The Golden Image and the Fiery Furnace (3:1-30)

 (3:1-3)

Despite Yahweh’s warning through the dream and interpretation that he would judge and destroy the idol-worshiping empires, Nebuchadnezzar forgot his new religious insights and proceeded to force on all his subjects—even the Yahweh-worshiping Jews—the worship of the patron god of the Chaldean government. This not only indicates the superficial nature of his earlier confession of Yahweh as “God of gods and Lord of kings” (2:47), but it also suggests an egotism tending toward megalomania. Yet we cannot be certain why he took this extraordinary step. He may have felt, like many pagans, that multiple loyalties were permissible in worshiping the gods. He may have seen no more conflict between worshiping several different deities than between serving a local government and the central government. In any event, he laid down no requirement for his subjects to renounce or to cease private worship of their own personal gods; he simply demanded complete loyalty to the state, as represented by this public ceremony of prostration before his patron god (presumably Nabu). Failure to do this would not only amount to impiety and irreligion, it would also be treason.

1  Moreover, Nebuchadnezzar had the statue made of gold (i.e., covered with gold leaf). Actually, there was not enough gold in all Babylonia to make a statue so large of solid gold. The erecting of the golden image undoubtedly reflected the symbolism of the dream-image in which the head of gold represented Babylonia. Perhaps Nebuchadnezzar was motivated by a desire to fulfill the type. As to whom the statue represented, it seems doubtful that it was the king himself (as some have suggested). We have no evidence that statues of a Mesopotamian ruler were ever worshiped as divine during the ruler’s lifetime. Such practices may have been followed in the Egypt of Ramses II (though we have no decisive proof of this) but hardly in the Sumerian, Babylonian, or Assyrian empires. It is far more likely that the statue represented Nebuchadnezzar’s patron god, Nebo (or Nabu). Prostration before Nebo would amount to a pledge of allegiance to his viceroy, Nabu -kudurri -usur , i.e., Nebuchadnezzar.

2  From the king’s standpoint, no reasonable man could refuse to give this token of loyalty to his sovereign and his government. The fairly recent date of the establishment of the Babylonian Empire as the successor to Assyria (at least in its southern half) made it appropriate for Nebuchadnezzar to assemble all the local and provincial leaders from every part of his domain and, in essence, exact from them a solemn oath of loyalty, certified with a religious sanction by this ceremony of adoration of Babylon’s god. But if any officials refused to comply, they were to be immediately executed in the superheated furnace erected nearby.

3  The titles of the various ranks of government officials give an impression of a well-organized bureaucracy. The following are listed: (1) “the satraps” (ahasdarpenayya , from Old Pers. khshatrapawan , “realm protector”), who apparently were in charge of fairly large satrapies; (2) “prefects” (signayya , from segan , presumably borrowed from Akkad. saknu , “one who is appointed”), possibly military commanders (as KD suggests) but more likely lieutenant governors of some sort; (3) “governors” (pahawata , pl. of pehah , derived from Akkad. bel pihati , “lord of an administrative district”), indicating leaders of smaller territories like the postexilic province of Judea, which (cf. Mal. 1:8) was administered by a pehah ; (4) “advisers” (adargazerayya , plural of adargazar , probably derived from Pers. andarzaghar , “counsel-giver”); (5) “treasurers” (gedaberayya , from ganzabara , inferrable from the Pahlevi ganzavar , “treasurer” or “treasure-bearer”); (6) “judges” (detaberayya , from Old Pers. databara , lit., “law-bearer”); (7) “magistrates” (a conjectural rendering of tiptaye , which may have been derived from an Old Pers. adipati , lit., “overchief”); and (8) “provincial officials” (siltone , from selit , “to have dominion over”), a general term for a governmental executive.  

Observe that five of these titles are apparently of Iranian origin, even though the scene for this episode is early in the reign of Nebuchadnezzar (the Median tongue might conceivably have contributed some loan words even back around 600 B.C.). We must conclude, therefore, that Daniel 3, in its final form at least, must have been composed after the rise of the Persian Empire (in 539); and the terms used must have replaced those that were actually employed in Aramaic around the turn of the century. This agrees perfectly with the supposition that Daniel finished this book for publication around 532 B.C., when the new Persian titles would have been current in the metropolis of Babylon.  

