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Background to Susanna 
This addition to the Book of Daniel appears in two different forms and locations.  The 
Septuagint and the Vulgate locate it after Daniel 13.  Theodotion locates the story at the 
beginning of the Book of Daniel.  The rationale is that in the story of Susanna Daniel is described 
as a young man.   
 
In the Book of Daniel and these additional chapters the main character (Daniel) certainly takes 
on different roles and lives in so many different time frames.  What is consistent is that he truly 
represents someone who is faithful to God in all ways.   
 
In terms of when this story was written, it may have been composed as early as the Persian 
period and was added to the Daniel literature around 100 BC.  Like the other two stories it may 
not have been about Daniel initially.  The setting of the story in a peaceful Babylon does not 
coincide with Daniel 1-6.  In addition the enemies are not wicked pagan kings (like in the 
canonized version of Daniel) but corrupt Jewish judges.   
 
In terms of its position in Scripture, it was first cited as having canonical status by the church 
father, Irenaeus, in the late 2nd century.  It is a story that was also adapted by Samaritan and 
medieval Jewish writers.  Even though this story is considered the most sophisticated and well 
developed of the three additions to Daniel, it was rejected by the rabbis who ultimately 
determined their canon.  The deciding factors against the story being included in the Hebrew 
Bible included the court procedure that was seen as improper and the authority of the elders 
that was seriously questioned.   
 
However, there are two important reasons why Susanna appears in the Daniel collection.  It 
presents a female model of courage at a time when all the people in the faith community (no 
matter their gender) shared the threat of political exile and occupation.  It also includes a 
significant criticism of internal communal corruption similar to that found in Ezra and 
Nehemiah.   
 
Many theories have been suggested for the origin of the story.  These include that . . .  
it was a midrash on the evil prophets mentioned in Jeremiah 29. 
It was a late discourse between Pharisees and Sadducees on court procedure. 
It was a folk tale that exhibited well-known themes in folklore and wisdom literature.   
 
 



The story of Susanna gives us the opportunity to raise questions that have not previously arisen 
in the study of the Book of Daniel.  Most important is the issue of the rights of women and their 
place in society.  Besides Susanna there is only one other significant woman in the entire Daniel 
story (the queen mother who we discussed in Daniel 5).   
 
We also have a wonderful opportunity to hear what life was like in the exilic community from 
the perspective of a Jewish woman.  She will demonstrate resistance to the oppression of being 
in exile and the male domination within the Jewish community.  It serves as a model for the 
kind of spiritual tenacity that is necessary for faithful resistance.  Her resistance and her ability 
to speak truth to power is honored in this story.  Once more we are reminded of the gospel 
lesson that will be preached this coming Sunday, October 16.   
 
As we study this text we will also note an interesting reversal.  Susanna is the persecuted Jew 
(persecuted by other Jews and not the Babylonians) and it is Daniel who assumes the role of 
the God-sent savior in the form of the angelic messenger. 
 
 

 
 
 
Introduction and Setting (Verses 1-4) 
Joakim is described as having married Susanna and then built his fine house while in exile.  It 
coincides with Jeremiah’s advice in his letter to exiles that they marry and build houses (and 
plant gardens) so that their numbers will not decrease while in exile (Jeremiah 29).  We know 
from Ezekiel (Chapter 14 and 20) that elders met in his home for important gatherings.  This is 
important because it gives us clues as to the way the exiles self-governed while in exile.   
 
The Greek term used for Joakim’s garden is a word loaned from the Persians from which we 
also get the English word paradise.  Remember that the Garden of Eden was also called a 
paradise.  It is also significant that Susanna is described as both beautiful and God-fearing. 
 



Introduction to the Corrupt Elders (Verses 5-6) 
In verse 5 we hear a prophetic saying that is related to Jeremiah 23:14-15 and to the accusation 
against elders in Jeremiah 29:21-23.  The internal issues of wickedness suggest that Susanna 
was written in the Hellenistic period at a time when internal factions among the Jewish people 
began to tear apart the community.  It was later divided into mutually antagonistic parties (a 
situation that was well established by the beginning of the New Testament period).  It is this 
internal emphasis that gives Susanna its unique context from the rest of the Book of Daniel. 
 
Different Factions within Judaism 
With the Book of Daniel the Old Testament period comes to a close and ends on a note of 
intense expectation that soon the time would come (of which the prophets had spoken).  It 
would be the dawning of the Kingdom of God.  But the apocalyptic vision of the quick arrival of 
the messianic age (a vision that stirred faithful Jews to resist the tyranny of Antiochus) did not 
become a historical reality in the years that followed.   
 
