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Into the Lions’ Den 
Readings: Daniel 6; Hebrews 11:1, 32-34, 39-40; 12:1-3; John 12:20-33 
 
At last we come to Daniel and the Lions’ Den, it is the thing 

that everyone knows about Daniel.  Rather like some actors who 
will always be known for one role, such as Mark Hammill who was 
Luke Skywalker, Jason Donovan who once appeared in 
Neighbours, Daniel is forever known as the one who once appeared 
in a Lions’ Den.  Daniel, he’s the Lion guy 

But that awareness creates a problem with preaching on it.  
In search for cartoons for the pewsheet this week I came across 
one of a little girl saying to a minister “You were great at ‘Daniel in 
the Lion’s Den!’’ – I’d sure like to hear you do ‘Three Little Pigs’ sometime.” 

Our familiarity with the story and the fact that it has animals in it I suspect 
encourages us to treat it something like a fairy tale, the sort of story that we tell our 
children to help them go to sleep. 

But as we shall see this is no fairy tale, it is a faith tale, and one which should 
help us to wake up to the reality which is our God. 

STORY 

Whilst many may know of the incident of Daniel and the lions’ den the story 
which surrounds it is less well known, and is much less like a fairy tale and more like 
West Wing or Yes Minister with plots, intrigue, jealousy, revenge and justice.  No 
wonder that a long time ago it was turned into an opera. 

The Plot against Daniel 
Darius, the new king sets up a new political system to oversee his vast empire, 

that he needs 120 satraps or governors gives some idea of its enormity.  But 
spreading authority that far gives plenty scope for graft so there are 3 overseers, 
called presidents in our translation who were the anti corruption commission of the 
day. 

Daniel, despite being an old man of around 85 by this stage, outshines the rest 
causing no small amount of jealousy, professional or otherwise. Finding no corruption 
in Daniel the jealous satraps end up devising a plan to use their law to trap Daniel and 
his following of the law of his God. 

They bring a private members bill to Darius saying that it is universally 
supported by all the government, although presumably Daniel has been kept in the 
dark.  The gist is that no one should pray to anyone other than Darius for 30 days or 
they will be lions’ prey.  Like the earlier story of Nebuchadnezzar and the giant statue, 
it is not hard to see politically why this would appeal to Darius, it would be a great way 
to bring unity to his far flung and disparate empire. 

And so in line with the precedent of the law of the Medes and Persians he 
signs this into law and it cannot be revoked. 

Daniel Arrested. 
Daniel despite knowing this keeps up his usual practice of regular prayer, 

praying towards to Jerusalem, asking for help and mercy, and so the trap for both 
Daniel and Darius is sprung.  Like Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego before him he 
does not seek trouble but is brought to the attention of the authorities.  In the earlier 
story Nebuchadnezzar is enraged but Darius seeks a way out for Daniel.  For the rest 
of the day every avenue is explored but there no escape from this irrevocable decree 
so down into the den Daniel descends.  With the seal upon the stone his fate is 
sealed. 
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Darius wonders if the God whom Daniel serves can save him and after a 
sleepless, as well as foodless night, he rushes in the early light of dawn to the den to 
find out.  A voice from the den assures the king that God has indeed saved and 
Daniel is released from the den unharmed, of which the same cannot be said of those 
who proposed the plot for the lions are very hungry after their own foodless night. 

Darius then issues another decree saying that all people in his kingdom must 
fear the God of Daniel, whose kingdom is eternal, and who has rescued Daniel from 
the power of the lions.  And here is the delicious of irony of the story for remember 
such a decree cannot be revoked or changed, this is true not just for thirty days but 
for all time. 

DANIEL AS EXAMPLE 

Another wonderful story, but so much more, there is much for us to ponder.  
The Bible certainly encourages us in Hebrews 11 to see Daniel, as well as his three 
friends as examples of faith. 

Character 
There is certainly much for us to emulate here.  Firstly there is the exemplary 

nature of Daniel’s record, there were no grounds for charging him with any wrong 
doing.  Does his unblemished record make us wonder about our own?  When moving 
to a new ministry position a National Police Check has to be produced.  This reveals 
all sorts of misdemeanours that you had thought has been long forgotten.  Daniel’s 
sheet was clean. 

We see something of Daniel’s character in his response to Darius from within 
the Den, he starts with “O King live forever” the traditional respectful greeting.  I 
suspect I may have been tempted to sing nah nah na nah nah.  Daniel was a man 
above reproach. 

Prayer 
We can also learn from his example of prayer.  We could consider that he 

prayed three times a day, not a week, a day.  Speaking of prayer is always an easy 
way to make church folk feel guilty but this is the example we see here.   

