
Daniel in the Lions’ Den 

Daniel 6: 1–29 

(Matthew 5: 38–48) 

 

 

Reflection 

 

Dr. Victor Frankl was taken into a concentration camp during WW II.  While there, 

he observed and endured unthinkable atrocities, abuse, hunger and death.  Many 

of his family members perished in the camps. He was one of the fortunate ones 

who survived.  Later he was able to write about his experience and developed an 

approach to mental and spiritual health that centered on what he referred to as 

“man’s search for meaning”. Other theories and therapies focused on our search 

for pleasure (Freud) or our search for power (Adler). 

 

Frankl declared that what drove us to despair or to healing was a struggle to find 

meaning in our lives.  He believed that what he observed and experienced in the 

concentration camps was a loss of hope when people lost the ability to imagine a 

new future and to give meaning to their experiences. He believed we all had a 

basic decision to make. 

 

We could decide that people could strip us of every freedom we had except 

one. 

It was a freedom that no one could take from us, but we could give 

up. 

It was the freedom to choose our own response to others 

actions toward us. 

To choose how to respond to hatred or injury inflicted 

on us by others. 

 

Only we can give meaning to our experience and develop life-giving and life-

sustaining hope in the face of our circumstances. The alternative is to blame 

others, give away our power to choose our response, and to give in to despair and 

hopelessness. 



 

Preparing to Teach 

 

Find a place to spend some time with the text. I would encourage you to read the 

Daniel text slowly and silently, and then read it aloud.  Listen to each word as 

though you are hearing the story for the first time.  What words or phrases stand 

out with each reading? After you have spent some time with Daniel, read the 

Matthew passage in the same way.  What jumps out at you? 

 

Now, read the Matthew passage and immediately read the Daniel story.  Are 

there any connections or parallels in these texts separated by so many years? 

 

Old Testament stories of the Faith are our focus in this series. So let’s look at 

some background on Daniel. 

 

The book of Daniel is divided into “Stories and Court Legends” in chapters 1-6, 

and the “Apocalyptic Visions” in chapters 7-12. The difference in style in these 

two sections and interpretations offered for them raise some interesting 

questions between Jewish and Christian scholars.  In the Hebrew scripture, Daniel 

is found in the section of “writings” rather than the “prophets”.  It is found with 

Esther, Ruth, Psalms, Proverbs, the Chronicles and Ezra-Nehemiah. Jewish 

scholars often see the stories in the first half as historical, not in a factual sense, 

but in the sense that they help shape the identity of the Hebrew people in exile.  

The second half containing the apocalyptic visions is connected to the events in 

the 2nd century BCE and into the 1st century CE.  The Christian Bible places Daniel 

with the “major prophets” and sees messianic and end-times messages in the 

visions.  Though there is much dispute about when the stories and visions were 

written down in the present form, there is no question that the stories are 

situated in the Hebrew exile of the 6th century BCE. 

 

The stories begin with the Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar laying siege to 

Jerusalem and deporting some of the nobility.  That was a common practice by 

conquering nations – take the leaders and the brightest people into exile.  We are 

told in the first chapter that Daniel and his three friends were part of that group 

who were taken, and that they were then singled out as among the “most 



handsome, wise and intelligent” of the young men. They were brought into the 

palace for a three year period of training and preparation to serve in the Kings 

court.  Daniel was given a new name, Belteshazzar, and his three friends were 

renamed Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed-nego.  In the stories, Daniel’s Hebrew 

name is retained, but his friends are referenced by their Babylonian name. 

 

The books of Esther, Ruth and Daniel help to shape an important message for the 

Hebrews, especially those scattered by exile.  They present God as a God over all 

the world - a God who has power over history and foreign monarchs. God is not 

confined to Israel, the Temple, or the Holy Mountain. God’s people not only 

survive in a foreign land, they can thrive and succeed. It is a message of hope that 

is set over against the voice of the earliest exiles who, when they crossed over the 

Jordan, hung their worship instruments in the trees and cried, “How can we sing 

the songs of Zion in a foreign land?” 

 

Question: What does it mean for us as Christians to believe that God is bigger 

than our piece of the world and that God is already present in the world beyond 

our church, our denomination, and our nation? 

 

Reflecting on the Text 

 

Daniel 6:1-10 

We have a historical shift in this last of the court stories.  Babylonian rule is 

replaced by Persian.  We are introduced to King “Darius the Mede” (historically 

we know that he was actually Persian).  Darius appointed three men to be his 

Chief Operating Officers, and they oversaw 120 mid-management leaders. Daniel 

was one of the appointed chiefs.  Notice that the story says that Daniel 

“surpassed the others by virtue of his extraordinary spirit” and that the King 

considered setting him over the entire Kingdom. 

 

Jealousy is an ugly thing. Greed and political power can bring out the worst in 

people.  The jealousy and fear of loss of power led the other Chiefs and Managers 

to plot to weaken Daniel’s image and favor with the King.  When they couldn’t 

find anything to pin on him, they decided to create a trap.  The trap was not to 

catch him in some indiscretion, but rather to use his faithfulness and integrity 



against him. They tricked the King himself into setting the trap. They used flattery 

and the King’s ego to persuade him to sign a declaration that for the next thirty 

days, no one in the kingdom could bow down to any other god or man except the 

King. They knew that Daniel could not comply.  They knew he was a righteous 

man and unwavering in his devotion to his God. (Look back at the first chapter, 

verses 8-21) 

 

Sadly, this storyline is repeated over and over again on the world scene, in 

national and local politics and in all kinds of organizations; even the church.  We 

see and experience jealousy and fear of others who are different from us, or more 

powerful than us, or cooler than us, or better looking than us…we look for ways 

to diminish them in order to make ourselves look better, or to gain favor with 

others whom we want to please, or to keep power and influence. 

