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Abstract

Daniel 1012 is a historical apocalypse, a vision of the end-time that first
describes events of the Hellenistic period before predicting events in
the future. Daniel 11.22 describes the accession of Antiochus IV to the
Seleucid throne in symbolic terms. A translation of the verse should reflect
its meaning and context.
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George Steiner, in categorizing classes of difficulty in literature, speaks of
“tactical difficulties”; an author deliberately uses a code or a hidden alle-
gory (1978, 33). In the case of Dan 11, it is usually easy to unpack the
author’s very thinly veiled code that describes the specific, known historical
events of his time. I hope to show that Dan 11.22, however, presents a
challenge to the translator:

"3 T3 OH 1AW 1Iadn 1aow? aown myn
A rather wooden, but literally accurate translation is found in KJV:

And with the arms of a flood shall they be overflown from before him, and shall
be broken; yea, also the prince of the covenant.

It may seem that the verse is just written badly, that mixing the metaphors
of a “flood” and “broken arms” creates awkward syntax that is made worse

Corresponding author:
Benjamin Scolnic, 32 Underhill Road, Hamden, CT 06517, United States.
Email: rabbi.scolnic@gmail.com


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F2051677013518303&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2014-03-26

Scolnic: Antiochus IV in Dan .22 25

by what seems to be a trailing afterthought about the covenant prince. The
verse has been the subject of emendation because commentators have felt
that the verse could not have been written in this way.

The approach here is that 11.22 presents a different level of intentional
tactical difficulty; the metaphors are not so much “mixed” (a term that has a
negative connotation) as deliberately “combined” to portray the apocalyp-
tic, mythic nature of an important historical event. That it makes no sense
that a man could stop unstoppable forces, that he could “overflow the
flood,” is exactly the point; he did what was impossible. Daniel 11.21-24
describes the usurpation of the Seleucid throne by Antiochus IV, an act that
no one at the time would have predicted. The language of 11.22 reminds us
that, for all of the subterfuge and conspiracy mentioned in 11.21, 23, and 24,
his accession to the Seleucid throne is nothing short of a cataclysmic event
that is the essence of apocalypse.

Daniel 10-12 is a historical apocalypse, a vision of the end-time that first
describes events of the Hellenistic period before predicting events in the
future. Daniel 11.22 describes the accession of Antiochus IV to the Seleucid
throne in symbolic terms. Translations that strip the verse of its symbolic
power do not do justice to the author’s intention or to the reader’s
understanding.

Translations of 11.22!

Daniel 11.22 raises familiar questions in the ongoing debate about Bible
translation. In dealing with a verse that is highly symbolic but which may
yield important historical information, is it the job of the translator to reduce
the symbolism to its historical meaning, or should the translator leave that
reduction to the commentator or an explanatory footnote? Translations may
differ as to audience and purpose. To use Nida’s categories, a translation
may either seek “formal correspondence . . . in which the features of the
form of the source text have been mechanically reproduced,” or “dynamic
equivalence . . . in which the message of the original text . . . is preserved”
and while “the form of the original text is changed” there is “contextual
consistency in the transfer” (Nida and Taber 1969, 204). In dealing with

! The Septuagint, as confusing as it is, has the virtue of retaining the unusual symbol-
ism of the Hebrew: kai Ppayioveg Tod katakAdlovtog katakAvobioovtat 4nd mpoodtov
avTod Kol cuVTpIPricovTal kai iyovpevog Stabrikng; “And the arms of him that overflows
shall be washed away as with a flood from before him, and shall be broken, and [so
shall be] the head of the covenant” (Brenton translation). The Douay-Rheims Bible’s
translation of the Vulgate omits reference to the flood and states, “And the arms of the
fighter shall be overcome before his face, and shall be broken; yea also the prince of
the covenant.”
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a verse such as 11.22, I very much prefer the approach of “formal corre-
spondence” or literalism, and will attempt to closely consider the words of
the verse and recover the impact of their literal meaning. While Dan 11 has
been recognized by scholarship as an accurate historical witness (Collins
1992, 34; Ginsberg 1994, 1281), it still may yield more historical insight if
we allow it to speak for itself.

Here is a recent translation that attempts to reduce the symbolism to a
historical statement:

Then an overwhelming army will be swept away before him; both it and a prince
of the covenant will be destroyed. (NIV)

The plurality of forces presented in the Hebrew and the literal translation
is missing here. The plural nature of the opposition is found in a more for-
mally correspondent translation:

The forces of the flood will be overwhelmed by him and will be broken, and so
too the covenant leader. (NJPS)

Daniel 11.22 speaks of a flood with several arms that will be repulsed
and broken by the individual, who also will defeat the “covenant
leader.” This means that the subject, arguably Antiochus IV, will repel
a power that has several military forces, or a few powers each with its
own force. The awkward syntax is the result of combining the unique
metaphor of “out-flooding” a flood with that of “breaking the arms” of
that flood.

