Sunday, May 14, 2006 – Mother’s Day

The source of wisdom!
Daniel 2:1-30
23 I thank and praise You, O God of my fathers: You have given me wisdom and power, You have made known to me what we asked of You, You have made known to us the dream of the king.”

Daniel 2:23
--------------
How about if we play a little game? I want you to try to figure out what I am thinking? Can you tell me what I am thinking?

And I can play the game, too. And, here’s what I think you’re thinking: “This is no game. It will take hard work. And even then, without you telling us what’s on your mind, the list of possibilities would be endless. We don’t want to play this game of yours.”

Was anyone thinking that?

When it comes to what God is thinking, do you suppose many people feel that He is playing a similar game with them? That He is having fun taunting us by saying, “I bet you can’t figure out what I’m thinking?”

What’s a person supposed to do when they want to know what God is thinking?
When a person starts asking himself about the origins of life and tries to understand life’s meaning, where does he look to find the answers? 

I can tell you what generations of people have done - people like the Babylonians at the time of the prophet Daniel. They looked around at everything they saw about life and had a sense that there were powers at work bigger than themselves. And, having observed the way people behaved and functioned in community, they concluded that human life was a metaphor for the life of the gods. They speculated what these gods would be doing and gave names to these gods. They wrote stories about the activities they imaged these gods would be engaged in. Since human life was a picture of the life of the gods, the gods were seen as male and female, thus, surely the gods would marry and have children of their own and duties and powers to make things happen in the heavens and/or the underworld. The earth was viewed as feminine and a goddess simply because women gave birth and preserved the future of the community. 

The Babylonians had many gods. These gods reflected the various needs and fears of the different peoples. The Sumerians would have had city gods and gods of the harvest. The desert nomads who invaded Mesopotamia at various times would have had water gods and sand gods. The people of the high mountains may have had gods of thunder and lighting. Obviously some gods would have had importance to the city-dwellers of Babylon as well as desert nomads. These would have been amalgamated into the existing pantheon either as a completely new god or, much more often, be joined into an existing god. Often when this happened the combined god continued under the name of the new people arriving in Mesopotamia. Because of this the Babylonians had a great many gods. Of these not many would be important, however.

Anu was the god of the highest heaven. He was the son of Ahshar and Kishar, father of Ea. In Sumerian mythology, he was the god of sky, and the father and ruler of all gods. Anu was one of four Sumerian creating gods. 

Nintu is a great Sumerian goddess, the wife of Anu and mother of all gods, she created humans from clay. She is one of four Sumerian creating gods. 

Ea was the god of wisdom, the son of Anu and husband of Damkina, father of Marduk. 

Damkina was the earth mother goddess, the wife of Ea and mother of Marduk. 

Marduk was the national god of the Babylonians, the son of Ea and Damkina, the wisest of the gods and eventually their ruler. 

Enlil is the god of weather and storms, the god of the air between earth and sky. He is one of four Sumerian creating gods. 

Enurta is the god of war. 
Ishtar is the goddess of love. She descended to the Underworld to try to regain her lover. 
Shamash is the god of the sun and of justice, who protects the poor and travelers. 

Sin is the moon god and the father of Shamash. 

Tiamat is the dragon goddess, who was destroyed by her children to create the world. 

This is what happens when mankind speculates about life’s origins rather than depends on God revelations of His plans and purposes. Paul describes the situation like this in Romans 1:18-23 (NIV) 
18 The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness, 19 since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. 20 For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—His eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse. 
21 For although they knew God, they neither glorified Him as God nor gave thanks to Him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened. 22 Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools 23 and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles. 
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This is not to say that these people did not do some phenomenal things. The ancient Hanging Gardens of Babylon in the palace of Nebuchadnezzar II (604-562 BC) is one of the Seven Wonders of the World. The greatness of this achievement serves as an indication of the level of ancient Babylonian art and architecture.

The Babylonians gave us base 60 in mathematics where a complete circle is 3x4x5x6 or 360 degrees. They claimed a year was 360 days, made up of 12 months of 30 days each. They gave us 60 second minutes and 60 minute hours and 24 hour days.

So, the Babylonians with all their gods and goddesses yet did some remarkable things. But, that does not mean they had a right relationship with Almighty God.

They closed their eyes to the revelation of God in creation. They closed their ears to the revelation of God through the prophets.

