Daniel 6

Overview: King Darius has taken over the rule of Babylon and appointed 120 counselors with 3 commissioners or overseers over them. Daniel is one of these 3 commissioners and therefore has remained in a high level of the government despite the overthrow by the Medes and Persians. Daniel gains favor with the king who intends to appoint Daniel over all the satraps and commissioners; which incites them to plot against Daniel. These satraps and commissioners could not find any dishonesty in Daniel with which to trap him so they devise a way to ensnare him by his dedication to the one true God.  They appeal to the King’s vanity thereby tricking him to sign a law stating that no one may bow down to any other than the king for a period of 30 days at the penalty of being cast into a lion’s den. While worshipping God in his house, Daniel, is charged with violating the king’s decree and brought before the king. King Darius reluctantly has Daniel cast into the lion’s den overnight to the dismay of the king. The following day the king rushes to the lion’s den and is relieved that Daniel is unharmed. For their deceit, the satraps and commissioners and their families are cast into the lion’s den. The king then makes a proclamation honoring the God of Daniel.

6:1-3 Who was King Darius? Darius is most likely a title of honor not a name and has been found in inscriptions for at least 5 Persian leaders. From a historical document, called the Annalistic Tablet of Cyrus, it appears most likely that this title applies to Gubaru. This tablet states that Gubaru “appointed governors in Babylon.” Gubaru was appointed by Cyrus to be king over the Babylonian region of his empire. The Bible records that 120 satraps (or governors or princes) were appointed by Darius and that despite the fall of the Babylonian rule, Daniel was maintained in a high level of government as one of only three appointed over the satraps. The three overseers were responsible primarily for making sure the satraps did not cheat the king out of any military victories or financial gain. The Bible also records that Daniel, despite his advanced age of at least 80, “began distinguishing himself among the commissioners and satraps…” (v. 3) In fact, Darius intended to appoint Daniel as the head of all the overseers and satraps. This was due to what the Bible calls “an extraordinary spirit.” This spirit was of God, who blessed Daniel with wisdom, discernment, intelligence, and supernatural knowledge of dreams.

6:4-5 The other two commissioners and at least some of the satraps became jealous and resented Daniel’s favored status. They began to conspire and look for grounds upon which they could incriminate him. Daniel was one rare political leader whose record was spotless and “they could find no ground of accusation or evidence of corruption, inasmuch as he was faithful, and no negligence or corruption was to be found in him.” (v. 4)  These individuals then conspired to find a way to use Daniel’s faithfulness to God against him.  What are ways in which this same tactic is employed today as unbelievers endeavor to trap Christians by declaring separation of church and state, or by employing fairness doctrines, social justice, hate speech and anti-discrimination laws?

6:6-9 The commissioners and satraps came to the king with a decree for him to consider signing into law. Again, from the context of “these commissioners (plural) and satraps,” we can say that the other two commissioners and some unknown number of satraps were involved in this conspiracy against Daniel.  As they approach the king they patronize him with words of flattery and then lie to him by telling that all of the commissioners and satraps were in agreement on this decree. This assertion was clearly false as Daniel was most assuredly not included in the discussion of this decree. The decree was to establish that for a period of thirty days “that anyone who makes a petition to any god or man besides…” the king “…shall be cast into the lions’ den.”  This decree clearly was directed toward Daniel’s faithfulness in offering up regular prayers to God. Additionally, these men were so confident in their scheme that they had brought a document containing this decree already prepared and ready for the king’s signature. According to the customs of the Medes and Persians, once a decree was made by the king, it was irrevocable. Renald Showers in “The Most High God” notes that according to historian Will Durant:

For it was a proud boast of Persia that its laws never changed, and that a royal promise or decree was irrevocable. In his edicts and judgments the king was supposed to be inspired by the god Ahura-Mazda himself; therefore the law of the realm was the Divine Will, and any infraction of it was an offense against the deity.

For this reason the commissioners and satraps were in a hurry to get their document signed before the king could think through any consequences or reject their plan and thereby trap the king by the laws of the land. They appealed to his pagan self worship and human pride as well as assuring him that they were in complete agreement with the decree. King Darius succumbs to these pressures and signs the decree into law.

