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THE LEGAL CONTESTS IN THE ARAMAIC 
AND GREEK VERSIONS OF DAN 2–7* 

Peter ALTMANN 

The terminology, importance, and purview of divine law, Mosaic law, and 
imperial law were all in flux in Persian and Hellenistic period Judean commu-
nities.1 To what extent were they equivalents, synonyms, or competitors? The 
uses of terms associated with the legal sphere in the Greek and Aramaic ver-
sions of Dan 2–7 highlight a fraught debate around the associations of such 
language in the fourth to second centuries BCE when the composition and 
translation of these texts took place.2 Tracing the usage of , , , 

, and closely related terms brings central concerns within early Judean 
communities to the surface, especially related to life in the diaspora or more 
generally under the control of a foreign empire. 

Given the overlap in meaning on display in Ezra 7 between  (vv. 12, 14, 
21, 25, 26) and  (vv. 6, 10), one might expect a similar situation for the use 
of the term  in the Aramaic portions of the book of Daniel.3 Torah in fact 
appears several times in the compositionally-late Hebrew chapter of Dan 9 (vv. 
10, 11 [twice], 13).4 However, the situation in the Aramaic chapters of Dan 2; 
 

* It is my honor to contribute to this volume: I am grateful for the happy memories of Thomas 
Krüger’s insightful, honest, and pithy thoughts on most everything I got to talk about with him 
whether academic questions or those of a more personal nature. His humble presence serves as a 
model in many ways! This essay has been written as part of the European Research Council 
project “How God Became a Lawgiver: The Place of the Torah in Ancient Near Eastern Legal 
History.” This project has received funding from the European Research Council (ERC) under the 
European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme grant agreement No 
833222. 

1 I am using the term “Judean” broadly to include those who identify with practices related to 
Yhwh worship or Hebrew language following Mason, Jews, 457–512. The debate on the correct 
terms “Judean” and/or “Jew” is quite extensive. See also, e.g., Collins, Invention, 1–19; Co-
hen, Beginnings of Jewishness, 104–105. 

2 I will use “TH” as an abbreviation for the Greek “Theodotian” version and “OG” for the 
earlier Old Greek. For an overview of the significant differences between the MT and TH ver-
sions, on the one hand, and the OG on the other in Daniel, see Settembrini, Daniel, 585–597. 

3 Note, similarly, Kratz, Translatio imperii, 226–228. On the meaning of dat* and its adoption 
and adaptation into Akkadian, Aramaic, and Hebrew, see Briant, From Cyrus to Alexander, 510–
5 ” und Regle-
ment, 205. 

4 TH of Daniel always renders the term with a form of , while OG diverges in v. 13 with 
. Furthermore, 9:12 mentions the /  that he (God) spoke. Each of these 

cases refers, though rather loosely and with some opacity, to material associated with Moses and 
the prophets. Twice (vv. 11, 13) the phrase used is  , which likely explicitly refers to 
pentateuchal material. The mention of  “in his Torah, 
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6; 7 for the term  proves quite different. For starters,  is never explicitly 
connected to the Sinai narrative, and its use in the Aramaic text only twice 
relates it with the Judean deity (6:6; possibly 7:25). This paper investigates the 
significance of these uses of the Aramaic term , appearing in Dan 2:9, 13, 
15; 6:6, 9, 13, 16; and 7:25, in their contexts and in comparison to the Greek 
texts. The discussion reveals a development within the Daniel tradition of the 
growing importance of legal language as an arena of conflict for Judeans under 
foreign rule. Confrontation between imperial and divine laws develops in the 
versions of Daniel in chs. 2, 6, and 7. After the introduction to the theme in MT 
ch. 2 it crescendos in the reference to the “law of the Medes and Persians 
which does not change ( )” (6:9, 13; also v. 16 with somewhat different 
phraseology), which only appears in the MT Aramaic text in this fashion.5 The 
pinnacle of this trajectory appears in the attempt by a king to change “the sea-
sons and the law” in 7:25. Only the blatant attempt by a foreign ruler to change 
God’s law necessarily resulted in direct conflict between the Judeans and their 
deity on the one hand and the foreign overlord on the other, serving to advocate 
for rejection of foreign rule and expectation for authority to pass to the “holy 
ones” (Dan 7:27).6 Nonetheless, these relationships became fraught far earlier. 

