IN THE SECOND YEAR OF THE REIGN OF
NEBUCHADNEZZAR (DANIEL 2:1)

ZVI RON

The second chapter of the Book of Daniel details Daniel's rise to promi-
nence in the court of Nebuchadnezzar as a result of being able to interpret the
king's dream when none of the court magicians were able to do so. The chap-
ter begins, In the second year of the reign of Nebuchadnezzar, Nebuchadnez-
zar had a dream; his spirit was agitated...(Daniel 2:1). This verse is very
problematic because it does not fit in to the chronology established in the first
chapter of Daniel.

Daniel 1 describes how In the third year of the reign of King Jehoakim of
Judah, King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon came to Jerusalem and laid siege to
it (Dan. 1:1). King Nebuchadnezzar ordered Ashpenaz to kidnap some Israel-
ites of royal descent and of the nobility (Dan. 1:3) to be trained for the king's
service (Dan. 1:5). Included among these young men was Daniel (Dan. 1:6).
The course of training was three years long (Dan. 1:5), after which Daniel
was tested and entered the service of King Nebuchadnezzar (Dan. 1:18-21).
Thus, before Daniel joined the court, at least three years of Nebuchadnezzar's
rule had passed. The events of Daniel chapter 2, with Daniel already part of
the court, could not have taken place as written, In the second year of the
reign of Nebuchadnezzar.!

The majority of modern Bible scholars assume that this dating is a remnant
of an older story about Daniel which was later sloppily incorporated into the
text we have before us. "The date may have already been in the older story
that our author incorporated as chapter 2 of his book, and he was not con-
cerned about his historical accuracy."2

Some scholars explain that Daniel had indeed not completed his three year
training period, and for this reason he was not called in to interpret the king's
dream along with the other wise men.3 However, the plain sense of the text
indicates that the events of chapter 2 follow chronologically the end of the
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training and interview with Nebuchadnezzar described at the end of Daniel
chapter 1.* Other suggestions are that perhaps part of a year of the training
period was counted as a full year, or that the regnal years of Nebuchadnezzar
are calculated differently than the years of training,® or that Nebuchadnezzar
began governing during the reign of his father and only later officially be-
came the king.®

There are two Greek translations of Daniel preserved in the Septuagint.
Theodotion has chapter two of Daniel take place in the second year of his
reign as in the Masoretic Text. However the Old Greek has a different ver-
sion of the verse which resolves the chronological difficulty, the events take
place in the twelfth year of Nabouchodonosor's reign.7 This version was ac-
cepted by Early Church Fathers as well as modern scholars, attributing the
phrase second year of the reign of Nebuchadnezzar to scribal error.®

Traditional rabbinic commentaries eschew explanations based on slipshod
editing or textual emendations. Seder Olam Rabbah, an early rabbinic work
already quoted in the Talmud, deals with chronological matters. In comment-
ing on the difficulty posed by Daniel 2:1, Seder Olam explains, "Scripture
counts the years after the destruction of the Temple."9 Meaning that the verse
is not counting the years from the time Nebuchadnezzar actually became king
of Babylonia, but rather the number of years since he destroyed the Temple.
This explanation is almost universally the one presented in rabbinic commen-
taries, including R. Saadia Gaon,*° Rashi, Malbim and the Da'at Mikra com-
mentary. Pseudo-Saadia (to Dan. 2:1) explains that this method of chronolo-
gy makes sense because "when Nebuchadnezzar destroyed Jerusalem the text
raised him up as if he became king at that time."

Ibn Ezra (on Dan. 2:1) explains that the second year of the reign refers to
the number of years since Nebuchadnezzar conquered many countries, thus
expanding his empire greatly. This approach may already be seen in Jose-
phus, who explains the second year as "two years after the sacking of
Egypt."'! R. Manasseh ben Israel, in his 15™ century work The Conciliator,
which seeks to reconcile contradictions within the Bible, combines the ap-
proach in Seder Olam with this view. He explains that "after conquering Ju-
dea in the space of two years, he subdued Ammon, Egypt, Moab, and twenty
one nations, as related by Jeremiah, remaining then universal monarch. Proud
of his grandeur, the Lord showed him in dreams that his monarchy would
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shortly terminate and others succeed it, as experience has shown."" Thus,
two years after the destruction of the Temple coincided with the expansion of
the Babylonian empire, so it makes sense why Nebuchadnezzar was shown
the dream at this time.

Even accepting this traditional approach, why would the Bible purposely
use a misleading statement, In the second year of the reign of Nebuchadnez-
zar, leading to an obvious chronological difficulty? There is one important
element not noted by all these commentaries which sheds additional light on
this verse.

The parallels between the Daniel and Joseph narratives are well known and
well documented. Broadly, in both narratives, a young Israelite described as
being good looking (Gen. 39:6; Dan. 1:4) is taken into captivity, yet ultimate-
ly rises to prominence after interpreting the king's dream. There are signifi-
cant parallels particularly between Daniel 2 and Genesis 41. In both narra-
tives the king is described as agitated (Gen. 41:8, Dan. 2:1). In both the king
and his court are unable interpret the dream (Gen. 41:8, Dan. 2:1-11). In both,
the Israelite hero has someone at court who presents him to the king (the
cupbearer in Genesis 41:9-13, Ariokh in Daniel 2:25). In both narratives the
Israelite dream interpreter states that the interpretation of dreams rests with
God (Gen. 40:8; Dan. 2:28) and that God makes known what will come to
pass (Gen. 41:25; Dan. 2:28). Both end with the hero promoted/rewarded by
the king (Gen. 41:39-45, Dan. 2:48).13

These parallels set the stage for commentators throughout history to make
connections and comparisons between the Joseph and Daniel narratives. For
example, Midrash Tanhuma (Miketz 2) compares the agitation felt by Phar-
aoh and Nebuchadnezzar after their respective dreams. Since the word used
to describe the agitation of Nebuchadnezzar (Dan. 2:1 va-titpa'em ruho) is
almost the same as that used for Pharaoh (Gen. 41:8 va-tippa'em ruho) except
for one additional letter, we learn that Nebuchadnezzar was more agitated
than Pharaoh, since he could not even remember his dream. This was elabo-
rated by Tosafot and Rosh in their interpretations of the Joseph and Daniel
narratives.’* Once the narratives were understood to be similar, even fanciful
connections were made, such as finding the numerical value of Daniel hidden
in the Joseph story.1®
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One parallel not noted in the commentaries is the opening verse of Genesis
41, After two years' time, Pharaoh dreamed that he was standing by the Nile.
The reference is to two years since the cupbearer was released from prison at
the end of Genesis 40. It would seem that the intent of Daniel 2:1 is to draw a
parallel to the Joseph narrative in Genesis at the very beginning of the dream
episode; the events took place "after two years."*® What the exact event was,
that took place two years earlier, is functionally irrelevant, for the purpose of
the parallel to the Joseph narrative all that is needed is that the Daniel episode
begins with a phrase along the lines of "two years later..."

Daniel 2:1 uses the phrase In the second year of the reign of Nebuchadnez-
zar to begin its dream narrative in the same way the Joseph narrative does. It
is intended foremost as a literary device, and this determined its usage in
Daniel. Once this terminology was chosen and the parallel was established,
the rabbis found ways to make it meaningful from a historical perspective as
well, though historical concerns were not the driving force behind the author
of this passage.
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