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Introduction 
Spiritual Living in a Secular World



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 King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon. 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 Daniel’s experience touches 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, 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 rose to a position of great influence and prestige in the world system, but he 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 pressure can learn a lot from Daniel.


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 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. The northern kingdom, Israel, existed until 722 B.C., when the Assyrians destroyed it. Judah was spared until 586 B.C., when the Babylonian armies crushed the nation.

Nebuchadnezzar 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 came to an end. The temple of God was burned, the walls of Jerusalem were broken down and all but the poorest 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.

If we include Daniel’s deportation, God judged Judah for almost seventy years (605–538 B.C.)—a period called “the exile” or the Babylonian Captivity. In 538 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-Jewish) 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 of 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 also in 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 asking, “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 and 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 of God. These chapters consist of a series of visions given to Daniel—visions of the future of the Gentile nations (chap. 7) and of the surviving nation of Judah (chaps. 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 historically accurate, the claims of the book itself and the defense of those claims by other scholars settle this controversy. Most evangelical scholars believe that an actual person named Daniel lived in Babylon in the sixth century B.C. and wrote this book under God’s direction as predictive prophecy. 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 and 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 study 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. God’s eternal plan includes you!




HOW TO USE LIFEGUIDE® IN DEPTH

The Bible is God’s Word to his people. In it and through it we find life and wisdom for life. Most importantly, the Scriptures point us to Christ, who is the culmination of God’s revelation to us of who he is. The LifeGuide in Depth Bible Study series has been created for those who want to go deeply into the Bible and deeply into Christ.

Going deeply will require time and effort. But the reward will be well worth it. If your desire is a richer understanding of God’s Word, if you want to grasp Scripture at a level and in dimensions you’ve not engaged in before, these in-depth studies are for you.

This series emphasizes


	taking passages seriously as a whole


	seeing how each passage connects to and is built on the rest of Scripture


	applying the truth of each passage to individuals and to our Christian communities




How do we do this? Each session follows a four-part format:


	Part 1. Investigate—Getting an overview of the passage as a whole.


	Part 2. Connect: Scripture to Scripture—Seeing how the passage or theme connects to other parts of the Bible.


	Part 3. Reflect—Pondering a key theme in the passage through a short reading.


	Part 4. Discuss: Putting It All Together—Tying together as a group the various themes from the first three parts and learning to apply the passage to real life.




Though groups and individuals may use LifeGuide in Depth studies in different ways and formats, the most straightforward way to use the guides is for individuals to study the first three sections on their own before each group meeting. Those first three sections are best done over several days rather than in one sitting, as individuals will typically need a total of three to four hours to work through them. Part four then offers a forty-five- to sixty-minute group discussion that guides members in putting together everything they’ve learned.

LifeGuide in Depth Bible Studies can be used by people of various ages, from teenagers to seniors and everyone in between. Groups can be church-related home small groups and Sunday-school classes, women’s and men’s Bible studies, neighborhood Bible studies, and university campus small groups. And the guides can be used on a weekly or biweekly basis, or could even form the core of a retreat weekend.




AN OVERVIEW OF THE FOUR PARTS

Part 1. Investigate (On Your Own). Inductive Bible study is at the core of LifeGuide in Depth studies. Allowing for in-depth study of one passage, an inductive approach to Scripture has three main parts: we first carefully observe what is in the text, then interpret what we are to learn from what we observe and finally apply the meaning of the passage to our own lives. This is accomplished through the use of open-ended questions that help people discover the Bible for themselves. The goal is to come to the passage with fresh eyes, not supposing we know all that it means ahead of time, but looking to see what God might have to teach us anew.

Inductive study is not meant to be mechanical; Scripture is not data that we manipulate toward a certain output. Nor does it imply that we can master Scripture. Rather we expect the Word to master us. But believing that God uses our understanding to touch our hearts and that he uses our hearts to touch our understanding, inductive study can help us draw near to God. It’s a tool to guide our hearts and minds toward Christ through his Word. For more on inductive study we recommend Transforming Bible Study by Bob Grahmann and The Bible Study Handbook by Lindsay Olesberg.

Part one of each session is a revised edition of the original LifeGuide Bible study guide. LifeGuide Bible studies have been the leading series for individuals and groups studying Scripture for almost thirty years. They have given millions of people a solid grasp of the Bible. The LifeGuide in Depth Bible Study series, like the original LifeGuides, honors the context of each book of the Bible and the original message of each biblical author, and guides readers into application of God’s Word. Relevant excerpts from The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament and The IVP Bible Background Commentary: Old Testament have been added to these studies to offer helpful historical and cultural information about each passage. These excerpts appear as callouts in part one of each guide.

