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THE MESOPOTAMIAN BACKGROUND TO DANIEL 2.47*
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In Daniel 2, a radical distinction is made between Daniel’s ability to
interpret the dreams of Nebuchadnezzar and the failure of the Baby-
lonian wise men. The implication is made that while Daniel receives
his skill directly from God, the Babylonian mantics owe nothing of
their skills to divine revelation—a view endorsed by many commenta-
tors and theologians. This article argues that divine revelation (the
revelation of ‘secrets’) was more commonplace in Mesopotamian cul-
ture than in Judaean, and that Daniel, rather than appearing as a Judaean
wise man or prophet, appears more in the mould of a Mesopotamian
mantic sage. Thus, rather than representing a departure from the
Mesopotamian norm, Daniel presents us with a fusion of Hebrew and
Mesopotamian cultures: the God of Israel provides a service to the
king of Babylon, but in a way that was well within the parameters of
Nebuchadnezzar’s experience, as documentation will show. I intend to
demonstrate that this Mesopotamian mantic tradition has been subsumed
within and subordinated to the Jewish tradition, and then developed
within the framework of monotheism for its own theological purposes.!

*  This article is dedicated to the memory of a much-loved teacher, Rabbi
Herbert Chanan Brichto, 775735 1m121.

1. The author would like to thank Dr Richard Hess and Professors M.J. Geller
and W.G. Lambert for their comments and criticisms in the preparation of this article.
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1. The Problem

In modern Western society it is difficult to separate the term
‘revelation’ from its biblical understanding. Revelation as such is
defined as God’s initiative in revealing the divine will and knowledge,
rather than humanity’s search and discovery.? In the Bible, this issue
is joined in Daniel 2, wherein Daniel is called upon to interpret
Nebuchadnezzar’s dream. In so doing, Daniel gives all credit to the
God of Israel ‘who reveals secrets” and who has revealed the meaning
of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream to Daniel. Nebuchadnezzar then lauds
Daniel for his wisdom and pays tribute to Daniel’s God who is:
710 7 PIPn 8 PR AR ‘God of gods, Lord of kings, and a
revealer of secrets’ (Dan. 2.47). Daniel’s success follows in the wake
of the failure by the court wise men to interpret Nebuchadnezzar’s
dream. The implication is that this failure was due to the fact that
their skills were derived from human invention rather than divine
revelation, as with Daniel. It is not my intention to argue the question
of the historicity of this text; what is under examination is how the
episode is presented by the author and what lies behind it. In this well-
known encounter between the Judaean Daniel and the Mesopotamian
king, we have the fusion of two revelatory traditions: The God of the
Hebrews provides a service to the pagan king of Babylon. Why does
the author of Daniel present Nebuchadnezzar as so well disposed
toward revelation coming from the foreign God of a conquered
people? I would submit that it is because Nebuchadnezzar comes from
a cultural tradition in which secrets are regularly revealed by divinity
to humanity. It is a tradition with which the Jewish exiles became
familiar during their time in Babylonia and which finds expression in
this postexilic apocalyptic work. The term on which all this hinges is
the Aramaic 17, itself a Persian loan-word, which I argue can be seen
as the equivalent of a complex of Akkadian terms related to the revela-
tion of divine secrets and knowledge. It is this aspect of Mesopotamian
religion, and Mesopotamian culture in general, that is all-too-often

2. In his article for IDB, ‘Revelation’, IV, p. 55, C.F.D. Moule writes, ‘The
Hebrew and Christian religions are both described as “revealed religions”, in the
sense that they both claim that they are what they are because God himself has taken
the initiative and revealed himself, rather than because man, by his own searching,
has discovered the truth.’
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either overlooked or negated, particularly by biblical scholars.’

