced3 my hands and feet” (Ps 22:17 [Et 22:16]) and “they shall 
look upon me, whom they have pierced” (Wrqƒƒ…–D:, Zech 12:10) as pointing to the cruci-
fixion of Christ.

The implication of the statement that the stone was cut “not by [human] hands” 
means that this action was performed by God. Similar is the implication of the NT use 
of ajceiropoivhto", “not made by human hands,” which refers to God’s salvation accom-
plished in Christ without the aid of any other human (divine monergism in salvation). 

3 Most manuscripts have yrI%a}K̋;ƒƒ@, which could mean “like a lion,” but that makes little sense in 
the context, which requires a verb to go with “my hands and my feet.” Some manuscripts 
have Wra}K̋; and two have WrK;, which are variant spellings for a verb (hr:K;) meaning “they dug, 
bored, pierced.” Most likely yrI%a}K̋;ƒƒ@ is a textual variant for Wra}K̋; and the wÎ was misread or mis-
copied as yÎ by a scribe. The LXX (w[ruxan, “they dug”) and the Syriac (w[zbuO, “they pierced, 
bored through”) both support the meaning “pierced.”
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It occurs in three NT passages, referring to (1) the new temple (Christ himself) raised 
by God (Mk 14:58); (2) the new and eternal “house” in heaven that awaits Christians 
(2 Cor 5:1); and (3) the new circumcision in Christ that God himself performs in Holy 
Baptism (Col 2:11).

2:36 .a̋K…âl]m'Aµd:q’ rmæàanE H̋rE¡v]piW̋—Daniel here uses the deferential plural rmæàanE, literally, 
“its meaning we will say before the king/Your Majesty.”

2:37 .J̋l…âAbh'y“ a̋r:¡q;y̋wIê a̋P…àq]t;w̋“ a̋n:üs]ji a̋t…àWkl]m'—Daniel acknowledges that God has “given” 
(bh'y“) to King Nebuchadnezzar “a kingdom [a̋t…àWkl]m'], power [a̋n:üs]ji], strength [a̋P…àq]t;w̋“], 
and glory [a̋r:¡q;y̋wIê].” This verse, together with 1 Chr 29:11 (cf. Ps 145:11–12; Rev 12:10), 
may be an OT precedent for the doxology of the Lord’s Prayer: o{ti sou ejstin hJ basi 

leiva kai; hJ duvnami" kai; hJ dovxa eij" tou;" aijw'na" tw'n aijwvnwn. ∆Amhvn.4 While Daniel 
describes gifts that God has given to a human king, the Lord’s Prayer ascribes them to 
God as the sole possessor and originator. Throughout Daniel, these are God’s to give or 
to take away (see, e.g., 2:21; 4:14, 22, 29 [ET 4:17, 25, 32]).

2:38 J̋f…l̀]v]h'w̋“—The Haphel (H) of fl'v] means “to make someone the ruler over.” Here 
God is the subject and the suffix refers to Nebuchadnezzar. The Haphel perfect recurs in 
2:48 (H̋fe+l]v]h'Ÿw̋“), where Nebuchadnezzar is the subject and the suffix refers to Daniel.

2:39 Jƒ̋N:=mi a[r"∞a}—The Kethib is a[;r“a} while the Qere is [r"∞a}. Literally, this phrase is 
“earth(ward) from you,” that is, “beneath you,” meaning “a kingdom inferior to yours” 
(HALOT, s.v. [r"a}, 2).

2:41 a̋n:êyfi πsæàj}B̋'—Literally, “clay of the mud,” this construct phrase, which recurs in 
2:43, probably signifies “common clay” as opposed to an especially fine grade of clay. 
English translations are divided in their understanding of this phrase: “soft clay” (ESV), 
“common clay” (NASB), or simply “clay” (NIV, NRSV).

2:42 tx…¶q]A˜mi—The noun tx…q], “end,” with the preposition ̃ mi has the partitive meaning 
“part of” (HALOT, s.v. tx…q], 2), similar to the partitive meaning of just ̃ mi (with suffixes) 
in 2:33, 41–42.

2:43 a̋v;+n:a} [r"∞z“B̋i ̃ ŸwOh‘l, ̃ ybi¶r“[;t]mi—Literally, “mixed they will be among the seed of man,” 
this is usually taken to indicate intermarriage among various ethnic groups in the fourth 
kingdom.5 Critical commentators who identify the fourth kingdom as the Greek dom-
ination of the eastern Mediterranean see this as a reference to the marriage alliances 
among the Ptolemaic and Seleucid kings (11:6, 17).6 However, the expression is unusual, 
and its meaning is far from certain. Both the Greek and the Roman kingdoms included 
a variety of ethnic groups, and royal intermarriages occurred during both kingdoms, 
as indeed they have in many other kingdoms and nations throughout world history. 

4 Some NT manuscripts include part or all of this doxology at the end of Mt 6:13 (cf. Didache 
8:2).

5 Baldwin, Daniel, 93.
6 Collins, Daniel, 170; Hartman and Di Lella, Daniel, 149; Lucas, Daniel, 76; Montgomery, 

Daniel, 177. Interestingly, Luther understood this as a reference to intermarriage and mar-
riage alliances among royalty, but still understood the fourth kingdom as Rome, not Greece 
(“Preface to Daniel,” AE 35:296).
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Any argument that uses this clause to identify the fourth kingdom is little more than an 
attempt to force the meaning of the clause to fit one’s own notion of its referent.7

2:44 lB'+j't]ti al…¢ ̃ Ÿymil][;l̋] yDI• WŸkl]m'—Literally, this says that God will establish “a king-
dom that forever will not be destroyed.” English idiom requires “a kingdom that will 
never be destroyed.”

