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Dr. Wendy Widder, Daniel, Session 3, 

The Structure of the Book of Daniel   

Resources from NotebookLM 

1) Abstract, 2) Audio podcast, 3) Briefing Document, 4) Study Guide, and 5) FAQs 

  

1. Abstract of Widder, Daniel, Session 3, The Structure of the 

Book of Daniel, Biblicalelearning.org, BeL 

 

Dr. Wendy Widder's lecture focuses on the structural analysis of the Book of Daniel. 

She examines the book through three primary lenses: genre, chronology, and language. 

The book can be divided by genre (narrative and apocalyptic), or by the timeline laid out 

within it. Widder proposes a third way of understanding the book through its use of 

both Hebrew and Aramaic, particularly the chiastic structure formed in the Aramaic 

section. She argues this structure emphasizes the relationship between divine and 

human kingship, providing comfort and hope to those facing oppression. Ultimately, she 

argues that the book's intentional structure provides a framework for understanding 

the Book of Daniel holistically. 

2.  16 - minute Audio Podcast Created on the basis of  

Dr. Widder, Daniel, Session 3 –  Double click icon to play in 

Windows media player or go to the Biblicalelearning.org [BeL] 

Site and click the audio podcast link there (Old Testament → 

Major Prophets → Daniel).  
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3. Briefing Document: Widder, Daniel, Session 3, The Structure 

of the Book of Daniel 

Okay, here is a detailed briefing document summarizing the key themes and ideas from 

the provided source, "Widder_Daniel_EN_Session03.pdf": 

Briefing Document: Dr. Wendy Widder on the Structure of the Book of Daniel 

Introduction: 

This document summarizes the main points of Dr. Wendy Widder’s lecture on the 

structure of the Book of Daniel. Dr. Widder explores three primary ways to analyze the 

book: by genre, by chronology, and by language, ultimately arguing that the linguistic 

structure (specifically the use of Hebrew and Aramaic) reveals a deliberate and 

meaningful chiastic structure that provides an interpretive key to the book's core 

message. 

I. Structure by Genre: 

• Two Main Genres: The Book of Daniel is clearly divided into two distinct genres: 

• Chapters 1-6: Narrative Court Stories: These are stories, told in the third person, 

often categorized as "court tales" or "court stories". They are designed to be 

entertaining but also carry deeper significance. 

• Chapters 7-12: Apocalyptic Prophecy: These chapters contain visions and 

revelations characterized by symbolism, and represent a genre common during 

the Second Temple period, often arising from oppression. 

• Court Story Characteristics: 

• These narratives feature captive individuals in foreign lands serving in royal 

courts. 

• The captives (typically of lower status) rise above the native people, achieving 

success despite their oppressed status. 

• Examples include Joseph in Genesis and Esther in the Book of Esther. 

• Daniel contains two types of court stories: 

• Court Contest: A foreign captive outshines the king’s experts (e.g., Daniel 2 and 4, 

where Daniel interprets Nebuchadnezzar's dreams). As Dr. Widder notes, "It's like 

it's a contest between the king's normal staff and this foreign captive. And the 
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foreign captive comes out on top. It's a hero of lower status called in to solve a 

difficult problem, and he succeeds." 

• Court Conflict: A hero faces danger or death due to a conflict with the king’s 

officials (e.g., Daniel 3 - Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego in the fiery furnace; 

Daniel 6 - Daniel in the lion’s den). 

• Purpose of Court Stories: 

• Entertainment: These stories are "meant to be heard", particularly by those who 

share the ethnicity of the heroes, allowing them to "live vicariously through their 

hero". 

• Ethnic Pride: They foster ethnic pride among a conquered people group by 

showcasing their hero's success and triumph in a foreign land. 

• Encouragement: They encourage faithfulness and virtue in adversity by providing 

examples of virtuous people, such as Daniel and his companions. As Dr. Widder 

explains, "They could have served as examples, especially for the Jews, of how to 

live in diaspora or in exile". 

• Hope: They give hope that God has a purpose for them, even while they are in 

exile, by highlighting the influence they can have. 

• Reveal God: They show Israel’s God as superior to all other gods and affirm his 

sovereignty and control, even over foreign kings. As Dr. Widder points out, “The 

focus of those stories is to show how Israel's God is God of the nations, God of all 

gods; he is superior, and he works through his servants wherever they might be.” 

