
1 
 

The fiery furnace and the angel of God  

Text: Daniel 3 

New Zealand is generally regarded as a safe country to live in. People in this country don’t 

live in fear of thought police and gun toting militia to keep their citizens in check the way 

they often do in countries led by ruthless dictators. That is how Nebuchadnezzar kept his 

kingdom intact. He had a furnace installed in the province of Babylon to make sure no one 

got out of line. 

However as we learned from the Kings dream in Daniel 2  (and history bears this out), earthly 

rulers and kingdoms come and go but the kingdom of God endures for ever.  Here in chapter 

3 we find  that those who honor God, He will also honor. This is essentially the message here 

in Daniel three. If you trust in God and honor him then he will deliver you. 

We’ll consider it under three headings 

The use of oppression to maintain control: Sin  

Deliverance is from the Lord: Salvation 

Further Implications for the church; Gratitude 

1. The use of oppression to boost personal power We ended chapter two with King  

Nebuchadnezzar acknowledging the that Daniel’s covenant God is the supreme God , God of 

Gods and Lord of Lord and revealer of mysteries. However what follows in chapter 3 shows 

that this was no true conversion. The chapter begins with: “Nebuchadnezzar made an image 

of gold and set it up” It doesn’t say that this image was of a god. It could have been since 

Nebuchadnezzar erected it to be worshipped by everyone. . It could also be that the image 

represented himself since Nebuchadnezzar  was told that he represented the head of gold in 

that dream interpreted to him by Daniel.  So why not capitalise on that and make the whole 

statue gold. 

It was certainly an impressive image at 30 meters in height and three meters wide and plated 

in gold  it would have made a big impression for kilometers around, this tall golden image 

standing there on the plain of Dura. 

But why would anyone make an image like that? The answer to that question may be found 

in a more contemporary example. According to one historian (JD Fage  A Short history of 

Africa , 1962 page 251) The president of Uganda in 1960 had a larger than life statue of 

himself erected  in front of parliament house in Accra. He could tolerate no disunity in Ghana 

which he shaped into a monolithic republic  under the complete control of his party and 

dominated by his own personality as president. An inscription on the side bore the words 

“Seek ye first the political kingdom and all these things shall be added unto you.” The statue 

was religiously controversial from then on and destroyed in a coup in 1966”   

So men will erect statues of their favourite god’s or of themselves in their attempts to unify a 

nation around ideology usually to achieve their own ends be that personal power or control of 

people’s lives and the like. Similarly there was a sinsietr motive behind Nebuchadnezzar’s 

statue. 
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This is what Nebuchadnezzar did. He insisted that everyone bow down and worship the 

statue at regular times which were announced by an orchestra consisting of several types of 

wind and stringed instruments. When the orchestra started to play it was time for worship 

The entire program was backed up in rather ruthless manner, death for non compliance in this 

case by the fiery furnace. Anyone who didn’t comply was to be thrown into this furnace and 

burned alive.   

Initial reports looked promising as far as the king was concerned. According to verse 7 when 

the orchestra started to play all the people of every nationality bowed down and worshipped 

the golden image Nebuchadnezzar had made. 

Perhaps his plan would succeed after all? Perhaps he could thwart the God of the Hebrews 

and preside over a kingdom which was golden from the head to toe, solid and indestructible?! 

Judging by the way Nebuchadnezzar praised himself to the heavens in chapter 4: 30 the 

thought that Nebuchadnezzar was defying the God of the Hebrews is quite plausible.  

And surely even those religious people from Judah would be broadminded enough to go 

along with Nebuchadnezzar’s unification plan rather than resist and risk an agonising death in 

the flames. Hopefully he wouldn’t have to use the furnace at all or perhaps just for a few 

antisocial misfits.  

But it wasn’t long before a bad report reached the kings ears. “There are certain Jews you 

have appointed over the province of Babylon, namely Shadrach Meshach and Abednego . 

These men have disregarded you and do not serve your God’s or worship the golden statue 

which you have set up.   

Well that was the very thing Nebuchadnezzar had hoped wouldn’t happen, disunity and 

resistance; elements which represented feet of iron mixed with clay which threatened to 

destabilise his kingdom.  

