Daniel

Introduction

The book of Daniel is a relatively short book spanning at least 70 years.  The internal evidence testifies that Daniel is the author (Daniel 8:1, 9:2, 9:20, and 10:2).  It contains personal autobiographical information, accounts of dreams and visions, historical incidents of God’s supernatural intervention in events, and prophetic insights into future events.  This mixture of material has led many commentators to speculate about the purpose of the book and the author’s motivations.  My personal speculation is that Daniel kept a series of diaries throughout his life and assembled extracts from these diary entries into this book to share with people who had looked to his leadership.  This compilation was probably accomplished by Daniel some time during the reign of Cyrus in the 537-532 BC timeframe.  Given that Daniel was between 12 and 20 at the time of his captivity in 605 BC, the Hebrew term used in Daniel 1:4 (yeled, Strong’s OT 3206) refers to teenage young men.  He must have been in his mid to late 80s at the time that the book was completed.
Daniel himself is identified as righteous by God in Ezekiel 14:14, 20.

Historical Background

Daniel was one of the princes of Judah taken captive by the Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar in his first raid on Jerusalem in 605 BC.  (King Nebuchadnezzar was actually Nebuchadnezzar II, son of Nabopolassar, who lived from 630-562 BC.)
For many generations, the Israelites had been in idolatrous rebellion against God.  Despite many warnings through the prophets (especially Jeremiah, especially Jeremiah 20:4) and the Law of Moses (Deuteronomy 28:58-68), they continued in idolatry until the judgment was carried out.  The nature of the judgment was to be removed from the Promised Land.  The Assyrians captured the Kingdom of Israel in 722 BC.  This was to be a warning to the Kingdom of Judah, but Judah also persisted in rebellion.  The only difference between the kingdoms was in their leadership.  The Northern Kingdom of Israel never had a righteous king – all led the kingdom in unrighteousness; the Southern Kingdom of Judah had a number of righteous kings who sought the Lord and tried to lead the people to serve the Lord in righteousness.  The historical accounts found in 1 and 2 Kings (RST – 3 and 4 Kings), 2 Chronicles, Isaiah, and Jeremiah provide many details of God’s prophetic warnings, including the prophesy that the final judgment would be carried out by the Babylonians (Chaldeans).  Jeremiah was used as an agent to warn Judah that this judgment would be carried out, but the priests and kings refuted his prophesies.
The captivity actually occurred in 3 separate incidents. In 605 BC, the Babylonians conquered Judah, but allowed King Jehoaikim (Eliakim) to remain on the throne.  Archeological records have disclosed that it was common Babylonian practice to take captives from among the relatives (princes) of the king to encourage his obedience (i.e., sending tribute to Babylon).  However, Jehoaikim rebelled against Nebuchadnezzar by refusing to send tribute, leading to the Babylonians returning to Jerusalem in 599-598 BC when they took all of the treasures of the Temple as well as some more captives, including Ezekiel.  Jehoaichin (Jeconiah or Coniah) became king in the place of his father, but was taken captive to Babylon in 597 BC and replaced by Zedekiah (Mattaniah).  Then in 586 BC, the Chaldeans returned because of the repeated rebellion of Zedekiah.  Zedekiah had his sons put to death before his eyes, and then his eyes were put out and he was taken as a captive to Babylon, where he died.  King Nebuchadnezzar then established a governor over Israel, the walls, gates, and Temple of Jerusalem were destroyed, and all but the poorest people were led into captivity to be dispersed in the lands of Babylon.  There are many details in 2 Kings 24 and 25, 2 Chronicles 36, and distributed through Jeremiah.

