When The Heat Is On #1

“We Need Creative Alternatives”

Daniel 1:1-20

Months of the calendar are often associated with holidays or events that occur within them. January evokes New Year’s; February brings to mind Valentine’s Day; March is linked to St. Patrick's Day…the list goes on.

One month that has no such association is August. There are no holidays observed in August. Though the school year now begins for most sometime in August, we still tend to associate school with September…or at least I do. Tammy has a tough time decorating the church in August for this same reason—what colors or themes go with this month?

In my mind August is known for two things: heat and humidity. The colors of August should be the brightest yellow and the brightest red one can find: the yellow representing the sun and the red representing how the sun leaves you. 

So last year, when I was planning my preaching for this year, I decided to preach shorter series of sermons—approximately one per month—and I tried to match the series with the themes of the months. The messages during the month of March led up to Easter; the month between Mother's Day and Father’s Day focused on parenting; the month of July highlighted freedom. 

But what do you do with August? All I could think of was heat and humidity. That’s when an idea came to mind: “When the Heat Is On”—not referring to literal heat, of course, but when the heat of pressure and even persecution arises. And immediately I thought of the story of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego in Daniel 3—where the threat was an actual fiery furnace! Then I also thought of other stories in the book of Daniel where the pressure was on God’s people to give in and compromise their faith.

Daniel and his three friends are well known among church members, especially those who grew up in Sunday school hearing about Daniel and the lions’ den or the three brave young men and the fiery furnace. There is even a children’s hymn written by P. P. Bliss that goes,

Dare to be a Daniel, dare to stand alone,

Dare to have a purpose firm, dare to make it known.

And so for the Sundays of August we will focus on these stories of Daniel that depict when the heat is on—the heat of government threats, peer pressure, and societal sanction—trying to squeeze Christians into the mold of the world. 

The first six chapters of Daniel record separate accounts of Daniel and his three friends in a foreign court. Each of these stories illustrates the book’s main theme: in spite of present troubles, God is in control, and He will have the victory. These accounts teach later readers how to live in a culture that is toxic to faith and not only survive but even thrive. Their surviving and thriving in Babylon show that God is still with His people and that His redemptive plans have not ended.

Let’s turn to Daniel chapter one.
A Hostile Environment

Verses one and two set the stage of a hostile environment:

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. 

These verses connect the book with world history. When the evidence from Daniel is added to that of the historical books it becomes clear that the fall of Jerusalem was brought about in three stages, in 605, 597 and 587 bc, of which only the first is mentioned in Daniel.
 Verse 1 seems to depict events of 605 bc after Nebuchadnezzar and his Babylonian troops had defeated the Egyptians at Carchemish. He came on into Palestine conquering and subjugating; his “siege” of Jerusalem may not have been anything prolonged. This was the first wave of Judah’s exile, the one in which Daniel and friends were wrenched from home.
 Daniel and his friends were probably fifteen or sixteen years old at this time. The prophet Ezekiel was sent to Babylon in 597, while in 586, the Temple and the city of Jerusalem were destroyed.

Here we have clearly stated a principle that runs through the whole of Scripture, even when it is not stated. There are two ways of looking at life. It can be viewed simply in terms of what occurs, what we popularly call “history.” Christians, however, can never be interested in human life merely to discover the “when” or the “who” or the “what.” They are always concerned to know the answer to the question “why” in order to relate their answer to the biblical teaching on the purposes of God.
 This we call “theology.”
Throughout the book of Daniel the sovereignty of the Lord in history is asserted: “the Lord gave” Judah’s king into enemy hands. This name for God, a plural of majesty, designates Him the exalted one, responsible for all that happens to His people, and to be trusted even in disaster.
 So while on the surface it looks like Nebuchadnezzar is in control of their lives, the book reveals that God is the one who is in control.

Warren Wiersbe writes,

So wise and powerful is our God that He can permit men and women to make personal choices and still accomplish His purposes in this world. When He isn’t permitted to rule, He will overrule, but His will shall ultimately be done and His name glorified. We worship and serve a sovereign God who is never caught by surprise.

