Daniel

Living in a fallen world!

Lesson 2


        Daniel 1:1-7

The Sovereignty of God!

What is the value of Daniel apart from its having become a battleground between faith and unbelief? The large proportion of the book given to prophecy is one measure of its value—as well as the main reason for its hav​ing become a battleground. But it is not the whole basis for the book's place in the canon. True, there is a great deal of prophecy. Daniel predicts the precise year of the appearance of Jesus Christ (cf. Dan. 9:25-26). He fore​tells the history of his portion of the world from the time of Nebuchadnezzar up to the beginning of the Christian era, accurately forecasting the rise and fall of the Medes and Persians, the Greek kingdom of Alexander the Great and his successors, and Rome. He speaks of some things yet to come. Although these predictions are important, they are not necessarily the most important themes in Daniel. 

What is the chief or most important theme? This is not a hard question, nor do we have to go far for an answer. The theme is stated at the very begin​ning in the words that give a historical setting for the story. "In the third year of the reign of Jehoiakim king of Judah, Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon came to Jerusalem and besieged it. And the Lord delivered Jehoiakim king of Judah into his hand, along with some of the articles from the temple of God. These he carried off to the temple of his god in Babylonia and put in the treasure house of his god" (Daniel 1:1-2). 

By way of historical background it is helpful to know that Nebuchadnezzar attacked the southern Jewish kingdom of Judah three times, beginning in 605 B.C., a little more than a hundred years after the northern kingdom of Israel had fallen to the Assyrians. 

The second invasion occurred in 597 B.C., when Jehoiakim, son of the king of Judah mentioned in Daniel 1:1-2, was compelled to surrender Jerusalem and go into captivity with many of the Jewish leaders, including the royal family, the commanders of the army, craftsmen, and even some of the priests like Ezekiel. The third invasion was the one we remember most. It took place in 586 B.C. when Jerusalem was completely destroyed and the people of the land were deported to Babylon. Jeremiah was in Jerusalem at the time of this final destruction of the city. 

Since Daniel begins by relating the events of the book to the deliver​ance of King Jehoiakim into Nebuchadnezzar's hands, it must have been through the first of these three invasions that Daniel and his friends Hananiah (renamed Shadrach), Mishael (Meshach), and Azariah (Abednego) were taken from Jerusalem to Babylon to be trained for Nebuchadnezzar's service. 

The interesting thing about his beginning of the book, however, is that it is not the four men, whose stories will be told in subsequent chapters, who are said to have been brought back to Babylon by Nebuchadnezzar but rather "the articles from the temple of God" that Nebuchadnezzar "put in the treasure house of his god." That is no incidental or irrelevant beginning. On the contrary, it is the theme of the book and the key to everything that follows. 

As the story will show, Nebuchadnezzar was an exceedingly arrogant man, and the conquests he made were understood by him to be proof of his supe​riority (or the superiority of his gods, which he did not always clearly dis​tinguish from himself) to all others. Jews boasted that their God, Jehovah, was all-powerful. Nebuchadnezzar believed that he was greater than that God. So when he forced the capitulation of Jerusalem, his cause and his gods seemed vindicated. It was in demonstration of that conviction that he brought the gold and silver articles that had been dedicated to the service of Jehovah in Jerusalem to Babylon to be placed in the treasure house of his gods. The heathen gods had triumphed! Nebuchadnezzar was sovereign! 

In this case, as in so many other historical situations, appearances were deceiving. Actually, Jehovah was as much in charge of the overthrow of Jerusalem as he had been many times earlier in its defense. In fact, it was Jehovah who had brought on the destruction, sending it as a punishment for the people's sins. Now, in spite of the fact that he had "delivered Jehoiakim into [Nebuchadnezzar's] hand," God was going to show that he was sovereign. 

