
Trust God to Keep You Faithful in a Cruel Culture 

[Announce Text] Please keep your Bibles open to Daniel chapter 1 

[Scripture Introduction] My name is Brett Sweet and I’m one of the pastors here. I 
know that you have already been greeted and welcomed, but I want to once 
again welcome all of you. Specifically, members, thank you for being patient with 
me these last couple of months as the new face up here- I appreciate your 
encouragement very much. Visitors, thank you for trying us out, I would love to 
meet each one of you, so feel free to come up and speak with me after the 
service is over. 

 This Sunday begins a series of sermons through the book of Daniel that will 
last the next few months. It’s a book with familiar and powerful stories and also 
complex and complicated visions. The book of Daniel is a book that has much that 
can teach us about who God is, what it means to be followers of Christ in a hostile 
culture, how Christians can relate to civil government, and even the future. In 
many senses, chapter 1 is an introduction and overview of the whole book. So 
before we spend our time there… 

[Prayer for illumination] please pray with me… 

[Illustration] What if this is all a dream? What if you opened your eyes to find that 
your family was nowhere to be found? What would you do if you found that your 
freedoms were removed? What if your ability to gather in your familiar place of 
worship was made impossible? Imagine that the culture was so different that it 
became known as the anti-America, anti-Canada, anti-Kenya or whichever culture 
you call your own. What if it had a different language, different customs, different 
expectations? What if that culture was not only different, but flat-out cruel to 
people like you? What would you do to find that everything you knew was gone? 
What would that do to how you think about God- could you believe that He is 
really good and in control? Would you, could you, still trust Him? How would that 
impact your behavior and obedience to Him? Would you remain true and faithful 
to what you had learned- or would you shake off the dream and embrace 
everything around you? Some of you don’t need to imagine these questions, you 
are living them right now. These aren’t theoretical, they are real. You are in a 
foreign place and you don’t know what to make of it. 



 These are the questions were not theoretical for Daniel and his friends 
either. He woke up one day to find his life in Jerusalem gone. And he was taken to 
a culture known for its cruelty and hostility to the devout Judaism he practiced. 
He found himself in Babylon. But the comfort found for the original audience and 
for us is that God was still with Daniel. Daniel seems to have interacted wisely and 
even thrived in the culture of Babylon and his example compels us to 

Proposition: Trust God to keep you faithful in a cruel culture. 

 In many senses our western culture is much more like Babylon than 
Jerusalem- faithful Christians are living in a Babylon of our own times. Chapter 
one speaks to us about three things: the God who rules, a culture that’s cruel, 
and people who are true.  

First, 

[Main Point 1] Trust the God who rules. 

We, so often are tempted to think that there are things that are out of God’s 
control. But the single most important theme of the book of Daniel is that God is 
sovereign- He is in control of all things. He is the King and He rules. If God rules 

[Subpoint 1] What does God rule? God rules over the nations. 

Look with me at vv. 1-2- In the third year of the reign of Jehoiakim king of Judah, 
Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon came and besieged it. And the Lord gave 
Jehoiakim king of Judah into his hand, with some of the vessels of the house of 
God. 

The political events of the nations around us may seem out of control- but they 
aren’t. From our perspective it may seem that it’s stronger nations defeating 
weaker nations with their economy and military, but v. 2 shows us that there is 
more to the story than that. The Lord gives some nations into the hands of others. 
He decides. God is ruling over the nations and gives blessings or not to them as He 
deems fit. God could have chosen to successfully defend Jerusalem from the 
invaders- but instead He gave the Babylonians victory.  

[Subpoint 2] What else does God rule? God rules over small details. 



Though there is some mystery with this, the Bible is clear that God is in control of 
even the smallest details- notice this in the life of Daniel. Daniel resolves that he 
would not defile himself with the food offered to him, and so he asks the chief of 
the eunuchs. And v. 9 tells us that God gave Daniel favor and compassion in the 
sight of the chief of the eunuchs- so God is in control of how favorable your 
interactions with those around you go- including your family, co-workers, and 
friends. Further, when they are tested, against the nature of nutritional science, 
God gives health and a healthy appearance to Daniel and his friends. So God is in 
control of your health and your appearance. Additionally, God is in control of the 
details of your level of knowledge and gifting and opportunities to expand them. 
Verse 17 tells us that God gave them learning and skill in all literature and 
wisdom, and Daniel had understanding in all visions and dreams.  

