The God Who Governs the Governors
Daniel 11:2-35

Ahead of last week’s election, a Reuters poll reported that 76 percent of Americans said they often have to choose the lesser of two evils when voting.
That’s three-fourths of Americans who feel politically trapped. And exit polls from last week's election suggested that frustration runs across party lines.
Personally, I haven't been excited about a ballot in years. I'm tired of the lies and corruption. Tired of broken campaign promises. Tired of the lesser of two evils.
When most Americans—regardless of party affiliation—feel politically trapped, it raises an important question: “Where is God in this?” Why has God allowed such rampant corruption? And how are we to remain faithful in the midst of it?
We’re in a series in the book of Daniel called The Last King because Daniel shows us how kingdoms rise and fall, but the last king—Jesus—rises and remains. Today’s passage continues the visionary experience that began in chapter 10. There, we observed a war in the spiritual realm between territorial demons over Persia and Greece, as well as their angelic counterparts. This week, the spiritual war turns to boots on the ground. War on earth reflects war in the heavens.
Israel is caught in the middle, and unlike us, they couldn’t vote. If we feel trapped, they felt paralyzed. Some of them coped through compromise. Others caved into fear and cynicism. The faithful held strong because they believed God was not just a distant deity but the author of history.
Even the messy parts.
Our approach to today’s text is to answer, “God where are you in all this?”—by uncovering three truths about his governance of world affairs. Here they are: first, God ordains the rise and fall of kings and kingdoms; second, God even ordains the most wicked kings; third, God ordains the rise of the wise. We’ll address each in turn, beginning with the first.
God Ordains the Rise and Fall of Kings and Kingdoms
God ordains the rise and fall of kings and kingdoms. Given how the rises and falls of history have been filled with betrayals and bloodshed, I need to qualify what I mean by, “God ordains…”
I do not mean that God forces leaders to sin. A fountain of infinite goodness cannot spill muddy water. What I mean is that God oversees a world of sinners, but without sinning himself. He uses sin—even abominable sin—to bring about righteous ends. If you prefer a pithy statement: God ordains evil not by committing or compelling it, but by governing it and redeeming it.
We’ll see the redemptive aspect later; for now, let’s focus on God’s governance. We begin with
verses 2-4: “2 And now, I will show you the truth. Behold, three more kings shall arise in Persia, and a fourth shall be far richer than all of them. And when he has become strong through his riches, he shall stir up all against the kingdom of Greece. 3 Then a mighty king shall arise, who shall rule with great dominion and do as he wills. 4 And as soon as he has arisen, his kingdom shall be broken and divided toward the four winds of heaven, but not to his posterity, nor according to the authority with which he ruled, for his kingdom shall be plucked up and go to others besides these.”
The Book of Truth
When the angel begins with “I will show you the truth,” it’s a callback to 10:21, where God’s “book of truth” records future events as if they were history. To an eternal God, they are. He is no more bound by minutes and hours than a cloud by the sky. God wrote the future as history for one simple reason: because he governs it. History is not a junkyard explosion, where kings and kingdoms fly and clash and land at random. History is a coherent story, written and governed by God.
We see this beginning in the verses we just read. The angel tells Daniel to expect four Persian kings, one Greek king, and a diminished Greek dynasty that will follow his premature death.
Now, let’s match prophecy to history. The first three Persian kings are probably Cambyses II, Smerdis, and Darius I. Most scholars point to Xerxes as the fourth king who amasses great wealth, grows proud as a result, and needlessly provokes a future Greek king—Alexander, who would conquer Persia and the known world by age 30.
Pride Comes Before the Fall
Pride comes before the fall, not only for individuals, but also for kings and kingdoms. This happens throughout Daniel 11, like a broken record.
It happens to Alexander the Great in verses 3-4. After conquering the prior superpower, Alexander would “do as he wills”—consistent Danielic language for an ambitious and unaccountable king. But Alexander only thinks he is unaccountable. His kingdom is broken and divided in four directions. This is the language of divine judgment. And it gets worse.