2 Chronicles 36:20-23 contains a promissory summary that talks about the restoration initiated by Cyrus, King of Persia.  No doubt Daniel’s writings precede the compilation of 2 Chronicles and were provided by Daniel to encourage his fellow captives about the faithfulness of the Lord God.  The events selected by Daniel omit most of his life during the Captivity; however, they each testify to God’s supreme control of all events, His ability to deliver the faithful from dire situations, and the truth of His prophetic Word.  In the minds of many, victory in war is a testimony of the power of the God of the victors, so Israelites needed to be reminded that the Lord God is truly God of gods rather than being inferior to the gods of Babylon.  All of these elements were necessary reminders to those returning to the Promised Land.
Canonicity
The book of Daniel was clearly a part of Hebrew Scripture at the time of Christ.  It was included in the Septuagint (the Hebrew Scripture translated into Greek).  The book is represented among the Dead Sea Scrolls and other fragments have been found in the archeology of Babylon.  Jesus refers to the book and its authorship in Matthew 24:15.
Some prophesies were fulfilled within the 500 years following Daniel’s life so accurately that skeptics have challenged the dating of the book, especially those relating to the events leading up to and through the Maccabean period (second century B.C.).  Some skeptics have further challenged the book because the original languages of Daniel include both ancient Hebrew (chapter 1 and chapters 8-12) and Aramaic (chapters 2-7).  Both of these issues are put to rest by the fact that Daniel is represented among the Dead Sea Scrolls, clearly predating the assertions of the skeptics, which would demand a date in the late second century or early first century BC.  The skeptics assert that prophesy doesn’t exist and that Daniel is a fraudulent book written during the years of the Maccabees.  The older fragments of Daniel are in a form of Hebrew and Aramaic that is dated to the 6th century BC (i.e., contemporary with the life of Daniel).  The use of 2 languages may reflect 2 different audiences in Daniel’s mind: that he wrote the prophetic accounts in chapters 8-12 because they are intended for future generations of Hebrews and the accounts of 2-7 for the broader encouragement of his contemporaries.  Chapter 1 may be in Hebrew because it is merely copied from Daniel’s original diary written before he had learned Chaldean.
Archeology and Daniel

Many historical references in Daniel have been verified by archeology.  The Babylonian Chronicles are a series of cuneiform tablets stored in the British Museum plus some held in Iraq.  A few of the tablets were discovered as early as 1887; others were discovered as late as 1998.  Some were published in the 1950s, but some have been published in the early 2000s.  There are probably 30 or so tablets that have yet to be translated and published as of 2008.  To date, every published fact from the Babylonian Chronicles has served to either directly validate Daniel or to shed additional light on the events of sixth century BC that are consistent with the reports of Daniel.
Application to Us

Daniel’s encouragement to the people of his day still has application to us.  We should be encouraged that our God is in control of all events and is able to deliver us from adversity.  We should also be encouraged to maintain our faith and integrity in the face of great adversity, trusting in God rather than our human wisdom.  Daniel also contains some wonderful examples of intercessory prayer.
The prophesies in Daniel are very useful in understanding the plan of God for the end of days.

The grace of God is manifest throughout Daniel.  God demonstrates His grace in the deliverance of Daniel and his companions when they are tested by adversity.  His grace is demonstrated in the restoration of Israel in spite of their generations of idolatry.  The plan of God for the ages shows His redemptive grace, obtaining ultimate victory over sin and death.
As you study Daniel, note the parallels between the culture in Babylon and the culture of today.  Not only does this give us encouragement to live by the integrity of our faith, it helps us to understand prophesies about the “last days” in Daniel and other significant prophetic books, such as Revelation.  Babylon figures prominently in prophesies about the last days.  The Babylonian Empire was characterized by several features:
· Acceptance of diverse religions and incorporation into the Babylonian worship practices.

· An integrated economy to promote trade across the multiple cultures of the Empire.  Babylon even had a base 60 numbering system; 60 has many divisors so this practice promoted trade.  Goods that were plentiful in one part of the Empire were bought in quantity, divided up and resold in other parts of the Empire.
· A common set of laws.  Although the governments of the conquered nations were allowed to stay in place, Babylonian laws and decrees were superimposed upon them.  If a nation became unruly, the local king was merely replaced by a Babylonian governor.  In many cases, the vassal king was brought to Babylon and allowed sit at the King’s table, but the true power was in the hands of the King of the Babylonian Empire.

Many commentators have noted that these features are found in our modern world culture.  Certainly, there is extensive global trade, and the economies of the nations are locked together in many practical ways as well as through cooperative trade agreements.  Many large companies are international in their production, services, and sales.  Much of this was initiated during the colonial eras of the European powers, but truly enabled by international travel and modern transcontinental shipping by sea and air.  The Helsinki Accords on Human Rights
 established religious tolerance as a human right, although there are a variety of interpretations about how tolerance is to be practiced.  As many nations have become independent of their former colonial powers, their new constitutions have incorporated “freedom of religion” concepts.  It is true that religious tolerance is not practiced in many lands even with these constitutional provisions, but the principles are in place.  In addition, the freedom of discussion of religious ideas has been promoted by satellite communications and Internet capabilities across the world.  The primary area where the Babylonian model is not already in practical practice is in international law. However, there are many people and organizations trying to strengthen the “principles and agreements” that have been formulated over the past century to have the practical force of law.  This is especially true in Europe.

