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We will be in verse 15 for the next 4 or 5 Sundays….uh, no guarantees…we’ll just see how this goes and, the reason why, is because we are going to be focusing on the sovereignty of God. Verse 15, I will pick up mid-stream, talking about the return of Christ when Paul continues and says “ which He will bring about at the proper time, He Who is the Blessed and only Sovereign, the King of kings, and Lord of lords.”

The exhortation that Paul is giving to Timothy here in verse 15 actually begins back in verse 13, and in verse 13 Paul gives Timothy a charge. In verse 14 Paul says what that charge is, and the charge is that Timothy is to stay faithful to his course, and if it’s God’s will that he should live here this long, that he should stay faithful to this course until Christ comes back. 

Now because of this future hope, Timothy is to stay focused on Christ, and he is to maintain his faithfulness. Paul has encouraged Timothy to keep his perspective eternal, no matter what challenges he faces or who opposes him. He is to keep his eyes at all times fixed on Christ. If Timothy does that, then he’ll weather any storm that comes to face him. That is Paul’s charge to Timothy, but what I really want to hone in on this morning is what Paul says in verses 15 and 16 when he describes God to Timothy. 

Paul is giving Timothy a doxology that describes God (a doxology is a praise to God) and that is what Paul is doing here, and this may be, (in terms of what Paul actually says about God), this may be the greatest verse, (or two verses) in the entire New Testament.

Some people disagree that this is talking about God, and they think that actually what Paul is talking about is Jesus. And the reason I believe this is describing the Father, not the Son, is because of what Paul says in verse 16. In the middle of that verse, Paul says “Whom no man has ever seen”.

Well, we know that’s not talking about Jesus. During His 33 years of life, thousands and thousands of people had seen Him here on Earth, especially during the 3 years of His ministry.

Paul’s statement that “no man has seen Him, or can see Him” … that’s not a description that would apply to Christ… that is only a description that would apply to the Father. No living human has ever seen the Father, so this doxology that Paul is giving isn’t of the Son, it is describing the first Person of the Trinity. By Paul giving Timothy this doxology, he is telling him to be strong no matter what opposition faces him and he says that what he needs to do is to focus on the return of Christ. And then to add to that, Paul says that God will bring the return of Christ about at the proper time.

But what I want to do is to carefully pay attention to how Paul describes God. Begin this after the first line of 15. “He Who is the Blessed and only Sovereign, the King of kings, and Lord of lords, Who alone possesses immortality and dwells in unapproachable Light, Whom no man has seen, or can see. To Him be the glory and eternal dominion and honor. Amen”.

Now go back and look at the first description that Paul gives. He says that God is blessed. Now the word for Blessed is makariõs… that means that the One Who is this way is happy…He is content…He is self-fulfilled. When makariõs is used to describe God, it means that God within and of Himself…He has no capacity for unhappiness that is the result of frustration or anxiety. God is blessed because He is in complete control of everything, and nothing will ever happen to Him that can change that for Him.

In and of Himself, God is totally satisfied, He is totally at peace, He is totally fulfilled. There is nothing He wants, there is nothing He needs, there is absolutely nothing He lacks. He is fully and completely self-sufficient.

Now there are two things, of course, displease Him, at least two things. He feels sorry, He feels anger over sin, but that doesn’t change His perfect satisfaction within and of Himself. He has ultimate, total control over everything…nothing ever catches Him by surprise. And nothing is beyond His ability to change it if He wants to do that. This is how those who follow God are, at least in one way, like their Father. Being blessed is a natural attribute of God and it’s one of those attributes that God gives to His children. God doesn’t share all of His attributes with His people…we can’t be omniscient…that means that we can’t know everything God knows. We can’t be omnipresent…that means we can’t be everywhere at the same time like God can. God doesn’t share all of His attributes with His people, but He does share some, and one of those is His attribute of being blessed. But that does have a qualification, and the qualification is that, whereas God is blessed in and of Himself, we are blessed by being in union with God through Christ.

