Sunday, May 28, 2006 – Memorial Day Weekend Sunday

When our faith is put to the test!
Daniel 3:1-30
16 Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego replied to the king, “O Nebuchadnezzar, we do not need to defend ourselves before you in this matter. 17 If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we serve is able to save us from it, and He will rescue us from your hand, O king. 18 But even if He does not, we want you to know, O king, that we will not serve your gods or worship the image of gold you have set up.” 

Daniel 3:16-18
--------------
We are studying the first 6 chapters of Daniel. So far we have seen that Daniel’s primary ministry is a reminder to the enemies of God that God was still in charge and always will be in charge of the affairs of all men and all nations. Though the enemies of God may think they are in control, God uses Daniel and his friends to demonstrate that He is in control. Then, for all who would read the account of God’s dealings with and through Daniel, likely the Jews first, but it also includes us, the message grows increasingly clear, “In spite of all present appearances, God is still in control.”
This is seen in chapter 1 in three powerful ways. 1. God gave Judah into the hands of King Nebuchadnezzar and the Babylonians. In the midst of this unusual gift from God, Daniel “set upon his heart” that he would not defile himself. Daniel was resolved that captivity, i.e., his bad circumstances, was not going to break up his relationship with the Lord God Almighty. A second powerful display of God being in control is seen when 2. God gave Daniel favor and compassion in the sight of the commander of the officials. A third powerful display was when 3. God gave Daniel and his friends knowledge and understanding.
One of the strongest ironies of this book is that Daniel was willing to do what the nation of Judah had not been. Here’s what I believe: prior to their captivity in Babylon, had Judah been willing to resolve not to defile herself, had she had the conviction to honor God even if it cost her sacrifice, she would not have been given over to the enemy for discipline.

So, my major point of chapter 1 was this: Why wait until we are under the rule of a hostile government to resolve to live godly lives? Why not do it now and receive the favor of God to keep our enemies at bay?

Now, ultimately, God is in control of the world and that even includes Nebuchadnezzar’s life and reign as king.

When Daniel told Nebuchadnezzar his dream, I think 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 of the interpretation as he really heard or wanted to hear. 

I 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.

Possibly the strongest lesson of Daniel chapter 2 comes from the interpretation of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream when Daniel tells him about the rock. The rock represents God setting up a kingdom that will never end. And, here is the lesson: Kingdoms rise and fall, but the kingdom of God is forever. Circumstances can look very grim. The future can appear exceedingly bleak. But with the announcement of God’s kingdom, there is hope. The kingdom of God is forever.

So, once again, the message of Daniel comes through. The one thing we can be sure of is that God is in charge!
Now, the way things end in chapter 2 really set us up for the shock of chapter 3. When we almost think Nebuchadnezzar has got it, understands what God is doing in his life, comprehends the supremacy of God Almighty, and has just possibly been converted, we feel the jolt of the opening verses of chapter 3.

Do you remember Nebuchadnezzar’s response to Daniel after he heard the interpretation of his dream? Did Nebuchadnezzar remember?

2:46 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.

Just when it looks like Nebuchadnezzar might be making headway toward becoming a follower of the one true God, we get a reality check.

Daniel 3:1-30 (NIV)

3 King Nebuchadnezzar made an image of gold, ninety feet high and nine feet wide, and set it up on the plain of Dura in the province of Babylon. 2 He then summoned the satraps, prefects, governors, advisers, treasurers, judges, magistrates and all the other provincial officials to come to the dedication of the image he had set up. 3 So the satraps, prefects, governors, advisers, treasurers, judges, magistrates and all the other provincial officials assembled for the dedication of the image that King Nebuchadnezzar had set up, and they stood before it. 

What on earth is Nebuchadnezzar thinking? I don’t think we can help but ask, is this image of gold a replica of the statue in Nebuchadnezzar’s dream? My first impression makes me feel that’s the case. The image is made of gold. That’s no mere coincidence. He was told by Daniel, and thus by God, that the head of his dream statue was made of gold and that he, Nebuchadnezzar, was the head. 

