Sunday, February 13, 2011 – Annual Meeting Sunday

(Previously preached: Sunday, June 4, 2006 – Communion Sunday & Pentecost Sunday)
The Bible says: God humbles the proud!
Daniel 4:1-37
2 It is my pleasure to tell you about the miraculous signs and wonders that the Most High God has performed for me. 3 How great are His signs, how mighty His wonders! His kingdom is an eternal kingdom; His dominion endures from generation to generation. . . . 37 Now I, Nebuchadnezzar, praise and exalt and glorify the King of heaven, because everything He does is right and all His ways are just. And those who walk in pride He is able to humble. 

Daniel 4:2-3, 37
--------------
As we follow the current events in Egypt with the people overthrowing Mubarak, their president of 30 years, and at the same time looking at the book of Daniel where we see a succession of nations, and kings from Nebuchadnezzar to Belshazzar, from Darius to Cyrus, the point of the book of Daniel becomes all the more significant for us to consider and embrace: God is in charge of the affairs of all men and all nations.
As a prophet, Daniel spans the entire 70 years of Babylonian Captivity from c. 605 BC to 535 BC. “Daniel was written to encourage the exiled Jews by revealing God’s sovereign program for Israel during and after the period of gentile domination. Israel would suffer under gentile powers for many years. But this period is not permanent, and a time will come when God will establish the messianic kingdom which will last forever. Daniel repeatedly emphasizes the sovereignty and power of God over human affairs.” It is highlighted powerfully in the chapter we look at this morning. Daniel 4:25 (NIV) 25 . . . the Most High is sovereign over the kingdoms of men and gives them to anyone He wishes. “The God who directs the forces of history has not deserted His people. They must continue to trust in Him, because His promises of preservation and ultimate restoration are as sure as the coming of the Messiah.” 
 

For those who have eyes to see it, Daniel points to the coming Christ throughout his book. When you read Daniel 2:34-35 (NIV) and ask who or what is the rock? Think Christ.
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. 
Christ is the Rock who will crush the kingdoms of this world.
It’s hard to miss the allusion to Jesus Christ in Daniel 7:13-14 (NIV) 
13 “In my vision at night I looked, and there before me was one like a son of man, coming with the clouds of heaven. He approached the Ancient of Days and was led into His presence. 14 He was given authority, glory and sovereign power; all peoples, nations and men of every language worshiped Him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and His kingdom is one that will never be destroyed.” 
Jesus, the Son of Man, is given dominion by the Ancient of Days, God Almighty.

And we who can read the Old Testament knowing how Jesus fulfilled the prophesies of the Messiah surely see the Christ in Daniel 9:25-26 (NIV) 25 “Know and understand this: From the issuing of the decree to restore and rebuild Jerusalem until the Anointed One, the ruler, comes, there will be seven ‘sevens,’ and sixty-two ‘sevens.’ It will be rebuilt with streets and a trench, but in times of trouble. 26 After the sixty-two ‘sevens,’ the Anointed One will be cut off and will have nothing. The people of the ruler who will come will destroy the city and the sanctuary. The end will come like a flood: War will continue until the end, and desolations have been decreed.” 
Jesus, the coming Messiah, the Anointed One, will be cut off by His crucifixion.

In our attempt to acquire a handle on the entire Bible, we have been blessed with the teaching ministry of Don Carson through his book and video series entitled, The God Who Is There. Since we are viewing his video presentation and not reading his book, we have even less of his teaching from the Prophets section of the Old Testament. Dr. Carson does represent the books of the Prophets by the theme, The God Who Is Coming, but in the video it is ever so brief.

I have selected Daniel chapter 4 to represent the 17 prophetic books from Isaiah through Malachi. Admittedly, it has quite a different flavor than most of the prophetic books, yet it still speaks accurately about the future events of God’s work among His people.
Were we to review the book of Daniel we would see that Daniel’s primary ministry is a proclamation to the enemies of God that God is in charge, He always has been and always will be in charge of the affairs of all men and all nations. Though some people, including King Nebuchadnezzar, may think they are in control, God uses Daniel and his friends to demonstrate in very concrete terms that God is in control. Furthermore, all who would have the opportunity to read this account of God’s dealings with and through Daniel, the message grows increasingly clear, in spite of all present appearances, God is still in control.

A summary statement of chapter 1 could go something like this: Even though God is disciplining His children, that is, the nation of Judah, by subjecting them to slavery and exile in Babylon, nevertheless, God has not forsaken His children. For those who choose to live like Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, God will show Himself strong on their behalf. Life in exile will not be easy, but God will walk with us through the testing of our faith. 