The prophecy said that Alexander’s kingdom would not pass to his sons but to four others of lesser authority. All of this happened. After conquering the known world at age 30, Alexander died of unknown causes at 32. Then the kingdom passed to four inferiors. Just as the angel said.
The Mess of History
Most of the names in this section, you would not recognize. The chapter contains 20 kings and more than 100 historical details: Empires invade; kings conquer; kingdoms fracture; rival dynasties wage war; political marriages are arranged; husbands are poisoned; nephews are murdered; brothers seek revenge; armies are slaughtered; cities are besieged; alliances are betrayed; kings are assassinated; thrones are stolen; Rome intervenes; conquerors are humiliated; temples are plundered; sacrifices are abolished; God's people are persecuted; and the faithful stand firm.
You know, the mess of history.
My study guide fills in each historical identification. The accuracy is so precise that some scholars conclude that a fake Daniel was fake prophesying by recording history and labeling it a prediction. Sort of like if you were to say, “I predict that in 1993, the Dallas Cowboys will win the Superbowl”—and then you played it off as though you wrote it before it happened.
But that’s not what Daniel is doing. Ancient Jewish writings suggest that the Jews looked to Daniel’s predictions while they played out in real time. It helped them realize: God wrote the history as future because he is the one who governs it. Not the tyrants. Not even the angels. God oversees the rise and fall of kings and kingdoms. The fall might appear suddenly, but that’s really just an illusion. Before conquerors ever invaded or land was ever seized, the king and its nation grew proud.
Then corrupt.
The collapse may be sudden, but the decay seldom is.
The Collapse and the Decay
Augustine observes this same principle in his magnum opus, City of God, which shaped western culture (and therefore us) perhaps more than any work outside the Bible. When Rome was sacked in AD 410, the world was shocked. But Augustine argued that Rome had been deteriorating for centuries. Its prosperity had bred arrogance, greed, and corruption. Long before its walls were breached, its character had crumbled. The collapse was sudden, but the decay wasn’t.
God Ordains Even the Worst Kings
This brings us to our second truth: God ordains even the WORST kings.
This is a tough pill to swallow, so I’ll remind you of what we said earlier. The fountain of infinite goodness cannot spill muddy water. He oversees a world of sin, but without sinning.
Antiochus IV Epiphanes: A Character Sketch
After verse 20, the angel will continue predicting future events, but the lens zooms in on one figure, whom we first met in Daniel 8: Antiochus IV Epiphanes. I’d like to provide you with a character sketch, beginning with verse 21: “In his place shall arise a contemptible person to whom royal majesty has not been given. He shall come in without warning and obtain the kingdom by flatteries.”
First, Antiochus was a moral degenerate. Verse 21 labels him “contemptible,” which the New King James Version translates as “vile.” Considering the betrayals and blood-letting of verses 1-20, it’s hard to imagine a more wicked politician, but Antiochus takes the cake. He is vile.
Second, Antiochus was an illegitimate opportunist. When we read that “royal majesty” had “not been given” to him, it means he did not come into power through normal means—royal succession. We know from history that his young nephew was next in line. But Antiochus forged powerful alliances and claimed to be “guardian” for his nephew. And he was—until he sent the hitman.
Third, Antiochus was a master manipulator. In verse 21, he obtains the kingdom “through flatteries”—telling people what they want to hear. The same word appears in verses 24 and 32. We also see that he will “act deceitfully” in verse 24. Flattery is a form of deceit.
Fourth, Antiochus was an ambitious conqueror. Verses 22-29 detail his many conquests. If you want to identify the “contemptible person” like Antiochus, look for the war-monger.
Fifth, Antiochus was a ruthless persecutor. Verses 30-31 show how he intentionally divided the faith community by giving special favor to detractors who forsook their faith. Then he profaned the temple by removing the prescribed offering. History tells us he erected an altar to Zeus and sacrificed a pig on it. Jews would later identify this as “the abomination that makes desolate.”
