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HERMENEUTICAL FACTORS
IN DETERMINING THE BEGINNING OF
THE SEVENTY WEEKS (DANIEL 9:25)

VERN SHERIDAN POYTHRESS
WESTMINISTER THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY

What is the date for the beginning point (¢ermsnus a quo) for the period
of “seventy weeks” prophesied in Dan 9:24-27? There has been much
debate about this. But sufficient attention has not yet been paid to the role of
hermeneutical differences in reaching a conclusion. One crucial factor is
what we mean by “grammatical-historical interpretation,” when applied to
Dan 9:24-27.

1. Alternatsve Dates

First of all, let us look at the major alternatives. According to Dan 9:25,
the “seventy weeks” begins with a “decree to restore and rebuild Jerusalem”
(Dan 9:25, NIV). What is this “decree”? Most conservative interpreters
have identified the decree either as the decree of Cyrus king of Persia in
about 538 B.C. (Ezra 1:24),! or the decree of Artaxerxes concerning
Nehemiah'’s rebuilding (Neh 2:8-9), in 445 or 444 B.C.2 Other dates have
sometimes been proposed (e.g.,457 B.C.),? but I wish at this point to con-

'C. F. Keil, Biblical Commentary on the Book of Daniel (reprint; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1949) 351-2; Edward J. Young, The Prophecy of Daniel (Grand Rapids: Eerdmand, 1949)
202-3; H. C. Leupold, Exposition of Dansel (Columbus, OH: Wartburg, 1949) 418-20;
Meredith G. Kline, “The Covenant of the Seventieth Week,” in The Law and the Prophets (ed.
John H. Skilton; Nutley, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1974) 462; Joyce G. Baldwin, Daniel
(Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1978). Keil (Dansel 21) gives the date 536 B.C., based on the
supposition that for about two years Darius the Mede ruled Babylon under Cyrus, before Cyrus
took control in his own name (ibid. 192-200). Such slight differences in chronology will not
concern us.

2A. C. Gaebelein, The Prophet Daniel: A Key to the Visions and Prophecies of the Book of
Daniel (New York: Publication Office "Our Hope”, 1911); Alva . McClain, Dansel’s Prophecy
of the 70 Weeks (reprint; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1969); John F. Wolvoord, Dansel: The
Key to Propbetic Revelation (Chicago: Moody, 1971); Ernst W. Hengstenberg, Christology of
the Old Testament (reprint from edition 1872-78; Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1956) 178-95. The
year 444 B.C,, according to Harald W. Hoehner (Chronological Aspects of the Life of Christ
[Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1977] 137), is now known to be the year in which Artaxerxes’s
decree was issued. Arguments in older works usually base themselves on the year 445 B.C. But
since the arguments are substantially the same, all our references will be to the year 444 B.C.

3E.g. 587 B.C.by F. F. Bruce, Biblical Exegesis in the Qumran Texts (Den Haag: van Keulen,
1959) 69; 457 B.C. by J. Barton Payne, The Imminent Appearing of Christ (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1962) 148-50. See Paul D. Feinberg, “An Exegetical and Theological Study of Daniel
9:24-27," in Tradition and Testament: Essays in Honor of Charles Lee Feinberg (ed. John S.
Feinberg and Paul D. Feinberg; Chicago: Moody, 1981) 191-95.
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centrate on the main options.

The date of 444 B.C. is particularly attractive because it is almost exactly
69 x 7 = 483 years before the death of Christ. Now Dan 9:26, according to
many, predicts the death of Christ after 69 weeks. Reckoning backwards to
the beginning of the weeks, with each week seven years long, leads to a date
in Nehemiah's time. However, such a procedure appeals to facts not known
when Daniel was originally written. Are we justified in doing this? Is thisa
part of gramatical-historical interpretation? Gramatical-historical exegesis,
in the narrowest sense, interprets each passage against the background of its
original historical context, taking into account what information is known
and noz known at the time. Hence we must consider how the principles of
grammatical-historical interpretation impinge on the interpretation of this
passage

2. Hermeneutical alternatives

There are at least three alternative hermeneutical approaches. First, we
might argue that we should confine ourselves to grammatical-historical
interpretation in the narrowest possible sense. We should determine only
what the passage expressed in its original context. We should rigorously
confine ourselves to what people could be expected to know in Daniel’s
lifetime. All appeals to dates long after Daniel’s time are illegitimate. Even
if Daniel by a special work of the Spirit was given more information about
the future, only what is expressed in the text, that is, what is potentially
available to the ordinary godly reader, is part of the record. Let us call this
approach “narrow” interpretation.

Second, we might argue that Daniel 9 should simply be interpreted in the
light of the entire canon of the Bible, or perhaps even in the light of
whatever extra-biblical information that we can obtain about fulfillment.
No particular interest need attach to the limitations of the original
circumstances of writing. Let us call this approach “canonical” interpretation.

Third, we might argue that biblical interpretation, properly understood,
includes more than the “narrow” approach. It should reckon with the
original situation and the limitations of knowledge at the time; but
expecially in the case of prophecy, it should also take into account what we
know of later fulfillment.