Daniel told him the statue was enormous, dazzling and awesome in appearance. Daniel told him that he was the king of kings and that the God of heaven had given him, listen to this, dominion and power and might and glory. Then, catch these phrases, “God has place mankind in your hands.” “God has made you ruler over them all.” 

I’m satisfied in believing that Nebuchadnezzar misunderstood why he had all this power and who was giving it to him. I’m also thinking he neither paid much attention to the kingdoms that would take over his kingdom nor what God was saying about that unusual rock that appeared in his dream. So, maybe by making this huge image to be of gold from top to bottom, Nebuchadnezzar was fixing the bad parts of his dream by eliminating the silver, bronze and iron and now he thinks he will remain in power forever. By making the image only of gold, was he not attempting to change his dream statue to be one that displayed only him. In his mind, therefore, there were no other kingdoms.

Whatever our conclusion is about the image of gold, it is clear that Nebuchadnezzar has not really heard the punch line of the interpretation of his dream. He still thinks of himself as the most powerful man on earth, maybe even in the category of a god. So, later in the story in verse 15, when he confronts Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego about their refusal to worship the image, we see some of his arrogance.

“Is it true, . . ., that you do not serve my gods or worship the image of gold I have set up? 15 . . . if you do not worship it, you will be thrown immediately into a blazing furnace. Then what god will be able to rescue you from my hand?” 

I’m putting the emphasis on his use of the word “my.” It’s an incredible statement he makes. What god will be able to rescue you from my hand? It’s that kind of comment that nudges me to think that the image he made was one of himself. Though, I admit, it is not conclusive. And he could be referring back to what God told him in the dream when Daniel said in chapter 2, verse 38 . . .
2:38 in your hands He (God) 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. 

So, now we have a 90 feet tall image of gold standing before people. Nebuchadnezzar has brought in all his officials to attend the dedication of this enormous image. It’s almost as if he has brought them in to assist in making sure everyone in the kingdom complied with his edict. Nebuchadnezzar sends his herald to tell all the common folk of his decision.

4 Then the herald loudly proclaimed, “This is what you are commanded to do, O peoples, nations and men of every language: 5 As soon as you hear the sound of the horn, flute, zither, lyre, harp, pipes and all kinds of music, you must fall down and worship the image of gold that King Nebuchadnezzar has set up. 6 Whoever does not fall down and worship will immediately be thrown into a blazing furnace.” 

7 Therefore, as soon as they heard the sound of the horn, flute, zither, lyre, harp and all kinds of music, all the peoples, nations and men of every language fell down and worshiped the image of gold that King Nebuchadnezzar had set up. 

At first look, everyone complied with the order. There was no “March on Washington” to protest the kings order. No obvious defiance. Everyone complied.

While I was out driving, I heard a conversation on the radio about our state’s seat belt law. The officer being interviewed said that over 97% of drivers in Washington State were complying with the law. A question for debate would be, is the compliance that high because 97% of drivers in Washington are convinced of the rationale for the law, or is it because of the stiff fine if you get caught not wearing a seat belt?

When disobedience will cost you your life, do we not have an illustration here in Daniel that you will get a very high compliance to the law? 

So, what do you make of the severe consequence to non-compliance with this edict? What does it say about Nebuchadnezzar? Do you think he sees himself as a popular king, a well-liked king, a king who would be elected in a landslide if this were a democracy and the people voted for their leaders?

No, this was a dictatorship. Nebuchadnezzar was a cruel man. He ruled with an iron thumb. He was Saddam Hussein’s hero and probably had as many executions as his protégé had 2 ½ millennia later. I would guess that Nebuchadnezzar had to check his back regularly. I doubt seriously that he was very trusting of anyone. He was terribly insecure and though he was powerful, he lived in fear.

