Sunday, June 25, 2006

The cost of defying the king’s injunction
Daniel 6:1-28

16 So the king gave the order, and they brought Daniel and threw him into the lions’ den. The king said to Daniel, “May your God, whom you serve continually, rescue you!”

Daniel 6:16
--------------
Today is the concluding message in my series of sermons from Daniel chapters 1-6. The overall theme of Daniel is that God is in charge of the affairs of all men and all nations!
Chapter 1, God disciplines His children, the nation of Judah, by subjecting them to slavery and exile in Babylon. Nonetheless, God does not forsake His children. Rather, God shows Himself strong on their behalf as they trust Him. 

Chapter 2, God uses a mysterious and haunting dream to get Nebuchadnezzar to listen to a message from God through His servant Daniel. That message was: Kingdoms rise and fall, but the kingdom of God is forever. 

Chapter 3 makes it clear that Nebuchadnezzar did not catch the message of chapter 2. His vanity placed Daniel’s friends, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego in an extremely precarious spot. But God was faithful to deliver them from the fiery furnace.
Chapter 4 sustains our hope that there is no one who cannot be reached with the good news of God’s kingdom. The great and exciting news is that Nebuchadnezzar did come to see that Daniel’s God was indeed the God of gods and the Lord of kings. Chapter 4 breathes hope into all of God’s followers God is in control and He can be trusted.

Chapter 5 presents us with a successor to Nebuchadnezzar who seems totally unwilling to respond to the overtures of Daniel’s God. Though Belshazzar had more than adequate evidence of the power and majesty of the God of the Jews, he stubbornly defied Him. He taught us the lesson that a person can go too far and God will carry out His judgment. But we must not let the handwriting on the wall be the final word, but rather that one last opportunity to surrender to Almighty God.

The story of chapter 6 is one of the most well-known Bible stories, even among Biblically illiterate people. But I want to issue a caution with this observation. Please don’t let familiarity keep you from digging for more gold in its verses. There is a depth to God’s Word that allows us to be enriched even after multiple “digs.”

As we enter Chapter 6, the Jews are still in captivity, but they now have new masters. Remember back in chapter 2 when Daniel gave the interpretation of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream of the statue? Daniel told Nebuchadnezzar that the statue represented four kingdoms, beginning with his. His kingdom of gold would be followed by a kingdom of silver, followed by a kingdom of bronze and then of iron and clay. In chapter 6 we have moved from the kingdom represented by the head of gold to the kingdom represented by the silver chest and arms, from the Babylonian Empire to the Medo-Persian Empire. The new king is Darius. The kingdom that is now over Babylon and the Jewish exiles is the empire of the Medes and the Persians.
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Daniel 6 quite simply is the story of Daniel in the lion’s den. I found a picture of a little boy, whose name just happens to be Daniel, inside a lion’s den. The lions remain at rest and the little boy is at peace. Just as it was when Daniel was thrown into the lion’s den. So, what more do we need to know? O, there’s a lot here in Daniel 6. Let’s dive in.
Daniel was in his 80’s at the time of Daniel chapter 6. Thus, we have followed him in these first 6 chapters from an older teenager in chapter 1 all the way into his mid 80’s in chapter 6. What is remarkable is to note the consistency of character and conviction of this man over the course of his entire life.

Allow me to read the text quickly with a few side comments and then try to bring some overview statements about this chapter in particular and then some summary statements about the first 6 chapters of Daniel.

Take close note of the information and data that are presented in the opening paragraph. It all seems quite significant to the story.

Daniel 6:1-28 (NIV)

6 It pleased Darius to appoint 120 satraps to rule throughout the kingdom, 2 with three administrators over them, one of whom was Daniel. The satraps were made accountable to them so that the king might not suffer loss. 3 Now Daniel so distinguished himself among the administrators and the satraps by his exceptional qualities that the king planned to set him over the whole kingdom. 4 At this, the administrators and the satraps tried to find grounds for charges against Daniel in his conduct of government affairs, but they were unable to do so. They could find no corruption in him, because he was trustworthy and neither corrupt nor negligent. 5 Finally these men said, “We will never find any basis for charges against this man Daniel unless it has something to do with the law of his God.” 

Darius appointed 120 men to make sure he would not suffer loss. Three men were assigned the task to make sure these 120 men did their job. One of those men was Daniel. By the things that distinguished Daniel from the rest, what must we conclude about the character of these 120 satraps?

Daniel distinguished himself by his exceptional qualities. What were they? No corruption could be found in him. He was trustworthy. He was not negligent. 

If these qualities distinguish him from the rest, we must conclude that these others were corrupt, that they were not trustworthy and they were negligent. It’s very possible that this was a reorganization of the government to replace leaders who had been stealing from the king and covering up their thefts with false accounts. These new appointments were intended so that he should have no damage or loss. Yet, even these new leaders were corrupt.

Is it any wonder that Darius was impressed with Daniel and wanted to put him in charge of all the administrators and satraps to make sure he would suffer no loss? Sadly, it appears that the whole lot of them were back-stabbers.

