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“The four-empire scheme as a whole is more important than the identification of its parts.”
 The book of Daniel is a theological appropriation of world events into a scheme that considers their meaning more generally; it is intended to instruct and encourage the faithful who read it, despite the difficult situations they face. This is not to say that Daniel is indifferent to the plight of actual people nations and prefers to speculate about abstract quasi-historical schemes. Rather, it is to argue that the book of Daniel is theological reflection on its namesake’s experience living in or under four different kingdoms (Israel, Egypt, Babylon, and Persia). We misunderstand Daniel by attempting to read “through” every symbol in order to attach it to a singular concrete referent.


That said, the first three kingdoms in the visions of chapters 2 and 7 are to be understood as Babylon, Media-Persia, and Greece. To maintain this thesis honors the historical context of the book and its authors. The fourth kingdom, however, is an eschatologically wicked kingdom representing the culmination of worldly power. If it has a historical representative, it can be typologically seen in the rule of Antiochus Epiphanes, but by no means should this be understood a relationship of identity. To argue this thesis is to properly honor the metaphoric language and the intentional lack of specificity in the book’s visionary contents. I will argue for this understanding of Daniel’s “kingdoms” by connecting it to the overall theme of the book and by examining the four-empire scheme in greater detail. These considerations point to an eschatological trajectory that coheres in the book as a whole and suggests a non-specific understanding of the fourth kingdom. 


Babylon, Media-Persia, Greece, Non-specific Really Bad Final Kingdom. The mixing of kinds within the same list grates against our organizational sensibilities. We’d rather clearly differentiate immanent historical kingdoms from any supra-historical cousins they might have by placing them on separate lists. But the mixing of types in this list is precisely Daniel’s point. The assumption that all four kingdoms must be of the same type is foreign to the text; the fourth beast in chapter 7 is terrifying precisely because it is utterly unlike anything known.
 If the author(s) had reasons for speaking metaphorically about world kingdoms, we should try to understand the metaphor before we leap to establish the referents behind the symbolism – lest we overlook the heart of the text’s message by picking at the possible meaning of the lint between the statue’s iron and clay toes. 


The central question of the book is the relationship between historical empires and the kingdom of God. How is God’s kingdom to come about? In fluid continuity, growing out of the kingdoms of this world? By overthrowing the kingdoms of this world and rebuilding on their ashes? By overcoming the kingdoms of this world and restructuring them in a better way? Daniel’s visions and stories are all dated to transition points in history when one empire is giving way to another. Goldingay argues that pegging the events of Daniel’s text to the first or third year of a given king “can be merely [a] concrete way of saying ‘at the beginning’ or ‘not long after the beginning’.”
 Daniel focuses on these transitions because he is concerned with the relationship between the kingdoms of earth and the kingdom of God.


Daniel understands the dynamics of this relationship in several ways. He knows that God is sovereign over all the nations, and that Israel’s exile is God’s providence rather than his abandonment (1:3, 9:7-14). He knows that God can turn the hearts of wicked rulers, and draw whole nations to himself (4:34-37; 6:25-28). He knows that those who ignore God’s commands and disregard his wisdom eventually reap destruction (5:30; 6:24; 7:11-12, 26; 11:45). He knows that in any context, faithfulness to God is the path of true deliverance, no matter what challenges necessitate creative solutions (1:17, 3:28-29, 6:21-22, 12:1-3). He knows that it is possible, and even preferable, for faithful people to live in harmony in foreign kingdoms, even kingdoms hostile toward God.
 


Daniel speaks of perverse kingdoms and unjust rulers mandating idolatry. We watch in disgust as people die at the king’s whim (2:5; 6:24; 11:44). Yet we also see kingdoms and rulers recognizing their fallibility, putting honor and glory where it is due, and exhorting others to proper worship. The kingdoms of earth are capable of both. What they are not capable of however is true justice, true worship, true humanity. That image has been lost, and our best attempts at restoration are grotesque and beastly charades in comparison.