2:45 a̋b;+h}d"w̋“ a̋P…¢s]K' a~P̋;s]j' a̋v…¶j;n“ a̋l;Ÿz“r“P'—The list of materials representing kingdoms is 
“the iron, the bronze, the clay, the silver, and the gold.” It seems that a~P̋;s]j', “the clay,” is 
out of order. Some critical scholars suppose that a~P̋;s]j' is a secondary addition and that 
the original text only listed the metals.8 However, the Syriac has the same materials and 
order as in the MT. The Old Greek, Theodotion, and the Vulgate have the order clay, 
iron, bronze, silver, gold, while papyrus 967 has the order as iron, clay, bronze, silver, 
gold.9 Either of those two orders would be expected if one starts at the feet (iron mixed 
with clay), which are struck by the hewn stone, and moves up (back in historical order) 
to the head of the statue. The most likely explanation is that the harder reading in the 
MT is the original order and that the Greek and Latin traditions are correcting the MT.

2:46 dgI=s] laYE¡nId:l̋]W̋—The king “paid homage to Daniel.” In other OT passages, the verb 
dgIs] refers to the worship of idols; see the eighth textual note on 3:5. Its use here for the 
veneration of a person is in harmony with the pagan perspective of the king.

2:47 ˜yhiöl;a‘ Hl…áa‘ aWh∞ ˜/k%h̋}l;a‘—This is “your God, he is God of gods.” Hebrew equiv-
alents of this phrase (µyhi+løa‘h̋…â yh́¢løa‘ aWhº µk,+y̋heløêa‘ hw:∞hy“, Deut 10:17; µyhi–løa‘h̋; yh́¢løa̋ĺâ, Ps 
136:2; hw:fihy“ê µyhil̂øa,û Û lá¶, Ps 50:1; µyli+ae lá¢, Dan 11:36) are used sparingly in the OT, 
probably to avoid endorsing the idea that there are other gods or that Yahweh is head of 
a pantheon.

2:49 .a̋K…âl]m' [r"èt]B̋i—Literally, “in the gate of the king,” this expression is the designa-
tion for service “in the royal court.”10 Mordecai, who was a high-ranking official in the 
Persian royal court, is described in a similar way (Esth 2:19, 21).

Commentary
Arioch Takes Daniel to Nebuchadnezzar (2:24–26)

Daniel has the solution to the challenge that Nebuchadnezzar has posed. 
Since Daniel knows the matter is solved (2:20–23) and is now confident that 
God will rescue him from danger, he is willing to go through the proper pro-
tocol, approaching Arioch, who then approaches Nebuchadnezzar (contrast 
Daniel’s direct conversation with the king in 2:16). Arioch takes a measure of 
credit for helping to solve the king’s problem, claiming to have found some-
one who is able to do what the king has requested. However, in taking credit, 

 7 See further the second point under “Advantages of the Roman View” in the excursus “The 
Four-Kingdom Schema in Daniel.”

 8 E.g., Montgomery, Daniel, 180, suggests that as a possibility.
 9 Collins, Daniel, 152.
10 For usage of similar phrases throughout the ancient Near East, see Montgomery, Daniel, 

184.
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he also puts himself at some risk, since he may be punished if this proves to 
be a false claim. Nebuchadnezzar first asks about the claim that Daniel can tell 
him both the dream and its meaning. He is cautious, taking into consideration 
his last conversation with those who were supposed to be able to interpret the 
dream (2:3–11).

Daniel Explains the Source of His Knowledge (2:27–30)
Daniel stands in sharp contrast to Arioch. Instead of seeking credit for 

something with which he had little to do, he disavows any credit for what he 
will reveal to the king (2:30). But first he offers a mild defense of the wise men 
of Babylon: they simply are not able to do what the king asked of them (2:27). 
At the same time, Daniel also contradicts the Chaldeans who asserted that the 
gods are too distant from people to reveal mysteries (2:28; cf. 2:11).

Daniel clearly states that the goal of the dream is to reveal “what will hap-
pen in the latter days” (2:28)—in the messianic era. This may have been lost 
on Nebuchadnezzar but would not be on Daniel’s readers. From Daniel’s words 
we are told to expect a message about the advent of the Messiah long prom-
ised to Israel.11

God revealed the mystery through two people, Nebuchadnezzar and 
Daniel. This is signaled by the unusual syntax employed in 2:29–30. First, 
2:29 begins with the pronoun “you” (Qere T]n“aæ¢, Kethib hT;n“a'), and Daniel tells 
of Nebuchadnezzar’s thoughts about the future as he laid upon his bed. God, 
“the Revealer of mysteries” (2:29), told Nebuchadnezzar about the future in 
a dream. Then 2:30 begins with the pronoun “me” (hn:fia}˝w") as Daniel tells of 
his role: God revealed the mystery to him for the express purpose of explain-
ing Nebuchadnezzar’s thoughts to him. Daniel also emphasizes that, humanly 
speaking, he is no better than anyone else, including Babylon’s wise men. He 
is simply the instrument through which Israel’s God reveals the mystery to 
Nebuchadnezzar.12

