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Reece Frith 13 – 3 – 22 

 
“When the heat is on” 

Daniel 3; 1 Peter 4:12 – 14 
 
Over the last few weeks we have been spending time in the Book of Daniel. 
Daniel who finds himself exiled against his will in another country and in the 
royal service. 
 
Last week we looked at how Nebuchadnezzar had dream which he couldn’t 
remembered and demanded that someone interpret it for him. 
No is able… except Daniel after praying and seeking God. 
Daniel proclaims to Nebuchadnezzar that all the other gods are idols and there 
is only one true God who should worshipped… 
 
His response? 
Nebuchadnezzar has set up an idol of himself, in his own image. 
Gold, 27 metres high and 2.7 metres wide, representing the king and his 
power. 
 
In other words, Nebuchadnezzar has set himself up as a god and there’s this 
elaborate ceremony where everyone must bow down as an act of worship this 
image.  
 
Idolatry, the worship of false gods, was strictly forbidden in the Torah or Jewish 
law.  
Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego knew their hearts and their lives belonged 
to no one else but the One True Living God – how could they give themselves 
to anyone else? 
 
And the result? There’s pushback. 
So the heat comes on – literally.  
 
Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego – Daniel’s mates - refuse do so and they’re 
outed for their stance.  
As we heard in the reading, some astrologers came forward and denounce 
them. 
 
And these astrologers, I think, had an axe to grind.  
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Daniel - although he’s not here - had already shown them and their abilities 
and their gods to be frauds when he had interpreted Nebuchadnezzar dream. 
 
The result being that Daniel was elevated to a highly prominent position in the 
kingdom and placed in charge of the wise men. 
 
So these astrologers and wise men had lost prestige in the eyes of their culture 
which is a big thing in an honour/shame culture. 
 
But they also knew Daniel wasn’t alone. 
They knew he was part of this was a tight group – the tight four.  
They’d seen that at Daniel’s request, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego were 
also given significant government positions. 
 
So I think they would have looked for opportunities to re-establish themselves 
and get some payback… and one is presented to them on a plate. 
 
Nebuchadnezzar was not given to idle threats.  
He was cruel in response to those that opposed him.  
And here he is especially enraged. 
Being thrown alive into a brick kiln was a horrible way to die and it also meant 
their bodies would be utterly destroyed and turned to ash. 
 
And yet Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego have this unyielding faith. 
 
And remember, faith isn’t just what you think in your head. 
It’s staying true to God - this fierce loyalty and trust in the flicker of the flames 
and smell of the smoke. 
So as we heard: 
 

“Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego replied to him, ‘King 
Nebuchadnezzar, we do not need to defend ourselves before you in this 
matter. 
If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we serve is able to 
deliver us from it, and he will deliver us from your majesty’s hand. 
 But even if he does not, we want you to know your majesty that we will 
not serve your gods or worship the image of gold you have set up.” 

 
Whatever the outcome, they would kept the faith and remain true to the only 
true living God. 
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We may think we are different but our culture and our world is erecting gods 
all the time. 
John Calvin said that our hearts are idol factories. 
We create them of all kinds – and we often find ourselves in conflict with these 
idols. 
 
By the way, if you want to identify an idol, you can take some pointers from 
this story. 

 The more powerful an idol the less questioning you are allowed to be of 
it; 

 it will not tolerate criticism;  

 people will be extremely defensive of it; 

 and the greater the consequences for not bowing down – there will be 
pushback; the heat comes on. 

 

Here’s the thing: 
To be faithful is to invite pushback; to be faithful to God is to be 

threatened with the furnace.  
 
As Peter wrote to Christians – to followers of Jesus like you and me – saying we 
shouldn’t be surprised at the fiery ordeal that has come on you as if it’s 
something strange, unusual. 
(I wonder if he had Daniel in mind when he wrote this verse?) 
If you are insulted because of the name of Christ, you are blessed, for the Spirit 
of glory and of God rests on you.  
 
It has to be said, right at the start, pushback is normative. 
 
It is not unusual.  
As the good news of Jesus is preached, as the Church grows and remains 
faithful in its witness, there is pushback.  
There is resistance.  
There is opposition. 
There is a contest. 
There can be times where it is a struggle. 
 

So the question for us is,  
“What does pushback look like in your experience or in our context?  

Where does the heat come on?” 
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In broad terms. 
If you feel comfortable, tell the person next to you. 
 
Intellectual  
It could be an article, a document, a book, a TV series, a podcast deliberately 
designed and formed in such a way that it disputes the foundations of our 
Christian faith. 
It could be the faith is anti-science and how over the centuries the Christian 
faith has suppressed science. 
It could around Jesus’ existence, you know he never really existed and Jesus is 
based on pagan myth. 
Or Jesus existed but he didn’t really rise from the dead and here are better 
explanations.  
It could be that Christians aren’t really persecuted in our world and if they are, 
it’s their fault. 
 
These are not written in good faith.  
They’re not from a sincere, honest place of inquiry. 
 
But what they do is they are like an intellectual missile that comes screaming 
into your consciousness with the aim of disturbing you faith.  
 
 
Cultural 
Opposition comes from a place of the Christian faith being counter-cultural. 
 
When you look back at history the first followers of Jesus were out of step with 
their contemporaries. 
Why? 

- For one they believed that every human being was made in the image 
of God. 
They held to the equal dignity of every human being, unborn, the young 
and the old, slave or free. 
This clashed against the values of a heavily classed based society. 
 
