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FAITH IN A TIME OF PERSECUTION

Daniel

INTRODUCTION


This book was composed during a time of cruel persecution under a Syrian despot, Antiochus IV, then ruler of the area of Israel (around 167 B.C.). What had happened during the centuries before this, after the Babylonian Captivity? Let us lightly go over the historical and historical-fiction Scriptures since that time.

I. THE BOOKS OF EZRA AND NEHEMIAH


Originally, these were one book and are an important account of the return from Babylon and the reorganization of the Jewish people in Israel, under the benevolent emperor, Cyrus the Great of Persia.


A. Ezra’s chapter two tells of the family heads and the number of “sons” in the clan who returned; the priests and the number of their “sons”, even the number of slaves and their descendants who returned from Babylon; of the decision to rebuild the temple, after Haggai and Zechariah had preached this. Ezra, a priest who “had set his heart on the law of the Lord and teaching it,” began his efforts. First he found that the Israelite people had “desecrated the holy race” (Ezra 9:2) through intermarriage with pagans. As envoy to the king, he could give orders in Jerusalem, “and take action” against “this apostasy” (Ezra 10:4).


He assembled the people, knelt and prayed, then exhorted the people so severely that all took an oath to end this practice. Those guilty of this are listed in his last chapter.



We can learn from Ezra: his love for God and his faith, his wise and moving way of prayer, his identifying himself with his people and praying for forgiveness for “our guilt.” 


B. Nehemiah was appointed administrator for Judah by the emperor Artaxerxes. He was the man of action as Ezra was the champion of the religious reform. Nehemiah had the walls rebuilt, set guards to defend against the anger of the Samaritans, ordered a census taken, called all the people together to hear Ezra read the Book of the Law (the recently found book of Deuteronomy), and re-celebrated the Feast of Booths, which has been observed ever since by the world’s Jews. He tells of the memorable day when the Israelites gathered together in penitential signs and fasting, openly confessing their infidelity and that of their fathers, and begging God for forgiveness. This is so good for us to read—we need the consciousness of a community of God’s people, we need to know that our common prayer for forgiveness of our nation and our people’s sins, is powerful and truthful before God.


The last two chapters of Nehemiah show the re-establishing of the priests and Levites and their duties, and special reforms to ensure the living of the law of the Lord. We respond to such good news in the Scriptures, with relief and with joy that God’s people were truly His again.

II.  THE BOOKS OF TOBIT, JUDITH AND ESTHER


These are delightful stories written to teach and inculcate Jewish faith and practice. They affected the people profoundly and are still popular and loved today. They tell us much of the Jews in captivity and what they did under the stress of opposition and isolation. They give valuable insights into the faith and the lives of the post-exilic times. They too were probably written in the second century, as Daniel was. The religious truths and the moral and spiritual teaching in them, has been treasured by the Church and included in its readings of Scripture during the liturgical year. You will not regret reading them for yourself, and will reap a double profit—wonderful stories and the Word of God for us as well, teaching us as it did the people of God.

III. FIRST AND SECOND MACCABEES


These are historical books written about 100 B.C., much later than Ezra, of the persecution by two of the ruling kings in an attempt to stamp out the faith of the Jews. We have no Hebrew copy of these books, but only the pre-Christian Greek copy. This explains why these books (and others) are not in the non-Catholic Bibles today, since Martin Luther decided to follow the decision of Pharisees meeting at Jamnia, Palestine about 100 years after Christ—that their holy books would contain only those written in Hebrew, mainly it is thought, for national reasons and probably also as a reaction to Christian literature, all written in the common language spoken in the Roman empire: Greek.


These books contain heroic stories of persecuted Jews. One of these is that of a mother of seven boys, all of whom are martyred one by one, before her eyes, for refusing to eat pork, forbidden by Jewish law. An interesting reason for this law as once offered—pork can be dangerous unless it is thoroughly cooked because of certain microbes that can be found in pork. Such “religious” laws in the Old Testament were often for health and safety reasons, since the Jews had no other laws except their religious laws.


