To what extent does the symbolism and imagery of the book of Daniel need to be ‘decoded’ before its theological message can be grasped today?

1. Introduction

The symbolic imagery of the visions and dreams in the Book of Daniel has prompted much speculation into what this imagery represents. Recently, however, some scholars have suggested that the important thing in understanding the message of Daniel is not to ‘decode’ the visions and discern which historic events they ‘predict’, but that the book of Daniel has a theological message that is discernable without knowing who or what the symbols represent.
 

In contrast, N. Porteous plainly says that determination of the identity of the fourth Kingdom in chapters two and seven is vital for understanding not just these chapters, but the whole book of Daniel.
 Other commentators seem to assume that the most important thing is to ‘decode’ the visions, as they say little else about the visions than what they might represent.
 There is then clear disagreement over the question that we are considering. 

The issue seems to me to hang on the question of what theological message Daniel has. Lucas sees the message of Daniel to be the general point that God is in control of history, whilst Porteous takes the message to be that the period of empires will soon (from the time of writing) end and God will establish His Kingdom on earth through the Jewish people.
  Porteous, then, has far more interest in what historical events the symbols represent, as the point of the book is to predict historical events. For Lucas decoding Daniel is less important as the main point of the book is not the historical events. 

The extent to which the symbolism and imagery of the book of Daniel need to be ‘decoded’ before its theological message can be grasped depends on what this theological message is. This essay will therefore discuss this issue first, looking at the specific texts of Daniel two and seven, their meaning and to what extent they need to be decoded. We will unfortunately not have space to discuss exactly how Daniel two and seven might be decoded, but my preferred view may occasionally come through. 

2. The message(s) of Daniel two and seven.

Chapter 2

In Hebrew (and also Aramaic) prose, one can often uncover the meaning of a story through study of repeated words or phrases, and speeches of the characters, especially at dramatically critical points in the story
. In Daniel two, the word ‘reveal’ (root awx) occurs ten times and the word ‘mystery’ (zr) seven times, each time in the context of God being able to reveal mysteries, often over against the Babylonian wise men.
 This is the theme of both the Babylonian wise men’s and Daniel’s parallel answers to the King, where both say that only God can reveal the Dream, but Daniel also says God will. It is also the theme of Daniel’s prayer. and of the King’s final statement of praise at the end of the Chapter. The main point of Chapter two is not really the message of the dream, but that God through Daniel has revealed the content and meaning of the dream.

We see another theme in Daniel 2 lying more in the background. Verse 20 (the beginning of Daniel’s prayer after the blessing) states that both wisdom and power belong to God. The prayer and the chapter focus more on the wisdom belonging to God but keep in mind that power does too.
 This anticipates the theme of God giving Kingship that comes to the front in chapters four and five with (amongst other things) the repeated phrase “The most High has sovereignty over the Kingdom of mortals and gives it to whom he will”.
 This also seems to be the thrust of the vision taken on its own, with God establishing Kingdoms and destroying them. 

To understand the major thrust of Daniel two then, and even the side point to be expanded later in chapter 4, the vision does not need to be decoded at all
. We must take seriously, however, that the vision in Daniel does refer to specific historical events and people (for example verse 38 identifies the head of the statue as Nebuchanezzar). Whilst the main point of the vision is general, it still contains specific details of events, so to understand Daniel two fully and in all its detail we would need to decode the vision.

Chapter seven

Whilst the vision in chapter two forms part of a large narrative, in chapter seven, the whole chapter is taken up by the vision. It seems to me that the message of this chapter is summed up in verses 17 and 18.  Four Kingdoms will come, but the holy ones will receive and posses the Kingdom forever. Prior to these verses is the telling of the vision, and after these verses is a more detailed explanation of the interpretation. Verses 17 to 18 then are the summarised interpretation of the vision, its main message.

The emphasis on the Holy ones receiving and possessing an eternal Kingdom is supported by the repetition of this theme in 13-14 and 27. This is the only part of the vision to be repeated three times. Furthermore, this seems to be the part of the vision pushed by the angel. Daniel desires in verse 19 to know about the fourth beast, and whilst he is told about the fourth beast, the angel makes sure to remind him that the Kingdom will be given to the holy ones in verse 27. 

This can, as in chapter 2, be taken as a message without reference to specific historic events or any ‘decoding’ of the vision. Whatever horrible, oppressive Kingdoms appear, they will one day pass away, but God’s Kingdom will stand forever. We must remember, however, that this chapter does refer to specific historic events and to understand the details of the chapter, we do need to decode it. 

In the same way that Paul’s letters whilst applying today were mostly written in response to particular problems, so chapter seven of Daniel was written with a specific historic event in mind. God’s people are being persecuted at a specific time, but in the end those who persecute them will be removed. To understand when the events narrated in Daniel will or did happen, we do need to decode the visions. 

This said, not all the details of the visions need to be decoded in order to understand which historic events the visions refer to. In Daniel seven, the focus of the vision is on the fourth Kingdom and what follows it, so identifying the first, second and third Kingdom is only important in so far as it helps us to identify what the fourth beast is.
 Similarly, there are many different interpretations of who the ten horns are, that all conclude that the little horn represents Antiochus Epiphanes.
  The focus of this section of the vision is on the little horn and what he does, not the ten other horns. The ten horns can be seen simply as part of the description of the little horn, saying that ten Kings will arise before him. If we know who the little horn is, there is no need to try to work out precisely who the others are.