To understand Dan 11.22, we must determine the meaning of “flood” as
both a noun and a verb, then the metaphor of “broken arms,” and then “the
arms of the flood” that will be “out-flooded” by the subject of the passage.
The goal here is to understand the meaning of the verse in both its textual
context and in Hellenistic and Judean history.

The flood will be flooded

The very idea of a flood is that it is an unstoppable force (see Isa 8.8;
10.22; 28.2, 17, 18; 30.28; Jer 47.2; Ezek 13.11, 13; 38.22; Nah 1.8;
Ps 32.6;69.3,16; 124.4; Prov 27.4; Job 14.19; 38.25). In Dan 11, the image
of an army as a flood, as an overwhelming, unstoppable force, is found in
no less than three other verses. In 11.10, Antiochus III’s many armies will
“flood and overrun” Coele-Syria. In 11.26, those who eat of Ptolemy VI’s
food will ruin him, and his army will be flooded/overwhelmed. In 11.40,
Antiochus IV will “flood and pass through” other lands (though history
will not bear out this prediction). In another apocalypse in the second half
of the book of Daniel, Antiochus IV’s forces constitute the flood that will
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overwhelm the former high priest Jason after his retaking of Jerusalem;
Jason’s “end will come through a flood” (Dan 9.26).

The image of the flood becomes so familiar that the unique formulation in
11.22 is easy to miss. In the Bible, we see a few cases where someone or
something may survive a flood (Isa 43.2; Song 8.7), but nowhere else is the
flood “out-flooded.” After all, how can an unstoppable force be stopped?
Many modern commentaries seem to miss the impact of this apocalyptic
imagery where an evil man can repel mighty forces and outpower them.
Instead, commentators work from their own emendations. Bevan cites 0w
quIw (Qere) in Isa 28.15 as the parallel where the flood is the “victorious
army,” and suggests the emendation in Dan 11.22 of the infinitive absolute
abwn for the MT qvwa, intensifying the predicate verb. “And forces shall be
utterly overwhelmed before him” (Bevan 1892, 187, followed by others
including Collins 1993, 382 n. 117). That is, Antiochus’s own unstoppable
force floods his enemies. Similarly, Hartman and Di Lella read abwn,
“Armed might will be completely overwhelmed before him” (Hartman and
Di Lella, 1977, 258 n. ii-ii) and comment, “Antiochus had to put down armed
opposition to his takeover of the Seleucid throne” (295). These emendations
of the Masoretic vocalization are certainly possible.

But, as Montgomery says, “one must hesitate at correcting the often
amazing diction of the chapter” (1977, 451). It is more intriguing to follow
the Masoretic text as it stands. For it is only by re-literalizing the metaphori-
cal language about how Antiochus IV’s flood overflowed the flood of his
enemies that we can realize how this verse, in a very historical passage,
elevates the king’s deeds to a mythic or meta-historical level.

Broken arms

V17T means “arm,” a part of the body, and is often found in the Bible as the
center of strength and as a metaphor for the might of a divine or human
power. To break the literal or figurative arm(s) of the enemy can be found in
verses such as Ps 37.17, where the arms of the wicked holding swords will
be broken. The Bible attests the plural mypar for “forces” and not just human
“arms.” While the singular term 171 may in some cases mean plural armies
(Conrad 1976, 111-19), the plural nyr clearly indicates different forces.
The clearest use of this form is in Ezek 30:

O mortal, I have broken the arm of Pharaoh, king of Egypt; it has not been bound
up to be healed nor firmly bandaged to make it strong enough to grasp the sword.
... I am going to deal with Pharaoh king of Egypt. I will break his arms, both
the sound one and the injured, and make the sword drop from his hand. (Ezek
30.20-26)
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To paraphrase, “I have broken one arm of Pharaoh; it is not healed yet, and
now I am going to break both of his arms, the healthy one and the still-
broken one.” Historically speaking, the broken arm may refer not just to the
general strength of Egypt but more specifically to the defeat of the Pharaoh
Hophra’s expeditionary force when it tried to relieve the siege of Jerusalem
(cf. Jer 37.5-11; Josephus A.J. 10.108-10; cf. Freedy and Redford 1970,
470; Malamat 1968, 152), “a failure of immediate concern to Ezekiel’s
audience” (Greenberg 1997, 633). The not-yet broken arm may reflect the
rest of the Egyptian army before the second stage of the Babylonian victory
that the prophet predicts in Ezek 31.1. Another possibility is that the passage
refers to the heavy casualties suffered by the Egyptians and the Babylonians
in a huge battle fought in 601 B.C.E., which, as it were, broke an arm of
both nations; now, the two arms of Babylon are recovered and will totally
defeat the not-yet healed Egyptians (Greenberg 1997, 634). The point here
is that the plural “arms” reflect more than one stage of a campaign or differ-
ent parts of an army.