A Heathen Expectation

Moving on to verses 3-7 we read of a heathen expectation put upon Daniel and his friends, 

Then the king ordered Ashpenaz, chief of his court officials, to bring in some of the Israelites from the royal family and the nobility—young men without any physical defect, handsome, showing aptitude for every kind of learning, well informed, quick to understand, and qualified to serve in the king’s palace. He was to teach them the language and literature of the Babylonians. The king assigned them a daily amount of food and wine from the king’s table. They were to be trained for three years, and after that they were to enter the king’s service. Among these were some from Judah: Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah. The chief official gave them new names: to Daniel, the name Belteshazzar; to Hananiah, Shadrach; to Mishael, Meshach; and to Azariah, Abednego.
According to ancient Near Eastern custom, the victors would take young men from the ruling class to train them in their ways so they could serve the imperialistic purposes of their conquerors.
 So these young men were superior in every way, “the brightest and the best”; they were handsome, healthy, intelligent, and talented.

The training (some call it “brainwashing”) they were scheduled to receive was intended to prepare them for royal service. They might serve as scribes, advisors, sages, diplomats, provincial governors or attendants to members of the royal household, just to name a few possibilities. Their skills would then benefit the Babylonians rather than the enemies of the Babylonians.
 Sinclair Ferguson notes, “Nebuchadnezzar was not the last leader to see the value of infiltrating the colleges and universities to find candidates for his future service.”

Their education was more than studying Babylonian language and literature; it was to enter a completely alien thought-world. These young men needed to be secure in their knowledge of their God to be able to study the subject matter objectively without allowing it to undermine their faith.
 Furthermore, the Babylonians changed the names of Daniel and his three friends. Their Hebrew names praise the true God, and their Babylonian names praise pagan gods.

This illustrates an important principle: The way we think—about God, ourselves, others, the world—determines the way we live. If Nebuchadnezzar could change these men to think like Babylonians, then they would live like Babylonians.
 These godly men now have to decide how they will adjust to living in an environment unsympathetic—even hostile—to their religious convictions.

A Holy Experiment

The bulk of the chapter—verses 8-14—explain how Daniel and his friends dealt with the challenges of their circumstances. I call this “a holy experiment.” 

But Daniel resolved not to defile himself with the royal food and wine, and he asked the chief official for permission not to defile himself this way. Now God had caused the official to show favor and sympathy to Daniel, but the official told Daniel, “I am afraid of my lord the king, who has assigned your food and drink. Why should he see you looking worse than the other young men your age? The king would then have my head because of you.” 

Daniel then said to the guard whom the chief official had appointed over Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah, “Please test your servants for ten days: Give us nothing but vegetables to eat and water to drink. Then compare our appearance with that of the young men who eat the royal food, and treat your servants in accordance with what you see.” So he agreed to this and tested them for ten days.
Daniel and his three friends were under intense pressure. Their consciences (educated by God’s Word and devoted to it) were under attack. The pressures to conform were intense. No doubt there were others, Jerusalem-born like themselves, who laughed at their sensitivities. What harm would good food do them, or new names? It is interesting and instructive to see their response.

This opening chapter of Daniel hinges on the beginning of verse 8: “But Daniel resolved not to defile himself with the royal food and wine.” In other words, Daniel “made up his mind.” He determined in advance not to compromise his principles.

We might wonder, what was wrong with the royal food allotment? Some think the problem was dietary—food from the royal table likely included meats, for example, that were unclean for Israelites. This, however, does not explain Daniel’s rejection of the wine. Some think the objection was (what we would call) religious—the food may have been offered to idols before being taken to the king’s tables. But what would guarantee that the vegetables Daniel requested had not also been part of an idol offering? Still others hold the difficulty was symbolic—sharing in the king’s food was a token of dependence on the king and a tacit sign of loyalty to him. But even Daniel’s alternative diet would have been ‘government issue’; it would have been impossible to avoid indications of dependence.

We may never know, then, specifically why Daniel longed to avoid the decreed food rations. Which probably means the defensive view best explains his decision. What do I mean by this? Well, Babylon was simply smothering Daniel and his friends. Daniel may well have thought, “There is a real danger here; I could get sucked up into this and neutered by it all.” He recognized that if Babylon gets into you, the show is over. Hence he had to draw the line at some point to preserve some distinctiveness, to keep from being totally squeezed into Babylon’s mold.

Romans 12:2 states, “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” J. B. Phillips’ renders this verse, “Don’t let the world around you squeeze you into its own mold, but let God re-mold your minds from within…” 
 How can God’s people resist the pressures that can “squeeze” them into conformity with the world? According to Romans 12:2, “conformers” are people whose lives are controlled by pressure from without, but “transformers” are people whose lives are controlled by power from within. Daniel and his three friends were transformers: instead of being changed, they did the changing! God used them to transform the minds of powerful rulers and to bring great glory to His name in a pagan land.

