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Getting the Most


Out of Daniel




In the sweep of great world empires, what happens to a few people is usually overlooked. When the city of Jerusalem fell into the hands of the mighty Babylonian army, it probably didn’t make much of a stir in the ancient world. It was an event so insignificant to the Babylonians that they didn’t even mention it in their official chronicles.


The conquest of Jerusalem in 605 B.C. was just the first of three defeats the people of Judah would suffer under the king of Babylon, Nebuchadnezzar. This time he simply established Babylonian authority over Judah and left. On the surface not much had changed. But behind the scenes a few Jewish families and some young Jewish men were changed forever. Nebuchadnezzar took a handful of young men from their homeland to Babylon and thrust them into a new lifestyle. Every effort was made to break down their convictions. They had to make a difficult choice. Would they hold to their faith and to a life of obedience to God, or would they flow into the new culture? It was a time of crisis for these young men, including the man we will be studying—Daniel.


It is precisely at this point that the experience of Daniel reaches out and grabs us. Regardless of how sheltered our childhood was or how often we were taken to church, there comes a time when we are thrust into an unbelieving world. We are confronted in the university or on the job or in social situations with a lifestyle radically different from what is taught in the Bible. At each turn we have difficult decisions to make. Will we obey God regardless of the consequences, or will we become part of the surrounding culture?


Daniel gives us practical and personal help in our struggle. He was a man who rose to a position of great influence and prestige in the world system but who never compromised essential biblical principles. He shows us how to live a life of spiritual integrity in the crush of a secular world. Anyone who has been tempted to cave in to the world’s pressures can learn a lot from him.




Historical Framework


Israel’s great king Solomon died in 931 B.C. Solomon’s son Rehoboam foolishly provoked the leaders of the northern part of the nation, and they split off from the south. That disastrous division was never healed. The ten northern clans or tribes were now called Israel. The two southern clans were called Judah. Israel existed until 722 B.C., when it was destroyed by the Assyrians. Judah was spared until 586 B.C., when the Babylonian armies crushed the nation.


Nebuchadnezzar, the Babylonian commander, came to Judah and Jerusalem three times to put down Jewish rebellion against the authority of the empire. In 605 B.C. the Jews were treated fairly well. A few young men (including Daniel) were taken hostage, but the nation was left relatively undisturbed. The second time Nebuchadnezzar came (597 B.C.) the treatment was harsher. More people were deported to Babylon, including King Jehoiachin and the prophet Ezekiel. Finally, in 586 B.C. Babylonian patience was exhausted. The temple of God was burned, the walls of Jerusalem were broken down, and the people were either killed or deported to Babylon. A summary of these three conquests can be found in 2 Kings 24—25 and 2 Chronicles 36.


God judged Judah for seventy years (605-536 B.C.)—a period called the Babylonian captivity. In 536 B.C. Babylon was defeated by a new world power (Persia) and Cyrus (the Persian ruler) allowed the Jews to return to Judah.


Daniel’s ministry in Babylon extended through the entire seventy-year captivity and into the reign of the Persians. Daniel lived well into his eighties or nineties! His primary focus as a prophet was on the Gentile (non-Israelite) nations. Even during the period of Judah’s humiliation God’s voice was heard in the courtroom of the emperor.










Theological Focus


If you read the book of Daniel and only see a den of lions and strange visions, you have missed the main character in the book—the sovereign God! Daniel wrote this book not to glorify himself but to exalt the Lord. In every circumstance, in every crisis, Daniel points us to a God who is at work in human history.


To say that God is sovereign simply means that nothing happens that is not planned or permitted by God. That is true of kingdoms and it is true of our lives. Daniel’s God is not a weak, frustrated deity who sits in heaven, wringing his hands, hoping everything will turn out right. He is a God who orders all events according to his own will.


The book of Daniel is written in a literary form known as apocalyptic literature. Apocalyptic books speak to us in those times when God seems to be absent. The crushed people of Judah in Daniel’s day were saying, “Where is God?” Daniel answers their questions by showing them that even in a national catastrophe God is working out his purpose and plan.


Daniel is able to resist compromise because of his relationship to the sovereign God. His obedience was simply an expression of God’s kingship in his life. Daniel’s courage to proclaim God’s message came from his allegiance to the sovereign Lord who reigned as King, even above the kings of Babylon. Be prepared in this study to see God in a new way! It will be a stretching, convicting but life-changing adventure.









Daniel and the Future


The second part of the book of Daniel is less well-known and a lot more difficult to understand than the first part. But it is no less profitable! In Daniel 1—6 the focus is primarily on the life and character of Daniel as the servant of God. In Daniel 7—12 the focus is on Daniel as the spokesperson for God. These chapters consist of a series of visions given to Daniel—visions of the future of the Gentile nations (chapter 7) and of the surviving nation of Judah (chapters 8—12).


The visions of Daniel are a source of controversy among students of the Bible. The first area of controversy centers around the integrity of the visions. Scholars who are critical of the Bible maintain that what is recorded in these chapters is not prophecy at all. Instead these scholars claim that the author wrote these words after the events took place (some time in the second century B.C.). According to this view, these chapters record history (a catalog of events that have already transpired) and not prophecy (a prediction of events in the future).


For those who accept the Bible as God’s truth, this controversy is settled by the claims of the book itself and by the defense of those claims by believing scholars. We also have Jesus’ own confirmation of Daniel’s existence. In Matthew 24:15 Jesus referred to Daniel as a real person and called him a “prophet.” Jesus also quoted from these later chapters of Daniel and took them as authoritative revelation of truth from God (see Matthew 24:30; Luke 21:27).


The second area of controversy centers on the interpretation of the final six chapters of Daniel. Even Christians who agree on the historical integrity of Daniel disagree on how these visions should be interpreted. The objective in this guide is not to defend one particular prophetic system but rather to try to understand what Daniel says. The emphasis of each study is on what we can learn from this book about God’s program for human history. Not all the answers about the future will be found in one part of God’s Word. If we understand this part, however, we will have a better framework for understanding the rest of God’s truth. We will gain far more from Daniel if we try to learn what is revealed here rather than defending a preconceived idea of what we want Daniel to say.


While Daniel 7—12 is not an easy-to-understand section of Scripture, it is just as much the Word of God as Daniel 1—6 or the Gospel of John or Romans, and as a result, it is beneficial for our growth in knowledge and obedience to God. After spending many hours in this book, I can assure you that this study will not only expand your understanding of God’s program for the future of the world, but it will also expand your capacity to trust a sovereign God for your future. His eternal plan includes you!









Suggestions for Individual Study


1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.


2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.


3. Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. If you are studying a book, it will be helpful to read through the entire book prior to the first study. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.


4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.


Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.


5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.


6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.


7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.









Suggestions for Members of a Group Study


1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.


2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.


3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in indepth study on equal ground.


4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.


When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.


5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.


6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.


7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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