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Camille Cook Murray     July 16, 2017 
The Georgetown Presbyterian Church  Daniel 6:10-18, 19-28 
The Idolatrous Generation    Sermon Series #3 
 
I have never once preached a sermon on Daniel.  Not just the story of Daniel and 
the lions den but any passage or any story from the entire book.  Eleven years 
since my ordination and for the first time this week I cracked the spine of my 
Daniel commentary given to me as an ordination gift.  I studied Daniel in 
seminary but never preached on it and I can never remember hearing a sermon 
preached by anyone else on Daniel.  Our lectionary, that assigns scriptures for 
each Sunday, completely ignores this book despite its rich tales and the truths it 
carries.  Yet every children’s bible on the shelves has not just one Daniel story but 
two – the story of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego thrown in the fire only to 
emerge unsigned and the story of Daniel and the lions den.  These are great 
stories that should be preached!  
 
But today before we throw Daniel into the lion’s den, we need to understand the 
situation where he was living.  As a devout Jew, Daniel was living in exile in 
Babylon and was persecuted for his religion by the culture and the government of 
the day.  According to I and II Maccabees, the people living in the time of the 
book of Daniel were living under torturous circumstances.  They were having 
their sacred books burned, their religious customs banned, the food they detested 
most forced down their throats, and the women and children murdered.  Daniel 
was in a unique situation in that he had found favor with the powers-that-be 
because of his ability to interpret the dreams of the king.  Yet there were many 
governors and counselors in the king’s court that did not like Daniel and they 
detested his religion.  They convinced the king to establish a policy that anyone 
who prayed to anything or anyone other than the king would be thrown in a den 
of lions.   
 
Daniel knows the law, yet defies it, praying on his knees to God Almighty, with 
the windows of his house wide-open.  The men who plotted against him caught 
him and forced the king to follow through on the new policy.  The King appeared 
to be distressed about having to do so but regardless, he had Daniel thrown in the 
lion’s den and sealed it with a stone.  The king said to Daniel, “May your God, 
whom you faithfully serve, deliver you!” 
 
Of course, the lions never touched Daniel.  Daniel said ‘the Lord shut the lions’ 
mouths’.  The next morning, Daniel emerged safely and then the King praised the 
God of Daniel and then threw those who plotted against Daniel into the den to be 
torn to shreds by the hungry beasts.   
 
Daniel would worship nothing but God alone.  Neither pain, nor torture, nor 
death would make him sacrifice his loyalty to God and worship an idol.  This pure 
and brazen conviction is startling to us because it is so rare.  Loyalty in Judaism 
was and is a top virtue, demanded of those who observed the Torah.  The first and 
second commandments are about loyalty – you shall have no other gods before 
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me, you shall not make for yourself any idols to worship.  Daniel as a faithful Jew 
was much more willing to become a martyr for the faith than to compromise the 
faith.   
 
Idol worship was prevalent in the time of Daniel but no more prevalent than it is 
today.  Last March, when New Testament Prof. Brian Blount, President of Union 
Seminary, visited our congregation as our guest preacher, the young adults at 
dinner asked him the question, what did he see as the biggest problem in society 
that was preventing us from faithfulness?  Dr. Blount said that in Matthew’s 
gospel Jesus calls the people ‘an adulterous generation’.  Dr. Blount said that he 
thought if Jesus came today that he would call us ‘an idolatrous generation.’  
What does that mean?  That we are a generation prone to idol worship, prone to 
compromise, prone to worshipping false gods, prone to sacrificing loyalties, 
prone to faithlessness.  That is pretty damning commentary and it stung a bit.  An 
idolatrous generation would be the kind of people who would hear about the new 
law not to pray to anything or anyone and quickly give up on our religion, our 
practices, and our convictions.  Are we the kind of people who let obstacles get in 
the way of us practicing our faith?  Are we a generation so fleeting, so shallow, so 
faithless?   
 
