 Sunday Church School Lesson 04/13/08
“Taking a Stand”

Lesson: Daniel 3:10-13, 16-18, 21, 24-26
Background Scriptures: Daniel chapter 3:1- 26
Time: Babylon about 587 B.C.
Introduction of today’s Lesson: 

Last week we learned that Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah were among the young Jewish nobles, who were taken into exile during the early days of Babylonian domination of Judah.  Daniel 1:7 notes the change of their names to Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego.  Following Daniel’s lead, they boldly stood out by choosing their own diet over the king’s rations.  God honored their stance by exalting them in the king’s court and kingdom.
The situation changes in Daniel 3.  Independent of Daniel’s leadership, these young men faced a new challenge.  King Nebuchadnezzar erected a giant statue approximately 90 feet high and 9 feet wide.  Bizarre dimensions notwithstanding, this monument to human greatness, like the tower of Babel in Genesis 11 was a farce in God’s eyes.
In Nebuchadnezzar’s eyes, however, this statute played a critical role in the stability of his empire.  He had relocated droves of foreigners to his capital city, and it was necessary to keep everyone on the same page.  Nebuchadnezzar needed to make it clear that there was only one law, one king, and one empire – and that it all revolved around him.  This is why he sent a decree to “people, nations, and language” that when the king authorized the imperial music to play, they all had to worship the statue (Daniel 3:4-5).
Failure to comply meant execution in a fiery furnace.  The statue was a symbolic reminder that the Babylonian Kingdom was undivided despite its diversity.  From an earthly, imperial perspective, it all made perfect sense.  But from a godly perspective, it was riddled with problems.  In today’s text we see how three faithful Jews handled this situation.
Lesson Aims:

1. Retell the story of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego and the fiery furnace.
2. List some challenges that believers face in which they are threatened with harm if they do not go along with popular thinking or behavior.
3. Take a stand against one ungodly law or cultural practice.
Golden Text – “If it be so, our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the burning fiery furnace, and he will deliver us out of thine hand, O king.  But if not, be it known unto thee, O king, that we will not serve thy gods, nor worship the golden image which thou hast set up.”  (Daniel 3:17-18) 
I. Their Enemies (Daniel 3:10-13)
A. A decree (Daniel 3:10-11)
“Thou, hast made a decree, that every man that shall hear the sound of the cornet, flute, harp, sackbut, psaltery, and dulcimer, and all kinds of musick, shall fall down and worship the golden image:

And whoso falleth not down and worshippeth, that he should be cast into the midst of a buring fiery furnace.”
Nebuchadnezzar was one of Babylon’s most effective kings.  Of all the foreign rulers named in the Bible, he and Pharaoh seem to be the most prominent.  We saw some of his wisdom last week in his choice of certain young Hebrew men to become part of his administration.  Nevertheless, he was a heathen, and there is a great reminder of this in Daniel 3 in the account of his building a huge gold image and requiring everyone to bow before it.  There is good reason to infer that it was a statue of himself.
When the orchestra began to plan, everyone was to fall down and worship the golden image.  There was a penalty attached to these instructions.  If someone dared ignore the command, he would be cast into a burning furnace.  This type of punishment does not seem to have been a normal or usual one.  We cannot help wondering whether this was some kind of sudden whim on Nebuchadnezzar’s part.
Soon the orchestra played and the people bowed down (Daniel 3:7).  Almost immediately a group of Chaldeans appeared before the king with an accusation.  After the usual courtesy greeting, “O king, live for ever” (vs. 9), they reminded Nebuchadnezzar of his decree in great detail.  Their first detail was that this was a decree that he himself had issued.  The second detail was that everyone, not just certain people, was to respond to the sound of the orchestra.  They even repeated verbatim the list of instruments that had been mentioned.
We should note that Daniel is not mentioned in this chapter.  We do not know where he was, but we can speculate that perhaps he was out of town on some sort of official business.  We also do not know how he got the detailed information recorded here.  It may be that his friends overheard the accusation when it was given, and thus Daniel was able to record it from their reports.  He knew that all the details were repeated to the king, including the penalty for disobedience to his decree.
B.  An accusation (Daniel 3:12-13)
“There are certain Jews whom thou hast set over the affairs of the province of Babylon, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego; these men, O king, have not regarded thee: they serve not thy gods, nor worship the golden image which thou hast set up.”

