Bible Studies

Daniel (1)

Daniel’s Decision

Daniel 1:1-21

Introduction


Daniel was an exile who lived through the captivity of the Israelites in Babylon. He records events of that time and shows very clearly how God is involved in all of history, and in control of even heathen kings. Daniel is named as the author of the book in 9:2 and 10:2, and Jesus referred to Daniel as the author in Matt. 24:15. The book was written about 530 BC after Cyrus captured Babylon. The theme of the book is God’s sovereignty. Dan. 5:21 The first half of the book is mostly historical, in which Daniel tells the stories of what happened to his friends and him. In the second half, Daniel relates the visions and dreams that God gave him. Daniel’s visions always demonstrate that God is triumphant. The climax of God’s sovereignty is in Dan. 2:44;  7:27. We see that although Daniel was written over 600 years before Revelation, it is a kind of companion book to Revelation, with many similarities in the prophecies. Rev. 11:15

Read Daniel 1:1-5

I. A dark day

A. The story of Daniel begins on a dark and terrible day. What seemed to be the greatest tragedy the Jews had yet experienced came upon them in the 3rd year of King Jehoiakim’s reign. King Nebuchadnezzar took the king and some of the articles from the temple to Babylon, and he put the holy articles in the temple of his god. All of this was according to Isaiah’s prophecy in Isa. 39:5-7. It seemed that everything was ruined. But it was the Lord who delivered King Jehoiakim, the treasures, and young potential leaders into Nebuchadnezzar’s hands. It was not God’s plan to simply destroy, even though the Jews well deserved His judgment. God planned to impact the greatest empire of the time, not through Jehoiakim, but through some young men who were totally sold out to God.

B. These 4 young men from the royal family and nobility had somehow escaped the corruption of the rest of the royalty. Perhaps the Lord had given them a godly teacher who had guided them into godly ways and habits in spite of the dissolution in the court and among the high families. God had begun to qualify them through their early training, but these teen-aged young men were about to be tested severely as to their beliefs and lifestyles. It had to be a dark day for these young men who had been groomed for the leadership of Judah, and probably given every luxury through their lives. God spared their lives by giving Nebuchadnezzar the wisdom to keep and use their abilities. But they were at the mercy of a foreign, godless tyrant who thought nothing of killing any who opposed him.

II. Qualifications

A. Nebuchadnezzar told the chief of his officials to discover the finest young men from among the captives. What qualities and qualifications was he to look for in the young captives? The king wanted those who had no physical defect, were handsome, had an aptitude for every kind of learning, were well informed or educated, and were quick to understand. These attributes would qualify them for service in the king’s palace. They must have been given a real going-over, both physically and mentally. It had to be humiliating for them. They were of noble blood, but were being treated like prize pigs. The good thing is that if they qualified and cooperated, they would get the chance to use their abilities and talents, even though it was in the service of an idolatrous king.

B. Those who were chosen were to be taught the language and literature of the Babylonians in an attempt to turn them into Babylonians. This would include a lot of teaching about the gods of Babylon and astrology. The Babylonians believed in astrology that is the study of the stars and their place in determining events on earth. Till today you can find columns in the newspaper which supposedly tell you what the stars prophesy about today in your life. The king assigned these young men the food that he was eating and the wine he was drinking. Since they were prisoners of war he could have given them only bread and water, but he was treating them with what he considered the best food. They were to have 3 years of training as their “college” to prepare them to serve the king. It was a great honor that the king treated them like this. It shows his wisdom and generosity.

Read Dan. 1:6-16

III.
Compromise or commitment?

A. The 4 young men chosen were Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah. Because all 4 names honored Yahweh, the God of Israel, they were changed to Babylonian names. Daniel, meaning “God is my Judge”, was changed to Belteshazzar, meaning “Lady, protect the king” – probably referring to a female god. Hananiah, meaning “Yahweh has been gracious”, was changed to Shadrach, meaning “I am fearful of a god”. Mishael, meaning “Who is what God is?”, was changed to Meshach, meaning “I am despised before my god”. Azariah, meaning “Yahweh has helped”, was changed to Abednego, meaning “Servant of the god Nebo”. It must have been difficult to submit themselves to learn from people who had many gods and followed sorcerers, magicians and enchanters. They had to walk a narrow tightrope between openness to learn and unwillingness to compromise.