At the same time it should be pointed out that by the second century B.C. (the Maccabean period), some of these Persian loan words had become obsolete and could no longer be correctly translated, at least by the Alexandrian Jews (see Introduction, pp. 20-22, for a discussion of this). This can only mean that chapter 3 of Daniel must have been composed long enough before the second century for these words to have been forgotten—which might well have happened after a composition date in the 530s (cf. Wiseman, Problems in Daniel , p. 43).

The Institution of State Religion  (3:4-7)

4-7  In order to furnish a proper musical setting for the ceremony of worshiping the image, Nebuchadnezzar enlisted the services of the royal musicians, who played all the instruments then in use. (cf. Notes). The six instruments listed in v.5 did not exhaust the list of different instruments, for “all kinds of music” implies that there may have been a good many others besides. It was this orchestra that was to give the signal for all the assembled throng to bow down and worship the golden statue as a solemn declaration of their commitment to the Babylonian government and their willingness to incur divine wrath if they should ever break their oath of fealty. Nearby the furnace was roaring (v.6)—a grim reminder of the dreadful alternative to compliance. The official leadership of every nation and district under Nebuchadnezzar’s rule had to join in this act of worship on pain of death. Needless to say, there was universal compliance when the music struck up (v.7), and all the foreheads in the great multitude touched the ground at the same moment—except for three men.

The Accusation and Trial of God’s Faithful Witnesses  (3:8-18)

The three who refused to acknowledge the golden image were Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, the close companions of that newly promoted high official Belteshazzar. Those stubborn fools were disobeying the royal decree! They knew that everyone was supposed to conform to it. With death staring them in the face, how could they think of disobeying? Didn’t they know that everyone was watching them and that they could not possibly escape the fiery furnace? How could they think of giving up their high office, the royal favor, and even their lives for the sake of their eccentric religious beliefs?

8-12  After the public worship, some malicious men (v.8) were only too glad to report to the king about the disobedience of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego. These informers are called “Chaldeans” (NIV mg.). Unlike chapter 2, chapter 4 does not introduce “Chaldeans” as one of a long list of soothsayers and sages. Here they approached the king as members of the master race (gubrin [untr. in NIV] is used only of men of importance and high standing in the community and gubrin kasdain [NIV, “some astrologers”] therefore implies Chaldean nobles rather than a class of mere astrologers or soothsayers). This heightens the appropriateness of their reference to Daniel’s three Hebrew associates in government service as Jewish magnates (gubrin yehudain , v.12; NIV, “some Jews”), with a contemptuous emphasis on their despised nationality quite akin to the derogatory tone assumed by King Darius’s officials in 6:13 as they labeled Daniel “one of the exiles from Judah.” These factors compelled even the lexicographers of BDB, committed though they were to the Maccabean date hypothesis, to recognize that kasday was here used ethically rather than as a term for astrologer-priests.  

With a show of zeal for the king, the Chaldeans quoted his edict word for word (vv.10-11) and then related how these three recalcitrant Jews had dared (v.12) to “pay no attention to” (la -samu alayk teem , lit., “They have not paid regard to you”) the express command of “King Nebuchadnezzar” (v.9); they had refused to bow down and worship the golden image!

13-15  Nebuchadnezzar’s response was all the Chaldeans could have hoped for. He became furious and ordered the offenders to be brought before him (v.13). He could not understand that they had defied him, after his many favors and in the face of such a dreadful penalty. Half incredulously he stared at them and asked whether they really had disobeyed his decree (v.14). Then, controlling his anger momentarily, he stopped questioning them and magnanimously gave them an opportunity to save themselves. He would order the musicians to play again so the three men might prove their loyalty and obedience by worshiping the image then and there (v.15).  

But Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego loved Yahweh more than life itself. Not only had they learned to recite the Shema—“Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength” (Deut 6:4-5)—but they made it the center of their lives. For them the will and glory of Yahweh meant more than fame, position, or security. Loving him with all their heart, they were ready to lay down their lives for him. Such was the logic of genuine faith, somewhat as Paul the apostle was later to say: “However, I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me—the task of testifying to the gospel of God’s grace” (Acts 20:24). So these three refused to plead with Nebuchadnezzar to make an exception of them.

16-18  “O Nebuchadnezzar,” the three said, “we do not need to defend ourselves before you in this matter [pitgam , which could also mean ‘decree,’ ‘message,’ or ‘affair’].” The Aramaic word order of v.16 places an emphasis on the pronoun “we,” implying that it is the Lord himself who will deal with this king who thinks he is sovereign on earth.  

