
“Thriving in Babylon”!
Daniel 1:1-21!

Bruce Shelley, noted Christian historian, once wrote a piece for Christianity Today on 
how the Christian faith is counter-cultural and the various ways that many well-
intentioned believers have misunderstood this in days gone by.  Even here in America, 
in the century that preceded the Civil War, there were a number of Christian groups who 
tried to establish their own communities in an attempt to escape the effects of sin and 
create a utopian society.  Many of these groups even became heretical in their their 
attempts to do so.!

In 1817, after years of religious harassment, Joseph Bimeler led about 300 Quaker-like 
pietists from Germany to their American home in Zoar, Ohio.  They soon became known 
as the Zoar Separatists.  They hoped to live a simple life of devotion to God. Poverty 
forced the community to adopt a policy of common ownership of property.  Economic 
relief came to Zoar only when the regional economy improved as a result of westward 
expansion of the nation.!

The Zoar Separatists adopted the practice of celibacy.  When the community was forced 
to come to terms with human nature and allow children, they raised their young 
communally; they wanted to elevate devotion to the community over the devotion given 
to biological families.!

Interestingly enough, Bimeler, the community leader, held a privileged position within 
the village and chose early on to marry and live in an elegant home.  When he died in 
1853, the community survived for a time, but finally dissolved in just a few years.!

There were several of these separatist societies.  Though each community was unique, 
each one was really nothing more than the lengthened shadow of some charismatic 
leader.  The leader’s vision of utopia created the community, and his firm will imposed 
order.  In most cases, when the charismatic leader passed on, the community drifted 
toward death.!



Christianity is counter-cultural, but it is not culturally absent.  In other words, Jesus 
intended for His followers to not retreat from society, but to infiltrate it as those on 
mission for Him.  We are in the world, though we are not of the world.!

I think that is one of the reasons why I love the book of Daniel so much.  Of all the 
books of the Old Testament, I would venture to say that Daniel is my favorite.  This is 
true for me for at least several reasons:!

• it presents us with a prophetic framework for understanding the course of world 
history!

• it presents Jesus Christ as the coming King who reigns over an everlasting kingdom!

• it presents us with a picture of what it truly looks like to walk with God in a counter-
cultural way!

The theme of the book of Daniel is the sovereignty of God over the lives of individuals, 
nations, and kings.  As those who trust in such a God, we fully recognize that the earth 
belongs to Him.  He is the God of heaven and earth.  All of earth’s citizens are subject to 
Him, whether they recognize it or not.  In fact, Jesus told His disciples:!

Matthew 28:18-19 - “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to Me.  
Go therefore and make disciples of all nations…”!

Rather than retreating from society, we engage it as Christ’s disciples.  The book of 
Daniel presents us with a picture of what this looks like.  Daniel was a committed 
worshiper of God in the midst of a pagan society.  Rather than retreating from that 
society, Daniel stood firm as a faithful witness and a made a difference for the glory of 
God.  Rather than simply surviving in Babylon, Daniel is thriving in Babylon.  Of course, 
in no way does that mean his life was easy.  Yet he was blessed and he even prospered 
as his life gave great witness to God’s truth.!

Daniel’s faith not only survived the culture of Babylon, but even thrived in the midst of 
it.  From chapter 1, I want to show you some things that were true of his life.  These 
same things will also be true of our lives as Christ’s disciples.!



1.  He was culturally PRESSURED to conform (1:1-7)!

“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 gave Jehoiakim king of 
Judah into his hand, 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 placed the vessels in the 
treasury of his god.”!

The Babylonian Empire had become the world power.  Judah was a mere shadow of 
what it had been.  Because of idolatry, God delivered His people into Nebuchadnezzar’s 
hands as an act of judgment.  It was not King Nebuchadnezzar’s strength or military 
might that brought about the downfall of Jerusalem.  It was God’s sovereign hand.!

God had been patient, but their sin had reached its limits.  Now, God’s judgment fell in 
the form of the Babylonians.!

Nebuchadnezzar carries off Judah’s nobility, as well as certain vessels used for worship 
in the house of God.  Verse 2 says that he brought them to ‘the land of Shinar’ and 
placed them in the house of his god.!

