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QUOTES

Overarching these significant theological issues is the problem of theodicy, God’s way of
dealing with evil in the world. The book of Daniel projects a clear solution to this problem:
God will not be mocked. God will achieve the divine purpose of the redemption of the world.
Because this is the case, the Daniel who survives in exile and outshines the other wise men is
not a passive figure who waits quietly until the Great Assize, but is one who issues forth into the
fray. That is why we can speak of the first chapters of the book of Daniel as “interim ethics,”
that is, as instruction on how the saints should live in-between the times. The faithful friend
of God does not simply hang on, observe all the strictures of the sect, and survive. The
saint’s courage inspires others to believe and gives hope to those who are losing their hope.
The saint helps bring about a world in which God is honored, idolatry is ended, the cries of
the needy are heard, and the oppressed are liberated. Like the deeds of his fictional
contemporaries, Esther, Judith, and Tobit, Daniel’s deeds vindicate the daring and courage of
believers, grounded as they are in well-placed faith in the self-vindication of the God of Israel.1
Christian readers will also recognize a similarity to the picture of the ministry of Jesus in the
NT. The “little apocalypses” of the Synoptic Gospels (Matt 24–25, Mark 13, Luke 17:20–37)
are to the account of Jesus’ ministry what the chaps. 7–12 of the book of Daniel are to the deeds
of Daniel and his friends in Daniel 1–6. Jesus’ ministry of healing and of liberating persons
from the bondage of sin and despair was shot through with a strong sense of the immediacy
of the coming kingdom, which would vindicate God’s way of combating evil in the world.
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His message, too, was a call not to quietism but to action, an invitation to people to offer in
their own lives a foretaste of the character of the new age that is coming. His offer, like that
of the book of Daniel, is of an “interim ethic,” a vital and productive way of living inbetween the times.2
Daniel also heavily influenced the language and thought of the New Testament that follows
it. Jesus’ self-designation as “the Son of Man” is based upon the mysterious figure who
appears coming on the clouds in Daniel 7:13. Mark’s Gospel has Jesus refer to this verse from
Daniel twice (Mark 13:26; 14:62) with regard to his coming glory. Jesus’ very proclamation of
“the kingdom of God” is closely connected to the visions of the coming of God’s kingdom in
Daniel 2 and 7. In addition to these strong ties to the person and preaching of Jesus, the
book of Daniel also profoundly inspired the book of Revelation. The prophetic visions and
fantastic imagery in the latter are unmistakably based on those of the former.3
Christian faith inevitably calls us to active nonconformity with the world, even in the
manner in which we daily live our lives—the food we choose to consume, and the clothing
we choose to wear. The message of Daniel 1 is a powerful reminder for us to search within
ourselves for those aspects of “the king’s food and wine” that we ought to resist for the sake of
the gospel message. For the writer of Daniel, food was merely one symbol among many others
of the resistance to total domination and total assimilation to the culture and ways of dominant
powers. So, too, is the Christian life a life of resistance—to the enticements of financial
power and control over the destiny of others—such as powerful nations over the
developing world—and to the enticements of luxury that come from the abuse of underpaid
laborers in struggling societies. For Christians from dominant cultures in North America,
Australia, and Europe, a man like Ashpenaz, rather than Daniel, may provide a more apt role
model of resistance. Ashpenaz emerges from the power elite to have sympathy for those who
suffer and resist. But like Ashpenaz, the faithful among the elite must be aware that their
faith borders on treason; hence identification with, let alone sympathy for, the “exiled”
peoples may have its cost.69 4
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This confidence in God’s ultimate victory in the struggle with evil may be the single most
profound source of hope available in our modern culture. Science and fiction alike give only
ambiguous readings of the future, encouraging us when they point toward to the evolution of
the human species toward ever greater capacities, but often discouraging us, as well, whey they
point to totalitarian “big brothers” whose strength is underwritten by technology and nuclear
threats. The most radical forms of Marxism and Islam offer to our age alternative
eschatologies, but both require the destruction of significant parts of the human
community in order that the purposes of emancipation be achieved. In contrast, biblical
apocalyptic literature sometimes attains a vision that is universal in scope and that is rich
with hope for all things. On the great day that is coming, “the creation itself will be set free
from its bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God”
(Rom 8:21). On that great day, “one like a human being” will be given “dominion and glory
and kingship … His dominion is an everlasting dominion that shall not pass away, and his
kingship is one that shall never be destroyed” (Dan 7:13–14).5

MAP

5

W. Sibley Towner, “Daniel, Book Of,” ed. Katharine Doob Sakenfeld, The New Interpreter’s Dictionary of
the Bible (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2006–2009), 22.