Each of these approaches offers attraction and possible liabilities. I prefer
the second, “middle-of-road” approach. It maintains the importance of the
original situation on the one hand, and on the other it allows for the
importance of progressive revelation and later additions to the canon.

Suppose, then, that we choose the middle way. Do we just mix together,
willy-nilly, the “narrow” form of grammatical-historical exegesis with the
“canonical” approach? This cowld mean that we simply.appeal to whichever
approach justifies our favorite views. We need more rigor than this. One
way of introducing rigor would be to say that bozh approaches (narrow and
canonical) must be applied to every text. In order to have historical control,
we ask that the canonical approach build on, not undermine, the results of
the “narrow” approach.

Hence, I believe that there is still room for the “narrow” approach. It
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remains one moment within a richer total process of interpretation. Now
we come back to the question, What is “grammatical-historical exegesis™?
This key phrase has a certain looseness. Sometimes it has merely designated
the “narrow” approach. Sometimes, I suspect, people have used it loosely,
when they had in mind all of the “middle-of-the-road” approach. But many
times, at least, the “narrow” approach is what people have inmind. Even if
we want to use the key phrase “grammatical-historical” more broadly, we
must somehow retain room for the narrow approach, or else we have quite
thoroughly evaporated the meaning of “grammatical-historical.”

In short, the narrow approach is not all there is. But it is a part, even an
important part. Moreover, I believe it has a special role in dispensational
interpretation. Dispensationalist interpreters have laid particularly heavy
stress on the importance of grammatical-historical interpretation of OT
prophecy. They have complained that nondispensationalists illicitly read
the NT back into the OT. In our terminology, their complaint says that
nondispensationalists have confused or mixed canonical interpretation
with “narrow” interpretation. But when it comes to Dan 9:25, things
change. Dispensationalists have almost uniformly adopted the date of 444
B.C., and have advocated the date partly on the basis of New Testament
information about the time of the death of Christ. Hence, there is a need to
assess carefully what results when “narrow” interpretation is applied to
Dan 9:25.

3. “Narrow” interpretation of Daniel 9

Let us then ask what information Daniel 9 gives us, when interpreted
“narrowly” against its original historical context. It is important first that
we know when Daniel was written, and this is itself debated. I cannot hope
to deal with this debate in full, so I will simply assume (following
conservative interpreters) that Daniel was written in the sixth century B.C.

Under this assumption, Meredith G. Kline has given a strong argument
that Daniel 9:25 points clearly to the decree of Cyrus. That argument, it
turns out, is further strengthened when we pay careful attention to the
limits of “narrow” interpretation.

First of all, as Kline points out, several factors in the immediate context of
Daniel 9 lead one to expect that this decree will be issued not long after
Daniel's prayer.

The text of Daniel 9 is a single unit with three main parts. Dan 9:1-2
introduces the setting for Daniel's prayer. Dan 9:3-19 gives the contents of
the prayer. The final section, 9:20-27, includes as its main part Gabriel’s
announcement to Daniel about the 70 weeks.>

Dan 9:1-2 indicates that Daniel’s prayer takes place “in the first year of
Darius son of Xerxes.” This Darius is either Cyrus the Great himself, called
by a different name$ or a contemporary subordinate of Cyrus. In any case,
the year in question is the first year of Cyrus’s reign, 538 B.C. Now Jeremiah
had prophesied that after 70 years Babylon would be punished by conquest
(Jer 25:12) and the nation of Israel would be restored (Jer 25:11;29:10). The

4Kline, “Covenant,” 452-62.
3See the more elaborate discussion in ibid. Cf. also Paul Feinberg, “Daniel 9:24-27,” 190.
$James Bulman, “The Identification of Darius the Mede,” WTJ 35 (1972-73) 247-67.
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70 years were evidently to be reckoned beginning from 606 B.C., the first
deportation to Babylon, when Daniel and his friends went into exile. Daniel
saw that Jeremiah’s 70 years were nearly at an end. This motivated the
prayer of Dan 9:3-19, a prayer for restoration. Moreover, Jeremiah had also
prophesied the fall of Babylon at the end of the 70 years (Jer 25:12). Babylon
fell to Cyrus in 539-538. The fall of Babylon also indicated to Daniel the
nearness of the promised restoration.

Gabriel's answer in Dan 9:20-27 is to be understood as an answer to
Daniel’s prayer. This follows from the following considerations. (1)
Nothing in the context tells the readers that Gabriel's message is anything
other than an answer. (2) The urgency of Daniel’s prayer and the nearing of
the time prophesied by Jeremiah make us look for some anwer, and no other
candidate for an answer occurs in the context. (3) Gabriel explicitly
mentions Daniel’s prayer as the occasion for his being sent (Dan 9:22-23).
The NIV actually translates, "an answer was given” (9:23), though the
corresponding Hebrew word "3 need not be as specific as the English
word “answer.”

If, now, Dan 9:24-27 is the substance of the answer, the reader expects
that it will touch on the restoration about which Daniel prayed, which is also
the restoration about which Jeremiah prophesied. Jeremiah prophesied
about a restoration in approximately 537. Gabriel can be expected to give
promises whose fulfilment would commence at the same time. In particular,
the beginning point of the 70 weeks in Dan 9:25 can be expected around
537.

