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How many of you are keeping up with your reading in the Story? 

Let me see a show of hands, and remember where you are.

I want to encourage you to keep it up, or at least pick it back up. Hang in there with us. It’s worth it!

We are headed to the book of Daniel this morning, but before we go there I would like you to turn in your Bibles to Philippians 1:3. 

Here in Philippians Paul is writing from prison back to one of the churches he planted on his second missionary journey.

Paul begins his letter with a typical greeting and then goes on to say starting in verse 3:

3 I thank my God every time I remember you. 4 In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with joy 5 because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now, 6 being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.” 

Two things I want to take note of here. First, Paul refers to the believers in Philippi as partners in the gospel. 

As Paul writes this letter he is sitting in a prison because he has been preaching the gospel, the good news about Jesus Christ and what Jesus has done for us on the cross.
And he tells these believers that his joy and the prayers that he offers are based on their partnership in laboring to share the gospel, the good news of Christ.

The second thing I want to note is that Paul is confident that the good work that has begun in them will be brought to completion.  

But where is Paul’s confidence found? Not in the Philippians, not even in himself, but in Christ Jesus who has begun this good work.

So that leaves me with one more question. What are the good works that Paul is talking about?

I believe that this good work is tied to their partnership with Paul in the gospel.

We at Christ Community have expressed this idea this way.
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We are a community of authentic followers of Jesus Christ who seek to glorify God by knowing God the Father in an ever deepening and personal relationship as we are growing in Christlikeness through the transformational work of the Holy Spirit and who are intentionally showing the love of Christ to others through our message and our actions. (Ephesians 1:17; 1 Peter 2:2; Matthew 5:16)

This summarized in our Mission Motto:
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Knowing, Growing and Showing the Love of Christ.

 The good work that Christ is completing in us is 
1. Knowing God—a restored and deepening relationship with God

2. Growing in Christlikeness—we are being renewed and transformed into the Christ-like character like we were intended to have before the fall.

3. Showing the love of Christ—as we reveal this relationship with God and love of Christ to those around us through our lives, our deeds and our words.

And it is this last peace, the showing part, where we tend to fall most short. This is the area we are most like to blow it.

Ok, now I know you might be thinking that I have really started off down a rabbit trail this morning but hang in there with me as we turn to the book of Daniel.

So if you would, please turn in your Bibles to Daniel chapter 2.

This portion of the Story is basically a summary of the book of Daniel. 

The book a Daniel covers some of the most familiar stories in the Old Testament. So this morning I am going to just summarize a few of them and then draw some applications for us.

But before we dive in too far let’s do a quick summary, a recap.

So far in the Story we have seen that God created everything and called it good.

He created man and woman, Adam and Eve and placed them in the Garden of Eden.

God gave to Adam and Eve two things. God gave them His divine love and God gave them free will, the ability to choose to love Him back.

But did they? No. They rebelled and sinned breaking their relationship with God and suffering the consequences for their choice—death.

Death is separation. Spiritual they would now be separated from God’s love and in time they would experience physical death, the separation of the soul from the body.

But God had a plan and he gave them a promise. A deliver will come one day through the seed of the woman who would redeem and restore people to God. This is God’s upper story.

Through this deliverer mankind will come to 
	1. Know God and share in his divine love once again.

	2. Grow and be restored to the way they were intended to be.

	3. Show God’s love and grace to all, for all eternity.

Sound familiar?

So from the fall of Adam and Eve in Genesis chapter 3 on, we find the unfolding of God’s plan, God’s upper story, as He brings about this plan of redemption.

As we have been reading through the Story we have seen that the Bible traces the line through which this seed, this deliver is to come. 

This line ends up going through a man named Abram, who becomes Abraham. Abraham is the father of what would become the nation of Israel.

It was God’s plan to make Himself known to his people, the nation of Israel, and to transform them into a people like no other nation of the world.

And in blessing them, they would in turn show the world who their God is and how the nations around them can come back into a loving relationship with this loving God.

But if you have been with us these past few weeks you know that this is not what God’s people have been doing.

They have, over and over again, rejected and turned away from God’s love and followed after false gods.

They have not lived transformed lives but in fact have continued to be conformed to the lives of the nations around them.

They have done everything but show a true image and love of God. 

And I truly believe that this was the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back. 

Yes, God loves the people of Israel, as he loves his church today. But that is not all that God cares about.

It has always been God’s intent to win back as many people as he can from all the nations of the world. God is drawing all people to choose to receive his love and who will love him back.

So when the people who claim to know Him misrepresent His holiness and mock His name to the point where the world can no longer see God through them, then God has to act. 

He has to step in and do what he must do. God is patient and long suffering but God will accomplish his plan, His upper story, by sending the message of his redeemer to all the world. 

The story of Israel gives us a living illustration, an object lesson for us to learn from. 