In similar fashion, Dan 11.15 speaks of the “armies of the south,” which
include an elite force as one of the different forces/arms of the Ptolemaic
Empire. Daniel 11.31 warns of the different forces that Antiochus IV will
send to oppress and persecute the Judeans.

The arms of the flood

Daniel 11.22 is the only biblical text that uses “arms” to describe aspects of
a flood; “flood” is otherwise always singular, meaning an unstoppable tor-
rent. It would seem more fitting to speak of the strength of the flood in the
singular. Bevan thus rejects the phrase yown My and says that it “would
be a singularly inappropriate designation for the armies.” Instead he says
that mypar should be read absolutely as ©'p71 as in 11.31, not as aspects
of the flood, and would translate, “forces shall be utterly destroyed before
him” (1892, 187).

But again, to follow Montgomery concerning the powerful diction of this
apocalypse, it is more useful to ask why the verse reads as it does and con-
sider what it may be saying about the unique place of Antiochus IV in his-
tory. Why might “the forces of the flood” be plural here? Who were the
different “arms”/parts of the “flood” and to what were they in opposition?

Given the context of Dan 11, which focuses on the struggle between the
kings of the north (the Seleucids), and the kings of the south (the Ptolemies),
and given the broken Egyptian arms in Ezek 30, it is understandable that
some commentators would think that the opposition to Antiochus IV men-
tioned in 11.22 comes from Egypt. “But,” Bevan already explained in 1892,
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“since Egypt is nowhere expressly mentioned until we come to v. 25, it
seems much more probable that vv. 22-24 describe events which took place
in Syria during the first five years of Antiochus’s reign, i.e., between 175
and 170 B.C.” (1892, 187; so also Charles 1929, 298).2

In 175 B.C.E., Seleucus IV was assassinated by his minister Heliodorus.
His heir, Demetrius, was a hostage in Rome. Antiochus, brother of the
assassinated king, ousted Heliodorus and declared himself regent on behalf
of Seleucus IV’s second son, also called Antiochus. Daniel 11.22 thus
emphasizes the point that Antiochus rose to power by craftily navigating
between not just one but many forces:

1. The boy Antiochus (with his mother Laodice) immediately occupied
the throne after his father’s death. He and his supporters might have
preferred his long-lost and seemingly harmless uncle to, and may
have been threatened by,

2. Heliodorus, the assassin of his father, and his ring of conspirators,
who may have acted on their own (Gera 1998, 111) or with the com-
pliance and support of some of these other actors/powers;

3. Demetrius, first-born of Seleucus IV and older brother of the boy
Antiochus, and therefore true heir, and his supporters;3

4. Supporters of Ptolemy VI Philometor in Syria or the Ptolemaic king-
dom itself. There had been constant warfare and strategic negotia-
tions and alliances between the two kingdoms for most of their
histories. It is possible that Heliodorus assassinated Seleucus IV as
part of a Ptolemaic plot to weaken or overthrow the Seleucids.*
Ptolemy VI succeeded to the throne in 180 B.C.E. at the age of about
six and ruled jointly with his mother, Cleopatra I, until her death in
176. One wonders whether it is just a coincidence that Cleopatra I,
sister of Seleucus IV, had died in 176 and Seleucus IV was assassi-
nated in 175, perhaps under the direction of the new ministers,
Lenacus and Eulaecus, who proposed war against the Seleucid
Empire to reconquer Coele-Syria and Judaea. Just as Antiochus IV
would invade Egypt and attempt to rule through his nephew, perhaps
Ptolemy VI’s advisers wanted to weaken the Seleucids and rule
through the boy-king Antiochus;

2 This reading would oppose that of Collins who would read v. 22 as “a general introduc-
tory statement that anticipates the effect of Antiochus’s reign” (1993, 382).

3 According to Mittag 2006, 47 n. 70, signs of opposition from the supporters of Demetrius
can be seen in Dan 11.21 and Porphyry, FGH 260 F49A.

4 As suggested by several scholars, including Bunge 1974, 58 n. 4, apparently based on
Porphyry, FGH 260 F 49a. But see Gera 1998, 111.
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5. Pergamon, whose support Antiochus IV initially accepted;?