- Abortion – Put aside the political arguments. From the beginning 
Christians opposed abortion and infanticide.  
Infanticide was common.  
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When a new born or young child was exposed to the elements and left 
to die, Christians would take in those children and raise them as their 
own. 
 
- They held that marriage was life-long, monogamous and between one 
man and one woman.  

 
We’re seeing this today, I think. 
The good will, deference, and respect that the broader culture once had for 
the church has vanished, and in its place it is increasingly dismissive and in 
some places, hostility. 
 
Religious 
 
Who’s mentioned in the text? 
Astrologers. Daniel chapter 2 mentions magicians, enchanters and sorcerers.1 
These were religious. 

 
We know that in highly conservative extremist Muslim countries the 
Christian faith is both blasphemous and a threat. For someone to leave 
Islam to follow Christ is a betrayal. The response is that Christians and 
the Christian faith should been suppressed and in many places, 
eradicated. 
 
In parts of India the reasons are both religious and linked to identity. 
Although religious equality enshrined in law in many parts of India it’s 
believed that only Hindus are true Indians. 
Christians, Muslims and other religious minorities have 'foreign' roots 
and must be expelled.  
Hindu extremists use extreme violence in some parts of the country. 
Some states have introduced anti-conversion laws. 
Christians increasingly experience social exclusion in their communities, 
discrimination in the workplace, and have false accusations and rumours 
spread about them. 

 
But what about the West? 
Is there pushback from religious sources in the West? 
 

                                                
1 Daniel 2:2 
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Here’s where I’m up to and it’s controversial: In the West the religious aspect 
of pushback is increasingly from Liberal Christians. 
 
And it often takes the form of ridiculing orthodox Biblical beliefs. 
 

Every year around Christmas and/or Easter billboards are erected in 
Auckland’s inner city that address aspects of the Christian faith. 
To be fair, some are thoughtful.  
The majority however, mock or ridicule the Jesus incarnation or 
crucifixion. 

 Where are they displayed?  
Outside a major city church.  

 
Personal  
 
There can be times when it feels like someone wants to throw you in a furnace.  
The furnace of criticism, of personal attack, of undermining, of disparagement 
and bullying.  
It could be an employer. It could be an employee. It could be a colleague. It 
could be a customer or client. 
It might be parent. It might be an adult child. 
 
Spiritual 
 
I am a firm believer that there is an unseen world that interacts with the seen 
world.  
If you read the Bible – especially in the New Testament – there are these other 
malignant entities, unseen but very real, who are at play in our lives. 
Often behind all these other areas of pushback is these very real unseen 
malignant entities at work. 
 
 
Now at this point it has to be said… the Western world is increasingly hostile to 
the Christian faith. 
The Christian faith is seen as an obstacle to achieving a more progressive, 
inclusive future. 
 
Now I know many Christians struggle with that thought. 
They think, if only more Christians could be reasonable then it wouldn’t be 
such an issue. 
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The thing is, what I’ve found is you can be thoughtful, calm, charitable and 
tempered and it’s not enough. 
 
Even here in this story we find the three being extremely respectful, 
repeatedly referring to King Nebuchadnezzar as your majesty when it was clear 
he enraged and wasn’t going to change his mind. 
 

---------------------------------- 
 
So in times when face pushback, especially like a furnace, what do we need? 
 
One word: presence. 
 
I think we do need others. 
In this account, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego were this tight group. 
 
As I said a couple weeks ago, we need friends.  
Friends for reason, friends for season or friends for life. 
They are a gift to us. 
We companions of the journey, a sisterhood or a band of brothers. 
Those who hold the same values as us, want our best and will pray for us. 
And the church in its many relationships is called to be that. 
 
We often see these figures in history and see them as being exceptional 
individuals whose heights we can never reach. 
 
Take William Wilberforce.  

He worked tirelessly for decades to see the abolishment of the slave 
trade in British Commonwealth.  
And Wilberforce, he was knocked back again and again. The heat came 
but he kept going. 
We hear his story and think, “Wow” he had something exceptional. 
 
But is often overlooked is that he didn’t do it alone. 
He belonged to group called the Clapham Sect.  
The Clapham Sect was made up of Christ-followers who wanted to see 
their world changed for the good. 
They wanted people to come to know Jesus and also worked for the 
abolishment of the slave trade, to see prisons reformed and stop 
workers from being exploited. 
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The thing is, this was made up people who weren’t only dedicated to the 
cause – they were dedicated to each other. 
William Wilberforce had the voices and the prayers and presence of 
others. 

 
Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego had the support of each other. 
More importantly there was a divine presence with them. 
 
Nebuchadnezzar said, “Look! I see four men walking around in the fire, 
unbound and unharmed, and the fourth looks like a son of the gods.” 
 
There was like a divine presence with them. 
 
And I want you to hear this: Jesus said to his followers, you too will always 
have a divine presence with you in whatever you face. 
 
Jesus said: 

“And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another advocate to help 
you and be with you..” until next week? For a couple of years? 
No. 
“I will ask the Father, and he will give you another advocate to help you 
and be with you forever.”2 

Jesus was talking about the Holy Spirit.  
 
What’s the promise of Hebrews? 

God has said, “I will never leave you; I will never forsake you.”3 
 
Whatever furnace you face, however vicious the pushback you experience –  
 
God is there.  
God is close. 
 
 

                                                
2 John 14:16 
3 Hebrews 13: 


