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Grammar and Theology in Daniel 3:16–18

ABSTRACt: The tense stando  between Nebuchadnezzar, Shadrach, Meshach, and 
Abednego reaches its climactic moment in the final response from the three friends 
in Dan 3:16–18. The grammar of the passage has presented a challenge to translators 
and interpreters through the centuries because the most evident reading of the pas-
sage suggests an objectionable theological stance by the friends, in which they imply 
the possibility either of their God’s nonexistence or His inability to rescue them. In 
this article, I survey the main ways this passage has been translated and interpreted 
and then suggest a new translation and interpretation that is grammatically and 
theologically warranted.
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1. The Problem

The final, climactic response of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego in Dan 
3:16–18 has been recognized as problematic since ancient times (example 1).

(1) Dan 3:16–18
             

                   
                  

              
      

The crux lies in the grammar and theology of the passage: on the one hand, 
the most obvious syntactic interpretation yields a theological conundrum, 
whereby the friends in their speech entertain the possible nonexistence 
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of their God or his inability to deliver them, either of which might be 
 implicitly proven should they perish in the fiery furnace. On the other hand, 
the  alternative readings of the grammar and syntax that avoid the theo-
logical problem have been questioned on grammatical grounds. A central 
dilemma faced by interpreters is that the passage is repetitive enough to 
suggest a neat symmetry in the dialogue between the king and the three 
friends, which in turn has precluded grammatical possibilities that depart 
from this apparent symmetry.

In this article, I survey the main approaches adopted to this problematic 
passage ( 2). Then, I examine the relevant grammatical and syntactic issues 
at play among the interpretive options ( 3). Finally, I discuss the theological 
implications of my suggested reading of the passage over and against previ-
ous interpretations ( 4).

2. Previous Translations and Interpretations
The history of interpretation of this passage may be summed up with four 
basic ways that translators and commentators have construed this passage. 
As Collins notes, the ancient versions uniformly make the statement in v. 17 
definite rather than conditional by rendering  with a causal word and 
subordinating v. 17a to the previous verse (example 2).1

(2) “We do not need to answer you concerning this matter, because 
(γ ρ ; Syr. m l d-, ulg. enim) our God whom we serve is able to save 
us from the furnace of burning fire; and out of your hand, O king, 
he will deliver us. (Dan 3:16b–17, Theodotion; similarly, Old Greek, 
Peshitta, ulgate)

Rather than replacing , the ulgate adds enim, “because” alongside its 
 rendering of  as ecce, “behold.” This rendering of  is preserved by  Luther, 
Louis Segond, and the RS  marginal reading.2

1. John J. Collins, Daniel: A Commentary on the Book of Daniel, Hermeneia 
( Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), 177. 

2. Martin Luther, Die Bibel (Amerikanischen Bibel-Gesellschaft, 1903); Louis Segond, 
La Sainte Bible (Oxford: University of Oxford, 1880). J. W. Wesselius (“Language and 
Style in Biblical Aramaic: Observations on the Unity of Daniel II– I,” VT 38 [1988)]: 
204–8) follows the lead of the ancient versions in suggesting that the  clause in v. 17a 
marks it as subordinate to v. 16. He suggests the two clauses form a rare then-if ordered 
conditional, for which he points to Dan 4:24 as a parallel construction: “(then) your sins 
with righteous deed atone for, and your iniquities with mercy for the poor, if length 
might be added to your prosperity.” Although I agree with his analysis of Dan 4:24, the 
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The rendering of    at the beginning of v. 18 varies more among 
the ancient versions. Unsurprisingly, Theodotion renders the Hebrew lit-
erally, κα  ν μ , “and if not.” The Old Greek expands it into a defiant 
declaration: κα  τ τε ϕανερ ν σοι σται, βασιλε , “and then it will be 
clear to you, O king.” The Peshitta choses to ignore the expression alto-
gether: thw  dyn yd  mlk , “But you, O king, should know.” Finally, the 

ulgate adopts a conditional reading but averts any possible misunder-
standing by supplying the elided predicate: quod si noluerit, “but if he is 
unwilling.”