Sadly, the only way he could convince himself of his power was to demand outward compliance to laws with severe, life-threatening consequences.
I’ve heard stories that come out of countries run by dictators that indicate that distrust runs throughout the country. It’s not just the leader who is distrusting, but even the common people. For instance, in Cuba, I’ve heard how family members are often unsure if they can trust each other. When children go off to their schools, they may be asked questions to reveal some non-compliance of a law by their parents. A man can’t be sure if his brother will not report him if he reveals some dislike of the government.

Here in Babylon, Nebuchadnezzar had further assistance from some astrologers or Chaldeans to the enforcement of his decree. Chaldeans were considered the wisest people of the land. So, these astrologers or Chaldeans may have been among those who were displaced or replaced when Nebuchadnezzar rewarded Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego to positions of leadership in the kingdom. I mention that to get us considering why these men felt so strongly about exposing the crime of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego.

8 At this time some astrologers came forward and denounced the Jews. 9 They said to King Nebuchadnezzar, “O king, live forever! 10 You have issued a decree, O king, that everyone who hears the sound of the horn, flute, zither, lyre, harp, pipes and all kinds of music must fall down and worship the image of gold, 11 and that whoever does not fall down and worship will be thrown into a blazing furnace. 12 But there are some Jews whom you have set over the affairs of the province of Babylon—Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego—who pay no attention to you, O king. They neither serve your gods nor worship the image of gold you have set up.” 

Is this anything but “snitching” or tattling? There is no evidence that Shadrach, Meshach or Abednego made a public display of their non-compliance. It fits a scenario of these astologers looking to find fault in the three friends of Daniel – and they found something. These “snitchers” were very aware of the promotion Daniel’s three friends had received from Nebuchadnezzar. Just the fact that they pointed this out gives us a clue as to why they were lying in wait to catch them in some wrong doing. 

Sadly, these “wise men” had quickly forgotten that Daniel, a Jew, had saved their lives by urging the king to withhold his order of execution when he came with the interpretation of the king’s dream. I guess we shouldn’t be surprised how blind greed and pride and jealousy make us when we allow those passions to consume us.

Think about it. From what we know about these three men, had a job performance assessment been conducted on them, what do you suppose would be the findings? 

From chapter 1 we know that they were 10 times wiser than all the other wise men of Babylon. From chapter 2, they served a God who was able to interpret dreams and were thus promoted to high positions of leadership in the kingdom. These men were honorable. Even when they defied the king, they were respectful. They had made creative appeals to not violate the king’s orders and still be in compliance with the intents of his commands.

So, I’m convinced that these accusations, though very true, were driven by jealousy and anger and had nothing to do with the obvious defiance of the king’s order. The non-compliance by Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego simply and coincidently gave the Chaldeans the ammunition they were looking for.

So, not only had Nebuchadnezzar forgotten the miracle of the interpretation of his dream, but the Chaldeans or sorcerers had forgotten how their lives were spared by the very ones they now were hoping would be put to death.

And, how would you rate the success of the Chaldeans in undermining the three friends of Daniel? Did their accusation accomplish what they hoped it would?

13 Furious with rage, Nebuchadnezzar summoned Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego. So these men were brought before the king, 14 and Nebuchadnezzar said to them, “Is it true, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, that you do not serve my gods or worship the image of gold I have set up? 15 Now when you hear the sound of the horn, flute, zither, lyre, harp, pipes and all kinds of music, if you are ready to fall down and worship the image I made, very good. But if you do not worship it, you will be thrown immediately into a blazing furnace. Then what god will be able to rescue you from my hand?” 

It sure appears that the slanderous accusation of the Chaldeans did the job. Nebuchadnezzar was furious with rage. Now, we aren’t exactly sure which direction his rage was focused. It’s logical to think it was toward Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego. But, might I suggest that it is possible that Nebuchadnezzar was equally upset with the Chaldeans. It’s very possible that Nebuchadnezzar liked Daniel and his friends in spite of their worshipping another God. Neb didn’t want to do any harm to these three men. But now he’s in between a rock and a hard spot. He certainly couldn’t rescind his edict and he also needed to save face. He had to deal with this mutiny or he might lose control of his kingdom.