This brings us to the next books in the Old Testament, Wisdom Literature, which we will study in our fifth and last year of the Catholic Scripture Study.  Included in that series is the “wisdom” literature from God’s people who follow Jesus as the Savior and the second Person of God. These Christian wisdom books are the writings of St. Paul and the other letters which follow Acts in the New Testament, teaching and forming the people of God. Next year! 


And we are back to Daniel


Antiochus IV (223-187) robbed the Temple of its precious vessels, erected a pagan statue on the altar, and martyred any Jews who resisted. The Book of Daniel was written to encourage, comfort, and strengthen the Jews under his persecution. The author, in order to avoid suspicion, placed the time 500  or 400 years earlier.


Some scholars believe that the name “Daniel” is a slight change from the revered legend of one “Danel” who, along with “Job” and “Noe” were wise men of the earliest times. Others believe that there was a Daniel whose story is told here. However, the author did not think exact historical accuracy was important for his book, so there are some inaccuracies found there.

IV. DANIEL AND THE BABYLONIAN KINGS (Daniel 1:1-6)


A. The Heroes and Their First Test (Daniel 1:1-7). Handsome, talented, and intelligent young Hebrews were chosen to be in the king’s service and trained at court. Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego (their names were changed; they were given Persian names) were among these.


We first see Daniel’s courage and leadership in refusing foods from the king’s table which were forbidden under Mosaic law. God’s response and blessing to this first test of the Hebrew youth is shown throughout the book, and is a lesson for all of us who live in a secular American culture—one which leaves God out of public and governmental decisions. That God is the Supreme Being, whose power and wisdom rule over His world is viewed as interfering with the “separation of Church and State”... although our founding fathers specifically include God as a Power over us. “One nation under God,” “In God we trust” are in our documents and on our coins.


Daniel asked that the four Jews be served vegetables instead of the king’s rich foods and promised the official over him that after ten days he would see that they looked as healthy as any. They were found to also have knowledge and proficiency in all studies, and Daniel was given understanding of visions and dreams.


B. The King’s Dream (Daniel 2:1-49). Nebuchadnezzar, the king, had a dream which robbed him of sleep. He sent for magicians, enchanters and such to interpret his dream. They agreed and asked him to tell his dream. He refused and insisted that they tell him, promising death if they could not tell and also interpret his dream. The king was quick to make decisions, even unreasonable ones, and he treated the life of others lightly.


Daniel saw the incident in just the opposite way. He interceded for the men and asked time from the king. This was a matter of no obligation for Daniel; an unjust decision, but he made it important for himself and his companions. They prayed earnestly together over this. That night God revealed the dream and its meaning to Daniel.


Notice Daniel’s prayer afterwards (Daniel 2:20-23). It is mostly praise for the great power of God, then thanks to God for giving him wisdom and power. Is this our way of responding to favors?


The four kingdoms that the different substances on the figure of a man represented are a prophecy of the future. Scholars identify them as the Babylonian, the Median, the Persian, and the Hellenistic emperors who put nations under their rule, in real history. The revelation is somewhat of an apocalyptic one.


C. The Fiery Furnace (Daniel 3:1-97). Again, we find a very strange king. This time it is the three administrators, Daniel’s companions, that defy the king’s order to all the officials of the kingdom to fall down in worship of his colossal golden statue. Brought before the king, and again refusing to adore his statue, the Hebrews are thrown into a red hot furnace. Walking about in the fire, the young Hebrews sang to God, blessing him. Azariah stood up and prayed so loud that the men stoking the fire heard him. When the officials and the king looked down they saw a fourth young man “looking like a son of God.” (!)  None of the four were even singed.  Again, the story tells of the power of the God that the Hebrews worshipped.  It also is one of the Scriptures that tell us of angelic beings, created spirits without bodies, but that can appear in human form.


