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BACKGROUND ON DANIEL 
Judaism – In the Hebrew Bible the Book of Daniel is not included among the Prophets.  How-
ever, Jewish rabbis of the first millennium considered Daniel to be the most distinguished 
member of the Babylonian diaspora.  In the first few centuries many legends were written using 
his name.  His captivity was foretold by the prophet, Isaiah, to King Hezekiah with these words: 
Some of your own sons who are born to you shall be taken away; they shall be eunuchs in the 
palace of the king of Babylon (Isaiah 39:7). 
 
Daniel is mentioned specifically in 1 Chronicles 3:1, Ezra 8:2, and in Ezekiel 14:14, 14:20, 28:3.   
 
In Ezekiel 14 three legends of the faith are mentioned – Noah, Daniel, and Job.  It is interesting 
that some scholars believe this is a reference to King Danel found in the Canaanite Epic of 
Aqhat.  He was a man of great virtue and favored by the gods.  In all the stories he was modest 
and very responsible.  There is some doubt that Ezekiel would lift up a pagan and devotee of 
Baal but supposedly more than one tale circulated about Danel during the time of Ezekiel.  It is 
also possible that the Israelites transformed him (like Noah and Job) into a worshiper of 
Yahweh.  One thing we know for sure is that it does not refer to the Daniel in the book of the 
Bible we are studying now.  The scroll of Ezekiel was completed centuries before the Book of 
Daniel was even a thought.   
 
The New Testament makes a reference to Daniel in Matthew 24:15.  He is an important figure 
in the Coptic Church, Eastern Orthodox Church, and the Roman Catholic Church.  Daniel is not 
mentioned in the Qur’an but there are accounts of him in later Muslim literature.  He is 
considered a minor prophet in the teachings of the Bahá’í Faith.  

 
      
     It is possible that the name of Daniel was chosen for the hero  
     of the book because of his reputation as a wise seer in  
     Hebrew tradition.   
 
     He represents the wise and righteous intermediary who  
     conveys the will of God to humans.   
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Daniel 2:1-6  
Like Chapter 1 this chapter is not in chronological order.  Chapter 2 starts with a reference to 
the second year of Nebuchadnezzar.  This would place the story before 600 BC and before the 
time of the story covered in Chapter 1.  It is a good reminder that we need to treat these stories 
independent of each other.  More than likely they were never meant to be told in a single 
sitting. 
 
The story starts with the emperor being unable to sleep.  He does not seem to be troubled by 
the thousands of people he forcibly displaced or the thousands he massacred on the battlefield 
or the wealth he has taken from the surrounding nations.  He is troubled by his dreams.   
 
It was widely held that the dreams of an emperor conveyed important messages.  Dreams were 
believed to have evil powers over the dreamer.  One of the reasons why the people were so 
anxious to have the dreams interpreted was to not only know what they meant but also to use 
that knowledge to conduct appropriate rituals to cast out the evil powers that produced the 
dream.   
 
What is more important for our study is how the power of dreams was interpreted by the 
Jewish writers.  This is not a court document taken from a Babylonian source.  We are reading a 
Jewish diaspora composition about a Babylonian emperor.  The dream will help us understand 
the Jewish attitude towards the Babylonian king and his successors.   
 
The spirit of Nebuchadnezzar is troubled and it reminds us of the troubled dreams of Pharaoh 
in Genesis 41:8.  Pharoah called his advisers together and so does Nebuchadnezzar.  The list of 
advisers for Nebuchadnezzar include magicians, enchanters, sorcerers, and Chaldeans.    

The term for magicians is the same term that is used in the Joseph story.  It is also the same 
term used for the Egyptian magicians who were able to match the plagues that Moses 
enacted on Pharoah and the people.   
 
The term for enchanters is not a widely used term. 
 
The term for sorcerers is also used in Exodus 7:11 and has a much darker connotation.  
Sorcery was both a sin and was the term used to condemn the oppression of the poor.  It is 
a term that has been associated with the Canaanite culture.   
 
The term Chaldeans has come to mean astrologer in most of Daniel.  Because they were 
famous for their skills in soothsaying and divination the ethnic name came to indicate those 
who practiced those arts.   
 

