Order of Service Arklow Presbyterian 10.00 a.m.

WELCOME:

CALL to WORSHIP:

PRAYER (Adoration and Invitation):

PRAISE:
600
Sing to God new songs of worship

PRAYER (Confession and thanks):

ANNOUNCEMENTS:

OT READING:
Daniel 6 v 1-18
CHILDREN’S TALK:

PRAISE:
225
He’s got the whole world in His hands

(Announce that children leave for Sunday School after this hymn)
OT READING:
Daniel 6 v 19-28

PRAISE:
50
Be still for the presence of the Lord

SERMON:
‘Daniel and the Lions’

OFFERING AND INTERCESSION:

PRAISE:
689
Thine be the glory 

BENEDICTION:
The Grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit; be with us all evermore.
Children’s Talk:
‘Daniel and the Lions.’

Intro:

Read the ‘Me Too’ book “I’ll Pray Anyway” about Daniel.

Teaching:

God is Sovereign.  That means he is all-powerful and that He is in control of everything that happens to us.  God has got the whole world in His hands.  So like Daniel we can be sure that when we’re in trouble God will hear us when we pray to Him and he will help us.  We can be sure God will do what is best for us so that people will understand how wonderful He is.

Daniel and the lions
Intro:
“Pain gone forever!”  “Say goodbye to your financial woes!”  “The Easy way to keep slim!”  “Ten steps to a successful marriage!”  “The Secret to a growing church!”  Life is full of gurus ready to give us their miraculous insights into solving all of life’s problems.  Although few of them are willing to offer their advice for free!  If we’re honest we’re all tempted to be hoodwinked out of our hard earned cash by the promise of an easier life.  The same can be true in the arena of our faith. In an increasingly consumer- driven society, one temptation for the church is to try and attract people with a slick marketing strategy and with a message that focuses only on positive spin while trying to erase the more difficult truths about life, about ourselves and about God’s expectations.  Now don’t get me wrong, I think that the hope in the gospel is hugely positive, I believe that we need to relate the gospel to the twenty first century and that our experience of God and church includes much joy and blessing.  But I am also deeply concerned that many areas of modern Christianity have been so influenced by consumer-culture and market forces that people are actually being desensitised as to what it means to be a real disciple of Christ.  My concern is that for many people faith has become something that is so self absorbed that the first question they are asking is ‘Well what does this do for me? rather than  ‘How can I bring most glory to God?’ and ‘how can I be of help to others?’  I’m also concerned that in an attempt to make following Jesus more marketable, the church can become guilty of false advertising.  Following Jesus can be promoted as the panacea for all of life’s problems in order to attract as many unsuspecting customers as possible without any real thought for the long term consequences and the disillusionment that can result.  But the Christian church and the Christian life are always simultaneously filled with much comfort and blessing as well as experiences that are difficult, demanding and frustrating.