GANZ NOTES – DANIEL OF THE BOOK OF DANIEL 1-6

3

INTRODUCTION TO THE BOOK OF DANIEL

Counted among the prophets in the ancient Greek and modern Christian versions of the Bible,
but included among the wisdom writings in the OT and modern Jewish translations, this work
readily falls into two parts. It begins with six tales about the wise and heroic exploits of the
young Jew Daniel (see DANIEL) and his three friends in the courts of Babylon and Media
(see ASSYRIA AND BABYLONIA). These tales reflect a degree of acceptance of the rule of
the imperial powers, over which the book believes the God of Israel is sovereign.6
The behavior of Daniel and his friends in the tales of chaps. 1–6 can serve as our starting point.
Even if these chapters originated separately from the apocalyptic visions of chaps. 7–12, the
authors are offering the characters to their audience as ideal heroes. In the context of foreign
captivity, the four young Jews are steadfast in their observance of Torah, and in their refusal
to participate in idolatrous royal cults. Their faithfulness repeatedly puts their lives at risk,
and though they are not martyrs, they are certainly “saints.” In the apocalyptic half the book
of Daniel we learn that when God finally overcomes the oppressors of the world, the kingdom is
given to “the people of the holy ones of the Most High” (7:27). Probably these heirs of the age
to come are identical with “the people who are loyal to their God … the wise among the people”
(11:32–33) and “everyone who is found written in the book” (12:1). Since all of these epithets
apply to the heroes of chaps. 1–6, we can assume that the authors are presenting a consistent
picture of loyalists willing to endure suffering and persecution for the sake of their community
and their God. The authors surely identify themselves with these figures that they are
recommending, and are addressing themselves to an audience that shares their admiration
for the fidelity of the heroes.7
In spite of these peculiarities, the book of Daniel is a unified composition with a central
message that permeates the whole. This message relates to the challenge of living in fidelity
to the LORD and to his covenant in a world where Israel is no longer an autonomous nation
but is subject to foreign kings and kingdoms. This new situation begins at the time of the
Babylonian exile in which the book of Daniel is set, but for Daniel it does not end with the
return from Babylon. Rather, he sees the position of the postexilic Jews who are pawns in the
power politics of the world’s great empires as equally unacceptable. The book of Daniel
addresses difficult questions about the nature of God and God’s justice, attempting to
discern God’s presence and action in this unjust world order. Daniel communicates a vision
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of world history that unfolds according to the design of God. The present hardships under
foreign rule are only temporary and will soon give way to the definitive kingdom of God.
This theology, which sees God as supreme ruler and judge, is a continuation of Israelite
thought. Daniel builds upon and interprets these earlier biblical traditions for the new world in
which the Jews find themselves.8