A second approach to this passage analyzes    in v. 17a as a separate 
existential clause whose null subject refers either to the king’s ultimatum in 
v. 15 or to its execution (example 3). This lends the friends’ speech a more 
confident and perhaps even confrontational tone: “Well, if that’s the way its 
to be . . . our God can and will save us.” This approach is widely followed 
by modern translations and notably argued for by Torrey, who drew a com-
parison with this function of  here with the affirmative use of  in  
2 Kgs 10:15.3

(3) If it be so, our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the 
burning fiery furnace; and he will deliver us out of your hand, O king. 
But if not . . . (KJ , R , A , RS )4

Some of the less-literal translations remove any ambiguity about what “so” 
refers to by providing an explicit reference to the execution of the king’s 
threat (example 4).

(4) If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we serve is able 
to deliver us from it, and he will deliver us from Your Majesty’s hand. 
But even if he does not . . . (NI ; similarly, NLT and NC )

A third approach is similar to the second in that it also understands  
 in v. 17a as an existential clause. However, rather than an unexpressed 

subject, the adjoining word, , “our God,” is treated as the subject 
(example 5).

passage here does not make sense construed as he suggests, i.e., “(then) we have no need 
concerning this matter to respond to you, if our God whom we serve is able to deliver us.” 

3. Charles C. Torrey, “Notes on the Aramaic Part of Daniel,” Transactions of the 
 Connecticut Academy of Arts and Sciences 15 (1909): 263–64. 

4. See NJPS and Joyce G. Baldwin (Daniel [Downers Grove, IL: Inter arsity, 1978], 104) 
for similar renderings. 
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(5) If there is a god who is able to save us from the blazing furnace, it 
is our God whom we serve, and he will save us from your power, O 
king; 18 but if not . . . (NEB)5

The fourth understanding of the passage analyzes  as a copula, sep-
arated from its complementary participial , “able,” by the intervening 
subject and relative modifier.

(6) If our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the furnace 
of blazing fire and out of your hand, O king, let him deliver us. But 
if not . . . (NRS )6

While this approach adopts the most apparent grammatical interpretation, 
it runs headlong into the theological implication that the friends entertain 
(even if for the sake of the argument) that their God might not be able to 
save them from the king’s hand. This theological difficulty is felt by com-
mentators. For example, Keil qualifies the statement by suggesting it refers 
narrowly to “ethische Können.”7

None of the above renderings is without problems. Foisting a theo-
logically acceptable rendering onto the text, as the ancient translators did, 
should not be endorsed. Coxon has presented strong arguments against the 
existential analysis of  in favor of a copular argument.8 This leaves us 
between a grammatical rock and a theological hard place, an escape from 
which I propose in the following two sections.

3. Grammatical Issues
A central difficulty that keeps interpreters of this passage stuck is the wide-
spread assumption of neat symmetry in the passage. For example, almost all 
versions and commentators opt to divide the two  prepositional phrases 

5. See also John E. Goldingay, Daniel, Word Biblical Commentary 30 (Dallas: Word, 
1989), 64; and Louis Francis Hartman and Alexander A. DiLella The Book of Daniel: A New 
Translation with Introduction and Commentary, AB 23 (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1978), 155. 

6. Similarly, see NJB, NI  mg.; Collins, Daniel, 177; Carl Friedrich Keil, Biblischer 
Commentar über den Propheten Daniel (Leipzig: Dör ing  Franke, 1869), 105; James A. 
Montgomery, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Daniel, ICC (New 
York: Scribner’s Sons, 1927), 206; and Carol A. Newsom, Daniel: A Commentary, OTL 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2014), 98. 

