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The story of Daniel is a remarkable example of one man’s ability to navigate through the waters of both adversity and prosperity. In good times and in bad, Daniel never wavered from the core convictions that governed his life – faith in the God of Israel, fellowship with His people, commitment to His Word, hope in His promises, and grace in dealing with those who oppose His kingdom.

But this begs the question, how did he manage to do that? As we shall see, Daniel’s faith was anchored in the sovereignty of God. He believed that God had everything under His control, and that He was orchestrating all the events in the world to accomplish His purposes. In the words of one commentator, “What impresses the reader above everything else . . . is how God-centered Daniel is and how God-centered is his view of the political stage on which he plays his part” (Sinclair Ferguson, Daniel).

That political stage is set in the first two verses of the book: “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” (1:1-2).

Here we are given two brief statements about the siege of Jerusalem. The first describes the event from the vantage point of secular history (v. 1); the second in terms of the sovereign good pleasure of God (v. 2). These two perspectives are woven together throughout the book. In fact, it’s a principle that runs throughout Scripture: “In his heart a man plans his course, but the LORD directs his steps” (Prov. 16:9). 

A. The Viewpoint of Secular History: “Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, came to Jerusalem and besieged it” (1:1). We have now entered the world of the sixth century, BC. As part of the Babylonian expansion policy, Nebuchadnezzar attacked Jerusalem, and the city’s fall took place in three painful stages: 605, 597, and 586 BC. The story is told in 2 Kings 24:1-25:21, ending with one of the saddest statements in the Bible: “So Judah was taken into captivity, away from her land” (25:21).

The siege recorded here took place in the first of those stages, “in the third year of King Jehoiakim . . .” (Dan. 1:1), that is, in 605 BC. However, the prophet Jeremiah says it took place in “the fourth year” of Jehoiakim’s reign (Jer. 25:1; 46:2). How then, do we reconcile this discrepancy? Apparently, the author of Daniel is using the Babylonian system for counting the length of a king’s reign (from the beginning of the new year following his ascension). Jeremiah is using the Jewish system, which counted the year of ascension as the first year of a king’s reign (see the ESV of NIV Study Bible notes).

The final date that’s mentioned is “the third year of Cyrus king of Persia” (Dan. 10:1), which was 536 BC. Hence, we are exposed to a span of at least seventy years of Daniel’s ministry, from the time when he was taken into captivity as a young man (Dan. 1:3-6) until he is well into his ninth decade. Such was the result of Nebuchadnezzar’s siege of Jerusalem in the life of Daniel and the people of Judah. It was the beginning of what was known as “the Babylonian exile,” which lasted seventy years (Jer. 29:10-14) .

Humanly speaking, Nebuchadnezzar’s siege of Jerusalem marked a time when God’s name was no longer glorified, and His people were no longer “a light to the Gentiles” (Isa. 49:6). It looked as if the gods of Babylon had won a great victory over the God of Israel. The immediate consequence was the defeat, if not the disappearance of Jerusalem as “the city of God” (Ps. 87:3). A pagan king had robbed God of His possessions and deported some of the citizens of God’s kingdom to his own city. Nebuchadnezzar’s victory could not have more humiliating for Judah. From all outward appearances, it looked as if the forces of hell had prevailed.

But there are two ways of looking at life – from our vantage point and God’s. If Nebuchadnezzar could have stood on the heights of “Mount Perspective,” where Daniel would be standing, he would have seen another hand directing these events. The God of Israel neither slumbers nor sleeps (Ps. 121); He never takes His hand off the rudder that guides the history of His people. Nor does He remove His hand from the rulers of this world. For as Nebuchadnezzar will soon learn, “The Most High is sovereign over the kingdoms of men and gives them to anyone he wishes” (Dan. 4:32). This takes us to the second statement about the siege of Jerusalem. 

B. The Viewpoint of Divine Sovereignty: “And the Lord delivered Jehoiakim king of Judah into his (Nebuchadnezzar’s) 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 them in the treasure house of his god” (1:2).

Ultimately it was neither the weakness of Jehoiakim nor the strength and brilliance of Nebuchadnezzar that determined the fall of Jerusalem. The Lord himself was governing and directing these events. He was working behind the scenes, personally involved in the defeat of His own people and the overthrow of His own city. In the words of J. I. Packer, “God’s dominion is total: he wills as he chooses and carries out all that he wills, and none can stay his hand or thwart his plans” (“Sovereignty;” Concise Theology).