Now what that means is that everyone who comes into a relationship with God through Jesus, God gives us His peace so that we can be unmoved by the same types of circumstances that God is unmoved by.

Now that is what the Psalmist meant when he wrote in Psalm 2:12 “How blessed are those who take refuge in Him”. Those who are blessed of God according to Scripture are those whom God chooses (Psalm 65:4), those who know Christ (Matthew 16:16-17), those who believe the gospel (Galatians 3:9), those whose sins have been forgiven (Romans 4:7), those who receive God’s righteousness apart from works (Romans 4:6-9), and those who obey God’s Word (James 1:25).

By telling Timothy that God is blessed, Paul is sending him a message that it doesn’t matter what trials he faces, or how severe they get, God is always in control, and since God is in control, Timothy can be at peace knowing everything will be just fine.

Now look at the next description Paul gives of God in verse 15, “He is the only Sovereign, the King of kings, and Lord of lords.” This is exactly how Moses described God. In Deuteronomy 4:35 he wrote, “To you it was shown that you might know that the Lord, He is God, there is no other beside Him.” Here’s what he wrote in verse 39 of chapter 4 in Deuteronomy, “Know therefore today and take it to your heart, that the Lord, He is God in heaven above and on Earth below there is no other.” 

In chapter 32, verse 39 God Himself says of Himself, “See now that I, I Am He, and there is no God besides Me. It is I Who put to death, and give life. I have wounded, and it is I Who heal, and there is no one who can deliver from My hand.”

In all the universe, there isn’t anyone who can compete with God for control over it. God’s sovereignty over everything is so important that much of the Bible, what it says, proves it. In fact, there’s a very powerful statement about God’s sovereignty in Isaiah 40:25-31. Listen to this: “’To whom then will you liken Me that I should be his equal’, says the Holy One. ‘Lift up your eyes on high and see Who has created these stars, the One who leads forth their hosts by number. He calls them by name because of the greatness of His might and the strength of His power. Not one of them is missing. Why do you say, oh Jacob, and assert, oh Israel, “My way is hidden from the Lord, and the justice due me escapes the notice of my God.” Do you not know? Have you not heard? The everlasting God, the Lord, the Creator of the ends of the Earth does not become weary or tired. His understanding is inscrutable. He gives strength to the weary, and to him who lacks might He increases power, though youths grow weary and tired, and vigorous young men stumble badly. Yet those who wait for the Lord will gain new strength. They will mount up with wings like eagles, they will run and not get tired, they will walk and not become weary.”’

That is the strength and the sovereignty of God! He can do whatever He wants to do whenever He chooses to do it. When Paul says that God is sovereign, he uses a Greek word dunastes, which comes from a group of words which…the basic meaning of those words is “power”. With the word “sovereign”, Paul uses the adjective only, and what that adjective does is show that the power that God has, He has alone. He has not, nor will He ever, give that power to anyone else. There isn’t anyone who has the same power as God. His power is infinite, and it is like all of His other attributes. They are all infinite. Since God is, by His very nature, infinite, then all of His attributes are what He is. And one of His attributes is that He is unlimited in His strength and power. There is absolutely no end to it. 

Even God’s strongest enemy, Satan, who is very powerful, even Satan is no mere match for God. God showed His power over Satan by throwing him out of heaven because of his sin of pride.

Now look at the next description Paul gives of God in verse 15. This further builds God’s sovereignty. Paul says that God is King of kings and Lord of lords. This phrase right here is one of my absolute favorites because it solidifies, absolutely solidifies God’s Lordship. Now there’s a good chance that one of the reasons Paul wrote this was to fight against the cult of emperor worship that was popular then. Emperor worship was one of the causes, why many Christians were martyred. They wouldn’t bow and swear their allegiance to the emperor, because they knew if they did that they would be nullifying their allegiance to Christ. When Christians refused to swear allegiance to the emperor first above all else, including Christ, many of them were martyred, they were put to death because of their faith. Many Romans thought that emperor worship would unite their empires together. Even the emperor Caesar, even considered it treason if you wouldn’t worship him before all others. I think there’s a very good reason, a very good chance that that is what Paul is combating here.

