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Daniel: Hope in the Lions’ Den 

 
 

Contexts 
 

Linguistic 
 Daniel’s name means “God has judged.” The stories about Daniel all appear to point to God having 

judged Daniel to be a good and faithful representative of Israel. See Cultural/Religious notes below. 
 Daniel was one of three sarkin, a Persian term meaning ‘chief ministers,’ variously translated as 

‘administrators’ (NIV), ‘presidents’ (NRSV), or ‘ministers’ (Tanakh). The other two sarkin in Darius’ 
administration conspire against him with the heads of local administrative units (satraps).1 

 The book of Daniel itself is divided into two genres, “court legends,” chapters 1-6; and “apocalyptic 
visions,” chapters 7-12 (see Genre below). However, the book has come down to us in two different 
languages, and the linguistic division does not follow the genre divisions. Daniel 1:1-2:4a and 8:1-12:13 are 
in Hebrew, while Daniel 2:4b-7:28 are in Aramaic. The reasons for this are disputed among scholars, but 
likely reflect the odd nature of life in exile.2 

 
Geographic 

 The Book of Daniel takes place in Persia under the Babylonian exile, though the rulers shift from 
Babylonian (i.e., Nebuchadnezzar, ch.3) to Persian (i.e., Darius, ch.6). Cyrus (the first of the Persian kings, 
therefore pre-Darius) encouraged the Judeans to return from exile in 538 BCE, which places chapter 6 of 
Daniel in the period after the end of the forced exile. Those who remain in Babylon at this point have 
chosen to do so for familial, economic, or other reasons. 

 
Historical 

 While the Babylonian Exile itself is historical, the specific stories that make up the Book of Daniel are 
more folkloric in nature. This story of the lions’ den may be rooted in historical fact, but has likely been 
exaggerated and elaborated in the retelling. The stories have been kept, not to document history, but to 
give later generations a sense of what life in exile was like, and encourage them to keep their faith in the 
face of oppression. For example, while there is no evidence that the kings of Persia were in the habit of 
forbidding worship of other gods, or of requiring worship of a single God, several of the stories in Daniel 
include such a sequence. This aspect may be read as a reflection of the Hebrew people’s wish to remain 
monotheistic in a multi religious setting.3 It may also reflect life in Hellenistic times (the rule of the 
followers of Alexander the Great from 323-31 BCE), when the empire required conquered nations to pay 
homage to their deified rulers.4 

The Hope of the Messiah 

The Point  
It is not our actions that make God faithful to us, but rather God’s faithfulness that helps us to know how 
to act. 
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 “Darius the Mede” is most likely Darius I Hystaspis (522-486 BCE), the third Persian ruler after Cyrus. 
Darius I may have been the popularly remembered king in this story because of his historically verified 
support of Jewish reconstruction (see Ezra 6).5 This support comes down to us through the narrative in his 
apparent inner conflict over his actions. While he is bound by his own law to punish Daniel, he is also 
moved by Daniel’s devotion to his God, and is glad to find him still alive the next morning.  

 
Cultural/Religious 

 In Hebrew folklore, Daniel was a traditional wisdom, piety, and virtue figure. He represents the struggle to 
maintain Jewish identity in a multicultural, multi-religious setting. 

 Daniel’s practice of praying three times a day, toward Jerusalem, is not mandated in the Torah, but appears 
to be part of the tradition from the period of the Exile on. 

 Jewish tradition has leaned away from embracing Daniel as a prophet because of Christian tendencies to 
see Christ and Christian resurrection in Daniel’s stories. The Rabbis have assigned him the role of seer 
rather than prophet, and viewed his visions as predictive of the Maccabean revolt, not of end times.6  

 
Literary 

 The Book of Daniel is placed with the major prophets of Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel in the Christian 
canon, reflecting the interpretations discussed above. The Jewish canon places Daniel in the Kethuvim or 
Writings, which include other non-historical, non-prophetic books such as Psalms, Proverbs, and Esther.  
 Genre – As mentioned above, the Book of Daniel contains two distinct genres. The “court legends” 

consist of a variety of tales relating the difficulties faced by Hebrew exiles as they assimilate to life in 
the Babylonian court. These stories have an element of folklore to them, and offer encouragement to 
individuals who find their faith tested by their circumstances. Today’s passage is the last of these 
narrative chapters before the Book of Daniel turns to apocalyptic visions. It is broadly considered to be 
a deliverance story, one of several such stories set in the exilic period.7 The apocalyptic visions in the 
final chapters of Daniel offer hope of judgment and vindication for those faithful who live in 
persecution and turmoil under foreign rule. 

 Authorial Intention – The repetitiveness of the story (similar to that found in Daniel 3) shows that the 
story likely had a long oral tradition before being written down. The chant or singsong allows it to be 
easily remembered and repeated. This reflects the folkloric origins of the story, likely developed over 
time in the collective imagination of the exiled people. 

 Audience– Many interpreters understand the final shaping of the book to have occurred circa 175-164 
BCE. This dating would establish Daniel 1-6 as traditional stories that were used to encourage the 
people as they endured persecution under Antiochus IV Epiphanes.8 

 
Common Misunderstandings 

 While this is certainly a story about faithfulness, the emphasis needs to remain on God’s faithfulness to us. 
This story is often read as a moralistic tale about how, if we remain faithful, then God will deliver us. But 
Daniel’s faithfulness is based on God’s character as a deliverer, not on his own bargaining for God’s favor. 

