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When You Face the Fire, Run…
I.  Away from yourself
II.   Back to God
 
King Nebuchadnezzar made an image of gold, ninety feet high and nine feet wide, and set it up on the plain of Dura in the province of Babylon.  2 He then summoned the satraps, prefects, governors, advisers, treasurers, judges, magistrates and all the other provincial officials to come to the dedication of the image he had set up.  3 So the satraps, prefects, governors, advisers, treasurers, judges, magistrates and all the other provincial officials assembled for the dedication of the image that King Nebuchadnezzar had set up, and they stood before it. 
4 Then the herald loudly proclaimed, “This is what you are commanded to do, O peoples, nations and men of every language:  5 As soon as you hear the sound of the horn, flute, zither, lyre, harp, pipes and all kinds of music, you must fall down and worship the image of gold that King Nebuchadnezzar has set up.  6 Whoever does not fall down and worship will immediately be thrown into a blazing furnace.” 
7 Therefore, as soon as they heard the sound of the horn, flute, zither, lyre, harp and all kinds of music, all the peoples, nations and men of every language fell down and worshiped the image of gold that King Nebuchadnezzar had set up. 
8 At this time some astrologers came forward and denounced the Jews.  9 They said to King Nebuchadnezzar, “O king, live forever!  10 You have issued a decree, O king, that everyone who hears the sound of the horn, flute, zither, lyre, harp, pipes and all kinds of music must fall down and worship the image of gold,  11 and that whoever does not fall down and worship will be thrown into a blazing furnace.  12 But there are some Jews whom you have set over the affairs of the province of Babylon—Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego—who pay no attention to you, O king. They neither serve your gods nor worship the image of gold you have set up.” 
13 Furious with rage, Nebuchadnezzar summoned Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego. So these men were brought before the king, 14 and 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?  15 Now 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?” 
16 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.” 
 
About 600 years before Christ was born the Babylonian army conquered Jerusalem.  They deported almost all of the Israelite people.  King Nebuchadnezzar commanded his chief official to select a number of Israelite men from the royal family and young men of nobility who were educated and quick to learn.  The king of Babylon wanted to use them for service in his kingdom.  In Daniel chapter 1 the prophet tells us that the king’s officials trained these men for three years.  Among the select few were Daniel and his three friends, Hananiah, Mishael, Azariah, better known by their Babylonian names; Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego.  King Nebuchadnezzar appointed these three men as high ranking officials in the provinces of Babylon.  
 
During their time of service King Nebuchadnezzar commissioned the construction of a golden statue, 90 feet tall and 9 feet wide.  That’s taller than the top story of Hardin Memorial Hospital.  He then ordered every official in the kingdom of Babylon to gather in front of this image.  When they heard music play they were to bow down and worship this golden image.  The herald who announced the king’s command also added this, “Whoever does not fall down and worship will immediately be thrown into a blazing furnace.” (vs6)  How’s that for motivation? 
 
When the sound of music was heard by the officials, they obediently bowed down and worshiped, that is, all but three men, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego.  Now, if you’ve ever been in an theater or assembly hall and everyone is sitting down except for that one individual, everyone notices.  These three men stuck out like shampooed show dogs among pound puppies.  And of course the other top ranking officials were going to tattle on these three men.  I’m sure these men would be thinking about a promotion for their allegiance to the king.  And of course you know that the king is going to be outraged that not one, but three of top tanking officials, had the gall to disobey a direct order.  And you know the king’s temper would be hot when these three stood before him and defiantly said to his face, “We will not serve your gods or worship the image of gold you have set up.” (vs18)  
 
Because you live in America, the leader of this country will not coerce you to fall on your knees before a 90-foot tall statue of gold.  Even though no one pressures you to worship false gods, you and I do so willingly.  Satan knows that he doesn’t have to use a Golden Calf like he did at Mount Sinai with the people of Israel.  He employs other means.  He will use your family, with its pressures, responsibilities and time commitments.  You will gladly bow down and worship your family.  Satan will use the pleasures of the flesh.  Satan will use your hobbies, your leisure time, money, possessions, toys and even your jobs and you will bow down to them.  Now, you might be saying, “But Pastor, I’ve never gotten down on my knees and worshiped my house or my family.”  You and I do not literally lie down on the ground and worship these things.  But don’t your hearts do exactly that when you secretly give these things more priority than your God?
 
What priority does our God deserve?  He tells us.  His first and most important commandment is, “You shall have no other gods.”  (Ex 20:3)   Isaiah 44:6 tells us why we ought to have no other gods, “This is what the LORD says, ‘I am the first and I am the last; apart from me there is no God.’”   In his small catechism Martin Luther explains the first commandment, “We should fear, love and trust in God above all things.”  Our God deserves priority above all things.  This does not mean we neglect our duties and responsibilities to our family, job or home.  But we should fear, love and trust in God above all these things.  First of all what does it mean to fear God?  This does not mean to be afraid of him, but rather, to have an attitude that shows holy awe and respect.  Do you give glory to God above all things?  We know what it means to love.  Do you truly love God more than your family, possessions and money?  Finally, trust in God above all things.  Do we do that, always?  
 