Chapter One – The First Test
“Daniel 1:1 In the third year of the reign of Jehoiakim king of Judah came Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon unto Jerusalem, and laid siege to it.   2And the Lord gave Jehoiakim king of Judah into his hand, with part of the vessels of the house of God: which he carried into the land of Shinar to the house of his god; and he brought the vessels into the treasure house of his god.  3And the king spoke unto Ashpenaz the master of his eunuchs, that he should bring certain of the children of Israel, and of the king's seed, and of the princes;”
The third year of Jehoiakim is 605 BC (as reckoned by the Babylonian method and calendar; the fourth year as counted by the Hebrews as in Jeremiah 46:2).  This was only the beginning of the fulfillment of prophesy against the Kingdom of Judah.  The land of Shinar is Babylon, which is on the plain of Shinar.  Archeological records have verified the practices of the Babylonian Empire.  Taking the young men captive and carrying religious artifacts to the temple complex of Babylon have been verified as common practices.  The name of Ashpenaz has been found identified as the “Rab Saris” (Master of Eunuchs or Chief Overseer) of these captives.  It is believed that the captive young men were made eunuchs in order to neutralize their desire to take revenge.  His job description included selecting and preparing the young men to be court advisors in matters of dealing with the land of their birth.
Nebuchadnezzar means “Nebo protects the crown”.  Nebo is one of the Babylonian gods.

“Daniel 1:4 Youths in whom was no blemish, but well-favored, and skilful in all wisdom, and cunning in knowledge, and understanding science, and such as had ability in them to stand in the king's palace, and whom they might teach the learning and the tongue of the Chaldeans.   5 And the king appointed them a daily provision of the king's meat, and of the wine which he drank: so nourishing them three years, that at the end thereof they might stand before the king.”
As noted in the Introduction, the Hebrew term, translated variously as children, youths, or young men, refers to teenagers.  They were normally young men that were not yet skilled in marital arts but who had been sufficiently educated in their culture to understand the political, economic, and religious practices of their home country – a repository of local wisdom.  In order for the captives to have received sufficient education to be useful, it is likely that they were at least 15 years old.  However, it is unlikely that they were 17 or older since they would have received too much military training.  The only exceptions would have been priests.
The Chronicles of Babylon relate the taking of Jerusalem and the common practices of taking captives to include among the sages of Babylon.  

“Daniel 1:6 Now among these were of the children of Judah, Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah:  1:7 Unto whom the prince of the eunuchs gave names: for he gave unto Daniel the name of Belteshazzar; and to Hananiah, of Shadrach; and to Mishael, of Meshach; and to Azariah, of Abed-nego.  1:8 But Daniel purposed in his heart that he would not defile himself with the portion of the king's meat, nor with the wine which he drank: therefore he requested of the prince of the eunuchs that he might not defile himself.”
Daniel = “God is my judge”.  Belteshazzar = “Bel’s prince”.  Bel is the Aramaic form of Baal.
Hananiah = “Beloved by the Lord”.  Shadrach = “Illumined by the Sun-god”.

Mishael = “Who is like God”.  Meshach = “Who is like Venus”.

Azariah = “The Lord is my Help”.  Aded-Nego = “Servant of Nego”
In renaming these young men, the goal is to help them identify with Babylon so they will be loyal in serving the king.  Each has received a name related to one of the Babylonian gods.  Their new names are probably the closest translations of their Hebrew names into Chaldean from their overseer’s perspective.