6:10-15 With the trap set the officials spied on Daniel in order to catch him in the act of worshipping God and thereby violating the law of the land. The Bible tells us that Daniel was aware of this law and that he entered into the privacy of his residence and continued with his custom of facing towards Jerusalem and kneeling to pray three times a day. It is important to note that while Daniel knew of this law he did not compromise his faith or attempt to justify taking a “30 day break” from prayer for the pragmatic purpose of avoiding a confrontation and maintaining his good standing with the king. He could have easily justified not praying to God or the king in order to avoid breaking the decree of the king in praying to God as well as avoid breaking God’s law against idolatry. Daniel did not compromise! The officials caught Daniel in his prayers and brought him before the king with their accusations. They reminded the king that Daniel was a foreigner and exile from the Babylonian conquered Judah. They charged Daniel with rejecting the king’s authority. The king realizes the treachery of these officials and how they duped him. The king “was deeply distressed” (v. 14) and endeavored for the rest of the day to find a way to set Daniel free. The officials remind the king that there is no loop hole and that the law cannot be changed.

6:16-18 The decreed punishment is carried out as Daniel is placed into the lions’ den and before the entrance is sealed shut the king offers these words of encouragement, “Your God whom you constantly serve will Himself deliver you.” It is important to note that the king was aware of Daniel’s faithfulness to his God and that even in serving the king Daniel was first and foremost serving God. With the mouth of the den sealed with a stone and marked with wax seals bearing the mark of the king and of his nobles it was now illegal for anyone to help Daniel in anyway.  We then see that the king is deeply distressed and refuses food, entertainment and even sleep.

6:19-24 The following day we see the wearied king rush to the lions’ den to see what has happened to Daniel. Despite his words of encouragement the previous day, the king apprehensively inquires of Daniel “if” God “was able to deliver” him. This demonstrates the pagan outlook that if Daniel had died it would be because God was not able to deliver him. To the great relief of the king, Daniel gives a miraculous account of how God had “shut the lions’ mouths” and they in fact did not even harm him at all. It is interesting to note that Daniel remains in the lions’ den while he gives this account with serenity and confidence of his own innocence.  Daniel begins his account by stating that it was God who sent His angel (Aramaic: malak/ %a;l.)m; which means messenger) to deliver him from the lions. It is possible that this angel was in fact and specifically “the angel of the Lord” who is the pre-incarnate Jesus, the same who appeared in the furnace in Daniel chapter 3. The king orders for Daniel to be lifted up (seleq/qles.< ) out of the den, perhaps through a vent hole at the top of the den.  Note that verse 23 tells us that Daniel was not harmed at all “because he had trusted in his God.” (see other instances of such deliverance in 1 Chr 5:20, 2 Chr 20:20, Ps 118:8-9, Is 26:3, and particularly Dan 3:17 & 28). As a result of their treachery and deception of the king, the commissioners and satraps, “those men who had maliciously accused Daniel” were ordered by the king into the lions’ den along with their families. The practice of executing criminals along with their families is recorded by Herodotus and other ancient writers as a means to prevent assassination attempts from vengeful relatives. Note how the lions aggressively attack these people as they enter the den. This establishes that Daniel’s deliverance was indeed miraculous and that the lions were in fact able bodied and hungry.

6:25-27 After this miracle, King Darius issues a new decree “to all the peoples, nations and men of every language who were living in all the land…men are to fear and tremble before the God of Daniel…”  Showers summarizes this new decree very succinctly in this way: “He described Jehovah as the living God who is eternal and forever sovereign and who works all sorts of miracles. This was a remarkable decree from a pagan ruler, but it should be noted that Darius did not call Jehovah the only God.”  Darius’ decree wisely directs men to fear God (Pro 9:10) it closely resembles the proclamation made by Nebuchadnezzar in Daniel 4:34-35. Despite the similarities with Nebuchadnezzar’s praise of the “Most High”, Darius does not quite match it.

6:28 The Scriptures close this account of Daniel and Darius with the historical remark that Daniel prospered during the co-reign of Darius and Cyrus the Persian. This verse also supports the conclusion that Darius was likely a reference to Gubaru and not to Cyrus.

