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1 As he came out of the temple, one of his disciples said to him, "Look, Teacher, what 
large stones and what large buildings!" 2 Then Jesus asked him, "Do you see these great 
buildings? Not one stone will be left here upon another; all will be thrown down." 3 When 
he was sitting on the Mount of Olives opposite the temple, Peter, James, John, and 
Andrew asked him privately, 4 "Tell us, when will this be, and what will be the sign that 
all these things are about to be accomplished?"  5 Then Jesus began to say to them, 
"Beware that no one leads you astray. 6 Many will come in my name and say, "I am he!' 
and they will lead many astray. 7 When you hear of wars and rumors of wars, do not be 
alarmed; this must take place, but the end is still to come. 8 For nation will rise against 
nation, and kingdom against kingdom; there will be earthquakes in various places; there 
will be famines. This is but the beginning of the birth pangs.  (Mk. 13:1-8 NRSV) 
 
3 Then the king commanded his palace master Ashpenaz to bring some of the Israelites of 
the royal family and of the nobility, 4 young men without physical defect and handsome, 
versed in every branch of wisdom, endowed with knowledge and insight, and competent 
to serve in the king's palace; they were to be taught the literature and language of the 
Chaldeans. 5 The king assigned them a daily portion of the royal rations of food and wine. 
They were to be educated for three years, so that at the end of that time they could be 
stationed in the king's court…   8 But Daniel resolved that he would not defile himself 
with the royal rations of food and wine; so he asked the palace master to allow him not to 
defile himself. 9 Now God allowed Daniel to receive favor and compassion from the 
palace master. 10 The palace master said to Daniel, "I am afraid of my lord the king; he 
has appointed your food and your drink. If he should see you in poorer condition than 
the other young men of your own age, you would endanger my head with the king." 11 
Then Daniel asked the guard whom the palace master had appointed over Daniel, 
Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah: 12 "Please test your servants for ten days. Let us be 
given vegetables to eat and water to drink…   15 At the end of ten days it was observed 
that they appeared better and fatter than all the young men who had been eating the royal 
rations. 16 So the guard continued to withdraw their royal rations and the wine they were 
to drink, and gave them vegetables.  17 To these four young men God gave knowledge 
and skill in every aspect of literature and wisdom; Daniel also had insight into all visions 
and dreams.  (Dan. 1:3-5, 8-12, 15-17 NRSV) 
 

1 
 How well does your faith hold up well when you are put to the test?  Is yours a 
faith no storm can erode or destroy?  
 Rita was a very vocal Christian.  She made sure you knew it…which made news of 
her marital infidelity such a surprise.  Why did she step across the line, violate her 
marriage vows, break such a sacred trust?  A humbled Rita responds, “I always said I 
would never be unfaithful to Rick…and looked down on anyone who committed adultery.  
But I sure found out the strength of my commitment was not very strong when the 



 2 

temptation wasn’t just hypothetical.  I deeply regret what I did – and will never be so 
cocky again about the strength of my faith.” 
 Tom, on the other hand, was a man of few words.  The last thing he wanted was to 
draw attention to himself.  When the stock market dropped, his financial situation 
changed notably.  No one knew he was helping to foot the college tuition for two 
underprivileged youth from the community.  After a careful financial assessment, he 
realized that if he lived very conservatively, he could continue to make tuition payments 
for these two young people he’d never met.   
 Annie was one of those ladies who made you smile.  Her positive, friendly attitude 
filled every room she entered.  When she walked down the hall of the nursing home, you 
could watch the people she passed look up with a smile as they said, “Hi Annie.”  What 
few people knew was that Annie had every right to be an embittered old woman.  When 
her first child was sixteen, he fell in a climbing accident.  He lived in an institution for the 
next fifteen years at the functional level of a three-year-old. 
 Martin hadn’t realized he was a racist until he was challenged to examine his 
words, his attitudes, his fears.  Honest self-examination that took place during his college 
years began to change him. When he saw the racially motivated violence last year in 
Charlottesville, it dawned on him that the way to stand against racism was not by 
returning violence for violence.  He believed his faith was leading him to take a non-
violent approach…fully aware such a choice would have consequences. 
 The true mettle of one’s faith is uncertain until it is tested.  We may think we have 
faith so as to move mountains…but, trust me, there are situations that may cause proud 
resolve to dissolve.  How firm is the foundation of your faith? 

2 
Our Old Testament lesson tells us about four young men who lived in Babylon in 

the 6th century BC, during what is known as the Exile.  They were not there by choice.  
They were there at “the pleasure of the Babylonian king.”  You see, they and their Hebrew 
countrymen and women had been soundly defeated by King Nebuchadnezzar’s troops.  
The best and brightest sons and daughters of Israel were marched as slaves from 
Jerusalem to Babylon...and thus began their time of exile from their homeland, Israel. 

In their new role as captives, we might expect them to be subjected to the type of 
torture we see on TV or read about in history books – made to endure excruciating 
physical and emotional stress, denied adequate food and water, made to dig their own 
graves.     