This expectation is actually confirmed by the contents associated with the
beginning point. “The decree to restore and rebuild Jerusalem” in 9:25
corresponds to Jeremiah’s prophecy “'that the desolation of Jerusalem would
last seventy years” (Dan 9:2). And it corresponds to Daniel’s prayer. He
prays for the end of desolation for Jerusalem: “turn away your anger and
your wrath from Jerusalem, your city, you holy hill* (9:16); “see the
desolation of the city that bears your name” (9:18); “making my request to
the Lord my God for his holy hill” (9:20).

The logical conclusion from this language is that the beginning point of
the 70 weeks basically coincides with the end of Jeremiah’s 70 years. That s,
it occurs in 538 B.C. or shortly thereafter. One the other hand, a beginning
point in 444 B.C. would not really answer Daniel’s prayer. It would not be
quick enough to satisfy Daniel’s urgency. And it would not be related to the
basis of Daniel’s prayer in Jeremiah’s prophecy of 70 years.

4. Cyrus’s decree in prophecy and in history

Thus far we have reasoned on the basis of information that would have
been publicly available to Daniel and his contemporaries at the time when
Daniel uttered his prayer. Now we need to ask, “Was there any decree issued
shortly after this time, which might corespond to Daniel’s expectations?”
The answer is yes.

In the first year of Cyrus kind of Persia (probably 538 B.C.), Cyrus issued a
decree about the rebuilding of the temple in Jerusalem:

The Lord, the God of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth and
he has appointed me to build a temple for him at Jerusalem in Judah. Anyone
of his people among you—may his God be with him, and let him go up to
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Jerusalem in Judah and build the temple of the LORD, the God of Israel, the
God who is in Jerusalem. And the people of any place where survivors may
now be living are to provide him with silver and gold, with goods and
livestock, and with freewill offerings for the temple of God in Jerusalem (Ezra
1:24; cf. 2 Chr 36:23).
2 Chr 36:21-22 indicates that Cyrus’s decree began the restoration
prophesied by Jeremiah. Thus it corresponds explicitly to Daniel’s concern
in praying on the basis of Jeremiah (Dan 9:2).

Moreover, the restoration set in motion by Cyrus agrees with the
description in Dan 9:25. The decree given in Daniel is “to restore and
rebuild Jerusalem” (Dan 9:25). Isaiah had prophesied that this was what
Cyrus would do:

[God] says of Cyrus, “He is my shepherd and will accomplish all that I
please; he will say of Jerusalem, ‘Let it be rebuilt,’ and of the temple,
‘Let its foundations be laid’ ” (Isa 44:28).

I will raise up Cyrus’ in my righteousness: I will make all his ways
straight. He will rebuild my city and set my exiles free, but not for a
price or reward, says the LORD Almighty (Isa 45:13).

Now we have accumulated a considerable amount of material pointing to
the conclusion that the beginning point in Dan 9:25 was in Cyrus's decree.
The crucial question is, what does narrow interpretation of Dacn 9:25 do
with this material? Narrow interpretation asks what can legitimately be
inferred from this text in its original context. What information existed in
the environment at the time? By the time that Daniel’s material was put in
written form, Cyrus’s decree had probably already been issued. If not, it was
to be issued within a few months. The original addressees therefore
potentially had (1) Cyrus’s public decree; (2) the prophecy about Cyrus in Isa
44:28; (3) the prophecies of Jeremiah indicating restoration after 70 years;
(4) the literary context in Daniel 9, indicating that Gabriel's message was an
answer to Daniel’s prayer and therefore to Jeremiah's prophecy.

On the other hand, the original addressees knew nothing yet about
Nehemiah and Artaxerxes’s letter of Neh 2:8. Neither Nehemiah nor
Artaxerxes had even been born! Hence narrow interpretation must
effectively exclude reckoning with Nehemiah's time. All the evidence
actually available at the time would point interpreters to the conclusion that
Dan 9:25 refers to Cyrus’s decree. No evidence then available leads to
Nehemiah'’s time (444 B.C.).

Hence, the alternative is quite clearly posed: either follow narrow
interpretation and choose the date 538 B.C,; or abandon narrow inter-
pretation in the light of needs to fit Dan 9:25-27 into the supposed
constrants imposed by later events and by a prophetic system.

But if the conclusion is so clear, how is it that some ever came to advocate
the date of 444 B.C.? Well, there is an argument in favor of this date. We will
examine it in a moment. But the argument has sprung up, I believe, in a
context where the primary mode of interpretation was no? really narrow
interpretation. Rather, people used the full knowledge of the dates of
various historical events subsequent to Daniel’s time.

