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Text 
In the third year of the reign of Jehoiakim king of Judah, Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon came to 

Jerusalem and besieged it. 
2
 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. 

 

Introduction 
 Last Sunday evening I caught part of the first episode in a new series on PBS 

called America at a Crossroads.  This episode was titled “Jihad: The Men and Ideas 

Behind Al Qaeda.”  It was a fascinating account of the rise of radical Islam, starting with 

Sayyid Qutb’s Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt in the 1940s and spreading eventually to the 

likes of Ayman al-Zawahiri, Osama bin Laden, Abu Musab Al Zarqawi.  Fascinating… 

and fearful! 

 The documentary referenced a book by Paul Kennedy entitled, The Rise and Fall 

of the Great Powers which chronicled the characteristics of major, world empires since 

1500 and the signals of their impending collapse.  You do realize that every major, world 

power collapses at some point, don’t you?  Could it be that moral decadence and military 

over-exertion has spelled the demise of the Western world, particularly the United States?  

Could it be that the next dominant global power will be radical Islam?  Yes, it could be.  

Or it could be China (1.3 billion people amassing wealth and power like crazy).  I’m not 

a prophet; God hasn’t allowed me to see the future like he did with Daniel, so I’m not 

making any predictions today. 

 But I want us to get our minds thinking in this vein – global politics, civilizations, 

the course of world history, the rise and fall of great powers.  And the question I want to 

start off our study of the book of Daniel with is this: how would you react if terrorists 

exploded a nuclear bomb in the Loop this week?  Derick and Helen and Kathleen and 

Danny and Toby and Richard and Judy would be vaporized instantly.  People like me and 

Andrea who would be on the outskirts of downtown would probably die shortly after 

from radiation poisoning.  And the rest of you would be left to live in a drastically 

changed city and economy and world.  How would we, as a Christian community, react if 

some of these worst case scenarios started to be played out close to home?  They’re not 

that far-fetched.  They’re not that impossible.  How would it affect our faith if 

cataclysmic events happened in our lifetime (they’re bound to happen some time) in 
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which America as we know it was no more, was reduced to a chaotic anarchy, was 

eclipsed by another world power?  Do we have a biblical worldview that could account 

for that?  Do we have a faith in a God that would be unshaken by such events? 

 Some of the keys questions the book of Daniel will cause us to ask are: (1) how 

do we understand God’s role on the main stage of world history, the entrance and exit of 

empires?  And (2) how do we understand our relation as God’s people to the powers of 

this world; how do we live in relation to the empires?  Today as we look at the first two 

verses of this book and set the scene for Daniel we’re going to be talking about empires 

and exiles.  Specifically, what we’re going to see today is just this: the God of all is the 

God of the small. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Empires 
 We just finished as a church going through Paul’s letter to the Philippians, written 

in the first century AD to a church in a Roman city in southeastern Europe.  Before that 

we studied the book of Acts which narrates the expansion of Christianity in the first 

century from Jerusalem to Rome.  Before that we looked at Luke’s Gospel, his account of 

the life of Jesus – a first-century peasant from Palestine.  So for roughly the past five 

years as a church we’ve been eating, sleeping, and breathing the first century, Greco-

Roman world, trying to understand its cultures and customs.  All of those books were 

written in the first century, in Greek, and for a similar audience. 

Starting today we’re going into a totally different world as we begin the OT book 

of Daniel, a book that was written some 600 years before Luke, Acts, or Philippians.  It 

was written in the Hebrew and Aramaic languages.  And it is set in a totally different 

culture – the Ancient Near East.  It’s going to be quite a shift. 

If we’re going to understand this OT book of Daniel I think it’s crucial that we 

step back and get a feel for the grand sweep of ancient history and also the storyline of 

the Bible and how it fits into this larger picture and then where Daniel comes in that.  

How many of you enjoyed your history classes in high school or college?  You’re going 

to really enjoy this!  If you didn’t… sorry.  Try your best to grasp some of the broad 

contours of this timeline because I guarantee it will help you to better hear what God has 

to say to you through this book. 