6 So the administrators and the satraps went as a group to the king and said: “O King Darius, live forever! 7 The royal administrators, prefects, satraps, advisers and governors have all agreed that the king should issue an edict and enforce the decree that anyone who prays to any god or man during the next thirty days, except to you, O king, shall be thrown into the lions’ den. 8 Now, O king, issue the decree and put it in writing so that it cannot be altered—in accordance with the laws of the Medes and Persians, which cannot be repealed.” 9 So King Darius put the decree in writing. 

Why did Darius so easily give in to the request of the administrators and satraps? I mean, he really sounds pretty gullible here, doesn’t he? -- like he doesn’t even think for himself. “Come on, Darius, aren’t you the least bit suspicious of their motives? Aren’t you wondering why Daniel is absent? You certainly know he’s not there with the rest, don’t you?”

Could it be that Darius was duped by his own vanity and couldn’t resist the flattery of these men? . . . law that said for the next thirty days everyone in the kingdom would pray to him. Such flattery blinded Darius to what was really going on.

10 Now when Daniel learned that the decree had been published, he went home to his upstairs room where the windows opened toward Jerusalem. Three times a day he got down on his knees and prayed, giving thanks to his God, just as he had done before. 11 Then these men went as a group and found Daniel praying and asking God for help. 12 So they went to the king and spoke to him about his royal decree: “Did you not publish a decree that during the next thirty days anyone who prays to any god or man except to you, O king, would be thrown into the lions’ den?” 

The king answered, “The decree stands—in accordance with the laws of the Medes and Persians, which cannot be repealed.” 

13 Then they said to the king, “Daniel, who is one of the exiles from Judah, pays no attention to you, O king, or to the decree you put in writing. He still prays three times a day.” 14 When the king heard this, he was greatly distressed; he was determined to rescue Daniel and made every effort until sundown to save him. 

Darius could not have imagined his decree would come to this. He had been snookered, partly of his own doing – partly by these devious and jealous satraps and administrators. I believe the words used here, greatly distressed, support the idea that he was not just distraught at the thought that Daniel would likely die that night, but Darius was already pondering revenge, and those thoughts had no mercy in them whatsoever.

And if there were an ounce of mercy left in Darius for these conspiring men, it totally, absolutely disappeared when these arrogant men came prancing in once again to remind the king of his stupid and unforgivable decision. My editorializing of their words is to characterize it as the childish sneering tone, “Nanny, nanny, nanny. Ha, ha, ha. We got cha!”

15 Then the men went as a group to the king and said to him, “Remember, O king, that according to the law of the Medes and Persians no decree or edict that the king issues can be changed.” 

16 So the king gave the order, and they brought Daniel and threw him into the lions’ den. The king said to Daniel, “May your God, whom you serve continually, rescue you!” 

This next line almost begs us to think of Christ being placed in the tomb.

17 A stone was brought and placed over the mouth of the den, and the king sealed it with his own signet ring and with the rings of his nobles, so that Daniel’s situation might not be changed. 18 Then the king returned to his palace and spent the night without eating and without any entertainment being brought to him. And he could not sleep. 

19 At the first light of dawn, the king got up and hurried to the lions’ den. 20 When he came near the den, he called to Daniel in an anguished voice, “Daniel, servant of the living God, has your God, whom you serve continually, been able to rescue you from the lions?” 

How long did Darius have to wait? Probably not long at all, but for someone who has been waiting all night, the answer could not come soon enough. And when he heard Daniel’s voice, his dreadful burden was lifted and his joy overflowed.

21 Daniel answered, “O king, live forever! 22 My God sent His angel, and He shut the mouths of the lions. They have not hurt me, because I was found innocent in His sight. Nor have I ever done any wrong before you, O king.” 

23 The king was overjoyed and gave orders to lift Daniel out of the den. And when Daniel was lifted from the den, no wound was found on him, because he had trusted in his God. 

Now, you recall that Darius’ distress was primarily directed at the administrators and satraps. He had not forgotten how they had tricked him. So with swiftness, Darius brought them to justice.

24 At the king’s command, the men who had falsely accused Daniel were brought in and thrown into the lions’ den, along with their wives and children. And before they reached the floor of the den, the lions overpowered them and crushed all their bones. 

What we read next, one would wonder if he had a copy of the proclamation of Nebuchadnezzar. But even if not, it was the teaching of Daniel that inspired Nebuchadnezzar’s proclamation and it was Daniel who inspired Darius’ decree. He is the common source.

25 Then King Darius wrote to all the peoples, nations and men of every language throughout the land: “May you prosper greatly! 

26 “I issue a decree that in every part of my kingdom people must fear and reverence the God of Daniel. 

“For He is the living God and He endures forever; His kingdom will not be destroyed, His dominion will never end. 

27 He rescues and He saves; He performs signs and wonders in the heavens and on the earth. He has rescued Daniel from the power of the lions.” 

28 So Daniel prospered during the reign of Darius and the reign of Cyrus the Persian. 

So, what’s the story of Daniel and the Lion’s Den all about? What’s the point?