Part 2. Connect: Scripture to Scripture (On Your Own). One of the most important ways of understanding any particular passage of Scripture is to uncover how it stands in the pathway of the rest of Scripture. The historical, cultural and literary background of any passage is critical, and how biblical writers draw on previous Scripture offers a wealth of meaning to readers. The purpose of part two of each session is to draw this out.

The original writers and readers of the books of the Bible were thoroughly immersed in the Scripture written beforehand. It was the air they breathed. So when they wrote, earlier Scripture passages and themes were an inseparable part of how they thought and taught. Thus, understanding the New Testament often requires knowing the Old Testament allusions, themes or direct quotations found there. And usually it is not enough to know the one particular Old Testament verse being quoted or referenced. We need to understand the context of that verse in the chapter and book in which it is found. Neglecting this can lead readers astray in their interpretations or applications.

For example, in Mark 6:47-50, Jesus walks on the lake during a storm and is “about to pass by [the disciples]” (v. 48), who are struggling for survival in a boat. Does Jesus not see them? Doesn’t he care they are in danger? Why does he intend to “pass by”? What’s going on? The answer is found by going back to the Old Testament. In Exodus 33:19–34:7 and 1 Kings 19:10-11, God “passes by” Moses and Elijah to reveal himself in a clear and dramatic way. Mark uses the same phrase (which his readers would recognize) to indicate that Jesus is making a similar dramatic revelation of divine character.

In making these connections, it is usually more helpful to go backward than to go forward. That is, we should first investigate Scripture written before the passage being studied was written. For instance, in seeking to understand the Psalms, we should first go to the earlier books of the Old Testament rather than to the New Testament. The psalmists knew and perhaps had memorized large portions of Genesis, Exodus and so forth. That was the raw material they were working with; those were their sources. If we don’t understand how and why they built on these, we won’t understand fully what they are saying.

Take the “suffering servant” of Isaiah 52–53. Although New Testament writers linked Jesus to the suffering servant, we shouldn’t “read back” into Isaiah the notion that the servant was a divine figure. The text in Isaiah does not indicate that and we would be misreading the text to insist that it does. Nonetheless, it is entirely appropriate to use this image, as Jesus did, to gain a greater understanding of another dimension of who Jesus was and what he came to do.

In part two, then, we will mostly, but not exclusively, go back to Scripture that predates the passage we are studying for better understanding.

Part 3. Reflect (On Your Own). In part three you will find a reading that expands on one of the themes of the study. It may contain a story or commentary on the passage, or both. And it may be drawn from some other Christian author or source, whether contemporary or ancient. In any case, it is intended to help focus your mind in a single direction after the wide variety of issues raised in parts one and two. A couple of questions at the end of the reading will help you crystallize what you have learned.

Part 4. Discuss: Putting It All Together (With a Group). This part is, as the name describes, intended for group discussion. You can work through it on your own too, but some questions are repetitive with questions from the first three parts. This is intentional and necessary for group discussion; after individuals in a group have worked through each passage on their own during the week, they will want to hear from each other what they have learned and thought about. If you decide you do want to go through part four by yourself anyway, you can skip those questions that were found earlier or use those questions as opportunities to think again about key ideas. Reviewing the content is a good way for groups and individuals to lock those ideas into their hearts and minds.

Groups should begin the discussion with the “Open” question and then read the passage together. Everyone will have been over the passage several times already, but reading aloud in a group can actually bring new insight.

Below are a few suggestions for group members that can facilitate rich discussion and insight:


	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, she or he will be asking the questions found in this guide and encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned.


	3. Stick to the topic being discussed. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. This allows everyone to participate on equal ground and fosters in-depth study.


	
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! Also note that 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 do so 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 to take action individually and/or as a group.


	
7. It will be helpful for groups to follow a few basic guidelines. These guidelines, which you may wish to adapt to your situation, should be read at the beginning of the first session.


	Anything said in the group is considered confidential and will not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


	We will provide time for each person present to talk if he or she feels comfortable doing so.


	We will talk about ourselves and our own situations, avoiding conversation about other people.


	We will listen attentively to each other.


	We will be very cautious about giving advice.




Additional suggestions for the group leader can be found at the back of the guide.





Plunging into the depths of God’s wisdom and love is a glorious adventure. Like Paul said in 1 Corinthians 2:9-10: “As it is written: ‘What no eye has seen, what no ear has heard, and what no human mind has conceived’—the things God has prepared for those who love him—these are the things God has revealed to us by his Spirit. The Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God.” As you go in depth into Scripture, may the Spirit reveal the deep things of God’s own self to you.
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Session One

    Have You Got What It Takes?