But given the nature of the spiritual decline of the people of Jerusalem, it was unlikely that this thought was uppermost in their thinking. No doubt some would have been saying, “Where is God in our greatest hour of need?” “How could He let this happen to us?” “How could He have abandoned His own people, the sheep of His pasture?”  However, that’s not the perspective of the man who wrote this book! From his vantage point, he believed that even this tragedy was part of God’s purpose and plan for his life – and for the people of Judah.

This begs the question, “Who was this author, and how could he speak with such confidence?” Unlike modern-day books, his name is not on the front cover. Nor does his name appear in the first half of the book (chapters 1-6). However, in several later passages the book implies that Daniel was its author; “In the third year of King Nebuchadnezzar’s reign, I, Daniel, had a vision . . .” (8:1), “In the first year of Darius . . . I, Daniel, understood . . .” (9:1-2); “At that time, I, Daniel, mourned for three weeks” (10:2). Jesus appears to have concurred with this, as evidenced by His reference to “the abomination of desolation, as spoken through the prophet Daniel” (Matt. 24:15). 

The reason for Daniel’s perspective was because his faith was anchored in the sovereign God of the Bible. He knew that the downfall of Jerusalem was the result of God’s faithfulness to keep the promises He made in His covenant with Moses. If God’s people kept His statutes, God promised that He would care for them and cause them to prosper in the land (Deut. 28:1-14). But if they broke their covenant with Him, He would chastise them and scatter them among the Gentiles (Deut. 28:15-68). Daniel believed what God had said – and he prayed accordingly.

In one of the longest and most instructive prayers in Scripture, Daniel begins with these words: “O Lord, the great and awesome God . . . You are righteous, but this day we are covered with shame . . . All Israel has transgressed your law and turned away (from your covenant) refusing to obey you. Therefore, the curses and sworn judgments written in the Law of Moses . . . have been poured out on us because we have sinned against you. You have fulfilled the words spoken against us and against our rulers by bringing upon us great disaster” (9:4, 7-12).

Therein lies the reason Daniel was able to stand firm in his faith, in good times and in bad. He knew that if he was led into exile a thousand miles from home, it was because of the sovereign hand of the Lord. “He knew that there was nothing either accidental or incidental in the life of the children of God. He would be able to say in his day what Paul was later to enunciate as one of the great principles of his life: ‘Now I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to advance the gospel (Phil. 1:12)’” (Sinclair Ferguson). 


The political stage for our story is now set. Daniel is just a young man – perhaps in his early twenties or even younger – when he is taken as a political prisoner to a distant land. In God’s providence, he will serve the kings of two great empires: Babylon (in what is now Iraq) and Persia (modern Iran). But he is really serving the King of Kings and Lord of Lords. He knows God has placed him there for a reason, and his entire life testifies to the truth of what we shall later read in one of the great prophetic chapters in this book: “The people who know their God shall be strong and take action” (Dan. 11:32, ESV). This is exactly what we will see happening in the life of Daniel in the weeks to come.

There is a big difference between knowing God and merely knowing about Him. Those who know their God know that He knows and foreknows all things. They know that His foreknowledge is foreordination (Cf. Rom. 8:29-30), and, that in the words of Packer, “He, therefore, will have the last word, in both world history and in the destiny of every man; His kingdom and righteous will triumph in the end, for neither men nor angels shall be able to thwart Him” (Knowing God).

These were the thoughts about God which filled Daniel’s mind during his lifelong exile in a distant land. They emboldened him to stand firm in his faith and to take action against the evil forces of his day. He knew that “all things, in fact, come to us not by chance but from His fatherly hand” (Heidelberg Catechism, Lord’s Day 10). He knew what every Christian should know: “all that happens to them is divinely planned, and each event comes as a new summons to trust, obey, and rejoice, knowing that all is for one’s spiritual and eternal good (Rom. 8:28)” (Packer, Concise Theology, “Providence.”) Such was Daniel’s faith in the sovereignty of God. Hopefully, it is ours as well.

“O Father, you are sovereign in all affairs of man;
No powers of death or darkness can thwart your perfect plan.
All chance and change transcending, supreme in time and space,
You hold your trusting children secure in your embrace.”
(Margaret Clarkson, 1982)
