“Three Men and a Fire”

Daniel 3
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How important is your relationship with God? Is there anything else – even life itself—that is more important?

The lesson of our Scripture text this morning is that nothing – nothing – is more important than our relationship with God. 

Daniel 3

King Nebuchadnezzar built a large statue of himself. He probably got the idea from the dream that Daniel interpreted for him in the previous chapter. It was not uncommon for kings and leaders to make statues of themselves. It probably was a gold-plated self-portrait to follow the image Nebuchadnezzar had seen in his dream.  In most of the flannel board stories and workbooks I remember from Sunday School, there was this ninety foot high statue of a guy. More likely, as we have from archaeological digs, is that the base was about 80 feet high and that the statue of the guy was only about 9 feet high.  

As you remember, the king had established a training program for the best and brightest of the conquered nations. He wanted to have them serve at his command; yet, gathering them together posed the problem of their plotting against him. Thus, the point of the exercise with the statue was for the government officials to bow down, pledge their loyalty, and worship the king. It was an easy litmus test.

For most, this was a no-brainer. It cost nothing to go along to get along and it made the king happy. Why not?

Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah – better known as Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego – fail to play along. After Daniel’s interpretation of the dream, they had been appointed to supervise the affairs of the province of Babylon (see 2:49). When they do not fall down and worship the statue – effectively declaring that they would not be loyal to the king – Nebuchadnezzar is, well, irked.

It is fair to say that the king was a little unhinged. Powerful? Yes. Stable? Not really. We will see more of that next week.

Unhinged or not, the boys are in real trouble. The king arranged for the ceremony, told the people what to do, and expected compliance. It seems he had spotters to check for dissidents. They brought the boys to his attention; playing into his fears by framing their observation this way, “These pay no heed to you.” Well, that’s not true. “They do not serve your gods and they do not worship the golden statue that you have set up.” That, on the other hand, is true.

The king gave the boys a chance to change their minds. He repeats the punishment and then raises the stakes by asking, “who is the god that will deliver you out of my hands?” The answer, known to you and me and Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, is Yahweh. God is mightier than the king.

You Will Face “The Choice”

So, here it is, the moment of truth: do you yield to the human king whom you see right in front of you, or do you trust the LORD who you do not see.

That’s the stark choice the three boys face. It also is the choice you and I face. Oft times, the consequences are not so near and so dire as a blast furnace, but the choice is there. Do you bow to the powers of this world or do you worship the LORD?

In the United States these days, it is getting more and more popular to follow Nebuchadnezzar’s line. “All roads lead to heaven” so it does not matter what god you worship. Pluralism and tolerance are the buzzwords of modern and post-modern theology. It does not matter what you believe, as long as you are sincere in your belief. Your truth is good for you, my truth is good for me – and it is all good.

The problem is that “it is all good” until it is not at all good. The world is hostile to faith in the true, living God. Paul (in Acts 17), in simply arguing for the gospel in Thessalonica, is chased, accused of treason, and the house church where he is teaching is attacked violently. Those who opposed the proclamation of the gospel followed them to the next town, where they acted to stir up the crowds there, too. 

The world is hostile to faith in the true, living God.  The appeal to pluralism and tolerance is empty. The push to celebrate pluralism has weakened our ability to recognize, name and deal with sin. The “it is all good” theology ignores sin. We can all get along as long as we do not talk about sin.

Unfortunately, sin is real. And sin has real consequences – namely, eternal banishment from the presence of God. For the boys, the consequences of disobeying God and obeying the king were worse than the other way around. To be thrown in a fire did not compare with the consequence of being cut off from God. 

There are choices to be made. In San Diego this weekend, there have been a series of “Gay Pride” events. The parade and surrounding activities are designed to promote and celebrate behavior that Scripture declares to be sin. After studying this for ten years, I am unpersuaded by explanations offered that God did not mean what the Bible says or that we simply have to interpret it in light of today’s context. On this issue Scripture speaks with one voice – and it is not in favor. God has already revealed this to be “sin.” So, do we trust the world or do we trust God?

Anyone uncomfortable? You now get the point: you will (at some point or points) face a “choice.” I have really debated using this example knowing how deeply people disagree, but it is the best illustration of how we cannot avoid “the hard choices” of life. Isn’t Christianity about loving people? Yes, it is; loving as God has revealed his love for us – and sometimes the most difficult expression of love is saying, “no.”

Ultimately, faith comes down to moments of choice, the series of choices you make day to day throughout your life. For some, the Choice is presented when they receive the news that there is a terminal illness – is God still good? For others, it is the loss of something that had made them feel secure: a relationship has ended, money has disappeared, something has been stolen, or an injustice has been done. God, why has this happened to me? For others still, it is when they hit the bottom of drug addiction or any other kind of addiction and realize that they are not strong enough on their own. It is that moment that they cry, “Help, God!”

In the Los Angeles Times yesterday (July 18, 2007), there was a column by the religion beat writer who describes the crisis of faith that resulted from his reporting. After covering several years worth of scandals and schisms in churches, William Lobdell writes this:

As the stories piled up, I began to pray with renewed vigor, but it felt like I wasn’t connecting to God. I started to feel silly even trying. I read accounts of St. John of the Cross and his “dark night of the soul,” a time he believed God was testing him by seemingly withdrawing from his life. Maybe this was my test.

I met with my former Presbyterian pastor, John Huffman (St. Andrews Presbyterian in Newport Beach, California) and told him what I was feeling. I asked him if I could e-mail him some tough questions about Christianity and faith and get his answers. He agreed without hesitation.

The questions that I thought I had come to peace with started to bubble up again. Why do bad things happen to good people? Why does God get credit for answered prayers but no blame for unanswered ones? Why do we believe in the miraculous healing power of God when he’s never been able to regenerate a limb or heal a severed spinal chord?

