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How can we survive? 

Daniel 1:1-21 
 
I’m sure most of you have heard of Bear Grylls.  
 
Bear is a friendly, fun and fearless TV star who is famous for his survival 
programmes. Here are three facts about Bear Grylls that I discovered 
this week. 
 

 His real name is not Bear. His parents named him Edward Michael 
Grylls. His sister gave him the name bear when he was young. This 
probably happened because his parents called him Teddy as a 
shorthand for Edward. 

 He is the Chief Scout in the UK. He was the youngest ever chief 
scout at age 34.  

 He is a committed Christian. 
 
As I said Bear is most famous for his survival programmes.  
 
We loved watching them in our houses. And in particular a show on 
Netflix called You vs Wild, where you get to choose what Bear gets to 
do.  
 
The theme of today’s sermon is survival. 
 
We’re not talking about how we might survive the coronavirus. No, 
we’re talking about something much more important. We’re talking about 
how we can survive as Christians. How we keep our faith in Jesus 
throughout our lives.  
 
I promise you that there is much here for you if you still thinking through 
the big questions of faith. So please keep listening and engaging if you 
are not a Christian yet. There is much here about what it means to be a 
follower of Jesus and why you’d want to do it.  
 
I’ve got three survival tips from Daniel chapter 1. 
 

 Know that God is in charge (Vs 1-2) 

 Know when to say yes (Vs 3-7) 

 Know when to say no (Vs 8-21) 

First, know that God is in charge (Vs 1-2) 
 
Look at verse 1. Read verses 1-2.  
 
I suspect 2020 will go down as a very bad year in the history of 
humanity. Of course many good things will happen this year, there will 
be many acts of kindness and demonstrations of love, but 2020 will be 
remembered as the year of a global pandemic.  
 
The third year of King Jehoiakim was a very bad year in the history of 
God’s people.  
 
It was 605 BC and although the Jewish people didn’t have to face a 
global pandemic but they did have to face a global superpower.  
 
The superpower at this time in human history was the nation of 
Babylon. They held all the power and they were the ones who caused 
people to quake in their boots at sound of their approaching armies.  
 
In the year 605 BC they surrounded the Jewish city of Jerusalem. The 
Jewish king at the time was a man called Jehoaikim and he decided to 
surrender to the overwhelming forces.  
 
As a result of this, the Babylonian soldiers took some of the precious 
artefacts from the Jewish temple, carried them back to their homeland, 
and then deposited them in the temple of their God.  
 
Have you ever had an arm-wrestle with someone? How do you know 
who has won? Their arm is touching the floor. Why have an arm 
wrestle? It shows who is the strongest. 
 
Back in the ancient world, they believed that each nation had its own 
God. One of the key questions people had was, whose God is the 
strongest? One of the ways to show your God was stronger was to take 
treasure from their temple and put it in yours. It was a bit like a divine 
arm wrestle. 
 
Do you see what happened in 605 BC? The Babylon armies invaded 
Jerusalem, grabbed hold of the treasures from the temple of the God of 
Israel and put them in the temple of the God of Babylon.  
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If you had watched this scene, if you had witnessed all this happen, who 
would you have said was the stronger God? Who would you have 
concluded had won the divine arm wrestle? The God of Babylon.  
 
But you would have been wrong. Listen again to verse 2 and see if you 
can hear the surprise. Read verse 2.  
 
Why did the Babylonians win? Not because the God of Israel was 
weak but because he delivered his people into the hands of their 
enemies.  
 
We would have expected verse 2 to read, the God of Israel delivered 
his people out of the hand of their enemies rather than into their hands. 
But this isn’t what it says. 
 
We’re not told here why God did this. But if we search around the Old 
Testament then we do find an answer. God had previously told his 
people that if they rebelled against him that he would bring their 
enemies up close and personal. And this is what he did.  
 
Much of the book of Daniel will focus on how to survive as a believer in 
very harsh and hard conditions. But notice how it begins. With a clear 
statement about the sovereignty of God. 
 
This means quite simply that God is always in charge. I mean always. 
Not just in the good times but in every time. 
 
God hadn’t nipped out to Tesco when the coronavirus started to 
spread around the world.  
 
God is in charge of everything that happens in our world, the blessings 
that he proactively sends and the evil that he permits to spread.  
 
This might raise some big questions for you about what God is doing in 
the world. Do ask them. There are many answers that help hold 
everything together. But don’t abandon your conviction that God is in 
charge. The alternative that he isn’t in complete control is much more 
frightening and will not lead us to a place of peace and security. 

And if we want to survive as Christians in hard and hostile spiritual 
conditions then we need to know that God is in charge. Whatever 
happens to us, God is in control.  
 
Second, know when to say yes (Vs 3-7) 
 
King Nebuchadnezzar was a smart cookie. He was fearsome and 
powerful and you wouldn’t want to cross him. But tactically he wasn’t 
stupid when it came to conquering other nations.  
 
Listen to what he does in verse 3. Read verses 3 to 7.  
 
This is a very clever move. Rather than killing off the young Jewish 
leadership, Nebuchadnezzar tries to win their hearts, assimilate them to 
his way of doing things, and then give them a job in the Babylonian civil 
service.  
 
When you look at it, the retraining package is very attractive.  
 
The young Jewish leaders are taken from their homes and need to 
relocate to Babylon. But they are not going to live in horrible refugee 
camps without access to the basic necessities of life. No, they are going 
to experience the best luxury that Babylon can throw at them.  
 