DATE – Much figurative scholarly blood has been shed over the date of the book of Daniel.
More traditional and conservative commentators have regarded the book’s own 7th and 6th
cent. BCE dates for the tales and visions as accurate; in contrast, modern critical
commentators are almost unanimous in arguing that the book as we have it is the product
of the early 2nd cent. BCE. Numerous historical problems in the book show its grasp of exilic
history to be rather more inaccurate than would be expected from writers who had actually
experienced it.9 … A 100 BCE date for 1 Maccabees gives us a reliable date for the acceptance of
the book of Daniel as scripture…. This date for the canonical form of the book of Daniel does
not require that all parts of it came into existence at that time. The book certainly has a
redaction history, though general agreement on the outlines of it has not been reached. The
diaspora and even somewhat pro-Babylonian outlook of the tales in chaps. 1–6 suggest that
these stories circulated as a separate and earlier Daniel cycle before being incorporated
into the present book. They may even have originated in Jewish exilic contexts.10
We have seen in the discussion of the composition of Daniel that the tales in Daniel 1–6 are
pre-Maccabean and older than chaps. 7–12, but also that the ostensible setting of the tales
in the Babylonian Exile is a fiction. While the collection of the tales must be assigned to the
Hellenistic age, we lack the specific allusions that would enable us to ground the tales, either
individually or taken together, in a specific place and time. We must be content, then, with
more general inferences from the genre of the tales about the kind of circles that produced this
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literature and their place in Judaism. Such inferences are, of necessity, hypothetical, but
degrees of probability can be distinguished between different hypotheses.11
Set in Babylon during the time of the exile (ca. 598–538 B.C.), and spanning the reigns of
foreign kings from Nebuchadnezzar to Cyrus the Persian, the book of Daniel speaks God’s
word to a people who have been dispossessed. As the prayer in chapter 3 spells out, the people
have “no prince, prophet, or leader, / no burnt offering, sacrifice, oblation, or incense, / no
place to offer first fruits, to find favor with [God]” (3:38). Such was the new reality for the
Jewish people throughout much of the exilic and postexilic periods. The book of Daniel, which
was probably written during the darkest hour of this difficult time (the persecution of the Jews
under Antiochus IV from 167–164 B.C.), reaffirms God’s constant care for his people and
ultimate lordship over history. It is a rousing call to remain faithful to the living God who does
not forsake those who hope in him.12

LANGUAGE – The book of Daniel is written in two languages. Dan 1:1–2:4a and chaps. 8–
12 are written in Late Biblical Hebrew. The intervening passage, Dan 2:4b–7:28, is expressed
in the language spoken in Judea at the end of the first millennium BCE, the so-called
“Official Aramaic” (see ARAMAIC, ARAMAISM). This tongue had become the lingua
franca of the multi-national empires of the ANE, and was used in official correspondence,
court records, and inscriptions from the days of the Assyrian empire (1100–605 BCE)
through the Hellenistic period (down to 30 BCE). Why the book of Daniel has this bi-lingual
character continues to be debated, with no definitive answer at hand. Clearly, the more
nationalistic and anti-Hellenistic factions in Judea resisted the penetration of Greek culture in
various ways, and the use of indigenous Aramaic might have been one of their means of doing
so. One widely held theory is that the entire book was originally written in Aramaic and that
Dan 1:1–2:4a and 8–12 were later translated into Hebrew.13
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Aramaic14 describes a cluster of closely related dialects that first appear ca. the 9th cent.
BCE and continue in use down to today. It belongs to the subdivision of the Semitic
languages commonly referred to as Northwest Semitic that also includes the Canaanite
dialects, most notably, Hebrew.15… In the 19th cent. CE, excavations in Babylonia
directed attention especially to this Neo-Babylonian-Chaldean Empire. Since the Book
of Daniel is set during that time, scholars then referred to the non-Hebrew language
of that book (i.e., Aramaic) as “Chaldee” or “Chaldean.” These terms are no longer in
use but are met in older references.16