So, he offers them a second chance. That, I would suggest, is out of character for Neb. I can imagine Neb saying under his breath, “Hey guys, just go along with this for now. Don’t embarrass me in front of your accusers. We’ll figure something out down the road so you can keep worshipping your God.”

But, even that kind of a compromise would not have been accepted by these three Jews. They had been schooled well by their leader, Daniel, and they would not bow to Nebuchadnezzar’s gods or his golden image. 

And, what do you make of Neb’s question? “What god will be able to rescue you from my hand?” Is this an indication of Neb’s short term memory loss? Had he forgotten that there was indeed a God who was able to rescue Shadrach, Meshach & Adednego? Were not these men present and associated with the miraculous explanation and interpretation of Nebuchadnezzar's dream?
Not only is he forgetful, but he’s being a bit arrogant. “What god will be able to rescue you . . .?” Just who does Nebuchadnezzar think he is?
Well, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego were about to remind Nebuchadnezzar who their God was. The king would first hear it and then observe it that the God of the Jews was able to rescue these men from his hand.

16 Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego replied to the king, “O Nebuchadnezzar, we do not need to defend ourselves before you in this matter. 17 If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we serve is able to save us from it, and He will rescue us from your hand, O king. 18 But even if He does not, we want you to know, O king, that we will not serve your gods or worship the image of gold you have set up.” 

What a demonstration of courage and bravery! What faith demonstrated by these three young men! “King, you’ve drawn a line in the sand. You’ve told us to cross it and we will not!”

Just as these men had resolved not to defile themselves with the king’s rich food, now they resolve that under no circumstance would they bow down to this image of gold, even if it cost them their lives.

Friends, this is boldness! This is courage! This is confidence that God is real and true and faithful!

19 Then Nebuchadnezzar was furious with Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, and his attitude toward them changed. He ordered the furnace heated seven times hotter than usual 20 and commanded some of the strongest soldiers in his army to tie up Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego and throw them into the blazing furnace. 21 So these men, wearing their robes, trousers, turbans and other clothes, were bound and thrown into the blazing furnace. 22 The king’s command was so urgent and the furnace so hot that the flames of the fire killed the soldiers who took up Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, 23 and these three men, firmly tied, fell into the blazing furnace. 

Now, remember the first time Neb was furious? It was in response to the astrologers or Chaldeans making accusation against the three friends of Daniel. The text doesn’t tell us directly on whom his rage rested. But, now in this paragraph, there is no doubt who was the target of his rage. 

And, further support that his original rage was not directed at the three young men is when we read in verse 19, and his attitude toward them changed. But, now they are the target of his wrath. Almost like he is out of control. No more second chances. “It’s over for you. Get them into the furnace fast.”

If ever a situation looked bleak and hopeless, it was this one. The king already had the furnace stoked, ready to go. All he needed to do was have the bellows pumped faster to raise the temperature. And hot it got. So hot that it killed the soldiers when they threw the three men into the furace.

Nebuchadnezzar had a front row seat. He was watching this execution take place.

24 Then King Nebuchadnezzar leaped to his feet in amazement and asked his advisers, “Weren’t there three men that we tied up and threw into the fire?” 

They replied, “Certainly, O king.” 

25 He said, “Look! I see four men walking around in the fire, unbound and unharmed, and the fourth looks like a son of the gods.” 

Well, maybe there’s still hope for Nebuchanezzar. Maybe he’s only half-brain dead. Though he had appeared to have forgotten about the Most High God when he set up his 90 foot statue of gold, he remembered Him now as he saw these three men walking around unharmed in the blazing furnace.

26 Nebuchadnezzar then approached the opening of the blazing furnace and shouted, “Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, servants of the Most High God, come out! Come here!” 

So Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego came out of the fire, 27 and the satraps, prefects, governors and royal advisers crowded around them. They saw that the fire had not harmed their bodies, nor was a hair of their heads singed; their robes were not scorched, and there was no smell of fire on them. 

