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Out of the Frying Pan 
Readings: Daniel 3 

 
 
There is a fair degree of irony that today there is a total fire ban over the whole 

state.  For today we have one of the famous fire stories in the Bible if not in human 
history.  It is just as well that on such days fire is not banned from sermons! 

But the fear and the horror of fire that stands behind the total fire ban may help 
us to feel the force of this story that it may act as a refiner’s fire for our faith and so 
strengthened it. 

ONE OF THE GREAT STORIES 

The story of the fiery furnace in Daniel 3 is for me one of the earliest Bible 
stories that I remember.  We had a story book that was filled with vivid pictures of 
giant statues and giant dramatic flames.  It was a story with dreadful villains and 
wonderfully strong heroes as I guess many stories are. 

But I have really appreciated coming back to have another look at this story as 
we do we will see that whilst those elements remain the story is also told with quite a 
twinkle in the eye and I would argue a fair degree of ironic humour. 

The Golden Statue 
Poor old Nebuchadnezzar having had his sleep disturbed in the previous 

chapter by dreams of giant statues wakes up soon after and decides to set up himself 
a statue, and it wouldn’t just have a golden head, it was to be gold all over. 

It is possible that this is Nebuchnezzar’s response to the dream he had in the 
previous chapter where division was to lead to the downfall of the kingdom.  Like 
many leaders after him he uses an image to promote unity behind him as king.  Think 
of the images of the USSR, or the regimes of Saddam Hussein or Gaddafi. 

To reinforce this unity all the officials, and to remind us that it is all, it is 
repeated, are assembled and are told that when the instruments play, again this list is 
repeated for us, people of all peoples, nations and languages, again repeated, are to 
fall down and worship the golden statue that the King had set up, and the fact he had 
set it up is repeated at least 5 times. 

This is if you will excuse the musical pun, a very carefully orchestrated event, 
and huge display of kingly power, and to keep the music theme going, everyone is 
happy to play along and dance to Nebuchnezzar’s tune. 

The presence of all the repetition highlights to me the forced and mildly 
ridiculous farce that is happening here.  There is no reality behind it, there is only 
human vanity and sycophancy.  But the scope of obedience would certainly put great 
peer pressure on everyone to join. 

The Green Eyed Monster 
But in the presence of this golden statue the green eyed monster rears its 

head.  The Chaldeans who have seen Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego promoted 
over them point out that these three outsiders have not been singing along to the tune 
of Nebuchadnezzar’s Kingdom March. 

Seeing his moment of absolute rule spoilt, Nebuchadnezzar is not a happy little 
vegemite, there will be no leadership challenges in his government.  The text at this 
point keeps repeating the names of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego as if to 
highlight the seeming folly of only three men standing against the unified kingdom of 
Babylon.  They are offered one last chance to sing along and bow down when the 
new commissioned fanfare for Bablyon is played, if not they will face the fiery furnace.  
Then as in the previous chapters a challenge is put forward “who is the god that will 
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deliver you out of my hands?”  The way it is said clearly indicates that the king does 
not believe that such a god exists, his power is absolute. 

To this leads to the one of the most wonderful statements of faith in all 
Scripture.  The Hebrew text is even stronger than it appears in the NRSV, essentially 
saying, “if our God exists then he clearly can save us out of your hand, but even if he 
should choose not to, we will not worship this statue that you have set up.” 

The Fiery Furnace 
Truly enraged now Nebuchadnezzar orders the three friends are to be bound 

and thrown full clothed into a superheated furnace leading to the death of the men 
who threw them in.  But now in the midst of the flames the king, who cannot believe 
his eyes, sees not three men but four all unbound and walking about, and the extra 
one looks like a son of the gods. 

The three are called out and the satraps, prefects and so on who were there to 
worship Nebuchnezzar’s statue are witnesses that not even the hair on their heads 
was singed. 

The King has another change of heart and declares that the three are 
vindicated in their trust in God and refusal to worship any other god.  In a typically 
over the top touch he threatens dismemberment followed by destruction of property to 
anyone who speaks against this God who can save.  And finally as we would expect 
by now Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego are promoted (which up to this point 
could be a subtitle for the book). 

DID THIS HAPPEN 

This is the wonderful and memorable story of Rach, Shach and Benny a story 
that has encouraged many in their faith over the centuries. 

We could perhaps ask however if this, along with other stories in Daniel, is any 
more than a religious fable?  Certainly this is how the majority of biblical scholars see 
it: nice tale to strengthen the faint hearted.  But it is hard to see how a fictitious story 
is able to help anyone who is struggling. We know that the kind of punishment 
described here was used in Babylon.  The statue described here would certainly fit as 
does the character of Nebuchadnezzar. 