Nebuchadnezzar was filled with fury. However perhaps out of desperation he gave the men 

one more opportunity.  “Worship the image or get thrown into the blazing furnace and then 

see if there is a god who can save you!” 

Well a consequence of sin in the world is that there are many unconverted who do not fear 

God and who ruthlessly go to any lengths to maintain control of their empires even to the 

extent of throwing those who resist them into a furnace as Nebuchadnezzar did.  

The apostle Paul came across such individuals in his ministry in Galatians and Corinth, super 

apostles who attracted a following for themselves by preaching another gospel. Paul called 

them that in 2 Corinthians 11 because in chapter 10 he noted that they commended 

themselves. Paul concludes in 11:13 they were servants of Satan whose goal is not to build 

but destroy the church.  and yet those under the thrall of these enemies of God and his church 

seem to put up with them without complaint , according to 2 Corinthians 11:20, even though 

they’re” enslaved by them,  taken advantage of and hit by them!”  Paul added that he was 

often in danger of death from them himself;…under the whip  literally because of his 

commitment to the truth.  
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So there is a warning here in Daniel 3 to watch out for those who do not submit to God and 

who would force you to worship with them or to compromise your own faith in God . Be 

aware and then and this is my second point ,  

2. Be assured that God watches over  those who trust him. Shadrach, Meshach and 

Abednego were given an ultimatum.. Bow down  and worship the image or be thrown into 

the burning furnace. Without any hesitation they simply said “we don’t need to give you an 

answer about this!”   They had already displayed uncompromising behaviour when it came to 

the law of God on less important matters,  so the king should have known from that that the 

three men weren’t going to be vacillate over matters of prime importance  They were 

convinced that whatever the king did, God would deliver them . They would not bow down 

and worship Nebuchadnezzar’s image or the Babylonian god, not even in the face of death. 

But Nebuchadnezzar wasn’t listening and he was determined to stamp out any resistance. He 

arranged for the best of his warriors to tie up  Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego to make sure 

they couldn’t escape. He had the furnace heated to such a high temperature that the poor men 

who had the task of throwing their victims in the fire were themselves killed by its searing 

heat.  

A little while later Nebuchadnezzar looked in. To his astonishment he saw them, engulfed in 

flames still standing, unharmed and to his great astonishment there was  4
th

 man was with 

them in the furnace.  Nebuchadnezzar thought this fourth person looked like a son of the 

God’s.  

This has led some to think that this was the pre-incarnate Christ. Other say the 4
th

 man was an 

angel of the Lord.  I would probably lean to that view given that it says in Psalm 91:11, “he 

will give his angels charge concerning you  to guard you in all your ways” or in Hebrews 

1:14 “Are not angels ministering spirits sent to give service to those who will inherit 

salvation”.  

And then again some have questioned the reality of the whole thing suggesting this was just 

an old Jewish myth. But why raise any objection to the possibility of a miracle of this kind? It 

is obvious from the rest of Scripture and the miracle of creation itself that God has the power 

to deliver three men from a fire.   

In fact not even a hair from their heads had been singed and Nebuchadnezzar was forced to 

acknowledge once again the supremacy of God who sends his angels to deliver those who put 

their trust in Him.  

Now this deliverance from the burning fire is an analogy of the greater deliverance God has 

given us from the fires of hell which is God’s righteous judgment against sinners. We confess 

that when Jesus died on the cross he descended into hell where he suffered God’s wrath 

against sin on our behalf. He rose again on the third day. Later at Pentecost Peter preached to 

many who had screamed for Jesus crucifixion just weeks earlier.  

 3,000 men reacted to that sermon with the same dismay displayed here by Nebuchadnezzar, 

They were guilty of hounding Jesus to death. They were wrong about what was important for 

life. They had made the mistake of their lives in rejecting Jesus.  His resurrection was 

undeniable proof of their folly. Luke wrote they were cut to the heart and asked Peter “what 

must we do?”  
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What must people do today to avoid the fires of hell? Do what Shadrach Meshach and 

Abednego did. Trust in the one who so loved us that he gave his one and only son what 

whoever believes in him will not perish but have everlasting life.   

