
“The State vs. The Fourth Man”             September 6, 2020 
Daniel 3:1-30 

INTRO:  I’ve told you each week that the theme of Daniel is: 
   In spite of appearances, God is in control. 
But if we can’t see God, and if his way of working is hidden from us,  
   then how do we know he really is in control?   
The answer is miracles.  We know God is in control because he has demonstrated  
   he is in control through miracles.   

We use the term miracle very broadly.  A baby is born and we say, that’s a miracle. 
   Or someone’s home is spared in a tornado and we say that’s a miracle.  
But three men being thrown into a blazing furnace and walking around in the fire 
   and coming out unharmed, that’s a miracle. 
The Red Sea parting for the Israelites and drowning the Egyptians, that’s a miracle.   
Giving sight to a man born blind with a touch, calming a storm with a word, 
   feeding 5,000 with five loaves and two fish, raising Lazarus, those are miracles. 

True miracles are by definition rare.   
   If they happened all the time, they wouldn’t be miracles.   
Even in the Bible, miracles don’t happen all the time.   
There are no miracles at all in the books of Ruth, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther.   
   There are not any miracles in King David’s life.  Did you know that? 
   Stunning victories and amazing escapes and some visions, but no miracles. 

Christians believe God is in control, not because he’s doing miracles all the time, 
   but because he did them at key points in redemptive history. 
At certain special times the Lord pulled back the curtain on the invisible world and 
miraculously intervened in real life events to save his people and to show his power. 
   Like this miracle in Daniel 3.   
Miracles in the Bible are not a blue print, they are tokens. 
   They are not a blue print for how God works all the time. 
They are tokens that assure us he is in control even when he chooses not to  
   miraculously intervene when his people are in trouble. 

Do you recognize the name Paul Schneider? 
He was one of the first Christian pastors to suffer the wrath of the Nazi government 
   in the 1930s.  He refused to stop telling his congregation that Nazi ideology 
   was incompatible with their Christian faith. 
Pastor Schneider was a Lutheran minister, a husband, and the father of six children. 



   He had a lot to lose by not keeping his mouth shut. 
He was arrested and sent to Buchenwald Concentration Camp in 1937.   
All he had to do to be released was sign a paper agreeing to the government order  
   to leave the pastorate, but he refused to sign. 

On Hitler’s birthday, April 28, 1938, the camp prisoners were ordered to stand at  
   attention and remove their caps before the Nazi swastika. 
   Which, of course, was an idolatrous symbol of their ideology.   
Paul Schneider was the only man who refused to remove his cap, they sicced dogs  
   on him, beat him with a bull whip and put him in solitary confinement 15 months. 
He was fed only bread and water, not allowed to wash, refused a Bible. 
   He was also repeatedly tortured. 
Finally, in July of 1939, two months before the start of WWII, he was executed by 
   a drug overdose administered by the camp doctor. 

When the news reached Dietrich Bonhoeffer, he told his nieces and nephews, 
Listen, children.  You must never forget the name of Pastor Paul Schneider. 
   He is our first martyr. 
Why didn’t God miraculously rescue Pastor Paul like he did Shadrach, Meshach, 
   and Abednego?  I don’t know.   
But this I do know, the Lord was no less in control in Buchenwald on that day in 
   1939 than he was on the plain of Dura many centuries before. 

Even Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego knew this. 
   They told King Nebuchadnezzar, We know our God can deliver us,  
   but even if he doesn’t, he’s still God and we’re not going to bow. 
The reason they believed God was in control, was because they knew all the great 
   miracles God had done in Israel’s past during the days of Moses and prophets. 
I want to take this understanding of miracles and God’s control and examine what  
   I think is the big faith lesson of this chapter, which is that Christians should trust 
   the Lord and never fear the state.  Let’s look at this under three points: 

1.  The worship of the state 
2.  The testimony of the martyrs 
3.  The fellowship of the Fourth Man 

MP#1  The worship of the state 
Daniel 3 presents us with something that has occurred many times in history.   



