It’s the start of a new term for all of us. The holidays are over and it’s back to reality. And at the start of this new term, I want to talk to you about living for God, living with vision, biblical vision, having God’s perspective, when you’re living in a foreign land. 

And when it comes to knowing how to live with vision in exile, the prophet Daniel has loads to teach us. Daniel knew, like most of us know, what it was to be exiled and away from his home country, but critically he also knew what it was to live for and serve the purposes of God whilst in exile. So we’ve got lots to learn from him.

Daniel 1

From this passage I want to give you 4 simple principles to help you live with biblical vision during your time here. 1. Understand that God is Sovereign 2. Expect the kingdom to come where you are. 3. Don’t be squeezed; 4. He will give you everything you need to serve Him.
Understand that God is sovereign

The first principle that will help you to live with a right attitude, right perspective during your time here is to know deep in your heart, to understand that God is in control, that He is sovereign, that He is over and above all the circumstance of your life, however much at times it might seem otherwise, and that means that you are here because He has brought you here. 

Now to grasp this I want you to get a hold of something of the immensity of the times in which Daniel and his friends lived. The people of God, the nation of Judah were on the rack. The tide of events on an international, national, political and religious level were in full flood against them. Their political leadership had failed. The monarchy and priesthood was morally corrupt and bankrupt. The northern kingdom Israel, was a wasteland after the Assyrian conquest. And now the southern nation Judah lay crushed under the boot of Nebuchadnezzar the king of Babylon. 

But it was even worse than that. You see it was as if God himself had been defeated by these foreign gods. In v 2 we read that the Babylonians took the treasures from the temple and carried them off and placed them in the treasure house of their false god. And to anyone looking on, if you and I had been there, it would have seemed as if God was powerless to do anything about it. At ground level it looked as if it wasn’t just the people of Judah that had been defeated but that God had been defeated. I thought God was supposed to be all-powerful, omniopotent? Well, what’s happened to His omnipotence now? And What about His promises to Abraham and Isaac and Jacob? That God would give them the land and all peoples would be blessed through them? 

And these young men of God, Daniel and his friends, find themselves transported against their will to the capital city of Babylon, to serve their greatest enemy, Nebuchanezzer. But what I want you to grasp this morning is that Daniel and his friends did not end up in Babylon, in exile, as a result of King Nebuchadnezzar’s aggressive foreign policy but because God was at work. 

At ground level it looked as if the God of Israel either didn’t exist or he was powerless to act. That’s what it looked like from ground level. But when you look at it from above, with biblical vision, you see that God was behind it all: v2 ‘And the Lord gave Jehoiakim king of Judah into his hand.’ You see it was God, not Nebuchadnzzar, it was God and not some Babylonian idol who was calling the shots. And that through all this upheaval God was working out his purposes for the nations, for the people of God and specifically for these 4 young men. Far from these events being a sign of God’s impotence, far from this being a sign of a lack of his power, or of His purposes failing, it was the very opposite. It just depended how you saw it. Through God’s eyes, or through man’s eyes. Were these circumstances out of control, with Daniel and his friends helpless and at the mercy of events, like some bit of wood tossed about on the waves; or was God the sovereign God, engineering everything according to His sovereign plan. The bible is very clear which one it was.

So what has that got to do with you? It’s this: you are not here in Switzerland by chance. You are not here simply because you applied to do your masters or post doc here. You’re not here simply because your company has relocated you here or you applied for a job here. Now, I hate to disappoint you if you thought your star-spangled CV and your stunning presentation got you the job, but they didn’t. You’re not even here simply because you were born here and by chance you happened to be born in Switzerland rather than Sweden. You are here because God is sovereign and engineers everything according to His plan. You are here because it is His will that you are here. 

Eph 1:11 tells us that God ‘works all things according to the counsel of His will.’ When Paul was preaching at the Areopagus in Athens he tells them that God not only determines the periods of our lives but the boundaries of our dwelling places: where we live.

And Daniel wasn’t in Babylon as a result of chance or mere circumstances he was there because God moved him there. And the same is true for us: you’re not here by chance. And that should give us great encouragement and joy and peace and assurance. Living in Switzerland is wonderful, most of the time. But sometimes its not. Sometimes school sucks, sometimes your research just isn’t working, sometimes it feels like family life is falling apart, and you ask the question ‘what am I doing here?’ It’s then that understanding the sovereign purpose of God in you being here can give you the strength to live. Doesn’t mean you’ll always be here, doesn’t mean it’s for life. But for now, all the time He wants you here, you can live knowing that you are not at the whim and the mercy of events, or of your employers, but that your life and that of your family lies in the hand of your heavenly father who loves you. And that means that you can live here with your all, serving Jesus Christ with all your heart, because this is where God has put you.

So the first principle for living with biblical vision whilst you’re in exile is to know that God is sovereign. He’s in control, not events. 