6. The Seleucid army, who might have buckled from the threat of for-
eign might (from Pergamon or Egypt), perhaps because Heliodorus
had not brought the political situation under control;

7. Rome, which may have released Antiochus IV from his long period
of being a hostage to wreak havoc in the Seleucid kingdom.¢

In fact, Antiochus IV had to deal with all of these figures and factors, and
this may explain the unusual plural usage of the “arms of the flood.”

Verse 22 also speaks of the N2 71; the covenant prince is not killed at
this point but his arm is broken, that is, Onias III is deprived of his position
as high priest in 175 B.C.E. (and would only be killed five years later). In
fact, none of these forces or people was destroyed or killed at this stage, not
Antiochus the boy-king (who would live another five years), nor the
Egyptians (whom Antiochus IV would not attack for another six years), nor
Demetrius (safe in Rome, waiting for his opportunity to claim the throne
that should have been his)—and even Heliodorus was allowed to flee (an
interesting fact in itself). So despite v. 22’s dramatic mythological language,
no one gets destroyed.

Daniel 11.22 in context

Out of context, Dan 11.22 would indicate that Antiochus IV met military
power with greater military power and was able to stop the seemingly
unstoppable enemies of the Seleucid Kingdom or of his ascension.

In the context of Dan 11.20-24, however, the verse uses mythic meta-
phors to paint the picture of a single man, a usurper who does not have a
legal right to the throne, who overcomes the greatest forces of his time
through tricky strategy, clever alliances, bribery, and intrigue. Verse 22, in
which Antiochus breaks the arms of the flood with overwhelming force, is
enclosed by vv. 21 and 23-24, which make it clear that he ascends to the
kingship by sly, gradual treachery in the years 175-170.

As Goldingay and others indicate, we really do not know how Antiochus
IV won sole possession of the throne (Goldingay 1994, 279), and this makes
simple sense, because his stratagems were necessarily quiet and obscured
from the light of history. But we can reconstruct, with the help of this pas-
sage from Daniel, that somehow, not in a matter of days in the year 175, but

SOGIS 248, dated 175/4 B.C.E., praises Eumenes II for his help in the rise of Antiochus
IV (Burstein 1985, 38, 51-52). This decree was found in Pergamon but may have been
issued from either Athens or Antioch.

6 Zambelli 1960, 386-87; Will 1982, 304-305.
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over a period of several years, Antiochus IV accomplished this remarkable
feat of rising to the position of monarch. How did he do this?

1. He repulsed external enemies and internal forces in the Seleucid
Kingdom (the “arms of the flood”);

2. He deprived enemies like Onias III of key positions in the kingdom,
“the fat/rich places,” replacing them with his own men, whom he
showered with money and power; they in turn used those positions
to strengthen his power.

Daniel 11.22 is an important mythopoeic witness to both of these dimen-
sions of Antiochus IV’s ascent to power.

Concluding remarks

Alter writes on the importance of literal translations—or what he also calls
“semantic precision”—for understanding the order and choice of Hebrew
wording in the Hebrew Bible:

My notion of effective translation of the Bible involves a high degree of
literalism—within the limits of reasonably acceptable literary English—both in
regard to representing the word choice and the word order of the Hebrew. . . . The
precedent of the King James Version has played a decisive and constructive role
in directing readers of English to a rather literal experience of the Bible, and . . .
this precedence can be ignored only at considerable cost, as nearly all the English
versions of the Bible done in recent decades show. (1999, xxix)

Daniel 11.22 is a case in point. A translation that does not have what Nida
calls “formal correspondence” does not allow the reader to appreciate the
thick symbolism of the verse and may deprive him or her of the opportunity
to understand its literary power and historical accuracy. I understand that a
translator who has a certain purpose in mind, such as clarity, may attempt to
smooth out the difficulties involved in rendering this verse. But I would
argue that the awkward syntax, the result of the combination of metaphors,
is an example of what Steiner calls a “tactical difficulty” that the author uses
to present how Antiochus IV did the impossible; he out-flooded the flood
and broke its arms. A translator, then, should not be afraid to present a verse
that illustrates the difficulties involved.

Daniel 11.22 seems to correspond to a historical reality. It is also possi-
ble, however, that just as no one to this day knows how Antiochus IV
accomplished his amazing ascension, the author of Dan 11.22 did not know,
either. But he solved the mystery in his own mind by stating that all of these
events were due to the prophesied, pre-determined will of God, who, at the
time of the writing of this passage, was in the process of using Antiochus IV
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for his greater purposes. If Dan 11 is a history of an era of the world, it leads
us to an apocalyptic ending, the fall of Antiochus IV and the triumph of
God’s people (Dan 12.1).
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