Daniel and his friends (whose wisdom was not of the world) were set up against the very best 
advisers found in the world.  Daniel was not just facing his opposition to the king.  He was facing 
the power and prestige of a king who could draw upon his entire empire for anything he 
needed.  We will now start to see how the wisdom of the world is no match before the full 
knowledge of the true God.   



Punishments are then contrasted with rewards.  Among those things that the king offers is 
honor.  Daniel will later inform the king that honor is (in fact) a gift from the God that Daniel 
worships.   
 
Daniel 2:7-16 
The inability of the advisers to do as the king asks of them drives him into a rage.  His rage then 
leads him to make a decree that would destroy all his advisers (and that included Daniel and his 
companions).  Daniel (through Arioch) requests that he be given time before the king to present 
an interpretation of the dreams.  This act alone is challenging both the king and his ruling.  And 
Daniel does this before he has the assurance from God as to the nature of the dream.  Daniel 
does not hesitate to assume that God would give him the knowledge he needs to interpret the 
dream.  Once more we see how God is above the royal authority.   
 
Daniel 2:17-23 
This section follows a well-established pattern of post-exilic literature in which the Jewish 
people appeal to God in the face of overwhelming odds.  There is . . .  

Clarification of the threat  
Gathering of the community to appeal to God (often associated with fasting)  
Appeal to God for his steadfast love and mercy  
Songs of praise as they celebrate the presence of God and his mighty power 
 

Power of God is over and above the apparent power of the kings of the world.  If God can 
change the times and seasons then God can certainly change whatever the Babylonian king 
declares unchangeable.  The prayer concludes with a reference to the God of my ancestors.  It is 
a phrase that becomes prominent in prayers of the post-exilic literature.  It is a term that pits 
the Jewish faith against the challenges of foreign powers or religious temptations.   
 
Daniel 2:24-30 
Last week we touched on the fact that to stand before the king was seen as dangerous and 
threatening.  Daniel speaks here with courage in requesting an audience.  It is a tense moment 
and Daniel speaks with great respect given that he knows what he is about to tell the king 
about his command is unfavorable.  Daniel first removes himself from the wisdom of the world 
and credits God who is able to reveal mysteries.  He insists that the point of his appearing 
before the king is not to promote his own status or wisdom but so that the king will know of the 
existence of his God.  He clarifies that the matter is between God and the king.  Daniel is only 
the messenger.   
 
Daniel 2:31-35 
Daniel begins his interpretation of the dream by describing the great statute the king was 
looking at in the dream.  There was an ancient practice of seeking dreams at the feet of idols, a 
form of what the Greeks called incubation (intentionally seeking answers in dreams by sleeping 
in a shrine).  The statue is made of several different metals with each declining in value.  
Outside the Bible the use of these metals represents successive empires.   



     In general gold and silver were the means of trade and the  
     accumulation of wealth.  Their main value was seen in coins or  
     the decoration of religious idols or temple vessels.  Silver was  
     used for taxation since the time of Darius which forced many  
     Jewish people into poverty.  They were forced to trade their  
     agricultural produce for the coin of state.   
 
     In the context of the exile the head of gold was not a sign of  
     admiration but a sign of the king’s insatiable desire to horde  
     precious metals.   
 
 

In contrast, to the common person iron and clay were the materials of daily living and useful 
materials (whether they be plows or bowls).   
 
Alongside the practical aspects of these metals Daniel will describe the progressive decline of 
the empires.  In its Iranian version the first kingdom is Assyria (but Daniel substitutes Babylon 
because it is the empire that conquered the kingdom of Judah).  The other three would be 
Media, Persia, and Greece (and Alexander the Great).  The part iron and part clay is the origin 
of the English idiom feet of clay.  The odd mixture of iron and clay suggests both that the fourth 
kingdom is powerfully destructive and easily broken.   
 
The focus of interest in the dream now turns to the stone that destroys the entire statue.  It is a 
supernatural stone that will become a great mountain and fill all the earth.   
 