1. GENERAL CONTEXT 

While the Hebrew and Aramaic book of Daniel is generally understood to have 
been completed between 167–164 BCE, the court contests and the Aramaic 
tales of chs. 2–6 are set in foreign courts in the sixth and fifth centuries. The 
socio-historical location of these Daniel traditions remains rather opaque, 
though especially Dan 4–6 likely consist of an earlier, independently circulat-
ing writing.7 Their origin remains contested, though the (redactional) doxolog-
ical material from the corpus of chs. 2–6 likely indicates that they made their 
way into a temple-focused setting during the Hellenistic period. However, this 

 
which he set before us through his servants, the prophets” broadens the scope and makes its limits 
less defined. In any case, all these references subsume Torah under the relationship of “Israel” 
with its deity in a manner quite unsurprising for early Judeans. 

5 A similar discrepancy between texts appears in the versions of Esther: see my forthcoming 
“The Unjust Rigidity of ‘Persian’ Law. Critiques of Imperial Law and the Triumph of Divine 
Judean Law in the Textual Traditions of Esther.” 

6 In 1 Macc 1–2 the desecration of the law also serves as the rallying cry to rise up against the 
Seleucids as I will address below. 

7 Cf. Collins, Daniel, 7 and esp. 37. It likely reflects the OG version more closely than the 
current Aramaic one as concluded by Albertz, Gott, 156; Wills, Jew, 145–151. 
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likely still precedes their combination with the apocalyptic material at least in 
chs. 8–12.8 

Within this setting, Daniel’s court tales attempt to provide examples for 
navigating life under foreign domination, specifically in a foreign court.9 And, 
it is important to note that just as in the book of Esther, on the surface, these 
chapters’ view of the hegemonic empire is not openly critical (except in Dan 
5). Unlike the MT version of Esther, however, God openly operates as the 
primary agent to deliver Daniel and his friends (Dan 3; 6). In further contrast to 
Esther and Mordecai, who must step into the void of explicit imperial sup-
port,10 Daniel notably waits for divine insight and action. 

In fact, Daniel’s case might be taken as something of a critique of Esther’s 
conclusion concerning the appropriate response of the Judean ethnic minority 
encountering problems in relation to royal law (or at least royal decrees), which 
a number of Akkadian texts from the Persian and Seleucid eras refer to as 
ša šarri.11 Esther and Mordecai’s positions of power afford deliverance and 
success for subjugated Judeans. In Daniel’s case, however, even considerable 
proximity to imperial power does not guarantee protection for Judeans in for-
eign kingdoms. Direct divine action must intercede to demonstrate that imperi-
al authority and law remain subject to divine authority and law. 

2. DAN 2: THE RASH ROYAL  OF DEATH AND DIVINE REPRIEVE 

The textual differences between the versions of Dan 2 remain less drastic than 
for Dan 4–6, which will comprise the bulk of my discussion. With regard to the 
legal sphere, the texts seem to work with a similar outlook and Vorlage, and 
legal language appears in 2:9, 13, and 15. However, only v. 9 likely comes 
from the earliest form of the text, given that v. 24 follows seamlessly after 
v. 12. In addition, vv. 13–23 introduce several repetitions into the text, such as 
Arioch’s introduction of Daniel to King Nebuchadnezzar in v. 25.12 Thus, the 
focus on the legal sphere grows compositionally within the textual tradition. 
The insertion of those verses especially Daniel’s comment on the decree as

“peremptory, rash” (OG ; TH ) in v. 15 lays the founda-
tion to the problem with foreign imperial law on which subsequent chapters 
then build. 

