When The Heat Is On #3

“We Need Courageous Affirmation”

Daniel 3:1-30

It was a perfect storm…for fire.

Several factors converged upon the Hawaiian island of Maui two weeks ago, including unusually dry conditions, low humidity, and strong winds from Hurricane Dora several hundred miles away in the Pacific Ocean. These conditions caused wildfires to erupt in the early morning hours of August 8, sweeping through the town of Lahaina on Maui.
 Strong winds swept the fire through the streets, igniting homes and buildings in its path. Residents had to run for their lives, many being burned alive in their homes or cars as they tried to escape. Others jumped into the ocean to evade the danger.
I personally cannot think of a worse way to die than being burned alive. Maybe there are worse ways to go, but I can’t imagine any. I certainly wouldn’t want to choose that as my fate. I mean, who in their right mind would? I invite you to turn to Daniel 3.

I confess that the title of this series of messages from the book of Daniel—“When the Heat Is On”—was inspired by this story more than any other. If you grew up in Sunday school like me, you heard the hair-raising account of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego and the fiery furnace. There was enough drama to keep a child’s attention through the whole ordeal. What impresses me now more than the miracle that took place is the faith of these three young men in the most pressurized of situations. From them we learn that when the heat is on, we need courageous affirmation.

The Diabolical Requirement

Daniel 3 begins with the diabolical requirement from King Nebuchadnezzar: 

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. 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. 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. 

Then the herald loudly proclaimed, “This is what you are commanded to do, O peoples, nations and men of every language: 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. Whoever does not fall down and worship will immediately be thrown into a blazing furnace.” 

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.
This monarch, known to historians as Nebuchadnezzar II, was one of the greatest and longest-reigning monarchs of Mesopotamia, ruling Babylon from 605 to 562 bc. He is mentioned some 90 times in the Old Testament, more than any other foreign king.
 I mention this because it may seem strange that the events of chapter three happen so soon after the events of chapter two. This may be misleading.
The Septuagint—the Greek version of the Old Testament—begins Daniel 3 with, “In the eighteenth year of King Nebuchadnezzar…” So this did not happen immediately after chapter two. Sixteen years after Daniel interprets the dream of Daniel 2, he builds a statue of himself made of gold—not just the head but all of it.
 When Daniel explained the meaning of the dream in chapter two, he identified Nebuchadnezzar as the head of gold in verse 38, and perhaps this is what helped motivate the king to make an image of gold. Not content to be merely a head of gold, he and his kingdom would be symbolized by an entire image of gold!

So why would he do this? Apart from his military campaigns, during the course of which he consolidated control of virtually the entire ancient Near East, Nebuchadnezzar set about to transform Babylon into the greatest city in the world.
 Perhaps he intended to unite his kingdom under one religion. It may even be that the image represented himself. Having been told that he was the head of gold, what more natural than to capitalize on the fact and to make the whole image of gold? Like smaller statues that have survived, it was no doubt made of some less precious material and plated with gold.
 Rulers—especially dictators—seem prone to dabble in religion, and Nebuchadnezzar is no exception. His effort to use religion as political cement brings on this story of what one author calls, “Saints in the Hands of a Saving God.”

Verses 2-3 list all who were invited (ahem) to attend this event. The list of officials appears to be in rank order.
 Everyone involved in the government seems to have been included, so it is unclear why Daniel was not present.
Then in instructions were given. At the sound of the music, everyone was to bow before the golden image. Isn’t it interesting that Nebchadnezzar used music to prepare people for worship? Truth is, seldom is any deity worshipped without some form of musical accompaniment.

The fanfare is to sound from a collection of both wind and stringed instruments.
 The “horn” was a wind instrument that, judging by the word used, is an animal’s horn rather than a metal trumpet. The “flute” was also a wind instrument of the variety that is played by blowing through the end. The “zither,” “lyre,” and “harp” were stringed instruments. The last instrument, translated “pipe” in the niv, is the most difficult of the instruments to identify.
 According to one scholar this word describes “a bagpipe, an instrument consisting essentially of a combination of pipes supplied with wind from a bladder blown by the mouth and called ‘symphonia’ on account of the combination of sounds produced by it.”
 Can you imagine the sound that orchestra made?
At any rate, when the music played, everyone was to bow to the image…or else. Refusal to comply meant being thrown into a blazing furnace. This was undoubtedly one of the many brick kilns in Babylon that were needed for Nebuchadnezzar’s aggressive building program. Many of the bricks were stamped with the king’s name and titles.
 The fuel was charcoal that produced the high temperatures required at the brick kiln and at the ironsmith’s forge. Some large brick kilns have been excavated outside Babylon.
 Death by burning is referred to occasionally during the Assyrian, Babylonian, Persian and Greek Empires. Most notably, a letter from a Mesopotamian king dating to the sixth century BC instructs a governor to throw corrupt priests into a burning oven.
 
So it comes as no surprise that verse 7 records, “all the peoples, nations and men of every language fell down and worshiped the image of gold that King Nebuchadnezzar had set up.” The original reads literally, ‘As soon as they were hearing they were falling down.’ There was total and immediate response. The king achieved the unity he sought.

Or had he?

The Daring Refusal

Verses 8-12 record the daring refusal of the king’s command:

At this time some astrologers came forward and denounced the Jews. They said to King Nebuchadnezzar, “O king, live forever! 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, and that whoever does not fall down and worship will be thrown into a blazing furnace. 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.” 

Three men did not cooperate. They stuck out like sore thumbs.

The king reacted just as we might have imagined, as recorded in verses 13-15,

Furious with rage, Nebuchadnezzar summoned Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego. So these men were brought before the king, 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? 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?”