Not until after they had meticulously repeated the decree in detail did the Chaldeans verbalize the accusation.  “The form of the accusation is almost a rebuke to the king himself.  It is clear that the Chaldeans had deep-seated resentment against the Jews and felt the king had made a serious mistake in trusting these foreigners with such high offices.  They reminded the king that these men are Jews, different in race an dculture from the Babylonians.”
There were three accusations in their presentation.  First, they said these Jews showed no regard for the king himself.  This amounted to a charge of disloyalty, something that leaders cannot tolerate if they are to be effective.  Three of Nebuchadnezzar’s own administrators were not showing him proper respect!
Second, they did not serve the king’s gods.  This was further proof that these Jews had no respect for the king.  The conclusion was a faulty one, but the Chaldeans fond it useful in their effort to stir up the king.

The Jews could not participate in Babylon’s idolatry.  Deuteronomy 5:7-9 states, “Thou shalt have none other gods before me.  Thou shalt not make thee any graven image, or any likeness of any thing that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the waters beneath the earth:  thou shalt not bow down thyself unto them, nor serve them.”  Their refusal to bow to Nebuchadnezzar’s gods did not mean they were disrespectful to the king.
The third accusation was their actual refusal to bow to the image of gold, as required.  When these three accusations were put together, the result was a vicious attack.  The Aramaic word that has been translated “accuses” in Daniel 3:8 carries the idea of chewing someone up through slander.  The Chaldeans got the results for which they had hoped – the king reacted in “rage and fury” (vs. 13).  These terms denote a reaction of especially violent anger.  The king immediately demanded that Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego appear before him.
II. Their Faith (Daniel 1:16-18)
A.  Answering the king (Daniel 3:16-17)
“Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, answered and said to the king, O Nebuchadnezzar, we are not careful to answer thee in this matter.

If it be so, our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the burning fiery furnace, and he will deliver us out of thine hand, O king.”
Nebuchadnezzar proceeded to offer Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego a second chance.  He asked them whether what he had been told was true.  Without waiting for a response, he told them that he would have the orchestra play again, and if they bowed, they would be spared the prescribed penalty.  Otherwise, they were to be thrown into the fiery furnace immediately (vs. 14-15).  He did specify that their bowing was to include worship of the image.
This second chance given to the Hebrew boys gave them an opportunity to declare their loyalty to God.  On the surface it might appear that they were indeed being disrespectful to the king when they said, “We are not careful to answer thee in this matter” (Daniel 3:16).  But what they were saying was that they did not need to defend themselves and that the God they served was well able to deliver them from a fiery furnace and out of the king’s hand of punishment.
This must be reminiscent of the attitudes of the apostles and the thousands of other believers who have faced death because of their stand for Christ.  The ability to trust God when circumstances look impossible is a remarkable challenge.  Consider the depth of your commitment to our Father.  It is important to note that these men had their minds made up long before they were faced with this threat.  They did not need to defend themselves.  They simply would remain loyal to their God.
B.  Staying true to God (Daniel 3:18)
“But if not, be it known unto thee, O king, that we will not serve thy gods, nor worship the golden image which thou hast set up.”
At that moment, however, they could not know whether it was God’s will to deliver them from the fiery furnace or to allow them to die in it.  In their minds there was a clear distinction between God’s power and God’s will.  He could deliver them if He chose to do so.  On the other hand, if He chose not to deliver them, they would remain loyal to Him anyway.  Although they could not confidently say it was God’s will for them to live, they could confidently say they would not waver in their convictions.
“Miracle or not; deliverance or captivity; life or death – none of these things factored into their decision.  Whatever God or did not do was up to Him, and they would accept the outcome.  For their part, they had made their stand to obey God’s commands as best they knew them.  So the king learned that two of the three accusations brought by the Chaldeans were true – these fellows will not serve your gods or worship the image of gold you have set up.”
When Nebuchadnezzar asked the three Hebrew boys whether what he had heard was true, it was probably with incredulity.  Why would anyone refuse to bow down and worship an image if it meant death to disobey?  Was it really worth dying over?  Instead of allowing them an exemption, though, Nebuchadnezzar took their disobedience personally and determined that he would have the final word on the matter.  For their part, the Hebrews knew that t further lengthy explanation would be of no use.  Thus, they had spoken directly to their convictions.
These three (3) Hebrew boys had the same attitude to their suffering conditions as Job.  Job made this statement: “Let come on me what will….Though he slay me, yet will I trust in him: but I will maintain mine own ways before him.  He also shall be my salvation: for an hypocrite shall not come before him” (Job 13: 13-16).  
III. Their Salvation (Daniel 3:21-24)
A.  Thrown into the fire (Daniel 3:21)

“Then these men were bound in their coasts, their hosen, and their hats, and their other garment, and were cast into the midst of the burning fiery furnace.”

