When The Heat Is On #4

“The Need for Consistent Application”

Daniel 6:1-28

Some might argue that America is going through an identity crisis, and they may be correct. I would suggest that America is going through an integrity crisis.

Integrity is a hot issue today. In a society where people feel like they can’t trust anyone anymore, integrity is a big deal. When we talk about integrity, we are talking about a person’s trustworthiness. The word integrity means to be “complete” or “whole.” It means that what you say and what you mean are the same thing. It means that when you make a promise, you intend to keep it. It means that when you say you will do something—that is exactly what you plan to do.
When we talk about integrity, we are not talking about your reputation. Your reputation is what other folks think of you. Integrity goes beyond that, to what you are really like on the inside. It has to do with your character.

Now, one reason integrity is at such a premium in our culture is that it’s so easy to excuse our lack of it. On some of the issues we are dealing with in this book, you are more or less alone if you try to excuse yourself. But when it comes to compromising integrity, you will have no lack of company. When you hear someone say, “Everybody’s doing it,” you know that’s not too far from the literal truth.

Over the past three weeks we have been preaching from the book of Daniel. If the name “Daniel” appeared in a word association test, the most common association would probably be “lions’ den.” Undoubtedly this is the best-known incident in Daniel’s life.
 Yet I would suggest that an accurate word association with Daniel would be “integrity.” Daniel had more reasons to excuse compromise and conformity than most men will ever have. But the fact that he refused to compromise makes his integrity all the more incredible.

This morning I invite you to turn to Daniel 6, where we find the familiar story of Daniel and the lion’s den. Once again we will see Daniel under pressure, not unlike the experience of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed-nego in chapter 3. We will see that when the heat is on, we need consistent application of God’s commands.

We are introduced to a new kingdom and a new king in chapter 6. Daniel 5 ends with verses 30-31, “That very night Belshazzar, king of the Babylonians, was slain, and Darius the Mede took over the kingdom, at the age of sixty-two.” This marks the end of the Babylonian Empire and the beginning of the Persian Empire, sometimes called the Medo-Persian Empire. This empire was a vast area including the Babylonian territories, extending eventually to Asia Minor, Libya and Egypt to the west, and to the Indus river to the east. It was the largest empire the world had yet seen.

The identification of “Darius the Mede” has challenged scholars for centuries. “Darius the Mede” must not be confused with Darius I who ruled Persia from 522 to 486 bc and during whose reign the temple was restored by the Jewish remnant at Jerusalem. Three possible identifications have been made as to this Darius: Cyrus II (“Cyrus the Great” or “Cyrus the Persian” of Daniel 6:28); Cambyses II, Cyrus’s son; or Gubaru, who was governor of Babylon and the province Beyond the River during the reigns of Cyrus II and Cambyses II.
 Of the three, the arguments for Cambyses II are the weakest, since “Darius the Mede” is described as 62 years old, far too old to be Cyrus’ son.

A number of scholars and preachers favor the identification of Darius the Mede with Gubaru,
 
 
 while others believe that “Darius the Mede” was the same person as “Cyrus the Persian.” This is at least in part based on the final verse of Daniel 6, which speaks of “the reign of Darius and the reign of Cyrus,” which can be translated “the reign of Darius, that is, the reign of Cyrus.” A similar construction is found in 1 Chronicles 5:26, “Pul king of Assyria (that is, Tiglath-Pileser king of Assyria).” So Darius the Mede was none other than Cyrus the Persian (or Cyrus the Great), using an enthronement name during the first year of his reign.
 Kings in the ancient Near East usually had more than one “throne name.” Since Cyrus took over the Median Empire and had a Median mother, he could also be called “the Mede,” even “king of the Medes.”
 Most likely Darius was the conqueror’s name among the Medes and Cyrus his name among the Persians. We could translate Daniel 6:28, “So Daniel prospered during the reign of Darius—that is, the reign of Cyrus the Persian.”
 His portrayal is in keeping with what is known of Cyrus from Ezra 1 and the Cyrus Cylinder.
 I agree with this.
A Spotless Reputation Leads to a Despicable Plot

Daniel 6 begins as a spotless reputation leads to a despicable plot in verses 1-4,

It pleased Darius to appoint 120 satraps to rule throughout the kingdom, 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. 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. 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. 