• Apocalyptic Prophecy Characteristics (Chapters 7-12): 

• These chapters are characterized by symbolic visions. 

• They feature strange creatures and beings, as well as unusual events. As Dr. 

Widder notes, "So, we've got animals with mutant features, and we've got 

strange, we got creatures rising out of the sea, and we've got animals charging 

each other and trampling them, and we don't know what the symbolism means." 

• Some chapters (particularly 9-12) contain more of an epiphany/revelation style, 

where angels provide messages directly to Daniel, rather than him seeing visions. 

• This genre often develops out of situations of oppression, with the message being 

one of the need for God’s cataclysmic intervention. 
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II. Structure by Chronology: 

• Date Markers: The book contains specific dates that provide a chronological 

framework. 

• Timeline:605 BC: Daniel taken captive (Daniel 1:1) 

• 604-603 BC: Nebuchadnezzar's dream of the statue (Daniel 2:1) 

• 553 BC: First year of Belshazzar (Daniel 7:1) 

• 551 BC: Third year of Belshazzar (Daniel 8:1) 

• 539 BC: First year of Cyrus (Daniel 1:21, Daniel 6:28) 

• 539 BC: First year of Darius (Daniel 9:1, 11:1) 

• 537 BC: Third year of Cyrus (Daniel 10:1) 

• Framework:The dates in chapter 1 provide a framework for Daniel's service and 

the book itself. 

• Chapters 2-6 cover the court stories and the reign of Nebuchadnezzar and 

Belshazzar. 

• Chapters 7 and 8 describe Daniel’s early visions, while the rest of the visions (9-

12) occur after the court stories end. Notably, the book "steps back" in time in 

chapter 7, disrupting the strict chronological order. 

• Purpose: The chronology provides a useful way to see how the various sections of 

the book are related to each other. 

III. Structure by Language: 

• Two Languages: The Book of Daniel uses both Hebrew and Aramaic: 

• Hebrew: Chapters 1-2:4, 8-12 

• Aramaic: Chapters 2:4-7 

• Aramaic Background:Aramaic is a sister language to Hebrew. 

• It was the lingua franca of the ancient Near East during the time of Daniel, called 

“Imperial Aramaic”. 

• It was also used for government and commercial purposes in the ancient world. 
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• Aramaic and Dating: The Aramaic in Daniel doesn't help to definitively date the 

book due to the long period of time Imperial Aramaic was in use (700-200 BC). 

• Theories for Aramaic Use:Gentile Audience: One theory suggests that the 

Aramaic sections were intended for Gentile audiences since they involve 

Babylonian and Persian kings. 

• Original Aramaic: Another theory proposes that the entire book was originally 

written in Aramaic and the Hebrew parts were translated later. 

• Literary Device: A third theory suggests that Aramaic is a literary device that 

lends authenticity to stories set in an Aramaic-speaking place. 

IV. Dr. Widder's Argument: The Chiastic Structure & Interpretive Key 

• Aramaic as an Interpretive Key: Dr. Widder argues that the use of Aramaic is a 

deliberate literary device, forming a chiastic structure that functions as an 

interpretive key for understanding the whole book, and specifically the themes 

addressed in chapters 8 through 12. 

• Chiastic Structure: Dr. Widder presents the following structure of the Aramaic 

chapters: 

• A - Chapters 2: Nebuchadnezzar’s dream of a statue representing four human 

kingdoms and a fifth eternal kingdom. 

• B - Chapter 3: Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego's deliverance from the fiery 

furnace for their faithfulness. 

• C - Chapter 4: Nebuchadnezzar's dream of the tree, his pride, and God's 

judgement. 

• C' - Chapter 5: Belshazzar's pride and God’s judgement 

• B' - Chapter 6: Daniel’s deliverance from the lion’s den because of his faithfulness. 

• A' - Chapter 7: Daniel’s vision of four beasts representing human kingdoms and a 

fifth eternal kingdom. 

• Purpose of Chiasm: 

• Focus on the Center: The chiastic structure is designed to draw attention to the 

central idea: “proud human kings being judged by God for their pride.” 
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• Kingship: This highlights the overarching theme of the relationship between 

divine and human kingship, underscoring that God’s kingdom is eternal. 