Introduction
I. General Introduction to the Book of Daniel
Daniel is one of the earliest exemplars of the apocalyptic genre. Accordingly, its
relationship to the genre is rather different than that of later works.473 On the one hand,
its composite origin gives it an ad hoc, experimental character. The combination of tales
and visions does not conform to any clear precedent and, indeed, does not become a
recurrent feature of the genre. 17
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The Book of Daniel is found among the Writings in the Hebrew Bible but is associated with the
Prophets in the versions and in modern Christian editions.1 The first half of the book recounts
the exploits of one Daniel and his companions, who were reportedly deported to Babylon
and rose to prominence in the Babylonian court.
Babylon was located in Mesopotamia, the site of the world’s first urban civilization.
Many features converged to make urbanization possible, but primary among them was
access to the slow-moving water of the Euphrates, and to a lesser extent the Tigris,
which makes the alluvial plain of southern Mesopotamia easily irrigable. Urbanization
took place in this region in the late 4th and early 3rd millennia BCE. The Euphrates did
not flow through a single channel at this time but through several branches along which
the most important cities were established. Babylon itself was located along the Arah
~tum-branch, which in later texts is identified with the Euphrates itself.18
The OT contains nearly 300 references to Babylon, the region of Babylonia, or its
inhabitants, as well as eighty-nine references to the ethnically precise term
“Chaldea/n/s.” Because of its international and cultural significance, and its role later in
destroying Jerusalem and deporting large portions of its citizens, Babylon came to carry
theological significance in the Bible even beyond its obvious historical importance. The
city itself came to symbolize ungodly power.19
In addition to these historical connections between Babylon and Israel—and indeed,
partly because of these connections—Babylon also plays an important theological and
ideological role in the OT. Especially notable in this regard is the pejorative tone
adopted so frequently by Israelite prophets when referring to Babylon, a nation
used as an instrument of divine wrath against Israel, which destroyed Jerusalem and
deported large portions of its citizens. Thus Babylon is referred to by the ancient
literary cipher known as ATHBASH, in which “Sheshach” is a cryptogram for
“Babylon” in contexts of rebellion and horror, and “Leb-qamai” stands for “Chaldea”
(Jer 25:26; 51:1, 41; respectively). Babylonian religion and imperialism come under
especially sharp attack in the Hebrew prophetic literature. From the perspective of
1
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the Israelite prophet, Babylon may be compared to Sheol, for just as Sheol’s
appetite for the dead is insatiable, so is the greed of the Babylonian empire for other
nations (Hab 2:5).20
BABYLONIAN JUDAISM. Many inhabitants of Judah were deported to Babylonia
when Nebuchadnezzar conquered Judah in 587/586 BCE. Following the Persian
occupation of Babylonia, Cyrus permitted the deportees to return, yet many remained.
Rabbinic Judaism emerged during the Sassanian Empire (ca. 220 CE). The community
was organized under the leadership of an exilarch. Talmudic academies for study of the
MISHNAH arose in centers such as Sura and Pumbeditha (see TALMUD), which
persisted into the 11th cent. CE. Jews continued to live in Babylonia (Iraq) through the
20th cent.21
The second half contains revelations given to Daniel with reference to a later time. The versions
include some materials not found in the Hebrew Bible: two long prayers in chap. 3 and the
stories of Susanna and of Bel and the Serpent. These are included in the canon of the Roman
Catholic Church but are regarded as apocryphal by Protestants.
According to the consensus of modern critical scholarship, the stories about Daniel and his
friends are legendary in character, and the hero himself most probably never existed. The
earliest clear allusion to this Daniel is found in 1 Macc 1:60*, dating to about 100 B.C.E.2 The
name Daniel does occur in some earlier texts. Ezra 8:2* mentions a priest named Daniel, son of
20
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Ithamar, who went up from Babylon to Jerusalem with Ezra, but this was at least a century after
the Exile.3 More controversy has surrounded mention of the name Daniel in the Book of
Ezekiel. Ezekiel 14:14* says that when a land sins, “even if these three Noah, Daniel and Job
were in it, they would deliver but their own lives by their righteousness.” Ezekiel 28:3* taunts
the king of Tyre: “Are you wiser than Daniel?”4 It seems clear from these references that
Daniel was already the name of a legendary figure, famed for righteousness and wisdom, in
the time of Ezekiel.5
The view that Daniel was the name of a traditional, legendary figure received support from the
discovery of the Aqhat story in the Ugaritic literature.6 There we find a king named Daniel
(dn˒il) who is initially childless. He supplicates the gods and is given a son, Aqhat. The son,
however, runs foul of the goddess ‛Anat and is struck down. Daniel retrieves his son for burial
and his daughter, Pughat, sets out to avenge her brother. Daniel is evidently a righteous man
who supplicates the gods and, as king, gives judgment for widows and orphans.7 He is not
3
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portrayed as exceptionally wise, and even his righteousness is incidental to the story.8 If this
is indeed the same hero that Ezekiel refers to, the prophet must have known other traditions
about him.9 Nonetheless it seems gratuitous to suppose that there were two unrelated
legendary figures by the name of Daniel.
The relevance of this figure to the hero of the Book of Daniel is limited. Only the name is taken
over. He is given an entirely new identity as a Jew in the Babylonian Exile. There is no reason
to suppose that the authors or tradents of the tales were at all aware of the Ugaritic legend.
Most probably the name was taken from Ezekiel. Because Daniel was not as well-known as
Noah and Job in Jewish circles, the post-exilic author was free to attach the name to a figure
who would illustrate righteousness and wisdom in a historical context.
A few other occurrences of the name Daniel should be noted. It is the name of one of the
Watchers, or fallen angels, in 1En 6:7. It also appears as the name of a good angel on an
Aramaic incantation bowl.10 Finally, Jub 4:20 reports that Enoch took a wife whose name was
Edni, “the daughter of Danel, his father’s brother.” This latter figure may well be a variant of the
Ugaritic Dn˒il, but his tradition history remains obscure. In any case, none of these uses of the
name Daniel seems to have influenced the hero of our biblical book.22
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Josephus already distinguished between the stories about Daniel, which he treated as an
historical source, and Daniel’s writings or “prophecy.”335 The possibility that the two halves of
the book came from different authors was entertained already in the eighteenth century. Little
attention, however, was paid to the genre of the tales until the end of the nineteenth
century. Rosenthal laid the foundation for future studies when he observed the affinities of
Daniel 1–6 with the stories of Joseph and Esther.336 The basis of comparison was widened by
George Barton’s study of the story of Aḥikar in relation to Daniel.337 L. B. Paton, in his ICC
commentary on Esther, confidently assigned that book to the same age and the same class of
literature as “the Jewish romances,” Daniel, Tobit, Judith, 1 Esdras 3, and the story of Aḥikar.338
Gunkel and Baumgartner went further and placed the biblical tales in the broader context of
Near Eastern court tales, which are also found in Herodotus, Ktesias, Xenophon, and the
Thousand and One Nights.339 The most thorough formulation of this approach to the tales as yet
presented is that of Lawrence Wills.340 23
The categories of folklore are undoubtedly helpful for appreciating the genre of Daniel 1–6.
We have already noted the folkloric theme of “the disgrace and rehabilitation of a minister” in
connection with Aḥikar and Daniel 6. The theme of the lowly person who attains status by
*335
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(1895) 278–84. Paul Riessler (“Zu Rosenthal’s Aufsatz, Bd. XV, S.278ff,” ZAW 16 [1896] 182) contended that the
affinities were not found in the OG and were secondary in nature. Rosenthal replied in his “Nochmals der
Vergleich Ester, Joseph, Daniel,” ZAW 17 (1897) 125–28, that there are ample parallels between the texts, even in
the OG.
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George A. Barton, “The Story of Aḥikar and the Book of Daniel,” AJSL 16 (1899/1900) 242–47. See
also F. C. Conybeare, J. Rendel Harris, and Agnes Smith Lewis, The Story of Aḥikar (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1913) lx–lxii.
ICC International Critical Commentary
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Lewis B. Paton, Esther (ICC; New York: Scribner’s, 1916) 75.