   It’s when the state demands worship. 
Worship is the declaration that someone or something is of ultimate worth, 
   and is therefore owed the highest honor and the ultimate obedience. 
When we worship the living God and when we worship Jesus Christ, 
   we are declaring through our songs and words and prayers and offerings 
   that the Lord is to be feared, loved, desired, and obeyed above all else. 

As a believer you understand that the worship of God permeates your whole life. 
   It’s not limited to Sunday morning.   
Everything else in life, even good things you cherish, are to be in a position  
   of relative worth compared to God’s ultimate worth.   
As Jesus said:  Unless you hate your father and mother, and your own life, 
   you cannot be my disciples. 

Nebuchadnezzar didn’t care if his subjects kept their own gods and religions in  
   private.  But he demanded that they publicly acknowledge the ultimate power and  
   authority of Babylon by bowing to the statue. 
This is almost exactly like the situation Pastor Paul Schneider faced. 
   The Nazis allowed pastors to stay in their pulpits as long as they acknowledged  
   the ultimate authority of the National Socialist German Workers Party through  
   certain public rituals. 

Without a doubt, the most stark examples of state worship in our time have been  
   the communist regimes—the Soviet Union, the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia,  
   the Chinese Communist Party.   
They were all officially atheistic, so it was a fundamental principal that the  
   government was god and no other gods were tolerated.   
That’s why they were ruthless in repressing all other religions, not just Christianity.   
   Stalin was equally brutal in his persecution of Jews and Muslims. 
   Mao persecuted Buddhists in China.  

But there’s another side to this coin.   
It’s not just the state demanding worship,  
   the reason it works is that many people want to worship the state.  
Human beings are fundamentally worshippers.   
God created us to find our ultimate meaning and security by worshipping him. 
   But because of sin, people substitute man-made idols for the living God 
One idol that people are often drawn to is the state— 
   human governments, political parties and movements, revolutions, dictators 
   because they all promise security and a better life if you will worship them. 



I read an article recently by a journalist named Andrew Sullivan.  
   The title of his article is “America’s New Religions.” 
   Listen to this interesting observation he makes.   
“Now look at politics.  We have the cult of Trump on the right, a demigod who, among his  
   worshippers, can do no wrong.  And we have the cult of social justice on the left, a religion  
   whose followers show the same zeal as any born-again Evangelical.  They are filling the void  
   that Christianity once owned, without any of the wisdom and culture and restraint that  
   Christianity once provided.” 

Sullivan is not a Christian at all, and in other settings he’s critical of Christianity. 
But he sees that as the God-centered influence of Christianity has become muted in  
   America, more people are looking to politics for ultimate security and meaning.   
And with that comes a demand for total commitment and worship. 
   When the music plays, you have to bow down.   
   You have to affirm certain creeds.  

How does this apply to us? 
We’re not living under a Nebuchadnezzar or Nero or Hitler or Stalin or Mao. 
Even if Andrew Sullivan is correct that politics is becoming America’s  
   newest religion, we’re not being coerced to deny our faith and worship the  
   American government or the party in power. 
History shows that it could happen.  But that’s not where we are now. 

I think the application for us is a warning. 
It’s a warning not to underestimate the pressure on believers to conform to  
   ungodly cultural values and ideals. 
What must it have felt like for Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego when all the  
   satraps, prefects, governors, counselors, treasurers, justices, magistrates, and  
   officials fell down and worshipped and they were the only men standing?   
Don’t let their confident answer make you think this was easy for them. 
The Lord sustained them and gave them courage. 
   But they were in a lonely spot.  A fearful spot. 
   To everyone around them, their stand was hateful and intolerant and absurd. 
You may face similar pressures when you are put in a position where have to either  
   affirm your faith or conform to ungodly values and ideals.  Be prepared. 
After the enormous pressure of the state was placed on these three men, 
   we come to their response.  This is the literary center of the chapter. 
   I’m going to call it . . . . 
MP#2  The testimony of the martyrs 



You may question why I’m calling these men martyrs.  They didn’t die. 
When we say martyr, we usually mean someone who died for his or her faith. 
   But the original meaning of word martyr, which is a Greek word, is witness. 
So any believer who witnesses to the faith under pressure is a martyr. 
   And these men were under pressure and the threat of death.   