The one true and triune God can reveal these mysteries because he has com-
plete foreknowledge of all events, even before they happen:

God’s foreknowledge is nothing else than that God knows all things before 
they happen, as it is written, “There is a God in heaven who reveals mys-
teries, and he has made known to King Nebuchadnezzar what will be in the 
latter days” (Daniel 2:28). (FC Ep XI 3)

God’s foreknowledge means that he knows the future completely, both the 
good things and the evil things that will come to pass. Yet God is by no means 

11 See the first textual note on 2:28 and “The Messiah in Daniel: An Overview” in “Major 
Themes” in the introduction.

12 Some critical scholars speculate that 2:29–30 is an ancient duplicate of preceding verses 
and somehow found its way into the text (Hartman and Di Lella, Daniel, 140; Montgomery, 
Daniel, 162). That view clearly misses the point of these verses, which is not simply to repeat 
earlier material, but to emphasize the respective roles of Nebuchadnezzar and Daniel as con-
duits of God’s revelation about the coming messianic era.
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a cause of evil. Rather, evil is caused by the will of sinful people and the devil. 
Yet God according to his foreknowledge sets limits for such evil: how long it 
will endure, and when he shall punish it. “For the Lord God governs everything 
in such a way that it must redound to the glory of his divine name and the salva-
tion of his elect, and thereby the ungodly are confounded” (FC SD XI 6).

God’s foreknowledge is distinct from his election of his children to eter-
nal salvation. His election “not only foresees and foreknows the salvation of 
the elect, but by God’s gracious will and pleasure in Christ Jesus it is also a 
cause which creates, effects, helps, and furthers our salvation and whatever per-
tains to it.”13 It is never God’s will that unbelievers reject his Word and perish 
eternally. Rather, their impenitence is the result of their sinful hearts and the 
influence of the devil.

This distinction helps us understand Daniel 2. Daniel and his Judean com-
panions are believers, and so by faith they are among those elected to salvation 
and membership in God’s eternal kingdom. Nebuchadnezzar and Arioch are 
unbelievers, and so they are not among the elect. God’s will is for their con-
version, but the king persists in his idolatry (as evidenced by the image he 
constructs in chapter 3). Nevertheless, God still can and does use the pagan king 
to help communicate the future (known to God according to his foreknowledge), 
both the eventual destruction of the four worldly kingdoms and the establish-
ment of his eternal kingdom of grace in Jesus Christ.

Daniel Recounts Nebuchadnezzar’s Dream (2:31–35)
The initial description of the statue as large and bright with a frightening 

appearance is never explicitly explained by Daniel. However, it may refer to 
the glory and power of the kingdoms that the statue represents (2:37–40). This 
initial impression could also have conveyed to Nebuchadnezzar that the ensu-
ing vision was no ordinary dream, but a divine revelation.

Scholars have engaged in much speculation about the origins or historical 
precedents of the statue of four metals. Similar sequences of metals are found 
in other ancient literary works. The sequence of gold, silver, bronze, and iron, 
used to signify four ages, is found in the Greek poet Hesiod (eighth century 
BC) and in Ovid (43 BC–AD 17).14 Some Zoroastrian works use a somewhat 
similar sequence of metals to signify four ages.15 Many critical commentators 
conclude that this dream in Daniel is dependent on Zoroastrian sources through 
Persian influence.16 However, the Zoroastrian sources are late (thirteenth cen-

13 FC SD XI 8. For God’s eternal foreknowledge in relation to his eternal election, see further 
the entirety of FC SD XI.

14 Hesiod, Works and Days, 109–201; Ovid, Metamorphoses, 1.89–162.
15 Denkard, 9.8; Bahman Yasht, 1. The sequence in both is gold, silver, steel, and one mixed 

with iron.
16 Montgomery provides a succinct survey (Daniel, 188–89). See also Collins, Daniel, 167–68; 

Flusser, “The Four Empires in the Fourth Sibyl and in the Book of Daniel.”



135

Daniel Recounts and Explains Nebuchadnezzar’s Dream of the Statue

tury AD), and it is uncertain whether the traditions they preserve predate Daniel 
(sixth century BC). Hesiod clearly predates Daniel and has the same sequence 
of metals. However, even Hesiod shares only a few features with Daniel 2. In 
examining this evidence, Lucas concludes: “There is no compelling evidence 
of Persian influence on either the Sibylline Oracles or Daniel.”17

More closely aligned with Daniel 2 is the so-called Dynastic Prophecy from 
Babylon. It was probably written in the Persian or Seleucid era.18 Yet even here 
there are striking differences from Daniel 2.19 Hasel concludes:

In several respects Dan 2 is closer to the four world empire schema of the 
Babylonian “Dynastic Prophecy” than to the schemes of Roman, Hellenistic, 
and Persian provenance and yet the differences as noted above between the 
Babylonian “Dynastic Prophecy” and Dan 2 are so striking that a direct or 
even indirect relationship seems to be out of the question.20

It may be that God uses a motif of successive empires that was familiar 
throughout the eastern Mediterranean region by the time of Nebuchadnezzar 
to make the dream more meaningful to him.21 However, even if the dream uses 
a preexisting motif, it clearly adapts the motif for its own purposes. Unique 
features of the dream include the metals in the form of a composite statue, the 
introduction of iron mixed with clay, the stone that smashed the statue, and 
the mountain that the stone becomes. Clearly, although God may have decided 
to reveal this dream to Nebuchadnezzar by using a motif that he would have 
found somewhat familiar, he also intended to rework the imagery for his own 
purposes. Yet we should keep in mind that there is no compelling evidence that 
such a motif was known in Babylon in Nebuchadnezzar’s day.