In response to their continued rebellion the ten tribes of the northern kingdom are taken away into captivate and assimilated into the Assyrian culture. Their place in God’s plan has been lost forever.

Last week we saw that the remaining two tribes that made up the southern kingdom didn’t learn their lesson from watching the northern kingdoms nor did they listen to the prophets that God sent to them. 

Sure because of their five good kings the southern kingdom lasted 136 more years after the northern kingdom was taken into captivity but in the end their judgment day came too. 

In fact we ended last week on what could be considered the lowest point in the history of Israel. 

Jerusalem is sacked, the walls of the city are torn down, and temple is raided and destroyed. In three successive assaults over a course of 20 years much of the southern kingdom is deported to Babylon.

But I want you to think back with me to where we started. What did Paul say to the believers in Philippi?

Philippians 1:6 “…he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.”

God has begun a good work. God’s plan to bring a deliver through the seed of the woman, out of Abraham’s descendants, from the tribe of Judah, through the line of David will come to pass. It will be completed.
The question that remains is will we be part of that plan, a part in God’s upper story. Or will that plan come to pass in spite of us?

Because of their continuous rebellion and lack of any repentance the northern kingdom is lost for all times.

On the other hand, God brings correction and discipline to the southern kingdom for their rebellion but he does not destroy them all together.

In their history there were bright moments of genuine faith, conviction and repentance. God has made promises to Abraham and to David and even to Adam and Eve that will come to pass. 

And our confidence, our faith needs to be in God despite what our circumstances might look like. 

When the northern kingdom was taken over by the Assyrians it was the end of the line for them. The Assyrians were masters at destroying a people’s identity. They would spread them around, move in people from other areas of their empire. Strip them of their identity.

On the other hand, the Babylonians didn’t worry about taking away a conquered people’s identity. They would even graft into their culture and learn from the different people groups that they over though.

So when Daniel and his three friends were taken from Jerusalem to Babylon in the opening chapter of the book of Daniel we see that they able to resolve to not be defiled by eating the food from the kings table.
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I. Daniel resolved to remain pure

We see that in Daniel 1:8 “But 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.” 

(They didn’t eat food that was against God’s law.)

God honored their commitment to remain fully devoted to the God of Abraham even though their circumstances might have offered them a good “excuse” to give in and take the easy road.

Daniel and his three friends are accepted into the kings training program and receive the best possible training available. 

God blesses them with wisdom and knowledge and understanding. And to Daniel God gave the ability to understand visions and dreams.

When the king of Babylon, King Nebuchadnezzar has a dream he calls on all the astrologers and magicians and enchanters to come and tell him the dream and its meaning.

Of course they said, tell us the dream and then we will tell you its meaning. But the king grew angry and ordered the execution of all the wise men in Babylon, which included Daniel and his friends, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego.

When Daniel and his friends heard the news their first response was to pray and cry out to God for mercy. Then during the night God reviled the dream and its interpretation to Daniel. 

So Daniel goes to the king to explain the dream. And I love the exchange between Daniel who by now is in his early 20’s and the King of the Babylonian empire.

We read it in Daniel 2:26-28 “The king asked Daniel (also called Belteshazzar), 
"Are you able to tell me what I saw in my dream and interpret it?" 27 Daniel replied, "No wise man, enchanter, magician or diviner can explain to the king the mystery he has asked about, 28 but there is a God in heaven who reveals mysteries. He has shown King Nebuchadnezzar what will happen in days to come….”

What hutzpah. Daniel doesn’t take any credit. He simple point to the God of his people. 

Daniel is being faithful to use the training, the opportunity and the God given gifts he has to show this king who God really is.
Do you think this young man made an impact, made a difference?

Listen to the King’s response in Daniel 2:46-47 

“Then King Nebuchadnezzar fell prostrate before Daniel and paid him honor and ordered that an offering and incense be presented to him. 47 The king said to Daniel, "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 had resolved to remain pure and stay true to their God.

And they also refused to be conformed to the world around them. 

II. They refused to be conformed to the world

In chapter 3 the king builds a huge golden image and issues a decree that at the sound of the musicians everyone is to bow down and worship the image. Anyone who refuses to bow down will be through into the fiery furnace.

But Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego refuse knowing that they will worship none other than God himself.
When they refused to worship the idol they were brought before the king but they stood their ground. 

I just love their response to the king in Daniel 3:16-18:
“Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego replied to the king, "O Nebuchadnezzar, we do not need to defend ourselves before you in this matter. 17 If 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. 

18 But 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." 

Man! What an answer. Look we are not afraid of you, our God can rescue us, but even if he doesn’t we are going to love him and follow him!

You know the story. The king flips out. He has the furnace stocked up seven times hotter than normal. The three men are bound and tied up and then through into the furnace.

So hot is the furnace that the men who throw Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego into the furnace die of heat exposure.