What was their witness?   
They testified that God is real.   
Our God, they called him, which means the God of Israel, the God who revealed  
   himself to Abraham and the Patriarchs.  
The God who Scripture reveals as the Creator of all things. 
The God who has given to mankind his moral law and who demands the loyalty 
   of every creature and to whom every person must one day give an account. 
Their testimony was:  We believe in this God, so we’re going to obey God. 

There’s something else in their testimony that is unspoken but obvious. 
   They believed in eternal life.   
They knew that even if God chose not to deliver them, all would be well because  
   they would still be with God.  And that points definitively toward eternal life. 
Much later in this sermon series we’re going to come back to this because 
   the book of Daniel contains the most dramatic and clear affirmation of 
   the resurrection of believers in all the Old Testament. 

This was their testimony:  God is real.  He’s our God.  We know him. 
   He has revealed himself in Scripture.  And because we believe 
   in him and serve him death is not the end.  We will live forever. 
That’s their testimony.  But there’s another testimony, the testimony of the writer of  
   this chapter.  Was it Daniel himself?  We don’t know. 
But the writer was a believer and the way he wrote this chapter is itself a testimony. 
   He wants us to see how ridiculous it is to give in and worship something 
   that is manmade and that cannot save you. 

Did you enjoy our dramatic reading of this chapter?   
The reason I did it is because I was hoping to give you a feel for the way the author 
   is poking fun at this idolatry of the state. 
This was certainly a serious moment.      
These three young men were threatened with a gruesome death. 
   The furnace must have looked terrifying.  Terror is a political tool of the state.   
And when the state uses it against you to force you to conform, that’s serious.   
   Imagine Pastor Paul in Buchenwald being whipped and then stuffed in solitary 



   for 15 months and fed a starvation diet and not being allowed to bathe. 

But the feeling the writer of this chapter intended to evoke in us is not the terror 
   of the furnace, but the ridiculousness of this whole scene of idol worship. 
He does it by using repetition.   
   I’m sure you noticed how repetitive this story is.   
Three times all the Babylonian officials are listed, the satraps and prefects and  
   governors and so forth.  It’s really making a mockery of their self-importance. 
Dale Ralph Davis says we’re supposed to imagine all these dignitaries with their 
   noses in the sand and their backsides in the air in fear. 
Even the most powerful human government is just made up of men. 
   It’s not divine.   

And then there’s the fourfold repetition of all the instruments in the praise band. 
This was supposed to be so impressive, but by the fourth time you hear the list, 
   it just sounds pompous and silly.   
And what’s really funny is that Nebuchadnezzar is ready to give the order to  
   play again and the three young men basically say, don’t waste your money 
   hiring them for another gig.  And they shut it down. 

But the most telling repetition of all is that nine times the statue is referred to as  
   the image which Nebuchadnezzar had set up. 
It was set up.  In other words, it was manmade.   
   Which means that someday it will come down. 
Why would you worship something that is set up by other human beings?  
   Even if you’re threatened with death, it’s ridiculous to think of worshipping it  
   because it cannot save you from death. 

Here’s the faith lesson for us.  Along with knowing biblical doctrine and theology,  
   we should develop a holy, mocking laughter at idolatry.   
That’s part of our testimony.  To be able to shake our heads and say: 
   No, that’s ridiculous.   
That cannot save me so I’m not going to fear it or conform to it.   
   God is real.  I’m going to trust him. 
And this brings us to the end of the story and the miracle. 
I’m going to call it . . . 
MP#3  The fellowship of the Fourth Man 
King Nebuchadnezzar looked into the furnace, expecting to see their writhing, 
   burning bodies and maybe to hear some final shrieks of pain, but he drew back 
   in astonishment and haste. 