7. Daniel, 105. See the discussion in Collins, Daniel, 187–88. 
8. Peter W. Coxen “Daniel 3:17: A Linguistic and Theological Problem,” VT 26 

[1976]: 400–409. See the endorsement of Coxon’s analysis in Collins, Daniel, 187; and 
Newsom, Daniel, 110. 
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in v. 17 evenly between the preceding and following predicates: “from the 
furnace of burning fire” modifies the preceding infinitive, “to save,” whereas 
“and from your hand” belongs with the prefix verb “he will save” (examples 
2–5). Although Collins suggests that the “division of this sentence is ambig-
uous,” the placement of the atnach at the infinitive and the frequency with 
which Aramaic topicalizes complements/objects in front of their infinitives 
suggests a less-than-“ambiguous” asymmetry between these two clauses.9 
Hartman and DiLella dismiss the “behold” rendering of  on the unex-
amined basis that “the h n here [3:17] must surely have the same meaning 
that it has in v. 18.”10 Newsom remarks that “narrative art” is a consideration 
here: “Just as Nebuchadnezzar laid out the alternatives o ered to the Jews 
as paired positive and negative conditional statements in v. 15 (“if . . . and if 
not,” h n . . . w h n l ), so in vv. 17–18 their reply is phrased in paired posi-
tive and negative conditionals (“if . . . and if not,” h n . . . w h n l ).”11 As the 
following argument demonstrates, although there is some question-answer 
echoing in this passage,12 the passage is not neatly symmetrical in the way 
usually assumed. I construct my grammatical case on five points of grammar 
in the passage that have been either debated or overlooked in past discus-
sions. These issues are interrelated, but I treat them here in textual order.

The first issue is the argument structure of the Haphel infinitive  
in v. 16. Although we may reasonably expect this verb to be normally triva-
lent and ditransitive, licensing a patient direct object (what is returned) and 
an recipient indirect object (to whom or where it is returned), the clause 
has almost universally been interpreted as having an implicit direct object: 
“concerning this, we have no need to return to you (anything/any word).” 
Although the Biblical Aramaic evidence is limited, all four other occur-
rences of the H/Aphel verb of  show an overt direct object (Dan 2:14; 
Ezra 5:5, 11; 6:5; example 7).

(7)           
Then Daniel returned [D.O.sensible counsel] [I.O.to Arioch]. (Dan 2:14)

Only the recipient indirect object is ever non-overt in Biblical Aramaic, and 
even then it retains the specificity of a null anaphora: in Ezra 5:5 the null 
indirect object is an anaphora of those who sent the letter (example 8a); in 

9. Collins, Daniel, 187. 
10. Hartmann and DiLella, Daniel, 158. 
11. Newsom, Daniel, 110. 
12. As Wesselius (“Unity of Daniel II– I,” 204–8) has observed. 

01_Cook.indd   371 25/01/19   5:15 pm



372 | BULLETIN FOR BIBLICAL RESEARCH

Ezra 6:5 the indirect object is an anaphora of the earlier mention of where 
the vessels originated the house of God in Jerusalem (example 8b).13

(8) a.                
          

But the eye of their God was upon the elders of the Jews, and they did 
not stop them until a report should go to Darius and then they return 
[D.O.a letter] [I.O.  (= to them)] concerning this. (Ezra 5:5)

b.                   
            

         
And furthermore, [D.O.the vessels of the house of God of gold and 
silver that Nebuchadnezzar took out of the temple that is in Jerusalem 
and brought to Babylon] let them return [I.O.  (= to there)], and let 
each go to the temple that is in Jerusalem to its place; and you must 
deposit (them) in the house of God. (Ezra 6:5)

Examples could be multiplied from other Aramaic texts demonstrating 
that this verb regularly has overt direct and indirect objects, including from 
Old Aramaic, Imperial Aramaic,14 and of course the Targumim, in which 
the argument structure mirrors the Biblical Hebrew cognate, the hiphil of 

. These data make the traditional rendering of  (“to return to 
you anything”) with a non-overt indefinite direct object suspect. With what 
exactly did the three friends have no need to respond to the king? A solution 
lies in the interpretation of  in the following verse.