Some of us need to hear that today. And maybe even convinced of it. God will walk with us through the testing of our faith!
A summary of chapter 2 could read something like this: God used 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. Knowing this, the obvious question is, in which kingdom do we reside? In one of our own making (like the statue with feet of iron and clay) or in God’s? In one that will eventually fall, or in God’s that is forever?

Chapter 3 makes it clear that Nebuchadnezzar did not get the message. Instead, he focused his energy into trying to be even more powerful and the object of more glory by demanding the people to bow down and worship his image of gold. Such vanity placed Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego in a precarious spot. To remain faithful to Almighty God could very possibly cost them their lives in the flames of the fiery furnace. But with boldness and courage, they unequivocally defied the king’s command. And God was faithful to deliver them from the fiery furnace.

Chapter 3 ends with another very hopeful ending. But, we should all find ourselves quite cautious about just how long this “conversion” of Nebuchadnezzar would last. We’ve been let down before. Will we be let down once again?
As we enter chapter 4, let me tell you in advance that this will be the last that we hear about Nebuchadnezzar. The story of Nebuchadnezzar covers the first 4 chapters of Daniel. Nebuchadnezzar ruled Babylon ca. 605–562 B.C., a total of 43 years. Scholars estimate that the events of chapter 1 took place around 602 B.C., chapter 2 around 595 B.C. and chapter 4 around 567 B.C. So, that would make both Nebuchadnezzar and Daniel 35 years older in chapter 4 from what they were in chapter 1. It would be reasonable to think of Daniel as maybe 50 years old in chapter 4. 

My point in highlighting this data is to say that God’s appeal to Nebuchadnezzar through Daniel to bow in surrender and worship lasted at least 35 years. It was a long term relationship. God did not give up on Nebuchadnezzar. He kept extending grace to him, even while he was ruthless, despicable and arrogant.
What I want to know is this: by the time we get to the end of chapter 4, is Nebuchadnezzar genuinely converted to be a follower of the God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and Daniel? Did the persistent and bold witness of Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego eventually bear fruit?

Let’s find out.

Now, let me set the stage for you as we read the story. I will present this as my theory, but I am hopeful of convincing you of it. (Outline: “I’ve been converted.”) I believe the first three verses of chapter 4 is really a summary of how things end up. It’s like someone who gives his personal story of how he came to be a follower of Jesus Christ. Before he starts the story he has already told you the conclusion.

That’s what I believe Nebuchadnezzar is doing in chapter 4. (“My dream.”) It is his personal testimony and he takes us back in time as though we were watching video highlights from his past. (“My conversation.”) When he speaks of his gods or the holy gods, that is the language of his pre-converted stage of life, not his present status.

(“I was humbled.”) Here’s the testimony of Nebuchadnezzar in the form of a proclamation to his kingdom which encompassed many peoples, nations and languages. (“I’ve been converted.”) Take note of the different tone in which he speaks. It is uncharacteristic of the unconverted Nebuchadnezzar, pointing to a genuine change of heart.

Daniel 4:1-37 (NIV)

4 King Nebuchadnezzar, To the peoples, nations and men of every language, who live in all the world: May you prosper greatly! 

2 It is my pleasure to tell you about the miraculous signs and wonders that the Most High God has performed for me. 

3 How great are His signs, how mighty His wonders! His kingdom is an eternal kingdom; His dominion endures from generation to generation. 

We will discover from this chapter that this has been God’s objective in dealing with Nebuchadnezzar all along, to get him to understand that only God’s kingdom is eternal and that only God’s dominion endures forever. Nebuchadnezzar opens by stating that he’s finally got it. He has finally come to understand that God is indeed in control and he must bow in worship before the one and only true God.

Now, we will hear how God finally got through to Nebuchadnezzar.

4 I, Nebuchadnezzar, was at home in my palace, contented and prosperous. 5 I had a dream that made me afraid. As I was lying in my bed, the images and visions that passed through my mind terrified me. 6 So I commanded that all the wise men of Babylon be brought before me to interpret the dream for me. 7 When the magicians, enchanters, astrologers and diviners came, I told them the dream, but they could not interpret it for me. 8 Finally, Daniel came into my presence and I told him the dream. (He is called Belteshazzar, after the name of my god, and the spirit of the holy gods is in him.) 

Remember, this is like a video tape of his life back then, before he was converted.