This was certainly the experience of today’s bible hero, Daniel.  Early on he discovered that the life of faith was no picnic.  Scripture doesn’t mention his family.  They may well have been killed when the Babylonians invaded Jerusalem.  Subsequently, Daniel and his 3 friends found themselves dragged away, given new names and indoctrinated in the language, culture and religion of a foreign country.  But despite this great pressure Daniel and his 3 friends maintained their faith in God, the God of Israel.  As a result God honoured them and blessed them.  He gave Daniel special wisdom and the ability to interpret King Nebuchadnezzar’s dreams.  Consequently the lives of many people in Babylon were saved and Daniel and his 3 friends were given important positions.  Despite their faithfulness to God, however, God allowed these 4 young Israelites to be tested and to experience many hardships.  They refused to bow down and worship a Statue the King made of Himself.  As a result Daniel’s 3 friends were thrown into the fiery furnace.  Yet God came and rescued them miraculously. Even with the blessing of being able to interpret dreams came the tension of being honest in interpreting the dreams.  We read that in one of the dreams Daniel had to muster up the courage to tell King Nebuchadnezzar that if he did not repent that God would make him insane.  In another dream for a different King Daniel had to be willing to tell Belshazzar that again God would come in judgement upon him and that not only would his Kingdom be divided among his enemies but his life would also come to an end.  As we pick up Daniel’s story in Chapter 6 which is our focus for today we find that again life is a mixed blessing for Daniel.  On a positive note the new King Darius gave Daniel one of the top 3 jobs in the Royal government.  Daniel was so good at his job that the King planned to give him the top job.  As a result some of his colleagues became jealous.  They tried to find some scandal on Daniel that would discredit him but they couldn’t.  Their only solution was to create a scenario where Daniel could be persecuted and demoted because of his religious convictions.  So they persuaded the King to make a legal ruling that anyone who worshipped or prayed to another God other than the King should be thrown into a den of lions.  
1
The Christian life is a mix of blessing and demand:
The first lesson I want to draw your attention to from the life of Daniel is simply this.  God never promises us that the Christian life or the Christian church will be a bed of roses.  It is not a panacea, a cure all for all our insecurities and all our problems.  Life as a Christian and life in the Christian church is full of many blessings, many joys, many wonderful answers to prayer and much that is satisfying and fulfilling.  But God in His wisdom and His sovereignty also deliberately allows us to go through experiences and difficulties that will test us to the very core of our being.  Like Daniel, there will be times when we will feel isolated, even from our family and friends.  There will be times when we will feel the heat of persecution and suffering.  There will be times when what God asks us to do will take courage.  There will be times when what he wants us to say people may not want to hear.  There will be times when no matter how honest and faithful we are that people will be jealous of us or make life difficult for us.  There will be times when what God asks us to do will demand sacrifice and hardship.  Being a Christian is a blessing, it is full of hope and joy but following Christ, worshipping God is not about entertainment and feel-good factors.  It is about everything that God sees fit to allow in our lives to make us more like His Son Jesus Christ and to enable other people to come to the conclusion that Jesus Christ is indeed the Sovereign Lord who is to be worshipped, obeyed and adored.  Until we really grasp that truth deep within our souls we will always be vulnerable to the temptation of Christian-consumerism.  We will wander from church to church, from experience to experience seeking that which makes us feel good rather than cultivating that which makes us more like Christ and brings most glory to God.
2
When the going gets tough we must pray for courage and faithfulness:
How does Daniel respond to the conniving of his colleagues?  He is well aware that government policy dictates that when a King makes a decree it cannot be revoked.  He is clear that for him that will mean certain death if he is found worshipping God.  He could always stop praying to God- after all it would only be for a matter of weeks.  Or he could become a closet believer, maybe worshipping God at night where there would be no danger of him ever being discovered.  For Daniel neither of these is an option.  For Him both of these would be an unacceptable compromise.  So He simply does what he always did.  He prayed in his upstairs room, with the windows open facing Jerusalem and he did it 3 times every day.  If he was discovered, arrested and thrown to the lions then so be it if that was what would bring most glory to God!
The second lesson we learn from Daniel is that when we’re tempted to dishonour God and compromise our faith we need to pray for the courage to be faithful.  It would have been so easy for Daniel just to skip his prayers for a while.  It would have been so easy for him to keep His faith a secret.  But that would not do, for in that way God would not be glorified.  All of us like Daniel are pressurised to deny our faith in Christ.  That pressure may come like Daniel from our boss or a work colleague.  It may come from our friends in school or even from our closest family.  Wherever it comes from, we need to follow Daniel’s example, we need to pray and ask God for the courage to be faithful to Christ.  “Ah but surely it won’t matter, sure it’s only a little compromise, it’ll all blow over, sure I can just keep quiet and no-one will ever know I’m a Christian.”  We’re all tempted to say that aren’t we?  And the reality is that if we do compromise, if we do keep silent, well, life may well be easier for us!  We’ll not get thrown to the lions!  But again we’re being tempted to be self-centred- to think more about our self-preservation and our own comfort rather than the glory of God.  Because when we compromise, when we try to hide our faith, it’s as if God disappears, no-one thinks about Him, no-one realises His greatness and the fact that He is worthy of our lives.  In short, God doesn’t get the glory that He deserves.  So the example of Daniel reminds us that when we’re pressurised into compromising our faith we need to pray for courage and faithfulness.  Only then will God be glorified.
3
We must trust in God’s Sovereignty, His ability to deliver us and desire His glory to be shown through our lives:
Despite Daniel’s faithfulness, courage and prayerfulness, God still allows his enemies to make life even more difficult for him.  His jealous work-colleagues spy on him and then run to the King telling tales of Daniel’s religious practices which directly violated the royal decree that for 30 days no God was to be worshipped except the King.  Reluctantly and with great anguish the King is forced to keep his word and with a hopeful prayer that Daniel’s God will do a miracle he allows his most trusted servant to be thrown into a den of lions.  The King is so concerned that he doesn’t get a wink of sleep and as soon as it is light he rushes to the lion’s den and in desperation calls out, “Daniel are you OK?  Has your God been able to keep you safe?”  To his astonishment the voice of Daniel replied, “Yes, God has rescued me!  He has sent his angels to shut the lions mouth!”  Immediately the King orders his servants to release Daniel from his animal prison.  In righteous judgement, he then orders that those who set Daniel up are thrown to the lions along with their families.  Finally, King Darius issues a royal decree that is sent throughout the Kingdom insisting that everyone is now to worship the God of Daniel, the one true God, the God who has the power even to shut the lion’s mouth.  There are a couple of lessons I want to draw your attention to in this final portion of this chapter in the life of Daniel.  The first is that God doesn’t always answer our prayers immediately.  He also doesn’t always answer our prayers in the way we expect.  We’re not told exactly what Daniel prayed.  Maybe he prayed for the king to change his mind and not give in to the pressure of his colleagues.  Maybe he prayed that God would not allow him to be thrown to the den of lions.  It’s the same for us.  Even when we are faithful to God, even when we pray, God’s answer is often not what we expect or even what we want.  In fact often he allows things to get worse before they get better.  But we can be sure that He will answer according to His will, in His time and in a way that will ultimately be for the greatest good and for His glory.

