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Background to Daniel 4 
Chapter 4 is interesting for two reasons.  It includes a wealth of influences from traditions 
found in Greek and Mesopotamian sources and it reflects a wealth of Jewish sources that are 
relevant to understanding the chapter.   
 
The non-Biblical sources include a story in Eusebius’ Chronicle titled – Concerning the Assyrians 
– that was backed up by Megasthenes (another Greek historian and explorer in the Hellenistic 
period).  I put this story in our notes here so that you can compare it with our readings for 
today.  In the non-Biblical account we find Nebuchadnezzar (in a fit of madness) climbing to his 
roof and predicting the coming of a Persian mule that will enslave the Babylonians.  In this 
account Nebuchadnezzar wishes that this mule would join the wild beasts in the desert and 
leave him alone.  The significance of this tale is that it may point to certain collective memories 
of Nebuchadnezzar or Nabonidus that the writer of Daniel 4 draws on – such as his odd 
behavior and the fear of his reign coming to an end.    
 
Who is Nabonidus?  Nabonidus was the last king of the Neo-Babylonian Empire and ruled from 
556 BC to the fall of Babylon in 539 BC under Cyrus the Great.  His connections to previous 
royalty and his subsequent claim to the throne are unclear since he had no genealogical 
connections to previous Babylonian rulers.  It is possible that he was connected to the Chaldean 
kings through marriage.  It is also possible that he married a daughter of Nebuchadnezzar II.  
More about him in our notes.   

 



The Prayer of Nabonidus 
This text is also called The Healing of King Nabonidus and was among the Dead Sea Scrolls.  It 
too has remarkable parallels to the story in Daniel 4.  The stories differ in the identity and 
location of the king and perhaps his illness.  However, the stories have more important points in 
common:  
 a king of Babylon struck with a severe malady 
 judgment by God for seven years 
 an exiled Jew advising the king to honor the Most High God 
 the king writing his confession afterward 
 
Differences between the Greek and Aramaic Versions 
On top of these other connections with non-Biblical stories, the two versions in the Bible are 
quite distinct although they cover the same ground.  In the Greek, Nebuchadnezzar is the one 
who narrates the dream and Daniel interprets it.  What is particularly interesting in the Greek is 
that the confession of faith by Nebuchadnezzar is much stronger than in the Aramaic.   
 

From now on I will serve him.  From fear of him trembling has seized me and I will praise all 
his holy ones.  For the gods of the nations do not have in themselves power to turn over the 
kingdom of a king to another king, to kill and make alive and to do signs and great and 
terrible wonders, and to change very great things, as the God of heaven has done in my case 
. . . Every day of my reign I will offer sacrifices to the Most High for my life, for a pleasing 
odor to the Lord, and I will do what is pleasing before Him. 
 

This is an important addition and suggests that the themes of the transformation of 
Nebuchadnezzar were enlarged and made stronger in the Hellenistic period.  It is a tendency we 
will also see in the Greek additions to Daniel which we will study after Chapter 12.  

 
  

     A book I discovered (but have not read) for those interested: 
 
     Summary:  Daniel 2-7 are noteworthy chapters in the Bible partly  
     because they are in Aramaic rather than Hebrew and partly because  
     the early Greek translation of those chapters is quite different from  
     the Aramaic text.  
 
     This book highlights and analyzes the differences by exploring the  
     effectiveness of each version as a piece of narrative.   It also helps us  
     understand how biblical narrative handles symbolism.   
 

 
Daniel 4:1-3 (Bible) 
In the Hebrew Bible these opening verses are at the end of Chapter 3 and concluded the story of 
the fiery furnace.  It is also an Aramaic translation of Psalm 145:13.  We noted that nuance at the 
end of our session last week.   



Since it opens a new chapter for us it becomes a key confessional introduction and the focus of 
Daniel 4.  It is the same premise that has been raised already in previous stories: the reign of God 
is over and above the political power of human leaders.  Clarifying the nature of the political 
authority was always a critical issue for the exiles.    
 
Daniel 4:4-9 
The setting of Nebuchadnezzar’s experience is important.  He was in his palace and at the time 
of this event his reign was flourishing.  The old Greek text dates this story to his eighteenth year 
of being king which would be the year that the Temple in Jerusalem was destroyed.  Although it 
once more throws off our historical senses, the author wants us to know that things were going 
well for the king (or so he thought).  But just as he was enjoying his success the king had a dream 
that frightened him and the wise men of Babylon were brought in to interpret his dream. 
 
The list of those who were brought in are familiar to us.  However the term exorcist is unique to 
this story.  It is the same word used to describe the Jewish person who healed the illness of 
Nabonidus in the non-Biblical source.   
 
It would be interesting to know why Daniel is delayed in his arrival but at the very least it serves 
to build the drama for his entrance.  It also gives Nebuchadnezzar time to realize that he will not 
be able to get his answers from anyone else under his authority.  Here Daniel is referred to by his 
Babylonian name – Belteshazzar.  Nebuchadnezzar does not seem to understand where the 
source of Daniel’s wisdom comes from which further confirms our premise that we have yet a 
fourth independent story in these first four chapters of Daniel. 
 
