The Story: Week Nineteen – Day One
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

We now turn to God’s work in Babylon through Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah (better known as Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego – names given them by Ashpenaz, chief of Nebuchadnezzar’s court officials).  Daniel was given the name Belteshazzar.

God works in many ways.  Here, He is at work through a king’s order to accomplish good for His people even in exile.  They were chosen for the king’s service.  They were to learn the language and literature of the Babylonians.  They would be trained for three years and then enter the king’s service.

They would become like the Babylonians in many ways.  But they would not adopt their religious practices.  These four would remain faithful witnesses to the one true God – even when it became dangerous to do so.

The first opportunity comes in regards to the food and wine they are given.  This food and wine came from the king’s table.  Apparently the food and wine were unclean.  By God’s command, they were prohibited from eating it.  To do so would be to say that God’s command is not binding – that it was okay to live as if it didn’t matter which god you followed.

When Daniel told the guard that they wouldn’t eat the food, he was worried that their health would deteriorate – that the king would notice – and the guard would lose his head.  Daniel told him to test them for ten days.  He was to bring them vegetables and water for ten days and then compare their appearance to that of others who ate the king’s food.  At the end of the ten days, the appearance of the four was better than all the others.  They looked healthier and better nourished.

God was at work certainly to care for the needs of these four men (and for the rest of His people taken into captivity).  But He also did this to bear witness to the Babylonians that He indeed is the true and living God.  He caused the four to not only survive, but to prosper on vegetables and water.  God certainly works and cares for His children out of love.  But He also works for His name’s sake – to honor His name both in our eyes and the eyes of others who don’t yet know Him (like those Babylonians who had regular contact with Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego.
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God then works to reveal Himself both to His people in exile and to the Babylonians through the interpretation of dreams.  Daniel is given the gift to interpret dreams.  Nebuchadnezzar had a dream that greatly troubled him.  When his wise men, enchanters, magicians and diviners couldn’t explain it, he was ready to put all the wise men in his kingdom to death.  When Daniel was told that he and his friends were to be put to death, he asked for time to pray and ask God if He would reveal the mystery of the king’s dream to him.

And God did!  Daniel was brought before Nebuchadnezzar and he interpreted his dream.  The king’s reaction was to fall prostrate before Daniel and declare, “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.”  Daniel and his friends were given high positions of authority.

In a lot of ways, this parallels what God did through Joseph when he was imprisoned in Egypt.  Because he had been given the gift to interpret dreams (especially the dream of Pharaoh), he was given a position of great authority.  He became the second most powerful man in all of Egypt.

In both cases, God is at work to preserve His promise made to Abraham.  God is at work to protect and preserve His people.  And He is also at work to reveal Himself to kings and rulers of other nations.  Did this have a lasting effect on Nebuchadnezzar?  Did he continue to humble himself before the God of Israel?  We’ll get the answer to those questions tomorrow.
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King Nebuchadnezzar made an image of gold, sixty cubits high and six cubits wide (it’s really big) and commanded the people to bow down and worship it whenever they heard the sound of music announcing worship time.  Whoever did not fall down and worship would be thrown into a blazing furnace.

This is the same king who, when Daniel interpreted his dream, said, “Surely your God is the God of gods and the Lord of kings and a revealer of mysteries.”  It would seem that this was not a confession of faith.  It was more a confession of a reality that had little impact on Nebuchadnezzar’s life.  He commanded the people to worship this golden image that he had made.

This episode also points out the work of sin.  Daniel and his companions (Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego) were Jews – captives from a people that had been subdued – conquered – by their king.  And now they occupy significant positions of authority in the empire.  Jealousies arise.  In an attempt to change an unbearable situation (having to submit to a conquered people), they tell Nebuchadnezzar that Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego won’t bow down to the image of gold.  They conclude it’s because they neither serve the king’s gods nor pay attention to him.

Enraged, the king calls in the three.  They will not bow down to the image of gold.  They make no defense other than to say, “If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we serve is able to deliver us from it, and he will deliver us from Your Majesty’s hand.  But even if he does not, we want you to know, Your Majesty, that we will not serve your gods or worship the image of gold you have set up.”