[Illustration] “I can’t remember if I cried when I read about his widowed bride, but 
something touched me deep inside the day the music died.” So goes Don 
McLean’s song “American Pie,” written to commemorate February 3, 1959 when 
a plane crashed near Clear Lake, Iowa- killing rock and roll musicians Buddy Holly, 
Ritchie Valens, and the Big Bopper. When Holly learned that Waylon Jennings 
would be taking a bus to their next tour stop he told Jennings that he hoped that 
the “bus freezes up.” Jennings responded, “Well, I hope your plane crashes.” 
Words that would haunt him. I’ve also heard that Holly won the seat on the plane 
over a hand of cards. Likewise, Ritchie Valens secured his seat on the small plane 
by winning a coin toss.  

[Application] The shuffle of a deck. The flip of a coin. A poor choice of words. A 
plane cartwheeling across a frozen Iowa field. A pilot and three celebrities dead. A 
number 1 hit for McLean 13 years later. The conquest of a nation. The favor of a 
chief eunuch. A job interview. An illness. Is all of this dictated by blind chance? 
Luck? Does all of this come from impersonal and cold fate? Or is it all 
indeterminate haphazardness and coincidence? If you don’t believe in the 
supernatural, you are forced to choose one of those options. But if you do that, 
recognize that it doesn’t solve any of your problems. Or, if you prefer showtunes 
to Rock and Roll, you look at your own life and say about lady luck, “Lets keep this 
party polite, never get out of my sight, stick with me baby, I’m the guy that you 
came in with, luck be a lady tonight.” But by their very nature you know you 
can’t make lady luck or fate stick with you no matter how hard you try. So you 



worry, or you give up, or you make some sort of effort knowing that by making 
the effort you are a walking contradiction. I’m here to tell you that that’s a 
terrible way to live and tell you that you are wrong. 

 The Bible says that all of these events are controlled by God. Nations rise 
and fall because God decides and gives to those nations what He decides. People 
don’t die in random plane crashes due to impersonal fate, God controls when a 
little sparrow falls to the earth. The favor of your employer comes from the one 
who knows the number of the hairs on your head. He is the God who rules. He is 
the sovereign king who is in the Heavens and does all that He pleases. But unlike 
luck, or fate, or chance, which are impersonal- God is a personal God. He knows 
you at your deepest level, thoughts, fears, feelings. He is the King who rules. He is 
the king who cares. He is mysterious, undoubtedly, but who loves His people and 
can be trusted to look out for them- even when they have been attacked by a 
cruel culture. You can pray to Him and ask Him for help and He is pleased to use 
the means of your prayers to change things. He is able to be present with you like 
He was with Daniel when you face difficulty. He is able to tell you that, if you put 
your full trust in Him, all things will work together for your good and you will be 
made more like Him. This is the sort of person we all want to know- one who 
deserves our trust. 

Trust God to keep you faithful in a cruel culture by trusting the God who rules. But 
what of the culture itself? That brings us to our second point. 

[Main Point 2] Trust God in a cruel culture.  

Babylon was a place where people from a variety of conquered peoples were 
brought against their will. No doubt that when Babylon was used by God to 
discipline Judah by conquering Jerusalem and the Babylonians brought them into 
bondage, there were deaths, rapes, and pillaging as was typical of wars in the 
ancient world. This was a cruel, violent culture led by a man who could be cruel 
and violent himself. Let’s look at  

[Subpoint 1] What a cruel culture takes. 