While the dream’s meaning is not apparent in Daniel’s description of it 
(2:31–35), there are clues to important features. The stone hewn without hands 
points to divine activity.22 The striking of the statue on its feet (2:34) indicates 
that the destruction will happen during the time signified by the iron part of the 
statue. While the statue’s feet are crushed by the falling stone, apparently the 
rest of the statue is crushed by falling on the stone (2:35). Baldwin notes that 
the statue would have been top-heavy and fragile, prone to falling and being 
shattered.23

The wind sweeping away the remnants of the statue (2:35) points to this 
being a dream whose meaning is about history and eschatology. The image of 
chaff being swept away by the wind is a familiar one in the OT.e This meta-

17 Lucas, “The Origin of Daniel’s Four Empires Scheme Re-examined,” 202.
18 Hasel, “The Four World Empires of Daniel 2 against Its Near Eastern Environment,” 22.
19 Hasel, “The Four World Empires of Daniel 2 against Its Near Eastern Environment,” 23.
20 Hasel, “The Four World Empires of Daniel 2 against Its Near Eastern Environment,” 24.
21 See Collins’ comment that “the imagery had a long and widespread tradition behind it” 

(Daniel, 165).
22 See the textual note on 2:34.
23 Baldwin, Daniel, 92.

(e) Is 17:13; 
29:5; 40:24; 
41:2, 15–16; 
Jer 4:11–12; 
13:24; 51:2; 
Hos 13:3; 
Zeph 2:2; 
Pss 1:4; 
35:5; 83:14 
(ET 83:13); 
Job 13:25; 
21:18
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phor combines the concepts of transience and impermanence with the ease with 
which God can sweep away humans and their achievements. In this dream, the 
heavy statue that seems impressive and immovable is suddenly reduced into 
chaff that is easily blown away (then replaced by the permanent mountain). This 
transformation dramatically underscores God’s almighty power to achieve his 
purposes despite the apparent power and might wielded by humans.

The fact that the stone becomes a mountain is significant. The stone enters 
the dream as a rock and then grows into a mountain, picturing the Messiah’s first 
advent, then the growth of his kingdom throughout this world. Thus the vision 
does not end with the fourth kingdom, but depicts human history beyond the 
fourth kingdom as the kingdom of God grows. This is confirmed by the final 
statement, that the mountain “filled the entire earth” (2:35), which points to the  
cosmic scope of the church, far beyond Babylon and its environs.

Daniel Explains the Image Made of Four Metals (2:36–43)
Daniel begins his interpretation by a flattering, hyperbolic description of 

Nebuchadnezzar. This is designed to put the king at ease, since he had been 
troubled by the dream. Moreover, it softens the news that his kingdom will even-
tually fall to another. At the same time, Daniel is able to make an important 
theological point: the power and glory that Nebuchadnezzar enjoys are not his 
own doing, but the result of God’s gift. This is the same point Daniel the author 
made in 1:2: “the Lord gave into his [Nebuchadnezzar’s] hand” Jerusalem and 
even the temple vessels. Since Jerusalem (the capital of God’s chosen peo-
ple Israel) with its temple (the place of sacrifice for the forgiveness of sins) 
was indeed the center of God’s dealings with all humanity, Nebuchadnezzar’s 
dominion over it could be extrapolated theologically to mean that he was ruler 
over the whole world (2:38).

Daniel does not identify the head of gold with Nebuchadnezzar until after 
his description of Nebuchadnezzar’s might (2:36–38). He once again is flatter-
ing by identifying Nebuchadnezzar alone, and not his kingdom, as the head of 
gold. Clearly, from the explanation of the statue, each metal stands for a king-
dom, not merely one king. But Daniel prudently allows the implicit equation 
of Nebuchadnezzar with the kingdom of Babylon (2:38).

Daniel next moves to the silver part of the statue, which is said to be a king-
dom that rises after Nebuchadnezzar and is inferior to him (2:39a). Daniel does 
not state why or in what way it is inferior. The message implied by the kinds 
of metals is that each is of inferior value to the preceding one. Since subse-
quent kingdoms, including the Persians, Greeks, and Romans, ruled over larger 
territory than Nebuchadnezzar’s Babylonian Empire, “inferior” must not be 
determined by geopolitical reach.

Like the second kingdom, the third kingdom, of bronze, is given little atten-
tion (only half a verse) in Daniel’s explanation (2:39b). Daniel states that this 
third kingdom will rule the “entire earth” (2:39b), which was also implied about 
Nebuchadnezzar’s kingdom (2:38). There are no such explicit statements about 
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the second (silver) or fourth (iron) kingdoms, but this is implied, since the sec-
ond (silver) kingdom supplants Nebuchadnezzar’s worldwide kingdom, and 
especially since the fourth kingdom crushes all those that came before (2:40).