Expect the kingdom of God to come where you are

Cast your eye over v3-7 again and put yourself in the place of Daniel and his friends. There they were, uprooted from home and placed in a foreign land, where they were surrounded by strange people with their strange culture and strange ways and speaking a strange language that they barely understood. Now does any of that sound familiar? You come from home where you know where everything is in the supermarkets and you get here and number one they don’t sell what you want and number two even if they did you couldn’t find it. And then there’s the Swiss version of customer service: you come from the US where everyone wants you to have a nice day, to here where your very presence in the shop seems to spoil their day. And there’s the driving licence: you go to get your new licence, because your old one isn’t good enough and they confiscate your old one so now you can’t escape. And then you get told when you can mow your lawn or trim your hedges and its past 5 o’clock, so please stop now. But worst of all is no flushing the toilet after 10pm. And you feel like saying ‘but I’m British and I want to go when I want to go’. 

And the danger when you are faced with cultural change like this is to constantly look backwards, over your shoulder, to where you’ve come from, and not to be looking to see what Jesus is wanting to do in your new circumstances. You see, in the midst of all this upheaval, in his exile, Daniel looked for the Kingdom of God here in Babylon, where God had placed him, and not back home in Jerusalem.  He could have spent his time in Babylon wistfully longing for what used to be, he could have spent his time looking back, he could have decided to just endure this new phase of his life and get it over with as soon as possible, he could have chosen to resist and obstruct this invader at every step. But Daniel doesn’t do any of those. Instead we see here and in the following chapters, Daniel throw himself into his new life: he equips himself to be the very best he can be by giving himself to 3 years of study. And then he gets on and gets serving these foreign, idol worshipping kings. 

And the consequence of that is that he encounters God in the most phenomenal ways in the later chapters of this book, not in Jerusalem, the land of his fathers, but here, in Babylon, the land of exile. And that happened because Daniel set his heart to meet with God where he was. 

In Jeremiah 29:7 God sends a message to the Jewish exiles living in Babylon through Jeremiah the prophet. You see there were false prophets, agitating the people who had been sent into exile, saying God is going to take us back to the promised land so don’t settle down, we’re going to be out of here in a few days, we’re heading home. And God tells them not to believe that lie, he’d made it clear this exile was going to be for 70 years, and through Jeremiah he says (29:7) ‘Seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare.’ And that was the attitude of Daniel. God has brought me here, so I am going to pray and work for the blessing of this city. I am going to give myself to see the kingdom of God come in this place.   

Now maybe you are here for just a short time to study, or for your work. Whatever the reason, and for however long you are here, like Daniel you and I, all of us have a choice. Do you treat this as a time to take a step back spiritually, to take a rain check on the work of God, I’m in exile, or do you treat it as a time when God has brought you here to see the Kingdom of God and the fame and name of Jesus Christ extend in this area? 

And I’m not talking about getting stuck into church stuff. I’m talking about having a desire and an expectancy that God will use you to help extend Jesus’ kingdom in your school, the university, your workplace, and in your home. You see Daniel wasn’t serving God in the temple in Jerusalem, he was seeing the kingdom of God come as a civil servant in a foreign, idol-worshipping government. These young men were placed by God to work for a government, for an organisation, for an employer whose priorities and values and agendas were way different from theirs. And maybe you know what that feels like (hopefully not if you work for Medair). Yet like Daniel we are called by Jesus to work for justice and righteousness and godliness so that the city gets blessed. And God deploys his people in these key places, and like it as not, you’re one of them, so that people who don’t deserve it, just like you and me, get to taste God’s grace.

In Philippians 2v15 Paul says that we are to live blameless and innocent lives ‘in the midst (not in a Christian ghetto) but in the midst of a crooked and twisted generation among whom you shine as lights in the world, holding fast to the word of life.’ And God wants you to be just such a person. A person shining the light of Jesus Christ, seeing his kingdom come, His gospel transforming people’s lives: in your home, in your schools, in your workplace.

Don’t be squeezed:

The third principle Daniel can teach us to live with biblical vision in exile is don’t be squeezed. 

In v7 it says that their new rulers changed these young men’s names. Their original names all made reference to the God of Israel: Daniel means ‘God is my judge’, Hananiah means ‘the grace of the Lord’, Mishael means ‘He is a strong God’ and Azariah means ‘the Lord is a help’. But their new bosses insist on changing their names, and each of their new names Belteshazzar, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego makes reference to one of the many Babylonian gods. It was an attempt by the Babylonians to change their religious loyalty. To wean them off the God of Israel and onto what the Babylonians worshipped. To squeeze these men into the Babylonian’s mould. And I can guarantee you that you are going to face exactly the same challenge. They won’t ask you to change your name, but they will ask you to change your allegiance.
Your friends or your employer isn’t going to be pressurising you to come and bow down to some stone idol. But all of us, almost daily, come under pressure to worship what the world worships. You see sometimes we think that society is abandoning religion and becoming secular. It’s not. People are abandoning God, but in exchange they are worshipping other gods. They’re just not made of stone. And you will face the squeeze to worship and serve their gods. There are the idols of appearance, how you look, the world trying to squeeze you into its mould, the pressure to dress in ways that godly women shouldn’t dress; the idol of acceptance: to be in with the in-crowd you feel pressured to behave in certain ways. The idol of achievement and success: on whose altar children and marriages and families get sacrificed almost every day. The idol of reason: to be accepted as a fully fledged member of the intelligent community and not as some dim half wit you feel pressured to keep your head down and lie low about your belief in Christ.  