But the three men don’t die. In fact when the king looks in he sees four men walking around. (Some believe that the fourth man was Christ himself)

When the king sees the men walking around in amazement he calls them out of the furnace. When the men come out they are not hurt, their cloths are not burnt, they don’t even smell of smoke.

Listen what King Nebuchadnezzar says in Daniel 3:28-29:
 

“Then 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. 

29 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." 

Daniel and his friends had resolved to remain pure. They refused to be conformed to the world around them. 

And over the course of time Daniel retained his testimony. He kept his testimony.

III. Daniel retained his testimony

Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego had been blessed by God and God blessed all they did. 

The Babylonians had invested a lot of time and effort in training these young men and they moved up quickly in power and responsibility.

Which means that resentment and jealousy form others also grew.

Eventually a new king, Darius, came to power over Babylon. And when word got out that Darius was going to put Daniel over all of the kingdom all of the other administrators and leaders sought to bring Daniel down.

Listen to this, Daniel 6:3-5:

“Now Daniel so distinguished himself among the administrators and the satraps by his exceptional qualities that the king planned to set him over the whole kingdom. 

4 At 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. 

5 Finally 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." 

Man if we could only find someone like that to run for office these days.

Think about this for a minute. Daniel wasn’t a prophet, a priest, a missionary or a pastor.

He was an administrator, a government employ, a bureaucrat. 
By now Daniel is serving under at least his third king. His is getting old. 

Yet Daniel retained such a testimony, in his professional and personal life that no one could find anything against him.

Daniel knew that the way he worked, the way he lived his life treated people not only reflected on him but it was a reflection about who his God was.

So these jealous leaders come up with a plan to do Daniel in. They get the king to pass a law saying that if anyone prays to any god or other human being other than King Darius will be thrown into the lion’s den.

And of course what does Daniel do when he hears this? He goes to his room opens the window and prays like he has done all his life.

Of course the jealous leaders run and tell the king on him. And though he didn’t want too, the king has to throw Daniel in the lion’s den.

In Daniel 6:16 we read “So 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!" 

A big rock is rolled over the mouth of the den and Daniel spends the night with the lions.
At first light the next morning Darius the kings hurries to the den. 

Daniel 6:20-22 “ When he came near the den, he called to Daniel in an anguished voice, "Daniel, servant of the living God, has your God, whom you serve continually, been able to rescue you from the lions?" 

21 Daniel answered, "O king, live forever! 22 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, O king." 

With that the king orders the stone removed and that Daniel to be lifted out.

Then he orders that the men who brought the charges against Daniel to be thrown into the den along with their families.

And before they reached the floor of the den the lions overpowered them and crushed their bones.

But listen to this. This is really cool. 

In Daniel 6:25-27 we read:
Then 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." 
Daniel and his friends had resolved to remain pure, they refused to be conformed to the world around them, and they retained their testimony.

Even in exile, facing death, tempted by power and prestige, they showed God’s holiness grace and provision to those around them.

What do people see when they look at your life?

Last week’s chapter ended with a quote from Ezekiel 36:22-28.

I didn’t read it last week but I want to end with it this week:

“Therefore say to the house of Israel, 'This is what the Sovereign LORD says: It is not for your sake, O house of Israel, that I am going to do these things, but for the sake of my holy name, which you have profaned among the nations where you have gone. 

23 I will show the holiness of my great name, which has been profaned among the nations, the name you have profaned among them. 

Then the nations will know that I am the LORD, declares the Sovereign LORD, when I show myself holy through you before their eyes. 

24 "'For I will take you out of the nations; I will gather you from all the countries and bring you back into your own land. 

25 I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your impurities and from all your idols. 

26 I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. 

27 And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws. 28 You will live in the land I gave your forefathers; you will be my people, and I will be your God. 

Paul is right. God will complete the good work of salvation in us. He has given us a new heart, one where he has written his law on.

But he is also going to complete his work of bringing salvation to all the nations.

But is he going to do it through you, or in spite of you? Or are you going to be eaten by the lions?

Folks the bottom line here is that life constantly puts us in the lion’s den or the fiery furnace. We live in a fallen world.

Our faith is tested and challenged everyday by our friends, neighbors, coworkers, temptations, and enticing sin.

Like Paul told the Philippians, I am here to tell you that through the power of the Holy Spirit, we who have accepted Jesus and our savior, our deliverer, will be made complete.
[bookmark: _GoBack]God will keep His promise to bring to completion the good work that He has begun in you but He is also going to complete His work through you.

He is going to reaching those outside of the church with the message of salvation. Are you going to partner with Him or is He going to work in spite of you!?

At Christ Community we are committed to knowing God in an ever deepening and personal relationship as we grow in Christlikeness and are intentionally showing the love of Christ.

We want to withstand the lion’s den and fiery furnace.

May God find us faithful.
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