13. Null anaphora or pronoun dropping is the phenomenon whereby pronouns are 
omitted (i.e., null) that are recoverable from the pragmatic context. Biblical Aramaic, 
as Biblical Hebrew, manifests this phenomenon most frequently in omitted subject pro-
nouns (see Robert D. Holmstedt, “Pro-Drop,” in Encyclopedia of Hebrew Language and 
Linguistics, ed. Geo rey Khan (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 3:265–67), but object complements 
may also be omitted and inferred from the context (see John A. Cook, “ erbal alency: 
The Intersection of Syntax and Semantics,” in Contemporary Examinations of Classical 
Languages (Hebrew, Aramaic, Syriac, and Greek): Valency, Lexicography, Grammar, and Man-
uscripts, ed. Timothy Martin Lewis, Alison G. Salvesen, and Beryl Turner, Perspectives in 
Linguistics and Ancient Languages (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2016), 53-86. 

14. For an Old Aramaic example, see KAI 233 1:11. For Imperial Aramaic examples, 
see Bazalel Porten and Ada Yardeni, Textbook of Aramaic Documents from Ancient Egypt, 
Hebrew University Department of the History of the Jewish People, Texts and Studies for 
Students (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1986), A4 4:8; A6 15:7, 10; C1 1:126; D2 29:6; 
D23 1:15. 
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As surveyed above, the  in v. 17 has been replaced with a causal word 
(example 2), interpreted as “behold,” or interpreted as a marker of conditional 
protasis, “if” (examples 3–6). The interpretation that has not been considered 
is as a marker of an embedded question specifically embedded (or nomi-
nalized) in the preceding infinitive clause, , as its “missing” direct 
object.15 This function of  is found one other time in the Biblical Aramaic 
corpus, in Ezra 5:17, where the question is nominalized as the subject . 
It is also attested in Imperial and Targumic Aramaic sources (example 9).

(9) a.                   
       

  
Let be searched in the treasure house of the king there, which is in 
Babylon, whether (it) is that a decree was issued by Cyrus the king to 
rebuild this house in Jerusalem. (Ezra 5:17)

b.      [. . .]      [. . .]
I/you/she said if/whether it (is too) big . . . (or too) small16

c.                   
And just as you do not know whether (it is) male or whether (it is) 
female until the time it is born (TgQoh 11:5)

This embedded-question analysis not only satisfies the valency  licensing 
of the trivalent/ditransitive infinitive but it neatly removes the central  issue 
of whether the friends entertain questions of God’s ability or  existence: 
in  response to the king’s rhetorical question whether a god capable of 
 delivering them exists insinuating that even their God could not deliver 
them they atly refuse to wrangle over words with the king (example 10).

(10)                  
   

Concerning this (matter), we do not need to respond to you if/whether 
our God whom we serve . . .

The case for this rendering of  remains incomplete, however, until 
the centrally disputed question is resolved: What is the function of  in  

15. Cf. Coxon (“Daniel 3:17, 404): “the interpretation of the subordinating  conjunction 
hn if’ is not open to question and no alternative rendering has been sought.” 

16. Porten and Yardeni, Textbook of Aramaic Documents, D7.14 10–11. 

01_Cook.indd   373 25/01/19   5:15 pm



374 | BULLETIN FOR BIBLICAL RESEARCH

v. 17? As surveyed above, three answers have been o ered:  is an existential 
predicate whose subject is a null anaphora referring to the threat or its exe-
cution (example 3);  is an existential predicate with  as its subject 
(example 5);  is a copular predicate with  as its subject and the 
participle  as its predicate (examples 2 and 6). Despite its well-established 
tradition, the rendering of  as a stand-alone existential predicate, “if it 
be so,” is unparalleled; elsewhere in Biblical Aramaic, it always has an overt 
subject (Dan 2:10-11[2×], 26, 28, 30; 3:12, 14–15, 17–18, 25, 29; 4:32; 5:11; Ezra 
4:16; 5:17), and no such cases have been identified in the more than 50 occur-
rences in the Egyptian papyri.17 Torrey defended the stand-alone analysis by 
comparing the use of  here to the single-item clause  in 2 Kgs 10:15, 
but the cases are not comparable.18 The typical pattern for answering polar 
(yes/no) questions in Biblical Hebrew is to repeat a part of the question;19 thus, 
both  and  in 2 Kgs 10:15 echo the earlier question  in the passage by 
gapping the substantive adjective subject  from the question (example 11).

