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THE BENEFACTIONS OF
ANTIOCHUS IV EPIPHANES AND DAN 11:37-38
AN EXEGETICAL NOTE
Mark M ercer*
Daniel 11:37-38 cannot refer to Antiochus IV Epiphanes as four of the five
views regarding Dan 11:36-45 hold. The two verses indicate that the individual in
view will not show favor to any gods and will honor a god of fortresses who was not
worshiped by his ancestors. Antiochus does not fit either of these descriptions,
particularly in his religious gifts to G reek cities that were of a religious nature. The
balance of evidence favors the fifth view that holds Dan 11:36-45 is a pro phecy to
be fulfilled by a future king.
*****
One of the most difficu lt problems in the survey of the Hellenistic period
in Daniel 11 is the relationship of the King of the North in vv. 36-45 to Antiochus
IV Epiphanes. 1 Five different views on the problem exist: (1) all ten verses are a
historical account of the reign of Antiochus IV ;2 (2) vv. 36-39 are a historical
account of Antioch us and v v. 40-45 are a prophecy of the latter part of his reign;3 (3)

*
M ark Mercer is a missionary w ith C BIn terna tiona l serv ing in Na irobi, K eny a. H e teac hes Old
Testament a t t he N ai ro b i E v an g el ic al Gr ad u at e S ch o ol of Th eo lo g y. H e holds a Th.D. degree from Dallas
Theological Seminary.
1
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Po rph yry (Jer om e, Com mentary on Dan iel 11.24 ).
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Theological Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984) 14 2; A . A. B ev an , A Sho rt Com mentary on
the Bo ok o f Da niel (Cambridge: Cambridg e U niv ersi ty, 1 89 2) 1 98 ; R . H. C ha rles , A Critical and
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Lo uis F. H artm an an d A lex an de r A . Di Le lla, The Book of Daniel, AB 23 (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday,
1978) 276, 294, 303; Joh n E . Go ldin ga y, Daniel, Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas, Tex.: Word, 1989)
305; J . A . M on tgo me ry, A Critical and E xegetical Com mentary on the Book of Daniel, ICC (Edinburgh:
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vv. 36-45 were historically fulfilled by Antiochus and vv. 40-45 are a summary of
his entire reign;4 (4) vv. 36-45 refer both to Antiochus and a future king;5 and (5) vv.
36-45 were not fulfilled by Antiochus, but will be fulfilled by a future king. 6
In discussions favoring the fifth view not much h as been done to exhaust the
argument that the k ing in vv. 36-39 cannot refer to Antiochus because his
benefactions to variou s cults contradict what is said about the religion of the king of
the North. The se gifts sh ow that in contrast to what is said about the king in vv.
37-38, Antiochus did honor the ancestral gods and that he did not honor a god of
fortresses in place of them.
Verses 37 and 38 read,
He will show no regard for the gods of his fathers or for the one desired by
women, nor w ill he rega rd any god, but w ill exalt him self abo ve them all.
Instead of them, he w ill honor a god of fortresses; a god unkn own to his fathers
he will honor w ith gold and silver, with precious stones and costly gifts (NIV).
In regard to the religion of the king of the North, these verses state tha t (1) he w ill
not show favor to any gods, particularly his ancestral gods and the one desired by
women, but w ill honor himself more than any of them. Instead of honoring the
ancestral gods and the one desired by women , v. 38 states that (2) he w ill honor a
god of fortresses who was not worshiped by his ow n ancestors.
Verse 37 says that the King of the North will show no regard for the gods
of his fathers.7 The go ds of the Seleu cid ancestors of Antiochus IV were Apollo, the
patron and ancestor of the dynasty,8 as well as Zeus. 9 W alban k points out, how ever,
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Prophet Daniel, 2 v ols . (Lo nd on : K nig ht & Ha wk es, n .d.) 2 :24 6-4 7; E . W . Fa uls tich , History, Harmony,
& Daniel: A New Com puterized Evaluation (Spencer, Iowa: Chronology, 1988) 134, 148.
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Practical on th e O ld an d N ew Tes tam ents (G ran d R ap ids : Ee rdm an s, 19 45 ), vo l. 4, Jeremiah-Malachi,
by A. R. Fausset, 450-51.
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Jerome 11 :36 ; E. J . Yo un g, The Pro phecy of D aniel: A Com mentary (Grand R apids: Eerdman s,