If you listen carefully and tease out the implications of Daniel chapter 1, you 
realize that this Babylonian culture took much from the people of Jerusalem. They 
took their people, Verse three shows us that people of Israel, both of the royal 



family and of nobility- people forcibly taken from their homes and the families 
they loved! But press this a little further- what they were really doing is not just 
taking their people, but taking their future. Verse four says that those who were 
taken were 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. Daniel and his friends probably had great dreams of growing up and 
accomplishing wonderful things in Jerusalem, but they were robbed of that 
possible future. Further, we all hope that the generation after us learns from our 
mistakes and that the best and brightest rise to the top to improve our society- 
but here the ones we’d hope to do that are taken, the cruel culture has robbed 
the people of Judah of their future. The cruel culture takes religion- the temple of 
the LORD was destroyed, the only place where faithful Jews could offer sacrifices- 
and the Babylonians have come in and taken important items for their worship 
and hauled them away. The cruel culture takes our identities- notice verse 7, 
these good, Hebrew boys with good Hebrew and God-centered names are given 
new names by the Babylonians, with references to the gods the Babylonians 
worshipped. Further, the educations that they had been receiving in Jerusalem, 
telling the young men that they were created by God, loved by God, meant to 
walk in wisdom according to God’s law, was systematically trying to be 
brainwashed away as they were to be taught the literature and language of the 
Chaldeans in verse 5. The cruel culture had taken their people, their future, and 
was actively trying to take their religion and their identity. A cruel culture takes. 

But that is actually not how most cultures are most successful in impacting 
others- oftentimes it’s not just what’s been removed it’s also what’s added that 
reveals the cruelty of a culture. So let’s look at… 

[Subpoint 2] What a cruel culture gives. 

Think again about the new names listed in v. 7- the Babylonians were trying to 
give the Israelites a false identity, one that was removed from their complete 
allegiance and identity to the true and living God. They changed their names 
removing even the mention of the LORD God and gave them false identities 
connected to false gods who could never provide or care for them. Additionally, a 
cruel culture gives dependence on itself. Notice how in verse 5 and following the 
king is giving the youth food from his own table, we’ll touch on this below, but for 



now think about that. The government is providing for these men with the highest 
quality food available. It’s providing comfort, ease, full bellies and wine-induced 
happy hearts. And what the culture is doing in that moment is making you 
dependent on it for your happiness- so that when the choice comes to decide 
whether to be well-fed and comfortable or to do the right thing against culture, 
you are sure to take the easy and comfortable road. We get to where it’s just too 
easy to stay dependent on our state and culture than to depend on God, even 
when that’s the right thing to do. A cruel culture gives dependence on itself.  

[Illustration] Trojan horse 

[Application] Our culture is seeking to give you and me new identities. Our culture 
tells us that our identity is tied up in our sex lives. We’re told that we can’t be fully 
human unless we express ourselves without limits in our sex lives, and yet, Jesus, 
the truest person who’s ever lived, was sexually chaste His entire life and affirmed 
the goodness of sex in the context of monogamous heterosexual marriage. Our 
culture gives us new identities regarding what political party we belong to. Some 
of us look at our political party of preference as if we’re the good guys and the 
other party is the bad guys- and our culture wants us to view things that way. But, 
as important as political policies are, Daniel was commended and he stood in the 
presence of a complete despot who sadistically had people killed for whichever 
reasons he wanted- Daniel found His identity in His God. Our culture gives us an 
identity that is based on appearances. You aren’t worthy unless you look a certain 
way with the right eyes or chest, arms or legs. The Bible tells us that the outward 
appearance is wasting away and that God looks at the heart. Our culture gives to 
us a view of education that simultaneously requires that we only believe in the 
laws of nature, until the laws of nature- say in areas of sex and gender- make 
people feel uncomfortable. Our culture gives to us a message that it’s the 
government’s job to solve every problem so it gives to us an increasingly large 
government with more and more people more and more dependent on it for life. 
The Bible tells us that government is meant to be a force for good but can be 
oppressive and that it’s God who ultimately provides for us. Our culture is giving 
us an identity that we will be real people based on what car we drive, house we 
live in, the number in our bank accounts, or the things we have. But the Bible says 
that riches are deceitful and that they can choke out our love for God and should 
be used generously. Be awake to what our culture is giving us. Our cruel culture 



gives us an identity that tells us we must work or perform to be loved, but the 
gospel says that we’re loved because that’s who God is and that our works are 
ways we can show our gratitude for this love.  

