Bible Studies

Daniel (4)

The Image of Gold and the Fiery Furnace

Daniel 3:1-30

Introduction


The Book of Daniel not only records the incidents in the life of Daniel. It also gives us snapshots of the great rulers of the time: Nebuchadnezzar, Belshazzar, and Darius. We saw in the first 2 chapters how King Nebuchadnezzar demonstrated his pride and anger. He vented his rage on Jerusalem by totally destroying the temple and the city because of the rebellion of the king and nobles. In a fit of anger he threatened to kill all the wise men of the kingdom for not being able to tell him his dream and interpret it. Now in chapter 3 he adds new heights to his pride and new heat to his anger. But God continued to patiently deal with him through His faithful servants, Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego.

Read Dan. 3:1-18

I. The golden image

A. King Nebuchadnezzar made a statue of gold. I wonder if he got the idea from the statue in his dream where he was represented by the head of gold. We don’t know for sure what the statue represented. Was it made to look like Him? Was he making a new god? Or did it represent some god he already worshiped? It seems that it may have been made to look like him since it’s called an “image”. In that case, it would be like the image of the Anti-Christ that will be set up for people to worship. Rev. 13:14-15 Regardless of whether the statue represented a god or himself as god, the idea of setting up this huge statue, and requiring everyone working for him to bow to it, shows unbelievable pride and arrogance! I think it may also have been his way of bringing all the diverse people under his absolute control because there were many conquered peoples represented in his kingdom. 

B. Imagine a statue 90 feet tall and 9 feet wide all made of gold. Isa. 46:6 That’s as tall as an 8 or 9 story building. Why would he put all that gold into a statue? I think it was a test of loyalty for those who surrounded him. It was the King’s power play – to force everyone in his kingdom to do his will and worship him or his god. He would not allow freedom of worship. This was the acid test. Nesuchadnezzar called all the officials – satraps, prefects, governors, advisors, treasurers, judges, magistrates and all other provincial officials – to come to the dedication. So, of course, they all came. This included Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego whom he had made administrators over the province of Babylon. We wonder why Daniel wasn’t included. Maybe he was gone somewhere at the time, or maybe the King acknowledged Daniel’s God and didn’t require him to bow to his statue. But even though the King had admitted that Daniel’s God was the God of gods and the Lord of kings, that had not yet touched his personal life. But the Lord had plans to do that!

II. The accusation

A. We can see that the crowd gathered was made up of different people, nations and languages because they were addressed that way by the herald. He told them that when they heard the sound of the music they must fall down and worship the image of gold. Obedience to the King and worship of his statue were the issues at stake. The judgment would be swift on those who refused. They would immediately be thrown into the blazing furnace. With this threat in mind, this huge crowd of people fell down and worshiped the image. But there were astrologers – Chaldean wise men – who were on the alert to catch someone not obeying. My question is: if they were down on their faces worshiping, how could they see those who weren’t? It’s a little like reporting on those who don’t close their eyes during prayer. How would you know if your eyes were closed?

B. These men came to the King and denounced the Jews. In all of history there have been people ready to accuse the Jews – God’s chosen people. We still have many today, especially in the Middle East. It is known as anti-Semitism. The world and the devil cannot stand for those who insist on worshiping the true and living God. They turn against Christians for the same reason. It seems that jealousy was one of the motives for this accusation, which is often the case. Dan. 6:4 In Nazi Germany the Jews were great and rich businessmen, so Hitler wanted their money and their death. Their accusation had mixed truth and lies in it. They said that the 3 men paid not attention to the King. That wasn’t true! They were loyal, faithful subjects of the King in everything except the worship of his gods. They made it sound as though they were rebellious traitors to the King. The accusers were trying to make Nebuchadnezzar angry, and they were successful!

III. A second chance

A. The King was not only angry. He was furious with rage. How dare anyone defy his orders? But then he must have remembered that these 3 men had served him well and were exceptional among all his captives. Dan. 1:19-20 Unlike most tyrants of the world, he decided to give them a second chance. He asked them first if it was true that they refused to serve his gods and worship his image. Then he told them that he would give them the chance to prove their loyalty. When the instruments played, they could be exonerated by bowing down to worship his image. The Christians of the early church were told that if they would just deny Christ, and worship the Roman Caesar, they could be saved from execution. I’m sure that some did turn away from the Lord in order to save their lives, but many are in heaven today who were martyred for their faith. The same thing will be true of the End time saints. Rev. 20:4 
B. If the 3 Jews refused to do what the King commanded, they would be thrown at once into a blazing furnace. Then Nebuchadnezzar threw out the challenge: “Then what god will be able to rescue you from my hand?” II Chron. 32:15 We see from this that the King thought himself as powerful or more powerful than the gods. We can only pity the man who thinks of himself as a god, like the Caesars in Rome did, and some false teachers do today. What terrible judgment awaits such a man when he faces the only One who is God! Those who act like gods and demand worship from others are robbing the Almighty of the worship that belongs to Him alone. Nebuchadnezzar was about to learn his second lesson about God from his humble captives! The 3 Hebrews told the King that they didn’t need to defend themselves in this controversy about whether to bow to his image. Instead they pointed to their Defender who was God. 