Xenophon of Athens (c. 430–354 BCE), pupil of Socrates, author of various historical, philosophical and
scholarly works, ed. E. C. Marchant, 1900 ff.
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Hermann Gunkel, “Esther,” in RGG (2d ed.; Tübingen: Mohr, 1928) 378–79; Walter Baumgartner,
Das Buch Daniel (Giessen: Töpelmann, 1926) 9; idem, “Ein Vierteljahrhundert Danielforschung,” 131 ; Curt Kuhl,
Die drei Männer im Feuer (BZAW 55; Giessen: Töpelmann, 1930) 58.
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Wills, The Jew in the Court of the Foreign King.
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solving a problem when no one else can is also widely known in folklore and underlies Daniel 2
and 5 365 while this universal, cross-cultural aspect is important, however, it should not eclipse
the local color of the tales, which derives in large part from their setting in a royal court.366…
The most widely accepted categorization of these stories is undoubtedly “court tales.”367
Stories of courtiers and their intrigues and adventures were widespread in the ancient Near
East, although only a few have survived in Semitic languages.24
The function of the tales was aptly described by Humphreys: they project a “life-style for
diaspora” that affirms the possibility of participating fully in the life of a foreign nation.421 Daniel
and his companions exemplify the advice of Jeremiah to the exiles: “Seek the welfare of the city
where I have sent you into exile…for in its welfare you will find your welfare” (Jer 29:7*). At the
same time, the tales insist on the importance of fidelity to the Jewish religion and refuse any
compromise with idolatry. It is because of (not despite) their fidelity to their own God that the
Jews succeed.25