This is simply protest through civil disobedience, involving deliberate, personal resistance to a government decree that violates God’s standards.
 This has been seen time and time again throughout history, summed up very well in Acts 5:29, “We must obey God rather than men!”
These three young men stood before the furious king and the fury of the fire and answered the king with one of the most beautiful expressions of Biblical faith in verses 16-18,

Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego replied to the king, “O Nebuchadnezzar, we do not need to defend ourselves before you in this matter. 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. 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.”
When they answer the king, these three so much as say, “You might just as well save yourself the orchestra fee.”
 Theirs was not a quiet or hidden faith; they put it on the line.
 True faith isn’t frightened by threats, impressed by crowds, or swayed by superstitious ceremonies. True faith obeys the Lord and trusts Him to work out the consequences.

How could they do this? How could they make such a daring refusal to the king’s orders? They could because it was in conflict with an even more firm decree of their Sovereign Lord. God had said in Exodus 20:4-5 (otherwise known as the second commandment):

You shall not make for yourself an idol in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below. You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God.
The three men could have compromised with the king and defended their disobedience by arguing, “Everybody else is doing it,” or “Our office demands that we obey,” or “We’ll bow our knees but we won’t bow our hearts.” They might have said, “We can do our people more good by being officers in the king’s service than by being ashes in the king’s furnace.” But true faith doesn’t look for loopholes; it simply obeys God and knows that He will do what is best. Faith rests on commands and promises, not on arguments and explanations.

These men give us then a full-balanced picture of faith: faith knows the power of God (he is able), guards the freedom of God (but if not…), and holds the truth of God (we will not serve your gods). There are some in our day, however, who would not be entirely happy with this “faith.” In their view, faith involves being far more cocksure about God’s ways. Their kind of faith is allergic to any uncertainty about details. If they could re-write the chapter, they would have the friends declare: “Nebuchadnezzar, we are going to call down God’s deliverance; we, O king, are going to bind the fire.” But Bible faith doesn’t do that. Faith does not predict God’s ways; it simply holds to God’s Word; faith obeys God’s truth, it does not manipulate God’s hand; faith is not required to plot God’s course but only to obey God’s command. Faith’s finest hour may be when it can oppose the king’s three words (burning fiery furnace) with three of its own: “But if not.” 

Belief in a sovereign God does not always means it turns out our way.
 Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego were men of faith but not men of presumption. Had they stated that God would deliver them, that would have been presumption, because they didn’t know what God had willed for their situation.
 They said, in effect, “If God does deliver, we won’t worship. If God doesn’t deliver, we still won’t worship.”
 “I will believe and obey the first commandment even if it kills me (and it may).”

You see, God always rewards faith but He doesn’t always step in and perform special miracles. Not everybody who prays is healed, but God always gives strength to bear with pain and grace to face death without fear. The three Hebrew men believed that God could deliver them, but they would trust Him even if He didn’t. That is how faith is supposed to operate in our lives.

Os Guinness tells of one of the periodic efforts to wipe out religious belief in the former Soviet Union. The Communist Party sent KGB agents to the nation’s churches on a Sunday morning. One such agent was struck by the deep devotion of an older woman who was kissing the feet of a life-size carving of Christ on the cross. He asked her, “Babushka [Grandmother], are you also prepared to kiss the feet of the beloved general secretary of our great Communist party?”

“Why, of course,” she shot back. “But only if you crucify him first.”

Our faith in God may lead us to a daring refusal.
The Divine Rescue

Verses 19-30 record the divine rescue:

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 and commanded some of the strongest soldiers in his army to tie up Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego and throw them into the blazing furnace. So these men, wearing their robes, trousers, turbans and other clothes, were bound and thrown into the blazing furnace. 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, and these three men, firmly tied, fell into the blazing furnace. 

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.” 

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.” 

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, 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. 

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. 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.” 

Then the king promoted Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego in the province of Babylon.
Some doubt whether the furnace could have been made so much hotter, but the temperature was controlled by the number of bellows forcing air into the fire chamber. By seven bellows pumping at the same time the temperature would have been raised.

At any rate, the trio was not burned up, even though the men who threw them into the furnace were killed by the intense heat. In fact, the only thing the fire burned was what bound them.
 Instead of three men bound, Nebuchadnezzar sees four men loosed. The fourth is like a son of the gods or “godlike,” despite his apparent humanity, and it dawns on the king that there is a God who can deliver out of his hand.

Once again Nebuchadnezzar is forced to admit that the God of Judah is greater than all other gods…including himself. Once again the Jewish youth are promoted in the Babylonian Empire. Once again these young men rise to the occasion when the heat is on.

What does it teach us today?

Daniel 3 teaches us that since God is sovereign, we must put our faith in him as we stand before the fire. This historical narrative gives us a glimpse of the faith of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, illustrating two strands of true faith. First, faith is obedience to God’s sovereign commands; and second, faith is trust in God’s sovereign will. True faith will always enable us to stand firm when we face the fiery trials of life.

What it does not teach us is that we will always be protected or delivered from the fiery trials of life. The strength of our faith does not insure a happy outcome. 

You see, God is sovereign whether the result is triumph or tragedy. Unfortunately we have the idea that when we are protected and/or divinely delivered through something in triumph then the sovereignty of God is upheld. But when the bottom drops out, and the rug is pulled out from under us and we suffer incredible defeat or hurt or pain or loss of life, we have to somehow hide in the corner and hope nobody asks us, “Are you really a Christian? What kind of God is that?” The answer is He is a sovereign God who, in the words of Job, chose to take away. You see, the same God who gave to Job took away from Job. All of God’s plan does not come out in our eyes with rose-colored glasses. He says all things work together for good, but He doesn’t say that all things are good. When God says, “No,” He is just as sovereign as when He says, “Yes.”

Especially when the heat is on.
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