When The Heat Is On #2

“The Need for Calm Assertiveness”

Daniel 2:1-49

Have you ever seen the cable television show Dog Whisperer, starring Cesar Milan? The title of the show would have you believe it is about how Cesar Milan trains dogs. That is not what this show is about. Cesar Milan trains dog owners to be effective leaders. 

He believes true pack leadership requires being both calm and assertive at the same time. Dog Whisperer is about how Cesar Milan trains dog owners to behave in a calm, assertive manner. The fun of this cable show is watching how the dog’s behavior changes as it observes the owner’s new calm, assertive behavior.

Like dogs, people want to follow calm and assertive leaders. Leaders who are calm but not assertive are easy targets for others to ignore. They fail to inspire colleagues, customers, or bosses. Conversely, leaders who are assertive but not calm create anxiety at the very time they seek to reassure.

Why am I talking about this in church?

Throughout the month of August we are looking into the Old Testament book of Daniel, learning how to live as a Christian “when the heat is on.” Last week we observed how Daniel and his friends were taken as teenagers to a land far from their home, given new names and expected to adopt a foreign culture and language. They drew the line, though, in completely compromising their faith through creative alternatives, and God honored their faithfulness.

This morning we move into Daniel chapter two, where Daniel discovers that his life, as well as the lives of his friends and colleagues, is at stake. In the face of seemingly hopeless odds, young Daniel had to keep his cool when the heat is on.

Daniel Encountered an Impossible Demand 

In the opening verses of chapter 2, Daniel encountered an impossible demand.

In the second year of his reign, Nebuchadnezzar had dreams; his mind was troubled and he could not sleep. So the king summoned the magicians, enchanters, sorcerers and astrologers to tell him what he had dreamed. When they came in and stood before the king, he said to them, “I have had a dream that troubles me and I want to know what it means.” 

In Daniel’s day, King Nebuchadnezzar was the BMOE (Big Man On Earth). He ruled the world, at least the world he knew.

Yet these opening verses depict a king who was troubled. As Shakespeare wrote: “Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown.”
 The king had several “dreams,” but it was the same recurring dream, as he later referred to it in the singular later.

Verse one records, “his mind was troubled and he could not sleep.” Perhaps you’ve had the same experience. The dream is frightening—almost nightmarish—and your eyes pop open in the middle of the night and you stare at the ceiling and you begin to fix in your mind what you’ve just gone over in the dream world. You try to put some meaning or purpose into it. And you can’t get it together and you stay awake. That’s what Nebuchadnezzar did. Insomnia came over him and he sought for an answer.
 

So the king called his advisors, listed as “magicians, enchanters, sorcerers and astrologers” for help. We would call such advisors in America his “cabinet.”
  These “specialists in psychic phenomena” were housed and fed for just such an emergency as this.
 He wants to know what the dream is all about.
The specialists reply, “O king, live forever! Tell your servants the dream, and we will interpret it.” Simple enough, right? “Tell us the dream and we’ll tell you what it means.” But this is where the story gets tricky. Both the King James Version and the Amplified Bible translates the king’s reply as, “The thing is gone from me,” making it seem that Nebuchadnezzar had forgotten the dream. But that is not the best rendition of the original text.

The term azda is a Persian word meaning “sure,” or “certain.”
 The nasb translates that same phrase “the command from me is firm,” and the niv translates it “this is what I have firmly decided.”
 He remembered his dream, but he did not know what it meant. He wanted to understand the dream. The memory of the dream is what troubled him. If he hadn’t remembered his dream he wouldn’t have been troubled.
 Perhaps he was testing his advisors, or for some reason did not trust them. Whatever the reason, he spelled it out for them. I like the New Living Translation’s rendition: “I am serious about this. If you don’t tell me what my dream was and what it means, you will be torn limb from limb, and your houses will be turned into heaps of rubble!” Nebuchadnezzar’s response was the kind of outrageous demand ancient kings could make—illustrating the fury they could generate if their whims weren’t met.
 

Verse 7 says, “Once more they replied, ‘Let the king tell his servants the dream, and we will interpret it.’” What did they do? The same thing you’d do in class when you don’t have the answer: you fake it. And that’s what they did. Verse 7, they answered a second time, “Tell us the dream and we’ll interpret it.” They already said that, and he’s already told them he’s not going to.