The six tales that make up the first half of the book narrate the successes in the courts of
Babylon and Media of the young Jewish exiles, Daniel and his three friends Shadrach, Meshach,
and Abednego. In chap. 1, the captive youths profit by the training they receive at the
Babylonian academy of wisdom. They rise to high positions in the court of King
*365

Jan de Vries, Die Märchen von den klugen Rätsellösern (Folklore Fellows Communications, 73;
Helsinki: Suomalainen tiedeakatemia, 1928); Niditch and Doran, “The Success Story”
366

Pamela J. Milne (Vladimir Propp and the Study of Structure in Hebrew Biblical Narrative [Sheffield:
Almond, 1988]) has attempted to apply the categories of Propp’s Morphology of the Folktale (2d English ed.;
Austin: Univ. of Texas Press, 1968) to the tales of Daniel. She concludes: “Since none of the stories in Daniel 1–6
could be fully described with the aid of Propp’s model…in this case Propp’s model could not be used to classify
according to genre” (p. 264).
*367

This was already true when Baumgartner published his survey of scholarship in 1939 (“Ein
vierteljahrhundert Danielforschung,” 131).
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John Joseph Collins and Adela Yarbro Collins, Daniel: A Commentary on the Book of Daniel, ed. Frank
Moore Cross, Hermeneia—a Critical and Historical Commentary on the Bible (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press,
1993), 42.
*421 Humphreys, “Life-Style” 222–23.
* 7 But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for
in its welfare you will find your welfare. Jeremiah 29:7 (NRSV)
25 John Joseph Collins and Adela Yarbro Collins, Daniel: A Commentary on the Book of Daniel, ed.
Frank Moore Cross, Hermeneia—a Critical and Historical Commentary on the Bible (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress
Press, 1993), 51.
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Nebuchadnezzar (605–562 BCE) in spite of their refusal to compromise their Jewish identity
and independence by partaking of the sumptuous fare of the king’s table. In chap. 2, as to
Joseph long before him, God gives to the ideal courtier, Daniel, the gift of dream interpretation.
Daniel reveals that Nebuchadnezzar’s dream of a colossus made of four metals, descending in
order of value, whose feet of iron and clay are smashed by a great stone that fills the whole
earth, is a summary of imperial history through four empires culminating in final and eternal
fifth monarchy. Chapter 3 narrates the heroism of the three friends who prefer being thrown
into a fiery furnace to bowing down before an image of the king. Saying that they will remain
faithful to God whether or not God can save them (3:16–18), they survive the ordeal with the
help of a mysterious fourth man with “the appearance of a god” (3:25) who joins them in the
flames. Nebuchadnezzar’s second dream of his own exaltation and subsequent humiliation to
animalism, Daniel’s interpretation of it, its fulfillment, and the king’s hymn of praise to God
make up the content of chap. 4. The fifth tale recounts the interpretation by Daniel of
mysterious words (see MENE, MENE, TEKEL, AND PARSIN) written by a ghostly hand on
the wall of the banquet hall of BELSHAZZAR. Finally, in chap. 6, we hear a successor king,
“DARIUS the Mede,” reluctantly sentence Daniel to death in a DEN OF LIONS because he is
charged with violating the royal edict that all prayers be directed to the king alone. God saves
Daniel, of course, his accusers are eaten by the lions, and Darius, like Nebuchadnezzar before
him, proclaims his faith in Daniel’s “living god” (6:25–27).26

THEOLOGY OF THE BOOK OF DANIEL

The Book of Daniel has, over the centuries, been seized upon by interpreters eager to find in it
the time and manner of the end of history. In reaction to this literalism and millennialism, other
students of scripture, especially in the mainstream of Judaism and Christianity, have either
ignored this material or treated it as at best a highly mythic and probably very naïve attempt to
write history in advance. Stationed between these two extreme understandings of Daniel
and biblical apocalyptic is the interpretive stance that biblical eschatological literature is
invaluable to religious thinking because its vision draws readers into the future. And that is
good because, as the sage observed long ago, “where there is no vision, the people perish”
(Prov 29:18).
Proverbs 29 –
18

Without a vision the people lose restraint;