They are going to eat food and drink wine from the king’s table. They 
are going to be taught the literature and language of the Babylonians. 
They are going to get a top class education from the best teachers in the 
empire. And when their three-year training programme is over they will 
enter into the king’s service.  
 
How would Daniel and his friends respond?  
 
This was a tough decision because what Nebuchadnezzar was offering 
was potentially very dangerous for their spiritual life. They are about to 
be immersed in not just a foreign culture but a foreign religious culture. 
Everything they heard and everything they experienced was going to be 
a threat to their spiritual survival.  
 
What would they do? The first thing to notice is that they said yes to 
many things.  
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In a moment we’ll think about why they said no to the royal food and 
drink but they notice first that they said yes to the rest.  
 

 Learning the new language? Yes 

 Reading the new literature? Yes. Not just learning to read but being 
immersed in an alternative world of ideas.  

 Receiving new names that included the names of Babylonian gods? 
Yes 

 Accepting a future job in the Babylonian government? Yes 
 
One of their choices was complete withdrawal in this new society. Say 
no to everything. Keep far away from any negative or corrupting 
influences on your spiritual health. And yet they don’t do this. They say 
yes to some things. 
 
How can Christians survive and indeed thrive in spiritual Babylon? 
 
We are surrounded by alternative messages that contradict Biblical 
beliefs and behaviour. We need to beware the subtle but serious danger 
of slow assimilation.  
 
But let’s hear this message loudly and clearly. Jesus doesn’t want us to 
completely withdraw from society and attempt to form pure and isolated 
Christian ghettos. We are to be in the world but not of the world. But this 
doesn’t mean we have to say no to everything.  
 
We can learn in non-Christian schools. We can watch non-Christian 
films. We can work for non-Christian companies. We must be careful 
and we must be wise. But following Jesus allows us to say yes to many 
things.  
 
Maybe you are not yet a Christian and are wondering what it will be like 
to follow Jesus? Let me reassure you that you won’t have to start 
wearing sandals and relocate to live in a Christian residential home in 
the middle of nowhere. Jesus must be first and final in your life but he 
wants you to serve him in the middle of the world, not remove you from 
it.  
 
How do we survive as Christian? We say yes to many things. 
 

Third, know when to say no (Vs 8-21) 
 
We see from Daniel chapter 1 that the young Jewish leaders don’t say 
yes to everything.  
 
Look at verse 8. Read verses 8 to 14.  
 
They decided not to eat the royal food and drink the royal wine and 
instead only eat vegetables. Why do this? 
 
Let me mention four things that we’re told and then see if we can piece 
them together. 
 

 We’re told that Daniel resolved not to defile himself. This is 
mentioned twice in verse 8. Defilement is all about his relationship 
with God. He doesn’t want to do anything that will cause him to be 
unclean in God’s sight. 

 

 This is about food and wine 
 

 This is about the royal food and wine 
 

 This is a private action not a public protest. Only the guard will know. 
Nobody else.  

 
Why did they draw the line here? 
 

 Some think it’s because of the Jewish food laws. But it’s not just 
food, it’s wine. 

 Some think it’s because the food would have been sacrificed to the 
Babylonian gods. But so would have the vegetables. Later in Daniel 
chapter 10:3, we’re told that Daniel is happy to eat the choice food 
and drink the wine.  

 Some think it’s because it speaks of fellowship and commitment to 
the king of Babylon, eating his food symbolised fellowship with him. 
You may have my mind but not my heart. But remember it’s not a 
public protest. 
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In short, we don’t really know the precise reason apart from what we are 
told that doing this for Daniel would have caused his spiritual condition 
to be negatively impacted. 
 
He could deal with everything else but for some reason eating the royal 
food and drinking the royal wine would have threatened his spiritual 
survival.  
 
I could speculate as to why it is. I think it’s got something to do with what 
luxury does to someone’s heart. Why do businesses wine and dine 
people? It’s an ancient trick to win people over. I’m just speculating and 
we’re not really told precisely.  
 
What we can say is that for all of us we need to learn when we need 
to say no to the things that threaten our spiritual survival in a 
hostile environment.  
 
I think we’re in the area of wisdom rather than in the area of what God 
has clearly said don’t get involved in. So these things may differ for each 
one of us and they may differ for us over time.  
 
For Daniel it was the royal food and wine, what is it for you? What are 
the things that in danger of capturing your heart so that you love Jesus 
less?  
 

 Is it something you watch? 

 Is it something you read? 

 Is it someone you hang out with? 
 
Be wise and learn how to say no. 
 
When was the last time we said no to something in order to keep 
ourselves spiritually safe? 
 
When we do this we need to be confident that God won’t let us down. 
So let me show us as we finish what happened to Daniel and his friends 
once they took their spiritual stand. 
 

 Look at verse 15. Read verse 15. 
 

 Or verse 17. Read verses 17-20. 
 
In short, we can be confident that God will prosper us in the ways that 
need to happen for us to live our lives for the glory of Jesus. 
 
This doesn’t mean we will always get what we want or life will always be 
easy. But it does mean that we don’t have to fear that saying no to the 
world will leave us in a vulnerable position without any help or support. 
Far from it.  
 
Because remember, who’s in control? God is. And this is not a puny 
God without power. No, this is our sovereign Father who is directing the 
world for his glory and our good.  
 
So let’s know that he in charge, and, as a result, let’s know when to say 
yes and when to say no. 
 
Let’s pray. 
 
 