But notice how Daniel and his friends went about this. They used good judgment by offering an alternative instead of rebelling.
 They didn’t threaten anybody, stage a protest, or try to burn down a building. They simply excelled in their studies, acted like gentlemen, and asked to be tested for ten days by feeding them only vegetables and water. Throughout the Bible we find courageous people who had to defy authority in order to obey God, and in every case, they took the wise and gentle approach. “If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone” (Rom. 12:18).

We should be impressed with how Daniel handled this matter. In the face of Ashpenaz’s refusal, Daniel did not throw a religious hissy fit, blowing off about Babylon’s heavy-handedness and “insensitivity.” He simply looked around for the next possible step to take to see where that might land him. Daniel was not one of those people who believe that firmness of principle always involves acting stubborn and pig-headed. It’s as if Daniel is fully aware that he is under the Lord’s grace. 

When the heat is on, we need creative alternatives. We must ask God for the courage to face the problem humbly and honestly, the wisdom to understand it, the strength to do what He tells us to do, and the faith to trust Him to do the rest. Our motive must be the glory of God and not finding a way of escape. The important question isn’t, “How can I get out of this?” but, “What can I get out of this?”

Now let’s stop for a moment and reflect. When Daniel was captured in 605 bc, he was no more than a teenager. If his mother and father were still living, it was probably the last time he ever saw them. He was hauled away from his homeland and expected to learn a new language, a new culture, a new philosophy of life, and even a new religion.

Think about a teenage boy you know, and consider what it might look like if he faced the rigors of this kind of training for three years. How would he do under the constant barrage of the philosophy and lifestyle of a place like Moscow or Tehran? This makes Daniel’s integrity all the more remarkable. This is what speaks to us as we consider his circumstances and his character.

How do you pass a test like this without cheating? It takes inner conviction. It requires making a decision up front—and the earlier the better. Make up your mind: “No matter where I am, I will walk with God.”
 And when faced with a specific challenge, coming up with creative alternatives while maintaining a tactful spirit will help, too.
An Honored Endeavor

The remainder of the chapter reveals an honored endeavor:

At the end of the ten days they looked healthier and better nourished than any of the young men who ate the royal food. So the guard took away their choice food and the wine they were to drink and gave them vegetables instead. 

To these four young men God gave knowledge and understanding of all kinds of literature and learning. And Daniel could understand visions and dreams of all kinds. 

At the end of the time set by the king to bring them in, the chief official presented them to Nebuchadnezzar. The king talked with them, and he found none equal to Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah; so they entered the king’s service. In every matter of wisdom and understanding about which the king questioned them, he found them ten times better than all the magicians and enchanters in his whole kingdom.
And Daniel remained there until the first year of King Cyrus.
At the end of the ten-day trial period, Daniel and his friends looked even healthier then their companions, so they were allowed to continue their dietary restrictions. At the end of the three years of training, they graduated as valedictorians; they were at the top of their class even though the curriculum was repellent to their faith. Though thrown into a dangerous situation, Daniel and his friends not only survive but thrive, thanks to God.

The Hebrew text of verse 21 contains only seven words—“seven Hebrew words packed with dynamite,” as one author puts it.
 “And Daniel continued until the first year of King Cyrus,” that is, from 605 to 539 bc.
 We know from Daniel 10:1 that Daniel was still living in the year 537 bc, so he saw the exiles return to Judah from Babylonian captivity.
 He outlived Kings Nebuchadnezzar, Belshazzar, and Darius.
What does this mean to us today? We may not be hauled off to some foreign land, forced to learn a new language and adopt a new culture. But our homeland has become an increasingly hostile environment to the Christian faith. The heathen expectations of our society turn up the heat, pressuring us to compromise our convictions and cave to their commands.

We may be faced, as Daniel and his friends were here, with a seemingly minor concession to our beliefs and behavior. What may seem insignificant to some might be very significant to us, though. How do we respond?

We need not throw a fit, call names, or resort to violence. We are not to “fight fire with fire,” for we do not fight with the weapons of the world. Instead, we need to act with graciousness and tactfulness, and we need creative alternatives that allow God to do His work without insulting or injuring others. 

Even when the heat is on.
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