Evidently Nebuchadnezzar could not stand the idea of anyone not being subject to him.  Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego had made it clear that they were subject first to their God, not to Nebuchadnezzar.  The worst he could do was kill them, but this was also the most he could do.  The fact was that whether they were dead or alive, they belonged to God.  God could do whatever He wanted with them.  Even Nebuchadnezzar was finally subject to His will.

This made the king extremely angry so he did the worst he could and commanded that the fire be heated seven times hotter than normal (Daniel 3:19).  He did not understand the concept that “for to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain” (Philippians 1:21).  A fire was hot as was originally planned would have burned the young men to death quickly.  A fire seven times hotter was incapable of inflicting any more pain.  This shows the irrational fury that true faith often elicits from unbelievers.

It was into this over-heated furnace that the three young Hebrews were thrown.  They were hurriedly tossed in fully clothed in response to the king’s wrath.  Unhappily for those doing the tossing, they were instantly killed by the flames.  But the three Hebrew victims fell to the bottom of the furnace unharmed.  The miracle ended up being an even greater one because of the over-heated furnace.  The level of heat had no effect on God’s servants because God was determined to protect them.

B. Saved in the fire (Daniel 3:24)

“Then Nebuchadnezzar the king was astonied, and rose up in haste, and spake, and said unto his counselors, Did not we cast three men bound into the midst of the fire?  They answered and said unto the king, True, O king.
After king Nebuchadnezzar had the three (3) Hebrew boys thrown into the fiery furnace, he looked in awe and asked his counselors, “Did not we cast three men bound into the midst of the fire?”  (Daniel 3:24).  He reiterated their number and that they had been bound.  The counselors answered in the affirmative.  Nebuchadnezzar then explained his astonishment by announcing that he saw four men in the furnace, none of them bound, and they were walking around freely without being hurt (vs. 25).  Furthermore, he said, the fourth one looked to him “like the Son of God.”
Nebuchadnezzar then stepped toward the opening of the furnace and called the three young men by name, asking them to come out of the furnace to him.  When they did so, everyone present realized that the flames of the fire had not harmed them at all.  Their hair and clothes were not singed, and there was not even the smell of smoke on them.  Their ropes were gone, since these represented Nebuchadnezzar’s power over them. He had failed, while God had succeeded!

God’s sovereignty is everywhere in this book.  Not only did He deliver His servants from Nebuchadnezzar’s power to harm, but there is also in this incident an application for the future.  Whenever evil people seek to dominate the earth and endeavor to destroy them, God will deliver His people.  He will always glorify Himself as their Protector and Defender, even in the most dire of circumstances.

General Comments and Conclusions:

· We should not be surprised by the foolish acts of those who reject God (Daniel 3:10-11).
· We must reject the decrees of those who rule over us when they conflict with the decrees of God (Daniel 3:12-13).
· Faith recognizes God’s ability to do what is impossible but willingly accepts the fact that He often chooses not to do so (vs. 16-18).
· Loyalty to God will bring the hatred of the world (vs. 21).
· It is when God’s people are most helpless that His power is most clearly seen (vs. 24).

· In Babylon’s religious culture, statues were frequently worshiped.  Nebuchadnezzar hoped to use this huge statue (90 feet tall by 9 feet wide) as a strategy to unite the nation and solidify his power.  This gold image may have been inspired by his dream instead of having only a head of gold, however, it was gold from head to toe.  Nebuchadnezzar wanted his kingdom to last forever.  When he made the statue, he showed that he did not understand the God behind the dream.
· This fiery furnace was not a small oven for cooking dinner or heating a house, it was a huge industrial furnace that could have been used for baking bricks or smelting metals.  The temperatures were hot enough to assure that no one could survive its heat.  The roaring flames could be seen leaping from its top opening, and a fiery blast killed the soldiers who went up to the furnace door (3:22).
· Why didn’t the three Hebrew boys just bow to the image and tell God that they didn’t mean it?  They had determined never to worship another god, and they courageously took their stand.  As a result, they were condemned and led away to be executed.  They did not know whether they would be delivered from the fire; all they knew was that they would not bow to an idol.  Are you ready to take a stand for God no matter what?  When you stand for God, you will stand out.  It may be painful, and it may not always have a happy ending.  Be prepared to say, “if he delivers me, or if he doesn’t, I will server only God.”
· Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego were pressured to deny God, but they chose to be faithful to him no matter what happened!  They trusted God to deliver them, but they were determined to be faithful regardless of the consequences.  If God always rescued those who are true to him, Christians would not need faith.  Their religion would be a great insurance policy, and there would be lines of selfish people ready to sign up.  We should be faithful to God whether he intervenes on our behalf or not.  Our eternal reward is worth any suffering we may have to endure first.
· It was obvious to those watching that this fourth person was not human.  We cannot be certain who the fourth man was.  It could have been an angel or a pre-incarnate appearance of Christ.  In either case, God sent a heavenly visitor to accompany these faithful Hebrew boys during their time of great trial.
· The good news for us today is that God stays by to send some one into the fiery furnace with us today to burn off the ropes of bondage and to regulate the temperature in the furnace so we don’t get consumed by the fire.  What a mighty God we serve!