• Central Chapters (4 & 5): These focus on proud human kings and their responses 

to God: 

• Nebuchadnezzar is judged, but ultimately acknowledges God's greatness. 

• Belshazzar is judged instantly because he failed to learn from his predecessor's 

example and did not honor God. As Dr. Widder states: "Belshazzar was 

unteachable. He had the example of his father to follow, and yet he basically 

thumbed his nose at the God of Israel." 

• Outer Chapters (2 & 7): These highlight a cosmic view of God’s sovereignty, 

emphasizing that His reign is over all kingdoms. 

• Middle Chapters (3 & 6): These demonstrate that God's people, although living in 

foreign lands, can remain faithful, and God may deliver them, although it is not a 

promise. 

• Chapter 1: Acts as a prologue to the entire book, introducing the main characters, 

themes, and conflicts. 

• Babylonian Setting: The stories and the vision in the Aramaic section are all set in 

Babylon. 

• Transition in the visions: The apocalyptic section is set back in Palestine, and 

portrays a bleak existence of oppressed people. The themes of the chiastic 

section are particularly important for these oppressed people as a source of 

hope. 

• Comfort for the Oppressed: The chiastic structure is meant to provide these 

suffering people with a bedrock truth that God's kingdom is eternal, human kings 

are temporary, and that God will judge those who oppress them. As Dr. Widder 

summarizes, “These suffering people need to see the bedrock truth that their 

God's kingdom is eternal. It will ultimately fill the earth. All human kingdoms will 

be destroyed.” 
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Conclusion: 

Dr. Widder argues that the Book of Daniel's structure is deliberate and meaningful, not 

haphazard. The chiastic structure highlighted by the language shifts (Hebrew to Aramaic 

and back) reveals key themes related to divine and human kingship and provides a sense 

of hope and comfort for God’s people suffering in oppression. The book affirms God’s 

sovereignty, encourages faithfulness despite adversity, and provides a vision of God’s 

eternal kingdom ultimately overcoming all human kingdoms. 
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4.  Study Guide: Widder, Daniel, Session 3, The Structure of 

the Book of Daniel 

Daniel: Structure and Interpretation 

Quiz 

Answer each question in 2-3 sentences. 

1. What are the two primary genres found in the Book of Daniel, and where does 

each appear? 

2. Briefly describe the characteristics of a "court story" as discussed in the lecture. 

3. What is the difference between a "court conflict" and a "court contest," and 

where are examples of each found in Daniel? 

4. What are three purposes of the court stories in Daniel, according to Dr. Widder? 

5. How do the apocalyptic sections of Daniel differ from the narrative sections? 

6. What are the four visions presented in Daniel's apocalyptic literature, and which 

chapters present them? 

7. How does the Book of Daniel use date formulas to organize its content? 

8. Why is the use of both Hebrew and Aramaic significant to the book, and what are 

some theories about why these languages appear where they do? 

9. Describe the chiastic structure that Dr. Widder identifies in the Aramaic section of 

Daniel (chapters 2-7), and what is the central focus? 

10. According to Dr. Widder, what is the purpose of the chiastic structure within the 

book of Daniel? 

Quiz Answer Key 

1. The Book of Daniel is divided into narrative (chapters 1-6) and apocalyptic 

(chapters 7-12) genres. The narrative section contains court stories, while the 

apocalyptic section features visions and revelations. 

2. Court stories are narratives about captive people in a foreign land, often serving 

in the royal court. These stories typically involve the captive rising above the 

indigenous population through their wisdom or faith. 
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3. A court contest involves a hero who solves a problem that the king's experts 

cannot, such as in Daniel 2 and 4 with Nebuchadnezzar's dreams. A court conflict 

features the hero facing danger or death due to their faith, such as in Daniel 3 and 

6 with the fiery furnace and the lion's den. 

4. The court stories serve to entertain, foster ethnic pride among the conquered, 

and encourage people suffering adversity to follow models of virtuous faith. 

These stories reveal the power and sovereignty of God. 