The next statement of the three men has been variously interpreted. Its opening clause is usually rendered thus: “If it be so, our God ... is able” (v.17). (NIV has “If we are thrown, ... the God we serve is able.”) But a more appropriate rendering in this context would be “If our God exists [hen itay elahana , in which itay , like its Heb. cognate yes , means ‘there is’ or ‘there exists’], whom we worship, he is able to deliver us from the furnace of burning fire; and from your hand, O king, he shall deliver.” Nebuchadnezzar had made the mistake of defying Yahweh, saying, “Then what god will be able to rescue you from my hand?” (v.15). Like Sennacherib, who had derided Hezekiah’s trust in God by boasting that none of the gods of the other nations had ever been able to save their people from the might of Assyria (2 Kings 18:33), Nebuchadnezzar had converted his confrontation with men into a contest with the Lord God Almighty. Nebuchadnezzar’s doom and fall were sure, even though he had earlier served God’s purpose as a scourge to chasten God’s apostate people (Jer 27:6-8). Ungratefully he had scoffed at the very God who had granted him success in battle; therefore he was to undergo one humiliation after another, till he groveled in the dust before Israel’s God.  

But the heroism of the three men went even further as they declared, “But even if he does not [deliver us], we want you to know, O king, that we will not serve your gods, or worship the image of gold you have set up” (v.18). They were ready to be burned up in the fiery furnace rather than betray the God they had totally surrendered their lives to. Scripture contains few more heroic words than “But even if he does not.”  

Concerning this confrontation between Nebuchadnezzar and the three Hebrews, Ford (p. 107) says:

The courteous but determined refusal of the Hebrews should be carefully observed. They had obeyed “the powers that be” as far as conscience permitted. They journeyed to the Plain of Dura. And right at the point where conscience shouted, “No further!” they rejected the temptation to be arrogant in their nonconformity. As Daniel before them had been courteous in his request to follow his convictions, so these three verbally acknowledge Nebuchadnezzar as king, while committing their ultimate allegiance to the King of kings alone. (cf. Acts 5:29; Matt 22:21).

Before passing on to v.19, we need to face the puzzling question of why Daniel did not join his three companions in disobeying the king’s decree. Several answers may be given.  
1. Since Daniel is not mentioned in this chapter, he may have been absent from Babylon at the time, perhaps on government business in some other part of the kingdom.  

2. He may have been closeted with other members of the king’s cabinet, working on legislative or military plans.  

3. He may have been (as Wood, p. 78, suggests) too ill to attend the public ceremony; we know from 8:27 that sickness occasionally interfered with his carrying on with government business (cf. also 7:28; 10:8).  

4. It may simply have been assumed that as the king’s vizier (prime minister, for his responsibilities amounted to that high status; cf. 2:48), he was not required to make public demonstration of his loyalty by worshiping the image of his god. After all, there is no indication that Nebuchadnezzar himself bowed down to the image. It may have been that he simply sat on his royal dais surveying the scene, with his closest friends and advisers at his side.  

5. It is true that Daniel’s office as ruler over the capital province of Babylon (2:48) was not specifically listed in the seven categories of public officials (cf. 3:3, though of course, the rulers of subordinate provinces were required to be on hand); and none of the “wise men” (hakkimayya ), over whom Daniel had been made chief were included in the call for this public ceremony. As a type of accredited clergy serving under the state, they may have been exempted from this act of allegiance; their religious commitment would be presumed to be beyond question. In other words, Daniel did not belong to any of the special groups of jurists, advisors, financial experts, or political leaders included in the terms of the call.  

6. Perhaps Daniel’s reputation as a diviner was so formidable that even the jealous Chaldeans did not dare attack him before the king.  

a. Ford (p. 108) makes the following observation: “Had the story been the invention that many have suggested; had it originated in the days of the Maccabees to nerve the faithful against Gentile oppression, it is unlikely that the chief hero would have been omitted. Reality transcends fiction, and the very ‘incompleteness’ of this account testifies to its fidelity.” It is hard to see how the force of this deduction can be successfully evaded. There is no psychological reason for an idealizing romancer to leave Daniel out of this exciting episode. The only way to account for this omission is that in point of fact he was not personally in attendance at this important function.