Daniel was probably, by this time, in his eighties, having served in Babylon around sixty-five years.
 It’s likely that Daniel was in semiretirement at this time, but Darius wanted him to be one of three key administrators over the kingdom.
 In order to rule his empire, Darius appointed 120 “satraps” or managers to run things. But because he knew there would be great temptation and great opportunities for fraud and corruption, and because he could not watch all 120 men, Darius also named three commissioners—vice-presidents, if you will—to oversee the satraps. Now for obvious reasons, these commissioners had to be men Darius could trust implicitly. In other words, they had to be men of integrity, of impeccable trustworthiness, beyond question and reproach. Daniel was chosen as one of the three.

One commentator quips, “Daniel 6 begins with a miracle: a squeaky clean politician!”
 Daniel was a government official who distinguished himself because “no corruption” was found in him.
 His colleagues and enemies (the terms overlap) had done a security check on Daniel and had scoured government files but came up with nothing. No disappointing omissions, no tainting commissions. And his fellow bureaucrats hated him for it.
 Doubtless they knew he would not allow them to profit through corruption.
In verse 5 we read, “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.’”  In obedience to the law of the land Daniel was above reproach, but if the law of his God conflicted with the law of the land, opportunity might arise to make accusation against him. The writer is not claiming that Daniel was sinless, but only that he was law-abiding, and that his first allegiance was to his God.
 It is a tribute to Daniel’s integrity that his enemies savvied that they could only send him up the river if they resorted to some religious ruse, and their scheme takes for granted Daniel’s unbending fidelity—they simply know he will not turn aside from worshiping his God.

So we read in verses 6-9,
So the administrators and the satraps went as a group to the king and said: “O King Darius, live forever! 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. 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.” So King Darius put the decree in writing.
The administrators were very clever in the plot they conceived and the way they presented it. They knew that Darius wanted to unify the kingdom and as quickly as possible transform the defeated Babylonians into loyal Persians. What better way than to focus on the great king himself and make him not just the supreme leader but the only god for an entire month!

Verse 6 says they went “as a group” to the king, or, “by agreement.” Literally it means, “rage together.” It was all a conspiracy to sell Daniel up the river.
 The suggestion made to the king was calculated to boost his ego and give expression to his new authority.
 Refusal to comply would be mean a gory death—torn apart by lions. These animals weren’t fed often or great amounts of food so that their appetites would be keen in case there was to be an execution. Living at the gnawing edge of hunger didn’t make them any too tame!

A Steady Repetition Leads to a Deadly Peril

What would Daniel do? We are not held in suspense for long, as verse 10 records, “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.” A steady repetition leads to a deadly peril. Daniel defied the law by praying to the Lord “as he had done before.”

Why toward Jerusalem? Daniel is simply praying as Scripture directed, in line with Solomon’s prayer in 1 Kings 8:46–51. When Israel is captive in a foreign land, they are to pray toward their land, the city Yahweh had chosen, and the house Solomon had built for Yahweh’s name. That is why Daniel’s windows are open toward Jerusalem.

If you and I are going to be people of integrity rather than looking for an excuse to take the easy way out, it will boil down to our personal walk with God. Daniel didn’t stop praying, he didn’t panic, and he didn’t use the excuse that as the executive vice-president of a nation, he was too busy to pray anyway. The real deal is he was too busy not to pray. It is interesting that the windows in Daniel’s prayer chamber were open when he went home. After that law was passed, I probably would have at least closed the windows. I’d spiritualize it, thinking, “No one really needs to know I am praying. Prayer is private anyway. It’s not for show.” Maybe Daniel could even have argued, “I’m a government official, so I need to keep my official and private lives separate. I need to keep my religion out of my work. After all, I’m serving an ungodly king in an ungodly nation. He wouldn’t understand.”

But Daniel was not about to be a “secret agent saint.” He prayed publicly like he always did. He had a consistent witness, and he wasn’t about to change it. His enemies were banking on Daniel’s integrity and courage, because they showed up to catch him praying by his open windows. And they weren’t disappointed.

What about us? What would we have done in Daniel’s position? Would we pray if the law forbade it, earning the death penalty? For most Christians, that would be acting differently, not the same. I’m amazed by how many Christians today clamor for bringing back prayer in schools who won’t even pray in their own homes or churches!

