When you meet someone new, often the first thing you’re asked is “what’s your name?” 
Our names are an important part of our identity. When parents are expecting a baby, choosing a name becomes a big responsibility. There are books and websites. And it’s not just how the name looks and sounds that matters; names also have meanings and those are important too. Sometimes, the name is also a promise, sometimes a prayer. 
At the heart of today’s reading are three young men, whose parents no doubt prayed as they waited for the birth and chose the names.
Hananiah, meaning “God is gracious.”
Mishael, meaning “Who is like God?”
And Azariah, meaning “God keeps him.”
But wait, I hear you wondering, who are these people? The men in the story were called Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego. 
Well, that’s because of King Nebuchadnezzar. He was king of Babylon, and would send his armies into neighbouring nations, to capture the young men of their important families and take them back to Babylon. Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah were three of those young men, taken to train for three years before they started serving in the palace. Part of that training involved renaming them, with names that referred to the gods that King Nebuchadnezzar believed in.
It stripped them of their identity and the reminders of God’s promises and the prayers of their parents.
BUT! Despite this, despite everything the Babylonians tried, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego refused to deny God. And God made them smart and intelligent, so that when they finished their training, they were taken into service in the palace; King Nebuchadnezzar himself said there was no one else equal to them and gave them important jobs.
It seems like everything was going well for these three young men, but then one day King Nebuchadnezzar had an idea. He had a gold statue built, as tall as the Tower of London and very skinny. And he instructed everyone that when the music played, they must bow down and worship it. If they did not, then they would be thrown into a fiery furnace.
Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego had a choice to make. Did they follow the new rule and bow down in worship of a statue? Or did they risk their lives by staying faithful to God?
They chose to risk everything. But they didn’t hide away, and hope no one would notice that they didn’t bow to the statue. Instead they spoke to the king directly: “If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we serve is able to save us from it. But even if he does not, we want you to know that we will not serve your gods or worship the image of gold you have set up.”
Well, King Nebuchadnezzar was furious! He ordered the fire to be made even hotter before having Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego tied up and thrown inside!
They should have been burned to a crisp, but instead the people watching saw not just three, but FOUR men walking around inside the furnace.
Who was this 4th man? Some say an angel. Some say it was Jesus. Either way, God was protecting his faithful servants from the flames.
King Nebuchadnezzar himself walked to the entrance of the fire and called the men out. Out walked Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, unharmed and not even smelling of smoke!
You see, those three young men had trusted God even when times got tougher than tough, and God was with them, keeping them safe. There was no magic trick, no science experiment, just the miraculous saving power of God.
Those three young men, many years ago had been given names that reminded them of God’s faithfulness. Even when their names had been taken from them, their identity, the core of who they were, was rooted in God. 
It gave them an unshakeable faith, so that even when faced with a seemingly impossible choice, they had the courage and strength to say no.
And ultimately, as they worshiped God even when their lives were in danger, God was with them.
This is what we need to aim for. If someone says to you “tell me about yourself,” what comes to mind first? Is it your job, your football team, your favourite food? Or is it God? How do you define who you are?
Because if your identity as a Christian is not firmly rooted in the knowledge and love of God, then your faith will not stand strong when life gets hard. 
It’s easy to worship God when life is rosy, and it’s important that you do. But when life becomes a bit like the fiery furnace, when it feels like you’re being battered from all sides, that is when it’s time to make a choice. Do you continue to worship God, even though it’s hard? Or do you turn away? Experience shows that worship in the hard times is often when you most see and experience God’s goodness. 
Because God is good, always. He showed it to Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego. He showed it when he sent Jesus to die in our place. And he shows it today for each of us. Life may be hard at times, but God is there in the fire, protecting us, loving us. And God will still be there when we eventually walk out the other side. 
