
“Resisting Assimilation” August 16, 2020 
Daniel 1:8-21 

SI:  Daniel starts with Jerusalem being conquered by the Babylonians. 
To show their dominance, the Babylonians did two things. 

First, they took articles from the temple of the Lord in Jerusalem and 
   took them to Babylon and put them in the temple treasure of their gods. 
It was a way of saying:  Our gods have won and Israel’s god has lost. 
   We have the greatest gods. 

Second, they took the best and brightest sons of the royal family and the nobility 
   of Judah and took them into permanent exile in Babylon, to be trained as  
   bureaucrats in the Babylonian administration. 
The training was designed to erase their former identity and values and religion. 
They were required to learn a new language, new customs. 
   They were given new names, and what we might nowadays call a new gender. 
   They were most likely made eunuchs. 
They were being changed from Jews into Babylonians in every possible way. 

Babylon was the most powerful empire in the world, able to do whatever it wanted 
   with nations and individual people. 
So it’s important to remember that the theme of Daniel is this: 
   In spite of appearances, God is in control. 



INTRO:  When I was in college I went to Lancaster Co, Pennsylvania with some  
   friends, one of whom had grown up in that county. 
He was our tour guide and he drove us to some of the remote corners of the county  
   showing us how the real Amish lived.   

Look at that farm, he would say.   
   There are no power lines or telephone lines going into the property.   
   And there are no water lines either, only wells. 
   And there are no gas powered engines of any kind.   
   Everything is powered by draft horses or human muscle.   
Of course we saw Amish people riding around in their horse-drawn buggies, 
   wearing their distinctive clothing. 

He also told us about people he knew who grew up Amish,  
   but because they chose to pursue higher education and a profession 
   and live with the trappings of ordinary American life like a car and phone 
   and air conditioning, they were forced to leave the community. 
That meant they had to leave the Amish church.  They were excommunicated.   

The reason the Amish live the way they do is because it’s their answer to a very  
   difficult question.  That question is: 
   How should Christians relate to the surrounding culture? 

The Amish are an example of those who believe that Christians should oppose 
   the surrounding culture root and branch.   
Christians should separate as much as possible from everything connected to  
   the dominant culture, even to the point of rejecting things like the common  
   technologies and clothing styles because of the danger of being sucked in.  

The other extreme would be those who argue that Christians should accept the  
   surrounding culture, even if its morality and spirituality contradicts historic  
   Christian doctrines. 
That is the view of mainline, theologically liberal Protestant denominations.   

I don’t know if you’ve ever thought about this or not,  
   but the way Christians should relate to the surrounding, dominate culture 
   is a complicated question, and one that had led to very different answers. 
As Christians in America, it’s probably hard for us to understand how important 
   this question is because we feel so much at home here.. 
It’s not like we’ve been carted off to Babylon 



Daniel and his friends were keenly aware of opposition to their faith in Babylon 
   because of the dominate pagan culture. 
A better comparison might be Christians in India where believers are a tiny  
   percentage of the population in a dominate Hindu culture. 
Or Christians in Saudi Arabia or China. 
   Christians in those places are keenly aware of the challenges to their faith 
   by the dominate Islamic or Marxist cultures.   

As Christians in America, we’re usually like fish in water when it comes to the  
   culture—we don’t see it or feel it like we should. 
But there have always been anti-Christian elements of American culture, 
   even in the what we might think of as the good old days. 

Any thoughtful believer looking at our present cultural moment in America  
   must certainly recognize many rising anti-Christian trends. 
So how are we to respond?   
If we believe that in spite of appearances, God is in control,  
   how does that shape the way we respond to culture? 