And he said to his counselors:  Didn’t we cast three bound men into the furnace? 
I see four men unbound, walking around in the fire unhurt. 
   And the appearance of the fourth is like a son of the gods. 

Who was this fourth man?  
Some commentators say this was an ordinary angel. 
Because later Nebuchadnezzar says their God sent his angel to deliver them.   
But a better explanation is that the fourth man was Jesus. 

Let me be more precise.   
   Jesus came into the world when he was born in Bethlehem on Christmas Day. 
   That’s when the eternal Son of God took on human nature and became incarnate. 
But at several key points in the Old Testament, there is someone who appears  
   who is called the Angel of the LORD.  The Angel of Yahweh. 
What’s curious about the Angel of the LORD appearances is that in each account,  
   he’s sometimes called the Angel of the LORD but other times he’s simply called 
   the LORD.  The narration switches back and forth.  
So he’s both the LORD and the Angel of the LORD 
   Which means he’s not an ordinary, created angel, but this is God himself 
   making an appearance to his people. 

The best explanation is that these are appearances of the Son of God.   
We could say, pre-Christmas, Old Testament appearances of Jesus Christ. 
This Daniel 3 account doesn’t use the Angel of the LORD terminology, 
   so it’s not 100%, but I’m convinced that’s who this was. 
It was the Son of God, the Second Person of the Trinity.  That’s who was with them 
   and that’s who Nebuchadnezzar saw. 

What if Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego had decided to bow down? 
Suppose they had said:  Faith is a private thing.  Let’s just go through the motions  
   of bowing, but in our hearts we won’t really mean it so there’s no harm done.   
If we don’t bow, we’ll seem unpatriotic or rude, and that’s a bad witness. 
We can do more good if we stay alive and stay in our government positions. 
There are lots of good excuses. 
If they had done that, they would not have been thrown into the furnace, 
   they would have missed seeing the Son of God. 
   and Nebuchadnezzar and all his officials would not have seen him either. 

Here’s the faith lesson: 
   When you make a difficult decision to stand for your faith in Christ, 



   a decision that costs you and hurts you, 
   a decision that is misunderstood or even despised by other people. 
Jesus Christ will come to you.  He will be with you and guard your soul. 
   And other people will see you suffering, even unbelievers, and they  
   will see the Fourth Man. 

Paul Schneider’s wife was Margarete, he called her Gretel. 
When Paul refused to sign the order that would have released him from prison 
   she wrote him a letter and said: 
I am satisfied with the decision you have made.  I know well enough how something bothers 
you when you can’t do it wholeheartedly.  You know that on the outside I can hold my own, but 
there are also tears I have not cried.  May God give us both strength to walk in his ways. 

In a letter he wrote to her, he urged her not to put her hope in avoiding suffering. 
“We still live in this world, and with this suffering people, and also share its sufferings.  But we 
have a commission and a calling from another world and our citizenship is there.  And we know 
that in spite of everything, that other world will one day be victorious.  Therefore, we will be 
cheerful in tribulation.” 

After he was executed by an overdose of strophanthin, Gretel was given his body  
   in a sealed casket, probably to hide the marks of torture. 
She remained a widow the rest of her life, and died in 2002 at age 99. 
But after the war, a man came to see her.  He had been in a prisoner in Buchenwald. 
   And he said that when they lined up for morning roll call,  
   Paul Schneider would call out to them from the window of his solitary cell: 
“Our Lord Jesus Christ came into the world to save us from our sins.  If we have faith in him, 
we are put right with God.  We need not fear what man may do to us because we, through 
Christ, belong to the kingdom of God.  Our Lord Jesus Christ, who died for us, has promised 
that we, by faith in him, may participate in his resurrection.  He said, ‘I am the resurrection and 
the life.  He who believes in me shall never die.’ Accept the Lord Jesus as your Savior, and God 
will receive you as his child.” 

The Fourth Man was there.  Through Paul Schneider, other people saw him. 
And if you worship your God and do not fear man, that will be your testimony too.


