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TITLE: Christianity in a hostile world

TEXT Daniel 1:1-7, 8-17; Daniel 3:13-18, 24-29;

Daniel 6:16,25-27; 1 Peter 2:12; Daniel 6:4-5

INTRODUCTION: This morning I want to talk about being a Christian in what can be a world that is often very hostile toward Christianity.

  One of the greatest tools that God has given us in our Christian walk is our integrity. 

 Christ like integrity is a powerful thing. With it we can triumph over any obstacle that may cross our path in this life. Integrity even triumphs over personal loss.

It was on a quiet January morning in the San Fernando Valley in Southern California, that suddenly and without warning the earth shook with such a violent force that many department stores, apartment houses, homes and freeway overpasses crumbled under the strain.

 Within minutes the 1994 Northridge Earthquake left scars upon the lives and land that in some cases may never heal. 

 Such catastrophic events remind us of just how difficult dealing with personal loss can be.

In the pages of Scripture we have many examples of men and women of God who underwent and understood personal loss.

 Possibly none more noteworthy then four young Hebrew men during the Babylonian captivity.


Daniel 1:1 - 7 (NIV) 1In the third year of the reign of Jehoiakim (Ja-hoy-a-kim) king of Judah, Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon came to Jerusalem and besieged it.  2And the Lord delivered Jehoiakim king of Judah into his hand, along with some of the articles from the temple of God. These he carried off to the temple of his god in Babylonia and put in the treasure house of his god.


 3Then the king ordered Ashpenaz (Ash-pen-az), chief of his court officials, to bring in some of the Israelites from the royal family and the nobility— 

4young men without any physical defect, handsome, showing aptitude for every kind of learning, well informed, quick to understand, and qualified to serve in the king’s palace. He was to teach them the language and literature of the Babylonians.   5The king assigned them a daily amount of food and wine from the king’s table. They were to be trained for three years, and after that they were to enter the king’s service. 6Among these were some from Judah: Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah.  7The chief official gave them new names: to Daniel, the name Belteshazzar; to Hananiah, Shadrach; to Mishael, Meshach; and to Azariah, Abednego.

 These 4 young Hebrews: Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah understood personal loss!

 Perhaps in our day only those who have suffered as prisoners of war or as refuges from wars ravages can fully appreciate the deep sense of loss these men must have felt after being cut off from family, friends and homeland and moved to a foreign land and made to serve the very king that had conquered them.

Their personal loss even included losing their own names!

 When taken captive by the Babylonians, each of these young men had a Hebrew name that reflected their Godly upbringing. But in an apparent effort to remove that Godly influence and to exalt the pagan deities of Baal and Aku, Nebuchadnezzar’s commander changed their names from Daniel, which means “God is Judge, to Beltesshazzar, which means “Baal provides or Baal’s prince”.

 From Hananiah, which means “The Lord is gracious” to Shadrach, which means “Under the command of Aku”.

 From Mishael, which means “Who is what the Lord is”, to Meshach which means “Who is what Aku is”.

And from Azariah, which means “The Lord is my helper” to Abednego, which means “The servant of Nebo (the son of Baal)”.

 So these young men had lost their personal freedom from the captivity to Babylon, they had been taken out of their homes and removed from their friends and families, forced to go and serve on the court of their captor, and now have even had their names taken from them in an attempt to take away even their personal identity.
 Daniel and his friends couldn’t prevent their losses, but they could trust God and refuse to let those losses lead to despair and compromise.
From the world’s perspective, King Nebuchadnezzar had much to offer his Hebrew captives: The best food, the best education, and high positions in his kingdom.

 But Daniel’s perspective was quite different.

 He didn’t object to receiving a pagan education because God had given him no direct prohibition against that, and a Babylonian education had much to offer in the areas of architecture and science.

 But as with anyone receiving a secular education, Daniel would have to exercise discernment in sorting out the true from the false and the good from the bad.

It was when Daniel was asked to violate a direct command from God that he drew the line in the sand and took his stand on biblical principle. 

5The king assigned them a daily amount of food and wine from the king’s table. They were to be trained for three years, and after that they were to enter the king’s service.

Daniel 1:8 - 17 (NIV) 8But Daniel resolved not to defile himself with the royal food and wine, and he asked the chief official for permission not to defile himself this way.  

 God had given his children certain food laws that a good Hebrew, wanting to serve God, would not violate.

Evidently that Babylonian diet transgressed those laws God had given his people.

And this is where we see a tremendous example of personal biblical integrity on Daniel’s part….

8But Daniel resolved not to defile himself with the royal food and wine, and he asked the chief official for permission not to defile himself this way.  