In the period between the outbreak of the Maccabean revolution and the time of Christ the 
religious struggle continued.  All devout Jews subscribed to what is central to the Book of 
Daniel: the authority of the Torah, the sacrificial services of the Temple, and the promise that 
the Kingdom of God would have its center in the Holy Land.  Differences arose over how the 
devout Jews should interpret these tenets of faith in their daily world.   
 
For example the Sadducees claimed to be strict devotees of the Torah.  They rejected the 
doctrine of the resurrection because they found no support of it in the Torah.  For the same 
reason they opposed other aspects of apocalyptic thought such as the belief in angels and 
demons and predictions about the end-time.  
 
On the other side were the Pharisees who (like Daniel and his friends) practiced strict devotion 
to the customs that separated Jews from Gentiles (dietary rules, circumcision, fasting, and 
prayer).  Unlike the Sadducees they accepted the teachings found in books outside the Torah.  
They were able to adapt the rules and teachings of the written Torah to the changing conditions 
of life.  They accepted the doctrine of the resurrection of the body and waited for the time 
when God would establish his kingdom.   
 
The Lust of the Elders and their Plot (Verses 7-14) 
Susanna took daily walks in the garden which is a detail essential to the development of the 
story.  As she walked she was seen by the two elders who desired her.  In Hebrew the word 
desire is the same as coveting in the Hebrew Bible.  At the end on this section the two elders 
discovered each other heading back to look once more upon the beauty of Susanna.  They 
agreed to keep each other’s secret. 
 
Throughout the story secrecy is contrasted with openness just as the lustful gaze is contrasted 
with seeing in the sense of knowing the truth.  At this point in the story the two elders now 
conspire together.   
 



The Main Events of the Story (Verses 15-27) 
The elders now make a secret entrance into the garden.  Here the story reminds us of the walk 
that David took on the roof of his palace when he saw Bathsheba and desired her.  In 2 Samuel 
11 David gazed on her while bathing.  In the story of Susanna it is interesting that the 
Septuagint does not include the bath scene at all.  Instead it reads that the elders desired her 
merely from watching her on their occasional walks in the garden. 
 
The elders speak to Susanna as if she can freely choose whether to comply with their desires.  
But she is not free.  Instead it is an act of coercion.  In the Septuagint the language is much 
stronger.  The insistence of the elders and their approach to Susanna suggests rape.  If Susanna 
was unwilling to engage with the elders sexually then the judges would falsely accuse her of 
adultery.   
 

When the maids had gone out, the two elders got up and ran to her.  They said – Look, the 
garden doors are shut, and no one can see us.  We are burning with desire for you; so give 
your consent, and lie with us.  If you refuse, we will testify against you that a young man was 
with you, and this was why you sent your maids away. 

 
We should note that false accusations (even today) is a threat only when there is an unequal 
distribution of power.  The word of Susanna is not equivalent to the word of the two male 
judges.  Plus there are two of them making the accusation.  In Deuteronomy 19 two is the 
required number of witnesses for a capital case.   
 
As Susanna cries out to God the elders cry out to the other Jews.  The elders make their 
accusation at this point.  But Susanna has presented her situation to the only power that she 
knows (the power of truth and ultimately of God).  She joins Daniel and Mishael and Hananiah 
and Azariah as models of piety and trustworthiness even in the apparent face of defeat. 
 
Also Susanna does not try to tell her side of the story.  She remains calm before her accusers.  
The story told by the elders is believed instantly.  Her youth and gender and beauty disqualify 
her immediately in the face of the older male judges.  Even the servants are ashamed of her. 
 
The Humiliation of the Oppressed (Verses 28-33) 
We see in these verses the importance of the family.  When in exile it was common for the 
family location to be the place where self-governing authority happened.  In the Septuagint 
version of the story Susanna is stripped before her accusers.  Being stripped for adultery is 
referred to in Ezekiel 16:37-39.  The elders desire that Susanna be unveiled so that they might 
look at her again.  Susanna is not just to be overpowered but also humiliated as well. 
 
The Denunciation of Susanna (Verses 34-41) 
When the elders lay their hands on her head then once more Susanna is found guilty even 
before they tell their version of the events.  But Susanna looked up toward heaven to indicate 
her complete trust in the Lord.  It signified that she knew that God could deliver her from those 



who were an overwhelming threat to her.  The writer uses language that equates the situation 
that Susanna finds herself in with the other scenarios in the Book of Daniel. 
 
