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Studies in becoming like Christ and ushering in His kingdom in your daily life
November 30, 2008

Courage Under Fire
How to Live in a Pagan World
This Week’s Essential

Courageous Faith: I trust God’s ways rather than my own.
Proverbs 3:5-6 Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding: in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight. 
“T
his world is not my home. I’m just a passing through. My treasures are laid up somewhere beyond the blue. The angels beckon me from heaven’s open door, and I can’t feel at home in this world anymore.” The words of this old gospel hymn reflect what Jesus told his disciples, “If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first. If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own. As it is, you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates you” (Jn. 15:18-19). Echoing what Jesus had said, Peter wrote, “Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul” (1 Peter 2:11).
O
ur world is not Christian; we live in a world that every day questions our beliefs, beckons us to sin, and tests our virtues. Postmodernism undermines the authority of the Bible. It denies the existence of absolute truth altogether, and in doing so opens up a Pandora’s box of New Age spiritualities, syncretistic faiths, and moral chaos. Hollywood exploits violence, crime, and immorality for entertainment’s sake. It constantly pushes the envelope of decency and in doing so titillates us with “R” rated films and television programs obsessed with adult situations, coarse language, and crude humor all under the guise of reality. Consumerism flies in the face of the fruit of the Spirit. It deifies dissatisfaction, and in doing so militates against the Christian virtues. How come we have to be warned, “Do not love the world or anything in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For everything in the world – the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the boasting of what he has and does – comes not from the Father but from the world. The world and its desires pass away, but the man who does the will of God lives forever” (1 John 2:15-17); I wonder?
T
he challenge of living for God in a hostile environment is not a new one. Daniel and his friends faced the same challenge as exiles from Judah two and a half millennia ago. In 626 B.C. Nabopolassar was made king of Babylon. Allying himself with the Medes to the east, he soon challenged the dominion of the Assyrians. By 612 B.C. their capital city of Nineveh fell, and later with the collapse of the government after the fall of Carchemish in 605 B.C., the once mighty Assyrians became nothing more than a bad memory for the people of the Ancient Near East, whom they had terrorized for almost 150 years. When Nabopolassar died in that same year, his son Nebuchadnezzar took control of all the territories won from the Assyrians, including tiny Judah. For the next two decades the kings of Judah, unwilling to play the role of vassal kings, were embroiled in conspiracies against the Babylonians. This led not only to several deportations, but also eventually to the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple in 586 B.C. (2 Kgs. 25:1-21). During all this time, Daniel was serving in the Babylonian court, for he had been among the first group of captives taken to Babylon in 605 B.C. (2 Kgs. 24:1-7). 
C
learly, one of the purposes of the book of Daniel was to teach the exiles how they were to live in a pagan society. Daniel and his three friends, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego provided the examples they were to follow. We, too, can learn from them. We can learn how to live in our pagan world from the resolve of these men to worship and serve God even if it involved defying the king’s command.
The Message of this Passage

Living in a world antagonistic to their faith, God’s people must trust Him and be willing

to give up their lives before they serve

or worship any other God.
Consider what the following passages say about the Virtue of “Courageous Faith.”
         Read Daniel 3:1-30 from your own Bible.
Digging Deeper into the Meaning
“image of gold” (v. 1)  The word implies an image in human form rather than an ornamental column or obelisk like the Washington Monument. Overlaid with gold, it must have been a dazzling sight. 

“satraps, prefects, etc.” (v. 2)  Government officials from throughout the empire, rather than the public, assembled for the dedication of the image at which time they had to avow their loyalty to the king and his gods.
“blazing furnace” (v. 6)  Most likely a kiln type furnace with a larger opening at the top through which the men were dropped and a smaller opening at the bottom through which they were viewed. 
“do not need . . .” (v. 16)  It’s not that the three refused to answer the charges against them. Instead, readily admitting that they would neither serve the king’s gods nor worship the image he set up, they pleaded “no contest.”

“seven times hotter” (v. 19)  Make it as hot as possible – by adding fuel and more draft from numerous bellows that pumped air into the furnace.

“come out” (v. 26)  They must have crawled out of the smaller opening at the bottom of the furnace.

“they saw that” (v. 27)  The only thing that suffered harm was the king’s rope that had been consumed by the fire to give the men their freedom!

Answering Interpretive Questions

1. How do verses 1-7 set the stage for what happened later in the chapter (Daniel 3)?
2. The Bible doesn’t describe the image that king Nebuchadnezzar made. What do you infer regarding it from Daniel 2:36-38? 

3. Why do you think the astrologers squealed on Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego?
4. Nebuchadnezzar was furious with the three. Why do you think he was so upset?
5. What does the king appear to be giving them in verses 14 & 15?
6. Their response to the king in verse 17 & 18 confirms their renown for wisdom & understanding.  How does it impress you?
7. How does the king’s attitude toward Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego change? 
8. How do verses 19-23 add to the account of the event?
9. Put yourself in the position of the three. What are you thinking, how do you feel, are you having second thoughts?
10. What do you think of the way God delivered the three – could he not have put out the fire or prevented them from being thrown into the furnace in the first place?
11. Nebuchadnezzar speaks to the three and calls them “servants of the Most High God.” What does this suggest to you?

12. What does the detailed description of the three in verse 27 add to the story?

13. What does this story reveal about the God of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego?

14. What would the Jews in Daniel’s day have inferred from verse 28? 

15. In what ways is your world antagonistic to your faith?

16. What god other than the God of the Bible are you pressured to worship in your world?

17. How might Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego respond to the pressure you face?
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