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 Our series theme is: Nobody Gets To Heaven Without A Fight.  
We’re talking about this because we humans tend to expect Life to treat us kindly. 
We’re pretty sure life is supposed to be pain, suffering, and trial-free. Coffee spilled down 

our front, jobs lost and diagnoses of cancer aren’t supposed to happen.  Even practiced 
pessimists who’ve prepared for a plethora of problems are always perplexed by trial 
and hardship when it comes.  [Probably ‘cause humans were made for a world without 
death/futility/discord. We “know” it’s not to be this way.] 
 
However, the scripture tells us we live in a Fallen World so we shouldn’t be surprised 

by pain or suffering. Still, as death and discord entered the world making suffering the 

Kosmic norm, God attached a rider, a clause, a bit of heavenly “pork” to the legislation 

of Death. The Scripture teaches us that suffering is imbued with a redemptive quality: 
Rom. 5:3 …we also exult in our tribulations, knowing that tribulation brings about  perseverance;  4 and  

perseverance,  proven character; and proven character, hope;  

Is 48:10 “Behold, I have refined you, but not as silver; I have tested you in the furnace of affliction 

God has seeded suffering with the power of redemption. [X’s’ death].  

 

Last week I set out five categories of suffering. And I used the story of Joseph to 

show God using all five [Tragedy, Human-Induced, Environmental, Self-Inflicted, Every-Day Life] 

to accomplish a “great deliverance” [45:7] and to “preserve life” [45:5]. Joseph’s story is capped 

off when he looks back over his suffering and says to his brothers: Gen. 50:20 You intended 

to harm me, but God intended it all for good.    

Nobody gets to Heaven without a fight. Nobody gets through life without their share 

of trials and pain. But our trials and pain contain the potential to be a catalyst for God’s 

goodness in the world. And when God’s goodness breaks in through our suffering it 

makes an awfully good story.  

 

We love to talk about our aches and pains. We can go on for a good, long time about 

everything that hurts or isn’t working and all our efforts to get them fixed.  

 

We also LOVE to tell stories about bad customer service we’ve received. One of the 

stats used to share in CS training at PSC was that a really happy customer may tell 4 

or 5 others about the experience, but an unhappy customer is likely to tell her story to 

20 or more people.   In 2008 Canadian musician David Carroll had such a bad experience 

with United Airlines that he wrote a song about how their baggage handlers broke his $3500 Taylor 

Guitar and a fruitless nine-month claim process. He uploaded the song to Youtube and in a matter 

of weeks 5 million people heard his unhappy story about bad service.  
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Humans LIKE stories about suffering because they’re the most interesting. I could 

describe to you the best day I ever had and you’d be bored stiff.  But if I told you the story of my 

worst day ever, you’d be on the edge of your seat. And you’d have a similar story to tell. 

GOOD STORIES CONTAIN CONFLICT. Conflict involves suffering. And the BEST 

STORIES show us how the suffering was resolved. Without suffering there is no story.   

 

Think about it. Open a Bible and you will not find a single story about anyone we call a 

biblical hero that does not present them passing through significant suffering. Not 

one of them gets to Heaven without a fight. But the fact is we’d have never heard about 

Noah, or Deborah or Stephen or Naomi  -or the power of God- if their lives had been all 

kittens and sunshine.  

 

So here’s an important thing suffering does: Suffering breaks the illusion of our own 
power, our own knowledge, our own control. Job was a good man, a wise man 
who’d seen enough goodness from God’s hand to believe he had this “living” thing 
figured out. Suddenly everything of any sort of value to him is gone: children, livestock, 

house, health all gone.  And he is frustrated and angry over it all.  He says 10:1 “I loathe my 

very life; therefore I will give free rein to my complaint and speak out in the bitterness of my soul.   

By ch42 he says: 3 “…Surely I spoke of things I did not understand,  things too wonderful for me to know.  

6  Therefore I despise myself   and repent in dust and ashes.” 

 

Suffering reminds us of how little we know and how powerless we are. It instills 

humility –or it should. Suffering takes us out of our comfort zone and sets us in a place 

where we have to be open to receive HELP from others or from God.  

Suffering sets the stage for God’s surprising intervention.  

 

Which brings us to the Kingdom of Judah in the third year of the reign of King 

Jehoiakim [@605BC]. Nabopolassar is King of the Babylonians. His son, the crown 

prince, Nebuchadnezzar, and his armies along with the Medes are mopping up the last 

Assyrian resistance. [God brought Assyria to invade the N. Kingdom @740BC and took Samaria 

in 722.] That done the Babylonians and Medes divvy up the territory. Nebuchadnezzar 

gets Judah as a new Babylonian possession [vassal/rebel/besieged/ fell 597]  

 

In this process the King expected soldiers to gather up the young noblemen of Israel 

and haul them back to Babylon- Dan 1:4 youths in whom was no defect, who were good-looking, 

showing  intelligence in every branch of wisdom, endowed with understanding and discerning knowledge, and 

who had ability for  serving in the king’s  court;  This was strategic assimilation. The brightest, 

most capable men of the next generation would be conformed to the image of the 
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conquering nation. Their 3-year training included: language, writing [Akkadian] music 

and mathematics. The kidnapped young men would become scribes, palace 

attendants, advisors, diplomats, or diviners. Names were changed as part of the 

process of assimilation.  