Daniel seven then, like Daniel two, has a message that can be grasped without decoding the visions, but still does refer to specific historical events. To understand fully what these events were (or will be) the visions do need to be decoded to a certain extent. 

3. The argument that because visions are symbolic they can be reapplied

A few of the commentators argue that the symbolic nature of the visions makes it appropriate to reapply them to later historic events than the ones originally intended.
 Because the visions do not explicitly state who they refer to, the reader can chose for themselves. The problem with this line of argument is that it assumes that because symbolic language is easier to reapply, it is therefore more right to re-apply the visions. Certainly Daniel has been reapplied to many different Kingdoms or groups throughout history, but does that necessarily mean that it should be? 

The problem with reassigning the imagery to different historical events than the ones intended, particularly those events yet to come, is that those historical events often do not exactly fit the details of the vision. To teach, for example, that the ten horns represent the (then) ten countries of the European Union falls flat when more countries are added. This interpretation also paints a negative picture of the EU simply because it has ten countries in it! Whether or not the EU is a good thing, we cannot use Daniel to speak against it purely on the basis of the number of member states.

This said, Jesus himself does reapply Daniel to a later historic situation. Matthew 24:15 refers to Daniel 9:27 and the ‘abomination that desolates’ (NRSV). The reference in Daniel seems to be the desecration of the altar by Antiochus Epiphanes described in 1 Maccabees 1:54. Jesus, however, reinterprets this to mean the destruction of the Temple at the hands of the Romans. 

This reapplication is valid because it forms a part of a prophecy itself. Jesus is picking up the imagery from Daniel and saying that the Roman desecration of the Temple and persecution of the Jewish people will be similar to the one that Daniel originally referred to, the persecution under Antiochus Epiphanes. Any reapplication of the imagery of Daniel must then itself be prophetic and inspired by God. We would also expect to note similarities between the actions of the original referent of the vision and the new one. In this case decoding who the vision originally referred to would be important before the vision could be prophetically reapplied.

The general theological principals, such as those noted above, that God is sovereign and establishes and removes Kings can, however, be reapplied to any historic situation, but this has nothing to do with the nature of visions. In a situation where a government is oppressing God’s people, we can take courage in the message of Daniel that this government will one day be replaced, but in the same way we could reapply, for example, a historical book like Exodus, where God brings His people out of oppression and slavery in Egypt. Just because the visions in Daniel are symbolic, does not make them any more appropriate for reapplication than any story of a historic event in the Bible. 

4. Symbolism is more than just code

When discussing whether or not Daniel needs to be decoded, we should note that the symbolism in Daniel is more than just a code. Whatever the images represent, by discussing the Kingdoms in metaphors, the symbols comment on the historic reality they represent.
 In Daniel 2:33, 41-43, for example, the iron of the feet represents a strong Kingdom. That the beasts in Daniel seven come from the sea, but the one like a son of man comes with the clouds represents that this final Kingdom is heavenly, whilst the others originate from the chaos of the deep. 

The same could be said of reducing Daniel’s visions to summaries of meaning as I have done above. Whilst this is helpful in understanding Daniel, the book would loose a lot of its power behind the message without the rich imagery and symbolism that carries the message.
  

5. How do we grasp Daniel’s message today?

We have seen that a main message of the visions of Daniel 2 and 7 is that God sets up and pulls down Kingdoms and that His Kingdom is coming. Without decoding Daniel, we cannot say when God’s Kingdom will come but if we do decode the imagery and take it to represent the time of Antiochus Epiphanes we might assume that God’s Kingdom came not too long after this.

Just over 160 years after Antiochus Epiphanes, Jesus came preaching that the Kingdom of God had come.
 There is not space here to discuss whether or not Daniel predicts the coming of Jesus, but as Christians today we must read Daniel in the light of Jesus, the Son of Man to whom is given an everlasting kingdom. By decoding Daniel and seeing that the events it addresses have happened, we can see Jesus as bringing about the promised everlasting Kingdom. The message of Daniel that ‘the Kingdom will come’ is reshaped in the light of Jesus to ‘the Kingdom has come’ and the age of oppressive empires is at a close.

At the same time, we still live in a world where the Kingdom of God is not yet, awaiting the return of Jesus and the fullness of the Kingdom. Oppressive governments still exist. In this situation, the message of Daniel still speaks, whether decoded or not, that God is sovereign over these governments and will one day bring them to an end and fully bring in His Kingdom.

6. Conclusion

We have seen that Daniel chapters two and seven do not require decoding in order to grasp the main point of what they say. To grasp the details of the message, however, some decoding is necessary but every detail of the vision does not need to be decoded to identify the main referents of the visions. Also, it is helpful to decode the visions in order to show that the events of the visions have taken place and that we should expect the Kingdom of God to have come, and to prevent inappropriate reapplication or misunderstanding of the vision’s symbols.  We do not need to decode Daniel to grasp its theological message today, but we do need to understand something of the symbols to grasp its fullness. 
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