But the aspect which particular struck me this week is this idea of praying 
towards Jerusalem.  Despite being in a foreign land, surrounded by mighty political 
and military powers, Daniel keeps looking towards God’s city, the place of God’s 
temple.  Despite his surroundings he is still looking in hope to God to fulfil his 
promises.  This, I suspect is the Old Testament equivalent of praying in our day that 
God’s kingdom will come and his will be done on earth as it is in heaven.  This seems 
so hard to conceive, but we continue to pray it in hope. 

Faith 
But primarily it is Daniel’s faith which we are to emulate for ultimately it is not 

because of his character or his prayer that Daniel or his three friends are saved but 
because of their faith in God.  Whilst the character and prayer are expressions of that 
faith it is the faith and trust which is primary.  They are not saved from the fire or the 
lions but are save through them. 

So in Daniel 3 we are told that God saved unsinged the 3 friends who trusted 
in him (3:28).  Here Daniel is unharmed “because he has trusted in his God” (3:23)  
Their faith has been vindicated. 

We like them are to be people of faith in all the trials of this life, but we may we 
like them express this in our character and in our prayer, knowing that ultimately such 
active faith will also be vindicated. 

DARIUS’ STORY 

Now whilst following such a line of thinking is both helpful and valuable I am 
not sure that it is being particularly true to the text that is before us, because the 
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closer that you look at it the more you realise that it is not really Daniel’s story at all, 
but rather it is Darius’ story, the story is primarily told from Darius’ point of view. 

To illustrate what I mean when the story is told in 
either children’s book or in medieval opera time much time is 
spent thinking about what it would have been like in that den 
of hungry, powerful lions.  Sometimes you seek Daniel 
frolicking with cute and cuddly lions, the angel is often 
pictured, and all sorts of other flights of fancy. In The Play of 
Daniel Habakkuk turns up for no apparent reason! 

None of this is in the text.  We are not even told of Daniel’s state of mind, how 
he felt about what was about to happen.  But we are told much of Darius, his night is 
described for us, we do know how he felt. 

The more you look at it, the more you see that it is Darius story.  Seen in this 
light we see that God saves Daniel not only because of his faith but also for Darius 
sake, so that he will learn the true nature of God.  Darius sees God at work, and 
realises that he has to praise the God who does this. 

Understood like this, we are not so much to think “Do I have the faith of 
Daniel?” but “Do I have the response of Darius do I give thanks to God because of his 
saving power that is seen in these stories?”  We are not to go down into the den with 
Daniel but to lift our praise to heaven with Darius. 

THE WIDER STORY 

I have tried to point out the links between this story and the earlier one in 
Daniel 3 which has completely different characters but in which people of faith are 
saved leading to praise of God to show that this nature of God is not just true for 
these people but it remains constant.  The wider story of both the book of Daniel and 
the whole Scriptures teaches us this. 

Something that a number of people have commented on, and I was pleasantly 
surprised about in The Play of Daniel was the way it pointed forward to the birth of a 
Saviour, of a Star, in essence to Christmas.  But this story surely pushes us towards 
another fast approaching Festival. 

For as we consider the story of Daniel and the Lion’s Den against the wider 
story of the Bible we cannot help but think of another in whom no fault could be found 
by those who were envious of his influence and who only could get rid of him through 
trumped up charges and the manipulation of higher authorities.  One who was also 
arrested whilst at prayer and who has higher authorities trying to free him but 
ultimately there is no legal way to do so.  This one too can ultimately only rely on God 
to save him.  Again there is a sealed stone, and people going to the site in the early 
morning who are surprised by a voice that they did not expect to hear again.  But 
rather than “O king, live forever” it is a voice that says “I am the king, and with me you 
can live forever.”  As Jesus is raised from his place of death, he like Daniel before him 
is vindicated in his faith in God.  Like Daniel before him, God does this for the sake of 
others so they would know the saving nature of God. 

Like Darius as we look on this scene we should praise the God who does this, 
who vindicates Jesus and raises him to his right hand side and before whom every 
knee will bow and every tongue confess that he is Lord to the glory of God the father.  
This will never be revoked because it is the word of the Lord. 

 
We then should call on all people to come before the God of Daniel and of Jesus 
For he is the living God, enduring for ever. 
His kingdom shall never be destroyed, and his dominion has no end.  
He delivers and rescues, he works signs and wonders in heaven and on earth; 
for he has saved Daniel from the power of the lions 
he has saved Jesus from the power of death. 