Revelation is the antidote to speculation. Revelation is when God takes the initiative to disclose or reveal Himself to mankind. Romans 1:19 & 20 tell us about God’s revelation about Himself through creation:

19 since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. 20 For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—His eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse. 

God’s revelation about Himself through the prophets and His Son are seen in Hebrews 1:1-2 (NIV)
1 In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, 2 but in these last days He has spoken to us by His Son, whom He appointed heir of all things, and through whom He made the universe. 

Two Old Testament passages speak of God’s revelation and man’s refusal to listen.

Deuteronomy 18:18 (NIV)

18 I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their brothers; I will put My words in his mouth, and he will tell them everything I command him. 

Zechariah 7:12 (NIV)

12 They made their hearts as hard as flint and would not listen to the law or to the words that the LORD Almighty had sent by His Spirit through the earlier prophets. So the LORD Almighty was very angry. 

This dichotomy between God’s self-disclosure and man’s hardness of heart are clearly seen in the book of Daniel. The most obvious is the whole reason Daniel is in Babylon. Judah as been disobedient to God and God is using Babylon to discipline His people.

But Daniel is not primarily a prophet to Judah. He is a prophet to Babylon. God is using Daniel to clearly say that all the speculation that has given rise to a pantheon of gods and goddesses is self-imposed blindness to the revelation of the reality of the one true God. 

So, what we will see in our text for today is the impotence of the Babylonian gods and the power of the God of Daniel. The gods of Babylon are gods of human imagination, but the God of Daniel is truly God, the God of creation and the God of our salvation, who has and continues to reveal Himself to all of humanity. No man has a legitimate excuse for not following after the one true God.

Let’s get into our text in Daniel 2:1-30 (NIV)

2 In the second year of his reign, Nebuchadnezzar had dreams; his mind was troubled and he could not sleep. 2 So the king summoned the magicians, enchanters, sorcerers and astrologers to tell him what he had dreamed. When they came in and stood before the king, 3 he said to them, “I have had a dream that troubles me and I want to know what it means.” 

4 Then the astrologers answered the king in Aramaic, “O king, live forever! Tell your servants the dream, and we will interpret it.” 

5 The king replied to the astrologers, “This is what I have firmly decided: If you do not tell me what my dream was and interpret it, I will have you cut into pieces and your houses turned into piles of rubble. 6 But if you tell me the dream and explain it, you will receive from me gifts and rewards and great honor. So tell me the dream and interpret it for me.” 

7 Once more they replied, “Let the king tell his servants the dream, and we will interpret it.” 

8 Then the king answered, “I am certain that you are trying to gain time, because you realize that this is what I have firmly decided: 9 If you do not tell me the dream, there is just one penalty for you. You have conspired to tell me misleading and wicked things, hoping the situation will change. So then, tell me the dream, and I will know that you can interpret it for me.” 

10 The astrologers answered the king, “There is not a man on earth who can do what the king asks! No king, however great and mighty, has ever asked such a thing of any magician or enchanter or astrologer.

12 This made the king so angry and furious that he ordered the execution of all the wise men of Babylon. 13 So the decree was issued to put the wise men to death, and men were sent to look for Daniel and his friends to put them to death. 

Let’s first think about this dream. Would you say that Nebuchadnezzar was bothered by his dream? More than slightly. For whatever reason, Nebuchadnezzar feels a huge urgency to know the meaning of the dream.

Now, some translators imply that Nebuchadnezzar could not remember what the dream was and for that reason needed the wise men to tell him his dream before they gave the interpretation.

Now, I rather suspect that Nebuchadnezzar had come to distrust these wise men and may have even been doubtful about the real power of the gods. For this reason he laid down this most difficult and impossible challenge to these supposedly wise men.

But, if we’re going to understand Nebuchadnezzar’s obsession with his dream, we need to know the source of it. Let me assure you this was not a dream that could be traced to some extra spicy food the king ate the night before. Nor was it because of some medication he had recently taken.

My mom just told me yesterday that she can no longer take Ibuprofen for pain relief because it causes her to have night mares. Folks, Ibuprofen was not the source of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream. God gave Neb the dream. He is the source. And He has a good reason for giving it to him. I believe it is this: “Look Neb, I have used you to bring discipline to my children, Judah. That’s why they are in your kingdom. I gave them to you. Now, Neb, I was wondering, would you like to cooperate with Me in My plans for this world?”