In his commentary on Daniel, Norman Porteous writes that ‘The
difference between the [Babylonian] wise men and Daniel is, not a
difference of genius or skill, but simply the fact that God has chosen to
use Daniel and not the wise men who have nothing but their worthless
manuals of dream interpretation to guide them.’* Regarding the
decipherment of dreams in Daniel, Philip Davies in his article, ‘The
Social World of Apocalyptic Writings’, writes that, like Daniel, ‘The
Babylonian ‘wise men’. .. were expected to have the ability [to inter-
pret dreams] too, but not by divine inspiration, rather by the training
which Daniel himself underwent.”> Both of these statements are
accurate in that they allude to the point of view of Daniel’s author, but
neither scholar represents the Babylonian understanding of oneiro-
mancy: the fact that the ‘worthless’ manuals used by the diviners were
themselves the product of divine revelation. This is explicitly stated in
various Mesopotamian texts as we shall see below. It is precisely this
aspect of divine revelation in ancient Mesopotamia that many biblical
scholars have not taken sufficiently into account when addressing the
Sitz im Leben of Daniel.®

3. In an early article on Jewish apocalyptic literature (‘Jewish Apocalyptic against
its Near Eastern Environment’, RB 78 [1971], pp. 31-58) Paul Hanson dismisses
the Persian influence on Jewish apocalyptic writing as ‘folly’ (p. 54), stating that
‘the essential elements of apocalyptic are all nascent’ in the sixth century BCE oracle
found in Isa. 66. Certainly elements of apocalypticism are to be found in Isaiah, but
the danger of such an attitude is to dismiss real extra-Israelite influences where they
do exist. We must not ignore the strong and lasting influence that Mesopotamian faith
and culture had on the exilic community. It is worth noting in this regard the rabbinic
tradition that the names of the angels were brought back from the Babylonian exile
(Gen. R. 18.1).

4. N. Porteous, Daniel (OTL; London: SCM Press, 1965), p. 44. The italics
are mine.

5. P.R. Davies, ‘“The Social World of Apocalyptic Writings’, in R.E. Clements
(ed.), The World of Ancient Israel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989),
pp. 261-62 (italics are mine).

6. In the latest comprehensive commentary on Daniel (Hermeneia; Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1993), J.J. Collins provides a sound bibliography regarding articles and
books that relate the ancient Mesopotamian revelatory tradition to that of Daniel and
Hebrew apocalyptic literature, but he makes no clear reference to the fact that
Babylonian ‘wise men’ receive their knowledge through divine revelation.
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2. Secrets Revealed: The Source of All Knowledge

‘When Berossus came to write his Babyloniaca in the 3rd century BCE,
he recognized an essential aspect of Mesopotamian culture: the various
arts and sciences that made their civilization flourish were rot the
products of history; but rather, civilization itself was the product of
divine revelation. In the first book of his Babyloniaca, he relates the
myth of Oannes:

In the first year a beast named Oannes appeared from the Erythraean Sea
in a place adjacent to Babylonia. . . It gave to the men the knowledge of
letters and sciences and crafts of all types. It also taught them how to
found cities, establish temples, introduce laws, and measure land. It also
revealed to them seeds and the gathering of fruits, and in general it gave
men everything which is connected with civilized life. From the time of
that beast nothing further has been discovered.’

In this understanding, all knowledge is the product of supernatural
revelation and not the product of human inventiveness. Rather, human
history and civilization are the transmission and implementation of the
knowledge given them by the gods.

The Oannes myth accords well with the Sumerian tale of Enki and
Inanna. According to Sumerian mythology, Enki ‘the lord of wisdom’,
was originally the sole possessor of all the divine decrees (ME/parsu)
which were fundamental to human civilization. These arts of civiliza-
tion were held by Enki in Eridu. (Among these decrees were such
things as kingship, shepherdship, priestly offices, truth and falsehood,
judgment and decision, sexual intercourse, music, goodness and justice,
skills of the carpenter, leather-worker, metal-worker etc.) Inanna,
Enki’s daughter and goddess of Uruk, desired to share these arts of
civilization with her people. Thus she determined to visit Enki and to
obtain these arts by fair means or foul. In the event, Inanna used charm
and free-flowing drink at the banquet prepared by Enki in order to
persuade him to relinquish these controlling decrees of civilization,
thus effecting the spread of civilizing knowledge—the point again
being that all essential knowledge has come from the gods.