The most attention is given to the iron kingdom (2:40–43). The focus is 
especially on the feet and the meaning of their composition, a mixture of iron 
and clay. The major features of this kingdom are its ability to crush, signified 
by the iron; its brittle nature, signified by the clay; its population of a mixture 
of peoples, signified the iron mixed with clay; and its inability to remain united, 
signified by the iron and clay failing to adhere to one another. This lack of cohe-
sion signifies the eventual dissolution of the Roman Empire, but the continuing 
influence of its institutions. Thus much of the heritage of Rome lasts even to 
this day, especially in the West (Europe and the Americas), but all attempts in 
subsequent history to revive a semblance of the Roman Empire with its power 
have failed.

The only kingdom that Daniel identifies in his explanation of the dream is 
that Nebuchadnezzar (monarch of the Babylonian kingdom) is the gold head 
(2:38). The lack of explicit identification of the other kingdoms has led to much 
argument over their identity. The two main views and their chief proponents 
are (1) evangelical scholars who identify the four kingdoms as Babylon, Persia, 
Greece, and Rome and (2) critical scholars who identify them as Babylon, 
Media, Persia, and Greece. A detailed discussion of the identities of these king-
doms, with specific reasons to accept the evangelical view, is provided in the 
excursus “The Four-Kingdom Schema in Daniel.”

For Christians, the determinative factor is the establishment of God’s king-
dom during the time of the fourth empire, which was fulfilled by the first advent 
of Jesus Christ during the Roman era.f If the fourth kingdom were Greece rather 
than Rome, then the kingdom of God would not have been established during 
the fourth kingdom, and Daniel’s prophecy would be false prophecy, not to be 
honored or believed (Deut 18:20–22; Jer 23:9–32; 1 Jn 4:1).

Those evangelicals who hold dispensational views make much of the 
assumption that the statue had two legs and ten toes. They identify the (pre-
sumably two) iron shins as the division of the Roman Empire into its eastern 
and western parts, and they further identify the (presumably ten) toes as ten 
states that will arise out of the Roman Empire.24 The impetus for these interpre-
tations of these details is the number of the ten horns mentioned for the fourth 
kingdom in 7:7, 20, 24.

However, it should be noted that the legs and toes in chapter 2 are not num-
bered in Daniel’s description of the statue (2:31–35). Neither does Daniel’s 
interpretation (2:36–43) include any reference to the number of legs and toes 
or indicate that these numbers would have any significance. It is natural for us 
to assume that the statue had two legs and ten toes, but this is an assumption; in 

24 Miller, Daniel, 97–99; Walvoord, “The Prophecy of the Ten-Nation Confederacy,” 100–2; 
Daniel, 71–76.

(f) E.g., Mt 
12:28; Lk 
2:1–7; 
3:1–23; 
11:20; 
17:20–21



138

Daniel 2:24–49

the text itself there is no statement about those numbers, much less any inter-
pretation of what their significance might be. Moreover, the vision in Daniel 7 
does not describe the fourth kingdom as being divided into two parts.

In chapter 2, the division of the fourth kingdom is signified by its composi-
tion of both iron and clay (2:41), not by any reference to the (presumably two) 
legs, and the lack of cohesion in the fourth kingdom is signified by the clay not 
adhering to the iron (2:43). Nothing in the interpretation suggests that the (pre-
sumably ten) toes signify states that would arise later from the fourth kingdom. 
Nor does the vision in Daniel 7 connect the ten horns with the (presumably ten) 
toes of the statue in Daniel 2. Instead, the progressive nature of the revelation in 
Daniel argues that the number of toes is irrelevant at this point.25 Moreover, if 
we are to assume that the (presumably two) iron shins of the statue had impor-
tant significance for the history of the fourth kingdom, then why should we not 
also assume that the (presumably two) arms of silver signify a division of the 
second kingdom, and that the (presumably two) thighs of bronze signify a divi-
sion of the third kingdom? In the interpretation of the statue (2:36–43) Daniel 
ascribes no such significance to the arms, thighs, or shins.

As important as the four kingdoms are for the interpretation of the statue, the 
focus of the vision is not on the statue itself and the kingdoms it represents, but 
on the stone and the kingdom it represents. The advent of the kingdom that will 
endure forever is the reason why God revealed the future to Nebuchadnezzar. 
As Nebuchadnezzar was contemplating the future on his bed, God gave him a 
dream to expand his vision beyond his own future or that of Babylon. The one 
true God was reaching out to Nebuchadnezzar and the Babylonians and call-
ing them to repentance and faith in him. Unfortunately, Nebuchadnezzar does 
not fully grasp nor believe the Gospel told to him in this dream and in its inter-
pretation by Daniel.