Gleason L. Archer, whose commentary in the Expositor's Bible Commentary is one of the best works on Daniel available today, puts it like this: 

The principal theological emphasis in Daniel is the absolute sovereignty of Yahweh, the God of Israel. At a time when it seemed to all the world that his cause was lost and that the gods of the heathen had triumphed, causing his temple to be burned to the ground, it pleased the Lord strikingly and unmis​takably to display his omnipotence. The theme running through the whole book is that the fortunes of kings and the affairs of men are subject to God's decrees, and that he is able to accomplish his will despite the most determined opposition of the mightiest potentates on earth. 

The miracles recorded in chapters 1-6 demonstrate God's sovereignty on behalf of his saints. The surpassing health of Daniel and his three companions after ten days of a simple vegetable diet (ch. 1); the miraculous disclosure to Daniel of the contents of Nebuchadnezzar's dream (ch. 2); the amazing deliv​erance of Daniel's three friends from the fiery furnace (ch. 3); the previous warning to Nebuchadnezzar of seven years of dehumanizing insanity because of his overweening pride (ch. 4); the terrifying prediction inscribed on the banquet wall of Belshazzar, followed by a speedy fulfillment of the same (ch. 5); and Daniel's deliverance from the lions' den all clearly show that the Lord God of Israel was in charge of the tide of human affairs and was perfectly able to deliver his people from pagan oppression during their captivity.

The great and most important theme of Daniel is that there is but one God, who is Jehovah, and that he is sovereign over the events of history.

1.
Read Daniel 1:1-2.

a. Who came and besieged Jerusalem? 

b. Who delivered Jehoiakim, king of Judah, into the hands of Nebuchadnezzar?

c. Who does this demonstrate was in control?

d. Read Psalm 22:28; 66:7; 71:16; and, Daniel 4:17. What do you think it 


means that God is sovereign?

e. A. W. Tozer wrote, “To the child of God, there is no such thing as an 


accident. He travels an appointed way. Accidents may indeed appear to 


befall him and misfortune stalk his way, but these evils will be so in 


appearance only and will seem evils only because we cannot read the 


secret script of God’s hidden providence and so cannot discover the 


ends at which He aims…The man of true faith may live in the absolute 


assurance that his steps are ordered by the Lord. For him, misfortune is 


outside the bounds of possibility. He cannot be torn from this earth one 


hour ahead of the time which God has appointed, and he cannot be 



detained on earth one moment after God is done with him here.” Define the 

providence of God? How does this comfort you?
f. Why do you think that Nebuchadnezzar wanted to take articles from the 


temple of God back to the temple of his god? What does this reveal 


about Nebuchadnezzar?

g. Read Proverbs 6:16-19. What is the chief of sins? Why is this sin so 


egregious to God?

He was barely more than a boy when the Babylonian ax fell. In a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, he was transformed from near royalty to iron captivity. He was but a youth. His ministry spanned the entire period of the prophesied seventy-year captivity of the Jews in Babylon, so he could not have been much more than a teenager when Nebuchadnezzar arrived on the scene, probably about eighteen years of age. 

The approach of the Babylonians had been watched closely in Jerusalem and Judea. Nobody could have been ignorant of what the arrival of the Babylonians meant. The prophet Jeremiah had been proclaiming it for years-and he had paid a high price for it too. The "times of the Gentiles" were about to begin. We can be sure that someone as spiritual and sagacious as Daniel knew what to expect—although that knowledge did not soften the blow when it came. 

The book of Daniel begins with a date and the names of two kings. Before his days on earth were done, Daniel would have his fill of kings. He lived through the reigns of Nabopolassar, Nebuchadnezzar, Evil-Merodach, Neriglissar-Labashi-​Marduk, Nabonidus, Belshazzar, Cyrus, Darius the Mede, Josiah, Jehoiakim, Jehoiachin, and Zedekiah. When Daniel was born, good King Josiah was still making a last-ditch effort to bring the nation back to God. Doubtless, he re​joiced, as did everyone in the Middle East, at the news that Nineveh was no more. Doubtless, too, he wept, as did all of the godly people in Judah, at the news that Josiah was dead, killed in war on the Megiddo battlefield. Truly, that untimely death was an Armageddon for Judah and, assuredly, the death knell of the nation. The various sons of Josiah enthroned themselves in wickedness, un​did all of the religious reforms that Josiah and Jeremiah had wrought, and hur​ried the kingdom downward to its doom. 

