More than survivors
Axe the excess (like Daniel)

31 October 2004- Daniel 1:1-20 - Reformation

In the beginning…


Shopping can prevent you from thriving spiritually.  Do you agree? ......Don’t be too quick to answer.


A few years ago, Chicago attorney Michael Silbert spoke about one of the most unusual cases in his career.  Upon learning of the death of a new client, he went to her condominium to inventory her belongings.


When he got there, he could barely get in the one-bedroom apartment.  It was packed 4-feet deep with bags and boxes of purchases the woman had made.  Some had sat, unopened, for more than two decades.


According to Silbert’s wife, who cleaned out the apartment and inventoried the items, “There were 200 sets of sheets still in the packages, 50 to 60 sets of pots and pans still in the boxes, 200 pairs of shoes, mostly not worn and all high-end.”


The bathtub was filled with packages, and the bed was mostly covered, except for a corner someone could squeeze onto.  It took six weeks of cleaning just to find the silver in the bedroom.


Do you realize that, according to a study conducted by professors from Illinois and Minnesota, about 3 percent of the population suffers from an unreasonable need to buy things?  In other words, Elton John, Emelda Marcos, and Michael Jackson aren’t alone.  Elton John broke with his business manager over the financial chaos caused by his desire to spend nearly a half million dollars on flowers.  The former first lady of the Philippines, Emelda Marcos, fled her home 15 years ago, leaving 1500 handbags, 200 girdles, 2000 gowns, and 1500 pairs of shoes.  Michael Jackson reportedly spends between $10,000 and $15,000 a day to buy makeup, sustain his wardrobe, and maintain his opulent lifestyle.


And would you believe that compulsive shopping tendencies are not unique to this generation?  More than a hundred years ago, the widow of our sixteenth president was committed to an insane asylum in Chicago for treatment of a “shopping disorder.”  In an attempt to deal with the pain of burying three sons and a husband, Mary Todd Lincoln went wild in the new-fangled department stores.  On one occasion, she bought 300 pairs of gloves and two dozen shawls.


Thankfully, these examples are the exception and not the norm.  Yet, it is possible to thoughtlessly accumulate all kinds of “stuff,” so that we jeopardize our spiritual health.  I’m thinking in terms of the way we have a tendency to fill our lives with possessions, activity and entertainment.  Tightly packing our lives with this “stuff” is not the exception, it has become the rule.  

Imagine for a moment a man driving in his new BMW, although you can hardly call it driving.  In his left hand he holds a cell phone to his ear.  In his right, he searches through his BlackBerry PDA for the latest appointments.  The steering wheel is controlled by his knee.  His laptop sits in the passenger seat as he scans a report due that day.  All the while, he is trying to cram down the cheeseburger he just picked up.  All that, and we still have the nerve to say that that “stuff” has made our lives easier.  Has it?

The problem with all this “stuff” is that we have a tendency to compromise our faith in order to have or do many of these things.  Because we are prone to thoughtlessly live with excess in one of these areas: possessions, activity and entertainment, we are going to focus today on someone who did not comprise himself.  He stayed alert to self-diminishing compromises.  He was able to axe the excess.  His name was Daniel.

The book that bears his name is filled with examples of surviving and thriving.  First, there’s being rescued from the fiery furnace.  Then there’s surviving the lions’ den.  And the very foundation of what it takes to thrive spiritually is laid out in the first chapter of the book of Daniel.

Identify the Environment

Immediately it shows us that in order to axe the excess we must first identify the environment we are in.  Daniel and his three Hebrew friends are among the first to be exiled from their home in Judah to Babylon.  King Nebuchadnezzar decides that he wants to deport Judah’s finest young men in order to train them in a program of his own making.  Daniel has been placed into the midst of the king’s court.  And what is this environment?  King Nebuchadnezzar has a rather cruel reputation.  This was the king who gouged out Zedekiah’s eyes immediately after he had watched his sons be executed, just so that Zedekiah’s last image would be of his sons being killed.  This was the environment in which Daniel was now placed.

Daniel was handpicked to be trained in the king’s court, yet he still refused to compromise his faith.

While everyone’s environment may not be as evil as the one Daniel was placed into, there is still a certain difference to it.  The writer of Psalm 73 described to us exactly how he saw the world around him.  He wrote, “They have no struggles; their bodies are healthy and strong. They are free from the burdens common to man; they are not plagued by human ills.  Therefore pride is their necklace; (Psalm 73:4-6).  He was speaking of those who do not have a faith in God.  To this writer it seemed that everything was fine for them.  That they did not have to deal with our struggles, with our burdens.

Our own environment often tells us the same thing.  Buy this or do that, and your problems will go away.  Our environment tells us that to be busy is the best way to live life.  To have the biggest toys is the best way to have fun.  We look at our culture and think, “Why can’t I have that too?”  The problem is most of our environment has made big compromises in order to have this busy schedule or these neat toys.  The prime compromise they have made is in their faith in Jesus.  One of the first things to go is Sunday morning.  Whether it be because of activities, entertainment or possessions.  This is the environment, one that is willing to compromise its faith.

Take a look at the sermon insert.  On the first page, it has the three items that can be potentially excessive in our life.  Think about the environment around you and fill in those blanks.  What does the world think of possessions, activity and entertainment?