The earliest human civilizations were centered around the Tigris and Euphrates 

rivers in Mesopotamia (modern day Iraq) and the Nile river in Egypt.  Starting in 2340 

B.C. we see the beginning of what would characterize human civilization pretty much 

unbroken right up until the present age; we saw the first empire.  Sargon the Great “is 

known as the first empire builder of history.”
1
  His empire – the Akkadian empire – was 

based in Mesopotamia but through military conquests extended all the way to the 

Mediterranean Sea westward and into modern-day Iran to the east.  But like all empires, 

it became stretched beyond its limits and disintegrated internally and succumbed to 

external pressures from invading tribal groups after about 150 years. 

About the same time another world power was starting to emerge down in Egypt.  

The great pyramids date to this period, symbols of power, wealth, and culture.  And it 

was sometime around 2100 B.C. that God called a man named Abram (later renamed 

Abraham) to leave Mesopotamia, the cradle of civilization, and settle in this tiny patch of 
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land in between there and Egypt, a crucial patch of land for transportation between east, 

west, north, south, and the sea; a patch of land that since time immemorial has been 

swallowed up by ascending powers. 

Hebrews 11:8-10 says that “by faith Abraham, when called to go to a place he 

would later receive as his inheritance, obeyed and went, even though he did not know 

where he was going.  By faith he made his home in the promised land like a stranger in a 

foreign country; he lived in tents, as did Isaac and Jacob, who were heirs with him of the 

same promise.  For he was looking forward to the city with foundations, whose architect 

and builder is God.”  Abraham was called out of Mesopotamia to live in this in-between 

land, forever prized by the major players in the geo-political game.  He lived, the book of 

Hebrews tells us, as a stranger in a foreign country.  File that picture away in your mind 

for awhile. 

As you read in the Bible, in the book of Genesis, Abraham and his son, Isaac, and 

his son Jacob dabbled with Egypt, this great power to the southwest.  Famines would 

drive them there looking for food and eventually one of Jacob’s 12 sons, Joseph, was sold 

into slavery in Egypt by his brothers – a wicked event that the Bible tells us was 

somehow superintended by God.  And Joseph, much like we will see happened with 

Daniel, ends up in Pharaoh’s court, the king’s court, and eventually his whole family 

ends up coming down there to live.  So you’ve got the descendants of Abraham – the 

people to whom God had revealed himself – living in Egypt.  Over the next 400+ years 

this family grew into a substantial people group, the Hebrews, and became oppressed by 

the Egyptians, conscripted into forced labor.  But God intervened.  He miraculously came 

to their rescue in what’s know as the Exodus. 

He raised up a leader for them, Moses, who led them out of Egypt and into the 

wilderness for 40 years.  And eventually, after the death of Moses, the people settled back 

in the Promised Land, but they lived for the most part in the hill country and for the next 

several hundred years they were led by a random succession of judges and they lived 

under constant attack from the other people groups who occupied the area – people like 

the Midianites, the Ammonites, and the Philistines – while on the larger scene control of 

the region changed hands back and forth between the Egyptians and the Hittites and 

others until roughly around 1000 B.C.  Around this time there was a mysterious lull on 

the larger scene.  The Egyptians were in decline, the Hittite Empire had folded, there was 

a power vacuum, an unusual lack of a major world empire. 

At this point, for a brief moment in the course of world history, Israel, God’s 

people, became a minor superpower themselves.  Through King David and his son 

Solomon they built a powerful kingdom that ruled the region and held sway and influence 

far beyond.  The temple was built during this time, there was peace, international trade,…  

But it didn’t last long.  After the death of Solomon, the kingdom slipped into a civil war: 

north vs. south, Israel vs. Judah.  They broke apart.  And things continued to unravel over 

the next couple hundred years as corrupt king followed corrupt king in both Israel and 

Judah.  There were assassinations, alliances, and a lot of territory was lost. 