The king doubles down in verses 8-9, “I am certain that you are trying to gain time, because you realize that this is what I have firmly decided: If you do not tell me the dream, there is just one penalty for you. You have conspired to tell me misleading and wicked things, hoping the situation will change. So then, tell me the dream, and I will know that you can interpret it for me.” In essence, “Tell me the dream…or else!”

The temperature is rising at court. In a moment the king will blow his top, but his advisors are more than a little put out at the king: “There is not a man on earth who can do what the king asks! No king, however great and mighty, has ever asked such a thing of any magician or enchanter or astrologer. What the king asks is too difficult. No one can reveal it to the king except the gods, and they do not live among men.” Nebuchadnezzar is being entirely unreasonable. He may be the great and powerful monarch, but there are limits to what even he can demand.
In helpless frustration they so much as call the king an irrational royal nut case.
 As diplomatically as they could, they informed the king that he was crazy.

As you might expect, this did not go over well with Nebuchadnezzar, according to verses 12-13, “This made the king so angry and furious that he ordered the execution of all the wise men of Babylon. So the decree was issued to put the wise men to death, and men were sent to look for Daniel and his friends to put them to death.”  They were stumped because kings get to ask the impossible. And they will die for inability to do the impossible. Nebuchadnezzar will purge the whole lot of them.
 

It was a bad time to be a wise man in Babylon.

Daniel Exhibited an Impressive Demeanor

Now Daniel makes an appearance for the first time in this chapter, and in verses 14-28 Daniel exhibited an impressive demeanor. Verse 14 says, “When Arioch, the commander of the king’s guard, had gone out to put to death the wise men of Babylon, Daniel spoke to him with wisdom and tact”—something the advisors above didn’t have. 

When Daniel was told he would be executed, he did not respond with anger and defensiveness but spoke to the commander with wisdom and tact. With discretion and good taste in conversation, you can make even your enemies be at peace with you.
 The ability to keep calm under severe shock and pressure, to think quickly and exercise faith in a moment of crisis, these are aspects of wisdom and tact seen in Daniel here.
 In the words of the famous Rudyard Kipling poem, “If you can keep your head when all about you are losing theirs…” Daniel was able to exhibit calm assertiveness under pressure.

In verse 15 he asked, “Why did the king issue such a harsh decree?” Arioch then explained the matter to Daniel. At this, Daniel went in to the king and asked for time, so that he might interpret the dream for him.” He boldly went and asked the king for time.

Daniel returns home and tells his friends (referred to by their Hebrew names here) and they begin to pray. We’re not told how much time Nebuchadnezzar gave Daniel, but in view of Daniel’s urgent report and request for prayer, it may have been only twenty-four hours.
  Verse 19 says that during the night Daniel received his answer in a vision. 

We might think that Daniel would jump up and run to the palace to tell the king the good news. But before he went public with the answer, Daniel praised God. Why? Because when we’re experiencing chaos, we need to remind ourselves that there’s a God in heaven who reigns over the confusion on earth—and give Him thanks.

This little psalm recorded in verses 20-23 is a model of thanksgiving.

“Praise be to the name of God for ever and ever; wisdom and power are his. He changes times and seasons; he sets up kings and deposes them. He gives wisdom to the wise and knowledge to the discerning. He reveals deep and hidden things; he knows what lies in darkness, and light dwells with him. I thank and praise you, O God of my fathers: You have given me wisdom and power, you have made known to me what we asked of you, you have made known to us the dream of the king.” 

When God’s people today face a crisis, they need to follow the example of Daniel and his friends and take the matter to the Lord in prayer. And when He answers, we should give thanks. Faith is living without scheming, and faith brings glory to God.

The focus of this prayer and praise is clearly on God and His “wisdom and power.” Daniel took absolutely no credit for what had just happened. He gave all glory and praise to God. Including proper nouns and pronouns, Daniel referred to the Lord thirteen times and used only five pronouns to refer to himself and to his three friends. Even then, the focus is still on God as the source of all that had happened. What incredible maturity for a young man.

Then we read in verses 24-28,

Then Daniel went to Arioch, whom the king had appointed to execute the wise men of Babylon, and said to him, “Do not execute the wise men of Babylon. Take me to the king, and I will interpret his dream for him.” 

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.” 

The king asked Daniel (also called Belteshazzar), “Are you able to tell me what I saw in my dream and interpret it?” 