This is the question I believe God is asking Nebuchadnezzar through this dream he can’t understand. And Nebuchadnezzar has an opportunity of a lifetime setting before him. Not only does he have this dream that is plaguing him. He doesn’t trust his wise men and magicians. 

9 . . . You have conspired to tell me misleading and wicked things, hoping the situation will change. So then, tell me the dream, and I will know that you can interpret it for me.” 

But there is an amazing revelation about the impotency of the gods of Babylon that surfaces in this confrontation between Neb and his wise men. 11 What the king asks is too difficult. No one can reveal it to the king except the gods, and they do not live among men.”
In essence, the king’s wise men have just confessed that the gods of Babylon don’t communicate with them. These wise men say that the gods have the answer, but there is no way to get the answer from the gods. But, isn’t this the whole purpose for having the wise men, magicians, sorcerers and astrologers? What good are they if they don’t communicate with the gods?

Therefore, Nebuchadnezzar’s distrust of his wise men, not only gives him the boldness to issue an ultimatum, “Tell me the dream or die,” but it reveals the absolute worthlessness of their gods.
This had to be a stunning revelation to the king. Not only does he have a dream he doesn’t understand, but now he discovered his gods are useless. “Arioch, put all my wise men to death. They are a waste. Get rid of them.”

14 When Arioch, the commander of the king’s guard, had gone out to put to death the wise men of Babylon, Daniel spoke to him with wisdom and tact. 15 He asked the king’s officer, “Why did the king issue such a harsh decree?” Arioch then explained the matter to Daniel. 16 At this, Daniel went in to the king and asked for time, so that he might interpret the dream for him. 

17 Then Daniel returned to his house and explained the matter to his friends Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah. 18 He urged them to plead for mercy from the God of heaven concerning this mystery, so that he and his friends might not be executed with the rest of the wise men of Babylon. 19 During the night the mystery was revealed to Daniel in a vision. Then Daniel praised the God of heaven 20 and said: 

“Praise be to the name of God for ever and ever; wisdom and power are His. 

21 He changes times and seasons; He sets up kings and deposes them. He gives wisdom to the wise and knowledge to the discerning. 

22 He reveals deep and hidden things; He knows what lies in darkness, and light dwells with Him. 

23 I thank and praise You, O God of my fathers: You have given me wisdom and power, You have made known to me what we asked of You, You have made known to us the dream of the king.” 

24 Then Daniel went to Arioch, whom the king had appointed to execute the wise men of Babylon, and said to him, “Do not execute the wise men of Babylon. Take me to the king, and I will interpret his dream for him.” 

This situation seems to have caught Daniel by surprise. Yet, he responds quite calmly and rationally when he could have but moments to live. 

The steps that Daniel takes from the moment he learns of his impending execution reveal that he is a wise man. Look with me at Daniel’s strategy.

First, upon hearing of his impending fate, he gathers information from Arioch with wisdom and tact. Because of his tactfulness, Daniel was able to engage in conversation with his executioner and gain his trust. This was absolutely crucial if he was to be able to move to his second step, that of having an audience with the king. That trust will pay dividends later.

Second, most likely with the assistance and presence of Arioch, Daniel gains direct access to the king and asks him for time to interpret the dream. Amazingly, his request is granted.

Third, Daniel’s smartest move is to go and enlist the prayer support of his closest friends. 18 He urged them to plead for mercy from the God of heaven concerning this mystery, so that he and his friends might not be executed with the rest of the wise men of Babylon.
This wasn’t just his smartest move, it was his wisest move. But, you’d say, anyone who is about to be executed would call his friends and ask them to pray. But, that doesn’t make it any less a wise action, does it? Prayer needs to be a more common activity in our lives, whether we are under duress or things seem to be going along just fine. We need to constantly be checking in with God to make sure we’re on the same page He is, to understand what He is doing and demonstrate our willingness to cooperate with Him as His servants.

Daniel’s fourth step reflects the effectiveness of his third step. Daniel rested in the belief that God would answer. It appears that he literally rested. For, it was in the night when God gives Daniel the answer in a vision. 19 During the night the mystery was revealed to Daniel in a vision.
Who could have slept with the guards very likely waiting outside your door ready to take you away to the execution chamber if you don’t come up with the interpretation of the king’s dream? Someone who truly trusts in God. Someone who understands that the same God who gave the king the dream could give the interpretation of the dream to His servant. Thus, having done all he could do, Daniel rested. 