This was the same problem that Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego all faced in Daniel 3, and that is where I want you to turn right now. Daniel, chapter 3. 

Daniel 3 is the story of three men, who, in the face of idol worship, would not budge or compromise their walk with God to satisfy a fallen, pagan emperor. The story begins with the king who ruled Babylon. His name was Nebuchadnezzar. Nebuchadnezzar became king in BC 604 when his father, who was also king, had died. The first few years of his reign were dedicated to establishing and ordering the rule of Babylon. When it comes to the prominence that Babylon had in the ancient world, much of it was because of Nebuchadnezzar’s work. He was a powerful king who built a very powerful kingdom. He ruled for 43 years. His rule began in BC 604, when his father died, and it lasted until he died in 562.

But it was during his reign that something happened to him where he was so filled with pride that he wanted to enforce…force his entire kingdom into idol worship.

Now go ahead and look at verse 1. Nebuchadnezzar the king made an image of gold, the height of which was 60 cubits, and it’s width 6 cubits. He set it up on the plain of Dura in the province of Babylon. The main point here is that Nebuchadnezzar had built an image that he wanted everybody in the land to worship. It seems that the reason the king had this thing built is that he wanted to use it as a focal point for a new religious system in Babylon. 

Now this would unite the entire kingdom together in a common worship. Now the word for image here is an Aramaic word which means that although this image could have been in the form of a human, because of its dimensions it probably wasn’t. 

Now we don’t know where the king got this idea for building something like this, he might have got it from one of his trips through Egypt. Usually an image like this had 4 sides, and the higher it went, the narrower it got. The reason these were built were for the worshipping of the sun god. But wherever he got this idea, the king wanted to build one for the people of Babylon to worship.

Now the size of this thing was 90 feet high by 9 feet wide at the base. Now that means that even though is was only 9 feet wide at the bottom of it, it was as tall as a 9-story building, or rather, an 8-story building. The ratio, then, in the construction of this thing, was 10 to 1. Now this couldn’t have been built in a human form because it was too tall and thin. It just stood there, and it was ugly at that. But according to Daniel 2:31 it was an awesome sight.

You see, it wasn’t only tall, but this entire thing was covered with gold. I doubt it was solid gold, because I don’t think anything that tall, as tall as an 8-story building would stand straight up, erect, for any length of time, being made of solid gold. I think what this was, it had been built out of stone and had just been overlaid with gold.

Now according to what Daniel says in verse 1, the king set this up in the plain of Dura in the province of Babylon. This might have actually been Tulul-Dura, which was a few miles south of Babylon itself. The name “Dura” was a common name that was used in Mesopotamia for any wide-open plain that was surrounded by hills, so whatever was stuck in the middle of the plain would be visible from a very far distance.

Some archaeologists found a large square made of bricks about 60 miles southeast of Babylon which sits in the middle of a broad, open plain, and they think this might have been the base for this object of worship.

Now let’s go back and look at verses 2 and 3. “Then Nebuchadnezzar sent word to assemble the satraps, the prefects, the governors, the counselors, the treasurers, the judges, the magistrates, and all the rulers of the provinces, to come to the dedication of the image that Nebuchadnezzar had set up. Then the satraps, the prefects, the governors, the counselors, the treasurers, the judges, the magistrates, and all the rulers of the provinces were assembled for the dedication of the image that Nebuchadnezzar the king had set up. And they stood before the image that Nebuchadnezzar had established.”

Nebuchadnezzar had summoned all eight classes of officials together for the dedication of this object. Now this may mean that the king intended to use this as a way to unify his kingdom. Now this may also mean that he stuck this thing up so that everyone in the kingdom had a visible sign of the kings that rule over his kingdom. The officers mentioned in verse 2, who are also mentioned in verse 3, of those officers, four of them are mentioned again down in verse 27. What this means is that this image clearly had political implications.  The satraps were the chief representatives of the king, the prefects were the military commanders, the governors were the civil administrators, the counselors were those who gave advice to all who were in political authority, the treasurers administered the funds of the kingdom, and the judges were the administrators of the law.