(11)                 
       

And he said to him, “Is uprightness with your heart just as my heart 
is with your heart?” And Jehonadab said, “(Uprightness) is.” “(If up-
rightness) is, give your hand.” (2 Kgs 10:15)20

In the case of  in this passage, there is no antecedent of which it could 
be the affirmative repetition, nor is there a preceding polar question to 
which it might be the response.

The second option, interpreting  as the subject of existential , 
is defended by Hartman and DiLella on the basis Rosenthal’s description of 

17. See examples in Porten and Yardeni, Textbook of Aramaic Documents; and analysis 
in Takamitsu Muraoka and Bezalel Porten, A Grammar of Egyptian Aramaic (Leiden: 
Brill, 2003), 291. 

18. “Aramaic Part of Daniel,” 421. Coxon (“Daniel 3:17,” 404) appears to have mis-
takenly attributed to Torrey a comparison with Ezra 5:17 (instead of 2 Kgs 5:17), which 
Hartman and DiLella (Daniel, 158) point out (unsurprisingly), is not comparable: there 
the  following    marks the nominalized clausal subject of . 

19. GKC 150n. 
20. The repetition   has been understood as an emphatic response (e.g.,  Peshitta; 

Marvin A. Sweeney, I and II Kings: A Commentary, OTL [Louisville: Westminster John 
Knox, 2007], 326) or as indicating a change of speaker (e.g., LXX inserts “Jehu” as speaker 
of ; see Mordechai Cogan and Hayim Tadmor, II Kings: A New Translation with 
 Introduction and Commentary, AB 11 [Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1988], 115). On the im-
plicit conditional in the  clause, see S. R. Driver, A Treatise on the Use of the Tenses in 
Hebrew and Some Other Syntactical Questions, 4th ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 149. 
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 as indicating existence, and when used as a copula taking “the appro-
priate pronominal suffix.”21 They note however that copular  with a full 
noun-phrase subject (versus an enclitic pronoun subject) does not occur in 
Biblical Aramaic. Further, Goldingay contends that the separation of the 
copula  and the complementary participle “is unparalleled” in Biblical 
Aramaic and that “it is unlikely that the men would be pictured as ques-
tioning God’s power, whereas the question whether such a God exists has 
already been raised (v 15), and v 17 takes this up.”22 These arguments from a 
lack of direct parallel are weak. There are readily available examples of  
functioning as a copula with a full noun-phrase subject in Imperial and 
Targumic Aramiac.23 Further,  in Biblical Aramaic is more frequently 
copular than existential: nine times (Dan 2:10, 26, 28, 30; 3:14 15, 18, 25; Ezra 
4:16) versus six (Dan 2:11; 3:12, 29; 4:32; 5:11; Ezra 5:17). Although Coxon ex-
plains the distance between  and  in terms of focus fronting of the 
subject ,24 the word order here is not clearly marked but is in keeping 
with other  clauses:25 in two instances  is clause initial (Dan 3:12; 
5:11), and unless the negative intervenes, it is found immediately following 
clause-initial function words including the interrogative (Dan 2:26), , 
“but” (Dan 2:28), , “that” (Dan 2:30), and , “if” (Dan 3:17 and Ezra 
5:17).26 The distance between the copular  and the participle  is 
simply a result of having an intervening full noun phrase subject that is 
modified by a relative clause. Nothing about the structure is ungrammatical, 
and it is reasonable to posit that  functions as a copula here with  as 
its complement, as it does with the biform  in Dan 2:26.

Goldingay’s contention, mentioned above, that the friends are responding 
to the question whether an able god exists, raised by the king’s rhetorical 
question in v. 15, is unconvincing.27 The king’s question is not really about 
existence but about whether any particular god is able implying that the 

21. Hartman and DiLella, Daniel, 158; quotation from Franz Rosenthal, A Grammar 
of Biblical Aramaic, 7th ed., Porta Linguarum Orientalium 5 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 
2006), 95. 