    Daniel 1



WHERE WE’RE GOING*1

Several years ago our daughter decided that a semester of college away from home would be a great step toward maturity. We loaded all her stuff in a van and made the six-hour trip to her new home. After we hauled everything to her dorm room, I kissed her goodbye and headed back. Tears streamed down my face as I left the campus. I was proud of Kim as she stepped into adulthood, but my joy was edged with the pain of letting her go.

Daniel was torn from his home and family when he was only a young teenager. He and a few other boys were taken eight hundred miles to Babylon. They were enrolled in an intensive three-year training program designed to transform them into loyal Babylonian bureaucrats. A crisis of conscience erupted when the first meal was served.

Part 1. Investigate: Daniel 1 (On Your Own)

Part 2. Connect: Scripture to Scripture (On Your Own)

Part 3. Reflect: A Line in the Sand (On Your Own)

Part 4. Discuss: Putting It All Together (With a Group)




A PRAYER TO PRAY

Our Father, we are embarking on a spiritual journey that has the potential to make some incredible changes in our lives. The culture and people around us try by pressure and intimidation and seduction to move us away from a life of obedience to you. Give us the courage and wisdom to be faithful to you, Lord, no matter what the test, no matter how strong the pressure to compromise. Thank you that every test provides us an opportunity to trust you more. In Jesus’ name, amen.






  
    
*1. 

    
      Though these studies can be used in a variety of ways and formats, for maximum benefit we recommend doing parts one, two and three on your own and then working through the questions in part four with a group.

    

  

  







PART 1. INVESTIGATE
Daniel 1
(On Your Own)



Read Daniel 1.



1:1. Nebuchadnezzar II (r. 605–562 B.C.) was the second ruler of the Chaldean kingdom centered at Babylon that ruled the ancient Near East for nearly a century. He was the son of Nabopolassar, a Chaldean who declared independence from Assyria in 626 B.C. In his forty-three-year reign, Nebuchadnezzar pacified Egypt (though he was unsuccessful in conquering it) and literally rebuilt Babylon. In fact, most of the city of Babylon that has been uncovered by modern excavators dates from Nebuchadnezzar’s reign. Thus the Chaldean kingdom was primarily his creation, and it crumbled only a generation after his death.






	1. Trace Daniel’s emotions through this chapter. How would Daniel feel in verse 3? in verse 8? in verse 15? in verse 20?


	2. What other forces were at work when Nebuchadnezzar conquered Judah (v. 2), and why was that important for Daniel to understand?


	
3. What specific tactics were used to give Daniel and his friends a new Babylonian orientation (vv. 3-7)?

Which of these tactics would you most expect Daniel to object to?







1:4-5. The training the young men were scheduled to receive was intended to prepare them for royal service. As courtiers, they might serve as scribes, advisors, sages, diplomats, provincial governors or attendants to members of the royal household. . . . Training foreigners for these positions was expected to result in the assimilation of the best and brightest of the next generation. Their skills would then benefit the Babylonians rather than their enemies.






	
4. Why were the food regulations of the Old Testament law so important to Daniel (vv. 8-10)?

Do you think he was making a big issue out of a minor problem? Explain.







1:5. There were many individuals who were given the right to receive rations from the king’s table. The classification does not suggest enjoying the privilege of cozy, intimate soirees with the king, but simply that they were made dependents of the state. 






	5. What steps did Daniel take to provide a creative alternative to the king’s plan (vv. 11-14)?


	6. How did God use Daniel’s “submissive defiance” to bring glory to himself?






1:4. The traditional language of Babylon was Akkadian, a complex and ancient language written by means of a cuneiform script (using a stylus to make wedge-shaped characters), in which each symbol represented a syllable. Much of the canonical literature of the Babylonians was written in Akkadian. Scholars therefore had to receive training in that language. . . . The reigning dynasty, however, was not native Babylonian, but ethnically Chaldean. . . . Their language and the diplomatic language of the time was Aramaic. This used an alphabetic script similar to that used by Hebrew. The widespread us of Aramaic in the world of this time makes it possible that Daniel and his friends already had some fluency in it.






	
7. Put yourself in Daniel’s place. What about being in the king’s program was good?

Bad?



	8. What combination of factors produced the exceptional ability of Daniel and his friends (vv. 17-20)?


	
9. What aspect of Daniel’s character or conduct in this chapter impresses you the most?

How can you cultivate that same quality in your own life?
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