Daniel 4:10-18 
Nebuchadnezzar then describes the dream to Daniel.  Remember that in his other dream the 
interpreters had to tell him both the dream and its meaning.  Like the other dream he saw a tree 
of great height which is another form of the statue in Chapter 2.  In ancient mythology such a 
tree was known as the cosmic tree that stretched to the heavens.  Its height is also reminiscent 
of the tower of Babel in Genesis 11.   
 
The tree is beautiful and the issue that is highlighted concerns the function of the tree.  Twice 
the fact is repeated that the tree fed all humanity and all living things.  In this initial description 
the impression is given that animals found shade under the tree and that birds lived in it by 
choice.  When the imagery changes in the verses that follow another perspective will be revealed.   
 
As a result of the visit by the heavenly messenger, the tree is destroyed.  In the presence of Daniel 
the king will hear that the heavenly visitor will attack the central political power directly by cutting 
down the great tree.  The animals represent the captive people of Babylon and Persia.   
 
At the end of this section there is another decree.  This time it is not issued by the emperor.  The 
question of who can give decrees with true authority is answered here.  Throughout the book of 
Daniel the answer is consistent:  God alone.   
 



Daniel 4:19-27 
Unlike Nebuchadnezzar, Daniel is fully cognizant of the implication of the dream.  It is interesting 
that most of his interpretation was already described by the king.  The king is the tree and he will 
be driven from human society.  As the king has done to thousands of his subjects so he will be 
cast out from the community and will be forced to live among the wild animals.  The punishment 
is meant to be a lesson to the king.  It is important to note that Nebuchadnezzar will have his 
kingdom returned only when he realizes that he does not really have the power to rule.  Once 
more we hear the understanding that his reign is only by permission from God.   
 
As a result of his exile among the animals Nebuchadnezzar is to tear away or break off his sins 
(like the branches of a tree).  Also he must no longer act in the same way as he did before his 
exile.  He must no longer act like the destroyer of Jerusalem.  In other words Nebuchadnezzar 
must identify with the victims of his own rule.   
 
In the Hebrew Bible commentary verse 22 (verse 24 in our Bible) is the heart of the prophetic 
meaning of the dream.   It is also the point at which it becomes clear that this whole story was 
not originally about Nebuchadnezzar.  There are no reports of his leaving his throne for an 
extended period.  But as we will see in the Prayer of Nabonidus this could be a reference to 
Nabonidus.  An editor probably substituted the name of Nebuchadnezzar for Nabonidus in order 
to align this story with the previous ones.     
 
Daniel 4:28-37 
After reading the interpretation of the dream we are not told how Nebuchadnezzar reacted to it.  
We are only shown that he continues in his arrogant claims to be sovereign over all the earth.  
And then in the Biblical sense of reversal his fate changes while the words are still in his mouth. 
At the very moment that the king is patting himself on the back for all the power and glory that 
he built, what is described in the dream comes to fruition.  And then his new confession of faith 
follows: 
 the reign of God lasts forever and from one generation to the next 
 God’s control extends to all the earth  
 no one has the power or the ability to question God  
 God breaks down the proud and those who mistreat the poor 
 
Daniel 5:1-4 
Although there are problems with the historical aspects of this new story we know for a fact that 
Belshazzar existed and was the son of Nabonidus (and not Nebuchadnezzar).  Nabonidus left 
Babylon and lived in the oasis of Teima and left his son in charge of Babylon.  From non-Biblical 
sources Belshazzar was never recognized as king. 
 
Like the other stories in Daniel this one begins with an emphasis on the setting and the number 
of people present (a thousand of his lords) (drinking in excess in front of the thousands).  Also 
interesting is that this chapter portrays this night as the last one for Belshazzar – the night of the 
conquest of Babylon by the Persians.   



This story may be based on oral traditions about the fall of Babylon since similar ideas about such 
feasts on the eve of the fall are found in both Xenophon and Herodotus (both Greek historians).   
 
In this opening scene the holy vessels are defiled.  In previous chapters when Nebuchadnezzar 
took the vessels he treated them with respect.   Belshazzar does the opposite.  Idolatry and the 
offering of drinks to the gods are all sins committed.  The list of materials that make up the gods 
repeat the elements of the statue in Chapter 2 with the one exception of wood.  It might be a 
reference to the tree in the other dream.   
 
Daniel 5:5-9 
Judgment starts immediately after the sins are described.  The message is delivered during the 
feast.  Repeating another theme we have seen so far we note the reaction of Belshazzar once he 
sees the writing on the wall.  He is terrified.  Some scholars note that the appearance of the hand 
is similar to the appearance of the fourth person in the fiery furnace.   
 