Daniel 2:36-45 
Daniel reiterates where the source of true power is to be located.  The one who claimed power 
and authority from the Babylonian gods is actually given authority only by the permission of the 
God of Daniel and his friends.  Nebuchadnezzar is allowed to have power, might, and glory.  To 
suggest that God has ultimate control is to affirm the weakness of human authority. 
 
The king is given to understand that his rule will not be the final power on earth.  There will be 
many to come.  The kingdoms decline in significance from gold to bronze and then to iron 
mixed with clay.  The real focus is on the mountain of God that is the true, everlasting kingdom 
and the expectation that it will end the Hellenistic rule over the Jewish people.   
 
The dream attributed to Nebuchadnezzar by the Jewish writers is a dream of the destruction of 
world power and terror.  Only God will rule over humanity.  It is a reminder that God achieves 
this destruction through means unavailable to humans.  All forms of inhumanity are destined to 
end and it is this destiny that the faithful are invited to know and to act upon by means of an 
insight they are given into the future plans of God. 
 
 
 



Daniel 2:46-49 
The reaction of the king is interesting.  His rule will not last and yet he is deeply impressed with 
Daniel and even praises God.  These two themes will occur in some of the later stories – the 
conversion of the foreign kings and the tribute given to Jewish administrators.  It is a changed 
king that is affirmed and not the image we have of the king before his change.  Before the 
change we are presented with a power-mad ruler who makes commands he thinks are 
permanent when he decrees the massacre of people.   
 
The king finally learns what Daniel has been saying throughout the story.  God exists and God 
has ultimate power over all aspects of life.   
 
Daniel 3:1 
The chapter begins abruptly with the construction of a statue.  We are not told that the statue 
is of Nebuchadnezzar himself but the text certainly allows this impression (especially since the 
statue in Chapter 2 is in the form of a human being).  Some have suggested that 
Nebuchadnezzar actually wanted to build the image that he saw in his dream with his reign 
being represented by gold. 

 
     This statue is huge in size.  It is presumed that the location of the statue  
     is in Dura-Europos (270 miles northwest of Babylon).  It was an  
     important trade route and was the site of a temple to Zeus.  Of course  
     there are other theories as to its location.   
 
     In the Apocrypha, Judith 3:8 records a legend that Nebuchadnezzar  
     certainly wanted to be looked upon as a god.  Whether he ever erected  
     such a statute is not the point.  The point was that he could – he could  
     gather together that much gold.  He could assemble the leaders.  He 

could demand obedience and threaten horrible punishment.  It is all of these things that are the 
basis of the stories in Daniel.  
 
Daniel 3:2-7 
As if to remove any doubt of what the gold is to symbolize, there follows a gathering of all the 
highest officials of the government.  We hear of the great size of his constituents (Persian as 
well as Babylonian) and the various levels of administration.  The list of guests is repeated 
almost word for word.  It implies that everyone was to obey his orders to the letter.  A 
commanding voice is addressed to the people.  When the instruments play all are to bow down 
and worship the statue.  Punishment by fire was not unusual during that time period.   
 
Daniel 3:8-12 
The setting is now before the king.  The Chaldeans (no longer referring to court astrologers but 
the ethnicity of the people) accuse the Jewish men of disobedience and insolence.  They remind 
the king of the decree he has made.  They repeat all that was stated before with one interesting 
exception.  They add the sentence: The Jews do not serve your gods.   



This was not part of the original decree but it adds to the sense that the Jewish men are guilty.  
They are foreigners who were trusted by the king and they betrayed that trust.   
 
The rage of the king is to be understood to have arisen not only from the disobedience of the 
command to fall before the statue but also from the fact that the judgment of the king is 
brought into question for having appointed these four Jewish men to positions of importance in 
the first place.  Betrayal is added to insubordination.   
 
It is important to note the different between serve your gods and the worship of the statue.  
The latter term can be read as honor.  In Daniel 2:47 Nebuchadnezzar fell before Daniel to 
honor him and not to worship him.  What we see in each of these stories is the stubborn refusal 
of the four Jewish men to compromise their faith.   
 
