Sermon - Gladwin Mathews 


Daniel- A Hero in a Pagan Culture
Scripture Reading: Dan. 1: 8-14
Introduction: We all have lived and grown in different cultures and communities. Every society and culture has different ways of interpreting and defining occurrences by the way their own culture or society functions.   "A society's culture consists of whatever it is one has to know or believe in order to operate in a manner acceptable to its members"(Geertz 242). The rituals, customs, ethics and morals that are attributed to the cultures have caused these differences. There are many differences between two cultures, besides language, food, clothing and music. The list of differences between the cultures is endless. Let us pray before we explore into this topic!

We live in a world of unrest. We hear sounds of life all around us. Sounds those are pleasant and unpleasant. Sounds those are familiar and unfamiliar. But this is not so bad because it means you can hear.

Illustration: A 97 year old husband and his 94 year old wife were sitting on the sofa. And he said, ‘Dear, I’m proud of you.’ “What did you say?” she asked. A little louder this time, “I’m proud of you.”  “Yea, I’m tired of you too!” she exclaimed.

Yes, the noise and commotion of this world sometimes does not let us hear the right words. And so we get overwhelmed and begin to create and choose situations, means and ways that would give us some kind of acceptable peace.

We also begin to explore into other factors of influence in other cultures that would give us happiness. Sometimes we tend to create or choose heroes that would be our role models and then the shift of our life style begin to change. 

Creations of such heroes or role models are one of the most significant things that cultures do. We see this everyday in one way or the other. You watch the sports channel or news channel and you can tell how the news anchor (host) highlights the key plays by the “hero” of each game.

Illustration: A couple of years back there was a twenty-20 one day cricket match played between India and Pakistan in which Mohinder Singh Dhoni, the captain was the hero, giving a nine wicket victory to India. A few days ago, Sachin Tendulkar was the hero who gave a sensational victory with his double century. 

The same principles that lie behind the selectivity that transforms a cricket match into a few shots on the evening news, also apply to the hero/heroine stories of Bible. The writer chooses the most crucial events in the hero’s life and builds his story on those key moments.

This morning, let us look and explore into one of those many stories on the life of Daniel- a hero, a great hero, who lived in a pagan culture.

Setting the Stage:
As we study the history of ancient Israel, two significant dates must be kept in mind in order to understand what was happening in two-thirds of the entire OT. Israel was divided into two kingdoms after the reign of Solomon: 
· The Northern Kingdom of Israel

· The Southern Kingdom of Judah

The first date to know is 722 BC. This was the year that the Assyrians conquered the nation of Israel (Samaria). They deported many Jewish captives to Assyria and imported Assyrians into Israel.

Reason: To remove the key leaders to eliminate possible revolt and then to assimilate the Israelites into the Assyrian way of life. (That is why the Jews hated Samaritans. They were the first half-breeds: partly Jewish, partly Assyrians.

The second date is 586 BC- the year when the Babylonians conquered the nation of Judah. They had a similar philosophy to the Assyrians. Deport and assimilate. 

Question: Where does Daniel fit into all of this? Daniel lived in the Southern Kingdom of Judah. As a promising teenager, he was in this group who were carried away to Babylon. The temple and the city of Jerusalem were thoroughly destroyed by Nebuchadnezzar’s army. The Babylonians took Daniel and other sharp young Hebrews to their king who wanted to groom them as leaders taught in their culture. But what kind of person was Daniel? 

Daniel’s personality:
Daniel is one of only a handful of men in the Bible about whom God says nothing negative. Although he shared the human nature of all other biblical leaders, he seems to rise above the others because of a combination of the following qualities, the 7 Cs:

1. Character – He displays a character by refusing to do wrong before foreign kings.

2. Competence – King’s offer to pay him for his ability to interpret dreams.

3. Convictions – He refuses to eat the king’s meat or drink his wine.

4. Courage – He faced the lion’s den without fear.

5. Charisma – He is so winsome that royalty wants him to play key roles in government affairs.

6. Commitment – He remains committed to his God despite pressure to compromise.

7. Compassion – He never loses his love for others, even in a hostile pagan culture.

In the early chapters of the book, we see Daniel and his Hebrew friends in action as they live out their faith and leadership in a foreign land. - Daniel stands up to king Nebuchadnezzar and requests that he and his friends be allowed to eat something other than what fills the plates of other young men in the palace.

He negotiates terms and ends up stronger and healthier for his decision. With this he becomes a man of influence, even as a youth.

Before he is through, Daniel left a legacy stretching three kings. He was a leader who lived the life God wanted him to live.

· He delivered his deep and complex words from a pure heart, showing himself to be a man who loved God, lived His faith, and wanted to influence many others to embrace God.

Question: What do we pick up from his life? How could he do all this? There are couple of points to ponder on: 
1. Daniel was a man of purpose:
Daniel 1:8 – Daniel purposed in his heart . . . that is the key word. ‘Purposed’ means ‘determined’. He had made up his mind. He was able to discern between good and evil.

In 1 Kings 3:9 – Solomon asked the Lord saying, “Therefore give to your servant an understanding heart to judge your people that I may discern between good and evil . . .

2. Daniel was a man of Principles:

He refused to compromise his principles. In Dan. 1:8 we read that he purposed in his heart not to defile himself.

Daniel 5:17 – He refused to take gifts. “You may keep your gifts for yourself . . . This is a very bold statement to a king.

Daniel 6:10 - It was his principle (custom) to pray three times a day, giving thanks to God. 

3. Daniel was a man of purity:

In Daniel 6:1-4 we read that his opponents could find no fault in him. Can we maintain that kind of purity of conduct? Sure! We can but how? 

In1Tim. 4:12 it says, “Set an example for the believers in speech, in life, in love, in faith, and in purity.” The Scriptures portrays another such character of purity – Enoch. He “walked with God”. The expression suggests that God and His human companion will go together to the market place, to the Mall, to the School, to places of recreation, to Church, and to the work place. Illustration: (Spicer and Main Street experience)

Life is a walk, we all are pilgrims and our companion is Christ. Always remember that Christ is beside you wherever you go and whatever you do.

4. Daniel was a man of Prayer: 

Dan. 6:10 – When Daniel learnt of the decree issued by the king, he went home to his upper chamber and prayed. And he was comforted and strengthened.  

Ellen G. White writes in The Ministry of Healing, p.182, “By prayer, by the study of His Word, by Faith in His abiding presence, the weakest of human being may live in contact with the living Christ and He will hold them by a hand that will never let go.” 

Yes, prayer keeps us in check and also in touch with Christ who is our strength.

Conclusion: Dear Church, let us learn this important lesson from Daniel’s life that the finest of God’s servants must maintain regular and fixed prayer habits in order to continue steadfast in devotion to the Lord. And also to combat the pagan culture around us because we are still living in a similar environment and culture!

Daniel’s success was without compromise. As a result of that he received from God the following which are recorded in Daniel 1:17-20 – Knowledge, skills in all literature. 

God gave them knowledge and skills in all literature and wisdom, and Daniel had understanding in all visions and dreams.

Can we ‘Dare to be Daniel’ in this foreign pagan culture around us? I think we can, if we:

· Purpose in our hearts!
· Live a disciplined life!
· Have a life of purity!
· And live a prayerful life!
· Then we can combat any pagan influence around us and live a pure dedicated life. 

Let us continue to seek the Lord prayerfully. May God grant us strength to overcome our weaknesses so that we may be found faithful and ready for His coming!
*****God Bless You! *****
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