1949) 311-12; Joh n F . W alv oo rd, Daniel: The Key to Prophetic Interpretation (Chicago: Moody, 1971)
27 0-7 3; L eo n W oo d, A Com mentary on Dan iel (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1973) 304-5.
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The phrase &*;
IK
"!
C *%
FJK
-!
B does not re fer to th e G od o f his f athe rs. Th e div ine n ame is a sim ple plural
instead of a plural of majesty because if the author had intended a supreme deity as in v. 37 a, he w ould
have used the sing ular z|H !
B as h e d oe s in vv . 37 b, 3 8, a nd 39 (W oo d, Daniel 306 ).
8
F. W . W alb an k, Monarchies and Monarchic Ideas, The Cambridge Ancient History, 2d ed.; vol.
7, pt. 1: Th e H ellen istic W orld ( Ca m br id g e: Ca m br id g e U niversity, 19 84 ) 85 ; M . M . Au stin , The
He llenistic World from Alexander to the Roman Conquest: A Selection of Ancient Sou rces in Translation
(New Yo rk: Cam bridge , 1981 ) #13 9 (O GIS 219 , ll. 25-30) an d #1 86 (O GIS 227 ).
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that these special relationships did not, of course, deter the various royal houses from
the worship of other gods and goddesses as well and from founding cults and
temp les to them.10 There are numerous exam ples of this. 11 Seleucus I sent some
gold and silver articles to be dedicated to the Savior gods at the sanctuary of Apollo
near Miletos. 12 Antiochus I had some restorations done to the temple of Nebo 13 and
he show ed piety tow ard the sanctuary of Athena.14 Seleucus II showed favor to the
temp le of Aphrodite Stratonikis in Smyrna.15 Antiochus III supported the cult of the
goddess Artemis Daittae16 and showed piety toward the temple of D ionysus in
Teos. 17
Verse 37 also says that in addition to showing no regard for his ancestral
gods, the king w ill show no reg ard for the one desired by women. Numerous
proposals have been mad e con cernin g the identity of the god18 who was desired by
women: Dionysus, 19 Tamm uz/Adonis, 20 or Nanaia/Artemis/Aphrodite, the goddess
of the temple in Elymais which Antiochus plundered in his eastern campaign.21
Instead of honoring the ancestral gods and the god desired by women,
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W alb an k, Monarchies and Monarchic Ideas 85.
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For othe r cults supported by the Seleucids, see M. Ro sto vtz eff, The So cial and Eco nom ic History
of the He llenistic W orld , 3 vols. (Oxford: Oxford University, 1941) 1:434-39.
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(New Haven, Conn.: Yale University, 1934) #5, ll. 4-5.
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James B . Pritchard , ed ., Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament, 3d. e d. w ith
suppl. (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University, 1969) 317.
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Au stin , He llenistic W orld #13 9 (O GIS 219 , ll. 35-40).
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Roger S. B agn all an d P eter De row , Greek Historical Documents: The Hellenistic Period, Sources
for B iblical Stud y, 16 (C hico, C alif.: Scholars, 1 981 ) #28 (OG IS 22 8).
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Dr ive r, Daniel 194-95.
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1 Macc 6:1-4; 2 Macc 1:13-16.
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according to v. 38 he will honor a god of fortresses 22 who was not recognized 23 by
his own ancestors. Several suggestions concerning the identity of this god are
Akraios, 24 Zeus Olympios, 25 Jupiter Capitolinus, 26 Kronos-Helios, 27 Mars, 28 or Baal
Shamem-Melcarth.29
How do the benefactions of Antiochus 30 contribute to an understanding of
vv. 37-38? Many of his gifts to Greek cities were of a religious nature, and they
benefitted the cults of the gods of his fathers, mentioned above, for whom the text
says the king showed no regard. In addition, these gifts to various cult centers
demon strate that to say An tiochus IV did not regard any god is inaccurate (v. 37).
To be specific, he resumed the construction of the temple of Zeus in Athens. 31 He
also made contributions to the temple of Zeus in Olympia.32 He built a temple for
Jupiter Capitolinus at Antioch.33 He contributed in some way to the building34 or
rebuilding35 of the temple of Apollo at Daphne. The imposition of the edict of 167
B.C. involv ed the introduction of the D ionysus cult.36 Finally, during the pany guric