"The name “Cyrus” does not occur in the Hebrew text of Isa 45:13. But the literary context
(especially Isa44:26-45:1) would lead narrow interpretation to the conclusion that Cyrus is the

actor in view. Nevertheless Walvoord expresses doubts (Dansel225). Since Isa44:28 is enough
to make the point, I have chosen not to debate the interpretation of Isa 45:13.
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5. The Question of Rebuilding Jerusalem

The main argument for the 444 B.C. date starts from a supposed
distinction between the restoration of the temple and the restoration of the
city of Jerusalem. Cyrus’s decree, it is said, touched only on the restoration of
the temple. But the beginning point in Dan 9:25 has to do with the
restoration of the city. Hence we must look for the issuing of a decree having
to do with the city, and specifically including the building of fortifications
(cf. PATM “moat” or “trench” in Dan 9:25). The wall building of Nehemiah,
commissioned by Artaxerxes (Neh 2:7-8), matches this requlrement

In answer to this argument, we must first take up several points related to
the scope of Cyrus’s decree.

(a) In narrow interpretation, we must bear in mind that the Israelites
lived in an atmosphere where the restoration of the temple, the restoration
of the city of Jerusalem, and the restoration of the land itself were closely
bound up together. The city represented the heart-beat and security of the
land around; the temple represented the heart-beat and security of the city
(Jer 7:4). Jeremiah prophesied desolation for the land, for the city of
Jerusalem, and for the temple. In particular, Jeremiah’s prophecy con-
cerning 70 years of desolation speaks explicitly of restoration of the people
to the land (Jer 29:10,14), but is naturally interpreted to imply restoration of
the city (Dan 9:2,16,18) and of the temple (Dan 9:17).

(b) Cyrus's decree, as recorded in Ezra 1:2-4 and 2 Chr 36:23, focuses on
the rebuilding of the temple. But we do not have the complete text of the
decree here. Ezra 6:3-5, an alternate report of the decree, contains some
details not recorded in Ezra 1:2 -4, Perhaps still more details exist that have
not been included in either summary. Josephus the Jewish historian reports
the contents of Cyrus'’s letter to the satraps of Syria as follows:

King Cyrus to Sisines and Sarabasanes, greeting. To those among the Jews

dwelling in my country, who so wished, I have given permission to return to

their native land and to rebusld the city and build the temple of God of

Jerusalem on the same spot on which it formetly stood. (Jewish Antiquities

11.12[11.1.3], Loeb edition; emphasis is mine. Cf. also Jewssh Antiquities 11.6

[11.1.2]).

Thus Josephus maintains that Cyrus’s decree included reference to the city,
not merely the temple. Of course, Josephus may be conflating the decrees of
Cyrus and Artaxerxes, but this would be just a supposition.

Besides this, consider that the whole of Ezra 1-8 has a heavy emphasis on
the building of the temple and the restoration of worship. We cannot be
sure whether details concerning the larger concerns of the city have been
omitted. But let us even grant, for the sake of argument, that Josephus was
wrong and that Cyrus’s decree contained no explicit word about the
restoration of the city. Such a restoration of the city, at least on a humble
level, would nevertheless be presupposed as an accompaniment to the
restoration of the temple. For one thing, there would have to be workers
there in the city to engage in the restoration work on the temple. And the
temple would make little sense without a body of priests to serve in it. Some
priests would have to be settled in Jerusalem.

(c) Dan 9:2 says explicity that Daniel understood that “the desolation of
Jerusalem [ the city] would last seventy years.” In narrow interpretation,
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there is nothing to lead one to think that Daniel understood incorrectly.
Hence restoration of the city, not merely of the temple, was begun after the
70 years. To say that the restoration of the city had to wait until Nehemiah’s
time is a denial of the validity of Jeremiah's prophecy.

(d) Isa 44:28 predicts that Cyrus will speak a word respecting both the
temple ( ‘Let its foundations be laid,’ ) and the city ("he will say of
Jerusalem, Let it be rebuilt’ ). Now the word 133 (“build”), applied to the
building of Jerusalem occurs in Isa 44:28 placed in Cyrus’s mouth.® The same
word occurs in Dan 9:25 as the word in the decree. Hence, the claim that
Cyrus was concerned only with the temple contradicts Isa 44:48 and
overlooks the obvious parallel between Dan 9:25 and Isa 44:28.

(e) Once again, the opponents must be pressed to remember that the
information available to us in Nehemiah was not available in Daniel’s time.
By contrast, Dan 9:2 and Isa 44:28 were available. Dan 9:2 and Isa 44:28
were bound to be seen as linked. The information in Nehemiah was not
available to promote an interpretation in the other direction. It is true that,
after a number of years had passed, people would have been able to observe
that the gates and walls of Jerusalem had not, in fact, been restored. But it
would have taken a number of years before the difference between the small
beginnings and what was potentially possible would have been driven
home. In the meantime, people were already in a position on the basis of
Dan 9:2 and Isa 44:28 to draw their conclusions about the terminus a quo,
the beginning of the 70 weeks. Narrow interpretation demands that we stay
with the meaning in terms of zbat context, the context of Cyrus’s decree, not
a context a hundred years later. Information that we obtain later may
supplement our understanding of a text, but should not be used to
undermine the previous understanding.

6. Was Jerusalem resnbabited before 444 B.C.?

It should also be noted that there is evidence that Jerusalem was
reinhabited as a consequence of Cyrus’s decree. Neh 3:20,21,23 24 25,28 29,
and 7:3 indicated that there were houses in Jerusalem before the start of
Nehemiah's restoration project. Hence it appears that the restoration of the
temple and of the city did take place roughly together. The old walls and the
gates evidently remained in ruins until Nehemiah's time (Neh 1:3,
2:8,13,17).9 But saying that the city had no walls is not the same as saying
that it had not begun to be restored.