 

And so we meet four young Sons of Judah: Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah 

[Belteshazzar. Shadrach, Meshach & Abednego.]  These four young men of Judah have lost 

everything of value to them. They’ve been taken from their homeland. They’ve been carried off, 

give or take, 900 miles away. There is NO chance they will EVER see their mothers, fathers, 

siblings again. Their home is lost. Their families are lost- if they’re even still alive. The Promised 

Land is lost to them. They are in the power of pagan, idol-worshippers with clothes and customs and 

language they can’t understand, who are determined to excise from them every bit of their former 

identity as God’s covenant people. Their God wouldn’t or couldn’t save them. And, a few years down 

the road they will hear that Nebuchadnezzer’s armies have taken ALL of Jerusalem and destroyed 

Solomon’s Temple. 

 

So these four have been taken from their comfort zone and reminded how powerless 

they are via the Babylonian assimilation process [Resistance is Futile]. The conflict of the 

story has been established. Their Suffering in a strange pagan land has set the 

stage for God’s surprising intervention. It begins with a gift. Dan tells us: Dan. 

1:17   As for these four youths, God gave them knowledge and intelligence in every branch of  literature and 

wisdom; Daniel even understood all kinds of  visions and dreams. At the end of their training Daniel, 

Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah were presented to, now, King Nebuchadnezzar and 

taken into his personal service where they excelled[1:20].  

 

But their sufferings as God’s men in a pagan land weren’t over. In fact they rather intensified.  

First Nebuchadnezzar has a dream that disturbs him. He wants the dream interpreted. 

His magi arrive and say: tell us the dream and we’ll give you the interpretation- sensible.  

But Nebby says: nope. To prove your interpretation is true, you tell me what it was I dreamt last 

night and give me the interpretation. If you don’t or can’t you will be 2:5 torn limb from limb and your 

houses will be made a rubbish heap.  They reply [unwisely] “Nobody can do that but the gods!!” 

Nebuchadnezzar says: “Then what good are you? Guards kill EVERY wise man in the Kingdom.” 

Well that death sentence included our Fab Four.  

When the executioner arrived, Daniel “with discretion and discernment” talked his way into 

some time, and told Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah to pray like crazy.  

That night God gave Daniel the dream and interpretation. And he praised God:  
20 …“Let the name of God be blessed forever and ever, For wisdom and power belong to Him.  21 “It is He 

who changes the times and the epochs; He removes kings and establishes kings; He gives wisdom to wise men   

And knowledge to men of understanding.”  
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Daniel is taken to the King. He is clear that the one God of Heaven has given him the 

dream and interpretation. He describes the dream and explains it’s meaning. Nebby 

falls face down saying: 47 your God is a  God of gods and a Lord of kings and a  revealer of mysteries,… 

The inconvenient threat of death hanging over the wisemen’s heads set the stage for 

God’s surprising intervention!! Without the suffering there would be no story and no 

great act of God to save.   

 

Some time later the King was inspired to have a little statue of himself made- nine feet 

wide and ninety feet tall- made of gold. At the dedication of the statue Nebby declared 

that, at the sound of music, the princes, governors- basically all the Babylonian officials 

of any level were to bow down and worship the statue of the King [Act of unity/assimil].  

Anyone who didn’t would be burned alive- tossed into a blazing furnace. And you can 

bet most people were bowing down.  But not Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah.  

 

Some jealous competitors told on them and the King lost his temper over this. He had 

them brought in and told them, “You’d better bow down when the music starts or you’ll be in the 

firery furnace straightaway. And no god will be able to save you.” And they said, in this mildly 

tense moment of suffering:  
3:16 “Your Majesty, we will not try to defend ourselves.  17 If the God whom we serve is able to save us from 

the blazing furnace and from your power, then he will.  18 But even if he doesn’t, Your Majesty may be sure 

that we will not worship your god, and we will not bow down to the gold statue you’ve set up.” 

You know the story. He has the fire made hotter than ever. He has them tied up and 

thrown into the fire. But as Nebby looked into the fire he saw four men, untied, unhurt, 

walking around and one of them looked like a Son of God. And he calls for them to 

come out of the furnace and the three men do and they don’t even smell like smoke!  

Brings to mind Is 42:2 Should you pass through the waters, I shall be with you; or through rivers, they will 

not swallow you up. Should you walk through fire, you will not suffer, and the flame will not burn you.  3 For I 

am Yahweh, your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Saviour. NIV 

Nebuchadnezzar’s shock leads him to decree that no one is allowed to say anything 

against the God of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego for “3:29…there is no other god who 

able to deliver this way.” 