The sort of divine revelation we are discussing from Mesopotamia,
then, involves precisely all the civilizing arts and sciences, as well as

7. S. Burstein, The Babyloniaca of Berossus (Sources from the Ancient Near
East, 1.5; Malibu, CA: Undena, 1978), p. 7.
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cultic religion. However, it is worth noting that over time, through the
development of the Mishnah, the notion of the transmission of revealed
knowledge arises from the Hebrew corpus as well. In Exodus and
Deuteronomy we have God’s revelation to Moses in the form of the
Decalogue, but the Mishnaic tractate Pirge Abot 1.1 broadens the
understanding of the revelation on Sinai to include all the Torah
(written and oral), which is then transmitted from Moses to Joshua,
from Joshua to the elders, and from them to the prophets and so on.
Outside the Hebrew Bible, we find accounts of knowledge being
revealed by heavenly beings to humanity in the books of I Enoch and
Jubilees, although, unlike in Mesopotamia, there is an ambivalence in
these books regarding the knowledge that is imparted.® In any case,
both Enoch and Jubilees are rough contemporaries of Daniel and
reflect this very characteristic Mesopotamian tradition of knowledge
originating from the gods. The major difference between the forms of
divine revelation in the canonical Hebrew scriptures and Mesopotamian
texts is that the very number of city-states and their scribal schools in
Mesopotamia make it impossible to claim a single revelation tradition
as in Israel. Yet despite the various schools of transmission in
Mesopotamia, the source is still the same—divinity.

3. Forms of Revelation

Let us now examine some of the forms that revelation takes in
Mesopotamia. In so doing I shall want to draw attention to several
Akkadian terms which are central to the idea of divine revelation:
principally nisirtu, but also piri$tu and ihzu. The first term, nisirtu has
the basic meaning of ‘arcana’ or ‘secret’ (CAD, N/II, pp. 267-77), but
specific to my argument, it can mean the sort of knowledge or exper-
tise that can only be derived from the gods: that is, revelation.
Similarly, piri$tu, whilst having the primary meaning ‘secret’, is used
very often in conjunction with nisirtu: secret knowledge of the gods
(AHw, 1I, p. 866). Finally, we have ihzu, meaning ‘knowledge’,
‘instruction’, and ‘precepts’ (CAD, /], p. 47), but principally in rela-
tionship to the scribal art and those of other learned sorts: conjurers,
excorcists, lamentation priests, and the like, whose knowledge, as we

8. So too is the receipt—not revelation—of the totality of knowledge in Gen. 3
considered to be more a bane than a blessing, in a vein more akin to the Greek myths
of Pandora and Prometheus than to the Mesopotamian understanding.
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shall see, comes directly from the gods.

In Akkadian precursors to biblical revelation, the divine will could
also be expressed in the commissioning of lawcodes by which the people
should conduct themselves and by which justice should be adminis-
tered. The lawcode of Hammurapi is a good example of this. At the top
of the stele there is a relief which depicts Hammurapi receiving from
the god of justice, Sama§, the commission to promulgate the laws
inscribed thereon. Below, in the prologue (vv. 16-19) we read: i-nu-
ma *Marduk(AMAR.UTU) a-na Su-te-Su-ur ni-§i matim(KALAM). . .
u-wa-’e-ra-an-ni ‘When Marduk ordered me. .. to provide justice for
the people of the country’. Pictographically and verbally what we are
given is an account of revelation: the revelation of Marduk’s will for
the governance of his people.