Over against this, John F. Walvoord appears to take an extreme position,

8In Isa44:28, are the words *' ‘Let it be rebuilt’” words that Cyrus is predicted to utter? Or are
they simply words belonging to the prediction as a whole? It seems clear that they are words of
Cyrus. The syntax makes Cyrus the most obvious subject for the verb of saying ( “K? ) in
44:28b, since he is the subject of the immediately preceding verb “will accomplish” (o%9?2).
Moreover, if 44:28b had not been intended as Cyrus’s words, it would have belonged tor the
sake of unity and clarity of thought at the end of 44:26.

Philip Mauro (The Seventy Weeks and the Great Tribulation: A Study of the Last Two
Visions of Daniel, and of the Olivet Discourse of the Lord Jesus Christ [rev. ed.; Swengel, PA:
Bible Truth Depot, 1944] 38), argues that the walls had been rebuilt before Nehemiah's time.
Neh 1:1-3 then concerns a destruction that had just recently been engineered by the enemies of
the Jews. This is possible but unlikely.
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claiming that before Nehemiah's time “the children of Israel had built
houses, but apparently they were not in Jerusalem.”19 In justification of this
he cites Neh 2:12-15,17, and Neh 11:1.

But Walvoord’s texts do not show what he thinks that they show. Let us
begin with Nehemiah 2. Nehemiah 1-2 is almost entirely oriented to the
question of the gates and walls of Jerusalem. The whole sequence of events
begins with a report to Nehemiah that “the wall of Jerusalem is broken
down, and its gates have been burned with fire” (1:3). If, in actual fact,
Jerusalem had been completely uninhabited and without houses, the lack of
houses would have been an added factor in the distress. But no mention is
made of such a circumstance. After this point Nehemiah’s plans unfold in
connection with his desire to rebuild the walls and the gates. Nothing is said
right away about repopulating Jerusalem and building houses for the
people. Nehemiah’s project is expressed in general terms in 2:5 as a project
of “rebuilding,” but in the light of 1:3 and 2:6-9 it is evident that the
rebuilding need not encompass more than city walls and city gates (and his
own residence, Neh 2:8).

Then the text reports that Nehemiah “went to Jerusalem” and stayed
there three days (2:11). Evidently he regularly spent the night inside the
boundaries of the city, since his night inspection began with him going oz
(2:13) and ended with him coming s» (2:15). Reading between the lines, we
can say that there was at least enough cleared space within the city for
Nehemiah and those with him to lodge there. Moreover, one gate was open
for traffic (2:13). But, as might be expected in a partially rebuilt city, not yet
inhabited to the full extent that it was before, another gate (or way to the
gate?) was still blocked up (2:14). Walvoord reads the negative features of
Neh 2:12-15 as if they were a comprehensive picture of the whole city. he
says “[it] pictures the city in utter ruins. . . . thestreets[all of them?] so
full of debris that his beast which carried him could not get through.”1! But
this is an overreading. Nehemiah 2 mentions only one place blocked up with
debris (2:14). And it says nothing to imply that there were no houses built in
Jerusalem.

There is evidence in Nehemiah 3 that Jerusalem was already inhabited.
Neh 3:20,21,23 24,2829 mention individual houses opposite which repair
work was done. Neh 3:25 mentions “the upper palace.” Moreover, the
entire rebuilding project was completed within a2 few months of Nehemiah's
arrival (Neh 6:15), despite opposition. The fast work does not seem to
indicate that this involves a complete process of repopulation and
rebuilding of individual dwellings.!?

Neh 7:4, describing the situation after the completion of the wall-
building, says, “Now the city was large and spacious, but there were few
people in it, and the houses had not yet been rebuilt.” Does this mean that
there were 7o houses? The previous verse, Neh 7:3, has this to say: “Also
appoint residents of Jerusalem as guards, some at their posts and some near
their own houses.” It mentions both houses and residents. Hence Neh 7:4
means only that large spaces of the city grounds were still open and not

WWalvoord, Dansel 226.
1bid.
12Cf. further Mauro, Seventy Weeks 39-41.
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rebuilt. There were only houses for the “few” people already dwelling in
Jerusalem. Hence a repopulation project was subsequently undertaken
(Neh 11:1).

Other texts show that Jerusalem was inhabited even before Nehemiah's
first visit. Let us begin with the restoration in the time of Cyrus. Where did
the people settle who, under Zerubbabel, were engaged in building the
temple (Ezra 3)? Where would the priests have lived who ministered in the
temple? Some indeed lived in surrounding towns (Neh 11:3,20, 12:27-29),
just as they had in pre-exilic times. But is it not artificial to imagine that no
one lived in Jerusalem? 1 Esdras 5:45 reports that in Zerubbabel’s time the
priests, Levites, and some of the people settled in Jerusalem as well as in the
surrounding country. 1 Esdras 5:45 may even represent the original text of
Ezra 2:70 (cf. for example the judgment of the RSV translators). Even if it
does not, it may represent an accurate historical datum. The burden of proof
falls on those who would show the opposite.