Their hope is not for this world only.  They know that God will take care of them even if He doesn’t deliver them from the blazing furnace – even if they die.  They do not fear those who can only destroy the body.  They fear Him who is able to destroy both body and soul in hell.  And they trust their soul to the One who has called them to be His own people.  He is their God and they are His people.  And Nebuchadnezzar can do nothing to change that.

Nebuchadnezzar had them thrown into the furnace (after heating the furnace to the point where the soldiers who threw them in were killed by the flames of the fire).  Nebuchadnezzar looks into the furnace and sees four men walking around and the fourth looks like a son of the gods.  He calls Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego to come out of the furnace.  When they come out, it is obvious that the flames brought no harm to their bodies.

Once again, Nebuchadnezzar proclaims. “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.”

God was at work once again to preserve His people and to reveal Himself to the nations.  The result of this episode brought a level of protection to His people.  It was another opportunity to open the king’s eyes to the work of the true and living God.  May we, empowered by the Spirit who lives in us, stand against the powers that be who call us to turn our backs on the true and living God – on Him who has delivered us from death in sin and given us life in Him – in Jesus Christ.

The Story: Week Nineteen – Day Four
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Daniel remained in a position of authority in Babylon through the reign of Nebuchadnezzar and his successor Belshazzar.  When Belshazzar was killed and Babylon conquered by the Persians, Daniel continued to serve as a top administrator in the new empire.

Once again, when Daniel distinguished himself by his talents and integrity above all the other administrators, jealousy arose.  The other administrators and satraps tried to find grounds for charges against Daniel.  They could find none.  His character was above reproach.

They decided to use Daniel’s keeping of God’s law as a way to discredit him. They went to Darius and advised him to make a decree that anyone who prays to any god or person other than the king of Persia should be thrown into the lion’s den.

When Daniel learned of the decree, he got down on his knees three times a day and prayed to God.  When those who were jealous of Daniel saw him praying to his God, they went to Darius with the news.  When the king wanted to rescue Daniel, they reminded him that no decree that the king issued could be changed.

So Daniel was thrown into the lion’s den.  The king could not eat or sleep.  At first light, he hurried to the lion’s den and called to Daniel.

Daniel answered, “May the 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, Your Majesty.”

The king’s proclamation is evidence of how God is at work for good in all things.  God used Daniel to reveal Himself to the Persian king.  Darius wrote to all the nations and peoples of every language in all the earth saying:

“I issue a decree that in every part of my kingdom people must fear and reverence the God of Daniel.  For he is the living God and he endures forever; his kingdom will not be destroyed, his dominion will never end.  He rescues and he saves; he performs signs and wonders in the heavens and on the earth.  He has rescued Daniel from the power of the lions.”

We have been called to witness to the hope that is ours in Jesus and the resurrection that He shares with us.  Will God work through us to reveal Himself to those around us who still wander in the dark?  Count on it.

The Story: Week Nineteen – Day Five
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

The chapter ends with a word of restoration.  The editors go back to the words spoken by Jeremiah – a word of hope that God spoke to the people of Judah who were in exile.  Jeremiah sent these words by a letter to those who were in Babylon.

The words recorded in Chapter 18 come from Jeremiah 30:8-11; Jeremiah 31:23-25 and Jeremiah 29:10-14.  It is a word of restoration – of a great reversal of fortune.  The people will no longer be in exile – without a home.  They will return to Judah.  The land will no longer be desolate.  It will once again be fruitful.  And the Lord their God will once again welcome them home.

God made this promise while Jeremiah was still alive and living in Jerusalem.  Seventy years later, the promise is fulfilled (partially) when Cyrus, king of Persia, made a proclamation that he was going to build a temple in Jerusalem and any Jews who wanted to return could go back and build the temple of the Lord.  We’ll get more details of that in the next chapter.

God is faithful.  He keeps His promises.  This was a partial fulfillment because the promise is made complete in Jesus.  He is the way home.  He is the door through whom we must pass to enter into the house of the Lord.  He is one who invites us saying: “Come to Me you who are weary and heavy laden and I will give you rest.”  He is the one who has made it possible for us to return to Him – to come home.  Jesus is the final YES to every promise of God.