The noun z|H !
B is not used figuratively here for a thing of supreme value as some have interpreted
it (e.g ., C. F . Ke il, Daniel, vol. 6 : Ezekiel, Daniel, 10 vols. (n.p., reprint ed., Grand Rapids: Ee rdmans,
1973) 466; H. C . Le up old , Exposition of Daniel (n.p.: Wartburg Press assigned to Augsburg, 1949; reprint
ed ., Grand Rapids: Baker, 1969) 517; Wal vo ord , Daniel 276 ). No t only is the n oun nev er us ed in this
sense, but the gifts mentioned in the latter part of the verse suggest that the word refers to a deity.
22

23

The verb 3$
H I* (“known”) has the idea of recog nition or a ckno wled gem ent (1 S am 2 :12; H os 5:4 ).
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Hellenistic Period, 2 vols. (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1974) 1:284.
25

Bu ng e, Der ‘Go tt der Fe stung en’ 181-82.
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Ch arle s, Book of Daniel 316; cf. Livy 41.20.9.
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O . S. Ra nk in, The Festival of Hanukkah, The Labyrinth: Further Studies in the Relation between
M yth and Ritu al in th e An cien t Wo rld, ed . S. H . H ook e (Lo ndo n: Society for Promoting Christian
Knowledge, 1935) 198.
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A s ug ge stio n o f D rive r, Daniel 195.
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J. M org en ster n, The King-God A mong the W estern Semites and the Meaning of Epiphan es, VT 10
(1960):167 n. 1.
30
For An tioch us IV ’s be nefa ction s, see H eng el, Judaism and H ellenism 1:28 5-8 6; Bezalel
Bar-Ko chva, Juda s Ma ccabaeu s: The Jewish Struggle against the Seleucids (Cambridge: Cambridge
University, 1989) 230-31; O tto M ørk ho lm, An tioch us IV of Sy ria, Classica et Mediaevalia: Dissertationes,
8 (Copenhagen: Gyldendalske Boghandel, 1966) 55-63, 118-22, 131-32.
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Livy 41.20.8; Polybius 26.1.11; Strabo 9.1.17; Velleius Paterculus 1.10.1; Vitruvius 7.15.
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Pausanias 5.12.4-5.
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Livy 41.20.9.
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Ammianus Marcellinus 22.13.1.
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M ørk ho lm, An tioch us IV of Sy ria 119, 122.
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2 Macc 6:7.
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at Daphne in the summer of 166, a vast number of images were involved in the
procession 37 and following these games Apollo was honored with a new coinage of
gold staters and tetradrachms.38 Antiochus also contributed some statues around the
altar at Delos. 39 Delos was thought to be the birthplace of Apollo and was
considered sacred to him.40
The above facts show that Antiochus did indeed show regard for the gods
of his fathers, Apollo and Zeus, as well as to others—unlike the King of the N orth
in Dan 11:37-38 . In conclusion, the opinions of two ancient historians note the
character of Antiochus IV Epiphanes as it relates to religion:
Nevertheless in two great and im portan t respec ts his sou l was truly royal— in his
benefactions to cities and in the honours paid to the gods (Livy 41.20.5)
But in the sacrifices he furnished to cities and in the honours he paid to the gods
he far surpassed all his predecessors . . . (Polybius 26.1.10)
From what Livy and Polybiu s have to say abou t Antiochus IV E piphanes, to view
him as the K ing of the North in D an 11 :36-45 is difficu lt. This factor favors the fifth
view regarding Dan 11:36-45, that a yet-future king will fulfil the prophecy.
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