 Biblical literalists often try to cite Daniel as an historical document. However, efforts to fit Daniel’s story 
into any strictly historical setting is neither possible, nor necessary.9 The story stands as a tale of God’s 
steadfast love regardless of historicity  

 
More Information 

 More on the Babylonian Exile (597-538 BCE) can be found at http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/
jsource/History/Exile.html. 

 An overview of Jewish apocalyptic literature is online at http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/
articles/1642-apocalypse  

 
 

http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/History/Exile.html
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/History/Exile.html
http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/1642-apocalypse
http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/1642-apocalypse
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Connections 
 

Narrative Lectionary Connections 
 Last Week (Jeremiah 36:1-8, 21-23, 27-28; 31:31-34) - In Daniel’s story, strict obedience to human law at 

the expense of mercy and grace, and misuse of this law to subjugate and subvert right relationship, is 
shown to be the source of suffering. In Jeremiah, God promises a new covenant, in which right 
relationship will be based on God’s works, not on humanity’s. 

 Next Week (Joel 2:12-13, 28-29) - While Daniel is about the trials of life in exile, Joel will address those 
returning from exile, and the difficulties they faced. In both texts, however, it is the gracious and merciful 
nature of God that will see the people through their difficulties. 

 Other Weeks – Exilic deliverance stories recall the original deliverance story of the Passover in Exodus 12 
& 13 (10/2/2016). Isaiah 61 (12/11/2016) and Luke 4 (1/15/2017) both recall God’s promise to bring 
good news to the oppressed and liberty to captives. Daniel’s release from the lions’ den might be read as a 
different example of this same promise. And as generations of Christians have done before, we can find a 
foretaste of the Resurrection (4/16/2017), when Daniel (who should have been dead) is found to be 
alive.10 The imagery of the stone rolled in front of the lions’ den and sealed is especially familiar to those 
who know the Easter story. 

 
Other Bible Connections  

 In Daniel 3, Shadrach, Meshach, Abednego are falsely accused of disloyalty to the monarch, and are 
delivered from the fiery furnace. Esther is another example of an exilic story where conspirators attempt to 
undermine the influence of Jewish exiles in the kingdom. 

 In 2 Timothy 4:17, Paul uses the image of being rescued ‘from the lion’s mouth.’ 
 Throughout the Psalms, lions are used as symbols for enemies. (Psalm 7:2; 17:12; 22:13; 57:4) 

 
Thematic Connections 

 God Revealed: Our own faithfulness to God flows from God’s own faithfulness to us. Daniel (like other 
deliverance story heroes) acts out of his faith that God will continue to act as God has always acted, i.e., in 
favor of deliverance. Humans tend to put the law before mercy. King Darius is willing to sacrifice a loyal 
courtier for the sake of the law, even when he does not want to. Though he is the king, he is beholden to 
the law as much as anyone. However, this becomes the backdrop against which we see faithfulness and 
mercy revealed as God’s primary traits. 

 The Hope of the Messiah: Imprisonment and exile run throughout the Scriptures. Often a pit replaces a 
prison. Joseph was cast into a pit before being exiled to Egypt. Jeremiah, Isaiah, Zechariah, and 
Lamentations all reflect these images.11 Most hero types of the exilic period suffer imprisonment innocently 
and are eventually delivered.12 As mentioned above in Narrative Lectionary Connections, generations of 
Christians have seen this and other stories of deliverance as completed and fulfilled in the resurrection of 
Jesus Christ. The empty tomb and its victory over death are the final escape from prison, the pit, and the 
lions’ den. 

 
Liturgical/Seasonal Connections 

 Advent - On the first Sunday in Advent, the Narrative Lectionary takes a break from the Prophets to dip 
into the exilic writings. In Advent we lean into our longing for wholeness, for place, for community. This 
story reminds us that God comes to us wherever we are, and draws us back into belonging no matter what 
the circumstances. 
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Hymns/ Music 
 Hymns about trust - “Blessed Assurance” or “All Depends on Our Possessing” 
 Hymns about Israel’s story - “The God of Abraham Praise” or “Blessed Be the Lord God of Israel” 
 Hymns about God’s faithfulness - “Great is Thy Faithfulness” or “Thy Holy Wings”  

 
Media Connections 

 Veggie Tales has a fun version of this story. However, there are several variations from the biblical narrative. 
The main point made in the Veggie Tales version is that God is always with us, even when we’re scared. 
While it may lose some of the finer points of the theology, it is on the whole a good way to share the story 
with younger folks. 

 In the Pixar film Finding Nemo, Nemo’s father Marlin is desperately trying to find his son, and several times 
gets sidetracked into danger. Once he swims into a deep trench, into an area where there is no sunlight, and 
he despairs of ever finding his way. His companion Dori encourages him to “just keep swimming,” and 
everything will be alright. Again, when they are swallowed by a whale, it is Dori’s encouragement to “just 
let go,” that gets Marlin moving again. Dori speaks to Marlin the same words that God might speak to 
Daniel and to others who find themselves in darkness and trial, offering encouragement and faithful 
companionship even through the most difficult moments . 

 
Multimedia Links 

 The song “Daniel in the Lions’ Den” is an old folk song that has been covered by many different artists, 
including the children’s singer Raffi. YouTube is chock full of versions to explore and share. 
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