In one e-mail, I asked John, who had lost a daughter to cancer, why an atheist businessman prospers and the child of devout Christian parents dies. Why would a loving God make this impossible for us to understand?

He sent back a long reply that concluded:

[I am going to read this slowly because I agree completely and think this is a profound answer of faith]: “My ultimate affirmation is let God be God and acknowledge that He is in charge. He knows what I don’t know. And frankly, if I’m totally honest with you, a life of gratitude is one that bows before the Sovereign God arguing with Him on those things that trouble me, lamenting the losses of life, but ultimately saying, “You, God, are infinite; I’m human and finite.”

[Lobdell then writes]: John is an excellent pastor, but he couldn’t reach me. For some time, I had tried to push away doubts and reconcile an all-powerful and infinitely loving God with what I saw, but I was losing ground. 

[Lobdell concludes the article]: As I walked into the long twilight of a Portland summer evening, I felt used up and numb. My soul, for lack of a better term, had lost faith long ago – probably around the time I stopped going to church. My brain, which had been in denial, had finally caught up. Clearly, I saw now that belief in God, no matter how grounded, requires at some point a leap of faith. Either you have the gift of faith or you don’t. It’s not a choice. It can’t be willed into existence. And there’s no faking it if you’re honest about the state of the soul.  

How many of us have come to this place at one time or another. Lobdell faces the choice that Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego face: do you yield to the king you see in front of you or do you trust God?

The “why, God!” or “Help, God” prayer is the moment you realize that we are all theologians. We all believe something. Either we believe God is real and trust him or we do not. 

For Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, the moment was real: either God is real or God is not. For them, it was a previously decided question; thus, they could say, “If our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the furnace of blazing fire and out of your hand, O king, let him deliver us. But if not, be it known to you, O king, that we will not serve your gods and we will not worship the golden statue that you have set up.” 

 Preparing for the choice

If it has not already come to you, the choice will come. There will be a decision point in your life whether God is real and worthy of your obedience or if this is all a pointless sham and not worth the effort. Let me suggest you get yourself prepared for that moment.

The boys were ready when the situation came about, even though it came about suddenly. In the previous chapter – another time when they were under a death sentence – Daniel returned from the presence of the king and urged them to pray. Prayer was a customary part of their daily routine. 

a. Pray

You keep hearing me harp on this prayer thing. The reason is because it is one of the primary responsibilities of believers. How can you be a disciple if you are not in communication with the one whom you are following? 

Prayer is both expressing ourselves before God and listening to God. When we listen to God in prayer, we often see things in a different way than when we simply go it alone. Worship leader Kent Morris tells the story of growing up on the mission field. He was in Mexico and he had an encounter with a Mrs. Jackson. She cleaned the church and was fastidious about her job. She would sweep, then she would mop, then she would get down on her knees with a toothbrush. Morris was only about eight years old and could not figure out why she would go to such lengths. He writes, “One day I asked her why she worked so hard to clean things no one noticed. To the surprise of an eight-year old boy, she replied, ‘Kent, when I clean these small places, it makes the big places look better. I can see things on my knees that are invisible to me when I’m standing.” (Worship Leader Magazine, June, 2007, p. 66). 

It is true. In prayer, God reveals to us what he is doing. We see things differently. That cannot happen in a drive by prayer or if we only think of God as the cosmic Santa Claus. When we go to God in prayer, when we stop trying to fit God into our busy schedule, when we spend time with him, “we see things on our knees that are invisible to us when we are standing.”



b. Remember

The problem that the Los Angeles Times reporter had and many of us have is that we forget to remember. We are a “what have you done for me lately” people who have an eternal God. Remembering takes discipline and it takes effort. 

What do we remember? For Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, they remembered the covenant with God after God had delivered them from slavery and bondage in Egypt. For Christians, we remember the cross: preparing for the choice means remembering how Christ carried the consequences for all of our wrong choices in his own body on the cross; how he suffered, and how he died, and how God actually, bodily raised him again from the dead. In short, we remember what God actually did and we have our hope assured that God will actually do what he has promised.

Lobdell is struggling to see God’s goodness in front of him. So did the boys. They chose faith – letting God be God. Lobdell is still struggling trying to let God be God.

c. Worship

Which leads us to worship. We pray, we remember, and we worship. John Huffman was absolutely right. “If I am totally honest with you, a life of gratitude is one that bows before the Sovereign God arguing with Him on those things that trouble me, lamenting the losses of life, but ultimately saying, ‘You, God, are infinite; I’m human and finite.’”

Why do we worship? We worship because God is good, all the time; all the time, God is good. We may not see the big picture and we may not understand the details, but that does not change the fact that God is good. “You, God, are infinite; I am human and finite. I am going to cleave to you and trust that you are good.”

There is nothing, nothing, nothing, more important than our relationship with God. 

Conclusion

This story does not mean that God will protect us from fire, from kings, from illness or from bad times. Not at all. The boys are thrown into the fire.

Who is more powerful than the fire? 

Who is the one “like a son of god?” Who is the one who – centuries later – would yield to the power of the Roman empire and suffer a humiliating death on a cross? 

He is the same one who arose victorious over death. He is the same one who offers us freedom from sin and promises life everlasting. He is the only one who has proven he is worthy of our worship.

This story talks about how faith in God will carry us through the hard times and how God is sovereign over it all. 

“”If our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the furnace of blazing fire and out of your hand, O king, let him deliver us. But if not, be it known to you, O king, that we will not serve your gods and we will not worship the golden statue that you have set up.” Or, as it is said elsewhere (in Joshua 24), “Choose this day whom you will serve. As for me and my house, we will serve the LORD.”

In the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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