 Sunday Church School Lesson 04/06/08
“Holding to Convictions”

Lesson: Daniel 1:8-20
Background Scriptures: Daniel chapter 1
Devotional Reading: Psalm 141:1-4

Time: Babylon about 605 B.C.
Introduction of today’s Lesson: 

Working through Kings David and Solomon, God built Israel into a mighty nation.  Israelites occupied an impressive stretch of land, they were ruled by their own kings, and smaller nations paid tribute to them.  By the end of Solomon’s reign (about 930 BC), the Israelites had come a long way since the Egyptian bondage of some 500 years previous.
But prosperity went to their heads.  The Israelites began worshiping the gods of other nations, mistreating the poor, and trusting human power rather than God.  The Israelites, whom God called to be distinct from other nations, became like the nations they dispossessed.  Through prophets, God warned His people that He would punish them if they refused to reform their ways.  The Israelites did not repent permanently, so God used the Assyrians and the Babylonians to conquer His people.
Jerusalem was quite a distance from Babylon – some 900 miles.  For the Babylonians to maintain control of the territory of Judah was a challenge.  The Babylonians could establish a large military presence in Judah, but the costs would be high and soldiers undoubtedly were needed elsewhere in the Babylonian empire.
So King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon chose a different strategy: he crippled Judah’s ability to revolt by relocating the most educated and skilled Jews.  This way the king of Babylon could benefit from their abilities while the Jews who were left behind would lack the leadership skills to rebuild.  The word we normally use for such forced relocation is “exile.”
The southern nation of Judah was taken by Babylon in three separate incursions that occurred in 605 BC, 597 BC and 586 BC.  Daniel was taken into captivity during the first of these incursions, while Ezekiel was taken in the second.  Both wrote their prophetical books from exile and captivity in Babylon.

In Daniel 1:1-7, we learn that Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah were among those gifted Jews who were taken into exile (about 605 BC).  Being a royal blood, they were selected to serve in Nebuchadnezzar’s royal court in Babylon.  Such service required preparation.  So for three years these men were given the finest education Babylon could offer.

Yet such an education raised questions for exiled Jews.  How much could they immerse themselves in Babylonian culture before they ceased being Jews?  How could they survive among the recent events have taught us, these questions apply not only to ancient Jews, but also to modern Christians.  Let us therefore pay careful attention to the answers of Scripture.

Lesson Aims:

1. Describe how and why Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah avoided self-defilement.
2. Explain how the example of Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah is helpful to Christians as they face challenges from an ungodly culture?
3. Make a plan to resist one unholy cultural trend.
Golden Text – “Daniel purposed in his heart that he would not defile himself with the portion of the king’s meat, nor with the wine which he drank: therefore he requested of the prince of the eunuchs that he might not defile himself.”  (Daniel 1:*8)
I. A Dilemma that Needed Resolving (Daniel 1:8-13)
A. Daniel’s request (Daniel 1:8)
“But Daniel purposed in his heart that he would not defile himself with the portion of the king’s meat, nor with the wine which he drank: therefore he requested of the prince of the eunuchs that he might not defile himself.”
It was in the third year of the reign of King Jehoiakim of Judah that God allowed Nebuchadnezzar, the king of Babylon, to besiege and overcome the city of Jerusalem (vs. 1).  Nebuchadnezzar decided to choose from the young male captive those he could use in his administration.  He wanted young men who were handsome, intelligent, teachable, and able to carry themselves well in royal situations.  They were to be taught the language and literature of the Chaldeans so as to be fully indoctrinated.
They were also given abundant provisions of food and drink.  It was to be a life of luxury for them as they were prepared for their administrative positions.  Finally, they were to be renamed with Babylonian names that replaced their Hebrew names.  Among those who were chosen were Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah.  Whether they were friends previously, we are not told, but they certainly became friends now, especially because of their similar standards of godliness and holy living.
As a young man, Daniel grew up during the reign of King Josiah in Judah so he was a man of spiritual convictions.  Surely the young Daniel had been positively influenced by what he saw, because as a captive in Babylon he stood on his convictions.  These convictions led to immediate concern about the food and drink provisions made by the king.
Daniel was probably a teenage when he was taken into captivity.  It is common for teenagers to be easily influenced by their peers, and many of them go astray unless they have been thoroughly grounded in spiritual matters.  Since the food and wine Daniel and his friends were offered had probably been dedicated to pagan gods, consuming them was contrary to God’s law.  Daniel could resist because he had long before determined that he would not violate his convictions by engaging in any activity that would be spiritually defiling.

Faced with this possibility, Daniel approached Ashpenaz, the chief eunuch, with a special request.  Could he be exempted from the diet proposed by the king?