More on that next week.
The Appointed Time
The main point is that Antiochus was the epitome of evil—yet God ordained his rise. Three times in this passage, we encounter the words “appointed time” in association with his reign of terror. In verse 27, the conflict between Antiochus and his Egyptian enemy will continue until God’s “appointed time.” In verse 29, at God’s “appointed time,” the conflict escalates. Then in verse 35, God’s “appointed time” places a limit on both the king’s evil and the saints’ affliction.
Why Would God Raise Up Bad Leaders?
All of this raises a difficult question: Why would the fountain of infinite goodness raise up leaders who embody pure wickedness?
To begin, I would take us back to the introduction to the book of Daniel, where God handed Jerusalem’s king, Jehoiakim, over to Nebuchadnezzar—an even more wicked king. Daniel’s prayer in chapter 9 explains that God used Nebuchadnezzar’s corrupt kingdom to judge Israel’s corrupt kingdom. And when we expand our view beyond Daniel, we observe the same principle at work. Isaiah 3 says God will judge Israel’s corruption by giving them immature and oppressive leaders. Hosea 13:11 says it succinctly: “I gave you a king in my anger; I took him away in my wrath.”
Sometimes God judges a nation by removing its king. But sometimes God judges a nation by appointing its king. As we read in Daniel 2:21, “he removes kings and sets up kings.” In fact, Daniel 8 tells us that God's people were handed over to Antiochus “because of transgression” (v. 12), and that he would arise when transgressors reached their limit (v. 23).
Does this mean that every time wicked people rule, it’s always a judgment?
I would say yes, but only in a qualified sense. On one hand, I’ve already shown that SOMETIMES God raises up corrupt leaders to just corrupt populations—but in our case, or any case, who has known the mind of the LORD? Without some kind of supernatural revelation, we can’t know with certainty the mind of history’s author at every turn in the plot. That’s presumptuous.
On the other hand, here’s what we can know with certainty: Ever since sin entered the world, sinful leaders entered the world too. God created us for paradise, but pride came before our fall, and history has been messy ever since.
A World Already on Fire
I’m reminded of a story involving the famous musician, Billy Joel. In 1989, he was talking with a young man who complained about how terrible the world had become. AIDS, homelessness, war, drugs, political turmoil. Joel sympathized. He remembered feeling the same way when he was young. But the young man protested: “You grew up in the 1950s. Nothing happened in the 1950s!”
Joel couldn't believe it. What about the Korean War? The Suez Crisis? The Hungarian uprising?
That conversation inspired his famous song, We Didn't Start the Fire. In rapid-fire succession, Joel rattles off more than a hundred historical references from 1949 to 1989—wars, assassinations, political scandals, revolutions, disasters.
His point? Every generation inherits a world on fire. We tend to imagine that our generation is uniquely troubled, but history tells a different story. The fire was burning long before we arrived.
So in that sense, yes, corrupt rulers are a consequence of God’s judgment on a fallen world. God’s heart was to give us paradise, but pride entered, and the house has been rotten ever since. Sometimes our leaders are corrupt simply because the world is corrupt. Broken. Fallen. Judged.
God Ordains the Rise of the Wise
Now, let’s summarize where we’ve been and turn to the third, more hopeful, truth. First, God ordains the rise and fall of kings and their kingdoms. Second, God even ordains the WORST kings. And finally, God ordains the rise of the wise.
In the first half of Daniel, the prophet and his friends showed us what wisdom looks like. What they each displayed individually, God promises to raise up collectively. Let’s read about the rise of the wise in Daniel 11:32-35: “32 He shall seduce with flattery those who violate the covenant, but the people who know their God shall stand firm and take action. 33 And the wise among the people shall make many understand, though for some days they shall stumble by sword and flame, by captivity and plunder. 34 When they stumble, they shall receive a little help. And many shall join themselves to them with flattery, 35 and some of the wise shall stumble, so that they may be refined, purified, and made white, until the time of the end, for it still awaits the appointed time.”