22. Goldingay, Daniel, 66. 
23. For example, Porten and Yardeni, Textbook of Aramaic Documents, A2 3:9; A3 10:2; 

C1 1:165; D23 3:10; Tg. Onq. Gen 18:24; 24:23, 42; etc. 
24. Coxon, “Daniel 3:17,” 407–8. 
25. See Adriaan Lamprecht, Verb Movement in Biblical Aramaic, Acta Academica 

 Supplementum 1 (Bloemfontein: UFS-SASOL Library, 2001), 89. 
26. Coxon (“Daniel 3:17,” 406) appeals to Muraoka’s work on emphatic words to 

make the case that the word order is emphatic and in uenced by Akkadian bašu, “to be,” 
clauses. 

27. Goldingay, Daniel, 66. 
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friends’ God is among those who are not. If it were a question about God’s 
existence, we might reasonably expect that they would give a straightforward 
answer, in line with the sensibilities of the ancient translators (example 2), not 
a conditional answer. We might also expect them to use the non-determined 

 as Daniel does in his earlier similar statement (example 12).

(12)           
But a god is in the heavens who reveals mysteries. (Dan 2:28)

Rather, interpreting  as marking an embedded question is quite suit-
able with copular  as a response to the king.

(13)                 
         

Concerning this (matter), we do not need to respond to you if/whether 
our God whom we serve is able to save us.

The fourth point of grammar involves the clausal divisions and word 
order in v. 17. As mentioned above, almost all versions and commentators 
divide the  prepositional phrases between the two predicates (examples 
2–5). Despite Collins’s contention, cited above, that the “division of this 
sentence is ambiguous,”28 the placement of the atnach on the infinitive and 
the frequency with which Aramaic topic fronts object complements before 
their infinitives (e.g., Dan 2:16, 18; 3:32; 5:8, 15–16; Ezra 5:3, 9; etc.) suggest 
that both prepositional phrases should be taken with the second predicate, 

. Further, if the  clause in this verse is interpreted as an embedded 
question, it makes poor sense to include the first prepositional phrase as part 
of the embedded question: the king has asked (v. 15) what is a god that can 
save you from my hands, not from the furnace of burning fire. Instead, the 
two prepositional phrases are fronted before their verbal head, . In this 
way, the friends dismiss any wrangling over their God’s abilities (v. 17a) and 
move to the statement they most want to make to the king (vv. 17b–18). The 
two prepositional phrases together echo the two threats of the king in v. 15 
in the same order: “the furnace of burning fire” and the king’s “hands.”

The fifth and final grammatical issue to address is how to interpret the se-
mantics of . Most commentators and translators render it as a realis/indic-
ative future, “he will save,” although the NRS  chooses an irrealis jussive, “let 
him save” (example 6). Neither rendering is felicitous. It is unclear what the 

28. Collins, Daniel, 187. 

01_Cook.indd   376 25/01/19   5:15 pm



Grammar and Theology in Daniel 3:16–18 | 377

intended sense of the jussive would be. Are the friends imploring God to save 
them? The future sense comes across as a confident stand against the king, but 
regardless of how the previous clause(s) are analyzed, it stands in awkward ten-
sion with the following negative conditional in v. 18. How strong a conviction 
can their indicative statement carry if in the very next sentence they allow for 
the possibility that they will not be saved? The awkwardness is made worse by 
the conditional interpretation of v. 17a, because the symmetry created between 
v. 17 and v. 18 (    . . . ) by this analysis dictates that the elliptical predicate 
in v. 18 is highly unlikely to be  but instead is : “if it is so . . . but if 
it is not so”; “if God exists . . . but if he does not exist”; “if he is able . . . but if 
he is not able.”29 If the urge to find such symmetry is resisted and  in v. 17 
interpreted as an embedded question, as argued above, then the    in v. 18 
is more naturally elliptically related to the immediately preceding clause: “but 
if (he does) not (save from the furnace of burning fire and from your hand).” 
The pairing of this negative statement with the preceding clause necessitates 
interpreting  with an irrealis epistemic meaning (example 14).