In the Theodotion version the alleged young man was too strong for the elders to restrain him 
while in the Septuagint the young man escapes in disguise.  Either way the judges are believed 
and Susanna is convicted.  The intent of the writer is to have us experience righteous 
indignation and to side with the female (not too hard to do)! 
 
Susanna’s Cry and Daniel’s Arrival (Verses 42-51) 
When Susanna cries out she addresses God with the words – O eternal God.  The term is used 
sparingly in the Old Testament (Genesis 21:33 and Isaiah 26:4, 40:28) but extensively in the 
Book of Daniel.  We should also note that she refers to God as the knower of secrets.  This 
aspect of God is particularly important in this story.  Susanna knows the deceit of the elders and 
finally protects her innocence.  The Lord hears her cry. 
 
The role of Daniel is to be an angelic messenger who is stirred by the Spirit of God.  Daniel is 
invited to come and to reveal finally what has been hidden from everyone but Susanna, the two 
corrupt judges, and Daniel himself. 
 
The Examination of the Judges and the Truth Revealed (Verses 52-59) 
Daniel interviewed each of the judges separately and with open hostility.  Daniel delivered a 
searing condemnation of the generation in exile in words similar to those of Jeremiah and 
Isaiah.  Then Daniel asked the one elder under what kind of tree the alleged sin took place.  It is 
a clever wordplay in Greek.  The type of tree the first elder names is called Σχίνος (skinos) which 
means mastic.  Daniel follows this up with a condemnation that calls for false witnesses to be 
cut in two.  In the Greek it is  σχίζω (skizō).   
 
In the second case the elder named the tree τάξος (taxos) which means an evergreen oak.  
Daniel follows this up with a condemnation that calls for a sword to split him in two which in 
the Greek is λαξos (laxos). 
 
Reaction and Conclusion (Verses 60-64) 
God is celebrated as the one who saves Susanna and those who hope in God.  The guilty are 
condemned and the innocent are vindicated (a common theme in the Book of Daniel).  The 
Septuagint has a different ending: 
 

On account of this, the youths are the beloved of Jacob, in their singlemindedness.  Let us 
also watch out for capable young sons, for youths will be pious, and there will be in them a 
spirit of knowledge and understanding forever and ever.   
 

The ending should be amended to read capable young sons and daughters.   
 
 
 



Additional Notes on Susanna  
The story of Susanna is regarded as Scripture by the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox 
churches.  Following the Reformation it was placed outside the Biblical canon.  Article VI of the 
Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church of England places this book as an important book to read for 
an example of life and instructions of manners but not for doctrine. 
 
The story is similar to a common Babylonian legend of two older men being seduced by the 
goddess of love.  Likewise there is a Hebrew tradition that Ahab and Zedekiah tried to seduce 
women by persuading them that they would become the mother of the Messiah.  The origins of 
this tradition are believed to be from Jeremiah 29:21-23 as noted earlier.   
 
According to rabbinical literature Ahab and Zedekiah wanted to lure Semiramis, the wife or 
daughter of King Nebuchadnezzar, to sin under the pretext that she would become the mother 
of great kings and prophets hostile to Israel.  Consequently both were cast (by the king) into the 
furnace and roasted alive.   
 
Parts of the Septuagint text of the Susanna story are found in Papyrus 967 from the 3rd century.  
It was discovered in 1931.  It is notable because it contains fragments of the original Septuagint 
text of the Book of Daniel.  The manuscript is also important for early variants of the Book of 
Ezekiel.  When examining the Ezekiel text it was identified that the writer was different from 
the Daniel and Esther texts.  It was also noticeable that corrections were made by later scribes.   
 

     
     In Papyrus 967 the story of Susanna in the bath (Daniel  
     13) follows the story of Bel and the dragon (Daniel 14).   
     It also has Ezekiel before Daniel.   
 
     The final wish at the end of the Book of Daniel is also  
     interesting (and is included in the Susanna story that  
     closes the Book of Daniel in this picture).  After the  
     summary Daniel follows this wish: Peace to him who  
     wrote and to those who read.   
 
     Since the Book of Esther follows from the hand of the  
     same scribe, this may explain the reason the Book of  
     Esther (long disputed) was added to the canon.    

  

 
Next Session on October 26 – Additions to Daniel  
New Hope in Christ  
Matthew 24, Mark 13, and Luke 21 
 
Sessions through November 16  