Once more we see the same pattern as in the other chapters.  Belshazzar sets up a challenge and 
offers a reward for anyone who can interpret the sign.  In this case a promotion in authority is 
included among the rewards.  We will recall that a purple robe was given to Mordecai in Esther 
8:15 and a gold chain was presented to Joseph in Genesis 41:42.  Both items were common gifts 
in the Persian era.  There was also the reward of a third position (see the verses that follow).   
 
Daniel 5:10-12 
Once more Daniel is introduced to the Babylonian ruler and this time by the queen mother.  
Herodotus offers some non-Biblical legends about her.  She was credited with great wisdom, with 
the building of Babylon’s outer fortifications, and had a humorous cleverness to her.  The queen 
mother has not appeared before now. With her introduction we see how the potential promotion 
of Daniel would place him in authority behind the king and queen mother.  We note that she calls 
him by his Hebrew name.   
 
Daniel 5:13-28 
Daniel stands before Belshazzar as one in exile and a conquered foreigner (as emphasized in the 
reading).  Daniel continues his litany that he is not under the rule and power of Belshazzar.  Since 
Daniel is clear he does not want the gifts some scholars believe this story was not part of the 
original since it contradicts what happens later.  It does not appear in the Old Greek version.   
 
The meaning of the terms on the wall are not clear.  In the Old Greek version of the Bible there 
are only three terms.  Most scholars believe that second mene was added in order to conform to 
the four kingdoms (Babylonians, Medes, Persians, and Greeks).  Once more they may indicate a 
decline of value (much like the statue).  They were essentially monetary terms that denoted coins 
and weights.  Just as Nebuchadnezzar suffered the same fate he subjected his exiles to so also 
Belshazzar will be audited in the midst of his wasteful and demeaning opulence. 
 
 
 



Daniel 5:29-31 
Daniel accepts the gifts and rewards that he earlier refused.  Verse 30 presents the contrast and 
the reversal of fortune.  Daniel is clothed in purple.  Belshazzar dies.  The kingdom passes to the 
Medes and at the end of Chapter 6 to Cyrus the Persian. 
 
Daniel 6:1-3 
We cannot determine with certainty the identity of Darius.  Historically Darius I (522-486 BC) was 
a notable figure after seizing the throne of Persia.  He was also known as a great organizer.  
Bottom line is that it is fruitless to try to force the story of Daniel to fit what we know of the actual 
circumstances of Persian history.  That Darius I was chosen as the historical model for this other-
wise fictional character is more than likely due to the length of his reign.  It may also be as a result 
of his important role as the defender of the Jewish reconstruction under Zerubbabel.   
 
Daniel 6:4-9 
We note the tension between the Jewish exiles and the Persian nationals as they fulfill their 
responsibilities.  This chapter is more in line with Chapter 3 as both present the Jewish heroes as 
facing evil conspirators who seek their defeat.  One difference is that here there is a reference to 
the laws and traditions of the Jewish people.  It adds to the weight of their argument.  Daniel is 
even more guilty because he follows the ethical requirements of his religion.   And then Darius 
signs a new law and establishes a new edict.  
 
Daniel 6:10-18 
Daniel knows the laws that have been signed and that he breaks the laws by praying to God as 
he has always done before.  We must be cautious as the praying towards Jerusalem three times 
a day was not commanded in the Old Testament.  It was to whom he prayed that indicates how 
the law was broken.     
 
Before this we did not see any sign of defiance in the actions of Daniel.  Here we see an act of 
open civil disobedience.  The mention of an open window gives us the idea that he was not afraid 
to be seen.   
 
The conspirators repeat the decree and seek to entrap Darius.  His laws cannot be changed.  
Daniel (the exile and foreigner that the king trusted) has betrayed him.  Unlike the other stories 
Darius is troubled and wants to deliver Daniel.  From the perspective of the writer it is consistent 
with the overall positive portrayal of the Persians (not universal but more positive than negative 
in other Biblical accounts).  At the same time we will see that the image of the Persians in Daniel 
7-12 is significantly darker in tone.   
 
The sympathetic tone of Darius – May your God, whom you serve faithfully, deliver you! – is in 
contract to the arrogant statement of Nebuchadnezzar – Who is the god that will deliver you out 
of my hands?  The fasting of Darius is another indication that he is upset by the fate of Daniel.  
There is a sense in which Darius is almost interceding for Daniel by fasting.   
 
 



Daniel 6:19-28 
Daniel was totally unharmed and the episode is completed with a reversal of fortune.  Those who 
unjustly accused the innocent are sentenced to the same punishment and their families along 
with them.  This kind of reversal (and the inclusion of families) is not unusual in the diaspora 
stories.  It is also seen in the book of Esther.   
 
It also raises the issue of the suffering of the innocent.   
 
Daniel becomes the hero of all these stories as Darius now makes his confession of faith.  But his 
statement goes much further than simply honoring God.  He almost appears a convert.  God is 
the living God and the kingdom of God will endure forever.  God delivers and rescues while the 
emperors of the world only kill or refrain from killing.   
 
Next Session on September 28 
Daniel 7-9  
 
 


