Session Six

Major Prophets – Ezekiel

and the Book of Daniel

Objectives:

· to identify the historical contexts of Ezekiel and Daniel

· to discuss the theological message in these writings

· to compare and contrast prophecy and apocalyptic literature

· to examine apocalyptic focus in these writings

Outcomes:

· the student will understand the transition from prophetic call for reform to apocalyptic anticipation of God's intervention evidenced in Ezekiel and Daniel

· the student will appreciate differing styles and messages of prophetic books from pre to post exilic

Reading Assignment:


NJBH ch. 19, 20, 25


CSB RG for Daniel and Ezekiel


CSB  
Ezekiel ch. 1,2, 7, 8, 10, 17-18, 21, 24, 33-34, 37, 40, 47 



Daniel ch. 1, 7, 9, 12


Brueggemann ch. 16, 25


http://www.catholic-resources.org/Bible/Covenants.htm
 Ezekiel and Daniel: from prophetic to apocalyptic

The Historical Background

Ezekiel


The prophet Ezekiel lived in a unique circumstance. He was among those exiled from Judah to Babylon in the first deportation of 598. The first half of the book by his name centers around a message of doom for those remaining in Judah and warnings to those who are exiled with the prophet. Part way through the book , the message changes. This change is dated to the destruction of Jerusalem in 587 – the writing dates itself by including the words of a messenger announcing the fall of the city.  The remainder of the book, then, is composed with this disaster as accomplished rather than anticipated judgment. 

Daniel


The book of Daniel is complex, having two distinct sections. The first part relates events from the life of a Jewish advisor in the court of King Darius. The second part, the apocalyptic vision of Daniel 7-12,  purports to be the vision of this same Daniel, but the events to which it relates date to the 2nd century BC.  The entire book was likely composed at this later date, recalling the traditions narrated about Daniel and his companions to provide a context in a related historical context to the visions of the later chapters.


The apocalyptic vision is rooted in the historical situation of 167-164 BC. At this time Judea had come under the domination of the Seleucid kings, descendant of one of the three generals who inherited the empire of Alexander the Great. The Seleucids were not generally tolerant of the Jewish people, and the king of this particular period, Antiochus IV Epiphanes, was brutally intolerant. Much of the Jewish remembrance of this era can be found in the books of Maccabees which enumerate the horrors which Antiochus visited upon the Jewish people and the ways in which he profaned the Temple .  In response to these events the writer of Daniel recorded a series of visions which gave a hope of vindication and comfort to the persecuted population. 


While we are, for our purposes, including Daniel among the Prophets, it should be noted the the traditions and canon of the Hebrew Scriptures do not list this book among the Prophets (Nevi'im) but among the Writings (Khetuvim). The Catholic tradition, as has been noted, uses a different categorization and thereby does list Daniel among the prophetic books. 

Apocalyptic Literature


The visionary experiences related in Ezekiel and Daniel, as well as numerous other places in Scripture, belong to a genre known as apocalyptic. The term derives from Greek meaning 'out from hiding' or, more literally, 'lifting the veil'. In scholarly definition of this genre, as generated by the Society of Biblical Literature is: " 'Apocalypse' is a genre of revelatory literature with a narrative framework, in which a revelation is mediated by an otherworldly being to a human recipient, 
disclosing a transcendent reality with is both temporal, insofar as it envisages eschatological salvation,  and spatial insofar as it involves another, supernatural world."  (For a good treatment of the meaning of this, and related terms,  see http://www.catholic-resources.org/Bible/Apoc_Def.htm , from which this definition is quoted.)


As with the books of Daniel and Ezekiel, and some of the passages we have already seen in Jeremiah, the distinction between prophetic and apocalyptic is not always clear.  Both prophetic and apocalyptic genres are revelatory in a very focused sense. Both genres consider the relationship between God and God's people in terms of fidelity and covenant and within a sense of God's action in the history of the people. What most distinguishes apocalyptic is its visionary aspect, not only that  'the word of the Lord' comes to the prophet, even in ecstatic vision, but that the seer is transported into the divine realm in which the events of human experience are perceived from a transcendent(?) perspective.


Apocalyptic speaks on multiple levels, at the very least it addresses both the immediate circumstances of the audience as well as giving assurance of divine providence and can be read by future generations in similar circumstances to give the same comfort. What makes apocalyptic so difficult for the modern audience is its extensive use of symbolism – in both imagery and language. A passage from John J. Collins' The Apocalyptic Imagination  might help elucidate this: “the apocalyptic literature provides a rather clear example of language that is expressive rather than referential, symbolic rather than factual.” (p. 17) We will examine some specific examples as we confront them in the texts we are studying. 