By these standards of giving and taking, every culture in this fallen world is a cruel 
culture. But some are much worse than others. Let’s give thanks that we have it 
much better than we deserve here in the United States, despite our difficulties. 
Additionally, commit to pray for the persecuted church. We have brothers and 
sisters who are suffering immensely and have lost their people, their freedoms, 
and their futures in this life because of the simple fact that the are trying to 
remain faithful to Christ. We should be concerned with the trend that things are 
headed in the western world, but we have it so much easier than our brothers 
and sisters in certain places in the middle East, Africa, and parts of Asia. They are 
living in cruel, cruel cultures that want to remove any reference to Jesus Christ 
from those cultures- but they still have a God who can be trusted. 

We are being told to Trust God to keep you faithful in a cruel culture. We’ve 
looked at the God who rules, the culture that’s cruel, let’s also look at an example 
of… 

[Main Point 3] People who are true. 

In verses 8-16, we come to the climax of the story. Daniel proves himself to be a 
faithful and true man of God.  

[Subpoint 1] To whom are we to be true? We are first and foremost to be true to 
God. 

Verse 8 tells us that Daniel resolved to not “defile himself,” which is mentioned 
twice in that verse, with the king’s food. What was the issue with the food? Was it 
not kosher, was it because it had been offered to false gods before arriving at the 
king’s and then his table, was it because Daniel didn’t want to have his allegiance 
pulled away from the Lord to Nebuchadnezzar? We don’t precisely know for sure, 
but my guess is that it’s a combination of all of those things. Regardless, Daniel 
and his friends believed that eating that food would mean compromising their 
obedience to God. They were sure that by eating and drinking those things they 
would not be remaining true to God. 



So Daniel asks if he could have just vegetables and water, at first he’s told “No,” 
out of fear by the chief of the eunuchs who is afraid of what cruel 
Nebuchadnezzar might do if he finds out, so in verse 11 he appeals to someone 
lower on the totem pole- the steward assigned over him- who agrees to a 10-day 
trial. Now, this is not a prooftext for veganism, though that might be healthier 
than the way a lot of us eat. The food and wine that was being offered to them 
really was the best food available. So the steward agrees to their request and 
brings them vegetables and water for 10 days. So for 10 days, there is this daily 
question, “Will this diet make a difference?” with the obvious answer of “No.” 
Daniel and friends are thinking, what are we going to do- are we going to have to 
starve or are we going to have to violate our faith? They are between a rock and a 
hard place. 10 days is not going to be enough time for vegetables and water to 
cause them to appear fatter in flesh than those around them. And so, after 10 
days, the little reminder pops up on whatever version of the iPhone calendar they 
had in Babylon, and the officials go to check on Daniel and company, probably 
looking forward to being able to quit agreeing to their special dietary requests. 
And, supernaturally, God makes their appearance and strength better than all 
challengers- they don’t have to choose between violating their religion or death- 
God has delivered them from that choice. God kept them faithful. Got kept them 
true even in a cruel dilemma because God was with them.  

Daniel and his friends, as we will see most clearly in the stories of the fiery 
furnace and the lions’ den, were always, first and foremost, true to God. That is 
our calling as well to be true to God even in difficult and deathly circumstances. 

[Subpoint 2] How else are we to be true? We are to be true to serve the 
authorities.  

Verses 17 and following tell us that the God who rules gave these young men 
favor and that they were far and away the most gifted and talented  men. Verses 
19-21 say this: 

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.  



They stood before the king and used their gifts and talents to bless and benefit 
the king. They helped him, advised him, encouraged him when there were 
difficult decisions to be made. They worked in the presence of magicians and 
enchanters- people whose entire worldviews would have been antithetical to the 
most basic tenants of their faith. And these men stayed true to this and similar 
leaders. How could they do that? It was because they, as we are being called to 
do, trusted God and God was with them.  