B.  The servant’s fear (Daniel 1:9-10)
“Now God had brought Daniel into favour and tender love with the prince of the eunuchs.

And the prince of the eunuchs said unto Daniel, I fear my lord the king, who hath appointed your meat and your drink: for why should he see your faces worse liking than the children which are of your sort?  Then shall ye make me endanger my heard to the king.”

We immediately see another example of God’s sovereignty here.  God had seen to it that Ashpenaz had taken a special liking to Daniel.  The word translated “favour” is the Hebrew word “khesed,” the same word that is used to speak of God’s loving-kindness toward those with whom He has a covenant relationship.  The feelings of Ashpenaz toward Daniel were not superficial.  They were sincere and deep.  He genuinely liked Daniel and wanted to do everything he could to help him.
There was one problem, however, Ashpenaz was not free to make certain decisions on his own because he was answerable to the king and dared not go against his commands.  Apparently the king had decided on a certain diet that he felt would help these young men become healthy and strong, making them better prepared for the tasks he had in mind for them.  Ashpenaz dared not alter the plan without permission.  Should he do so and the young men later appeared to be less than healthy, he would be in danger of losing his life.
Ashpenaz did not want to hamper or destroy the king’s plans, which were to use these four Hebrew boys in some important administrative positions in Babylon.  So the king wanted to make sure the boys were healthy and well trained.  If the men had been of little consequence to the king, their physical conditions would not have mattered.
We must appreciate the attitude of Ashpenaz.  He could have simply told Daniel that “rules are rules” and dismissed the matter offhandedly.  Instead, he graciously explained his position and the dilemma he faced if he acquiesced to Daniel’s request.  We should not miss the fact that God was making a special provision for His children from a most unexpected source.
C.  Daniel’s proposal (Daniel 1:11-13)

“Then said Daniel to Melzar, whom the prince of the eunuchs had set over Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah,
Prove thy servants, I beseech thee, ten days; and let them give us pulse to eat, and water to drink.

Then let our countenances be looked upon before thee, and the countenance of the children that eat of the portion of the king’s meat: and as thou seest, deal with thy servants.”
But Daniel was not one to compromise his convictions just because of a royal rule!  He did not, however, choose to be rebellious or vindictive over the matter.  That certainly would not have demonstrated a godly attitude or a sincere faith any more than it does today when those claiming to be Christians react with such behavior.  Instead, he came up with a creative alternative that revealed his willingness to be submissive to the king without violating God’s commandments.

Ashpenaz had appointed a steward over the young men in training.  The word “Melzar” was probably not a personal name but rather a reference to an official position.  The word is a Persian one referring to a guardian or some other official in the royal court.  To understand him as a steward is accurate, because this speaks of one who is in a place of trusted leadership with accountability to the person over him.  Daniel was not trying to circumvent Ashpenaz but simply asked the person under him to agree to a simple, temporary test.
The proposal was that Daniel and his friends be allowed to eat only vegetables and drink only water for ten days.  After that they would be examined to see whether they appeared to be completely healthy.  At that point the steward could decide what to do next.  In the Mosaic Law, no vegetables were listed as unclean, so the young men would not have to refuse anything offered to them.  Furthermore, in ten days there was no danger of their health deteriorating so far that the steward would be put in a bad position.

Daniel did not specifically say so, but he seems to have implied that the possibility was very real that they would actually be healthier under this diet.  This was a safe proposal for the steward, and it was meant to show Daniel’s willingness to be submissive to him.

II. A Solution that Honored God (Daniel 1:14-20)
A.  A change of diet (Daniel 1:14-16)
“So he consented to them in this matter, and proved them ten days.

And at the end of ten days their countenances appeared fairer and fatter in flesh than all the children which did eat the portion of the king’s meat.

Thus Melzar took away the portion of their meat, and they wine that they should drink; and gave them pulse.”
Daniel’s request was not difficult to assess.  He not only gave a time limit for the test but also 9offered a viable means for determining the outcome.  The results could be seen by comparing him and his companions at the end of the test with those who ate the diet proposed by the king.  Daniel’s faith was very strong.  He had no doubt that God was going to honor his desire to remain spiritually pure.
When people take a stand for God and follow the principles of His Word, they will always pass the test with flying colors.  Let’s not insert a miracle here since one is hardly required.  Virtually any nutritionist today would probably verify that a diet of vegetables and water would beat red meat and alcohol in any culinary schedule.  Now the experiment becomes the norm, and the steward takes the royal fare back to the chef.
We must not miss the fact that not only did Daniel and his friends appear healthy after the ten-day test; they appeared healthier than those who ate the other diet.  While this might have naturally happened because of the diet without meat and alcohol, it must also be recognized that God honored them for holding to their convictions.
B.  A growth in wisdom (Daniel 1:17-18)
“As for these four children, God gave them knowledge and skill in all learning and wisdom: and Daniel had understanding in all visions and dreams.