Now what this is, is likely a list of everyone who served in the government under Nebuchadnezzar’s rule. This must have been a pretty impressive sight. Here you have, standing before this image, all the leaders of the king. And they have all been called together for one thing: to show their support of the king by coming together to worship the king’s image.

Now verse 4. “Then the herald loudly proclaimed, ‘To you the command is given, O peoples, nations, and men of every language, that at the moment you hear the sound of the horn, the flute, lyre, trigon, psaltery, bagpipe, and all kinds of music, you are to fall down and worship the image that Nebuchadnezzar has set up. But whoever does not fall down and worship shall immediately be cast into the midst of the furnace of blazing fire.’”

The king is demanding that everyone prove their allegiance to him by bowing before this image at the moment the king tells them they all have to do this. The fact that the leaders were not only to fall down and worship this image, but they were to show complete allegiance to it, shows that this was designed as a politically and religious way to unite the kingdom.

What’s interesting about this is that when Nebuchadnezzar calls everyone to worship this thing, he doesn’t say that this image is devoted to any one particular god. No god’s name is mentioned here. What that may mean is that the king was using this to establish a brand new religion in Babylon.

Nebuchadnezzar is using this image to unify the kingdom of Babylon both politically and religiously.  So what he is doing is establishing himself as both head-of-state and head-of-religion. Everyone under him would have to recognize and accept his political and religious authority.

Now when all the authorities walk out to the plain of Dura, nobody has any idea what they’re doing. Nothing has been said to anybody about what this is all for. Then, after they’re all assembled together in one large group, the king’s herald announces that they all have to show their devotion to the king by worshipping the king’s image. When the herald speaks to them, he refers to them as peoples, nations, and men of every language. In other words, that means that these leaders were being acknowledged as representing the people whom they ruled over. So, by their act of obedience, they were showing their own loyalty, and they were showing the loyalty over the people of whom they ruled.

By the time all these people are standing here, what they see is pretty striking. They see, standing before them, an 8-story-tall image that is glistening in the sun. Off to the side, Nebuchadnezzar has assembled an orchestra, which includes a horn, a flute, and many stringed instruments. The king wants this to be a very emotional experience. That way he’ll be more likely to get everyone to worship the image. And when the orchestra begins to play, this is the signal that everyone is to simultaneously drop to the ground and bow their heads.

If anyone failed to fall down right then and worship this image, they would immediately be dragged off and thrown into a furnace. The severity of the penalty shows that submission was obligatory. It wasn’t a matter of choice. You didn’t have a choice. You either did it, or died. 

Now read verse 7.  “Therefore at that time, when all the peoples heard the sound of the horn, flute, lyre, trigon, psaltery, bagpipe, and all kinds of music, all the peoples, nations and men of every language fell down and worshipped the golden image that Nebuchadnezzar the king had set up.”

Overwhelmed by the king’s command, the awesome-ness of the image, and the playing of the orchestra, all the officials bow to the ground to worship this image. They were all making a public declaration that they were committed to the king. They were devoted to him as a political leader, and now they are devoted to him as a religious leader.

Now watch this. Go back to the text and pick up in verse 8. “For this reason at that time certain Chaldeans came forward and brought charges against the Jews. They responded and said to Nebuchadnezzar the king: ‘O king, live forever! You yourself, O king, have made a decree that every man who hears the sound of the horn and all of these instruments, is to fall down and worship the image. But whoever does not fall down and worship shall be cast into the midst of a furnace of blazing fire. There are certain Jews whom you have appointed over the administration of the province of Babylon, namely Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego. These men, O king, have disregarded you; they do not serve your gods or worship the golden image which you have set up.”