 
8 Cf. Collins, Daniel, 48. 
9 Cf. Humphreys, Life-Style, 211–223. 
10 This contrast is noted by, among others, Clines, Esther Scroll, 19. 
11 See Démare-Lafont, , 13–26; Kleber / Hackl, , 49–75. 
12 For details see Koch, Daniel 1–4, 114. 
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In the Aramaic version of Dan 2, concerns Nebuchadnezzar’s royal de-
cree calling for the execution of advisors unable to tell Nebuchadnezzar the 
content of his dream.13 The king issues a decree of capital punishment in v. 9, 
and it begins to be carried out in v. 13. Daniel then inquires about the details of 
the decree in v. 15: In terms of significance, one can call it a of death 
NRSV fittingly translates it in v. 9 as “verdict.” Given the extent of the king’s 
power to issue even such a humanly impossible command to tell him the con-
tent of his dream, the text reports the Chaldeans’ conclusion that the only way 
to avoid death is through divine (Gk: angelic) intervention, but deities do not 
dwell with flesh (v. 11). In this setting, the superiority of Daniel’s god is on 
display through the revelation of the king’s dream by the deity. While remain-
ing somewhat implicit in the unfolding of the narrative action itself, the redac-
tional element including Daniel’s prayer states the underlying theme of the 
chapter in vv. 20–21: “May the name of God be blessed from age to age, […] 
For he changes times and seasons ( ), removing ( ) 
kings and establishing kings […]” While the term does not appear here, the 
constellation of “times,” “seasons,” and the two verbs for change/alter are 
closely linked with the legal motif elsewhere in the book (e.g., 6:9, 13, 16; 
7:25).14 

The situation in both Greek versions diverges in minor ways that lessen the 
verbal focus on but retain the general thrust of the legal theme. In 2:9 nei-
ther OG or TH uses a term that might render , though they reflect a dynamic 
equivalent. The meaning of the OG is most similar to the Aramaic: “ […] un-
less you render to me the dream and disclose its meaning, you will meet up 
with death” (NETS).15 TH completely omits this statement, which is surprising 
given its general agreement with MT, which suggests that TH (or less likely an 
earlier Aramaic copyist) did not understand or expect the use of in this 
context.16 

Legal terminology reappears in v. 13: OG uses a verbal form  
for what TH and MT represent with substantives: and However, 

the situation is different in v. 15 (MT “concerning the 
peremptory decree”), where OG agrees with MT in the use of terms from the 
legal sphere: TH minimizes the connection, 

 
13 This understanding concurs with the usage of the Akkadian cognate term: see Démare-

Lafont, , 13–26; Kleber / Hackl, , 49–75. 
14 The determination of the time/times is certainly a central theme to the book as a whole, and 

the legal motif in part attaches itself as a minor theme to this major one, which itself is important 
in Dan 4–5 and throughout ch. 7. 

15 The Aramaic is more elliptical with its “there is one decree for you” (
). 

16 Following Collins, Daniel, 149. 
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instead reading (“[…] why has this 
shameless judgment17 gone out”). 

Both the context and the Greek texts to the degree that they render some-
thing akin to MT indicate that  in Dan 2 concerns individual royal deci-
sions. And, most importantly for the thematic of the relationship between royal 
and divine law in the book, God’s action within this narrative takes place with-
in the boundaries set up by the king. The Judean god plays by the Babylonian 
King Nebuchadnezzar’s rules. The deity reveals the king’s dream to Daniel so 
that the king’s verdict will not take place. In this setting, the human king has 
authority over the legal sphere despite his apparent rash action in issuing a 
decree of death. This sphere becomes contested in subsequent chapters, both by 
the “laws of the Medes and Persians” (indicating a question of the rule of law 
challenging the rule of persons) and by the divine law. 