Daniel 3:13-18 
The king is once more in a furious rage and summons the insubordinate Jewish exiles.  Once 
more they stand before the king.  The question is put to them about worshiping his gods and 
honoring his statue.  He gives them one more chance to follow his ruling.  The reaction of the 
accused Jewish men is to declare their independence from the royal authority.  They proclaim 
the existence of God who can and will deliver them from the impending fires.  But if not even 
then they will not worship the golden statue.   
 
Verse 18 contains one of the most powerful statements in the Book of Daniel.  They profess 
that God is able to deliver them but even if not they will not obey the commands of the king.  
This is a strong statement of faith and is not dependent on their deliverance.  God reigns no 
matter what it appears on the outside.  The response of Nebuchadnezzar is now clear. The fires 
will be seven times more hot than normal.   
 
Daniel 3:19-27 
The strength of those who are commanded to take the Jewish men to the furnace is meant to 
be impressive.  We need to note that not only do the Jewish men wear their clothes when they 
are placed in the furnace but they are also bound.  Binding is a way to describe the ultimate in 
police authority.  In this chapter the act of binding the young Jewish men is repeated 1) when 
the three are cast in the furnace and 2) when the king asks if his order has been fulfilled 
(including the binding) and 3) when Nebuchadnezzar sees the men walking unbound.   
 
As in Daniel 2:15 the decree of the king is punctuated by his hysterical rage and there is no 
indication that he is of clear mind.  The absurdity of his rage resulted in a senseless loss of his 
own officials who were killed by the flames when they threw the three men into the furnace.   
 
In Aramaic the fourth person whom the king sees inside the furnace literally reads son of God.  
Some will define it as an angel and some will say it was a special presence of God.  The Aramaic 
is typically taken to refer to a member of the sons of God who are collectively known as the 
host of heaven.   
 



Once more the presence of the fourth figure and the survival of the three young men in the 
fiery furnace brings forth a statement of faith by Nebuchadnezzar who calls them servants of 
the Most High God.  The phrase Most High God is a reference used solely for the God of the 
Jews in many exilic and post-exilic writings.   
 
Another Similar Story  
Croesus was the king of Lydia (a country in western Asia Minor) from 560-547 BC and was quite 
wealthy.  The Lydians were cited as the first people to mint coins of gold and silver in Asia 
Minor and it was Croesus who funded the construction of the great Temple of Artemis at 
Ephesus (another one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World). 
 
His signature at the base of one of the columns of the Temple of Artemis (now on display at the 
British Museum) is evidence that he was an actual historical king who ruled from the city of 
Sardis.  Two of the most famous stories about him come from the Histories of Herodotus.  The 
second one is the one that connects with Daniel 3.   
 
The son of Croesus, Atys, was killed while hunting a boar in Olympus.  Croesus grieved for his 
son for two years until he was told that the Persians (under Cyrus) were gaining power.  He 
decided to check on them sooner rather than later.  He went to the great Oracle at Delphi (a 
fortuneteller) to know whether he should go to war against the Persian Empire and the oracle 
replied that if he went to war he would destroy a great empire.  He took his army and went to 
battle which ended in a draw.   
 
Croesus marched his forces back to Sardis where the army was disbanded for the winter.  He 
expected Cyrus to do the same but Cyrus pressed the attack and massacred Croesus’ army and 
captured him.  After the fall of Sardis, Croesus was dragged before Cyrus in chains.  For daring 
to raise an army against the Persian Empire, Cyrus ordered Croesus to be burned alive along 
with fourteen noble Lydian youths.  When Croesus saw the flames around him he called out for 
aid from Apollo to rescue him.  A sudden rain shower broke overhead and put out the fire.   
 
Daniel 3:28-30 
Nebuchadnezzar not only honors the Jewish men but also proclaims that their God successfully 
dismantled his decree.  This is a key point in the story.  Those who hear these stories learn a 
new reality.  A new proclamation is made throughout the many lands under Babylonian rule 
that the reign of God is everlasting.  Even Nebuchadnezzar is made to recognize his limitations 
before the one true God.  The last verse is an Aramaic translation of Psalm 145:13. 
 
Next Session on September 20 
Daniel 4 – 6  
 
 