The four kingdoms represent the totality of the earth’s potential. The first three kingdoms have historical counterparts, but the general imagery used in the scheme as a whole signifies an intention to speak more universally. Hartman’s distinction between unireferential and multireferential symbols (with emphasis on the former) is a bit false here.
 Unless used as a code, symbols are always multireferential; their significance always overreaches simple one-to-one correspondence.
 These four kingdoms are the ends of the earth – this is what the fallen world can produce. “Four winds and four creatures suggest the world-encompassing totality of divine power and disorderly energy (cf. the fourfold stream of Gen 2:10).”
 Numbers carry huge symbolic freight in Daniel, and the number four may be taken to signify the whole world by speaking of the four cardinal directions. If four kingdoms represent the politics of the whole earth, we can expand this image in the dimension of time to signify the full extent of the world’s political power.



The phrase “three things and then a fourth” was a patterned way of speaking for Daniel’s authors. The fourth is the summation, archetype, or embodiment of the previous three.  As literary precedent, the phrase appears in both wisdom (Prov 30) and prophetic literature (Amos 1-2). A strong case can be made for associating Daniel with both genres.
 Daniel himself uses the phrase fairly transparently in 11:2. In this context, Daniel is pointing to Xerxes as the culmination of the Persian Empire. This ascription is not chronologically accurate (more Persian kings followed Xerxes) nor is it numerically accurate (Xerxes is not the fourth king to succeed Darius).
 Rather, the phrase points to Xerxes as the summation or apex of the Persian Empire. The four kingdoms should be understood in similar fashion; the same pattern is employed. Overzealous attempts to read the kingdoms in strict chronological or numerical exactitude overlook the intention of the metaphor. The fourth is to be understood as the culmination of the previous three – their essence expressed yet more clearly.
 


This assertion that the fourth kingdom sums up the other three and is thereby a supra-historical entity finds support in the movement of all the visionary passages (chs. 2, 7, 8, 9, 10-12) from recognizable history to eschatology.  The boundaries between history and eschatology are confusingly fuzzy. Chapter 11 provides a fine example of this. It is clear that the chapter begins with historical events accessible to anyone with basic knowledge. It is equally clear that the chapter ends with eschatological events that do not correspond to anything we know. The difficulty comes in attempting to pin down the transition where history stops and eschatology begins. The one thing that remains clear is that the author did not intend the boundary to be sharply visible. Our confusion is deliberately evoked. 


We find this same eschatological movement throughout the book; visions begin with historical events or kingdoms, but end in eschatology; the two are interwoven time and again. Chapter 8 contains a goat that clearly represents Greece, but in a shocking turn, the goat’s horn begins sweeping stars out of the sky (8:10). Chapter 2 speaks of a succession of kings or empires, but ends in the establishment of an eternal mountain. 


Given this trajectory, we should not be surprised to find that the fourth kingdom stands as the representative culmination of all the kingdoms of earth (symbolically present in the three historical kingdoms that precede the fourth). The fourth kingdom eschatologically represents the kingdoms of earth as the earth gives way to God’s kingdom. Thus, Longman argues, 

The best way to view the imagery of Daniel 7 is not in terms of four specific evil empires, but as four kingdoms symbolically representing the fact that evil kingdoms (of an unspecified number) will succeed one another from the time of the Exile to the time of the climax of history, when God will intervene and once and for all judge all evil and bring into existence his kingdom.
 

The greatest difficulty in attempting to maintain a single historical referent for the fourth kingdom is precisely the resulting tension with Daniel’s eschatology. In this regard, the debate is utterly barren between those who argue for Greece as the fourth kingdom and those who name it as Rome. Neither Greece nor Rome gave way (in any distinguishable fashion) to God’s eternal kingdom. Neither empire fits Daniel’s prophecy with regard to the final transition between earthly kingdoms and the heavenly one. Insofar as Daniel’s fourth kingdom appears in a historical empire, it most closely corresponds to Greek rule under Antiochus Epiphanes. But nearly all commentators are forced to acknowledge that Daniel uses Antiochus as the typological representative of something much larger.
 