J.G. Baldwin - “[This] is a deliberate archaism…Shinar, site of the tower of Babel, was 
synonymous with opposition to God; it was the place where wickedness was at home 
and uprightness could expect opposition.” !

By placing the utensils from the temple into the house of his own god, Marduk, 
Nebuchadnezzar is foolishly proclaiming his gods are superior to the God of Israel.  
However, he will come to learn the truth in due time.!

Verses 3-7 say:!

“Then the king commanded Ashpenaz, his chief eunuch, to bring some of the people of 
Israel, both of the real family and of the nobility, youths without blemish, of good 
appearance and skillful in all wisdom, endowed with knowledge, understanding learning, 
and competent to stand in the king’s palace, and to teach them the literature and 
language of the Chaldeans.  The king assigned them a daily portion of the food that the 



king ate, and of the wine that he drank.  They were to be educated for three years, and 
at the end of that time they were to stand before the king.  Among these were Daniel, 
Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah of the tribe of Judah.  And the chief of the eunuchs 
gave them names: Daniel he called Belteshazzar, Hananiah he called Shadrach, 
Meshael he called Meshach, and Azariah he called Abednego.”!

Daniel was among the first of those in Jerusalem who were carried away into captivity 
by the Babylonians. Their deportation happened in three waves, the first one taking 
place in 606 B.C.  It was then that Daniel and his three friends were taken captive and 
carried off to the city of Babylon.  !

The custom of the Babylonians involved humiliating the cities they conquered by taking 
the best and brightest of those cities to Babylon.  Daniel had been among the nobility of 
Jerusalem, a son of some of its leading citizens.  (see Isaiah 39) !

Most scholars believe that Daniel was somewhere between the ages of 13 and 16 when 
was taken.  So you can well imagine the pressure he faced as a teenager in a foreign 
place among a pagan people.  He was taken away from all that he had ever known and 
placed among a people who didn’t eat what he ate, who didn’t believe what he believed, 
and didn’t live like he lived.!

As soon as he and his friends are there in Babylon, they are enrolled in its university.  
They are immediately pressured to conform to Babylonian ideals and philosophies.  
Notice:!

They are pressured to conform in their thinking (v. 4)!

Notice how in verse 4 that Ashpenaz was commanded “to teach them the literature and 
language of the Chaldeans.”  These Hebrew youths were enrolled in a rigorous three 
year system of cultural indoctrination and inculcation.  They’re introduced to the culture 
of Babylon and no doubt urged to embrace its worldview.!



All the while, keep in mind that ‘Babylon’ in Scripture is always symbolic of anti-God, 
anti-Christ society.  In fact, the story of the Bible is largely a tale of two cities—Babylon 
and Jerusalem, the city of man and the city of God.!

Babylon has at its roots an attitude of rebellion against God.!

Danny Akin - “Babylon would given them a first-class secular education in Babylonian 
language, philosophy, literature, science, history, and astrology.  Religion would have 
been a part of the curriculum as well as the mythologies of Babylon, the greatness of 
Marduk, and the importance of the pantheon of polytheistic deities that dominated the 
ancient Near Eastern world.”!

They are pressured to conform in their lifestyle (v. 5)!

In addition to enrolling in class, they are also put on the meal plan of Babylon U.  It 
wasn’t enough for them to simply think like a Babylonian.  Full indoctrination meant that 
they also had to eat and drink like a Babylonian.  We are told that they are assigned a 
daily portion of the food that the king himself ate.  Before the meat was placed on King 
Nebuchadnezzar’s table, it was offered up to the Babylonian gods.  That means it was 
unclean and forbidden to a Jew.  To eat food that had been sacrificed to idols was a sin 
against God.  To do so would be compromise.!

They are pressured to conform in their worship (v. 6-7)!

Daniel and his friends are enrolled in class, put on the meal plan, and notice that they 
are even given Babylonian names.  This may seem like a minor detail in the story, but it 
is really a big deal.  In the ancient world, a person’s name went to the very core of who 
a person was.  A name involved an identity.  In Hebrew, their names held great 
significance and give us clues about their faith.  !