Now we have no idea how large this group was standing that day before this image. But what we do know is that it must have been a pretty awesome-sized multitude, because it included all of the officials of the kingdom. But of everyone who bowed before the king’s image, there were three men who wouldn’t: Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego. And when some of the other court officials saw that these three wouldn’t bow, they went straight to the king. 

When they make their appeal to him, they start by giving him the standard salutation (in verse 9) “O king, live forever.” It was a very prominent greeting back then. And then they start to tell the king, “You know, O king, that you have just made a decree that everyone in your kingdom has to submit to. This is not an option. This is something you have commanded everybody to. If they don’t do it, then they must be punished. According to your very own words, whoever does not fall down and worship your image, they have to be thrown into a burning furnace alive. Well, we have noticed through observation, there are three men who won’t do this. These men have refused to worship the gods of Babylon, and now they have refused to worship the image that you have set up. We think you should do something about this, don’t you?”

Now, go back to verse 8 for a moment. You see where it says the Chaldeans brought charges against the Jews? A better way to translate this is that they did it, according to the Hebrew, with malicious intent. The word for “charges” means literally “to tear into pieces verbally”.  The accusation was severe, and what they were trying to do was get the Jews killed. It seems like what they’re motivated by was jealousy, and you can pick that up in verse 12, because the way the Hebrew words this, is that there are certain Jews “whom you have appointed over the administration of the province of Babylon”. What made them jealous is because the king thought that these men had extraordinary ability to administrate. You can even see that back in verse 20 of chapter 1 where it says, “and as for every matter of wisdom and understanding about which the king consulted them, he found them ten times better than all the magicians and conjurers who were in his realm”.

What made these Babylonian leaders mad was that the king raised up Jews to lead, where the normal practice for people like this, who had been taken into captivity, was turn them into servants. As far as the Babylonians were concerned, this was unacceptable, and when they found an opportunity to accuse them, they jumped on it. 

Now the one thing we don’t know about this whole matter is why Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego were all accused, but Daniel wasn’t. Daniel had been raised up to authority just like these three, and we know this, because in verse 17 of chapter 1, it says this, “And as for these four youths, God gave them knowledge and intelligence in every branch of literature and wisdom” (now, listen to this about Daniel); “Daniel even understood all kinds of visions and dreams.” Daniel had been raised to the authority just like these were, but the Chaldeans don’t accuse them, or don’t accuse Daniel, they just accuse the three. This might have had something to do with the fact that Daniel had been placed by the king into a higher office. So, there’s a chance that he didn’t even have to attend the celebration, or he might have been somewhere else in the kingdom taking care of his responsibilities. 

I mean, this was a huge kingdom! One ancient writer wrote that the two outside walls running the length of the city were 60 miles long! Both of those 60-mile-long walls were connected by two 15-mile-long walls! The walls themselves were close to 300 feet tall! That is over a 27-story (foot) building. The walls were also 80 feet thick. The whole thing was protected by moats, or canals, and it had 250 towers that were all manned by guards all the way around the circumference of the city. And, I almost forgot to mention this, there were 100 gates that were all made of bronze, and the Euphrates River ran through the middle of the city. 

This was a very large empire, and Daniel might have had to work, to do something else in the kingdom.

Now go back to verse 13, and look at the king’s response to the accusation. “Then Nebuchadnezzar in rage and anger gave orders to bring Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego; then these men were brought before the king. Nebuchadnezzar responded and said to them, "Is it true, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, that you do not serve my gods or worship the golden image that I have set up? Now if you are ready, at the moment you hear the sound of these instruments and all kinds of music to fall down and worship the image that I have made, very well. But if you will not worship, you will immediately be cast into the midst of a furnace of blazing fire; and what god is there who can deliver you out of my hands?"

The king gives them an option, which really isn’t that much of an option. And he says, “When you hear the music, at that moment I want you to bow and worship my image. If you don’t, then you will be executed immediately, and there is no one who can save you. There is not even a god among all the gods of Babylonia who could save you. The choice is yours. Worship the image, or die”.