26

W. Sibley Towner, “Daniel, Book Of,” ed. Katharine Doob Sakenfeld, The New Interpreter’s Dictionary
of the Bible (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2006–2009), 16.
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but happy is the one who follows instruction.* 27
The encompassing purpose of the book of Daniel is to offer vision and to inculcate hope,
not simply for individual escape from persecution and death but for the people of God as a
whole. Before addressing that large theological purpose, however, several other theological
issues raised by this book should be noted. The unswerving affirmation of the sovereignty of
God over all human sovereignties emerges is a theme in the first chapter and continues to
be proclaimed vigorously throughout the book. The question of “interim ethics,” or how to
live until the Day of the Lord dawns, is illustrated narratively in the tales of Dan 1–6, and
vindicated in the culmination of history envisioned in Dan 7–12. The doctrine of revelation,
with the corollary issues of the significance of dreams and the interpretations of mysteries,
surfaces as a major issue in chap. 2. So does the difficult theological problem of determinism,
sometimes shaped by the apparent conviction that what the future holds is already “appointed”
or “decreed” by God (Dan 8:19, 9:26–27, 11:35). Chapter 7 provides an opportunity to think
about the impact of myth on biblical literature, for surely the great beasts that appear out of the
sea have their roots in the mythic theme of the warfare that the creator God must wage—at the
end of time as at its beginning—against the forces of chaos.28
The political stance of the tales is one of loyalty and optimism.423 The legitimacy of gentile
rule is not in doubt. As the loyal subject of Nebuchadnezzar, Daniel wishes that the ill-omened
dream may be for his enemies (4:16*). When Belshazzar is deprived of the kingdom, it is given
to another Gentile. Even the four-kingdom prophecy in chap. 2*, which looks forward to the
end of gentile rule, does so with no great urgency. In the meantime, Daniel accepts the
*

This much-cited proverb has been interpreted in several different ways. “Vision” and “instruction” mean
authoritative guidance for the community. People are demoralized without credible leadership, but any
individual heeding traditional instruction can still find happiness. As in 15:15 wisdom enables an individual to
surmount days of trouble.
27

New American Bible, Revised Edition. (Washington, DC: The United States Conference of Catholic
Bishops, 2011), Pr 29:18.
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W. Sibley Towner, “Daniel, Book Of,” ed. Katharine Doob Sakenfeld, The New Interpreter’s Dictionary
of the Bible (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2006–2009), 22.
*423

The distinctly religious perspective of the tales on the political situation of diaspora Judaism is
discussed by John Goldingay, “The Stories in Daniel: A Narrative Politics,” JSOT 37 (1987) 117–24.
* 19 Then Daniel, who was called Belteshazzar, was severely distressed for a while. His thoughts terrified
him. The king said, “Belteshazzar, do not let the dream or the interpretation terrify you.” Belteshazzar answered,
“My lord, may the dream be for those who hate you, and its interpretation for your enemies! Daniel 4:19 (NRSV)
* 5 I saw a dream that frightened me; my fantasies in bed and the visions of my head terrified me. Daniel
4:5 (NRSV)
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honors of the Babylonian king and seeks the promotion of his friends. The sovereignty of
the Most High God is compatible with gentile rule for the present. There is no call for
revolution to bring about the kingdom of God; nor does the question “How long?” occur in
these chapters. Even in the tales of court conflict, where Jews are endangered because of their
religion, there is confidence in the ultimate benevolence of the kings. Darius, in chap. 6, is
benevolent throughout. In chap. 3, Nebuchadnezzar is readily won over when he sees the
power of God in preserving the three youths. Such troubles as the Jews encounter are due to
the malice of lesser officials or to a temporary aberration but do not reflect any serious
problem with the system. This confidence in the ultimate benevolence of the highest
authorities is typical of diaspora literature for much of the history of the Second Temple
period.424 29
The latter part of the book treats the difficult question of the meaning of history. Is history an
incomprehensible and foreordained series of events that gain what little significance they have
by merely by pointing toward the relative proximity of the end? Or do the deeds of the saints
and the decisions of God actually affect the course of history and become part of its fabric?
Angels and their relationship to human beings become topics of importance beginning with
Dan 8. The great prayer of Dan 9 raises the issue of divine retribution: Must everything that
happens to the people of God be interpreted as either reward or punishment? This chapter also
sharpens the perennial question, voiced in many sectors of the OT, “How long, O Lord, must
the righteous suffer.30
Of course, the appearance in Dan 12:1–3 of the motif of the resurrection of the dead, some to
eternal life and some to eternal death, introduces into the biblical tradition for the first time
(except, perhaps, for a cryptic reference in Isa 26:19), a belief that will assume major
proportions in the NT (see RESURRECTION, EARLY JEWISH; RESURRECTION, NT;
RESURRECTION, OT). Interwoven with these theological issues are problems that the book
of Daniel as a whole presents. Is apocalyptic theology a “failure-of-nerve theology,” written