Daniel Explains the Establishment of the Kingdom of God 
(2:44–45)

In 2:44 Daniel explains the significance of the stone that crushes the statue, 
and then in 2:45a, he recounts details about that stone in the dream. Once again 
(2:45, as in 2:34), he affirms that the stone was hewn, but not by human hands, 
which affirms its divine origin (see the textual note on 2:34). The metaphor 
that a stone is cut or hewn from a rock is used in Is 51:1–2 to say that believers 
are stones hewn from Abraham as their father. However, the “stone” in Daniel 
2 has no human origin. This stone was cut “from the mountain” (a*r̋:WF̋mi)—a 
detail added in 2:45 that was absent in Daniel’s original description of the dream 

25 “Progressive revelation” means that in the course of history, God inspired more and more 
writings of sacred Scripture, and these writings progressively revealed more and more of his 
plan of salvation. Daniel is an individual biblical book that also displays such “progressive 
revelation.” Earlier chapters reveal the main contours of the course of salvation history, and 
then later chapters add further details. We should not seek to interpret its earlier chapters as 
if they had the details revealed only in its later chapters.
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(2:34). This too points to this “stone” as the Messiah, who has divine origins 
and is himself divine (“whose origins are from of old, from days of eternity,” 
Micah 5:1 [ET 5:2]). Throughout the OT, the Hebrew cognate (rWx, “rock”) 
to the Aramaic term here translated “mountain” (rWf) is used as a metaphor to 
describe God as a “rock” of salvation and refuge.26 The Aramaic (and Hebrew) 
term ̃ b,a, for the “stone” hewn from the “mountain/rock” is also used as a met-
aphor for God as the “rock,” the stronghold and Redeemer of his people (Gen 
49:24), and specifically for the Messiah as the “rock” or “stone” established 
by God (Is 8:14–15; 28:16; Zech 3:9; 4:7; for Ps 118:22 see further below). 
Therefore the assertion in Dan 2:45 that the “stone” was hewn from the “moun-
tain” reaffirms the divine origin and divine identity of the “stone,” which derives 
from God, the “mountain.”27 That the Messiah, God the Son, was preexis-
tent from eternity with the Father and is eternally begotten from the Father is 
affirmed in other biblical passages (e.g., Ps 2:7; Jn 1:1, 14, 18; Hebrews 1) and 
in the Nicene and Athanasian Creeds.28

Siegman notes:

Probably the most cogent consideration in the selection of this stone-sym-
bolism was the use by previous prophets of the stone or rock to symbolize 
Yahweh, or the messianic kingdom, or the rock of Mt. Sion as His favorite 
abode.29

In Daniel’s original description of the dream, “the stone that struck the 
statue became a great mountain [rWf] and filled the entire earth” (2:35). That 
detail is not mentioned in Daniel’s explanation. However, there can be no doubt 
that the “stone” that grows into a cosmic “mountain” is yet another affirma-
tion of the divine origin and divine identity of the Messiah and the miraculous 
growth of his kingdom, which is God’s kingdom. The Messiah will establish a 
kingdom that will grow to fill the entire earth. The kingdom adds rock mass as 
God adds to it royal subjects. The apostle Peter put it this way: “As you come 
to him, a living stone rejected by men but chosen and precious in the sight of 
God, you yourselves like living stones are being built up as a spiritual house, 

26 See, for example, Deut 32:4, 15, 18, 30–31; 1 Sam 2:2; 2 Sam 22:3, 32, 47 || Ps 18:3, 32, 47 
(ET 18:2, 31, 46); 2 Sam 23:3; Is 17:10; 26:4; 30:29; 44:8; Hab 1:12; Pss 19:15 (ET 19:14); 
28:1; 31:3 (ET 31:2); 62:3, 7–8 (ET 62:2, 6–7); 71:3; 78:35; 89:27 (ET 89:26); 92:16 (ET 
92:15); 94:22; 95:1; 144:1.

27 Luther notes that some interpret the mountain out of which the rock is hewn as the Virgin Mary, 
but he understands it to be the Jewish people as a whole (“Preface to Daniel,” AE 35:296).

28 The Nicene Creed confesses that the Son was “begotten of his Father before all worlds, God 
of God, Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not made, being of one substance 
with the Father.” The Athanasian Creed confesses this truth at greater length: “The Godhead 
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit is one: the glory equal, the majesty coeter-
nal. Such as the Father is, such is the Son, and such is the Holy Spirit: the Father uncreated, 
the Son uncreated, the Holy Spirit uncreated; the Father infinite, the Son infinite, the Holy 
Spirit infinite; the Father eternal, the Son eternal, the Holy Spirit eternal” (LSB, p. 319).

29 Siegman, “The Stone Hewn from the Mountain (Daniel 2),” 370, citing Is 8:11–15; 28:16–17; 
Ps 118:22; Zech 3:9.
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to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through 
Jesus Christ” (1 Pet 2:4–5). That those who become part of God’s kingdom, 
established by the stone, become part of the growing stone itself is analogous to 
the NT depiction of the church as the living and growing body of Christ (Rom 
12:4–5; 1 Cor 12:12–27; Col 2:19). That the mountain fills the entire earth may 
be compared to the cosmic Christology of Colossians (1:15–20; 2:9).

