Sunday, May 21, 2006 – Installation of New Elders Sunday and Discussion Sunday

The meaning of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream!
Daniel 2:31-49
47 The king said to Daniel, “Surely your God is the God of gods and the Lord of kings and a revealer of mysteries, for you were able to reveal this mystery.” 48 Then the king placed Daniel in a high position and lavished many gifts on him. He made him ruler over the entire province of Babylon and placed him in charge of all its wise men.

Daniel 2:47-48
-----------

This morning we are in the second half of Daniel chapter 2. At the beginning of the chapter we are introduced to the “problem dream.” Nebuchadnezzar was plagued with a haunting dream and he became obsessed to understand what it meant.

Now folks, not all dreams are haunting. Many of our dreams are bright, cheerful, hopeful and full of anticipation. These dreams are not necessarily ones that are birthed in the middle of a night’s sleep. Our hope-filled dreams are more often the product of thoughtful consideration of the possibilities of what we see by faith. They are dreams of what could be.
It’s vital that we each have hope-filled dreams. Living without hope is like riding a bike with holes in the tires. We spend too much time down and very little time up. 

God wants us to have hope-filled dreams. And what’s more, God wants to be the source of our hope-filled dreams.
In the case of Nebuchadnezzar, God used a very interesting strategy to invite him to start placing his hope in things of eternal value. God gave Nebuchadnezzar a dream that greatly perplexed him and that dream demanded an interpretation. He became so obsessed with this dream that when his wise men told him they could not tell him what the dream meant unless he told them what the dream was, Nebuchadnezzar ordered the death of every one of his wise men, including Daniel and his three friends.

When Daniel learned of his impending execution, he calmly and tactfully put together a plan of action. Though the circumstance looked grim, Daniel had hope for a solution because Daniel knew God. So, he enlisted prayer support from his close friends as he himself went to prayer. Then he rested in his confidence that God would answer and tell him Nebuchadnezzar’s dream and its meaning. Immediately upon being given a vision from God that told Daniel the dream and its meaning, Daniel went back to prayer and praised God.

All of this Daniel did while still under the order to be executed. Let’s pick up the story at verse 25 of Daniel chapter 2.

Daniel 2:25-28 (NIV)

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. 

It is very clear that God was the giver of the dream to Nebuchadnezzar. This dream that had haunted him for days, that was making Nebuchadnezzar obsessed trying to know its meaning, came from God. And, it’s now just as clear that the interpretation of the dream came from God. Daniel makes a point of saying he didn’t come up with this understanding on his own. Only God could reveal the mystery of the dream.
So, with Daniel standing in the presence of king Nebuchadnezzar, he tells him both the dream and its interpretation.

Daniel 2:31-49 (NIV)

31 “You looked, O king, and there before you stood a large statue—an enormous, dazzling statue, awesome in appearance. 32 The head of the statue was made of pure gold, its chest and arms of silver, its belly and thighs of bronze, 33 its legs of iron, its feet partly of iron and partly of baked clay. 34 While you were watching, a rock was cut out, but not by human hands. It struck the statue on its feet of iron and clay and smashed them. 35 Then the iron, the clay, the bronze, the silver and the gold were broken to pieces at the same time and became like chaff on a threshing floor in the summer. The wind swept them away without leaving a trace. But the rock that struck the statue became a huge mountain and filled the whole earth. 

As I see it, there are five parts to the dream.

The head of pure gold.

The chest and arms of silver.

The belly and thigh of bronze.

The legs of iron, feet partly of iron and partly of baked clay.

The rock cut out without human hands struck the feet, smashed them and the rest of the statue was broken to pieces and became like chaff. The rock became a huge mountain and filled the whole earth.

As much as we may want to focus on something else, notice, of the five parts of the dream, which one is given the most attention? Which part is the most spectacular? Which part endures?

It’s the rock! So, keep that in mind as we try to understand the main point of this story, of this text.

Now that we know the dream and its five parts, let’s hear the interpretation of this dream. Verse 36. Listen particularly with Nebuchadnezzar ears.

36 “This was the dream, and now we will interpret it to the king. 37 You, O king, are the king of kings. The God of heaven has given you dominion and power and might and glory; 38 in your hands He has placed mankind and the beasts of the field and the birds of the air. Wherever they live, He has made you ruler over them all. You are that head of gold. 