[Illustration] In England, in 1780, a young man named William Wilberforce was 
elected to parliament while still a college student. Four years later after talking to 
his Christian friends, reading the Bible and good books, was converted to 
Christianity. He considered leaving politics in light of his conversion but was 
encouraged by John Newton, a former slave trader and author of “Amazing 
Grace” to stay in politics and work for the abolition of the slave trade. Wilberforce 
chose to stay and be a force for good, enduring more than two decades of defeats 
in parliament, riding out wars and administration changes, working under and 
beside racists, until the slave trade was officially abolished in 1807. 

[Application] This has very real, practical lessons for us. Daniel, Wilberforce, and 
many others like them exerted Godly influence in governments that were often 
hostile toward righteous goals- governments that supported immense levels of 
cruelty. They put their ultimate trust and obedience to God, but they also were 
willing to serve the authorities around them- even evil ones. Our Mennonite and 
Amish friends would say that we should be pacifists, avoid military and police 
service, perhaps avoid political involvement totally. If that is what your conscience 
is telling you, I don’t want to impose on you, but the book of Daniel gives us 
immense freedom to allow us to use our social and political influence for good. 
Our immoral boss. Our atheist teacher. Our adulterous political leaders. We can 
serve them, influence them, to the best of our abilities for the good of God’s 
kingdom. We can usually be true to them without compromising our faithfulness 
to God. This doesn’t mean that there aren’t good reasons for evil people to be 
fired or for us to participate in acts of civil disobedience against injustice, but the 
vast majority of Daniel’s life was one spent in service to cruel authorities. You and 
I would look at a man like Nebuchadnezzar, who used his immense power for evil, 
who would separate us from our families and our faith and we would call this man 
our enemy. But Daniel is willing to serve his enemy. In the same way, Jesus Christ 



came into the world to serve his enemies. Our sin separated Him from His Father. 
Our rebellion brought him from the eternally blissful culture of Heaven to the 
cruel culture of this world. He didn’t come because we brought Him here like one 
carried the vessels of the temple to Babylon- He came freely to give His life and 
suffer on a cross to serve His enemies. He promises comfort, power, and the 
presence of His Spirit to those who put their full trust in Him.  

With that said, we all better be willing to stay true to God when it is really, really 
hard for us socially and culturally. Daniel and his friends, it seems, were ready to 
starve to death rather than disobey God. Christians have always known that there 
are worse things than dying. So, when your boss is calling on you to forge the 
check or cook the books, or it looks like your kids are going to go hungry unless 
you start dealing, or you lieutenant explains that we watch each other’s backs and 
you better not snitch, when the government tells your pastor that he will either 
officiate a same-sex wedding or pay a hefty fine, we risk it all to stay true to God, 
knowing that He rules. It’s a call for courage in this hostile and cruel culture. Pray 
for yourself, for me, for those in this church, and the leaders in our culture. 
Practice with the little things, they will prepare you for bigger things- if Daniel 
would have caved to pressure with something as small and private as eating food 
would he have been as well prepared to stand up publicly and resist when the 
choice was to quit praying or go to the lions’ den? I don’t think so. God was 
testing him and kept him faithful through the trials. 

[Gospel and Conclusion] Daniel was recorded as true to God and true to the 
authorities around him. And note what we see in v. 21- And Daniel was there until 
the first year of King Cyrus. Cyrus, was the king of Persia, not Babylon. And you’ll 
hear more about him and other important historical leaders in the coming weeks, 
but Cyrus was the one who would issue the decree allowing the Jews to return to 
Jerusalem and rebuild the city and the temple. In the Old Testament, the temple 
is where God’s presence could be found. So think about the turn of events from 
the beginning of the chapter to the end.  

When things were the darkest, when there seemed to be no hope to be found. 
God’s people and their futures were being taken, their religion being 
marginalized, their identities were being distorted. When it looked like God’s 
people would not last and only the Babylonian kingdom would stand- Daniel, the 



faithful and true man outlasted the Babylonians. And King Cyrus, from outside the 
borders, would come and make it possible to return to where God’s presence is 
found in the Jerusalem Temple. We live in a similar setting. We can look around at 
this cruel culture and things can look very dark. But God rules and He has sent us 
a King from outside our borders to return to where God’s presence is found. And 
we can trust Him, not ourselves, to keep us faithful in a cruel culture.  