As in the Bible, so in Mesopotamia we can find examples of a god
speaking to people through the use of a mediator or prophet. For
decades, Mari has been the chief source of Mesopotamian documents
citing the communication of a god with humanity. The Mari letters
give clear indication that there were various types of oracular speakers,
both male and female: the apilu/apiltu, who could be termed an
‘answerer’ or ‘respondent’, thus suggesting that this individual gave
oracles in response to questions put to a deity. There were the muhhii/
muphiitu who derived their oracles by going into a trance. We also
have references to the assinnu who was ostensibly possessed by the
deity who wished to communicate to the king or someone in the cultic
personnel.’ However, it is often the case that the Mari prophecies are
somewhat discounted as ‘true’ examples of Mesopotamian prophecy
due to their putative West Semitic background. Thus, from this same
period, I cite a letter addressed to King Ibalpiel II of Eshnunna from the
goddess Kititum. We have neither the scribe’s nor any intermediary’s
name, and, in contradistinction to the Mari letters, the typical episto-
lary words ana (‘to’) and gibima (‘speak’) are missing. Thus we are

9. Regarding divine revelation and prophecy at Mari, Abraham Malamat writes,
‘Whatever the case, informal prophesying at Mari places biblical prophecy in a new
perspective, for inherent to both is the intuitive element. In neither of them is the
prophecy the direct result of mantic or magic mechanism that requires professional
expertise but it is the product of the experience of divine revelation, namely, a
psychic nonrational phenomenon’ (‘A Forerunner of Biblical Prophecy: The Mari
Documents’, in Patrick Miller, Jr, Paul Hanson and S. Dean McBride [eds.}, Ancient
Israelite Religion [Philadelphia: Fortress, 19871, p. 34).



LAWSON 'TheGod Who Reveals Secrets 574

led to assume that the message contained therein purports to come
directly from the goddess her sdf; the goddess is speaking directly to
the king, the medium being a written document.®

1-2. O king Ibalpid! Thus (speaks) the goddess Kititum:

3-4. 'The secrets of the gods are placed before me,

5-6. (and) because you ever have the words of my namein your mouth,
7-8.1 continually open the secrets of the gods for you.'**

The text goes on to relate a prophecy that Ibalpiel will subdue 'the
upper and lower lands and possess ther treasures. And whatever
form the original reveation took—through an apilu/apiltu asin Mari
or whomever—what stands out clearly is the intention of the goddess
to let Ibalpie know the secrets of the gods, hence divine revelation.
After the Old Babylonian period there is something of a gap in this
particular sort of oracular text until we reach the neo-Assyrian period
of Esarhaddon and Ashurbanipal. At this period, in addition to the
muhhd type oracular speaker, we also have frequent attestation of the
raggimu/raggintu  (lit. 'caller', 'shouter'), generally trandated as
'prophet/prophetess. From the reign of Esarhaddon, we have a letter
to the king from his scribe Mar-Issar regarding the death of the
subgtitute king:

22.1 have heard that befor e these ceremonies 23. a prophetess had
prophesied,

24. saying to Damqi the son of the Satammu: 25. 'Y ou will take over
the kingship!'*?

Another form of divine revelation is through dreams—as with our
garting point in Daniel. To mention only a few other examples of
dream reveation: some of the Mari prophecies are mediated through
dreams to the respondent, who then had them set down in writing;
and, in theneo-Assyrian period, we have, for example, the well-known
dream oracle from Ishtar of Arbdato Ashurbanipal. (Dreams can also
serve as omens—war nings from the gods—as we shall discuss below.)
Finally, under this particular genre of dream-revelation, it is worth

10. M. deJong Ellis, The Goddess Kititum Speaksto King Ibalpid: Oracle Texts
from Ishchali', Mari annales de recherches interdisciplinaires 5 (1987), p. 253.
FreeLibrary of Philadelphia text 1674.

11. DelJong Ellis, 'The Goddess Kititum', p. 240.

12. S. Parpdla, 'Letters from Assyrian and Babylonian Scholars', in idem (ed.),
State Archives of Assyria, X (Helsinki: Helsinki University Press, 1993), p. 288
(text no. 352).