3. DAN 6: CONTESTS OF DIVINE VS. ROYAL LEGAL AUTHORITY 

The famous story of Daniel in the lion’s den provides the backdrop for the 
return of the motif of law in Dan 6. Given the plausible composition-historical 
theory that Dan 4–6 circulated on its own before its inclusion or expansion into 
a larger Aramaic and then Hebrew/Aramaic book of Daniel, my interpretation 
begins without reference to the legal language in Dan 2. Furthermore, some of 
the contrasts between the OG, MT, and TH versions in this chapter specifically 
concern the legal motif, which complicates interpretation further. 

Similar to (MT and OG) Esther, the motif of the unchangeable laws of the 
Medes and Persians reappears in the Daniel tradition, but only in the MT and 
TH versions,18 which in fact differ from one another in their use of this topos. 
Given the likelihood that the OG represents the earliest version, 19  the im-
portance of the legal motif developing over time within the Daniel tradition 
indicates that this sphere took on increasing significance. One can corollate this 
emphasis on the law with its importance in 1–2 Maccabees to suggest that it 
served as a driving force for the rise of the Maccabees.20 

 
17  NETS translates “opinion,” which weakens the connection to the legal sphere. Lust / 

Eynikel / Hauspie, Lexicon, 122, offer “decree” as one of the options for , but it is striking 
that the term only translates  here, otherwise almost always for . Typical renderings for  
include  and , though there are other, less frequent choices. 

18 The OG does mention an  (interdict, decree), but not the   
“law of the Medes and Persians.” 

19 See the above reference (n. 7) to the persuasive discussions by Wills and Albertz. 
20 This increased importance raises the question of the exact nature of the laws that appear in 

Dan 6. In the Aramaic version of Dan 6’s narrative, the motif of the unchangeable law concerns 
the contest between the royal and divine not just ethnic Judean laws. Law, Aramaic , ap-
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The MT narrative begins by recounting King Darius’ restructuring the ad-
ministration of his empire into 120 satraps with three overseers. Daniel sets 
himself apart through his excellence, and the narrator reports that Darius 
planned to place him over the entire kingdom. Though unaware of this impend-
ing development, the satraps and overseers set about to find a charge against 
Daniel to thwart this outcome such a motivation has been made explicit and 
put on the shoulders of the overseers in the OG. However, in the MT, the entire 
leadership of the satraps and overseers seek to dispose of Daniel.21 In 6:6 (ET: 
5),22 these conspirators discuss their plans: 

Now these men said 
that we will not find for this Daniel any charge 
unless we find against him [something] in the 
law/religion of his god23 

Much like the situation in Esth 3, the conflict takes place one level beneath the 
king, between his courtiers, initially leaving the king above the fray. In this 
case, however, Daniel’s political service has proven exemplary. In response, 
the other political officials devise a plan that pits Daniel’s piety, here described 
as the “law of his God,”24 against his submission to King Darius. The general 
nature of this expression extends beyond a single edict or decree and instead 
refers to a broad collection of customs or practices,25 though in Dan 6:6 [ET: 5] 
it is a collective “law/religion” rather than plural “laws/customs.” However, 
unlike in in Esth 3:8, here a direct connection with piety and not merely 
ethnic identity appears, though Daniel’s Judean ethnicity also appears in 
MT/TH of v. 14 [ET 13], but not in the OG (where Daniel is described as a 
“friend of the king”). 

This element serves a narrative purpose in the subsequent events by fore-
grounding the contrast between human and divine law. It also bears considera-
ble similarity to the ways that Judean texts such as the Letter of Aristeas and 
Theodotus conceive of the “law.” These sources focus on Sabbath, circumci-
sion, Passover, and dietary prohibitions, not the economic or criminal spheres. 
“Law” in Dan 6 thus could conceivably mean (a form of) the Pentateuch, but 

 
pears as divine law in 6:6 (ET: 5), and as royal law in vv. 9, 13, 16 (ET: 8, 12, 15). This question 
is also noted by Newsom, Daniel, 194. 