(14)              
From the furnace of burning fire and from your hand, O king, he 
may save (us); but if (he does) not (save from the furnace of burning 
fire and from your hand) . . .

Combining the preceding five grammatical points, I propose the follow-
ing rendering of the passage in example 15 as most satisfactorily extricating 
us from the grammatical rock and the theological hard place. The friends 
refuse to entertain the king’s implicit questioning of their God’s ability and 
deftly shift the topic to their principled stand: whether or not our God saves 
us, we will not bow to your demand.

(15) 15 “And now, if you are prepared at the time when you hear the 
sound of the horn, the pipe, the zither, the sambuke, the harp, the dou-
ble ute and all kinds of music, you will fall down and pay homage 
to the statue that I have made . . . but if you will not pay homage, you 
will immediately be thrown into the furnace of burning fire, and who 
is a god who can save you from my power?” 16 Shadrach, Meshach, 
and Abednego answered the king and said, “O Nebuchadnezzar, we 

29. On constraints on ellipsis with respect to Biblical Hebrew, see Cynthia L. Miller, 
“Constraints on Ellipsis in Biblical Hebrew,” in Studies in Semitic and Afroasiatic Linguistics 
Presented to Gene B. Gragg, ed. Cynthia L. Miller (Chicago: Oriental Instititute of the 
University of Chicago, 2007), 165–80. 
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have no need concerning this matter to respond to you 17 whether our 
God whom we serve is able to deliver us; from the furnace of burning 
fire and from your hand, O king, he may deliver us. 18 But (even) if 
not, let it be known to you, O king, that your gods we do not serve 
and to the statue of gold that you have erected we will not pay hom-
age.” (Dan 3:15–18)

The friends’ final statement echoes the earlier twofold report (v. 12) and 
question (v. 14) about their behavior, with one significant change: instead 
of employing a participle here in the final clause, they employ an imperfect 
(   ) with an irrealis volitive sense to express their staunch unwill-
ingness to pay homage to the statue. The preceding participle clause (  

  ) is frequently interpreted with a future sense, which the par-
ticiple can express (e.g., “we are not going to honor your gods”).30 However, 
this obscures the grammatical link with the previous statements in vv. 12 and 
14, all of which employ the participle with a progressive or habitual sense 
(e.g., v. 14, “do you really not honor my gods”).31 The same interpretation 
is best maintained in v. 18, understanding that any perceived future sense 
here is a product of the coordination of the expression with the overt irrealis 
volitive imperfect. The habitual interpretation has the desired global e ect, 
which might be paraphrased “your gods we do not now nor ever serve 
and to the statue of gold that you have erected we refuse to pay homage.”32

4. Theological Issues
As discussed in 2 above, the central theological dilemma surrounding this 
passage is that the most apparent grammatical reading suggests that the 
three companions entertain (for the sake of the king’s argument or actually) 
the inability of their God to save them or His nonexistence. In so doing, 
they set up the furnace trial as a test of God’s ability or existence. The 
avoidance of these theological issues is undoubtedly the central issue that led 
the ancient translators to translate the text as they did. The reading I argue 

30. Goldingay, Daniel, 64. 
31. Ibid. 
32. See Tarsee Li, The Verbal System of the Aramaic of Daniel: An Explanation in 

the Context of Grammaticalization, Studies in the Aramaic Interpretation of Scripture 8 
(Leiden: Brill, 2009), 84. Li correctly interprets the participle as habitual (“general pres-
ent”), but he misses the significance of the shift to the imperfect. See discussion of the 
verses in John A. Cook, Aramaic Ezra and Daniel, Baylor Handbook on the Hebrew Bible 
(Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2019), 174–81. 
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for in example 15 avoids this theological o ense as well as the grammatical 
 objections of previous suggested interpretations of the passage.