At any rate, Daniel remained steady, repeating his practice of prayer openly three times a day. In the following verses of Daniel 6 he is found out by his enemies (the same term hargishuw appears here, depicting a conspiracy). They rush to the king (same word) and tell Darius about Daniel refusing to comply. Verse 14 says, “When the king heard this, he was greatly distressed; he was determined to rescue Daniel and made every effort until sundown to save him.” But Daniel’s enemies pressed the law on Darius and forced him to put Daniel in the den of lions. We see into Darius’ heart in verse 16 where he says to Daniel, “May your God, whom you serve continually, rescue you!” Realizing his inability to save Daniel, the king hopes Daniel’s God could do what he could not.

Notice what happens next in verse 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.” Sound familiar? Centuries later a stone would be placed with a seal to insure a final result. (Didn’t work then, either!)

Now, remember, Daniel was not in the lions’ den because he had done something wrong, but because he had done something right.
 As soon as the document had been signed Daniel knew that he had been framed. If the possibility occurred to him that he could change his prayer routine, or pray without appearing to do so, it was dismissed as out of the question. He steadily continued his lifelong habit of regular prayer, as his accusers expected he would. Had he taken evasive action no doubt some other plot would have been laid against him, and by saving his own skin he would have betrayed the God whom he had served for some seventy years. Nothing would have been gained and he would have lost the opportunity to prove the faithfulness of his God.

This was no joke; this was a situation that could have easily ended his life.
 Daniel had to answer the question: What matters most—the worship of God or my safety? His response shows that he so much as said, “I must not make an idol of my own safety and so by prayer I destroy that idol.”
 As martyred missionary Jim Eliot wrote famously, “He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.”

Similar situations have been repeated throughout history and continue to this day. As they take their stand for what is right and what the Lord commands, God’s people in every age have been falsely accused, cruelly persecuted, and unjustly killed. Paul wrote in 2 Timothy 3:12, “In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.”
 In 2 Corinthians 1:9 he wrote, “Indeed, in our hearts we felt the sentence of death. But this happened that we might not rely on ourselves but on God, who raises the dead.”
The question is not if the heat is on but when the heat is on. What will we do? Will we hide our faith or will we hold steady, even in the face of deadly peril?

A Supernatural Rescue Leads to a Divine Praise

Daniel 6 concludes with a supernatural rescue that leads to divine praise. We tend to highlight Daniel or the lions as the main emphasis, but the spotlight seems to be on the effects this had on King Darius.
 Earlier was saw how he tried to circumvent having Daniel put in the lions’ den, and when he could not, he hoped Daniel’s God would save him. Now notice verse 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.” Isn’t that strange: Daniel is thrown to the lions and we only hear about the king and his agonizing night.

Verses 19-23 reveal the dramatic discovery,

At the first light of dawn, the king got up and hurried to the lions’ den. 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?” 

Daniel answered, “O king, live forever! 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.” 

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.

Daniel was vindicated and pulled from the lions’ den. Then verse 24 records, “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.” (So much for the criticism that Daniel wasn’t mauled by the lions because they weren’t hungry!) The chapter closes with Darius’ praise to Daniel’s God who once more saved the day.

One lesson from this chapter that we may easily miss comes from the experience of King Darius. He liked and respected Daniel and didn’t want to see harm come to him. But he was fooled by greedy, corrupt politicians who manipulated the king’s pride to put Daniel in harm’s way. We need to learn that rulers may not be personally hostile to us, but, even if they favor us, we dare not pin our hopes on them, for they can prove as helpless as anyone else. It’s the writer’s way of preaching Psalm 146:3, “Do not put your trust in princes, in mortal men, who cannot save.” 
 In God we trust, and only in Him.

Another lesson for us is this: We must become people of integrity who refuse to make excuses. It may not keep us from going into the lions’ den, but it will keep us from going there alone. There are lions in our life waiting to devour us—Satan is so depicted in 1 Peter 5:8. We cannot shut their mouths, but God can.

When the heat is on and our faith is under fire, we need creative alternatives, calm assertiveness, courageous affirmation, and consistent application of our obedience.
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