9 I said, “Belteshazzar, chief of the magicians, I know that the spirit of the holy gods is in you, and no mystery is too difficult for you. Here is my dream; interpret it for me.
 10 These are the visions I saw while lying in my bed: I looked, and there before me stood a tree in the middle of the land. Its height was enormous. 11 The tree grew large and strong and its top [image: image1.png]


touched the sky; it was visible to the ends of the earth. 12 Its leaves were beautiful, its fruit abundant, and on it was food for all. Under it the beasts of the field found shelter, and the birds of the air lived in its branches; from it every creature was fed. 

13 “In the visions I saw while lying in my bed, I looked, and there before me was a messenger, a holy one, coming down from heaven. 14 He called in a loud voice: ‘Cut down the tree and trim off its branches; strip off its leaves and scatter its fruit. Let the animals flee from under it and the birds from its branches. 15 But let the stump and its roots, bound with iron and bronze, remain in the ground, in the grass of the field. 

Now, notice the change. The tree becomes a person. It’s a huge hint to how this dream will be interpreted.

“‘Let him be drenched with the dew of heaven, and let him live with the animals among the plants of the earth. 16 Let his mind be changed from that of a man and let him be given the mind of an animal, till seven times pass by for him. 

17 “‘The decision is announced by messengers, the holy ones declare the verdict, so that the living may know that the Most High is sovereign over the kingdoms of men and gives them to anyone He wishes and sets over them the lowliest of men.’ 

18 “This is the dream that I, King Nebuchadnezzar, had. Now, Belteshazzar, tell me what it means, for none of the wise men in my kingdom can interpret it for me. But you can, because the spirit of the holy gods is in you.” 

Notice the confidence that King Nebuchadnezzar has in Daniel. He knows he’s a genuine man, a man of integrity and a man with a relationship with what he understood then as the holy gods. It’s not much different than some of your friends who have taken note over the months and years of knowing you that you are different from the rest. You have a relationship with God, but they call Him “the man upstairs.” They have come to acknowledge that such a God exists, but readily admit that they don’t have a relationship with Him.

This is a key lesson from the book of Daniel. God may place us in very difficult settings in order to be His ambassadors to the people in those settings. You may be surrounded by hostile unbelievers at your work or school. And God may have you strategically placed there to be a light in a dark room.

A number of years ago my friend Ron Grimstad shared with me, “God never puts us in places where we cannot do His will.” Daniel and his three friends could have easily concluded that it was not possible to serve God under the circumstances they were facing. But, they didn’t let their circumstances blind them to their relationship with Almighty God. He was the source of boldness and courage to keep trusting God no matter the situation.

Daniel has now heard the dream. I suspect that he had a pretty good idea of what the dream meant, even while he was hearing it. His perplexity was likely not in understanding the meaning of the dream, but in how to gently break the bad news to Nebuchadnezzar. His hesitation in sharing the interpretation speaks of Daniel’s compassion for Nechadnezzar.

19 Then Daniel (also called Belteshazzar) was greatly perplexed for a time, and his thoughts terrified him. So the king said, “Belteshazzar, do not let the dream or its meaning alarm you.” 

Belteshazzar answered, “My lord, if only the dream applied to your enemies and its meaning to your adversaries! 20 The tree you saw, which grew large and strong, with its top touching the sky, visible to the whole earth, 21 with beautiful leaves and abundant fruit, providing food for all, giving shelter to the beasts of the field, and having nesting places in its branches for the birds of the air— 22 you, O king, are that tree! You have become great and strong; your greatness has grown until it reaches the sky, and your dominion extends to distant parts of the earth. 

23 “You, O king, saw a messenger, a holy one, coming down from heaven and saying, ‘Cut down the tree and destroy it, but leave the stump, bound with iron and bronze, in the grass of the field, while its roots remain in the ground. Let him be drenched with the dew of heaven; let him live like the wild animals, until seven times pass by for him.’ 

Watch for God’s objective in working with Nebuchadnezzar. God wants him to acknowledge that the Most High God is sovereign over the kingdoms of men and does whatever He wishes.
24 “This is the interpretation, O king, and this is the decree the Most High has issued against my lord the king: 25 You will be driven away from people and will live with the wild animals; you will eat grass like cattle and be drenched with the dew of heaven. Seven times will pass by for you until you acknowledge that the Most High is sovereign over the kingdoms of men and gives them to anyone He wishes. 26 The command to leave the stump of the tree with its roots means that your kingdom will be restored to you when you acknowledge that Heaven rules.
Now, I interrupt here because I believe Daniel goes from sharing the interpretation of the dream to taking the liberty to tell Nebuchadnezzar something he has observed about God over the years of walking with Him. The message of the dream is a pretty harsh message. Things are over for him until he repents. And, according to the dream, Nebuchadnezzar will not repent until enduring a very humiliating seven years living like an animal.