In the Hebrew scriptures the idols often looked like golden calves but what about 
our idols, what do they look like?  Well in Washington it is well known we 
worship power and influence.  We worship money.  We worship credentials.  We 
worship independence.   We worship ourselves.  We worship possessions.  We 
worship fame.  I heard recently in a story on NPR that the most valuable asset to 
have in America today is your ability to attract attention.  You don’t have to be 
talented or benevolent to get attention – you just have to have enough followers 
or say enough outrageous things or post enough naked photographs and 
attention is all yours.  We worship attention and we worship those who command 
our attention.  There is actually so much to worship today that it is hard to make 
time to worship God and so we do so casually, irregularly, and with fleeting 
loyalties.   
 
Maybe I am just grouchy but Daniel’s defiant loyalty to God makes us ask the 
questions – about whether Christianity in the mainline church demands such 
loyalty anymore?  Are we dedicated enough to our religion that we are willing to 
suffer consequences?  Are we too afraid of being outwardly faithful for fear of 
being called intolerant?  How much of our faith are we willing to compromise 
when the going gets tough?  Do we have any ‘Daniel’ left within us? 
 
Abraham Lincoln once made a speech against the advice of his friends.  As a 
result, he was defeated in his race for the senate in 1858.  But he said: “If it is 
decreed that I go down because of this speech, then let me go down linked to the 
truth.”  By such decisions we define ourselves as children of God.  By such 
convictions we prove the worth of our faith.   
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It was 1521, when Martin Luther was called before the Holy Roman Emperor 
Charles V and asked to recant from his religious ideas.  To which he replied, “I 
cannot and will not recant anything, for to go against conscience is neither right 
nor safe.  Here I stand, I can do no other, so help me God.” 
 
That’s audacity of faith, that’s moral courage, that’s chutzpah!  Come on; let us 
not be known as ‘the idolatrous generation’.  We have the radical reformers as our 
forbearers in the faith, people who were infamously called ‘the non-conformists’, 
people who fought wars for their faith and were beheaded and burned and 
probably fed to lions for their convictions.  When did we become such 
conformists?  When did Presbyterians become so placid? 
 
Listen to John Calvin’s advice for dealing with authorities that are asking us to 
compromise our faith.  “Earthly princes deprive themselves of all authority when 
they rise up against God, yea, they are unworthy to be counted amongst the 
company of men.  We ought rather to spit in their faces than to obey them when 
they…spoil God of his right.”  Spit in the face of those who try to claim God’s 
authority or take the place of such authority in our lives.   
 
Let it be said, I’m encouraging the spirit of this quotation and not the literal 
interpretation.  The point is that our faith should embolden us to be courageous, 
it should inspire us to be faithful, and it does demand from us our loyalty.  Jesus 
said, “If any want to be my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their 
cross and follow me.  For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those 
who lose their life for the sake of the gospel, will save it.  For what will it profit 
them to gain the whole world but forfeit their souls?”  Daniel was willing to lose 
his life for the sake of God and so God saved his life.  Daniel was unwilling to 
forfeit his soul for anything that the powers or principalities could offer him.   
 
I remember watching diving at the 2016 summer Olympic games in Brazil and 
there was an interview with the American men’s synchronized divers, David 
Boudia and Steele Johnson. NBC asked them about how they deal with the 
pressure at the Olympics.  Boudia said, “When my mind is on diving and I think I 
am defined by this that is when my mind goes crazy but we both know that our 
identity is in Christ and it gives us peace and joy regardless of how we perform.”  
This was a Daniel type speech, it was saying we do not worship Olympic gold 
medals – we worship God alone. 
 
We all have many temptations to worship false idols and also chances to stand up 
and defend our faith in word and action.  Those old Sunday school lessons will 
serve you well if you remember Daniel when you face your own fears, stand up to 
your conspirators, and rebuke your temptations.  May Daniel, inspire us to stand 
firm in the faith, to be loyal to God alone, and to rely boldly on God’s love and 
protection.  God is deeply loyal to us, may we recognize the power of that virtue 
and find it so revealed within ourselves. 
 
Amen. 