And this is where it gets especially important for our study of Daniel and where 

most people don’t have a clue about what’s going on.  So listen up.  Under Tiglath-

Pileser Assyria grew and became what some call “the first ‘world class’ empire known to 

history.”
2
  It was around this time that the prophet Isaiah was writing and warning Israel 

– the northern kingdom – of God’s imminent judgment on them.  And sure enough, under 
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Tiglath-Pileser’s successor, Shalmaneser, the northern kingdom was attacked, its capital 

destroyed, its territory annexed, and large numbers of its people were deported to 

Assyria.  That was 722 B.C.  Remember that date. 

Well, at its height, the Assyrian empire stretched well into Egypt and 

Mesopotamia.  But it too began to deteriorate while a new power began to grow.  In 626 

B.C. Babylon declared its independence from Assyria and under the infamous 

Nebuchadnezzar in 605 B.C. they finally and forcefully defeated Assyria and Egypt and 

now there was a new top dog – the Babylonian empire.  It’s at this time that the book of 

Daniel begins. 

Look at Daniel 1:1 – “In the third year of Jehoiakim king of Judah, 

Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon came to Jerusalem and besieged it.”  The northern 

kingdom fell in 722 B.C.  The southern kingdom has been floundering.  The prophet 

Jeremiah has been warning Judah of God’s imminent judgment.  And now a new empire 

is knocking on the door and the book of Daniel starts off with Jehoiakim king of Judah 

surrendering to Nebuchadnezzar.  Look at v. 2 – “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.”  

And as we will see when we look at the following verses, not only were objects from the 

temple carried away, but so were several young members of the aristocracy, including 

none other than Daniel.  They were carried away to Babylon to be indoctrinated in the 

Babylonian ways.  In 598 B.C. Jehoiakim rebelled against Babylon and in 597 B.C. 

Johoiakim’s son and sucessor, Jehoiachin, was captured by the Babylonians, along with 

more people like the prophet Ezekiel, and taken back into exile like Daniel.  And finally, 

after a puppet king that was set up in Jehoiachin’s place (Zedekiah) rebelled, Jerusalem 

and its temple was completely sacked and burned in 586 B.C.  Remember that date. 

So we had the Assyrians who wiped out the northern kingdom of Israel in 722 

B.C. and carted them off and then we have the Babylonians who wiped out the southern 

kingdom of Judah in 586 B.C. and carted massive amounts of them off… but let’s go on, 

because it’s crucial for us in order to understand what this book is all about.  There are 

kind of two parts to the book of Daniel – the normal part and the weird part.  The first 

half is narrative and has some great stories in it – Daniel in the lions’ den, the fiery 

furnace, etc…  The second half is this apocalyptic wacked-out vision of the future that 

even Daniel doesn’t understand.  He’s just writing what he sees.  And it has to do with 

the coming empires 

So the Assyrians give way to the Babylonians.  But the great and mighty 

Babylonian empire didn’t last much longer than Nebuchadnezzar himself.  On its tails 

was the Persian empire led by Cyrus who is famous for allowing some of the Jews to 

return to Jerusalem.  The Persian empire was the top dog for quite awhile until Alexander 

the Great in 333 B.C. defeated them.  Did anybody see the movie 300?  That was set in 

the time when Greece was ascending and Persia was descending.  So Greece was king of 

the hill for awhile, that is until the greatest empire of them all – Rome – overtook it 

sometime around the end of the second century B.C., beginning of the first. 