Personal Integrity and Obedience to God always has its reward…

9Now God had caused the official to show favor and sympathy to Daniel,  10but the official told Daniel, “I am afraid of my lord the king, who has assigned your  food and drink. Why should he see you looking worse than the other young men your age? The king would then have my head because of you.” 11Daniel then said to the guard whom the chief official had appointed over Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah,  12“Please test your servants for ten days: Give us nothing but vegetables to eat and water to drink.  13Then compare our appearance with that of the young men who eat the royal food, and treat your servants in accordance with what you see.”  14So he agreed to this and tested them for ten days. 15At the end of the ten days they looked healthier and better nourished than any of the young men who ate the royal food.  16So the guard took away their choice food and the wine they were to drink and gave them vegetables instead. 

17To these four young men God gave knowledge and understanding of all kinds of literature and learning. And Daniel could understand visions and dreams of all kinds.

This is a prelude and the basic training that Daniel and his friends went through that paved the way for them to be used mightily by God…

And it wasn’t the last time that living their life in integrity before God would put them in peril!

  These four young Hebrew slaves became personal attendants of King Nebuchadnezzar. The King liked them and gave them exalted positions within his court.

A few years went by and King Nebuchadnezzar had a golden statue of himself made and ordered that everyone in the land of Babylon bow down and worship his image of gold.

Once again the Hebrew servants where faced with a personal crisis. Bow down before the image of gold and dishonor their God, or refuse to bow down to any god other than thee God of creation and be faced with sure death.

Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego refused to bow down before the image of the King and it enraged King Nebuchadnezzar!


Daniel 3:13 - 18 (NIV) 13Furious with rage, Nebuchadnezzar summoned Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego. So these men were brought before the king,  14and Nebuchadnezzar said to them, “Is it true, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, that you do not serve my gods or worship the image of gold I have set up?  15Now when you hear the sound of the horn, flute, zither, lyre, harp, pipes and all kinds of music, if you are ready to fall down and worship the image I made, very good. But if you do not worship it, you will be thrown immediately into a blazing furnace. Then what god will be able to rescue you from my hand?” 

Listen to the response of these three young men when faced with such a wicked threat against their very life. The threat of being burned alive in a furnace.
16Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego replied to the king, “O Nebuchadnezzar, we do not need to defend ourselves before you in this matter.  17If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we serve is able to save us from it, and he will rescue us from your hand, O king. 
 18But even if he does not, we want you to know, O king, that we will not serve your gods or worship the image of gold you have set up.”

 Even in the face of a horrifying death these three young men would not sacrifice their personal integrity before their God and give into the Kings decree!

King Nebuchadnezzar was so furious that he commanded that the furnace be heated 7 times hotter than usual and had Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego thrown into it.

 The furnace was so hot that those who threw them into the furnace where killed instantly by the heat radiating out from it!


Daniel 3:24 - 29 (NIV) 24Then King Nebuchadnezzar leaped to his feet in amazement and asked his advisers, “Weren’t there three men that we tied up and threw into the fire?” They replied, “Certainly, O king.” 25He said, “Look! I see four men walking around in the fire, unbound and unharmed, and the fourth looks like a son of the gods.” 26Nebuchadnezzar then approached the opening of the blazing furnace and shouted, “Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, servants of the Most High God, come out! Come here!” So Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego came out of the fire,  27and the satraps, prefects, governors and royal advisers crowded around them. They saw that the fire had not harmed their bodies, nor was a hair of their heads singed; their robes were not scorched, and there was no smell of fire on them. 

How many of you have ever burned leaves in the fall?

 Or maybe just sat around a campfire.

You can’t do either without coming away smelling like smoke!

Gods deliverance was so complete that not only was their cloths not scorched and their hair not singed by the fire but they didn’t even smell like smoke when they came out of the fire!

What was the result?

28Then Nebuchadnezzar said, “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.  29Therefore 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.”

 Once again personal integrity was tested and integrity prevailed!

Their integrity not only spared their own lives, but even more importantly, their integrity brought honor to their God! Even the Babylonian King praised the God of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego!

After that all went well while Nebuchadnezzar was King of Babylon and these 4 devout Hebrew men became more and more powerful, especial Daniel.

 By Daniel Chapter 6 King Nebuchadnezzar has died; Belshazzar, his son and successor to the throne has been slain and the Babylonian empire has fallen to the Medo- Persians. 

 The Persian King Darius is now ruling the empire.

 Daniel served in Babylon for 70 years under three kings, each of whom recognized him as a man of unique wisdom and integrity.

 Nebuchadnezzar had made him ruler over the whole province of Babylon and chief over all the wise men of Babylon. King Belshazzar clothed him in purple, the color of royalty, and issued a proclamation that Daniel now had authority as the third ruler in the kingdom.