Daniel replied, “No wise man, enchanter, magician or diviner can explain to the king the mystery he has asked about, 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…
I am not going to address the content of the dream or its interpretation—that is for another message at another time. Verse 45 says, “The great God has shown the king what will take place in the future. The dream is true and the interpretation is trustworthy.” My Old Testament professor Dave O’Brien sums it up this way: “Daniel 2 tells us that human greats give way to greater humans and that nothing human lasts.”

Rather I want to point out the impressive demeanor Daniel exhibited. In these verses, Daniel speaks with great grace and boldness. He has a sense of tact, but he also has a sense of righteousness. This is the calm assertiveness we need in times like this. He is not afraid to use the kind of language that previously enraged King Nebuchadnezzar. Humans are dust, Daniel says; it is beyond their natural powers to do what the king has demanded. In contrast, “there is a God in heaven who reveals secrets.” All through Daniel’s address we see the same God-centeredness: God is in heaven, God gave Nebuchadnezzar his dream, God reveals secrets for His own glorious purposes.

I see a bit of irony in this passage. Daniel gave Arioch the privilege of taking him into the presence of the king and sharing some of the credit. The statement in verse 25, “I have found a man,” isn’t exactly the truth, because it was Daniel who found Arioch; but Daniel wasn’t the kind of person who worried about who got the credit so long as God got the glory.
 Daniel’s first concern is to disclaim any special power or qualification; “but there is a God in heaven” who is not only sufficiently great, but has also proved willing to make known the dream. Unlike Arioch, Daniel makes no mention of himself.

Look down to verse 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.” Just as Joseph did in Genesis 41:16, so Daniel declares that the power of interpretation comes not of his own wisdom but from God.

Daniel Experienced an Implausible Deliverance

Jump down to verses 46-49 where Daniel experienced an implausible deliverance: 

Then King Nebuchadnezzar fell prostrate before Daniel and paid him honor and ordered that an offering and incense be presented to him. 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.” 

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. 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.
Who would have thought that a Jewish teenager would have shown up all of the Ivy League graduates of his day and literally saved their lives as well as his own? It must have seemed implausible to say the least.

Of course, that’s how it appeared on the surface, from a historical perspective. We know from a theological view that God was the One who came through with the king’s dream and interpretation and saved the day. Daniel certainly had that perspective, and it seems that Nebuchadnezzar may have shared that view, though it apparently did not last very long (as we will see in the next chapter).

What can we take from this story when the heat is on in our own lives? When Daniel encountered an impossible demand, he exhibited an impressive demeanor and experienced an implausible deliverance. How did he do it? He did it with a sense of calm assertiveness. He didn’t panic, yet he didn’t stand idly by and allow himself and his colleagues to be exterminated. He demonstrated great wisdom and tact with everyone he met (including the king who had already issued his death sentence), yet he displayed an unwavering confidence—not in himself, of course, but in God.

When threatened, Daniel brought his friends together and they prayed. When the prayers were answered, they first thanked and worshiped God. When Daniel revealed the content and interpretation of the dream, he didn’t care who got the credit as long as God got the glory. He was rewarded, though, not only by having his life spared but by being promoted above all his contemporaries. That would bring a different kind of heat later on, as we will see in a later message.

When the heat is on, we need calm assertiveness. Some don’t like the word “assertiveness,” but assertiveness should not be thought of as something negative. One can be both humble and assertive—can display “holy boldness,” as the Puritan devotional writers put it. To be assertive or exercise “holy boldness” is to determine what one should or must do because it is right in the sight of God and because it is fair and just to oneself and to others, and then to act on those convictions. That’s the “boldness” part.
 I see this combination in Paul’s words of 2 Corinthians 3:4-5, “Such confidence as this is ours through Christ before God. Not that we are competent in ourselves to claim anything for ourselves, but our competence comes from God.” This is assurance without arrogance, being confident without being cocky. This enables us to stand up for what’s right without going about it the wrong way.

The “calm” part is knowing the difference between assertiveness and aggressiveness, which is usually very emotional and turns up the heat in an already volatile situation. In most situations, the appropriate response is assertiveness, which is a way of demonstrating respect while also standing up for your own rights. The goal of being assertive is to influence instead of force.
 

When the heat is on, keep your head when others are losing theirs. Remember that God is ultimately in control. Pray for wisdom and courage and don’t forget to thank Him for His provisions. Stand up for Jesus…just be smart about it. Don’t worry who gets the credit as long as God gets the glory!
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