21 This difference plays a key role in Albertz’s argument that the OG is closer to the earlier 
version: Albertz, Gott, 112–156. 

22 I am using “ET” as an abbreviation for “English Translation,” which, as a whole, numbers 
the verses differently when marked. 

23 TH: [ . 
24 Omitted from the OG version: for comment see Collins, Daniel, 265. 
25 Similar to the use of the term in Esth 3:8. 
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little regard appears for anything external to things modern interpreters typical-
ly classify as religious practices. 

However, Daniel’s action consists of praying three times daily, which is not 
found anywhere in the Torah. Through a retrospective reading of the phrase

(“religion/custom of his god”), mirroring the use of the Judean in 
Esther, the term here can identify it with the Pentateuch, but only in an iconic 
fashion that extends Torah to include practices not explicitly mentioned in it.26 

In keeping with the religious focus of Hellenistic Judean mentions of penta-
teuchal ordinances, Daniel’s enemies convince King Darius to set up a statute 
and decree ( / ; / ) prohibiting petition to any person or deity 
besides Darius for a month. To underscore its solidity, they request the king 
sign it, rendering it irrevocable according to the formulation in the MT (v. 9 
[ET: 8]) “according to the law of the Medes and Persians, which does not 
change” ( ). 

As mentioned above, the notion of the inalterable nature of this decree does 
not appear in either Greek version: In TH, the should not be “passed 
over” or “transgressed” ( ). The OG instead uses the “decrees of 
the Medes and Persians” ( ) as the object by 
which King Darius swears not to change his interdict ( ). 27 Thus, 
both OG and MT attach importance to the “law/decrees of the Medes and Per-
sians.” Only the MT, however, views that body of law as something intransi-
gent. 

This element repeats twice more with little variation in the MT, in vv. 13, 
16 [ET: 12, 15]: 

13: Then they approached and said before the king: 
“Concerning the royal interdict  
did you not sign an interdict, 
that every man who request from any deity or man 
until 30 days [pass] except you, o king 
be thrown into the pit of lions?” 
The king answered and said: 
“The matter is established 
according to the law of the Medes and Persians 
which cannot be changed.” 
 

 
26 For the notion of an “iconic” understanding of the Torah, see Collins, Invention, 87. 
27 In the OG, the association of the king’s decree with the “Laws of the Medes and Persians” 

does not appear in the sections parallel to vv. 9 [ET: 8] or 16 [ET: 15]. However, in v. 13 [ET: 
12a; TH: 13b] it instead states, “‘[…] swear by the decrees ( ) of the Medes and the 
Persians that you will not change the matter nor that you the respect person nor that you reduce 
anything of the things said and you punish the person who has not abided by this interdict’”: 
translation from NETS. 
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16: Then these men entered together to the king 
and they said to the king: 
“Does the king know 
of the Law of the Medes and Persians, 
which every decree and statute 
that the king establishes cannot be changed.” 

As numerous interpreters have highlighted, there is little historical foundation 
for the particular decree elaborated in this narrative. The Persian, Ptolemaic, 
and Seleucid Empires allowed worship of diverse deities within their realms. 
Instead, this element appears as a literary trope.28 

Similarly, no historical basis exists for the inalterable nature of the laws of 
the Medes and Persians.29 Like the case in Esth 1–8, the deference of the king 
to his advisors leads to the king’s own inability to enact his will: his own law 
impinges on his authority. Set within the context of the court tales of Esther 
and Daniel, the use of this trope concerns the well-known genre of the conflict 
between advisors at the court. However, the trope also critiques royal admin-
istration of justice: royal advisors can easily twist the law to inflict pain on 
others, especially minority Judeans. 