Jesus identifies himself as this crushing rock, linking Dan 2:34, 44–45 with 
Is 8:14–15; 28:16; and Ps 118:22:

As he looked at them he said, “What, then, is this that is written: ‘The stone 
that the builders rejected, it has become the head of the corner’? Everyone 
who falls on that stone will be crushed, but the person on whom it falls will 
be crushed.” (Lk 20:17–18; cf. Mt 21:42–44)

Many early Christian fathers recognized that the stone cut without hands 
is a prophecy of the incarnation of Christ.30 Justin Martyr (ca. AD 100–165) 
wrote:

The expression “it was cut out without hands” signified that it is not a work 
of man, but [a work] of the will of the Father and God of all things, who 
brought Him forth.31

Irenaeus (died ca. AD 195) explained more fully:

On this account also, Daniel, foreseeing His advent, said that a stone, cut out 
without hands, came into this world. For this is what “without hands” means, 
that His coming into this world was not by the operation of human hands, that 
is, of those men who are accustomed to stone-cutting; that is, Joseph taking 
no part with regard to it, but Mary alone co-operating with the pre-arranged 
plan. For this stone from the earth derives existence from both the power and 
the wisdom of God. … So, then, we understand that His advent in human 
nature was not by the will of a man, but by the will of God.32

This view was also held into the forth and fifth centuries as witnessed by the 
writings of Jerome (ca. AD 345–413) and Theodoret (ca. AD 390–458).33

Many contemporary commentators take the stone as a reference only to 
the kingdom, and not directly to Christ.34 However, it is impossible to separate 
the kingdom from the one who brings and establishes the kingdom that grows 
to fill the earth (2:35). The focus of Daniel’s explanation to Nebuchadnezzar is 
on the kingdom since a kingdom, and not the Messiah, appealed to the king’s 
interest. That the messianic king and his kingdom are inextricably connected 

30 See Collins, Daniel, 171; Pfandl, “Interpretations of the Kingdom of God in Daniel 2:44,” 
251–53.

31 Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho, 76 (ANF 1:236).
32 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 21.7 (ANF 1:453).
33 Pfandl, “Interpretations of the Kingdom of God in Daniel 2:44,” 252. See Jerome, Commentary 

on Daniel, on 2:40 (Archer, Jerome’s Commentary on Daniel, 32), and Theodoret of Cyrus, 
Commentary on Daniel, on Dan 2:34–35 (trans. Hill, 50–55).

34 Archer, “Daniel,” 48; Baldwin, Daniel, 93; Lucas, Daniel, 77; Miller, Daniel, 99–102.
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is made clear from the teaching of the apostles, who are said to proclaim Christ 
while at the same time teaching about the kingdom of God (Acts 8:12; 28:23, 
31; cf. 2 Tim 4:1). Just as Nebuchadnezzar was inseparable from his kingdom 
(see commentary on Dan 2:38), so the Messiah is inseparable from the king-
dom of God.

The NT teaching about the kingdom of God is directly dependent on 
Daniel.35 This passage is the first in Daniel to speak directly about it. More 
specific details are given in Daniel’s vision later in the book (7:27).

Daniel also adds some explanation that does not rest upon any specific 
symbolism in his preceding summary of the dream: the kingdom of God “will 
never be destroyed, nor will the kingdom be left to another people” (2:44). This 
kingdom will not be superseded by any other, and it will never be conquered 
and its members excluded. The crushing of the statue symbolizes that the mes-
sianic kingdom will supersede all other “worldwide” kingdoms. It will be the 
first and last truly universal or catholic kingdom.36 Unlike the pretensions of 
the other kingdoms, it will actually fill the entire earth (2:35). Thus already in 
the first century, St. Paul could assert that “the Gospel that you have heard … 
has been preached in all creation under heaven” (Col 1:23).

A central theme of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream is the contrast between human 
kingdoms, which are subject to the mortality inherent in sinful human existence, 
and the kingdom established by the eternal God, which is itself everlasting. For 
God’s kingdom to be everlasting, those who are its members (believers in the 
one true God) must be raised from death to everlasting life. That aspect of the 
kingdom will be revealed later in the book (Dan 12:2–3).

This messianic kingdom that struck the statue on its feet continues to crush 
the kingdoms of this world to this day through the preaching of the Gospel, 
the administration of the Sacraments, and the ingrafting of new members into 

35 See also “Daniel in the New Testament” in the introduction. Some scholars see the NT’s 
dependence on Daniel as only indirect or uncertain, but Wenham (“The Kingdom of God and 
Daniel,” 133) refutes that view when he writes:

None of the possible alternative backgrounds [to the NT] stands out as both linguis-
tically and conceptually superior to Daniel as an explanation of the New Testament 
usage [of the kingdom of God]. …

It is unnecessarily complicated to make Daniel an indirect influence on New Testament 
thinking and other works dependent ultimately on Daniel the direct influence, when 
we know that the book of Daniel itself was significant for the first Christians and when 
Daniel itself is a thoroughly plausible background to the Christian ideas in question 
[that is, the kingdom of God, the desolating sacrilege, the Son of Man, the mystery 
that is revealed, and resurrection to judgment and to life].

36 “Universal” means that it will extend throughout the inhabited world, but only believers in 
the one true God are members of his kingdom through faith in Jesus Christ. Unbelievers 
are excluded. Thus “catholic,” from the Greek kaqolikov", “throughout the whole [world],” 
describes this kingdom, as confessed in the Nicene Creed: “I believe in one holy catholic and 
apostolic church.”
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the body of Christ, so that the church is spreading into all nations throughout 
the world.37

The process of ending the fourth kingdom, the Roman Empire, did not 
end with the fall of Rome, but continues to this day; see the commentary on 
7:23–25.