The theological objections extend beyond simply the doctrine of the OT 
God; it cripples the rhetorical value of the passage: if the conditional read-
ing is adopted, making rescue from the furnace a demonstration of God’s 
existence or His ability, how could the passage provide any encouragement 
to Jews su ering persecution and seeing their fellow Yahwists killed? As 
Collins points out, while this chapter shares the general form of other stories 
of “the disgrace and rehabilitation of a minister” (e.g., A iqar), it also prom-
inently features a confrontation with the king that is typical of later mar-
tyr legends (e.g., 2 Macc 7).33 In these later legends, martyrdom is upheld 
as something to be faced bravely without any presumption of deliverance, 
except by means of an eventual resurrection. The theology in the reading I 
advocate for here presents encouragement in line with this thinking that 
one must bravely face death rather than be disloyal to one’s God, precluding 
questions of God’s attentive care toward his loyal ones or his ability to rescue 
them (example 16). In fact, the most powerful part of the passage is that God 
does rescue the friends, who were willing to die rather than betray Him.

(16) The Lord God is watching over us and in truth has compassion 
on us, as Moses declared in his song that bore witness against the peo-
ple to their faces, when he said, “And he will have compassion on his 
servants.” (2 Macc 7:6, NRS )

For later readers under persecution, this passage reinforced a two con-
victions that appear in later martyr legends minus the death of the central 
figures or any reference to resurrection. First, the passage advises avoiding 
wrangling over words (example 17a) or acquiescing to any o ered “second 
chances” by the king (example 17b).

(17) a. One of them, acting as their spokesman, said, “What do you 
intend to ask and learn from us? For we are ready to die rather than 
transgress the laws of our ancestors.” (2 Macc 7:2, NRS )

b. Antiochus felt that he was being treated with contempt, and 
he was suspicious of her reproachful tone. The youngest brother being 
still alive, Antiochus not only appealed to him in words, but promised 
with oaths that he would make him rich and enviable if he would 
turn from the ways of his ancestors, and that he would take him for 

33. Collins, Daniel, 192. 
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his Friend and entrust him with public a airs. Since the young man 
would not listen to him at all, the king called the mother to him and 
urged her to advise the youth to save himself. After much urging on 
his part, she undertook to persuade her son. But, leaning close to him, 
she spoke in their native language as follows, deriding the cruel tyrant: 
“My son, have pity on me. I carried you nine months in my womb, 
and nursed you for three years, and have reared you and brought you 
up to this point in your life, and have taken care of you. I beg you, 
my child, to look at the heaven and the earth and see everything that 
is in them, and recognize that God did not make them out of things 
that existed. And in the same way the human race came into being. 
Do not fear this butcher, but prove worthy of your brothers. Accept 
death, so that in God’s mercy I may get you back again along with 
your brothers.” (2 Macc 7:24–29, NRS )

The friends refuse not only to take the second chance o ered by Nebuchad-
nezzar but to enter into any discussion about their God’s abilities; their death 
or rescue does not hang on any such ill-conceived ideas about their God.

Second, the friends state firmly to the king that the prospect of their 
death in no way besmirches the character of the God they worship, nor does 
His declining to rescue them a ect their decision to be loyal to Him. The 
epistemic translation of  , “may save” (v. 17), is not to be understood 
as an expression of any sort of doubt about God or his abilities; it is borne 
of their conviction that God is under no obligation to rescue them from the 
furnace or from the king’s hand. The epistemic reading is both demanded 
by v. 18 and is a set up for it: having stated the possibility of rescue, they add 
that their loyalty is not predicated on that possibility, but they remain unre-
pentantly loyal to their God even should they die (example 18).

(18) But he looked at the king, and said, “Because you have authority 
among mortals, though you also are mortal, you do what you please. 
But do not think that God has forsaken our people. Keep on, and 
see how his mighty power will torture you and your descendants ”  
(2 Macc 7:16–17, NRS )

The speech of the three friends in their encounter with the king presents 
the pinnacle of integrity, the willingness to die rather than depart from one’s 
convictions. Such a reading is only possible by jettisoning both the ancient 
versions’ reinterpretation of the Aramaic text and previously suggested anal-
yses and instead adopting the reading proposed here.
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