The book of Daniel is important for Christian angelology. We hear two angels named in these chapters: Gabriel and Michael. Angels are mentioned in Daniel in 7:9, 4:11, 14, 8:16, 9:12, even guardian angels of nations: the “prince of the kingdom of Persia” (Daniel 10:13).  Michael is “the protector of God’s people.” This contributes to the continued Christian belief in guardian angels, also mentioned by the writers of the New Testament as in the words of Jesus in Matthew 18:10.


It is interesting that in the Fatima event, the children first saw “the guardian angel of Portugal” more than once.


The prayer in Daniel 3:52-90 is included in the Sunday Lauds (the morning prayer in the Divine Office). It is said every week by thousands of monks, priests, and sisters.


D. The Vision Of The Great Tree (Daniel 1:34). The wise men of the court could not tell the king the meaning of his dream of a great tree , which was strong, large and beautiful, pushing heaven at the center of the world.  Daniel, however, when called to the king, revealed in a gentle way that the king himself was the great tree, whose empire was large and strong. The king himself would be cut down, cast among wild beasts for seven years. Then the kingdom would again be his, “once you have learned it is heaven that rules” (Daniel 4:23, 29b).


Have you learned that your way of life, what you consider your necessities, etc. can be taken away, for your own good, by your God who forms you into a better you? Give such things into His hands, and wait for His response…


Daniel’s further advice is good for us: “Atone for your sins by good deeds, and for your misdeeds by kindness to the poor; then your prosperity will be long” (Daniel 4:24). Atonement for sin is very much a teaching of the Church; it even gives us a season for atonement—Lent, so that our spiritual state can rise with Christ to new life. Two valuable means for this are suggested: good deeds and kindness to the poor. How many of us plan these for our Lent as satisfaction, atonement for our misdeeds (Sirach 3:29-30)? “Then your prosperity will be long,” (Daniel 4:24), especially if you have it in the next life!


There is no historical evidence for the conversion of Nebuchadnezzar to the true God, but the writer of these inspired words is instructing his people, and us, with the reaction of the king and his praise of the Most High, and what it teaches. “The king of heaven’s… works are right and his ways just; and those who walk in pride he is able to humble” (Daniel 4:34). “Walk in my presence and be perfect,” God told Abraham (Genesis 17:1).


E. The Writing On The Wall (Daniel 5:1-30). Human fingers writing on the wall at a banquet thoroughly alarmed King Belshazzar, son of King Nebuchadnezzar. Again the sages of Babylonia of that reign could not give the meaning. Daniel easily read the Aramaic words which announce “that God will put an end to your kingdom” (Daniel 5:25ff). It might be good here to point out that this book of Scripture begins in Hebrew, switches to Aramaic in 2:4 to 7:1-28, then back to Hebrew, until the last two chapters which are in Greek. These are some of the signs of when the books were written. Verses 24-90 of chapter three are also in Greek. Aramaic was the language of a people distantly related to the Hebrews. It was the international language of the empires in the Near East. As such, it remained in Galilee and other areas of the Jews till Our Lord’s day. This is the spoken language of His day. The Gospels and other books are in Greek, the written language of their times.


When we remember that the author of Daniel wrote this book about two hundred years before Christ, for his people who were then in a persecution from the Syrian King Antiochus IV, we can interpret the message better. What it says to us now and to those people then is a truth of history. Human achievements, financial and career success, for example, are only for a time.  If we who “reached the top” are also “found wanting” on God’s scales, he will “put an end to (our) kingdoms.” Are our sense of values true or false, and have we instilled them during the childhood and youth of the children God entrusted to us, as parents or as teachers?


F. A Test: Daniel in the Lion’s Den (Daniel 6:2-29). The jealousy of others who saw Daniel’s gifts and importance, led them to find a way to destroy him.  The law which they obtained from the king, put Daniel’s religion to a test.  The result was Daniel’s breaking of the law and of being the first to be sent to the Lion’s den, the punishment decreed. 