The foods serve to make the transition of the captives to Chaldean culture easier, but they are also a spiritual challenge to these young men.  They are to be given of the finest foods and beverages of the kingdom, but these would not have been consistent with the Kosher laws of the Hebrews.  This tantalizing temptation is not unlike the challenges to the faith of teenagers today.  Daniel perceives the spiritual challenge and seeks to remain faithful to God.  However, this is also a problem for Ashpenaz.  There are several problems with refusing the food: (1) it is a refusal of the hospitality of the king, (2) it is symbolic of rebellion against the king, and (3) it could make it harder to integrate the young Hebrews into the culture.  
“Daniel 1:9 Now God had brought Daniel into favor and tender love with the prince of the eunuchs.  10And the prince of the eunuchs said unto Daniel, I fear my lord the king, who has appointed your meat and your drink: for why should he see your faces worse liking than the children which are of your sort? then shall ye make me endanger my head to the king.  11Then said Daniel to Melzar, whom the prince of the eunuchs had set over Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah,  12Prove thy servants, I beseech thee, ten days; and let them give us pulse to eat, and water to drink.  13Then let our countenances be looked upon before thee, and the countenance of the children that eat of the portion of the king's meat: and as thou seest, deal with thy servants.  14So he consented to them in this matter, and proved them ten days.”  
Ashpenaz recognizes the potential threats to the program he is in charge of, yet he has affection for the Hebrews by the grace of God.  He refuses to grant Daniel’s request, but offers the reason that the Royal diet is surely better than the alternative, and Daniel and his friends will not be received favorably by the king.  The king could be angry and take all of their lives.
Daniel is not deterred, who takes the petition to Melzar, a steward/guard appointed to directly care for Daniel and his friends. Daniel proposes a brief test.  Surely, a determination can be made in 10 days in the seclusion of their care in the palace.  A vegetable diet is proposed in lieu of the king’s meats; water replaces wines and liquors.  The translation of the Hebrew zeroa is sometimes rendered “pulse”; however, the understanding of what pulse really refers to is somewhat obscured by changes in the English language.  The real meaning of zeroa is “something sown” and can refer to both grains and many other vegetables.  The test is conducted and the Hebrews are visibly healthier than the youth from other cultures partaking of the king’s diet.
“Da 1:15 And at the end of ten days their countenances appeared fairer and fatter in flesh than all the children which did eat the portion of the king's meat.  16Thus Melzar took away the portion of their meat, and the wine that they should drink; and gave them pulse.” 
Having passed the test, Melzar, their overseer, grants their petition to remain on their own diet.

Daniel is recognized as the spokesman for the four Hebrews.  Commentators have speculated that he was the oldest of the four or that he was the greater in rank from the Judean Court of the four.  In fact, the text reveals that God granted favor to Daniel in the eyes of the authorities.  There were many opportunities for discouragement or to simply yield to the authorities, but Daniel is the one who purposed not to defile himself, with the others agreeing to go along.

Daniel has obeyed the Mosaic Law and the principles of Proverbs 3:1-8, and God has granted favor in the sight of men and health.  Many of us have been similarly tempted and have succumbed because we were afraid of the opinions of men or because we lustfully pursued the worldly treasures.  Daniel exemplifies trusting in the Lord.
“ Daniel 1:17As for these four children, God gave them knowledge and skill in all learning and wisdom: and Daniel had understanding in all visions and dreams.  18Now at the end of the days that the king had said he should bring them in, then the prince of the eunuchs brought them in before Nebuchadnezzar.  19And the king communed with them; and among them all was found none like Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah: therefore stood they before the king.  20And in all matters of wisdom and understanding, that the king inquired of them, he found them ten times better than all the magicians and astrologers that were in all his realm.”  

God rewards Daniel and the 3 other young men for their faithfulness, giving them extraordinary abilities to learn and manifest wisdom.  God has also given Daniel the gift of interpreting visions and dreams.  Their presentation to Nebuchadnezzar was after 3 years, i.e., about 602 BC.  The presentation involved conversations with the king where he tested them with open-ended questions to expose their wisdom.  Verse 20 tells us that they were found to be exemplary even compared to the others who had served in the king’s court for many years.
“Da 1:21 And Daniel continued even unto the first year of king Cyrus.” 
The final verse of this first story is that Daniel maintained his integrity and service throughout the remainder of the Babylonian Empire and into the Persian Empire.  The testimony of Daniel’s righteousness found in Ezekiel 14:14 was recorded years before Daniel’s life was completed, but the book of Daniel does nothing to undermine this testimony.
� Final Act of the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe, (August 1, 1975) (� HYPERLINK "http://www1.umn.edu/humanrts/osce/basics/finact75.htm" �http://www1.umn.edu/humanrts/osce/basics/finact75.htm�, cited February 9, 2009) Article VII.  “Respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, including the freedom of thought, conscience, religion or belief.”