The Sentence Imposed and Executed  (3:19-23)

19-23  Having been publicly defied in the name of the God of the Hebrews, Nebuchadnezzar had no recourse but to order the immediate execution of the three young Hebrews. In his rage (v.19), he went to absurd lengths, as if he were dealing with asbestos figures rather than flesh-and-blood men. No mere mortal could have survived an instant in the huge furnace, but the king insisted that additional bellows be inserted under the blazing coals and that it be heated to maximum intensity. So fierce was the fire that even to come near it was fatal (v.22). Equally absurd was Nebuchadnezzar’s command for the three to be fully dressed with their hats on (v.21) so as to make sure the flames would envelop them. Finally, they were “firmly tied” (v.23) and thrown like logs into the furnace. In his fury Nebuchadnezzar had thought of everything.  

Apparently there was no door or screen to hide the inside of the furnace from view. Judging from bas-reliefs, it would seem that Mesopotamian smelting furnaces tended to be like an old-fashioned glass milk-bottle in shape, with a large opening for the insertion of the ore to be smelted and a smaller aperture at ground level for the admission of wood and charcoal to furnish the heat. There must have been two or more smaller holes at this same level to permit the insertion of pipes connected with large bellows, when it was desired to raise the temperature beyond what the flue or chimney would produce. Undoubtedly the furnace itself was fashioned of very thick adobe, resistant to intense heat. The large upper door was probably raised above the level of the fire bed so that the metal smelted from the ore would spill on the ground in case the crucibles were upset. So the text says (v.23) that the three “fell down” (nepalu ) into the fire. Apart from the swirling flames and smoke, then, they were quite visible to an outside observer, though, like the king, he would have to stand at a distance.

The Deliverance and the Fourth Man  (3:24-27)

24-27  The dumbfounded Nebuchadnezzar saw the Hebrews walking upright in the flames without their bonds (v.24). Even more astounding, he saw a fourth person walking with them (v.25). Where had he come from? After his officials confirmed the king’s impression that only three men had been thrown into the furnace, he described the fourth one resembling deity—i.e., “like a son of gods” (wereweh di rebiaya da-meh lebar -elahin , lit., “and the appearance of the fourth resembles a son of gods”). Pagan that he was, Nebuchadnezzar probably meant the plural absolute ending In as an indefinite plural rather than equivalent to the Hebrew elohim  (which is often taken as a singular, when referring to the one true God). All four persons in the furnace were walking around freely (v.25). The blazing fire had no effect on them. Nebuchadnezzar stood face to face with a sheer miracle. Their divine companion in the flames had delivered Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego from all harm.  

Coming as near to the furnace as possible, Nebuchadnezzar shouted above the roar of the furnace (v.26). So the three climbed out—but not the fourth, who had apparently disappeared—and allowed themselves to be inspected by the king and his officials.. To their amazement, neither the clothing nor the bodies of the three Hebrews showed any marks of the fire (v.27). Their clothes did not even smell of fire. Only their bonds were gone. Their God had indeed been able to deliver them from the fiery furnace, just as they had affirmed (v.17). Yahweh had triumphed over the tryant who had defied him.

Nebuchadnezzar’s Second Submission to God  (3:28-30)

28-30  Before such an awesome display of God’s power, Nebuchadnezzar could only acknowledge his defeat. He had come up against the God he had challenged (v.15): “Then what god will be able to rescue you from my hand?” He hastened to praise Yahweh (v.28) and thereby confess his admiration for the courage and fidelity of the three Hebrews, who had been willing to die rather than worship any god but Yahweh.  

To make amends Nebuchadnezzar decreed death and destruction for saying anything against the God of Israel (v.29). Then Nebuchadnezzar promoted Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego to a higher office in Babylon (v.30). It would be interesting to know what happened to the great idol on the Plain of Dura; presumably it was stripped of its golden covering and left to decay.  

A significant fact in the subsequent history of the Jews is that the sublime courage of the three Hebrews and their faith in Yahweh greatly encouraged the Jewish patriots at the time of the Maccabean revolt, whose leaders emulated it in their own struggle against Antiochus Epiphanes. 1 Macc 2:59 tells how the dying Mattathias of Modin recalled the heroism of David and Elijah and said, “Hananiah, Azariah, and Mishael believed and were saved out of the flame.” His words show his conviction of the historicity of Daniel 3. In the NT Hebrews 11:34 refers to Daniel 3: “[They] quenched the fury of the flames”—an allusion that appears in a long list of the heroes of the faith. Obviously the author of Hebrews believed that the events in Daniel 3 took place in the sixth century B.C. exactly as they are related.