For me it all depends on whether you believe miracles are at all possible.  If 
you believe they are not then by definition this has to be fable.  But if God has raised 
Jesus from the dead then miracles are most definitely possible and I see no reason 
why there cannot be a historical story behind the story as we have it here. 

The other element which moves this out of Sunday School fable territory is that 
this kind of persecution happens all to often when a nation sets up a religion for itself 
and seeks to eradicate all opposition.  As one commentator wrote “The reality of the 
holocaust … prevents us from regarding chapters such as Dan 3 as children’s 
stories.” 

STRENGTHEN OUR FAITH 

However to ask such questions distracts us from the clear intent of the chapter 
which is to encourage believers to keep the faith, to not be swayed by the peer 
pressure of the culture that surrounds them. 

I suspect that many of us as we hear this story are wondering what we would 
do if we were one of the three, if we were faced with the flames. 

The story helps us to make a stand in a number of ways. 

False Religion 
The description of the carefully orchestrated and ultimately manufactured 

worship at the start of the chapter helpfully reminds us to look beyond the impressive.  
Lets face it all those satraps etc and that music was probably all very exciting, but it 
was unreal.  The story pushes us to remember to look for reality, the reality of God.  
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This ultimately is why death is preferable to apostasy, for we follow the true and real 
God, not a set up one. 

Strong Faith 
We may still wonder if ours is this kind of faith.  There is an often missed part 

of this story.  Our three heroes are not hauled because they started a protest in front 
of the statue with placards “Get out of town, we won’t bow down”  It is only others 
reporting them that gets them into trouble.  They had simply quietly refused to 
worship, they had not gone looking for trouble.  When in front of Nebuchadnezzar 
they are respectful, they do not attack him and accuse him of all sorts of pagan faults, 
they simply speak of their faith in God. 

All too often some Christians have acted as if a strong faith means a 
belligerent and aggressive faith which demeans others.  Sadly such things are seen in 
letters to the Mercury.  We would do well to remember Paul’s admonition that if we 
are to offer our bodies to be burned but have no love we are nothing.  For most of us 
the right path is one of quiet faithfulness, but that will be truly revolutionary. 

Memorable Names 
This story is the one that makes Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego famous. 

The story ensures we don’t forget them by naming them 13 times.  They are names 
known to Sunday School children the world over, “shake the bed, make the bed to 
bed we go”.  In part this repetition may be a reminder that is much easier to go 
through such trials with other believers, could they have been so strong if they were 
alone.  We need each other to stand.  

But I also have to wonder if they are also repeated 13 times so that we will not 
forget them, which will remind us that they were not forgotten by God and neither are 
we.  In the midst of whatever we are going through God is with us. 

Saved in the fire, not from 
This story also reminds us that faithfulness to God is no promise of an easy life 

and a smooth ride.  Our heroes are not saved from the fire but rather saved in it, and 
they are not alone in it, one like a son of gods is with them. 

The promise to us in the New Testament is the same.  The wonderful passage 
of Christian hope in Romans 8, what then can separate us from the love of God lists a 
bunch of things that we would prefer not to go through, danger, hunger, persecution, 
death and so on.  But we can be assured in the reality of the resurrection that like in 
that furnace when we go through these things we are not alone, even in death.  It is 
our hope which enables us to stay faithful. 

Polycarp 
Rach, Shach and Benny are of course not the only believers who have faced 

such pressures and whose stories can strengthen our faith.  This Thursday just gone 
was set aside in our liturgical calander to remember a second century martyr, 
Polycarp, and his story seems to fit well this Chapter 

Polycarp was 86 year old bishop of Smyrna in the mid second century.  He was 
standing in a stadium full of pagans baying for his blood.  “Respect your years” the 
proconsul exclaimed, swear by Caesar and say “Away with the atheists”.  This is what 
Christians were charged with as they did not believe in the gods. 

Polycarp sighed looked at the crowd, waved his hand at them and said “Away 
with the atheists.”  Far than satisfied the governor pressed him to curse Christ. 
Polycarp replied “For 86 years I have been his servant, and he has never done me 
wrong: how can I blaspheme my king who saved me.”  He was threatened with wild 
beasts and finally being burned alive, but he would not recant.  The announcement 
was made that Polycarp confessed that he was a Christian, and he was put on the 
pyre. But as he died he prayed full of hope in Christ and the resurrection. 

May God grant to us that if we have to walk through the fire such knowledge of 
his presence. 
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Collect for a martyr from A Prayer Book for Australia (p638) 
Almighty God, 
who gave to your servant N 
boldness to confess the name of Jesus Christ 
and courage to die for this faith: 
teach us to be ready to give a reason for the hope that is in us 
and to suffer gladly for the sake of our Lord and Saviour; 
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 
one God for ever and ever.  Amen. 