The mountain into which the stone grows in Nebuchadnezzar’s dream is 
God’s kingdom, and it vividly depicts his holy mountain, which will be a place 
for all people to worship, the eschatological temple of God. Thus this vision 
also speaks about the fulfillment of the prophecy of Is 2:2–5 and Micah 4:1–5, 
which is fulfilled in Christ, the new temple, where God’s presence dwells (Mt 
12:6; Jn 1:14; 2:19–21; Col 1:19–20; Rev 21:22). From him, the cornerstone, 
the entire church grows to be God’s everlasting temple (1 Cor 3:16–17; Eph 
2:19–22; 1 Pet 2:4–9; Rev 3:12).

Nebuchadnezzar’s Response to Daniel (2:46–47)
Nebuchadnezzar’s reaction to Daniel’s explanation is to pay homage to 

Daniel himself as the representative of his God. The gift and incense are reli-
gious offerings, and the particular verb for “pay homage” has pagan connotations 
throughout the OT.38 These actions are consistent with the pagan religious per-
spective of Nebuchadnezzar. Similarly in the NT, see Acts 14:11–13. However, 
the reader knows that Daniel is no god; he is merely the spokesman of the one 
true God. Moreover, Nebuchadnezzar’s words “truly your God is God of gods, 
Lord of kings, and Revealer of mysteries because you were able to reveal this 
mystery” do not indicate that he is deifying Daniel. Instead, he confirms Daniel’s 
assertion that he, Daniel, could only reveal to the king his dream because the 
one true God had revealed it to Daniel (2:27–28).

God is given three titles by Nebuchadnezzar. The first is “God of gods.” 
While this phrase may be used elsewhere in the OT without implying that there 
are other gods, on the lips of Nebuchadnezzar it may well signify that he is not 
converting to a monotheistic faith, but rather is merely accepting that the God 
of Israel is greater than other gods. Later verses provide evidence of the king’s 
continuing polytheism.g

The second title is “Lord of kings.” This is an acknowledgment that God is 
in control of the kingdoms ruled by humans, including Nebuchadnezzar’s own 

37 Jesus won the decisive victory over Satan by his atoning death on the cross and victorious 
resurrection, thus crushing Satan in fulfillment of Gen 3:15. The saving benefits of his vic-
tory are bestowed by the Gospel and received by believers. In one sense, the evil powers at 
work in this world are being defeated already now by the spread of the Gospel. Thus Jesus 
declared, “I saw Satan falling like lightning from heaven” as his seventy-two missionaries 
were proclaiming the Gospel and casting out demons (Lk 10:16–20). On the other hand, the 
final defeat of the last enemy, death, will not take place until the last day, when all believers 
will be raised bodily to everlasting life. Referring to that day, the apostle Paul promises, “The 
God of peace will crush Satan under your feet soon” (Rom 16:20).

38 For the usage and connotation of dgIs], “pay homage, worship,” see the eighth textual note on 
3:5.

(g) Dan 3:12, 
14, 18, 25, 

29; 4:5–6, 15 
(ET 4:8–9, 

18)
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kingdom and himself as its king. By using it, Nebuchadnezzar tacitly admits 
that the one true God has exercised his lordship over him by making him depen-
dent on God’s revelation to Daniel, who explained the dream to him. This also 
implies that Nebuchadnezzar acknowledges Daniel’s explanation as true.

The final title, “Revealer of mysteries,” is an acknowledgement of Daniel’s 
statement that God had revealed the mystery to Daniel (2:30). Moreover, it is 
also a tacit admission that the Babylonian wise men were wrong in stating that 
no such revelation is possible (2:11). Nebuchadnezzar, therefore, used a title 
for God that Daniel used earlier (2:29). God has showed himself the ultimate 
Revealer of mysteries through the revelation of Jesus preached by the apostles. 
St. Paul refers to his afflictions for the sake of the body of Christ, the church, 
of which he was a minister:

I became a minister according to the stewardship from God that was given to 
me for your sake, to make fully known the Word of God, the mystery hidden 
for ages and generations but now revealed to his saints. To them God chose 
to make known how great among the Gentiles are the riches of the glory of 
this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory. (Col 1:25–27)

Daniel and His Friends Appointed to Positions of Authority 
in Babylon (2:48–49)

The parallels between Daniel and Joseph have been noted by many.39 Both 
are taken captive to a foreign land, where they appear before a foreign mon-
arch and successfully interpret a dream—a divine revelation—that no one else 
could interpret. Both are then promoted to a high office in a foreign court. 
Daniel’s situation is different, however, in that he is not the sole Judean in 
Nebuchadnezzar’s court. Daniel not only remembers his companions, but he 
sees that they too are promoted.

However, his companions are appointed “over the service of the province 
of Babylon” (lb,+B; tn"∞ydIm] yDIº a~T̋;d“ybiâ[}), while Daniel remains “in the royal court” 
(a˝K…âl]m' [r"èt]˝Bi; see the textual note on 2:49). That notice ties the narrative of 
chapter 2 with the following narrative in chapter 3. There, when the provincial 
officials are gathered for the dedication of Nebuchadnezzar’s statue, Shadrach, 
Meshach, and Abednego are among them, since they are serving in the prov-
ince, whereas Daniel is not, because he serves in the royal court.

39 See further “Daniel and Joseph” in “Connections with Other Old Testament Books” in the 
introduction.
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