Now at the end of the days that the king had said he should bring them in, then the prince of the eunuchs brought them in before Nebuchadnezzar.”
Nebuchadnezzar thought he was preparing young men to serve in his administration, but as far as these four young men were concerned, they were being prepared by God Himself.  God gave them three things that the others did not receive, at least in the same measure.  We might wonder at this point whether there were other young men who also took their stand for God’s ways.
The first thing that God gave them was unusual intelligence, in Daniel 1:17 seen in the word “knowledge.”  Since this was a God-given knowledge, we understand it to be beyond the norm.  The second thing was an unusual ability to learn, described as “skill in learning.”  They were able to master the literature and science presented to them by the Babylonian scholars more readily than the others.  They were outstanding students in every area of academic learning.
Perhaps the most important thing given to them was wisdom.  It is one thing to have intelligence and knowledge, but quite another to have the ability to take that and be able to use it in the context of God’s ways.  There are many smart people in the world who do not have the insight that comes only from knowing God and how He views the world and what takes place here.  A worldview apart from God is an incomplete understanding of truth and reality.
Daniel was also given an ability beyond that of his friends.  He could understand visions and dreams, as explained in the rest of the book.
Daniel 1:5 says that these young men were to be in training for three years.  This is apparently what is meant by “the end of the days that the king had said” (vs. 18).  The training time was finally finished, and it was time for Ashpenaz to present his students to the king.  The positions he had in mind were evidently very important ones, because Nebuchadnezzar himself was going to make the choices and appointments.  He therefore would conduct the interviews personally.

C.  A satisfying interview (Daniel 19-20)

“And the king communed with them; and among them all was found none like Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah: therefore stood they before the king.
And in all matters of wisdom and understanding, that the king enquired of them, he found them ten times better than all the magicians and astrologers that were in all his realm.”

One by one the men stood before the king and were questioned.  There were no intermediaries or second-level administrators involved.  Nebuchadnezzar personally talked with each of the candidates, as indicated in the phrase “the king communed with them.”  These young men were put before the king in an interview type test to see how well they had been trained.

Somehow, we can imagine that Daniel and his friends were the calmest of them all.  Their trust had been in God throughout the entire process of training, and they had surely sensed the fact that He had honored them for their desire to please Him.  We can picture in our minds that they stood calmly and spoke with assurance as the king probed into their thinking processes and sought to discover the level of their understanding.  The king was obviously extremely intelligent, as seen in his ability to question in such depth.

“By this is meant that they had high intelligence and keen discernment in the matters which they had studied.  The statement that they were “ten times better” …signifies that they were outstandingly different…Their straightforward character and honesty, as well as the deep insight of these young men into the real meaning of their studies, must have stood in sharp contrast to the wise men of the king’s court, who often were more sly and cunning than wise.”

Do you have settled convictions about spiritual things?  Are you true to them, like these four men?  We dare not compromise when it comes to God.
General Comments and Conclusions:

· Genuine commitment to God rules out all compromise with the world and its ways (Daniel 1:8).
· Even unbelievers admire people of godly character (vs. 9).
· More is gained by respectful requests than by loud demands; such meekness is a mark of true greatness (vs. 10-12).
· Perseverance in obeying God is the proof of commitment to Him (vs. 13-14).
· At best, compromise achieves only short-term benefits; obedience yields long-term blessings (vs. 15-16).
· God honors those who diligently seek to honor Him (vs. 17-20).

· Daniel chose not to eat this food because the meat was probably pork or some other forbidden food (see Leviticus 11), it was not prepared according to Jewish law, and it had probably been sacrificed to idols.  Although Daniel was in a culture that did not follow God’s laws, he still obeyed them himself.
· It is easier to resist temptation if you have thought through your convictions well before the temptation arises.  Daniel and his friends made their decision to be faithful to the laws of their religion before they were faced with the king’s delicacies, so they did not hesitate to stick with their convictions.  Sometimes we get into trouble because we have not previously decided where to draw the line.  Before such situations arise, decide on your commitments.  Then when temptation comes, you will be ready.
· The Babylonians were trying to change the thinking of these Jews by giving them a Chaldean education, their loyalty by changing their names, and their life-style by changing their diet.  Without compromising, Daniel found a way to live by God’s standards in a culture that did not honor God.  Wisely choosing to negotiate rather than to rebel, he suggested an experimental ten-day diet of vegetables (“pulse”) and water, instead of the rich foods and wine the king offered.  As God’s people, we may adjust to our culture as long as we do not compromise God’s laws.
· Daniel and his friends learned all they could about their new culture so they could do their work with excellence.  But while they learned, they maintained steadfast allegiance to God.  Culture need not be God’s enemy.  If it does not violate his commands, it can aid in accomplishing his purpose.  We who follow God are free to be competent leaders in our culture, but we are required to pledge our allegiance to God first.
· The king’s advisors were masters of communicating their message so that it sounded authoritative – as if it came directly from their gods.  However, in addition to knowledge, Daniel and his three friends had insight, given to them by God.  Thus the king was far more pleased with them than with his previous advisors – the magicians and astrologers.