But, this is not what the Babylonians do to our four Jewish captives.  In fact, quite 
the opposite. They are given the red carpet treatment by King Nebuchadnezzar who 
invites them into the palace to learn the language and wisdom of the civilized world.  
They are invited to partake of the best education available to anyone of that time.  Not 
only this, they are offered daily ration of food and wine from the king’s table.   
 Sounds pretty sweet…but, keep in mind…faith is not merely put to the test by 
hardship or persecution.  The fact of the matter is that when life is made to appear easy 
what we believe begins to seem unimportant.  The test of faith facing the four young 
Jewish men, then, will be…should they let faith slide – should they keep their mouths shut 
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and blend into the Babylonian crowd so no one will be harmed – should they set aside 
who they are? 

Responding to the king’s generous invitation, though, Daniel (speaking for himself 
and his three friends), accepts the offer of free education – but issues a resounding NO to 
eating from the king’s kitchen.  He resolves to have nothing to do with the king’s rich food 
and drink.  Instead, he asks for alfalfa sprouts, tofu, cabbage, and plain water...and his 
wish is granted.  When after 10 days an inspection is made of Daniel and his friends, to 
everyone’s amazement the Jewish men have grown stronger and wiser than the others.  

Two questions jump to mind.  The first, which I’ll not try to address, is why did a 
vegetarian diet prove so overwhelmingly beneficial?  The text gives us no clue...and any 
answer we pose would be pure speculation.  The second question is why was it okay to 
accept the king’s education but not the food from his table? 

Daniel and his three friends were making a statement.  In their own minds, they 
needed to know they were Hebrews, not Babylonians.  As Daniel saw it, education was a 
way of taking advantage of every opportunity to advance the cause of his people.  If he 
learned his lessons well, then he may find himself in a position to use the system to his 
people’s advantage.  Submitting to the Babylonian educational system was simply the 
better part of wisdom. 

But, eating from the king’s kitchen was symbolic of rejecting his Jewish standards 
and of declaring his loyalty to King Nebuchadnezzar.  In that day, to accept food from 
another’s table was to place oneself under the protection of the host.  By eating simple 
vegetables from God’s earth instead of rich food at the king’s table, Daniel indicated which 
“host” he trusted more.1  

Daniel was God’s man – not the king’s.  And to make a public show of that 
determined reality, he and his three friends chose to eat a conspicuously different diet.  
Everyone who saw them knew they were eating a different diet in order to declare their 
allegiance to the Hebrew God.   

Viktor Frankl became a professor of psychiatry and neurology after surviving three 
grim years as a prisoner at Auschwitz.  He knew something about the importance of 
choices people make.  Frankl wrote… 

 
Everything can be taken from a person but one thing: the last of the human freedoms – to 
choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.  Every 
day, every hour, we are offered the opportunity to make a decision…a decision that 
determines whether we will or will not submit to those powers that threaten to rob us of 
our very selves…that determine whether or not we will become the plaything of 
circumstance, renouncing freedom and dignity to become molded to the form the powers 
wish us to be.2 
 

 You might ask – was the choice about eating the king’s food such a big deal – was 
Daniel’s basic human freedom really at stake?  That’s not for us to say.  But keep in mind, 
faith can be diminished by little things, subtle things.  Also keep in mind that if faith is 
authentic it has to be lived out in every circumstance…   
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The king sought to make Daniel a good Babylonian through his stomach – which 
was devilishly similar to the way Satan tempted Jesus in the wilderness.  But Daniel, like 
Jesus, knew he lived not by bread alone. 

3 
 What are we to learn from Daniel’s story?  I have to admit that is not so easy to sort 
out.  This is not a lesson about the virtues of being a vegetarian.  We cannot draw direct 
guidance about when and how to make a public stand.  Nor is it an explicit lesson about 
how God wants us to behave.   
 Instead, I think the lesson for us is this.  Faith is vitally important.  Faith is at the 
heart of who and what we are.  The mettle of our faith will be tested – of that we can be 
certain.  It will be tested in some fairly predictable ways.  But it will also be tested in ways 
we cannot foresee – at times we cannot predict.  How we deal with strains put upon our 
faith will have profound immediate and long lasting consequences for who we are.   
 Let me put this another way.  It is tough enough to live in our own skin under 
normal circumstances.  There are evenings when I look at my reflection in the mirror and 
know how I let someone down…I know I could have said this or that word to bring 
healing to someone and I failed to do so…I know how I was not as faithful as I want to be.  
It is so difficult to look at ourselves in the mirror when we have caused damage to 
someone because of lapses in our faith – because of lapses in judgment – because of 
bargains we made with the lesser angels of our nature.  What I take from the story of 
Daniel is that it is important for us to do all we can to strengthen our faith…and to support 
one another as they seek to be faithful.  
  We have lived long enough to know faith doesn’t just happen.  We must attend to 
the things of the faith well enough, long enough, every day so we can know and identify 
those things that can enlarge our worship of and service to God...and those things that 
eventually eat away at the integrity of our faith 

Daniel encourages us to have an ear for grace, mercy, and truth.  From ages past he 
calls us to resist being deceived by the many voices in our age that seek to lead us to 
forsake the faith that makes us whole.  He presses us to be informed and defined by faith, 
so we can go forth to face life humbly but confidently.  

4 
Early in Israel’s history, Joshua spoke to the Hebrew children who had just entered 

the Promised Land, saying, “decide this day which gods you will serve...as for me and my 
household, we will serve the Lord.”3   

Daniel and his friends inherited Joshua’s resolve.  By the grace of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, the love of God, and the daily guidance of the Holy Spirit…may their resolve be 
our resolve, as well.  Amen. 
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