Yet the critique of imperial justice extends further in the MT of Dan 6, 
highlighting the problematic rigidity connected with the system of unalterable 
laws. In this narrative, the king has no desire or intention of executing the min-
ister he had planned to elevate over his entire kingdom. In fact, he attempts to 
rescue Daniel (v. 15 [ET: 14]): 

 

When the king heard these things, 
he was very distressed about it 
and about Daniel. 
He set his mind to save him, 
and till sunset he tried to rescue him.

This statement demonstrates the ineptitude of human rulers and human law to 
provide justice, which goes beyond the critique of royal law found in Esther. 
The royal law in Dan 6 has condemned a loyal man to death, and the ruler 
cannot thwart the law to deliver him or even countermand a different decree to 
offset it. Like in the earlier narrative of the three youths (Dan 3:15), God, how-
 

28 While different in purpose from the use of the persecution motif in the books of 1–2 Mac-
cabees (see Honigman, Tales, 22.40.229–250), here as well the literary motif does not imply an 
historical event. Newsom offers the following understanding: “From the perspective of the Jews, 
Gentile imperial power effectively represents itself as absolute.” (Newsom, Daniel, 195). 

29 Cf. Pace, Daniel, 196; Newsom, Daniel, 195. For more reflection, see also my forthcoming 
“Unjust Rigidity.” The first extra-biblical appearance of this motif is found in Diodorus Siculus 
(17:30). 
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ever, can deliver his people. Therefore, King Darius himself calls out for Dan-
iel’s god to act in v. 17 [ET: 16]: “Your God, whom you serve continually, 
may he save you” ( ), using the same 
term that described the king’s futility in v. 15 [ET: 14]: .

While the focus here may primarily lie on the contrast between the power 
of the deity and the power of the emperor, a secondary emphasis concerns their 
laws. As Goldingay notes, “The law of Daniel’s God and the law of the Medes 
and Persians are deliberately brought into conflict. God’s law makes an abso-
lute demand; but so does the king’s law.”30 Both laws require petitioning their 
respective authorities. However, while Darius ends the narrative proclaiming 
that Daniel’s God saves and rescues (vv. 27–28 [ET: 26–27]), Daniel’s
receives no mention. On one hand this omission indicates the secondary nature 
of the motif in the chapter, yet its addition to the MT in these verses indicates 
its importance for the redactors of the MT text in its historical setting. From 
this perspective, it implies the mutual exclusivity of foreign imperial law and 
divine law, calling for adherence only to the divine law providing the ideo-
logical basis for Maccabean and Hasmonean rule (see 1 Macc 1–2). 

This motif thereby takes on a different light from its appearance in Esther. 
Esther certainly critiques the irrevocable “law of the Medes and Persians” and 
contrasts that  within the overall narrative with the Judean . In the case of 
Daniel, the problematic royal law both rigid to a fault and hastily issued (as 
the reference to Nebuchadnezzar’s rash in Dan 2 supports) cannot provide 
justice for loyal adherents to the mentioned in Dan 6:6 (ET: 5). 

Therefore, while Esther promotes the notion that one can remain faithful to 
both the Judean laws and those of the state, at least as long as Judeans find 
their way however one might understand the causality into the highest halls 
of power. The case in Esther allows for the countermanding of new laws. For 
Dan 6, however, there can still be loyalty to God and emperor, but not to the 
laws of both. 

In the narrative of Dan 6 MT, which may have adopted these elements from 
Esther and developed them further, what might have taken place to allow for 
such a development in which Judean laws are directly identified with the di-
vine law when they are pitted against imperial law? In short, I propose that 
within the circles from which the MT version of Dan 6 emerged, the Judean 
“customs” from Esther come to be identified more directly as contrary to the 
political power of foreign empires. 