5. The narrative sections tell stories in the third person, while the apocalyptic 

sections are visions that are often filled with symbolism and imagery that speak 

to the future and often the end times. The apocalyptic section features visions, 

while the narratives are more straight forward storytelling. 

6. Daniel has four visions: the first is of four beasts (chapter 7), the second is of two 

beasts (chapter 8), the third is a message from an angel (chapter 9) and the last is 

another angel with a message (chapters 10-12). These are primarily symbolic 

visions of the future. 

7. The book uses dates to establish a timeline for Daniel's service and to frame the 

court stories, with the narrative extending up to 539 BC. It then disrupts 

chronology by stepping back to place Daniel’s visions within this timeline. 

8. Daniel contains both Hebrew and Aramaic; Hebrew in chapters 1, 8-12 and 

Aramaic in chapters 2-7. Some theories are that the Aramaic was for the Gentiles, 

that the entire book was written in Aramaic then parts translated to Hebrew, and 

that Aramaic is a literary device to lend authenticity to the stories. 

9. The chiastic structure involves chapters 2 and 7, 3 and 6, and 4 and 5. The central 

focus of the chiasm is on the proud human kings, Nebuchadnezzar and 

Belshazzar, and how they are judged by God for their pride, their relationship 

with God, and how they each responded to God. 

10. The chiastic structure highlights the book's themes of divine kingship, God's 

sovereignty, and appropriate human responses to God. It uses the central 

emphasis on the judgment of proud kings to reveal the relationship between God 

and human kings. 
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Essay Questions 

1. Analyze the significance of the "court story" genre within the Book of Daniel, 

discussing its purpose, characteristics, and contribution to the book's overall 

message. 

2. Compare and contrast the narrative and apocalyptic sections of Daniel, examining 

how these distinct genres contribute to the book's theological themes and 

intended audience. 

3. Discuss the role of the date formulas in the Book of Daniel, explaining how these 

dates help to structure and organize the content while also impacting the 

interpretation. 

4. Evaluate the theories surrounding the use of both Hebrew and Aramaic in the 

Book of Daniel, discussing the implications of this linguistic structure for our 

understanding of the book's composition and message. 

5. Explain how the chiastic structure identified in the Aramaic section of Daniel 

(chapters 2-7) enhances the book’s thematic emphasis on kingship, divine 

sovereignty, and the relationship between human and divine power. 

 

Glossary of Key Terms 

• Apocalyptic: A genre of literature that features symbolic visions, often focused on 

the end times, divine judgment, and cosmic events. 

• Aramaic: A Semitic language related to Hebrew that was the lingua franca of the 

ancient Near East, used in sections of the Book of Daniel. 

• Chiasm/Chiastic Structure: A literary structure where elements are presented in a 

mirrored pattern, often with a central point, drawing attention to the middle. 

• Court Contest: A type of court story where a captive or hero of lower status uses 

their gifts to solve a problem the king's experts cannot solve. 

• Court Conflict: A type of court story where a hero or captive faces danger or 

death due to their faith or beliefs. 

• Court Story: A narrative genre common in the ancient Near East that tells the 

story of a captive in a foreign land, often serving in the royal court. 
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• Diaspora: The dispersion of the Jewish people from their homeland, living among 

other nations. 

• Epiphany Revelation: A type of apocalyptic literature where an angel appears to 

give a message, but it is not a symbolic vision. 

• Genre: A category of artistic composition characterized by similarities in form, 

style, or subject matter. 

• Imperial Aramaic: The dominant form of Aramaic used in the ancient Near East 

during the time of the book of Daniel. 

• Lingua Franca: A language that is adopted as a common language between 

speakers whose native languages are different. 

• Proto-Apocalyptic: Literature with characteristics similar to, but not fully 

developed as, later apocalyptic literature. 

• Second Temple Period: The period of Jewish history between the rebuilding of 

the Temple in Jerusalem (c. 516 BCE) and its destruction by the Romans in 70 CE. 
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5. FAQs on Widder, Daniel, Session 3, The Structure of the 

Book of Daniel, Biblicalelearning.org (BeL) 
 

Okay, here's an 8-question FAQ based on the provided source, formatted with 

markdown: 

FAQ: The Book of Daniel 

• What are the main genres found in the Book of Daniel, and how are they 

divided? 

