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MORE THAN 4.5 MILLION refugees from Syria are spread across five countries today. But we begin this book on Daniel with a look at a migrant crisis which occurred more than two and a half thousand years ago. Daniel and his compatriots were not merely migrants; they were deportees, forced out of their homeland by the then world superpower of the Babylonian empire. Not the best way to begin to experience international travel. Here’s how the Old Testament book known as the book of Daniel opens:


“In the third year of the reign of Jehoiakim king of Judah, Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon came to Jerusalem and besieged it. The Lord gave Jehoiakim king of Judah into his hand, along with some of the vessels of the house of God; and he brought them to the land of Shinar, to the house of his god, and he brought the vessels into the treasury of his god. Then the king ordered Ashpenaz, the chief of his officials, to bring in some of the sons of Israel, including some of the royal family and of the nobles, in whom was no defect, who were good-looking, showing intelligence in every branch of wisdom, endowed with understanding and discerning knowledge, and who had ability for serving in the king’s court; and he ordered him to teach them the literature and language of the Chaldeans” (Daniel 1:1-4).



A lot of people deny there can be a good God if bad stuff happens to them, but Daniel was in another league altogether. Even although he knew the calamitous changing of his world, we’ll find he remained loyal to his beliefs and was even later described as the object of God’s delight or desire in the Bible book that goes by his name. It seems we’d be justified in viewing Daniel as an example of ‘the person whose happiness God desires’ – which is a way of translating a phrase repeatedly used to describe Daniel in the Bible (see Daniel 9:23; 10:11; 10:19; literally ‘man of desirability’). What marks Daniel out for such honourable mention? We’ll learn to view Daniel as a person of immense integrity who was capable, by God’s help, of withstanding colossal pressure without compromising his principles.  

The book in the Bible bearing Daniel’s name, and which tells us his story, is a book of two halves: the first half contains some of those wonderful adventures he experienced, and which we may have learned about in Sunday School as children; but the second half is a mysterious and difficult section full of wonderful prophetic messages of worldwide and end-time importance. Both sections are equally fascinating, and so let’s look forward to unpacking them together. 

As we’ve hinted, here we find prophecy birthed in difficult times. In fact, both the Bible books of Daniel and Revelation set their prophetic content within a historical context that was very challenging to belief. Both Daniel and John were exiled for their faith, one in Babylon, the other in Patmos. Each human author of these prophetic books first proved himself trustworthy of the insight which God gave him to share with us. And the content of their respective visions fit together to give a coherent message which is very meaningful for today, as I hope we’ll see. 

So, let’s begin by thinking of the hostile environment for faith which Daniel found himself transported into when the Babylonians overran his native land of Israel and city of Jerusalem, and transported him far from home. In this way, Daniel was suddenly exposed to radically different thinking compared with all he’d been brought up to know. What’s more, he was now immersed in a culture that was intolerant of alternatives. As a young man, Daniel found himself catapulted into a kind of hostile environment which we can increasingly relate to in the modern western world. Nebuchadnezzar was the most powerful sovereign ever to rule the world, and was someone who at times exuded the misplaced confidence that God didn’t exist. 

The corridors of power, the entire education system, and whatever mass media existed then, were all filled with a kind of thinking that was radically different to that of Daniel, and the three close companions who’d been taken alongside him, and who also get honourable mention in the pages of the book. There’s a lot we can learn from them about engaging with culture but without diluting our principles. It’s as if Daniel can be compared to a young student removed from his or her sheltered home environment and no longer accountable to parents or any previous religious teaching and upbringing. Here was a chance for Daniel to break free from all that if he wanted to. Or, alternatively, here was an opportunity to swim against the flow and witness to God’s truth and bring glory to God’s name.

It was a world then – like now - which squeezed everything into its mould (Romans 12:2), and didn’t tolerate alternative views – just like we face with regard to say, origins science and sexual ethics. Daniel and the other young nobles who’d been singled out for special treatment were put on a fast-track learning program to get to grips with the different language and worldview of the Babylonians. Here’s what we read in Daniel chapter 1:


“The king appointed for them a daily ration from the king’s choice food and from the wine which he drank, and appointed that they should be educated three years, at the end of which they were to enter the king’s personal service. Now among them from the sons of Judah were Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah. Then the commander of the officials assigned new names to them; and to Daniel he assigned the name Belteshazzar, to Hananiah Shadrach, to Mishael Meshach and to Azariah Abed-nego. But Daniel made up his mind that he would not defile himself with the king’s choice food or with the wine which he drank; so he sought permission from the commander of the officials that he might not defile himself. 



Now God granted Daniel favor and compassion in the sight of the commander of the officials, and the commander of the officials said to Daniel, “I am afraid of my lord the king, who has appointed your food and your drink; for why should he see your faces looking more haggard than the youths who are your own age? Then you would make me forfeit my head to the king.” But Daniel said to the overseer whom the commander of the officials had appointed over Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah, “Please test your servants for ten days, and let us be given some vegetables to eat and water to drink. Then let our appearance be observed in your presence and the appearance of the youths who are eating the king’s choice food; and deal with your servants according to what you see.” So he listened to them in this matter and tested them for ten days” (Daniel 1:5-14).




Daniel nailed his colours to the mast straightaway, as we say – in other words, he began as he intended to continue. Here was a man whose native land had been over-run in his youth, now he was a deportee in a foreign culture, and confronting the greatest autocrat ever. Should he go with the flow? After all, what more was there to lose? Why not succumb to situational ethics and do whatever it takes to survive in desperate times? After all, those who’d previously taught him differently were no longer there to check on him.

But Daniel even rejects a ham sandwich, when there was no-one to criticise him for eating it! You laugh – meaning you think it was no big deal? Then you’re not a Daniel! Now, I know the Bible doesn’t specify it was a ham sandwich – or even the pork that was forbidden for a Jew to eat. In fact, the issue troubling Daniel could well have been a worry about whether the food he was being offered had previously been part of some pagan idolatrous ritual. But, if you’ll bear with me, the somewhat light-hearted reference to a ham sandwich helps me to make the point that, down to that level of detail, Daniel’s beliefs were convictions not preferences; in the small matter of the ham sandwich (or whatever it was), we’re introduced in Daniel chapter 1 to a man of integrity who in the battle for ideas was quite prepared to take on the world.

“At the end of ten days their appearance seemed better and they were fatter than all the youths who had been eating the king’s choice food. So the overseer continued to withhold their choice food and the wine they were to drink, and kept giving them vegetables. As for these four youths, God gave them knowledge and intelligence in every branch of literature and wisdom; Daniel even understood all kinds of visions and dreams. Then at the end of the days which the king had specified for presenting them, the commander of the officials presented them before Nebuchadnezzar. The king talked with them, and out of them all not one was found like Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah; so they entered the king’s personal service. As for every matter of wisdom and understanding about which the king consulted them, he found them ten times better than all the magicians and conjurers who were in all his realm. And Daniel continued until the first year of Cyrus the king” (Daniel 1:15-21). 






The United Nations has defined a preference as something you believe in which you would be prepared to change your mind about under the pressure of changed circumstances. Whereas, they distinguish a conviction as a much stronger belief: one we’re not prepared to change for anything under any circumstances. We’ve learned which kind Daniel’s beliefs were, but would we say our beliefs are preferences or convictions? And, based on the life of Daniel, which kind of belief pleases and honours God?
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