This servant of both his king and his God, knelt in prayer when he came among the lions. An angel from God closed the lions’ mouth. The king is shown here as saddened by Daniel’s fate. It seems that under Persian law, a decree of a king could not be rescinded. The king soon discovered that Daniel had not been harmed by the lions, he was unhurt “because he trusted in his God.”

V. DANIEL’S APOCALYPTIC VISIONS (Daniel 7-14)


A. The Four Beasts (Daniel 7:1-28). In reading of these visions, remember that the past events of the Jews’ lives are presented as though they were coming in the future. This, as we saw, was necessary in order to prevent the present persecutor, Antiochus IV, from confiscating the writing, and punishing the Jews.


The four immense beasts in the vision, the lion, bear, leopard, and a strange immense beast, represent: 1) the Babylonian empire, 2) the Median empire, 3) Cyrus the Persian’s, and 4) Alexander the Great’s (Greek). The ten horns were ten kings rising out of the fourth beast’s “empire.” The small one was Antiochus IV. The final defeat of that beast and the exaltation of the “holy people of the Most High, in His holy kingdom” lifted the hearts and spirits of the Israelites under Antiochus.


There are two New Testament allusions in this chapter: “One like a son of man coming, on the clouds of heaven” (Daniel 7:13), Our Lord made familiar by speaking of Himself as a “son of man.” The clouds of heaven remind us of His Ascension, hidden by a cloud. The kingdom and the kingship belong eternally to the Messiah-King and to His people, the Church.


B. The Ram and the He-Goat (Daniel 8:1-27). This too refers to the combined kingdoms of the Medes and the Persians (the two-horned ram). The he-goat represents Alexander the Great who conquered all the known kingdoms; his empire was divided by four of his generals (the four small horns). For the first time, the angel Gabriel is mentioned. He tells Daniel that the vision is about the “end times” (Daniel 8:17b). The “host of heaven” does not mean the stars here; but the people of God. They (the Jews persecuted by the Syrian tyrant—we, in our difficult times) will see all our enemies “shall be broken without a hand being raised,” through our King’s eternal power.


C. Gabriel and the Seventy Weeks (Daniel 9:1-27). This vision refers to Jeremiah’s prophecy about the coming Babylonian Captivity (Jeremiah 25:11). The “seventy years” may mean the combined first and second deportations of Judeans, or some other, but they are round numbers in this case. Also, seven is the perfect number, a full number; seventy refers to a long time.


Daniel turned to prayer in reading this prophecy of Jeremiah. He fasted, put on the signs of penance in those days: “sackcloth (coarse mate-rial ) and ashes.” The Church still uses ashes for our period of penance (Ash Wednesday) for ours and the world’s sins. Another aspect of our Lent is that it is a period of preparation for the arrival of a new rising in nature, spring. In fact, Lent is an old German word for springtime. Today, in our decadent society, publicly defending serious evils that the church considers as evils, we do need the type of prayer that Daniel used often in this book. Here, he begs pardon for the many times his people departed from God’s love (Daniel 9:1-20).


Suddenly, the angel Gabriel appeared. His words are apocalyptic, of the end time when “sin will end... everlasting justice will be introduced... and a most holy (one) will be anointed.” We will surely see this also. Scholars say that the weeks and their numbers here are not to be considered exact prophecies in the future. For the Israelites of Antiochus, it meant the re-dedication of the temple and its altar. The Fathers of the Church (the earliest Christian leaders, taught by the Apostles and continuing their authority) compared the new temple to the establishment of the Church, and the “most holy... to be anointed” as the triumphant Jesus (Daniel 9:24). No matter what we endure on this earth for the sake of truth and justice and love of God, it is nothing in the light of eternity! 