B. Their first great test on the issue of compromise was about food. I wonder how many of us fail the “food test”? They were offered a great honor – to eat and drink from the king’s tables. The temptation came from 2 avenues: 1.) to accept, enjoy, and be proud of the honor given to them; 2.) to delight in the very rich and delicious food and drink. I’m sure that Daniel understood the importance of cooperation with his captors, He had no rights and was basically a slave. If he didn’t cooperate, he could be tortured or killed. BUT Daniel resolved or made up his mind not to defile himself. He was being faithful to follow the Lord, the God of his fathers, and God’s Law. Ezek. 4:13 How could he be defiled? We can be defiled physically, mentally or spiritually. Actually they are usually all intertwined. If we defile our bodies with drugs, drink or immoral sex, it affects our minds and our spirits as well. 

C. I believe that the king’s food would have defiled Daniel in several ways. 1.) It could defile him spiritually if it had been first offered to demon idols, which it probably had. That might have brought him in contact with evil spirits. This was a problem in the early church about which Paul wrote in his letters. 2.) It could defile him physically because of the high fat and sugar content, possibly including pork which was forbidden in the Law. 3.) It could defile him mentally because rich foods tend to dull the mind rather than sharpen it. 4.) It could defile him morally because it would be a temptation to think of himself more highly than he should. Each of us knows what we come into contact with that has the potential of defiling us so that we are displeasing to God. But the question is: do we love the Lord enough to give it up? 

IV.
A wise solution

A. Daniel was not only committed to be uncompromisingly consistent to what he understood as the will of God. He was also very wise in the way he handled the problem. He didn’t rebel or go on a hunger strike. He politely asked the chief official for permission not to defile himself. He probably explained to him why the food would be defiling to a Jew. God is on our side if we decide to faithfully walk His way. The Lord had already prepared the official’s heart for Daniel’s request by giving Daniel favor and sympathy in his eyes. Prov. 16:7 What an example of how the Lord helps us when we commit ourselves to do His will! Of course, the official was afraid to disobey the king’s orders. What if Daniel and his friends looked pale and sickly? That would cause the king to investigate his failure, resulting in the loss of his head! 

B. Because Daniel knew that what he was proposing was what God wanted, and what was the best for them, he suggested a test to the guard. They would eat only vegetables – including grain – and drink only water for 10 days. At the end of the 10 days the guard would compare them with the rest of the young men who ate the king’s food. At the end of the testing time, much to the surprise of the Babylonian guard, the 4 Jews looked healthier and better nourished than the young men eating the royal food. Ezod. 23:25 So he made a permanent switch in their diets. I’m sure sometimes they must have been tempted when they saw the rich meat and wine the others were eating and drinking, but they had made their choice and they stuck with it. When we resolve in our hearts to do what is pleasing to God, and refuse what is displeasing to Him, we will often be tempted to go back on our word. God will help us if we keep our promises to Him.

Read Dan. 1:17-21

V. None equal

A. God was on the side of Daniel and his 3 friends because they had chosen to be on God’s side. To them God gave special gifts – knowledge and understanding of all kinds of literature and learning. I’m sure that their diet, devoid of fat, strong drink, and demonic influence, helped to give them clear minds – better able to get what they studied. And to Daniel God gave a special gift of understanding visions and dreams of all kinds, similar to the gift he gave to Joseph. Why was that important? God would use it to bring Daniel in favor with kings so that he could influence them and their nations and kingdoms, just as Joseph did in Egypt. God gives us special gifts so that we can use them to bring Him glory and help others to know Him. At the end of the 3 years of training in which Daniel and his 3 friends learned the language, customs and history of Babylon, they were ready to serve the Lord as His ambassadors.

  B.
When the king talked to all the young men who had been trained, he found that these 4 were superior to the rest. In fact, none of the others could equal them. This qualified them for the king’s service. But he also found that they were not only superior to the other young men. In wisdom and understanding they were 10 times better then all his trusted counselors and advisors who were the leading magicians and enchanters in his whole kingdom. James 1:5 For one thing, they weren’t dissolute drunkards and gluttons. They had crystal clear minds. For another thing they weren’t befuddled and confused by demons on whom they were depending. They had the enlightening presence of the Holy Spirit of God to give them wisdom beyond their own. God had blessed them for their commitment to Him, and Daniel remained in the service of the kings of Babylon until Cyrus conquered Babylon.

Conclusion


How has God blessed us? Has He given us natural abilities? Has He blessed us with special gifts? What are we doing with them? We must remember that all we are and have are from God alone. And He has a special plan for each of us to use all that He has given for His glory. We need to be sensitive to the people and opportunities around us. It is no accident that we are living where we are. God brought us here for a good reason and put us in contact with certain people so that we can influence them for Christ. But unless our lives are clean and free of defilement we cannot be used. Let us examine our hearts and lives to see if we are ready for God’s assignment. Do you remember the song, “Dare to Be a Daniel”? It takes courage and commitment to be a righteous man like he was. Ezek. 14:14