Well, this passage in Daniel doesn’t give us all the answers,  
   but it’s a good one to have under our belt. 
Let’s look at it under two points for you note-takers. 
   I’m going to call the first point:  Eating vegetables and drinking water 
   And the second point is:  Better than all the magicians and enchanters 



MP#1  First, eating vegetables and drinking water 
Obviously I’m referring to the stand Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah 
   took regarding their diet.  They refused to eat the king’s food or drink his wine. 
   They insisted on eating vegetables and drinking water. 
Now this is very curious.   
   And the more you think about it, the curisouser it becomes! 

First, it’s curious that this is where they took their stand. 
They were being trained as bureaucrats to support the pagan empire that had  
   invaded and devastated their home country of Israel. 
The Babylonians needed smart captives like them to help manage the far-flung  
   reaches of the empire. 
Why didn’t they take their stand by refusing the training, and refusing to become  
   part of the system, even if it meant being made common slaves? 

Or why didn’t they take their stand when their Hebrew names were taken away 
   and they were given names based on Babylonian idols, Bel, Marduk, and Nebo. 
Why didn’t they just refuse to respond to those names or use them at all? 

Or why didn’t they take their stand against some of the subjects they had to study, 
   specifically the interpretations of visions and dreams, which involved  
   fortune-telling, and divination—which were all idolatrous practices.   
Why didn’t they say:  We’re not studying this non-Christian stuff. 
   We’re not going to corrupt our minds with this pagan teaching! 
But it wasn’t any of those places where they took their stand. 
   Instead, it was their diet. 

And that is the second curious thing.   
   The passage doesn’t explain why this was so important to them. 
It says that Daniel resolved that he would not defile himself with the king’s food 
   or wine, but it doesn’t tell us what that defilement meant. 

The first thought when you read this might be the OT food laws, keeping kosher. 
   There are laws in Leviticus about clean and unclean animals, and  
   how clean animals are butchered, so that they are drained of blood. 
   All devout Jews kept the food laws to be ceremonially clean for worship. 
But that’s not what was motivating Daniel and his friends. 
   Because nowhere does the law of Moses forbid drinking wine.   
   There was no such thing as unclean wine. 
Furthermore, the prophets themselves had said that during the captivity it would be 



   impossible not to eat unclean food.   

Another explanation was that perhaps the king’s food had been offered to idols. 
But there’s nothing to suggest the vegetables were not also dedicated to the  
   Babylonian gods before being placed on the palace table. 
Others have suggested that the motive was to reject a position of dependence 
   on the Babylonian government.   
But whether they ate whether meat or vegetables, it was all government issue. 

There is no simple explanation for Daniel’s decision to make an issue of the diet. 
   But we get a clue about what was going on when we notice Daniel did not eat this  
   vegetable and water diet for the rest of his life.  He did it only for a time. 
Chapter 10, verse three makes it clear that as an older man, his normal diet  
   included delicacies, meat, and wine.  The very food he refused to eat here. 
The fact that he ate it later in life shows there was nothing wrong with the meat and  
   wine itself.  He was abstaining for some other reason.   

What all this suggests is that what Daniel proposed to the chief eunuch for himself  
   and his three friends was a spiritual exercise. 
   This was a form of fasting.   
I mentioned last week I’m reading two good Daniel commentaries. 
One is by Ralph Davis.  He calls this diet a defensive strategy. 
   Here’s how he explains it. 

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.  It is 
not so much something in the food that defiles as much as it is the total program of assimilation.  
They seize on an opportunity to preserve their distinct identity.   

Ralph Davis goes on to point out that this moment doesn’t seem like a crisis,  
   especially when you compare it to what happened to them later. 
In chapter 3 Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego are threatened with being burned 
   alive in the fiery furnace if they don’t bow down to an idol.  That’s a crisis. 
In chapter 6 Daniel is threatened with being thrown into the lions’ den if he 
   doesn’t stop praying to his God.  That’s a crisis.   
In this episode they weren’t being threatened with death for their faith. 
   But that’s what made the situation they found themselves in so dangerous. 
Because they saw how easy it would be for them become totally sucked in 



   and assimilated into the Babylonian way of thinking and values 
   and eventually lose their distinctive identity as followers of Yahweh. 