The book of Daniel stops there, but this phenomenon of empire has continued 

with the Byzantine empire, the Arab empire, the Ottoman empire, the British empire, the 

Napoleonic empire, etc… 
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The overarching theme of the book of Daniel, however, is that God, the God of 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob is sovereign over all of these world empires.  He is the God 

of all.  Look again at v. 2 in Daniel.  You might just read right past this… but you 

shouldn’t.  What does it say?  It says, “And the Lord delivered Jehoiakim king of Judah 

into [Nebuchadnezzar’s] hand.”  This was God’s doing.  It wasn’t ultimately the might of 

Nebuchadnezzar that accomplished this.  Somehow God was mysteriously superintending 

it.  And as one commentator, John Goldingay, states, “[The Israelites] are not mere pawns 

on a political and geographical chessboard.  To be in the hand of Nebuchadnezzar is not 

to be out of the control of God.”
3
  No, in fact the major world leaders, the pharaohs, the 

presidents, the prime ministers, the Sargons, the Cyruses, the Tiglath-Pilesers, the 

Nebuchadnezzars are themselves pawns in the hands of God Almighty. 

“The king’s heart is in the hand of the Lord; he directs it like a watercourse 

wherever he pleases” (Prov. 21:1).  It says in the book of Acts that “from one man [God] 

made every nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he determined 

the times set for them and the exact places where they should live” (Acts 17:26).  It says 

in Job 12:23 that “he makes nations great, and destroys them; he enlarges nations, and 

disperses them.”  Ps. 22:28 states, “Dominion belongs to the Lord and he rules over the 

nations.” 

Turn with me to Isaiah 45:1-6.  Does anybody remember who Cyrus is? 

 

This is what the Lord says to his anointed, to Cyrus, whose right hand I 

take hold of to subdue nations before him and to strip kings of their armor, 

to open doors before him so that gates will not be shut: I will go before 

you and will level the mountains; I will break down gates of bronze and 

cut through bars of iron.  I will give you the treasures of darkness, riches 

stored in secret places, so that you may know that I am the Lord, the God 

of Israel, who summons you by name.  For the sake of Jacob my servant, 

of Israel my chosen, I summon you by name and bestow on you a title of 

honor, though you do not acknowledge me.  I am the Lord, and there is no 

other; apart from me there is no God.  I will strengthen you, though you 

have not acknowledged me, so that from the rising of the sun to the place 

of its setting men may know there is none besides me.  I am the Lord, and 

there is no other. 

 

Today, no one has heard of the Akkadians or Hittites.  Egypt is no longer a world 

power.  Modern-day Babylon is currently occupied by the Americans.  Rome and Greece 

are merely places you go for a romantic vacation.  An ottoman is what some people call 

the thing you put in front of your chair.  And most people when they hear Napoleon think 

Dynamite, and not Bonaparte.  But the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob is still known.  

He is being worshipped right now all over this globe.  The people of God are still around.  

Psalm 102:12 – “But you, O Lord, sit enthroned forever; your renown endures through all 

generations.”  Psalm 135:13 – “Your name, O Lord, endures forever, your renown, O 

Lord, through all generations.”  Psalm 145:13 – “Your kingdom is an everlasting 

kingdom, and your dominion endures through all generations.”  Lamentations 5:19 – 

“You, O Lord, reign forever; your throne endures from generation to generation.” 
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 God is God of all.  He outlasts the empires.  In fact, he rules over the rulers of the 

world.  The Lord delivered Johoiakim king of Judah into Nebuchadnezzar’s hand.  We 

shall not fear that world events are spinning out of control.  Our God is in control.  He is 

over human history.  He predicts the rise and fall of empires before they happen because 

he is the One who makes them happen.  The Lord delivered Jehoiakim king of Judah into 

Nebuchadnezzar’s hand! 

 

Exile 
 But this brings up another interesting point.  The God of Abraham, Isaac, and 

Jacob is the sovereign ruler of world history, and yet he is the God of this obscure people, 

living as strangers in a foreign country on this tiny plot of land that’s constantly caught in 

a tug of war between the major empires.  He is the God of this oppressed and enslaved 

people living under the empire of Egypt.  He is the God of this subjected people, living in 

fear of the Philistines, plundered by the Assyrians, taken into captivity under the 

Babylonians, assimilated by the Greeks, and occupied by the Romans.  The God of all is 

the God of the small. 