The world is always trying to squeeze us into its mould, it’s just a fact of life. But in Romans 12:2 Paul says don’t be conformed to this world. And Daniel took a decision not to allow that to happen. Look at verse 8: ‘But Daniel resolved that he would not defile himself with the king’s food or with the wine that he drank.’ He resolved not to give way on this point. In British politics the politicians talk about their red lines. Typically it’s to do with their negotiations with Brussels and the European Union, and the British government goes into these negotiations with what they call their red lines. These are the issues that are non-negotiable, that they refuse to give way on.  And depending on your political persuasion they come back either having held those red lines and it’s a triumph or they’ve yet again caved in to the Brussels bureaucrats. But here we see Daniel and his friends lay down a red line and they hold it.

But why was this issue of food and drink so important to them? Well, the issue of their names they probably couldn’t do much about. If people wanted to call them something different well, that was up to them. But this they could do something about, and this was about the attitude of their hearts: whose God were they serving. You see the king giving them food from his table was a way of the king reminding them that they were dependent on the king: that he provided them with their daily bread, that their success was intimately bound up in his success, that they would only prosper if they worked to make the king prosper and that at any time the King could pull the plug on the supply. And refusing to take his food was Daniel and the others saying, ‘thanks but no thanks’. We will serve you, but only so far. We are grateful for your generosity, but in the end we’re looking to God, not to you for our daily bread, and we will serve you and work for your success with all our hearts, but God is our security, not you. And as likely as anything this meat was probably pork or had been sacrificed to idols and they were saying: this far and no further. They dug their toes in. We won’t be squeezed, we won’t be conformed.

So if you are going to live with biblical vision, for Jesus Christ, it will mean that at times you are going to need to dig your toes in and say ‘no’ even when it costs you. To pay the price of discipleship.

But again I want you to see what they didn’t do. They didn’t withdraw from this culture completely. They didn’t surround themselves with redlines. They studied, they worked, they served and they got promoted within this pagan environment. And the temptation is to draw red lines everywhere, to effectively withdraw from the world and from culture because it feels hostile to faith, which it is. But I don’t believe that is what God wants us to do. His desire is that this city, Babylon, gets blessed by these Jewish people working and serving and praying for its welfare, in the midst of their culture, but at the same time being discerning and courageous about what was right and what was not. 

And Jesus calls us to be the same: to be salt and light for him in the world. Not to be salt in a nice salt pot sitting alongside all the other salt pots, but salt that is used to flavour and preserve. You only need salt if either something doesn’t taste good or if its in danger of going rotten. And the world, frankly, is both, this culture is crying out for people to salt it. Not religious people who think they are the answer, but Christians who know they are no better than anyone else, but who also know that the wonderful good news of Jesus Christ and the grace of God is the answer.

And before we look at the last point, I want you to notice that these young men stuck together. They could resist the pressure to be squeezed because they stood shoulder to shoulder together. It’s a good reminder, if you needed one, to stick with it at church, to build godly friendships and to get into a small group.  

Understand that God is sovereign. Expect the kingdom of God to come where you are. Don’t be squeezed. The final thing we can learn from Daniel about living with Biblical vision in exile is that God will give you everything you need to serve his purposes.

He will give you everything you need:

Look at v9: God gave Daniel favour and compassion in the sight of the chief. Then v17: As for these four youths God gave them learning and skill.

When you face a new challenge you can sometimes sit there thinking ‘have I got what it takes?’ Have I got what it takes to cope with this move, have I got what it takes to see me through this research, have I got what it takes to turn this team around.’ In yourself, the answer will probably be no: if you live reliant on your own resources. But Daniel found that when God brings you to a new situation He provides you with the resources to see it through when your objective is to serve and glorify Him.

For these four young men it was the skills necessary to be civil servants. It didn’t mean they didn’t have to work at it, they did - hard. And to Daniel he gave the ability to interpret visions and dreams, because his calling was to be a prophet. As they put in the work, God equipped these men for the tasks He was calling them to do. For you and me that may be at home: the grace to cope with the kids or at work with the skills to manage the team or the insight to get that proposal through. When you are looking to bring glory to God and to serve his purposes rather than simply living for your self, God will give you what you need, when you need it.

So at the start of this new term how can you live with a biblical vision in exile: understand that God is sovereign; be expectant for God to use you where you are to extend his kingdom; don’t be squeezed by the world, and finally, expect that God will give you the resources you need to serve Him where He’s put you. 
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