Daniel’s fourth kingdom is the summation of earthly power that stands in opposition to God’s just rule. For this reason, it is reasonable to identify the fourth kingdom with Greece or Rome. It is no less accurate to identify the fourth kingdom with Stalin’s reign, the Cultural Revolution in China, or blindly exploitative Western economic structures. Examples are (shamefully) all too easy to list. To the degree that any empire sets itself up in arrogant opposition to God, presuming to determine allegiances, values, and laws that are rightfully God’s prerogative, that empire represents the fourth kingdom. To the degree that any power negates the created dignity of the world’s citizens, consuming their flesh and thoughtlessly crushing, devouring, and trampling God’s creation, it is the power of the fourth kingdom among us. The fourth kingdom is nothing more and nothing less than the wicked power of all empires distilled and intensified. 


I have been working down from general considerations to more specific connections. At this point, I will conclude the paper with a very brief discussion of each of Daniel’s four beastly kingdoms, making my identification clear and linking each with the relevant arguments above. 


The first kingdom is rather unambiguously recognizable as Babylon. Chapter 2’s interpretation passage makes it explicit, and the first beast of chapter 7 is described in clear allusion to chapter 4. There is little contention here.
 

The second and third kingdoms should be understood as Media-Persia and Greece respectively. Media and Persia should be considered together rather than separately because the two kingdoms merged just prior to crossing Daniel’s horizon. Furthermore, the book does so explicitly (6:8,12; 8:3,20). There are also good reasons to think that the book identifies Darius the Mede and Cyrus the Persian as one individual.
 If these two empires are held together, they logically constitute the second kingdom. Both chapter 8 and chapter 11 are concerned with the transition between the Persian Empire and the Greek, but in neither text are the two placed explicitly in a “four-empire” scheme like chapter 7. It is clear that the little horn figure of chapters seven and eight rises from the fourth empire, but even if we are inclined to typologically connect that figure to Antiochus Epiphanes, this should not rule out thinking of Greece as the third empire. Given that the fourth empire is an eschatological summation of the other three historical kingdoms, it should not surprise us that the fourth kingdom reflects aspects of the third.   


The fourth kingdom is the final representative summation of fallen power and arrogance. I have spent the most time defending this point through the body of the paper because I recognize this as the most controversial part of my argument. I believe that the eschatological trajectory of all Daniel’s visions, the major concern of the whole book, and the “three empires and then a fourth” scheme itself all tend toward this interpretation. The most difficult aspect of this view is acknowledging that Greece must, in some sense, do double duty; Greece is strongly connected to both the third and fourth kingdoms, one historically, the other typologically. Acknowledging that the book of Daniel came into its final form sometime during the second century, and that its authors were concerned with concrete problems of life under Hellenistic rule (as well as with wisdom and faithfulness more generally) makes this tension easier to stomach. The Seleucid kingdom is the “beastly empire” our historical writer/editor is faced with, but he intends his message much more broadly, he speaks to people living under other empires. Thus he uses loose symbols for the fallen world power which God must eschatologically overcome, speaking typologically in terms of the specific power he is most familiar with – all the while recognizing that the Greek empire too is only one in a long chain. This interpretation redoubles the emphasis on the typological aspect that commentators nearly universally recognize in the final verses of chapter 11 (and chapters 2, 7, 8 and 9 for that matter).


The “four kingdoms that will arise from the earth” (7:17) occupy Daniel’s attention (and ours) through most of the book. But he speaks of five kingdoms. The great hope of the book is the fifth kingdom, which does not arise from the earth, yet is more human than any which precede it, at peace with God and creation. Those who are wise are not caught up in endless controversy about which empire corresponds to which beast, but recognize (with Daniel himself) the responsibility to meet the fourth empire wherever we find it, with unblinking faithfulness, wholehearted trust in God’s providence, and tremendous courage.
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