 Except for one bright flash under King David, which was meant by God to be an 

imperfect precursor of the future Messiah and coming kingdom of God, God’s people 

have always been a small people, living under the shadow of the world’s great powers.  

The lot that Daniel and his three friends find themselves in – exiled to Babylon – is the 

lot that all of God’s people find themselves in in every time and place.  The apostle Peter 

begins his first letter like this – “Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, to those who are elect 

exiles of the dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia” (1Pet. 1:1).  

God’s people dispersed throughout this world are living in exile.  We are always to be a 

subversive minority, a counter-cultural community, living as strangers in a foreign land, 

as (to hearken back to our time in Philippians) ‘citizens of heaven’ (cf. Phil. 3:20). 

 We belong to God’s kingdom – foretold by Daniel and inaugurated by Jesus 

Christ.  But as Jesus told the Roman governor Pilate in John 18:36, “My kingdom is not 

of this world.”  It doesn’t operate like Nebuchadnezzar’s kingdom or Cyrus’ or 

Alexander’s or Caesar’s.  At least not yet.  Until Jesus comes again to consummate his 

kingdom in the new heavens and new earth which he will rule over unrivaled with 

righteousness for ever and ever, we live in this world of empires as exiles.  We live “as 

aliens and strangers” in this world (cf. 1Pet. 2:11).  How do we do that?  How do we live 

as exiles?  How do we live “in the world, but not of the world?”  That is the topic we will 

be taking up in more depths in the coming weeks as we see how Daniel and his three 

friends did it. 

 

Conclusion 
 So as we start off this study in Daniel by thinking about empires and exiles I want 

us to begin to see that empires will rise and fall.  Eventually, America will be read about 

in history books by school children in China or Saudi Arabia as a bygone empire known 

for its opulence and its greed.  That is if Jesus doesn’t come back before then.  But the 

book of Daniel reminds us that God is still sovereign.  It also reminds us that as God’s 

people we are to live as exiles – whether it’s exile in Egypt or Babylon or in America.  

Our hope and trust are to be in God, not in the empire.  My mind was boggled as I read 

recently about a pastor of a large church up in St. Paul, MN, who openly preaches heresy 
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from the pulpit – that God does not know the future (he did not predict it through people 

like Isaiah and Daniel and he does not know for sure what is going to happen 

tomorrow… it’s blasphemous).  But anyway, he preaches this stuff and yet when he 

preached a sermon series about the myth of a Christian nation, explaining that America is 

not equal to God’s people, it’s just another in a long line of empires, “about 20 percent of 

[his] congregation (roughly a thousand people) left the church.”
4
  That’s nuts to me.  It 

shows how deeply foreign to many American Christian minds are the themes of the book 

of Daniel.  I pray that our time in this book reshapes our thinking so that we can see more 

clearly that our God is God of all, but that he is also the God of the small.  He 

sovereignly reigns over the empires and calls his people to live as exiles.  Let’s spend a 

moment meditating on that truth. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 It was in the midst of the Roman Empire that Jesus came proclaiming the good 

news of God, saying, “The time has come… The kingdom of God is at hand” (Mk. 1:15).  

And yet he didn’t come to overthrow the Roman Empire, per se.  When he was arrested 

by the Romans he said, “Am I leading a rebellion that you have come out with swords 

and clubs to capture me?” (Mk. 14:48).  He suffered under Pontius Pilate; he was 

crucified on a Roman cross.  He ushered in God’s kingdom by dying as a substitutionary 

sacrifice to redeem his people from their sin.  He lived as an exile, suffering under the 

hands of the empire, to ultimately purchase salvation through his body broken and his 

blood spilled… 

 

Benediction 
May you trust in God, the blessed and only Ruler, the King of kings and Lord of lords, 

who alone is immortal and who lives in unapproachable light, whom no one has seen or 

can see.  To him be honor and eternal dominion.  Amen. – 1 Timothy 6:15-16 
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find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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