D. Historical Visions and A Triumphant Story (Daniel 10-14). The Wars fought between the powers of Egypt and Syria, are the main discussion of chapters 10 to 12. Without going into those, we need to notice the description of the man dressed in linen “with a belt of fine gold around his waist, his body like chrysolite, his face shining like lightning, eyes like fiery torches, arms and feet like burnished bronze, and his voice like the roar of a multitude” (Daniel 10:4-7). Imagine such a person standing before you.  It would be awesome, as it was for Daniel.  It was an effort to describe those with God, sent by him with a message for those still on earth.  It gives us a tiny idea of a resurrected state for our future.  When the hand touched Daniel, fallen in a faint, and raised him up, the loving words touch us: “Daniel, beloved, understand the words which I am speaking to you; stand up, for my mission is to you... Fear not, Daniel, from the first day you made up your mind to acquire understanding and humble yourself before God, your prayer was heard” (Daniel 10:10-13).


“Beloved… “Fear not” reveal something of God to us. But “made up your mind” and Daniel’s desire to “acquire understanding” and “humble yourself before God,” teach us ways to grow spiritually. Lastly, “your prayer was heard,” again tell us how pleasing such a “mind” is to God.


Then suddenly we hear of the prince of Persia, and Michael, “one of the chief princes.” This introduces Michael, the archangel (higher than others), to whom one of the Popes (Leo?) addressed a prayer long said after each Mass. It is good to know how our wealth of Catholic terms and understandings come. Always, we see from these meanings in scriptures, the loving hand of God again communicating himself and His love to us on earth. Remember, we can always allow ourselves to move farther and farther from God through earth’s attractions. Each of these Scripture readings should strengthen us against that.


Chapter 11 is mainly concerned with the history of the Jews in the time before Jesus, most of it concerning the dynasties in Egypt and Syria (the Seleucids).


The vision, the words, in the next short chapter (12) are ones which we should read when we have set aside time just for Scripture. Savor them, and let them create in you a longing for such fulfillment. We shall see more of all this in our next weeks, in the Book of Revelation, the last one in the Bible.

VI.  APPENDIX


These last two chapters exist now only in Greek, but scholars believe they were written originally in Hebrew or Aramaic. Nevertheless, they are not in the Hebrew or Christian Bibles, other than the Catholic ones.  Of course, the Bible is not Jewish, Catholic, or otherwise; it is that we have to explain the different understandings that these groups have and how they came about.


The favorite story of many, Susanna and her virtue, and Daniel, the young prophet who saved her, is read as the first reading in one of the Eucharist liturgies. If you have never read it through, you should take time this week, to listen to what it says to you. That is why God inspired it and saw that it is in our Bible.


The last story, Bel and the Dragon, again bring in the wise and devoted prophet of the Lord of Israel, as opposed to worshippers of a large image worshipped by the Babylonians.
QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 20

Revelation 1-3

Day 1

Read the notes.



As followers of God what lessons could be applied to our lives today?

Day 2

Read Revelation 1, Daniel 2:28, Luke 11:28.


a.
How does Revelation 1:3 apply to you?


b.
From Revelation 1:5b-6, quote the words that speak strongly to you.


c.
Read Hebrews 4:12. Explain the meaning of Revelation 1:16b and of Hebrews 4:12.

Day 3

Read Revelation 2:1-11.


a.
From Jesus’ words to Ephesus, give a reaction that you had.


b.
Read Revelation 2:7 and Genesis 2:9. What do these symbols mean?


c.
What is the meaning of second death in Revelation 2:11?

Day 4

Read Revelation 2:12-29.

a. Give a practice in modern society that Jesus might call “Satan’s Throne.”


b.
Would Jesus also see that practice in people who profess Christianity?


c.
What do you learn about God’s efforts to reform one of His believers?

Day 5

Read Revelation 3:1-13.


a.
In the message to each church, Jesus begins with “I know.” What follows this in each of the messages?


b.
What can we learn from the order or plan of Jesus’ comments, as parents, teachers, or “bosses”?

Day 6

Read Revelation 3:14-22.


a.
Give an example of the way a modern parish may be like Laodicea.


b.
In Revelation 3:18, what gold and ointment does Jesus have for us to buy from Him?



c.
How does Jesus treat those he calls “dear to me”? Compare this with parent’s love.
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