Now, what do you suppose Nebuchadnezzar heard of that paragraph? 

“I’m the king of kings. I have dominion and power and might and glory. In my hands I control mankind, the beasts of the field and the birds of the air. I am ruler over them all. I am the head of gold of this statue I saw in my dream. Wow! I’m impressed with myself!

If that’s what he heard, what did he filter out?

That it was the God of heaven who had given him dominion and power and might and glory. It was God who had placed mankind and beasts and birds in his hand. It was God who had made him ruler over them all.

So, what would he have missed if he had filtered God out of the paragraph? That ultimately, God is in control of the world and that even includes Nebuchadnezzar’s life and reign as king.

You see, it’s possible, that Nebuchadnezzar could have come to the false conclusion that God was impressed with him. I think we need to be open to the possibility that this is how Nebuchadnezzar heard Daniel as he told him the meaning of his dream.

Now, what do you suppose Daniel heard as he was conveying the meaning of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream? Could Daniel have been a bit bewildered by the honor that it appeared was being given to Nebuchadnezzar by God? I could imagine that if I were Daniel I might be tempted to say, “God, I understand that You handed us over to the Babylonians so You could discipline us. But, I’m having a bit of a problem with how You appear to be blessing this unrighteous and ungodly king. What’s going on, Lord? Aren’t You taking this honor a bit too far?

Of course, this is all speculation, but my curiosity is certainly stirred by this lofty description of the head of gold. God is saying that Nebuchadnezzar is the head of gold. But, He is also saying that the head of gold represents the kingdom of Babylon because in verse 39, Daniel says “another kingdom” will rise.

39 “After you, another kingdom will rise, inferior to yours. Next, a third kingdom, one of bronze, will rule over the whole earth. 40 Finally, there will be a fourth kingdom, strong as iron—for iron breaks and smashes everything—and as iron breaks things to pieces, so it will crush and break all the others. 41 Just as you saw that the feet and toes were partly of baked clay and partly of iron, so this will be a divided kingdom; yet it will have some of the strength of iron in it, even as you saw iron mixed with clay. 42 As the toes were partly iron and partly clay, so this kingdom will be partly strong and partly brittle. 43 And just as you saw the iron mixed with baked clay, so the people will be a mixture and will not remain united, any more than iron mixes with clay. 

The succeeding kingdoms are not mentioned by name in this passage, but there is pretty strong agreement that 
(the “gold head” kingdom is Babylon,)
the “silver chest” kingdom is the Medo-Persian Empire, 
the “bronze belly and thighs” kingdom are the Greek Empire, 
and the “iron legs and feet” kingdom are the Roman Empire.

The fourth kingdom crushes all the other kingdoms and then appears to become weak because they are unable to remain united.

But, just as in the description of the dream that was given earlier, the primary attention in the interpretation of the dream is again focused on the rock. After hearing about the demise of the four kingdoms, now in verse 44, we are given a fuller description of the kingdom God has set up.

44 “In the time of those kings, the God of heaven will set up a kingdom that will never be destroyed, nor will it be left to another people. It will crush all those kingdoms and bring them to an end, but it will itself endure forever. 45 This is the meaning of the vision of the rock cut out of a mountain, but not by human hands—a rock that broke the iron, the bronze, the clay, the silver and the gold to pieces. 

“The great God has shown the king what will take place in the future. The dream is true and the interpretation is trustworthy.” 

I believe it is debatable just how much of the interpretation King Nebuchadnezzar really heard. I have no doubt that he was awestruck that Daniel was able to tell him the dream and in even more awe with the interpretation, that is, as much as he really heard. 

But, what was he (Neb) hearing about this rock cut out of a mountain, but not with human hands? Was he tracking with Daniel at this point? Did he understand that he, the head of pure gold, was the first to be taken over by another kingdom? Was it in his mind that this future event was so far away that he wouldn’t need to consider its significance for some time? That’s quite understandable. Delayed consequences many times are not sufficient to stop us from doing something stupid.
Somehow, I just don’t get the impression that Nebuchadnezzar got the full picture of what his dream was really saying. I don’t think he understood that the dream spoke of his own demise. And, I’m not certain he grasped the significance of the rock that was carved out of a mountain.