Look at the last verse.  Then the king caused Shadrach Meshach and Abednego to prosper in 

the province of Babylon. But it wasn’t really the king was it. If the king had his way they 

would have burned but God saw to it that they didn’t  and were promoted instead for the sake 

of the Jews and ultimately for the sake of Christ .  

And so the word of Jesus is the final word on the matter. Whoever believes will not perish 

but be promoted to eternal; life. Yes God cares and saves those who trust in him 

3. In the third place let’s think about some further implications for the church. 

Jesus once said that whoever follows me must be prepared to take up his cross. The Story of 

Daniel reminds us that the world is no friend of the church and that sometimes there are risks 

involved in being a Christian.  Christ warned his disciples that they would be hated for his 

name’s sake. So.in every age in history there has always been a ‘furnace’ of one kind or 

another prepared for God’s people. In Egypt it was slavery at the brick kilns. In Babylon 

there was a furnace on the plain of Dura. In earlier church history Polycarp, John Huss and 

countless others have been martyred for the faith some of them burned at the stake.  Yet when 

they were asked ‘where is your God now?’  They were able to answer in faith that whatever 

sufferings they have to endure in this life is nothing compared to the glory that awaits us.  

This is not to say we all have to experience intense suffering but as Christians. Most of us do 

not. We all enjoy the beneficent effects of the gospel most of the time. But the point is our 

lives must be characterised by a willingness to make sacrifices for the sake of Christ.   

“Whoever does not want to carry his cross” Jesus says “cannot me my disciple.”  

A second implication is that a life governed by Christ is also a life of joy. It may have 

appeared that all the fun and joy was out there on the plain of Dura where people danced to 

the tunes of Nebuchadnezzar’s orchestras around  the shiny Gold obelisk. But it was a 

superficial joy. 

But the people in Babylon lived in fear of a ruthless king prone to outbursts of anger amd 

merciless rage due to by his own lack of faith in God. On the other hand, in plenty of in want, 

we do know how to rejoice because we have been saved from sin and anxiety  and the 

sadness sin causes. And we understand that God can even use suffering for our good.  

By way of illustration the fire in the furnace didn’t harm the three man but it did burn the 

ropes which bound them so they were able to walk about freely. Suffering can have that 

purpose as well it can humble us sanctify us so that our love approximates the life of Christ 

more rather than less,… releasing us from the shackles of sin. From this perspective every 

sickness can be medicine , every loss can be gain  even death is a door that leads to eternal 

life  and ultimate freedom. 

A third implication is that this chapter teaches that faith  must be from the heart and not just 

the mouth The last few verse of chapter 3 give some readers the impression that 

Nebuchadnezzar was repentant . When he saw the men come out alive, Nebuchadnezzar 

blessed the God of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego. He also made a decree which said  

that if any one spoke against Israel’s God he would be torn limb from limb and his house 
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reduced to rubble!  So, there was at last freedom of religion in Babylon! There was a place 

for the God of the Jews along with all the other God’s in Babylon.  

But the text doesn’t tell us that Nebuchadnezzar ever got around to dismantling the  gold 

statue on the plain of Dura.  It stayed there a 90ft high and 9 feet wide testimony to 

Nebuchadnezzar’s greatness standing tall shining in the sun. 

It reminds us that talk is cheap if not matched with actions. Professing faith in Christ but 

making no effort to change ones life;… leaving the statue of sin undisturbed  is not true faith 

Jesus said not everyone who comes to me and says Lord, Lord shall enter the kingdom of 

heaven. 

On the other hand the one who trusts the Lord with both his word and his actions will 

experience the constant love and protection of the Lord.  

So in conclusion we’ve seen how so often oppression is used against believers in order to 

make us compromise our faith. And then we’ve seen that if we trust in the Lord he will 

always deliver us. Sometimes trusting in God involves sacrifice but the rewards far out-weigh 

any sacrifice we might have to make.  The death and resurrection of Jesus Christ our saviour 

is the supreme example of God’s power over sin and death. And so we are encouraged to 

trust in him and find our joy in the Lord 

Amen  

 