Consider what Darius was observing in Daniel’s behavior. “Here is a man I can trust. I’m beginning to see the connection between his trustworthiness and his trust in God.” Daniel is a man who really puts his trust where he said it is. He trusts in God. He believes God is in control. From childhood, Daniel had his confidence built that God alone was the King of kings and the Lord of all lords. There is no one besides Him. Early in his life, Daniel had gained the perspective that no matter how things look on earth, God is still in control. 

Daniel had eyes to see beyond earthly kings to the one and only heavenly King. That’s why threats did not bother him. That’s why bribes did not entice him. That’s why the promise of promotion or the punishment of demotion could not derail him. He had set his heart and mind on God Almighty. He kept his ears tuned to God’s voice.

Let’s be honest. Daniel 6 does not teach us that lions will never eat faithful Christians. The historical record demonstrates all too well that faithful followers of Christ do suffer and do die horrible deaths at the hands of God-haters. It might sound nice in a sermon to say that you will never be thrown to the lions and eaten by them because of your relationship with Christ, but that is not a guarantee God gives us. It’s possible that some of us or all of us will be persecuted for our faith in Christ.

Daniel 6 does teach us that God’s kingdom is an eternal kingdom and our security is found there. Darius proclaimed the truth: “For He is the living God and He endures forever; His kingdom will not be destroyed, His dominion will never end. 

The only safe place to be is in the kingdom of God. That’s where Daniel lived. That’s where we need to live.

What was the evidence that Daniel lived in God’s kingdom?

Two verses tell the story. 

10 Now when Daniel learned that the decree had been published, he went home to his upstairs room where the windows opened toward Jerusalem. Three times a day he got down on his knees and prayed, giving thanks to his God, just as he had done before.
13 Then they said to the king, “Daniel, who is one of the exiles from Judah, pays no attention to you, O king, or to the decree you put in writing. He still prays three times a day.
Daniel did not change his pattern of behavior simply because of the king's edict. He simply did "as he had done before." The testimony of Daniel’s enemies against him was really a tribute to his distinguishing character. They were delighting that Daniel would now have to pay with his life for his disobedience; they strongly stated to the king, He still prays three times a day. What an awful thing!

This distinguished character was part of Daniel’s entire life. Well before he is on the public scene, Daniel established a pattern of listening to God and praying to God. It was that pattern that developed within him wisdom beyond his years. I believe it was that pattern of living that turned him into the man that God could use powerfully, even in the presence of foreign gods and ruthless people.

If there is nothing else we take away from our study in Daniel, I would want this to be it. The spiritual disciplines of daily time in the Word and daily time in prayer are the best preparations for winning the spiritual battles we face. And, the sooner we begin those disciplines the better off we will be. God’s Word and presence will diminish the lure of the bribe, will take away the fear of the threat and will give peace for the promotion or demotion. 

To the young among us, you cannot start too early to establish a personal and daily discipline of reading in and meditating on verses and passages from the Bible. If I could only achieve only one thing as your pastor or as your friend, it would be to see you make and keep a commitment to daily spend time with God in His Word and in prayer.

For anyone who has a desire to be like Daniel, to have the courage of Daniel, to have the trust of Daniel, to have the eternal perspective of Daniel, it will only come when you establish a pattern of meeting with God daily.

Three times a day he got down on his knees and prayed, giving thanks to his God, just as he had done before.
With a death penalty hanging over his head for praying, He still pray(ed) three times a day.

Will you make that commitment today? You may want to start with a faith-sized commitment. For some, that would be twice a week. For other, three, four, five, six times a week. I urge you, make this commitment today.
Growing out of this commitment will be the discovery that there is no safer place to be than in the will of God. There will be times when it appears safer to go with the crowd. It might look like that is where the real fun is. It may appear that the road to success or promotion needs to include a compromise of the commitment I just urged you to make.

Daniel illustrates for us that even if it would cost him his life, he would not sacrifice his personal disciplines that maintained his relationship with God. 

Warren Wiersbe says this about Daniel. Daniel knew God’s Word. He would rather die obeying God’s Word than live outside of God’s will.


Wiersbe, W. W. (1993). Wiersbe's expository outlines on the Old Testament (Da 6:1). Wheaton, IL: Victor Books.

Daniel teaches us how vital it is to establish early in life a pattern of walking in obedience with God. That pattern involves God’s word and prayer.

Daniel also teaches us that our relationship with God gives us eyes to see His involvement in every aspect of life. He is there, everywhere, all the time. He lifts our eyes to see beyond the moment so He can fill us with hope that trusting Him will be the best choice.

Would you write this statement down and consider signing your name to it and sharing it with a friend?

Today, June 25, 2006, I (re)commitment myself to establishing a pattern of consistently spending time in God’s Word to let God speak to me and prompt me to speak with Him.

You add the specifics. You personalize it as God leads.

God’s word will change you as you allow it to bring you into God’s presence and build your relationship with Him.

Amen.