Identify the Enticement

Once Daniel was placed into the new environment of the king’s court, he soon found some of their conduct somewhat enticing.  If we want to axe the excess in our lives, we must identify the enticement.  For Daniel this soon became the diet that consisted only of the finest food and wine available to members of the king’s court.  You could easily assume from the passage that all the young men but Daniel and his three friends were willing to go along with this diet.  None of them objected.  “Why make waves?  While in Babylon, eat what the Babylonian mucky mucks eat.”

There was nothing fundamentally wrong with the food.  It was no doubt good, rich in Middle Eastern cuisine.  But a portion of it had been ceremonially offered to a pagan god.  For the Jew, that was all that was necessary to render the rest of the meal inedible.  Daniel could have made a case for eating the food and wine.  I mean, he was being held as a captive, as an alien in another country.  Surely God would understand if he fudged just a bit, but he didn’t.  He knew to compromise just a little bit would begin the process of diminishing his faith.

Despite the finest foods and wines available, Daniel refused to compromise his faith.

Perhaps we are not being held captive in this world, but we are most assuredly an alien here.  Just as Daniel was enticed by the Babylonian food, we are enticed by the “stuff” all around us.  Now, we all know there is nothing wrong with putting in a good day’s work.  But, when we see our faith slipping to the side, when we begin to recognize the caution flags, only to ignore them or fudge our faith a little bit, we are in danger of becoming as sick as the women who lived and died in an apartment four feet deep in unopened boxes.

Self-diminishing compromises are the result of giving in to the enticing options that threaten our spiritual heath.  In order to be more than survivors, we must watch for anything that might keep us from the Lord.  Is this you?  Peter warns us against such compromises.  I’m sure you will find the verse familiar.  “Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul.” (1 Peter 2:11).

Are you focusing too much on possessions?  Cancel a shopping trip you’ve planned.  Think about something you’re planning to buy and ask God if he has a better idea for the use of that money.

Perhaps its activities that entice you.  If this is you, learn to say no.  Try going a whole day without talking about how busy you are.  One evening, refuse to do any work.  Look at your schedule through God’s eyes.

Maybe you’re like me, and entertainment is appealing to you.  Unplug your TV for a week, or your computer or your CD player.  Go all week without playing a video game.  When you normally sit down to watch TV, read a Bible passage instead.

Look on the second page of the sermon insert.  Again, you see the three items that can be potentially excessive in our life.  Which one is enticing you?  Which one are you compromising your faith in order to fulfill.  In the bulletin, you’ll also find a brochure that gives an inventory quiz.  Take some time this week to find out where you might be excessively spending your time.

Are you beginning to wish you hadn’t come today?  Perhaps that’s how Daniel felt when he found himself in Nebuchadnezzar’s court.  But by not compromising his faith to the enticements around him, he soon found himself blessed by God.

Identify your Expertise

By axing the excess in our lives, we are able to identify our expertise.  Due to Daniel’s refusal to compromise the king soon noticed a difference in him.  It says in our text that, “he was ten times better than all the magicians and astrologers who were in all the realm of the king.” (Daniel 1:20).  God honored Daniel’s commitment without compromise by giving him knowledge and wisdom exceeding all of the royal court’s advisors.

We focus so much on what we don’t have, that we often forget what we do.  The book of Ecclesiastes puts very well how to look at life.  “We should make the most of what God gives, both the bounty and the capacity to enjoy it, accepting what's given and delighting in the work. It's God's gift!” (Ecclesiastes 5:19 MSG).  There is absolutely nothing wrong with enjoying things.  God has given us possessions, activities and entertainment not to tempt us away from Him, but instead so that we can enjoy life.  We are simply asked to remember that these are gifts from God.  That it is through Him that we have all that we do.

Instead of looking at our world and figuring out what more we can put into our schedule, or what else we can buy, we should ask ourselves, what has God can given me today that I can enjoy?  Look at what you have, not what you can get.

At the end…

As we remember that we are simply foreigners traveling through this land, we must also remember to pack light.  Travel theory insists that there are two breeds of packers: those who stuff everything in a suitcase to be prepared for any eventuality and people who travel as light as possible.  Is there anything wrong with taking four suitcases along with you as your travel?  Absolutely not.  However, the traveler is going to lose mobility with too much baggage.  We are told to axe the excess.  So the question is, “are you traveling light through life, or are you carrying a heap of suitcases?”

As you go into an airport, you soon find out they have limitations on baggage.  What happens when you bring too much?  A fee is collected for each bag over the allowance.  Consider this:  what price are you paying for the excess baggage you are dragging along on this journey of life.  Is it something you can afford?

Perhaps you are carrying too much.  There is one traveler who is able to carry our baggage, to take our excess.  If we are compromising our faith for the extra baggage in our life, turn to Jesus.  He owned nothing, and yet he took it all for us.  He is willing to take it all for you.  Axe the excess, cast your baggage on him, and your faith will flourish.

Travel light as we cross this journey of life and we will be more than just survivors.

May the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, guard your hearts and minds through Jesus Christ now and forever. Amen.

On 31 October 2004, this message was shared with members and friends of Risen Christ Lutheran Church at 9050 60th Street N in Stillwater, MN. If you have comments or questions, please call the church (651 770-3618).