• The Book of Daniel is divided into two main genres: narrative stories (chapters 1-

6) and apocalyptic prophecy (chapters 7-12). The narrative stories are told in the 

third person and are entertaining accounts, often categorized as "court stories." 

The apocalyptic prophecies are characterized by symbolism and visions, focusing 

on God's ultimate intervention in history. Some scholars call chapters 7-12 "proto-

apocalyptic," since they aren't quite as symbolic as something like Revelation. 

• What is a "court story," and what purpose did these stories serve in the ancient 

world? 

• A court story is a genre found in ancient Near Eastern literature recounting the 

experiences of captive people in foreign lands who often serve in the royal court. 

These stories typically involve the captive characters facing difficulties but 

ultimately rising above the native people. They were meant to entertain, foster 

ethnic pride, encourage faithfulness in adversity, and give hope to those in 

diaspora by showing the influence their heroes had in foreign courts. The court 

stories in Daniel show God's sovereignty and that God works through his people 

wherever they may be. 

• What are the different types of court stories in the Book of Daniel, and what are 

some examples? 

• Court stories in Daniel come in two flavors: court contests and court conflicts. 

Court contests are seen in Daniel 2 and 4, where Daniel solves a problem that the 

king's experts cannot. Court conflicts are seen in Daniel 3 and 6, where the main 

characters face danger for their faith and come out victorious. These stories 

demonstrate the superiority of God over earthly powers. 
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• How is the Book of Daniel structured chronologically, and what significance do 

these dates hold? 

• The Book of Daniel includes various dates that help with understanding the 

structure of the book. Daniel 1 begins in 605 BC when Daniel is taken captive and 

1:21 says he served in court up to 539 BC (the first year of Cyrus). Chapters 2-6 

form the core of the court stories and then 7-12 have visions that take us through 

the time of Belshazzar to Darius and into the reign of Cyrus. Interestingly, the 

visions in chapters 7 and 8 are actually set earlier in time than chapters 5 and 6, 

disrupting the chronology. The date references provide a chronological 

framework for the events in the book and help understand the order of the 

narrative and visions. 

• What is the significance of the shift in language from Hebrew to Aramaic in the 

Book of Daniel? 

• The book begins in Hebrew (1:1-2:4a), shifts to Aramaic (2:4b-7), and then returns 

to Hebrew (8-12). The shift to Aramaic is a unique literary feature and is not 

simply explained by a desire to make the stories accessible to those who spoke 

that language. It's been proposed the Aramaic sections represent a key to 

interpreting the book. 

• What is the chiastic structure found in the Aramaic section of Daniel, and what 

is its central point? 

• The Aramaic section of Daniel (chapters 2-7) exhibits a chiastic structure where 

the outer chapters (2 and 7) correspond to each other, and chapters 3 and 6 

mirror each other, and 4 and 5 mirror each other. The central point of this chiasm 

is chapters 4 and 5, which focus on proud human kings being judged by God for 

their pride. This structure highlights themes of divine and human kingship. 
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• How does the chiastic structure of the Aramaic section enhance the overall 

themes of the Book of Daniel? 

• The chiastic structure focuses on the relationship between divine and human 

kingship, emphasizing God's eternal kingdom and the appropriate response of 

human kings to God. The outer chapters (2 & 7) showcase a cosmic view of God’s 

sovereignty. Chapters 3 and 6 show God's people can be faithful under adverse 

circumstances. The center, 4 and 5, highlights the judgement of proud human 

kings and emphasizes the responsibility associated with authority derived from 

God. This structure emphasizes the truth that God's kingdom is eternal and 

encourages faithfulness among his people regardless of their circumstances. 

• What is the relationship between the stories set in Babylon (chapters 1-7) and 

the visions of the future in the land (chapters 8-12)? 

• The stories in chapters 1-7 are set in Babylon and offer lessons on how to live 

faithfully under foreign rule, emphasizing that God's kingdom is eternal. Chapters 

8-12 are visions set in the land, focusing on the difficult future awaiting God's 

people. The lessons and truths derived from the earlier chapters are intended to 

give hope and encouragement to God’s people as they face the difficult future 

revealed in the later visions, helping them to understand God’s sovereignty and 

the ultimate triumph of His kingdom. 