I am impressed. I’m reminded of Peter’s words in 1 Peter 5:7 (NIV), 7 Cast all your anxiety on Him because He cares for you. Daniel understood this about God. He cares and therefore, he does not need to worry.
Step five is also a bit of a surprise. Daniel takes time to give praise to God for giving him the answer to his request. God was worthy of this praise and Daniel acknowledged his gratitude.

Step six, Daniel returns to Arioch from whom he first learned of the king’s judgment to kill all the wise men of Babylon. The fact that Daniel goes to Arioch before going to the king speaks of the reality that no one just enters the presence of the king without being escorted in. This is why I believe Arioch escorted Daniel the first time Daniel went into see the king. This is protocol.

Then, step seven, Daniel enters the presence of the king with both the dream and the interpretation.

Steps three, four and five of this seven step process deserve additional emphasis. Gain the prayer support of your friends on matters for which you need God’s wisdom and direction. Rest in the Lord after you have prayed. Then, praise Him immediately when you receive an answer.

Daniel’s prayer strikes a strong contrast between the gods of Babylon and the God of Daniel.

“Praise be to the name of God for ever and ever; wisdom and power are His. 

21 He changes times and seasons; He sets up kings and deposes them. He gives wisdom to the wise and knowledge to the discerning. 

22 He reveals deep and hidden things; He knows what lies in darkness, and light dwells with Him. 

23 I thank and praise You, O God of my fathers: You have given me wisdom and power, You have made known to me what we asked of You, You have made known to us the dream of the king.” 

If the gods of Babylon can’t communicate their wisdom, of what use is it? Reality, these are imaginary gods and they have no wisdom or power.
You can attribute events to the gods, but only God makes things happen. None of these things that Daniel gives praise to God for can be said of the gods of Babylon. They are nothing but the creation of a vivid imagination of the people of Babylon who prefer to not hear from God or honor Him for what He has done.

What we are observing in chapter 2 is God is giving Nebuchadnezzar an opportunity to cooperate with Him. You see, God is willing to work with anyone.

Let’s finish this section.

25 Arioch took Daniel to the king at once and said, “I have found a man among the exiles from Judah who can tell the king what his dream means.” 

26 The king asked Daniel (also called Belteshazzar), “Are you able to tell me what I saw in my dream and interpret it?” 

27 Daniel replied, “No wise man, enchanter, magician or diviner can explain to the king the mystery he has asked about, 28 but there is a God in heaven who reveals mysteries. He has shown King Nebuchadnezzar what will happen in days to come. Your dream and the visions that passed through your mind as you lay on your bed are these: 

29 “As you were lying there, O king, your mind turned to things to come, and the revealer of mysteries showed you what is going to happen. 30 As for me, this mystery has been revealed to me, not because I have greater wisdom than other living men, but so that you, O king, may know the interpretation and that you may understand what went through your mind. 

I like the way Daniel turns the focus on God not himself. Daniel knows how to give God the honor He is due. And though Daniel is a very key player in conveying the plans of God to Nebuchadnezzar, Daniel does not draw the spot light on himself. Rather, he points to the supremacy of the one true God. That is Daniel’s mission in life. That is our mission.

Further, isn’t interesting how God required Nebuchadnezzar to get the help of God’s people to get the interpretation. We saw how God did this with the apostle Paul in his conversion. He did it with Peter and Cornelius. The great value of God involving a second person in the process of revealing direction is that it confirms what God is doing. 

Nebuchadnezzar would have to be brain dead to miss that God was trying to get his attention.

God gave Neb the dream. And why? If God gave Judah into the hands of Neb, it surely makes sense that God was orchestrating Neb's life. God wanted to alert Neb to His plans and could it be that God wanted Neb to cooperate with God in His plans? "Hey, Neb, do you want to be a team player with Me or just My pawn? Do you want to get on board or resist. Just consider what happened to Judah when they didn't obey God!"
God gives us an opportunity to be a team player on His team. Will we cooperate with Him, respond to His revelation or will be close the door, rely on our own imaginations and create our own useless and powerless gods?

Let’s take the message from Daniel and follow the God who communicates His wisdom and reveals His purposes for His creation. 

“Praise be to the name of God for ever and ever; wisdom and power are His. 

21 He changes times and seasons; He sets up kings and deposes them. He gives wisdom to the wise and knowledge to the discerning. 

22 He reveals deep and hidden things; He knows what lies in darkness, and light dwells with Him. 

23 I thank and praise You, O God. . . .” 

Amen.