So to keep their spiritual edge and fighting spirit they knew they had to do  
   something that was out of step with the surrounding culture. 
Something that would fix in their minds and re-fix and fix again their loyalty to  
   the Lord and their identity as his followers. 
And what they chose to do was commit themselves to this diet. 
   It was something they worked into their lives as a principle of resistance to the  
   unbelieving culture in which they were immersed.   

We’re going to see in a minute how God blessed them for this. 
But first let’s consider the faith lesson of the vegetables and water diet. 
As Christians in America, we aren’t being threatened with death in a fiery furnace  
   or lions’ den if we don’t deny Christ or disobey him in some way.   
We have religious freedom. 
   And that makes it so easy to get sucked in and assimilated into the idolatrous 
   thinking and values of this culture.   

So what for you would be the equivalent of Daniel’s vegetable and water diet? 
There are many ways for you to take steps to fix in your mind and re-fix and  
   then fix again your identity as a Christian. 
First among them is something you are doing right now:  Your willing and  
   intentional participation in the worship of the church on the Lord’s Day. 
There is probably no spiritual exercise you can do that is more effective for giving  
   you a sense of who you are than being with the people of God in the presence 
   of God on the first day of every week.   
Our culture doesn’t spend the Lord’s Day in corporate worship.  But it’s our diet. 

Of course there are other ways to fix your identity in Christ. 
You can fast as Daniel did.  You can choose good friends and keep good company.   
   You can read and master the word of God and prayer. 
   You can make a practice of serving other people, especially unlovely people. 
And you can think about the precise ways American culture is anti-Christian 
   and never let yourself drift into it and be overtaken unaware. 

Eating vegetables and drinking water.  That’s the first lesson.   
I’ll call the second one . . . 
MP#2  Better than all the magicians and enchanters 
This comes from verse 20.   



After three years of education in the language and literature and of the Chaldeans,  
   these four young men were examined by the king himself.  
And in every matter of wisdom and understanding about which the king inquired of them, he 
found them ten times better than all the magicians and enchanters that were in all his kingdom. 

As strange as the Amish are, it’s easy to understand their position. 
There are so many ungodly, anti-Christian values and ideas in the culture tugging 
   at believers, and it’s so easy to start down the slippery slope and get sucked in. 
Just think about one aspect of American culture, commercialism. 
And how easy it is, even as a believer, to spend enormous amounts of thought 
   and emotion and money on getting the newest and shiniest gadget. 
And how easily advertising makes us discontent with what we already have. 

You could multiply that, the idolatry of entertainment in our culture, 
   and the exploitation of sex, and the domination of politics in every area. 
All of those things could overwhelm believers. 
So maybe we should apply the vegetable and water approach to all of life 
   and withdraw as much as possible from the culture and American society. 
The Amish are an extreme, but there are other Christians who take this approach 
   to some degree.   

But that’s not what Daniel and his friends did. 
They carved out for themselves practices and habits to reinforce and keep their  
   identity as believers and followers of the Lord. 
And they also settled into the three-year training and study program for service in  
   the Babylonian government.   
They studied so hard and gained so much expertise, that when the time came 
   for their exam, they were better than all the magicians and enchanters in kingdom. 

Think about that.   
   They had fundamental theological disagreements with much of what they are  
   forced to learn, but they mastered it anyway. 
They were able to understand and critique it from the inside.   
   Which you will see them doing in later chapters. 

Furthermore, were expected to serve the government of an empire that had  
   destroyed Jerusalem and carried them off into exile and tried to erase their faith. 
But they didn’t refuse to serve or try to sabotage things from the inside, 
   instead, they committed themselves to service in the Babylonian government. 
They sought to be good advisors and administrators for the good of that empire. 



   And it’s made perfectly clear in this chapter that what they did was right,  
   that it had the Lord’s approval.   