By the time of Darius (about 520 B.C.), there were certainly some living in
Jerusalem. Ezra 5:1 says that Haggai and Zechariah “prophesied to the Jews
in Judah and Jerusalem.” That alone should be weighty enough. Hag 1:4.9
indicates that at that time private homes had multiplied. Haggai does not
say explicitly that the houses were in the city of Jerusalem. But he contrasts
the state of those houses with the state of God’s house. It is most natural to
assume that he is speaking in the first instance to the inhabitants of
Jerusalem. Ezra 6:9 mentions “the priests in Jerusalem.” Ezra 4:6, bringing
us to the time of Ahasuerus = Xerxes (486 B.C.), mentions “an accusation
against the people of Judah and Jerusalem” (literally, against the inhabitants
of Judah and Jerusalem).

Ezra 7-10, describing the situation a few years before Nehemiah’s time,
confirms our supposiitons. It certainly sounds as if, in Ezra 7:7,14,24, 9:9,
10:6,and 10:7, Ezra and his companions came to a Jerusalem which was not
completely empty. Ezra 10:6, in particular, says that “Ezra withdrew from
before the house of God and went to the room of Jehohanan son of
Eliashib.” Here was a room in Jerusalem. It was not merely one of the
priest’s rooms within the temple, since Ezra “withdrew from before the
house of God” in order to go there. Ezra 10:7 says that “a proclamation was
then issued throughout Judea and Jerusalem . . . ,” which seems mys-
terious if no one was currently living in Jerusalem.

Walvoord!? has one more text on this point, namely Neh 11:1. But this
text also does not show all that he thinks it shows. He seems to think that it
demonstrates that Jerusalam was uninhabited before. All that it explicitly
shows is that the population of the city was built up to a larger figure (as
Neh 7:34 also implies). Neh 11:1 has two parts, one about the leaders and
one about the rest of the people. The KJV connects these parts using an
“also,” thereby seeming to imply that the leaders and the tenth of the people
all moved to Jerusalem for the first time. But there is no “also” in the
Hebrew. One could translate, “the leaders of the poeple dwelt in Jerusalem.
But the rest of the people cast lots to bring one out of every ten to live in
Jerusalem. . . .” That does not necessarily imply that no one at 4/l (in
particular, no one of the leaders) was dwelling in Jerusalem up until that

13Walvoord, Dansel 226.
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time. At an earlier time than Neh 11:1, Neh 7:3 mentions explicitly
“residents of Jerusalem” and “houses.” Neh 7:4 says explicitly that there
were “few people in it [Jerusalem],” implying that there were some.

One additional little piece of information contributes to the picture. Neh
12:25-26 provides the information that Mathaniah, Bakbukiah, and a
number of other Levites served as gatekeepers. “They served in the days of
Joiakim son of Jeshua, the son of Jozadak, and in the days of Nehemiah the
governor and of Ezra the priest and scribe.” What time period does this
represent? Joiakim, according to the genealogy in Neh 12:10-11, was the
next high priest in succession after Jeshua = Joshua the son of Jozadak, the
contemporary of Zerubbabel (Neh 12:1). Jeshua lived at the time of the
restoration under Cyrus in 536 B.C. (Ezra 3:1-2). Neh 12:26 is therefore
saying that Mathaniah and others were functioning as gate keepers
considerably before Nehemiah's time, as well as during Nehemiah’s time
(444 B.C. and after). Now the job of gatekeeper involved guarding the
storerooms at the gates of the temple (Neh 12:25). It is hard to imagine that
that job was done by a group of men, none of whom lived in Jerusalem until
Nehemiah'’s time.

On the basis, then, of a considerable amount of direct and circumstantial
evidence, we conclude that Jerusalem was (partially) inhabited before
Nehemiah’s time. In Nehemiah's time the people accomplished the
building of the walls and city gates (Nehemiah 3-6), and further repopulated
the city (Nehemiah 11). If one does not admit this, one comes into conflict
with Dan 9:2 and Isa 44:28 as well as with some of the verses in Ezra and
Nehemiah that we have cited.

7. The argument for finding wall-building in Dan 9:25

Another argument bases itself upon the word ¥ Wlin Dan 9:25b. The
K]V translates this word as “wall”; NASB has “moat”; NIV has “trench.”
The argument therefore is to the effect that the decree in view inDan9:25a
is a decree specifically including within its scope the building of forti-
fications, walls and gates. Hence one has to wait for the decree of Artaxerxes
(444 B.C.) to find the fulfillment.

How do we evaluate this argument? Like some of the other arguments for
the 444 B.C. date, this argument creates serious tensions with the unity of
Daniel 9. We have already noted (section 3) that the nature of Daniel’s
prayer leads us to expect an answer in the near future (corresponding to
Jeremiah'’s 70 years), an answer specifically related to the concerns of the
prayer. Unfortunately, the rebuilding of the fortifications is neither an
event of the near future nor an event that directly answers Daniel’s prayer.