That these three Jews didn’t worship the image with the rest of the leaders is a very big issue to the king. Verse 13 is clear about that. What he is being told is that he has three non-compliant Jews on his hands, which is another way of saying that these men aren’t fully committed to the king. That’s why the king is angry. He can’t let this happen. He can’t let this insubordination slide. If he allows these Jews to disregard his command, then what type of message will that send to the other leaders in the empire? 

These men must be made to submit to his authority. Now the king isn’t reactionary. I mean, when the king hears the accusation, he doesn’t just snap his finger and say “kill them immediately”.  He wants to give them a chance to speak for themselves, to see if the accusation is, in fact true. So he calls them in and he tells them what he’s heard, and he asks, “is this true? I hope, for your sake, it isn’t. But tell me honestly. Are you refusing to worship the gods of Babylon? And are you…is this true, are you refusing to worship the golden image that I have set up, that all the leaders of this area must worship?”

Well, what are they going to say? They can’t deny it. They don’t want to deny it. When asking the three this question, the king doesn’t seem to be all that interested in an answer. I mean, in verse 14, he asks if they’ve done this, but in verse 15, before he even gives them a chance to tell them what the truth is, he says, “now, what I’m going to do for you is give you a second chance. When you hear the music, I want you to show your allegiance to me by falling down and worshipping this image. But I’m warning you now; if you don’t do it, then I will throw you into a fire that is in a furnace. And when I make that decision, there isn’t anyone who is going to be able to save you. I hope you understand what I’m saying here.”

When the king says that there isn’t anyone who can save them, that is another assertion of his authority. He was claiming absolute authority, and it has been argued that it has angered him that anyone, let alone three Jews, who should be servants but are leaders in his empire, that those three are refusing to follow his command. He was claiming absolute authority, and this has absolutely angered him!

What Nebuchadnezzar has now done, although he has no idea he has done this, is to now make this a personal issue between himself and the God of these three Jews. If Nebuchadnezzar had any inkling about what he had done, I seriously doubt he would have said this. But the king, who is puffed up with who he thinks he is, has thrown the gauntlet down and said, “Once I make my decision, that’s it. You  are finished!

Well, look at the answer of these three men, and watch their confidence. Verse 16, and this is all based on the sovereignty of God.  “Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego replied to the king, "O Nebuchadnezzar, we do not need to give you an answer concerning this. If it be so, our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the furnace of blazing fire; and He will deliver us out of your hand, O king. But even if He does not, let it be known to you, O king, that we are not going to serve your gods or worship the golden image that you have set up”.

As confident as the king was over who he thinks he is and what he thinks he can do, these men are more confident over what they know God can do. They’re not afraid of Nebuchadnezzar, not afraid of his threats. They’re certainly not afraid of the burning furnace. They don’t feel any need to give an answer to the king’s question. Whatever the king decides to do, that is up to the king. If he feels like throwing them into the furnace, fine! Do it! Bring it on! They’re not impressed. 

“O king, we acknowledge that you are our leader, but we will not even answer you concerning this. We will not worship your gods. We will not bow before your image”.

Now let me close with this for right now. Paul says in 1 Timothy 6:15, that God is the only Sovereign. There’s no one like Him. There is no one even close to being like Him. And what Paul knows, and what Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego all know, is what King Nebuchadnezzar is about to find out. 

And I will show you what that is next week. Please bow your heads.

Father…it is by Your Divine Sovereignty that You rule your people, and You give us confidence that is really very much difficult to understand.  It is a confidence that is based on Who You are, Your character, Your strength, Your might, Your power, and there is no one else who even comes close to being like You. You are the God of this universe. You are the Sovereign Ruler over all. And we acknowledge that this morning, and we praise You for giving these three Jewish men such great confidence that they would be willing to die, really a martyr’s death, for their faithfulness to You, and who were willing to sacrifice their lives if they needed to, to preserve their testimony before the world. May we look at these three men and see models after whom we can live our lives. Amen.