Two truths of “the wise” stand out in this final section.
They Know God Personally, Not Just Culturally
First, they know God personally, not just culturally. Antiochus tries to “seduce with flattery those who violate the covenant.” These were cultural Jews. They grew up celebrating feast days and eating Jewish diets. But as soon as Antiochus threatened their persecution—“sword and flame… captivity and plunder”—they were out.
Persecution is the great revealer. Today’s church is filled with both cultural Christians and real Christians, but we’ll see what happens if persecution ever arises. If flattery conceals who people are, persecution reveals who they are. God’s friends are willing to suffer for their faith. They’re willing to “instruct many”—to continue proclaiming the gospel—regardless of the threat.
Not only is persecution a great revealer, though; it’s also a great refiner. Verse 35 says that the wise will “be refined, purified and made white…” Cultural Christians will never put up with that. They’re interested only in the Christian label. They’re not interested in becoming more Christ-like.
Corrie ten Boom: The Cost of Faithfulness
I’m re-reading The Hiding Place by Corrie Ten Boom, a Dutch Christian who sheltered Jews during the Holocaust. She tells the story of a Jewish mother and infant who desperately needed a hiding place, but she was out of space. Corrie asked a Christian pastor to house them, but he refused.
Then Corrie showed him the baby. She watched compassion and fear struggle across his face.
Finally, he said, “No. Definitely not. We could lose our lives for that Jewish child.”
Unbeknownst to them, Corrie’s elderly father, Casper, had entered the room. He took the baby into his arms, looked into its little face, and told the pastor that giving his life for this child would be “the greatest honor that could come to my family.”
That's the difference between a cultural Christian and a friend of God. Those who know God personally aren’t just wearing the Christian label. They “stand firm” against persecution and “instruct many” in the gospel. The first characteristic of the wise is that they know God personally.
God Offers Them “a Little Help”
The second truth is that God offers them “a little help.” The meaning of this is unclear, but I interpret it to mean that God will help “the wise” like he helped Daniel: by answering prayer, giving strength, and oftentimes, by a timely intervention.
But what about when God doesn’t intervene? Some of the wise in Daniel 11 perish like Casper.
The Greater Help: Resurrection
This is where I believe the “little help” foreshadows a “greater help” promised to “the wise” in Daniel 12:2-3: “2 And many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt. 3 And those who are wise shall shine like the brightness of the sky above; and those who turn many to righteousness, like the stars forever and ever.”
Casper died alone at age 84, just ten days after his arrest for sheltering Jews. But that's not where his story ends. One day, because of Jesus, Casper will rise again.
Every single person will rise again: some to everlasting shame and contempt, and others to everlasting life and joy. The difference between these two groups is who you place your faith in. When it was politically convenient, the cultural Jews of Daniel 11 placed their faith in a contemptible person. Those who never repented will one day rise to everlasting contempt.
The Perfect Person
But those who know their God personally trust not in a contemptible person, but in a perfect Person. Jesus Christ is the perfect Person. Unlike the proud kings of history, Jesus didn’t exalt himself; he humbled himself. He didn’t just become a man; he became a servant. He used his power not to kill but to heal. Not to shed others’ blood, but to shed his own.
The perfect person died on the cross to save contemptible people.
And guess what?
It was all part of the plan! Acts 4 says that Herod and Pontius Pilate were “predestined” to send Jesus to the Cross. This doesn’t mean that God committed or compelled evil. It means he governs the governors. He raised these men up, and he used their sin—the most abominable sin of all!—to redeem the sin of the world.
And unlike Pilate who washed his hands in vain, God never got his hands dirty.
The fountain of infinite goodness can spill nothing but clean water.
That’s precisely what he did by sending us Jesus. Where in history can you find a king like this?
Come to him, and he will give you living water. Come to him and join the company of the wise.
Kings and kingdoms rise and fall, “but the people who know their God shall stand firm” (11:32).