Questions from the Lesson:

1. Upon what occasion did the group of Chaldeans come to King Nebuchadnezzar?  Why?
2. Of what decree did they remind the king, and to what level of detail?
3. What were the three accusations that the Chaldeans presented to the king?
4. What flawed but convincing conclusion did they present?
5. In what way did the Chaldeans get the results they wanted?
6. What answer did the three Hebrews give the king when he offered them a second chance?
7. What gave the men confidence in answering the wrathful king?
8. What was the perspective of the three men on being delivered or not?
9. How did Nebuchadnezzar engineer what he thought was his worst punishment for the three young men?
10. What was the outcome, and what can we learn from these men?
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

The Book of Daniel 
Chapter 3:1-26
Verse 1

[1] Nebuchadnezzar the king made an image of gold, whose height was threescore cubits, and the breadth thereof six cubits: he set it up in the plain of Dura, in the province of Babylon.

Made an image — Perhaps he did this, that he might seem no ways inclined to the Jews, or their religion, whereof the Chaldeans might be jealous, seeing he had owned their God to be greatest, and had preferred Daniel and his friends to great honors.

Verse 4

[4] Then a herald cried aloud, To you it is commanded, O people, nations, and languages,

Nations and languages — Proclamation was made therefore in several languages.

Verse 16

[16] Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, answered and said to the king, O Nebuchadnezzar, we are not careful to answer thee in this matter.

We are not careful — Heb. We care not: there is no need of any answer in this case for it is in vain for us to debate the matter; the king is resolved to have his will of us, and we are resolved on the contrary.

Verse 18

[18] But if not, be it known unto thee, O king, that we will not serve thy gods, nor worship the golden image which thou hast set up.

But if not — It was therefore all one to them, which way God would honour himself; they were resolved to suffer rather than sin, and leave the cause to God. Indeed if God be for us, we need not fear what man can do unto us. Let him do his worst. God will deliver us either from death, or in death.

Verse 20

[20] And he commanded the most mighty men that were in his army to bind Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, and to cast them into the burning fiery furnace.

To bind — What did he think these three men would have refused? Or that their God would defend them from his power, or that if he had, his mighty men could have prevailed? None of all this was the case; for God purposed to show his power when the king did his worst, and in the thing wherein he dealt proudly, to be above him.

Verse 23

[23] And these three men, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, fell down bound into the midst of the burning fiery furnace.

Fell down — All this is expressed with emphasis, to make the power of God more glorious in their preservation; for that shame that slew the executioners, might much more easily have killed them, even before they fell down.

Verse 25

[25] He answered and said, Lo, I see four men loose, walking in the midst of the fire, and they have no hurt; and the form of the fourth is like the Son of God.

No hurt — See how the God of nature can when he pleases control the powers of nature! The Son of God - Probably he had heard David speak of him. Jesus Christ, the Angel of the covenant, did sometimes appear before his incarnation. Those who suffer for Christ, have his gracious presence with them in their sufferings, even in the fiery furnace, even in the valley of the shadow of death, and therefore need fear no evil.

Verse 26

[26] Then Nebuchadnezzar came near to the mouth of the burning fiery furnace, and spake, and said, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, ye servants of the most high God, come forth, and come hither. Then Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, came forth of the midst of the fire.

And spake — With a milder tone than before, God having abated the fire of his fury. Now he could at once acknowledge the true God to be the most high above all gods, and the three worthies to be his faithful servants.
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