On the other hand, unlike the other arguments above, this argument does
at least avoid the obvious tensions with Dan9:2 and Isa 44:28. It allows that
Cyrus’s decree can inaugurate a “rebuilding” of Jerusalem in a general sense,
as long as this does not include city fortifications. For this reason, the
argument deserves serious attention.

The major difficulty in the argument is that it overlooks the functional
difference between the decree of 9:25a and the historical results described in
9:25b. Dan 9:25a (. . . from the going forth of the commandment to
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restore and to build Jerusalem . . .")describes the nature of the verbalact
marking the beginning point of the 70 weeks; Dan 9:25b (“the street shall
be built again, and the moat . . .”) describes the nature of nonverbal
historical results. The historical results may partly be a result of the decree;
but they may exceed the bounds of what the decree says (or, hypothetically,
if the decree were ineffective, they might fall short of what the decree
specified). Moreover, the text in 9:25 says nothing about how long it will
take for the rebuilding to be completed.!* It does not say whether
fortifications will be the result of a second or third stage ina long process of
rebuilding. The dating proceeds from the original or initial issuing of the
decree. That also leaves open the question of whether there might be lter
decrees or letters dealing with speicific aspects of the rebuilding.

In addition to this major difficulty, there is one more point that is at least
a minor irritant to the position we are examining. It involves the question of
the currect translation of the word ra. The KJV (the familiar version for
popular dispensationalism) renders the word by “wall,” producing a
striking English verbal parallel with Nehemiah 1-3. But this is not a correct
translation.! The Hebrew word 370 occurs only here in the Hebrew Bible
(ignoring homonyms). Hence there is some uncertainty about its meaning.
But, on the basis of cognate languages, it appears that the most probable
meaning is “moat” or “trench.” A moat is certainly one parz of city
fortifications. Walls are another part. But the two are not the same. The
book of Nehemiah actually gives no information at all either about a decree
concerning a moat, or labors to construct one. Neither does it give any
information about a decree concerning a plaza or plazas (“plaza” being the
other key word in Dan9:25b). Perhaps work on “plaza and moat” took place
somewhat later than Nehemiah’s time. Theoretically, such work could also
have taken place earlier than Nehemiah's time! In fact Ezra 10:9 indicates
that a plaza existed in front of the temple even before Nehemiah’s visit.
(Ezra 10:9 uses the same word for "plaza” as Dan 9:25b.) Beyond that, we
simply do not have definite information. Moreover, it is at least possible to
understand the word P as denoting trenches for water-supply or
drainage, rather than a moat.16 Thus the whole construction is fraught with
difficulty.

14Cf. Paul Feinberg, “Daniel 9:24-27," 192-3.

15Theodotion translates P3™} with telytoc (“wall”). This is probably a guess based on a
superficial similarity between p=ifand P> (“party wall”) On the other hand, teTyog is itself
capable of carrying the sense “embankment” or “fortification.”” So it is possible that
Theodotion was on the right track. The Syriac Peshitta translation uses a word for “streets,”
possibly relying on a superficial similarity between? 3 Wland (“street™), or just guessing
from the meaning of the parallel term33X“'square, plaza”). The Vulgate translates with muri
(“walls”), presumably in dependence on Theodotion. These options cannot easily be
harmonized with a reasonable etymological basis for the meaning.

16Note the occurrence of P*"Wiin 3Q15 5:8 with the meaning “canal, conduit.” Discussion is
found in M. Baillet,]. T. Milik and R. de Vaux, eds., Discoveries én the Judaean Desert of Jordan
(Oxford: University Press, 1962) 244 (C71), 264 (D11). Note also P~ 7, X" M , and K¥ Win
later Hebrew and Aramaic (Marcus Jastrow, A Dictionary of the Targumim, the Talmud Babli
and Yerushalms, and the Midrashic Literature [New York: Jastrow, 1967]).
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8. Does Dan 9:25 suggest a whole series of decrees?

One final argument relies on the absence of the definite article
accompanying the word “decree” (133) in Dan 9:25. One might argue that
this means only “a decree,” “some decree” (possibly out of several decrees of
this kind). Thus, the fact that Cyrus’s decree matches the description does
not mean that it is necessarily zbe one in question. There may be several
more that fit the case. We can know which decree it is only from a much later
standpoint in history and revelation.

But this argument misunderstands the range of cases where the definite
article is regularly omitted. Gesenius’s grammer (section 125i) notes:
“. . . the article is always omited when a person or thing is to be
represented as indefinite (or indefinable) or as yet unknown; . . .” Since
the decree is still unknown to human beings at the time when it is first
mentioned to Daniel in Dan 9:25, it appropriately has no definite article.
Moreover, the omission of the article is regular,when 33 is followed by an
infinitive construct clause providing the contents of a message or condition:
28am15:28;2 Chr30:5; Ezra8:17; Deut 15:9; Isa 30:21;2 Sam 3:13; 1 Kgs
2:30; 12:16; Ezek 9:11. Thus the absence of the article in Dan 9:25 needs no
special explanation. It does not make the decree one of a possible series, any
more than is the case with the decree in 2 Chr 30:5. Moreover in the
particular case of Dan 9:25 the context of answering Daniel's prayer
indicates that one particular decree, not a whole series of possibilities, is in
view. The passage creates no tendency to look for a second decree after it is
found that Cyrus’s decree matched.