*424

Cf. 3 Maccabees, which refuses to blame “the Greeks” for the troubles of the Jews and where the king
finally repents of his tyrannical behavior. See John J. Collins, Between Athens and Jerusalem. Jewish Identity in the
Hellenistic Diaspora (New York: Crossroad, 1983) 107.
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John Joseph Collins and Adela Yarbro Collins, Daniel: A Commentary on the Book of Daniel, ed. Frank
Moore Cross, Hermeneia—a Critical and Historical Commentary on the Bible (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press,
1993), 51.
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by oppressed groups who have no other hope left to them except divine intervention? If so,
has it anything to say to today’s affluent and secure believers?31
Overarching these significant theological issues is the problem of theodicy, God’s way of
dealing with evil in the world. The book of Daniel projects a clear solution to this problem:
God will not be mocked. God will achieve the divine purpose of the redemption of the
world. Because this is the case, the Daniel who survives in exile and outshines the other wise
men is not a passive figure who waits quietly until the Great Assize, but is one who issues forth
into the fray. That is why we can speak of the first chapters of the book of Daniel as “interim
ethics,” that is, as instruction on how the saints should live in-between the times. The
faithful friend of God does not simply hang on, observe all the strictures of the sect, and
survive. The saint’s courage inspires others to believe and gives hope to those who are
losing their hope. The saint helps bring about a world in which God is honored, idolatry is
ended, the cries of the needy are heard, and the oppressed are liberated. Like the deeds of
his fictional contemporaries, Esther, Judith, and Tobit, Daniel’s deeds vindicate the daring and
courage of believers, grounded as they are in well-placed faith in the self-vindication of the God
of Israel.32
Christian readers will also recognize a similarity to the picture of the ministry of Jesus in the
NT. The “little apocalypses” of the Synoptic Gospels (Matt 24–25, Mark 13, Luke 17:20–37)
are to the account of Jesus’ ministry what the chaps. 7–12 of the book of Daniel are to the deeds
of Daniel and his friends in Daniel 1–6. Jesus’ ministry of healing and of liberating persons
from the bondage of sin and despair was shot through with a strong sense of the immediacy
of the coming kingdom, which would vindicate God’s way of combating evil in the world.
His message, too, was a call not to quietism but to action, an invitation to people to offer in
their own lives a foretaste of the character of the new age that is coming. His offer, like that
of the book of Daniel, is of an “interim ethic,” a vital and productive way of living inbetween the times.33
This confidence in God’s ultimate victory in the struggle with evil may be the single most
profound source of hope available in our modern culture. Science and fiction alike give only
ambiguous readings of the future, encouraging us when they point toward to the evolution of
the human species toward ever greater capacities, but often discouraging us, as well, whey they
point to totalitarian “big brothers” whose strength is underwritten by technology and nuclear
31
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of the Bible (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2006–2009), 22.
32

W. Sibley Towner, “Daniel, Book Of,” ed. Katharine Doob Sakenfeld, The New Interpreter’s Dictionary
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threats. The most radical forms of Marxism and Islam offer to our age alternative
eschatologies, but both require the destruction of significant parts of the human
community in order that the purposes of emancipation be achieved. In contrast, biblical
apocalyptic literature sometimes attains a vision that is universal in scope and that is rich
with hope for all things. On the great day that is coming, “the creation itself will be set free
from its bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God”
(Rom 8:21). On that great day, “one like a human being” will be given “dominion and glory
and kingship … His dominion is an everlasting dominion that shall not pass away, and his
kingship is one that shall never be destroyed” (Dan 7:13–14).34
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