Nebuchadnezzar and his officials witnessed an incredible miracle of God. Now, we could classify the courage and boldness of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego as a miracle. That was a powerful display of faith and the empowering of God. But, now, an even more visible display of the power of Almighty God was enacted in the palace of the king. The hottest fires of Babylon could not touch these men of God.

So, how much more does Nebuchadnezzar need to see of the miraculous before he is truly converted? Just how thick are the walls of his heart? Here is one more instance where God is revealing Himself to Nebuchadnezzar and giving him an opportunity to cooperate with Him.

So, is he closer to turning his life over to God, the one true God? Has he seen enough to put his trust in God? How many people get the same opportunities as Neb? He has seen three displays of God's miraculous power. 1. The selection of the Daniel and his friends from among the wise men of Babylon. 2. The interpretation of his haunting dream 3. And now the protection of Almighty God from the king’s fiery furnace. 
After the first two displays of God’s power, there is sort of a conversion event for Nebuchadnezzar, but it is short lived. Now we wonder, will this third "conversion" last? 

28 Then Nebuchadnezzar said, “Praise be to the God of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, who has sent His angel and rescued His servants! They trusted in Him and defied the king’s command and were willing to give up their lives rather than serve or worship any god except their own God. 29 Therefore I decree that the people of any nation or language who say anything against the God of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego be cut into pieces and their houses be turned into piles of rubble, for no other god can save in this way.” 

30 Then the king promoted Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego in the province of Babylon. 

This sounds so wonderful. And, for those who would read this story months, years and centuries later, there is much encouragement to be received from this. God is still in control, even in our darkest hours.

But, we need to consider the possibility that we are like Nebuchadnezzar at times. How many times do we need to be shown the miraculous before we truly believe? The Jews were in captivity because they had been flirting with false gods. They had seen the miraculous, but were still being enticed by the bright lights of sin and idolatry.

But, God’s men, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, by their boldness and faith, encourage us to love the Lord our God with all our heart, soul and strength and to love our neighbors as ourselves.

Do you realize that the religion of the Jews was in the process of being outlawed in Babylon, right there before the image as the orchestra played and the peoples of every nation began to bow down to it? Do you realize the impact the miracle of God had?

Consider this: Had the Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego not taken their stand for God and had God not honored their faith with His miracle in the fiery furnace, the Jews would not have been able to legally practice their worship of God.

And what were the pieces of the story that God used to make this happen? An edict of the king to worship an image of gold; the jealousy of the Chaldean wisemen turning in Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego. But, in the end, God showed Himself strong – stronger than the powers of evil. Not only did God rescue Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, He provided the nation of Israel while still in captivity the opportunity to freely worship their God. The end result of these events in the gloom of horrible circumstances was that all Jews were extended freedom to worship the one true God.

Now, don’t miss this: The faithfulness of this small remnant of three Jews brought the freedom to worship to all the Jews in Babylon. And, what an appropriate lesson to consider on this Memorial Day Weekend. Freedom for the many is often won by a few. And often, those few have to pay the ultimate human price by giving their lives. 

Pastor Brad Boydston shared this: It is estimated that there have been 70 million Christian martyrs over the last 2,000 years. About 37 million of that 70 million were Christians who died at the hands of the Communists in the 20th century. 
Over half of all Christians who have ever died because of their beliefs did so in the last 100 years. 
Then there were about 12.5 million who died in the 13th and 14th centuries in China at the hands of Mongols Genghis Khan and Tamerlane. 
16 Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego replied to the king, “O Nebuchadnezzar, we do not need to defend ourselves before you in this matter. 17 If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we serve is able to save us from it, and He will rescue us from your hand, O king. 18 But even if He does not, we want you to know, O king, that we will not serve your gods or worship the image of gold you have set up.” 

On this Memorial Day Weekend when we remember soldiers who have paid the ultimate price for our freedoms in America, let us not forget the saints who have gone before us and those who this very day will stand with courage and boldness and say, But even if God does not rescue us, we want you to know that we will not serve your gods.
May our faith be strong when we are put to the test.

Amen.