For instance:!

• Daniel means ‘God is my Judge’; his name is changed to Belteshazzar which means 
‘Bel protect my life’!



• Hananiah means ‘The Lord is Gracious’; his name is changed to Shadrach which 
means ‘Aku is Exalted’!

• Mishael means ‘Who is What God Is’; his name is changed to Meshach which 
means ‘Who is What Aku Is’!

• Azariah means ‘The Lord is My Helper’; his name is changed to Abednego which 
means ‘Servant of Nebo’!

Babylon had a name and an identity that it wanted to attach to Daniel and his friends.  
The fact that their names were changed reveals an attempt to make them forget the 
God of Israel and embrace the false gods of the culture.!

You and I face the same kind of pressure from society today.  This present world system 
and the satanic influence behind it puts pressure on Christians to conform.  It constantly 
tries to press us into its mold.  In our thinking, the world wants us to conform.  In our 
lifestyle, the world wants us to conform.  In our worship, the world wants us to conform.!

Romans 12:2 - “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the 
renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the will of God, 
what is good and acceptable and perfect.”!

The NLT says, “Don’t copy the behavior and customs of this world, but let God 
transform you into a new person by changing the way you think.”  The Message 
paraphrases it this way, “Don’t become so well adjusted to your culture that you fit into it 
without even thinking.  Instead, fix your attention on God.  You’ll be changed from the 
inside out.”!

Daniel faced pressure while in the midst of a Babylonian culture, and so will we.  Yet 
Daniel did not buckle while under it!!

2.  He was spiritually PREPARED to stand (1:8-16)!

“But Daniel resolved…”!



I love how verse 8 begins!  Instead of letting the culture dictate what he should believe 
and how he should live, Daniel resolved to remain true to God.!

“Resolved” - word means to determine or fix; NASB says that Daniel ‘made up his 
mind’!

Somewhere along the way in his young life, someone influential had taught him what 
was true.  He was prepared and well versed in God’s truth long before he got to 
Babylon University.!

Congregational instruction!

If most scholars are correct, Daniel was a teenager when he was carried off to Babylon.  
If that happened in 606 B.C. when he was 16, that means he was born in 622 B.C.!

It was 622 B.C. that King Josiah rediscovered the Law of God in the temple and 
instituted a series of reforms.  That means that as a child and teenager, it is highly likely 
Daniel was surrounded by a group of people who took God’s Word seriously.  This no 
doubt had a tremendous impact on his young life.!

Our kids ought to grow up in a living, vibrant church that is devoted to the Word of God.  
This means that the church must be more than a social club or a weekly event.  We 
have a mission and a purpose to carry out.  We must determine that we will be a family 
of faith that will not compromise in our preaching and teaching, but will live out what we 
believe before their watching eyes and impressionable minds.  Babylon would love to 
indoctrinate our kids, but we must be resolved.  !

Parental instruction!

Since his name means, “God is My Judge,” we are not off base to assume that Daniel 
had a mom and dad who loved God and taught their young son that he was 
accountable to God.  It is evident in the book that all throughout his years in Babylon, 
Daniel lived with this sense of divine accountability.!



We don’t have much time to disciple our children.  We have them for a few years, and 
they are gone.!

Psalm 127:3-4 - “Behold, children are a heritage from the Lord, the fruit of the 
womb a reward.  Like arrows in the hand of a warrior are the children of one’s 
youth.”!

We only have less than two decades to shape and sharpen our kids like a warrior would 
shape and sharpen his arrows.  Why does he do this?  The purpose of the arrow is to 
be released by the bow.  An archer sends his arrows out.  This is the same way that we 
should think about what we do with our children—we send them out to serve God and 
live obedient lives.!

Eternal instruction!

Verse 9 says, “God gave Daniel favor and compassion in the sight of the chief of the 
eunuchs.”  The hand of God was on Daniel’s life.  In the midst of a foreign land, God 
Himself was the source of Daniel’s strength and confidence.!