 
30 Goldingay, Stories in Daniel, 101. 
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4. DAN 7:25: ONLY THE MOST HIGH CONTROLS THE LAW 

While Dan 7 continues in Aramaic, some argue the composition of this chapter 
as a whole took place in the fateful years of the Seleucid ruler Antiochus IV 
Epiphanes (167–164 BCE) later than the chapters of the book discussed 
above.31 However, other interpreters argue that only a significant redaction 
adding the material about the “little horn” comes from the reign of this king, 
while an early version of the chapter could have arisen (perhaps even in the 
eastern diaspora) quite early in the Hellenistic period. 32  In any case, both 
streams of scholarship place the composition of 7:25 in the reign of Antiochus 
Epiphanes. 

The renewed appearance of “law” in 7:25 affirms a different perspective 
than the one found in the earlier chapters. The focus in 7:25 moves away from 
a contrast between divine and royal laws as found in Dan 6. Divine law now 
stands alone, and the attempt by the “little horn” to change the sacred times and 
law ( ) comes into focus. In other words, this king attempts to 
elevate himself to a divine position, so the contest concerns control over divine 
law: 

(Dan 7:25, MT) 

He shall speak words against the Most High, 
and he shall wear out the holy ones of the Most High, 
and he shall attempt to change times and law; 

 
 

33

(Dan 7:25, OG) 
And words to the Most High he will speak, 
and the holy ones of the Most High, 
he will wear out, 
and he will expect to change 
times and law […] 

This text addresses the opposition of a ruler to three categories: the Most High, 
the holy ones of the Most High (whether his people, his divine attendants, or 
both), and times and law presumably also those of the Most High. And, of 
central importance, this text also appears in the OG and TH of Daniel with  
rendered in both as  for the only time in the book though it renders defi-
nite forms of Hebrew  in 9:10–11 (and v. 13 of TH). 

 
31 Cf. Collins, Daniel, 278.323. 
32 Cf. Newsom, Daniel, 216. 
33 In TH: , “devise, conjecture” (cf. LSJ; Lust / Eynikel / Hauspie, Lexicon, 636). 
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Thus, for the first time, all three textual versions attest to a type of law that 
a human king should not attempt to change. Furthermore, this presentation uses 
expressions found in similar contexts in both Esther (in Hebrew) and Dan 6 (in 
Aramaic): the verb  and substantive  and the Greek terms  and 

 concerning unalterable laws. As such, it is reminiscent of Ahasuerus’s 
inability to change his own law in Esth 8:8 and of God’s ability to “change 
times and seasons” in Dan 2:21.34 

The renewed focus on /  in this later context calls for interpreting the 
conception of divine law in the Maccabean/Hasmonean setting. This opposi-
tion appears in a cryptic manner as the type of thing opposed to the actions of 
Antiochus IV Epiphanes in Dan 7:25. One might suggest that the use of a form 
of  suggests that the Greek texts consider this “law” to concern the “To-
rah.”35 However, unlike in the appearances of  as renderings for  in 
Dan 9:10–11 (OG and TH), 9:13 (TH), in this case  is indeterminate. 
Thus, its purview is much broader, especially when understood as an explica-
tion of the “times and seasons” in 2:21a. This ruler seeks authority, which the 
second half of the verse accords him for a limited period of time. He takes on 
super-human abilities,36 yet they are granted to him by the deity that also de-
poses and sets up kings (2:21b). 

Furthermore, read in the light of the additions of the unchangeable nature of 
the “laws of the Medes and Persians” to the Aramaic MT version of Dan 6, 
here in Dan 7:25, a new weight accrues to the gravity of Antiochus IV 
Epiphanes attempting to change this law. Its authority comes not simply from 
the nonetheless weighty (even if a literary fiction) unchangeable law of the 
Medes and Persians. Rather, the authority backing this law is the Most High 
himself. In other words, this king’s power eclipses those of other imperial rul-
ers found in the book of Daniel that could not even alter the laws of their own 
empire (in the context of the MT). As a result, the attempt by the little horn can 
only be destined for failure, as the vision goes on to proclaim in 7:12–14, 26–
27. In sum, Dan 7 reiterates the call to remain obedient to the law of the Most 
High in the face of foreign rulers’ assaults on them. 