Questions from the Lesson:

1. What did King Nebuchadnezzar do to prepare young men from Judah to serve in his administration?
2. What led Daniel to make a special request of Ashpenaz?
3. What was the steward’s concern?
4. What did Daniel propose as a trial compromise?
5. What was done for Daniel and his friends, and what was the outcome?
6. What three things did God do for Daniel and his friends during their time of training?
7. What is important about having wisdom as opposed to merely having knowledge and intelligence?
8. Who conducted the interviews, and what does this tell us about him?
9. What was the result of the interviews?
10. What important lessons should we learn from the examples seen here?
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

The Book of Daniel 
Chapter 1:8-20
Verse 2

[2] And the Lord gave Jehoiakim king of Judah into his hand, with part of the vessels of the house of God: which he carried into the land of Shinar to the house of his god; and he brought the vessels into the treasure house of his god.

With part of the vessels — In this expedition Nebuchadnezzar carried away some captives, among whom were Daniel and his friends.

His god — Baal, or Bell, and Nebo, which words they put into the names of their kings and favorites.

Verse 3
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[3] And the king spake unto Ashpenaz the master of his eunuchs, that he should bring certain of the children of Israel, and of the king's seed, and of the princes;

Of the eunuchs — These were chief among the king's servants; and they are called eunuchs, because many of them were such.

And of the princes — Here was fulfilled what the prophet Isaiah had foretold, Isaiah 39:7.

Verse 4

[4] Children in whom was no blemish, but well favored, and skilful in all wisdom, and cunning in knowledge, and understanding science, and such as had ability in them to stand in the king's palace, and whom they might teach the learning and the tongue of the Chaldeans.

The learning and the tongue — The Chaldeans were skilled above any other nation, in natural philosophy. Their tongue differed from the Hebrew in dialect and in pronunciation, which they learned that they might be the more acceptable to the king, and court.

Verse 5

[5] And the king appointed them a daily provision of the king's meat, and of the wine which he drank: so nourishing them three years, that at the end thereof they might stand before the king.

The king's meat — Such as he had at his own table.

Verse 6

[image: image3.png]


[image: image4.png]


[6] Now among these were of the children of Judah, Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah:

And Azariah — Probably all of the royal lineage of Judah.

Verse 7

[7] Unto whom the prince of the eunuchs gave names: for he gave unto Daniel the name of Belteshazzar; and to Hananiah, of Shadrach; and to Mishael, of Meshach; and to Azariah, of Abednego.

Gave names — That is, other names, relating to the idol-gods.

Belteshazzar — So Daniel had the name of Belteshazzar, from the great Babylonian idol Baal or Bell. This was by the king's command, and herein he put forth an act: of his sovereignty.

Verse 8

[8] But Daniel purposed in his heart that he would not defile himself with the portion of the king's meat, nor with the wine which he drank: therefore he requested of the prince of the eunuchs that he might not defile himself.

But Daniel purposed — There may be several weighty reasons assigned why Daniel did this. 1. Because many of those meats provided for the king's table, were forbidden by the Jewish law. 2. Daniel knew these delicates would too much gratify the flesh. 3. He did not dare to eat and drink things consecrated to idols. 4. He was sensible, how unsuitable delicate fare would be to the afflicted state of God's people. Therefore he was herein a rare pattern of avoiding all the occasions of evil.

Verse 15

[15] And at the end of ten days their countenances appeared fairer and fatter in flesh than all the children which did eat the portion of the king's meat.

Fairer and fatter — The blessing of God upon homely fare, affords often more health and strength, than more costly fare to them that eat the fat, and drink the sweet.

Verse 19

[19] And the king communed with them; and among them all was found none like Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah: therefore stood they before the king.

Before — Both in the presence chamber, and in the council chamber, to try their proficiency; this shews the king's ability and judgment, how else could he discern their fitness, and their excellency above others.

Verse 20

[20] And in all matters of wisdom and understanding, that the king enquired of them, he found them ten times better than all the magicians and astrologers that were in all his realm.

The king enquired — This is a farther confirmation of the king's noble endowments, and of his great care whom he chose to be in offices of trust, namely persons excellently qualified to serve him in the great affairs of the kingdom. And thus did God pour contempt upon the pride of the Chaldeans, and put honour on the low estate of his people.
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