Within apocalyptic two general strains are distinguished: historical apocalypses and otherworldly journeys. The visions of Ezekiel and Daniel fall into the prior category. Two of the primary hallmarks of otherworldly journeys which are absent from these two works are a cosmological view and a final destruction of the world. Indeed, both of these make noticeable reference to events contemporary to the seers and offer a message of return to an earlier, peaceful condition now in its perfected state – a drastic transformation but not a final destruction.

The Visions of Ezekiel


In reading Ezekiel we are struck with the distinct difference between this and the other books of the prophets which we have read thus far. Our reading to this point has been almost exclusively within what is knows and the Deuteronomic tradition. The theology of the deuteronomist is centered upon the love of YHWH for His people and the expectation of fidelity.  It is the lack of this fidelity that engenders the absence of God's love, for the people have rejected it. God waits patiently, like a frustrated parent or abandoned spouse for the return of wayward Israel/Judah. 


In contrast, Ezekiel appears to be from the priestly, levitical tradition. He is descended from Zadock, the High Priest who had been appointed by Solomon – the opposing faction to that from which Jeremiah was descended. The visions and pronouncements of the prophet revolve around the holiness of God and the sinfulness of the people. Similar to the Holiness Code of Leviticus we find in Ezekiel a focus not on the immanence of YHWH in relation to the people, but rather on the maintenance of YHWH's glory. The most significant distinguishing facto which separates Ezekiel form the rest of this tradition is his anguish that Judah is so reliant on the indwelling of YHWH in the Temple that they deem themselves inviolate – without recognition that their offenses can result in YHWH's removal of the presence, his glory, from t he Temple. In Ezekiel's theology, it is this removal that permits the destruction of the Temple. The presence now comes, instead, to dwell among the faithful remnant so as to lead them back to the Holy Land where they may, when worthy, rebuild the Temple. It is this theme of holiness/presence and sin/absence that sets Ezekiel in contrast to Amos, Hosea, Jeremiah and Isaiah who all focus more on the covenantal relationship of love and fidelity between YHWH and the people.

Ch 1 

cherubim, throne

ch. 2

scroll

ch 6-7 

apostasy brings destruction

ch 8  

altar of jealousy, abomination

ch 9 

mark of protection, destruction of Temple

ch 10-11 
YHWH's presence departs the Temple

ch 24 

Ezekiel demonstrates by symbolic action the fate of Judah

ch 27 

Tyre's destruction -  shipwreck

ch 30 

Egypt will be destroyed by Babylon by YHWH's will

ch 31

Oracle against Pharaoh, his pride is his downfall

ch 32

Lament for Egypt, it wil meet the fate of Assyria, Elam et al.

ch 33

the lesson of the watchman's warning to Judah – turn from wickedness and receive mercy

ch 34

against the 'shepherds of Israel' , God will rescue His sheep – “my servant David shall 


feed them”

ch 35

Oracle against Edom
for its aggression

ch 36

the mountains of Israel which were/are desolate shall be fruitful; God acts for the sake of 

His Name (v.22), Israel will be cleansed/purified and renewed

ch 37

the Valley of Dry Bones – Israel and Judah will be reunited, David shall rule them

ch 38

allegory of Gog – an apocalyptic message

ch 39

the message continues – Israel will be protected for the sake of the Divine Name

ch 40-42
the year 575 BC – a vision of a new Temple

ch 43

the vision continues, God's glory returns to the Temple

ch 44

regulations concerning the Temple

ch 45

redistribution of the Land and further regulations, esp. concerning feast days

ch 46

more festal regulations

ch 47

water flowing from the Temple will renew the earth; Israel's boundaries

ch 48

allotment of the land and layout of the New Jerusalem

The Visions of Daniel 7-12

http://www.catholic-resources.org/Bible/Daniel.htm 


The second half of the book of Daniel, chapters 7-12, present the reader with a variety of intense visionary experiences related by the author of the book.  We shall first enumerate the visions and their significant elements and then review them with an anticipation of understanding their historical context as well as some of the many levels of interpretation given to them. 

ch. 7

4 great beasts, thrones, Ancient of Days, Son of Man, judgment

ch 8

(two years later) in Elam, a ram, a he-goat, 4 horns from one, the little horn, violation of 

the Temple, Gabriel interprets the vision to the seer

ch 9

reference to Jeremiah, the  70 years of desolation, Daniel's Prayer, Gabriel “explains” the 