 
34 This connection is also highlighted by Newsom: Newsom, Daniel, 241. 
35 Perhaps bearing similarity especially to the appearances of the term in 2 Esd 7:12–26, but 
 there appears with the definite article. 

36 Collins, for example, argues that “law and seasons” in this context refers to the Sabbath and 
other calendrical celebrations: Collins, Daniel, 322. Note the helpful statement in Goldingay, 
Daniel, 380: “Calendrical questions were important in various circles in this period, but more 
detailed accounts of Antiochus interfering with Jewish religious affairs (8:11–14; 11:31–38; 
1 Macc 1–4; 2 Macc 4–6) do not refer to calendrical changes, and it would be strange if in con-
trast Dan 7 should single out this offence as the sole feature of Antiochus’s religious policy.” 
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This theme also arises in 1 Macc 1–2, as I have mentioned above, which 
characterizes submission to foreign hegemony as adherence to pagan worship 
and rejection of Judean law, in texts such as 1 Macc 2:19–22:37 

But Mattathias answered and said in a loud voice: “Even if all the nations 
that live under the rule of the king obey him, and have chosen to obey his 
commandments, everyone of them abandoning the religion [ ] of 
their ancestors, I and my sons and my brothers will continue to live by the 
covenant of our ancestors. Far be it from us to desert the law and the ordi-
nances [ ]. We will not obey the king’s words by turn-
ing aside from our religion [ ] to the right hand or to the left.” 
(NRSV) 

Therefore, the ultimate conflict between an imperial and divine law develops in 
the second century into an argument that the Judeans can only serve a set of 
political laws that accord with their authority backing a divine law. In this set-
ting, unlike in the earlier stories of Dan 2–6, it now appears that only a 
monarchy could guarantee such a situation. 

5. SUMMARY 

Several conclusions result from this investigation. First, the use of Aramaic 
legal terminology (esp. ) in the MT and related Greek terminology in the OG 
and TH Dan 2; 6; and 7:25 reveal that some biblical texts use the framework of 
“law” as an arena in which to demarcate their uniqueness from other nations 
and polities and the superiority of their divine law.38 

Second, for these biblical texts, the differences between the types of laws 
lie in the divine nature of Judean law, backed by a divine ruler whose authority 
and wisdom exceeds that of human imperial rulers. Therefore, Judean law, 
while it initially seems to mark its adherents as rebellious toward their human 
overlords even though focused on religious practice (Dan 6, implied in Dan 2), 
it in fact renders Judeans as exemplary citizens of the empire. Obedience to 
Judean law elevates them within the empire while simultaneously providing a 
critique that undercuts the authority of the human kings. In the final appearance 
of this motif in Dan 7:25, it may even point to the necessity of a Judean regime 
operating under the auspices of the divine law. 

 
37 Likely from the later second century BCE. 
38 This framework remained and even increased in importance later, as seen in the work of, 

e.g., Philo, On the Special Laws, 4.179; Who Is the Heir?, 214; Every Good Man is Free, 57. It is 
also on display in the somewhat earlier text of Dtn 4:5–8. These connections are noted by Wahl, 
Buch Esther, 102. 
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Third, a comparison of the MT and the Greek versions of these texts from 
Daniel indicates that the notion of an unchangeable “law of the Medes and 
Persians” appears in different ways in different manuscripts, and some manu-
script traditions completely omit it from particular contexts. This divergent 
evidence demonstrates that the conception of “imperial law” was very much 
under discussion in the Hellenistic period Judean circles from which these 
textual versions emerge. Its unalterable nature is either unfamiliar or rejected 
by the Greek versions and made into a caricature in the MT. The MT indicates 
that any king that cannot control his own law is not truly king at all. 

In any case, on a more global level, the main differences lie in the presenta-
tion of imperial law as rigid, while divine law emerges as more supple. As a 
result, the former turns out to promote and death, while the 
latter leads to , order, and life. 
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