The last lesson we can draw from this passage is one of great encouragement, but also one that demands great faith.  Ultimately God is Sovereign over all circumstances.  He is in complete control of our lives.  There is nothing that can happen in our lives that He doesn’t know about or care about or that He has not allowed.  He is also a God who cares for us more than we can imagine and who has the power to deliver us no matter how desperate the situation if he chooses to.  But we need to trust in that Sovereignty, in His perfect wisdom and in His love.  That isn’t always easy, especially when after we have been faithful and prayed things seem to be getting worse or are not going the way we want.  We must constantly remember God is in control, He knows what is best, He understands the beginning from the end and ultimately He knows what will bring most glory and honour to His name, even if that means we have to go through great difficulties.  At the end of the day the greatest thing that happened through the life of Daniel was not that his life was spared but that through this miracle the glory of God was shone throughout the Kingdom so that many hundreds of people came to fear and reverence God.  At the end of the day that is what we need to remember about our faith.  Yes God loves us, yes God can heal us or deliver us.  But ultimately we must learn to trust in His Sovereignty and believe that whatever happens the most important thing is not that our lives will simply be made easier, but that most glory and honour will go to the Lord Jesus Christ.  Paradoxically we will discover that as we learn to trust God in this way that a peace, a joy and a beauty will enter our lives that nothing else can bring.
Conclusion:
Daniel reminds us that the Christian life is always a mixture of blessing and difficulty.  His example teaches us of the importance of continually praying for courage and faithfulness.  His story reminds us that God is Sovereign and that ultimately the most important thing about our lives is that through them God will get the greatest glory.
Call:
“I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels or demons, neither the present or the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth nor anything else in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

Adoration and Invitation:

Amazing God, we praise you that you have the power to do anything.  We worship you as the only one who is in control of every detail of life.  You know everything, you are perfectly wise and all things work together ultimately for good and for your glory.  Yet we acknowledge that we cannot fully understand what you are doing or why you allow certain things.  Your ways are beyond our discovery.  Lord, give us the faith to trust in your wisdom and goodness.  Give us the help of your Spirit this morning so that we can sing and pray sincerely and so that we can understand what you want to teach us through the bible.  And above all at the end of this morning may we be given the faith to see the beauty of Jesus and hearts to love him more completely.  It’s in his name that we pray, Amen.

Confession and Thanks:

Father, forgive us when we are too self-focused.  Forgive us when we care more about what you can do for us than about how we can live to honour you and to help other people.  Thank you for your patience with us.  Thank you that you love us so much.  Thank you that you always forgive us when we are honest with you.  Thank you for giving us Jesus to set us free from the guilt and the power of sin.  Thank you for giving us your Holy Spirit to comfort guide and empower us in living for you.  Thank you for health and strength, for food and water, for family and friends.  Thank you for the freedom we have to come and worship together today.  This we pray in Jesus’ name who teaches us to pray saying-  Our Father…

Offering and Intercession:

Sick, lonely, bereaved

Bible Clubs, SNYF and Sunday School

Neighbouring churches and leaders (Chris, Monty, S.Rea)

Ovoca Manor (Nathan, Fiona, Simon, Damien, Stephen)

Voting on Lisbon Treaty

Leprosy Mission (Ken Gibson)

Situations of War and Disaster
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