Here’s what Martin Luther said in his large catechism about trust and the 1st commandment, “If, your heart clings to anything else from which it expects more good and help than from God, and if your heart does not take refuge in Him but flees from Him when in trouble, then you have an idol, another god.”  Martin Luther complained how, in his day, whenever someone had an ailment or a problem, they would run to one of the saints.  If you had a toothache you prayed to St. Apollonia.  If you were afraid of fire you ran to St. Lawrence.  If you dreaded the bubonic plague, you made a vow to St. Sebastian.  
 
To whom do you run when you face the fire?  When your health suddenly takes a turn for the worse, is your first thought, “How am I going to endure the pain and suffering?”  When finances are tight and you struggle to make ends meet, is your first thought, “How are we going to handle this?”  When you must deal with a difficult child, or maybe your relationship with your spouse or a friend is not what you think it should be is your first thought, “How am I going to deal with this individual?”  When you face the fire of addiction or stress, do you think, “How am I going to get through this?”  At our church we wonder, “How can we get more unchurched people to come to our congregation?  How will we raise $100,000 in 2 years so we can build a new worship facility?”  Did you notice what the common factor was in all of those questions?  How can I, what will we do…  Too often we run to ourselves.  Then we have made ourselves a god, instead of first praying to the Lord, as Luther did every evening and morning, “Into your hands I commend my body and soul and all things.”   
 
It is obvious that we have transgressed this commandment.  We have crossed the line God has drawn in the sand, “You shall have no other gods.”  Too often we give priority to our family, home and possessions than to our God.  Too often we run to ourselves before we run to God for help.  What can we do to save ourselves from these transgressions?  
 
We could obey the 1st Commandment as God wants us to.  The three men from our story, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, put God first, even when faced with death.  The apostles, Peter and John, when commanded by the chief priests not to preach in Jesus’ name anymore in the temple, responded, “We must obey God rather than men.”  (Acts 5:29).  But do you remember what Peter did?  When asked if he was one of Jesus’ disciples, he denied it.  Although these men put God first in their lives, although they are tremendous examples for our faith-life, they did not always follow this command.  Their good deeds were tainted with sin, just like you and me.  We can’t obey this commandment as God desires, perfectly.  For that God demands that we face the fire.  We need one who will face the fire for us.  We need one who can obey this command perfectly in our place.  We have that perfect substitute.
 
In the Gospel this morning (Matthew 4:1-10) we listened to how Jesus feared, loved and trusted the Father above all things.  When tempted by Satan Jesus relied on the Words of God as his first line of defense.  During his earthly ministry, Jesus always talked about giving glory to his Father through the work he carried out.  At the end of his life, as he breathed his last breath, he entrusted his soul to Father’s care.  Yes, Jesus is our perfect substitute.  He obeyed the 1st commandment flawlessly as the Father demands of us.  What Jesus has done is now clothed you with his perfect obedience to this commandment so that the Father sees Jesus’ works and merit as if they were yours.  Jesus also saved you from the fire of hell.  On the cross Jesus cried out in agony, “My God, my God!  Why have you forsaken me?”  On the cross Jesus suffered the pains of hell, which is total separation from God.  He faced the fire for you and me so that we do not have to.  We cannot do anything to make right the times we have failed to obey this 1st and greatest commandment.  We cannot do anything to pay for our sufferings of hell that we deserve.  But Christ did it all for you.  
 
When you hear what Jesus has done for you, run to him and repent, “I have served other gods.  I have not trusted wholly in my God.”  Run to his Word and listen to how he has completely accomplished forgiveness for your sins.  Believe that this complete covering of sin is yours through faith.  Run to him daily and remember how he applied his saving work and innocent to you personally, through your baptism.  Run to him whenever the Lord’s Supper is offered.  In Holy Communion he runs to you and brings you what you need to receive comfort and reassurance; his Son’s body and blood poured out for your sins.
 
Now that Christ has rescued you from the fire, carry out his command to have no other gods.  Show him that you love him above all things.  When you face the fire run to him.  When you are in despair or trouble, destitute, lonely, anxious or afraid of the future, filled with sorrow and heartache, depressed, physically hurt, emotionally distraught, when you fall into the same sin over and over again, when you have a guilty conscience… run to him first, flee to his Word and find refuge in his Sacraments.  Be quick to fall on knees in prayer.  This gives him the glory he deserves and desires.  This acknowledges that he is the one true God from whom all blessings flow.  
 
When you face the fire follow the example of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego and confess, “We will not serve your gods. We will not bow down. We will not worship.”  These three men could have said, “Ok, king, we’ll go back to that golden image.  Make them play the music again.  We’ll bow down and worship your idol.  We don’t want to burn in the fire.”  But they didn’t.  They worshiped the one, true God and were thrown into the fire.  They knew that if they died in that fire, they would win eternal life.  They also knew that God could rescue them from the fire.  And God did rescue them.  When they walked out of that fiery furnace not a hair on their heads was singed.  Not even the smell of smoke was on their clothing.       
 
Dear friends, when you face the fire, run away from yourselves, and run to God.  Worship him only.  To him be the glory forever. (Romans 11:36) Amen!  