We, who have the benefit of the New Testament and the Holy Spirit, can easily see Jesus in the rock. Furthermore, the phrase, the rock cut out of a mountain, but not by human hands, shouts at us about the virgin birth of our Savior. 

Luke 1:31-34 (NIV) links Jesus, His virgin birth and His kingdom that will never end. 31 You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give Him the name Jesus. 32 He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give Him the throne of His father David, 33 and He will reign over the house of Jacob forever; His kingdom will never end.” 

34 “How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?” 

So here in Daniel 2, God tells Nebuchadnezzar and all those who will read or hear the story of Daniel that God is setting up a kingdom that will never end. This is the most significant piece of information in the entire dream. Kingdoms rise and fall, but the kingdom of God is forever.

In light of this, how important is it that identify the second, third and fourth kingdoms of this dream?

This is tournament time in our high schools and colleges. Tournaments are designed to crown champions. Each tournament has but one champion. The Apostle Paul said as much in 1 Corinthians 9:24 (NIV)
24 Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one gets the prize? Run in such a way as to get the prize. 

So, which of the five kingdoms in Nebuchadnezzar’s dream would you put your money on, if you were making wagers? God’s kingdom. Hands down. No debate. No matter how bleak things look, God gives us the assurance that His kingdom will endure. No other kingdom will ever destroy God’s kingdom. There will never be any spoils of God’s kingdom to be left to another. (Only) God’s kingdom will endure forever, bringing to an end all other kingdoms.

God wanted Nebuchadnezzar to know the future and in knowing the future He wanted him to realize the only safe kingdom to be part of is God’s kingdom. That’s the point of this story. Only God’s kingdom will endure forever.

And, because this is God’s Word for God’s people, this point is not just for Nebuchadnezzar to hear and respond to. The Jewish audiences hearing this story needed to be reminded of the point that God’s kingdom is the only safe kingdom. And Gentile audiences like us, need to be reminded of this point. Only God’s kingdom will endure forever.

Think about this, especially from the Jewish perspective. For the Jew, history tells us that oppressors come and go, but in the end God breaks their oppressor’s feet of clay. Circumstances can look very grim. The future can appear exceedingly bleak. But with the announcement of God’s kingdom, there is hope.

Probably the most startling and reassuring parts to this story is seen in the last four verses of chapter 2. As I read these verses, picture yourself as one of the Jewish exiles who was imprisoned by King Nebuchadnezzar. You were humiliated, even though it was intended by God for discipline, you still were embarrassingly crushed to be taken away from your home and made a slave of an arch enemy.

Now, from that perspective, listen to the behavior and words of King Nebuchadnezzar.

46 Then King Nebuchadnezzar fell prostrate before Daniel and paid him honor and ordered that an offering and incense be presented to him. 47 The king said to Daniel, “Surely your God is the God of gods and the Lord of kings and a revealer of mysteries, for you were able to reveal this mystery.” 

48 Then the king placed Daniel in a high position and lavished many gifts on him. He made him ruler over the entire province of Babylon and placed him in charge of all its wise men. 49 Moreover, at Daniel’s request the king appointed Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego administrators over the province of Babylon, while Daniel himself remained at the royal court.

When you, as a slave in exile in Babylon, heard this story, can you describe your response? Wouldn’t you be in awe that Nebuchadnezzar, of all men, was falling down prostrate before Daniel to pay him honor? Isn’t that incredible? Wouldn’t that give you hope even while being a slave in exile?

You see, it is God’s kingdom, the rock, that eventually breaks the clay feet of all the power brokers of the world. It is Jesus’ kingdom –the kingdom of God. This is the kingdom foreseen in Nebuchadnezzar’s dream and identified by Daniel.
The future is bright. O, it’s not bright for all, but it is for all who are aligned with the kingdom of God – the rock. That’s why this is such a message of hope to people living in turbulent times and difficult circumstances.
In spite of present appearances, the kingdom of God moves on and it will move on forever, toppling the nations and bringing hope to God’s people. Therefore, in spite of current conditions, we need to keep listening and keep responding to God and His word, for the one thing we can be sure of is that God is in charge!
Amen.