 

It is an easy task when the other person or group really are scoundrels and got 

their wealth or power by less than honest ways.  They are easy to oppose.  It is 

easy to dig up some dirt. It is trickier when the other actually has earned their 

position or power through honest work, integrity and vision.  Then we have to get 

creative in how to take them down.  We simply convince ourselves that they are 

the enemy, or they are bad for the organization, or they think too highly of 

themselves and need to be taken down a notch or two. 

 

Question: In what ways are some of our world and national problems based on 

fear of loss of power or position by some group as opposed to another? 

 

Daniel 6:11-18 

The trap is sprung.  True to their expectation, Daniel bows before his God and 

prays three times a day. His plotters take the news to the King and hold him 

accountable to his own decree. 

 

Trapped by the King’s ego and his need to save face, Daniel is accused by his 

detractors. He is brought before the King and thrown into the lions’ den.  Before 

he is cast into the den, the King makes a startling statement.  He told Daniel that 

the God whom Daniel served so faithfully would surely deliver him.  They sealed 



the den with a rock and wax into which the King and the nobles imprinted their 

signets.   

 

Christians often hear in this a foreshadowing of the tomb of Christ, which was 

sealed and guarded lest someone tamper with the situation and make unfounded 

claims. What is meant for evil, others see as good in retrospect, sealed lions’ dens 

and tombs only validated God’s liberating power and love.  No person interceded 

– God was in control. 

 

The real story here is that Daniel knew what the King decreed and knew the risk 

he was taking to remain faithful to his God.  And he nevertheless remained 

faithful.  He could have reasoned that in obeying the King’s decree and staying in 

power he could serve a greater good for the citizens of the kingdom, including the 

Hebrew citizens.  But perhaps he sensed that his real power and influence were 

derived from his obedience and integrity. (“What does it gain a person to gain the 

whole world and lose one’s soul?”) 

 

Question: Faithfulness and obedience to the Kingdom of God can be risky. What 

are some of the risks we might face in being obedient to God’s claims on our 

lives? 

 

Daniel 6:9-29 

And now, the rest of the story. The King cannot sleep and rushes to the den at 

first light to check on Daniel.  Perhaps it is guilt, or his anxiety, or his hope that his 

confession that Daniel’s God would deliver rang true, but he was distraught. 

 

He found nothing but good news.  Daniel’s God had indeed delivered him!  Daniel 

was lifted from the den without a scratch.  It did not end so well for the other 

leaders who had plotted.  The King had them and their families fed to the lions.  It 

may have been a sign of Daniel’s victory, but my hunch is it was the King’s 

retribution for how he had been used by the plotters and played for a fool.  It’s 

the kind of ending we secretly enjoy – the bad people get what we think they 

deserve. 

 



But there is another, deeper theme at work here.  Daniel has been a friend and 

good servant to the King and to the Kingdom.  When Daniel spoke to the King, he 

declared that “inasmuch as I was found innocent by God, nor have I, O King, done 

any injury to you.”  Daniel believed that his obedience to God was also good for 

the King.  He blessed the King: “O King, live forever.”  I found an interesting 

discussion by a Jewish scholar in the Jewish Study Bible. He said that one reason 

that Daniel, Ruth and Esther were not highly favored in the Hebrew bible was that 

they cast foreign rulers in a favorable light. They had good relationships with the 

“enemies” and conquerors of the Jewish people. 

 

Question: Why is it difficult to remain true to what we believe and still befriend 

others who disagree with us or who stand for ideals that are contrary to the 

Kingdom? 

 

Matthew 5:38-48 

When I read this passage, I was struck by how Daniel 6 reflected Jesus’ teaching 

on our relationship to vengeance and perceived enemies.  Daniel did not appear 

to worry about those who opposed him.  He simply remained faithful to his God.  

The King obviously took vengeance (a little more than an “eye for an eye”), but 

there is no indication that Daniel asked for or demanded that his honor be 

defended. 

 

When Daniel’s story and Jesus’s teaching in the Sermon on the Mount are taken 

together, a beautiful image emerges of faithfulness and honor that can embrace 

love and grace for all people, even the “enemy”.  When we allow ourselves to live 

like that, we are truly living the image and reflection of our God. 

 

I am reminded by Daniel, Jesus and Dr. Victor Frankl that I cannot let those who 

seek to harm us or to frighten us to rob us of our joy or our ability to choose 

 Love over hatred, 

Grace over vengeance, 

 Forgiveness over anger,  

Engagement with the world over detachment and 

apathy. 

 



Possible Discussion Questions: 

Why do we need to turn people who disagree with us or who are different from 

us into enemies? 

 

Can you name a time when you took a stand for your faith and it came out well?  

Can you name a time when it didn’t end well in the particular situation? 

 

How can the church minister to the growing political and social division in our 

country?  How might we represent civility in the face of so much anger and fear? 

 

We just commemorated 9/11 and we have experienced more terror attacks 

around the world.  How does the church honor real loss, grief and anxiety while 

preaching a message of love and hope? 

 

What is our proper relationship toward civil government and leaders as 

Christians?  How do we manage the tension between honoring and supporting 

our local, state, and national leaders while maintaining our call to be prophetic 

and to “speak truth to power”? 

 

In what practical ways do we “love our neighbors as ourselves” and “love our 

enemies” in Corbin, Kentucky? 

 

Prayer 

 

O God, grant us courage in our faithfulness to your Kingdom’s way. We are 

grateful for the stories of our faith and for the life and ministry of Jesus Christ. We 

are grateful for the Jesus continues to challenge us and to teach us a better way 

to be in the world with both our neighbors and our enemies. We are grateful for 

the fellowship of believers who help us on our way. 

 

In Christ’s name. 

Amen 