70 years

ch 10

the seer is in mourning, on the banks of the Tigris, vision of a heavenly being, Gabriel 


again speaks to the seer this time about the heavenly battle between Michael and the 


“prince” of Persia, the seers lips are touched by the angel, Gabriel begins to explain the 


heavenly battle

ch 11

a visionary history of the Hellenistic conquests from the time of Cyrus, through 



Alexander, to Antiochus IV detailing the devastation wrought by Antiochus and 



anticipating his demise

ch 12

Michael announced as the guardian angel of Israel, 'those found written in the book', 



resurrection, the vision concludes with an assertion that the abominations of Antiochus 


will come to an ends


In the vision of chapter 7 we are first confronted with four beasts. This bestial imagery will be repeated throughout the visions,  each beast representing a nation or king who has come against Israel. Scholarly consensus considers these four beasts to refer to the successive Mesopotamian empires of Babylonians, Medes, Persians and Greeks – the little horn of the final beast is understood to represent Antiochus IV Epiphanes. In using the imagery of the Ancient of Days and 'one like a son of man' the author appears to be borrowing from very ancient traditions representing El and Baal (although the mythology which developed those images, El the father-god and Baal the storm-god ,  predates Daniel by many centuries). While Christian tradition decidedly interprets the second figure as Christ, the Jewish tradition interprets it as either Michael the Archangel, the messiah (but not Jesus!), or a personification of the nation of Israel. The judgment of destruction upon the 'little horn' for his acts against the Most High is repeated.


In chapter 8 the vision recapitulates the events portrayed in the previous vision. Now, the empires of the Medes and the Persians are represented by a 2 horned ram, while the Macedonian (Greek) empire is a he-goat that conquers the ram. The horn of the goat (Alexander) breaks off and is replaced by 4 horns (the 4 major parties in the ensuing political wrangling). From one of these 4 horns comes, again, a 'little horn' – Antiochus. This is all elucidated to the seer by the angel Gabriel.


Chapter 9 begins with a rumination upon the 70 years prediction for the fall of Babylon ('the term of Jerusalem's desolation') found in Jeremiah 25.11-12. Anguished, the seer fasts and prays. The prayer here is penitential, a plea for undeserved mercy.  As he prays the seer receives another visit from Gabriel.  The remainder of the chapter is difficult – most scholars interpret it in reference to the reign of Antiochus and his sacrilege.  However, contemporary millennialist groups attempt to read more into the confusing references to time in this passage and relate it to such concepts as rapture and tribulation. These verses are characteristically vague in the manner of most apocalyptic literature – capable of being applied to the circumstance within which they are written, bu broad enough to give a message of hope to any generation. 


The description of the actions of the seer at the beginning of ch. 10 can apply equally to one in mourning or the preparation for an ecstatic vision. Daniel receives a vision of a heavenly being that only he perceives – his companions witness only enough to send them fleeing.  The interpreting angel is not identified, although we might assume it is again Gabriel. The angel explains to the seer that the events concerning the Temple are a reflection of a heavenly battle being waged between Michael and the 'princes' of the other nations. The history of the Mesopotamian region and Judah is again recounted in symbolic language, culminating once more with the atrocities committed by Antiochus IV.  This vision continues through ch. 11, only ending in the first verses of chapter 12. 


The second verse of chapter 12 gives us the clearest, and one of the very few, images of resurrection to be found in the Old Testament. This is certainly the only image of personal resurrection to be found in the Hebrew Scriptures. 


The seer is encouraged to keep secret all that he has learned.  The book ends with the question 'how long' – the original response is altered twice to a longer period of time. Many scholars consider these to be possible emendations, later additions to account for the apparent delay in the rescue of Judah ad Jerusalem form the wickedness of Antiochus IV.

______________________                  __________________________          ____________________


The provocative imagery and imagination of the visions of Ezekiel and Daniel were the first steps in a long tradition of apocalyptic literature. Their visions of the end of disastrous times later developed into visions  that concerned not only an immediate time of crisis, but the beginning of the eschaton.  Apocalyptic is a fascinating area of study – particularly as contemporary religious movements increasing reinterpret the message of hope for a people in turmoil to a message of despair for the sinner/outsider, positing that the visions refer to contemporary events and blending them into a message of tribulation and rapture. 