Daniel was determined to not defile himself.  His reliance upon God is demonstrated in 
a courageous way here in the text.  He asks the chief eunuch if he and his friends can 
be exempt from having to eat the food that came from the king’s table.!

Rather than compromising their convictions and going along with the crowd, Daniel and 
his friends were willing to be different.  Obviously, this may not have won them many 
friends.!

Regardless of that fact, they were spiritually prepared for what Babylon had to throw at 
them.  Are we?!

3.  He was providentially PLACED to influence (1:17-21)!

“As for these four youths, God gave them learning and skill in all literature and wisdom, 
and Daniel had understanding in all visions and dreams.”!



Even though he was culturally pressured, Daniel could thrive in a culture like Babylon 
because he was spiritually prepared.  Notice also that he was providentially placed. The 
Lord God had sovereignly and purposefully placed him there as a witness to the truth.  !

Daniel was there as an influencer, and he could do so because:!

He had proper instruction!

Notice that verse 17 says God gave Daniel and his friends both learning and skill in all 
literature and wisdom.  Babylon wanted to instruct them, yet God is the One who ended 
up being their Teacher.!

He showed personal integrity!

Even when pressured to compromise his faith for the sake of blending in, Daniel held 
fast to his integrity.  He was willing to stand out and be different.  His influence was 
more than what he knew—it flowed from who he was as a person.!

He received prophetic insight!

The last part of verse 17 says, “Daniel had understanding in all visions and dreams.”  
This could very well be a summary of the whole book that bears his name.  Seven of the 
twelve chapters in the book are nothing but prophetic visions that God gave Daniel 
about the future.  In this way, Daniel spoke of Christ!!

He was given political influence!

Notice what we are told in verses 18-21:!

“At the end of of the time, when the king had commanded that they should be brought 
in, the chief of the eunuchs brought them in before Nebuchadnezzar.  And the king 
spoke with them, and among all of them none was found like Daniel, Hananiah, 
Mishael, and Azariah.  Therefore they stood before the king.  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.  And 
Daniel was there until the first year of King Cyrus.”!



There is a powerful application of this text for our lives today as Christian men and 
women.  Instead of retreating and isolating ourselves from the world, Christ fully intends 
for His disciples to represent Him in a society much like ancient Babylon.!

Rather than viewing culture as a barrier to the gospel, what if we began looking at it as 
a bridge?  For instance:!

• music and the arts!

• athletics!

• corporate world!

For those of you who are students on a college campus, you are living right where 
Daniel and his three friends were. I mean, like you are in the belly of the beast.  You are 
bombarded with ideas and philosophical systems that are easily described as being 
Babylonian.  Do you retreat?  Do you quit and come back home?  Do you go along with 
what your professor and peers want you to believe and embrace?!

Or, will you prepare yourself to stand for Christ, even if it means standing alone?  In all 
honesty, you are not alone, for He is right there with you.  I can guarantee there are 
other Christians there, too.!

How can thrive in a Babylonian culture today?  Here are several ways that I have found 
to be true:!

• We must build one another up in the gospel!

• We must reject conformity to the world around us!

• We must be salt and light!

• We must engage our world and not retreat from it!

After all, that is what Jesus came to do.  He stepped out of the comfort of eternity past 
with God the Father and entered the world of man.  He was heaven’s Missionary—sent 



to our sinful, fallen, even ‘Babylonian’ world.  He didn’t come for the righteous but came 
to save sinners.  As He was sent, so are Christians.!

If you have not yet come to faith in Christ, let me encourage you to confess your sin and 
need and trust in Jesus to save you.  The world claims to have answers, but Babylon 
cannot save you.  Daniel shows us that only Jesus can through His atoning death and 
victorious resurrection.!

I want to ask you a question as I close.  Has the world been taking you to school of 
late?  Have you bought into the ideals and philosophies that ‘Babylon University’ would 
like to spoon feed you?  We will never make a difference for Christ in our world if 
cultural imitation is our goal.  We will make a difference, however, when we march to 
heaven’s drumbeat as Christ’s disciples and live counter-cultural lives that bring glory to 
God.