 

If it were not for their suffering and their faithfulness to God in that trial we’d have never 
heard of these guys. Without their suffering there would have been no story about 
God’s surprising intervention as well as no story about their faithfulness to the end in 
the face of death. 
  



 5 

Some time and a couple kings down the line someone called Darius the Mede is on the 
throne. Daniel is still present and still distinguishing himself – now in front of a brand 
new set of colleagues. 
These newly appointed Satraps decide Daniel has to go. But he was straight as an 
arrow because of his devotion to his God. So they decided to use THAT against 
him. They come to Darius and encourage the King to make a binding law that says: For 

the next 30 days if anyone petitions any god or man other than King Darius for help they shall be cast 

into the lion’s den. Darius –without a clue- signed it into law. 
 
Daniel heard about the law but he ignored it and continued his daily prayers to God. 
They caught him in the act. And, as one song says: “They took him off to jail in a kneeling 

position…”  The king liked Daniel. And he spent the night trying to figure some way 
around this binding law. But he had the satraps in his ear saying: “The law of the Medes & 

Persians cannot be revoked.” And so they threw Daniel into the Lion’s den and laid a big 
stone over the mouth of it.  
 
Darius was up at the crack of dawn. He hurried down to the Lion’s den calling out for 
Daniel.6:21 Then Daniel spoke  to the king, “ O king, live forever!  22 “My God sent His angel and shut the 

lions’ mouths and they have not harmed me, inasmuch as  I was found innocent before Him; and also toward 

you, O king, I have committed no crime.” 
So they pulled Daniel up unharmed to the King’s great delight. And Daniel says Darius 
declared to all his Kingdom: 26 “… in all the dominion of my kingdom men are to fear and tremble 

before the God of Daniel; For He is the living God and enduring forever,  And His kingdom is one which will 

not be destroyed,  And His dominion will be  forever.  27 “He delivers and rescues and performs signs and 

wonders In heaven and on earth, 

 

See that great thing -the pagan king calling all his people to respect the God of Daniel- would 
never have happened without the conflict between the satraps and Daniel. It wouldn’t 
have happened if Daniel hadn’t had to face the fear of landing in a pit full of hungry 
predators. Without the conflict, without the suffering the stage could not have 
been set for God’s Surprising intervention.  
 
Without the suffering God would not have been glorified before the Babylonians Medes 
and Persians.   Without the suffering –the loss of home and family and temple, the threats of 

death- Daniel and Hananiah, Mischel and Azariah would have disappeared into the 
silence of history. 
Without the suffering that fueled their story the stage would not have been set for 
God’s surprising intervention and we wouldn’t have the hope that God might do the 
same for us. 
And without the story of the dangers they faced while waiting for God’s intervention 
there might not be hope in us that we could be as faithful whether He saves us or no.  
The story of their courageous suffering benefits our faith thousands of years after the 
fact.  
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Watching the Lord of the Rings movies recently reminded me of Frodo and Sam talking 
about adventures and stories. Sam says: I wonder what sort of a tale we’ve fallen into?’ 
‘I wonder,’ said Frodo. ‘But I don’t know. And that’s the way of a real tale. Take any one that you’re 
fond of. You may know, or guess, what kind of a tale it is, happy-ending or sad-ending, but the people 
in it don’t know. And you don’t want them to.’  
‘No, sir, of course not. [said Sam] 
Still, [said Sam] I wonder if we shall ever be put into songs or tales. We’re in one, of course; but I 
mean: put into words, you know, told by the fireside, or read out of a great big book with red and 
black letters, years and years afterwards. And people will say: ‘‘Let’s hear about Frodo and the Ring!’’ 
And they’ll say: ‘‘Yes, that’s one of my favourite stories. 

They talk and even laugh a bit more and then Frodo says: 
We’re going on a bit too fast. You and I, Sam, are still stuck in the worst places of the story, and it is 
all too likely that some will say at this point: ‘‘Shut the book now, dad; we don’t want to read any 
more.’’ ’ 
‘Maybe,’ said Sam, ‘but I wouldn’t be one to say that. 

 

Whatever kind of story you’re in, whatever conflict you’re facing, whatever suffering 
you or yours are dealing with I can promise you that God is present in it with you. 
You may wish that you could say: ‘‘Shut the book now, dad; we don’t want to read any more.’’ 

But if you did, you might escape “the worst places of the story” but you also might miss 
God’s amazing, surprising intervention. 
 

For Suffering reminds us how little we know and how powerless we are and it sets the 
stage for God to intervene in surprising ways. God may bring you out of the firery 
furnace so you don’t even smell like smoke, or out of the Lion’s den unbitten.   
Or he might not.  
There may be miraculous healing or supernatural deliverance or mysterious checks in the mail or not.  
What’s important is to keep reading, don’t shut the book, and remain faithful to the end 
either way- like Daniel, Haniniah, Mishael and Azariah.  
 