 Now King Darius is about to appoint Daniel as prime minister over the entire Kingdom.

 This makes the other advisors and officials of King Darius jealous of Daniel so they plot against him.

 Daniel has lived his live so well and with so much integrity that they cannot find any grounds to make him look bad or to accuse him. There was simply nothing there to tarnish his reputation.

The one thing that they all knew about Daniel was that he prayed to his God by an open window in his room facing Jerusalem three times each and every day. Morning, noon and night!

So they go to the King and talk him into making a statue of himself and make a royal decree that it be unlawful for anyone in the land to pray to anything other than his image. If anyone prayed to any other god then King Darius they would be thrown instantly into a den of hungry Lions.

The King thought that sounded pretty good so he agreed and make a royal decree. A Royal decree could never be changed once enacted.

Daniel would not stop praying to His God! He didn’t even change the location of his prayers! He kept praying by his window with the curtains open facing his homeland.

 King Darius discovered that he had been duped by his officials and tried to save Daniel but his advisers reminded him that the decree he had made was forever binding as Persian law and could not be changed because it was a royal decree…

So the king had no choice. He had to have Daniel thrown into the lion’s den….

 But just before he did he said this to Daniel:


Daniel 6:16 (NIV) 16So the king gave the order, and they brought Daniel and threw him into the lions’ den. The king said to Daniel, “May your God, whom you serve continually, rescue you!”

And the God of Daniel did just that! After tossing and turning all night long, fretting Daniels fate, the king gets up at dawn and rushing down to the Lion’s den. 

The King calls out: Daniel, servant of the living God, has your God, whom you constantly serve, been able to deliver you from the lions? Daniel replied, O King, my God sent his angel to shut the mouth of the lions and they have not harmed me!

After the King had Daniels accusers and their families thrown into the lion’s den to be devoured he makes this proclamation:


Daniel 6:25 - 27 (NIV) 25Then King Darius wrote to all the peoples, nations and men of every language throughout the land: “May you prosper greatly! 26“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. 27 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 can glean much from these accounts of Scripture about the importance and power of personal integrity, especially integrity in our relationship with the Lord.

 God always rewards integrity! As we live lives of integrity before God, God will either deliver us from trial or He will enter the experience with us and give us the strength and ability to endue and overcome it!

 But I think that most importantly, personal integrity will always bring glory to God!

Whole nations and empires were affected by the personal integrity of Daniel and Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego!

Pagan Kings came to believe in God! God was glorified and proclaimed throughout the entire Persian and Babylonian empires because of these men’s life witness and uncompromising devotion to God.

 And that is what real integrity is! Living our life in uncompromised devotion to God…
 It is what we are called to throughout the pages of Scripture as a Christian…


1 Peter 2:12 (NIV) 12Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us.

The word Peter uses for good here is:

kal-os'
properly beautiful, good (literally or morally), that is, valuable or virtuous (better, good (-ly), honest, well, worthy.
This is much the same as the definition of integrity….

1 : firm adherence to a code of especially moral values : INCORRUPTIBILITY

 I think that Daniel and his three friends are  some of the greatest examples of personal integrity in Scripture.

When those who were in opposition to them tried to find a way to accuse them before the king they couldn’t find anything in their lives that could be used against them.

Daniel 6:4 - 5 (NIV) 4At 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.  5Finally 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.”

What a personal testimony! To have your enemies say about you: We will never find any basis for charges against this man --- unless it has something to do with the law of his God.

This morning, as a Christian, are you living a life of personal integrity before God and man?  

 Are we living such good lives among the lost of this world, that, though they may accuse us of doing wrong at times, they may see our good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us.

Are we living our lives in a Godly integrity that will actually bring glory to God and lead others to Him?
Daniel and his three friends were very ordinary men that became extraordinary men by the lives of integrity that they lived..
Is it your desire to live an extraordinary life in service to God? Then simple live your life in integrity before Him….
It will be the greatest way we can witness Christ to our world and will silence those who look for accusation against Him.

True integrity will always bring glory to God in the end.

This morning have you committed to live your life in integrity before your God?

It is the greatest testimony to the reality of the Gospel of Jesus Christ that we will ever be able to share…
Prayer

Lord, we thank you for men like Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego and for the principles and example of integrity that we can learn from their life’s example. Lord, we pray that our life, like theirs, be characterized by godly integrity and that you would use each of us for your glory. That our lives would reflect this same kind of godly integrity and Christ likeness within our world as theirs did…Help us to be the ambassadors for Jesus that you have  called and ordained us to be… 
That we strive to live such good lives among the lost of this world, that, though they may accuse us of doing wrong, they may see our good deeds, our complete devotion to You, and glorify God and come to know you as their personal Lord and Savior….