C. In their answer we see what our attitude should be toward the character of God and His will, and then our proper response to what He decides. They said that if they were thrown into the fiery furnace, their God whom they served was able to save them from it. So our trust must be in the God who is able to heal us or supply our needs. If God willed, He was well able to rescue them from the hands of the King. But we don’t always know what His will is! So they said, “If God chooses to not deliver us, we still want you to know that we have made up our minds not to serve your gods or worship your image.” It is true for us. God may choose to let us die, or be handicapped or penniless. But our faithfulness to Him doesn’t depend on what He wills, but on His character! God is not obligated to prove Himself to us. He is more honored when we choose to trust Him in the face of calamity than when He pours out His blessings. Our faith rests on Who He is, not on what He does!

Read Dan. 3:19-30

IV. The furnace

A. Nebuchadnezzar, who was never challenged or denied anything, was madder than hops. Where he had thought he had graciously given them a second chance, now his attitude changed to “Wipe them out like bugs!” He wanted to see them suffer more, so he ordered the furnace to be heated 7 times hotter – as if that would make any difference. If you are burned to death, what difference does the amount of heat make? I think the heat of the furnace had to match the heat of his anger. It’s amazing what we can do in the heat of anger. He chose the strongest and best soldiers in his army to firmly tie up the 3 Hebrews and throw them in with their clothes on. The King’s command was so urgent and the furnace so hot that the flames leapt out and killed the soldiers. Nebuchadnezzar sacrificed his best soldiers to his hot anger and hurt pride. Do we ever sacrifice those around us because of our anger and pride?

B. The furnace must have been open because the King was sitting there watching the whole episode, prepared to enjoy seeing them burned to a crisp. Imagine his shock when he leaped to his feet staring into those flames. There he beheld the evidence of the God who was their Defender and much greater than He had imagined. What did the King see? Not 3 men turned to ashes, but 4 men walking around in the fire! They were unbound and unharmed. That in itself was amazing and miraculous. But the most amazing thing was the 4th member who appeared out of nowhere. The King described Him “as looking like a son of the gods”. He was right except that he was the Son of the one and only God! Finally he saw that he was dealing with the Most High God!

V. The rescue

A. Nebuchadnezzar got the picture! He went close to the furnace, but not too close, remembering the dead bodies of his soldiers lying there. He called in a loud voice, “Servants of the Most High God, come out.” In that phrase he acknowledged that their God was not only greater than he was, but also higher than all the gods he worshiped. So the 3 walked out! All the high officials crowded around them to see this miracle. The very fire that had leaped out to fry the soldiers outside the furnace, had not harmed the bodies of these inside the furnace. Not a hair was singed – the first thing to be affected by a fire. Their robes were not scorched. They didn't even smell like smoke! You can smell like smoke just from being in a room where someone is smoking. Probably their accusers smelled more like smoke than they did. They came out “smelling like a rose” because the Rose of Sharon had walked with them in the fire. It was as if they had been enveloped in a protective pod so that the fire had no effect on them.

B. Then the King praised the God of the 3 Hebrews who had sent His angel to rescue them. The pre-incarnate Christ often appeared in the Old Testament as the angel of the Lord. Psa. 34:7; Gen. 18:1-2,10 Finally the King understood that these 3 Hebrews trusted the Lord enough to defy his command, and that they were willing to give their lives rather than serve and worship any god except the Most High! In chapter 2 Nebuchadnezzar had recognized Daniel’s God as the God of gods and the Lord of kings, but he still didn’t accept Him as his God. He made a decree that no one was allowed to speak against the God of the 3 Jews. Once again he added dire punishment to those who did not follow his decree. Did he rescind the other decree that people must worship his statue? The King acknowledged that no other god could save someone as their God had saved them. His belief was not yet personal. However, being a just king, he promoted the 3 Hebrews.

Conclusion


Sometimes we may wish that God would do miracles for us like the ones He did for Nebuchadnezzar. Certainly God can do those kinds of miracles in our day. He is the same, yesterday, today and forever. But we have to remember that he didn’t have the Bible and he didn’t know Christ. We have God’s miracle Revelation – the Bible – in which we can learn about Him and find out how to believe in His Son and receive eternal life. We can experience the miracle of the new birth in which we are forgiven all our sins and enjoy the presence of the Holy Spirit living in us. God is still the same compassionate, longsuffering Lord who dealt with Nebuchadnezzar, but we are more responsible than he because we have been blessed in many more ways. Let us be sure that we use our blessings in the right way!