9. The “weeks” of Dansel 9

There is still one serious obstacle, however, to the date of 538 B.C. Is this
date compatible with the actual content of the prophetic predictions in Dan
9:24-27? If the events did not turn out as predicted, then what?

I believe that the prophecies of Daniel do square with later history. But to
see this, we must challenge the assumption that the “weeks” in Daniel 9 are
weeks of ordinary chronological years.

To begin with, nowhere does the text of Daniel actually say that the
“weeks” of Dan 9:24-27 are weeks of ordinary chronological years.\’ In
defense of the idea that these weeks are each seven ordinary years, appeal is
sometimes made to the mention of years in Dan 9:2, in the context of
Jeremiah's prophecy of seventy years.’® How might this be relevant? Well,
Jeremiah's 70 years are all sabbatical years, years when the land rests (2 Chr
36:21,based on Lev25:1-7). Since each year is in effect a seventh year, a total
0f 490 years or ten jubliees is involved. Hence there is indeed a close relation
between Jeremiah’s 70 years and the 70 weeks = 490 periods of Dan
9:24-27 .19 It is claimed, then, that the period of 70 weeks must be a period of
ordinary years, just as Jeremiah’s 70 years was a period of ordinary years.

17Cf. the argument in Keil, Dansel 338-9.
18Walvoord, Daniel 218; McClain, Dansel’s propbecy 19.
198ee further Kline, “"Covenant,” 461-62; McClasn, Daniel’s Prophecy 19-20.
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But the relationship between Jeremiah's 70 years and Gabriel's 70 weeks
may be more complex than that: it may be a relationship of analogy rather
than pure identity. Moreover, there is a crucial difference betweenJeremiah
and Daniel 9. Jeremiah's prophecies (Jer 25:11[12, 29:10), as well as the
reference to them in Dan 9:2, exhibit the normal method in the OT of
talking about ordinary chronological years, namely, by the inclusin of the
Hebrew word 1j ¢ "year." Daniel 9:24-27, by contrast, doesnot usetheword
"year." When theword " week" (heptad) occurswithout the qualifying word
"year," it commonly designates weeks of days (Gen 29:27-28; Exod 34:22;
Deut 16:9; 2 Chr 8:13; Jer 5:24).%° Hence there is actually grammatical-
historical reason to think that these may not be weeks of ordinary years. If
the writer had wanted to indicate years, he would normally have included
theword "year," asin Dan 9:2. Those who argue that weeks of ordinary
yearsareinvolved herecan really give noreason why theword " year” should
have been omitted. The omission is contrary to what appears to be the
regular grammatical practice in OT Hebrew.

Hence, thereisnofirm grammatical-historical reason for saying that the
week s areweeks of years. But theweeks need not be weeksof dayseither. At
theheart of thetemporal languagein Dan 9:24-27 isa sabbatical and jubilee
pattern.?! Thispattern asan OT symbolical pattern isnot confined to either
yearsor days. Infact, thereisalsoakind of " sabbatical” month, the seventh
month (Lev 23:23-43). In principle, theword " week, heptad" might also be
used todesignate a period of still another length, if that period were viewed
asrelated to the sabbatical pattern.

Thisisasfar aswecan of if weper mit only evidence from theHebrew OT
canon. However, other ancient materialswritten in Hebrew arerdevant, if
they show that thereisaregular or cusomary usage of theword " heptad.”

One such evidence comes from the pseudepigraphal book 1 Enoch,
written several centuries after Daniel. In 1 Enoch 93:3-10; 91:12-17 the
whole history of theworld isdivided up into 10" weeks'; and theweekshave
varying length when measured in terms of ordinary years. The paralle
between 1 Enoch and Daniel 9isall themoresignificant because (a) 1 Enoch
represents roughly the same genre of literature as Daniel 9 (apocalyptic);
(b) 1 Enoch and Dan 9:24-27 use a numbered patter n of weeksfor the sinilar
purpose, to outline the cour se of world history up to the renewal of heaven
and earth (1 Enoch 91:16) ; (c) both havethe sameverbal construction with
"week" not modified by an accompanying specification of "years' or "days';
(d) an Aramaic fragment of 1 Enoch from Qumran atteststhat the underlying Ar&
isindesd SI 2tf, theequivalent of theHebrew of Dan 9:24-27 (seedQENE 1
iv 15,19,25).%

If we move to atime several centuries after 1 Enoch, we can obtain some
evidence in the opposite direction. In the Talmud " week(s)" alone can be
used to designate the seven-year cyde (cf. b.Ned. 60¢, 6\a).° But this usage
occurs at a time when the rabbis had developed a large repertory of
abbreviated and technical usages for discussing mattersrelated to the OT.

2K gil, Daniel338.

ZCf. Kline, " Covenant," 458-62.

23 T. Milik, ed., The Books of Enoch: Aramic Fragments of Qumran Cave4 (Oxford:
University Press, 1976).

ZJastrow, Dictionary of the Targumin S.V.





