But, Daniel knows something about God. He knows that He is compassionate and merciful and takes delight in withholding judgment from those who repent.

Listen as Daniel adds his personal advice to the interpretation of the dream.

 27 Therefore, O king, be pleased to accept my advice: Renounce your sins by doing what is right, and your wickedness by being kind to the oppressed. It may be that then your prosperity will continue.” 

Daniel had observed and read of God’s mercy and grace. It’s very possible that Daniel knew the story of the prophet Jonah who lived about 150 years earlier. He knew how God had sent Jonah to preach a message of judgment to the Ninevites and when they repented, God changed His mind. 

Daniel wanted Nebuchadnezzar to discover His merciful God, before having to go through the humiliation that was coming to him. So, Daniel offered his advice in hope.

But, sadly, King Nebuchadnezzar did not take Daniel’s advice. Instead, he let pride get the best of him one more time which was one time too many for God. Now Nebuchadnezzar was going to face discipline – discipline for the sake of calling him to repentance.

28 All this happened to King Nebuchadnezzar. 29 Twelve months later, as the king was walking on the roof of the royal palace of Babylon, 30 he said, “Is not this the great Babylon I have built as the royal residence, by my mighty power and for the glory of my majesty?” 

31 The words were still on his lips when a voice came from heaven, “This is what is decreed for you, King Nebuchadnezzar: Your royal authority has been taken from you. 32 You will be driven away from people and will live with the wild animals; you will eat grass like cattle. Seven times will pass by for you until you acknowledge that the Most High is sovereign over the kingdoms of men and gives them to anyone He wishes.” 

For the fourth time in this chapter we hear God’s objective in dealing with Nebuchadnezzar. This helps us greatly in assessing whether Nebuchadnezzar really got it by the end of this chapter and before it was too late.

33 Immediately what had been said about Nebuchadnezzar was fulfilled. He was driven away from people and ate grass like cattle. His body was drenched with the dew of heaven until his hair grew like the feathers of an eagle and his nails like the claws of a bird. 

34 At the end of that time, I, Nebuchadnezzar, raised my eyes toward heaven, and my sanity was restored. Then I praised the Most High; I honored and glorified Him who lives forever. 

His dominion is an eternal dominion; His kingdom endures from generation to generation. 

35 All the peoples of the earth are regarded as nothing. He does as He pleases with the powers of heaven and the peoples of the earth. No one can hold back His hand or say to Him: “What have You done?” 

Now, I believe Nebuchadnezzar got it. He now understood that the Most High God truly exercised a dominion that was eternal and that His kingdom would never end, in great contrast to the kingdoms of this world.

So, for the fifth time we hear of God’s objective for Nebuchadnezzar. In the introduction of his testimony and in its conclusion. Then three times in the telling of the dream and its interpretation – God’s dominion is eternal and His kingdom endures from generation to generation.

36 At the same time that my sanity was restored, my honor and splendor were returned to me for the glory of my kingdom. My advisers and nobles sought me out, and I was restored to my throne and became even greater than before. 37 Now I, Nebuchadnezzar, praise and exalt and glorify the King of heaven, because everything He does is right and all His ways are just. And those who walk in pride He is able to humble. 

Nebuchadnezzar had been a proud man. God beckoned him through His servants to surrender to Him. But, in the end it took the discipline of humiliation to bring about his conversion. Now, in his testimony, Nebuchadnezzar tells from personal experience that those who walk in pride, God is able to humble. Nebuchadnezzar says, “Just look at me.”

God is a patient God. When He wants to teach us, convert us, and enlist us into His service, He first tries the most gentle way. He prefers calling us to follow Him through our willing co-operation. If God’s first approach fails to get a response, He may well have to turn the volume up a bit to make sure the message is received loud and clear.

Our role in evangelism is to be God’s servants in the strategy that God is working out in a person’s life. Our Lord is overseeing and orchestrating the evangelism strategy for each person in this world. Most often, God’s strategy involves God’s people. When He calls us in to carry out an assignment, it is vital that we do it. And God will enable and empower us to do what will accomplish God’s objective.

In some way, I believe we are all Daniels. God has strategically placed us where He can communicate through us His objective for people we know. Some will respond. Some will not. Some will respond immediately. Some will wait a lifetime. Some will wait until it’s too late.

If there was hope for Nebuchadnezzar, for whom is there no hope?
Today is the day of salvation. Tomorrow may not come for you. Though God may not give up on you, the breath in your lungs may, making hollow your quip, “I’ll do it tomorrow.”

Why not learn the lesson Nebuchadnezzar learned. Renounce your sins, repent of your pride and begin your humble walk with the King of heaven.
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