To fully appreciate this you have to imagine how hard and strange and  
   religiously offensive this was for them. 
As I said at the beginning, we’re at a disadvantage as Christians in America 
   really appreciating how Daniel and his friends responded, because we’re 
   used to this culture.  We’ve grown up in it. 
We weren’t jerked out of our homes and put in a strange place with challenges 
   to our faith at every turn.   
That’s where they were, but they worked for the good of the city.   

As we’ll discover in chapter 9, Daniel was a reader of the prophet Jeremiah. 
So he knew this famous passage in Jeremiah 29 

This is what the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, says to all those I carried into exile from 
Jerusalem to Babylon: “Build houses and settle down; plant gardens and eat what they produce.  
Marry and have sons and daughters; find wives for your sons and give your daughters in 
marriage, so that they too may have sons and daughters.  Increase in number there; do not 
decrease.  Also, seek the peace and prosperity of the city to which I have carried you into exile.  
Pray to the Lord for it, because if it prospers, you too will prosper. 

God told them to settle into that deeply idolatrous and unbelieving culture and be  
   part of that world and work for good on its behalf.   

How do you do both things? 
Eating the vegetable and water diet will certainly make you appear strange to  
   people who can’t understand why you would resist anything in the culture. 
Striving to be better than all the magicians and enchanters might threatened your 
   tour faith in God and identity as his follower. 
It seems like an impossible tightrope.  It is.  But who is in control? 

Ralph Davis says that in this chapter there is a phrase that is repeated three times. 
   That’s significant because that is a key to Hebrew narratives. 
   Repetition is often a way of making important theological points. 
The phrase is the Lord gave and God gave. 

Verse 2:  And the Lord gave Jehoiachin king of Judah into the hand of 
Nebuchadnezzar, along with vessels from the house of God. 



Verse 9.  And God gave Daniel favor and compassion in the sight of the chief of the 
eunuchs. 

Verse 17.  As for these four youths, God gave them learning and skill in all 
literature and wisdom. 

We need each one of these assurances. 
First, it was God who gave his people into captivity in this pagan culture for a time. 
   He did it for the good of the church.  The church needed exile for a time. 
The application for us is that God has placed us here, in this country,  
   at this cultural moment.   
If we see anti-Christian trends in American culture, you’re not to wring your hands 
   and think the sky is falling.  The Lord gave Jerusalem to the Babylonians. 
It will be disconcerting, but it’s part of God’s plan.   
   And God has chosen you to be part of these days. 

Second, God will give you the favor you need from unbelievers in positions of  
   power, sometimes in ways that will surprise you.   
We didn’t talk much about the chief of the eunuchs, but he basically said: 
   I disagree.  I could get in trouble.  But because I respect you, Daniel, I’m going 
   to look the other way and let you do this. 
What this means is that you don’t need to be afraid of looking strange or being  
   put at a disadvantage by affirming the values and practices that are important 
   to us as Christians.  
If you decide something for your family that is out of step with values of the  
   culture to affirm your faith, it’s not going to harm your children.   
There might be some negative responses, but God will give favor where needed. 

Third, just as God gave these four young men learning and skill, he will give you 
   what you need to succeed if you seek the good of the city of Babylon. 
In other words, don’t be afraid, as a believer to pursue the callings and interests 
   and opportunities God has given you.  If your motivation is to be a blessing to 
   other people, the Lord will be in it. 
I can’t help thinking of our college kids.  We prayed for them earlier in the service. 
   And how much I wish these things for them, that they would identify as 
   followers of Christ without fear and trust him to give favor and success. 
There’s an old hymn that goes like this: 

Father, I know that all my life is portioned out for me; 
The changes that are sure to come, I do not fear to see; 



I ask thee for a present mind, intent on pleasing thee. 

I ask thee for the daily strength, to none that ask denied, 
A mind to blend with outward life, while keeping at thy side, 
Content to fill a little space, if thou be glorified. 