Daniel, as young as he was, knew that Jeremiah was a fearless man of God. He had been warning and prophesying for years. The petty princlings of Judah came and went from bad to worse. And the Babylonians came and went. Three times they came. Josiah's foolish sons shrugged off Jeremiah's warnings of war and woe. Doubtless, the Babylonians, like all of the rest of the enemies, would come and go. 

The Babylonians came in 605 B.C. During this first invasion, Nebuchadnezzar, the Babylonian, took Daniel and various sprigs of the Judean nobility to Babylon. Therefore, Daniel was far away when the final disasters overwhelmed the land. About the time that the royal barbarian, Jehoiakim, was cutting up Jeremiah's prophecy and throwing it into the fire, Daniel was standing before Nebuchadnezzar in Babylon, expounding to him the meaning of his dream (Dan. 2). 

We can be sure that Daniel kept his ears open and knew what was going on back home. In 597 B.C., the Babylonians were back. Jehoiakim died and was buried in ignominy and shame, unmourned and dishonored—"buried with the burial of an ass"—as Jeremiah caustically put it—not buried at all, that is, be​cause asses have no funerals (Jer. 22: 19). Indeed, Jehoiakim is the only king of Judah whose burial the scribes did not record. 

Jehoiakim's eighteen-year-old son, Jehoiachin, succeeded to the throne. He reigned a scant three months and ten days, long enough for Jeremiah to change his name contemptuously to Coniah and to put him under a curse concerning his seven sons: not one of them, or any of his descendents, would sit upon the throne of David (Jer. 22:28-30). The evil genius behind this wretched youth Jehoiachin was his mother, Nehushta (which means "the brazen one"), the daughter of Elnathan, an influential prince of Jerusalem who had leanings toward Egypt (2 Kings 24:8; Jer. 36:12, 25). 

This time, Nebuchadnezzar deported the king, his mother, his wives, and his advisers to Babylon. He plundered the temple. He deported thousands of sol​diers, craftsmen, petty princes, and leading citizens, leaving behind only the poorest of the poor. Ezekiel was one of those who were carried off to Babylon at this time. 

Nebuchadnezzar magnanimously allowed a man of the royal Judean line to rule as his vassal. The new king was Mattaniah; his name was changed to Zedekiah. He was Jehoiachin's uncle and the youngest son of Josiah. The Holy Spirit's own summary of this worthless individual's reign was that "he did evil in the sight of the LORD." The temple and all Jerusalem were filled with idols. Intrigues were constant, and this tomfool king wasted no time in breaking openly with the Babylonians. 

Back came Nebuchadnezzar, full of wrath at his betrayal. Jerusalem fell in 586 B.C. The siege and sack of the sinful city produced all of those horrors that broke the heart of Jeremiah and inspired the book of Lamentations. 

Zedekiah was caught while trying to escape. His sons were slain in his pres​ence as he looked on in horror, and then his eyes were put out, the murder of his sons being the last thing that he saw. And off he went to Babylon in chains to die an exile in a foreign land. The kingdom was finished. 

And where was Daniel while all of these events were occurring? He was obeying the instructions of Jeremiah the prophet, settling down in Babylon for at least the next seventy years. He was settling down and getting on, availing himself of a first-class education, and moving up the ladder of success under the watchful and benevolent eye of the king. 

And where was God? Did He not care that disaster had overtaken the Prom​ised Land, the temple of Solomon, the city of Jerusalem, and the very throne of David itself? Of course, He cared. He Himself was the prime mover in all of these affairs. He gave the temple treasures, the sacred vessels of the house of God, into the hands of a pagan king. After all, He had vacated that temple and that city years ago (Ezek. 10:4). That temple was an empty shell now. There was a worth​less throne too. The so-called "times of the Gentiles" had begun (Luke 21:24). He gave the vile Zedekiah into the hands of Nebuchadnezzar. So what if the Babylonian conqueror put those sacred vessels in the treasury of one of his idols? They would be as safe there as anywhere for the next three score years and ten. The Jews would not be needing them for a generation or so. We can be sure that young Daniel in Babylon would ponder these things, reading and rereading and learning by heart the priceless scrolls of Jeremiah as they came into his hands.
 

2.
Read Daniel 1:3-6.

a. What order did Nebuchadnezzar give at this time? 

b. What do you think was the purpose of this order? 

c. God warns us in Scripture not to be “conformed to the pattern of this 


world” (Romans 12:2). What was Satan attempting to do to these godly 


young boys through Nebuchadnezzar?

d. Read Ephesians 6:10-18. How does one defend oneself against the 



power of Satan who desires to destroy godly men and women today (I 


Peter 5:9)? 

e. In essence, King Nebuchadnezzar was conducting a test. It was a test to 


determine his power to change men from one culture and religion to an 


entirely different culture and religion. 

1. What kind of boys was Ashpenaz ordered to select for this test?

2. What were they to be taught?

3. What were they to eat?

4. How long were they to be trained (indoctrinated)?

5. What were they to do after their training?

f. Nebuchadnezzar’s desire was to change these young men. His desire 


was for them to be totally transformed into bright, attractive, 



Babylonian men. What other change did he require which would be 


symbolic of their total transformation?

g. Give their Babylonian names:

1.
Daniel

_________________

2.
Hananiah
_________________

3.
Mishael
_________________

4.
Azariah
_________________

h. Names are important to God. Can you think of some men in the Bible 


whose names were changed by God? Why do you think God changed 


their names?

3. Read Romans 6:4, I Corinthians 6:17, and II Corinthians 5:17. 

a. When a man or woman commits his or her life to Christ, what happens to his or her identity? What does it mean to be “in Christ”? 
b. How might a name change complement a change in identity?

c.
Have you had a change of identity (John 1:12)?

It was an honor to be trained as officers in the king's palace, but it was also a trial; for these dedi​cated Jewish boys would have to adapt them​selves to the ways and the thinking of the Babylonians. The purpose of the "course" was to transform Jews into Babylonians, and this meant not only a new land, but also new names, new customs, new ideas, and a new language. For three years, their Babylonian teachers would attempt to "brainwash" the four Jewish young men and teach them how to think and live like Babylonians. 

The name Daniel means "God is my judge," but it was changed to Belteshazzar or "Bel protect his life." Hananiah means "the Lord shows grace," but his new name, Shadrach, means "command of Aku" (the moon-god). Mishael means “Who is like God?" and the new name, "Meshach," means "Who is as Aku is?" Azariah means "The Lord is my help," but "Abednego" means "Servant of Nebo (Nego)." The name of the true and living God was replaced by the names of the false gods of Babylon; but would we expect unbelievers to do anything else? 

Learning a new language and even receiv​ing new names didn't create much of a prob​lem, but practicing customs contrary to the Law of Moses was a great problem. The Babylonians were great builders, calculators, and military strategists, but their religion was steeped in superstition and myth. Just as Christian students in secular schools today often have to study material that con​tradicts what they believe, so Daniel and his friends had to master Babylonian history and science. In fact, in the final examination, they excelled all the other students (v. 20), and later, God gave them opportunities to show that their Jewish faith was superior to the faith of their captives. But when their course of training required them to disobey the holy law, they had to draw the line.
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