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Overview:

In this study of eschatology, or future events, we are going through the primary source of end-times prophecy in the Old Testament; the book of Daniel. We have already covered introductory remarks, historical background, language (Hebrew and Aramaic) and some of the prophetic significance. In this third chapter of Daniel there may appear to be little significance to future events from our perspective; at least at first glance. Considering the most significant event in this chapter, if not one of the most vivid events in all of Scripture, by looking at the miracle of the fiery furnace we see two very significant aspects as they relate to the future.

First and foremost, is the miraculous appearance of a fourth man “in the midst of the fire…’like a son of the gods!’” as stated in verse 25.  While in the distant past from our perspective, the appearance of this man who saved Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed-nego from the burning flames of the furnace is the same man who would appear nearly six hundred years later to save multitudes from the eternal flames of hell.

This appearance of God in human flesh is one of several instances of what is called a “Theophany” or “Christophany” or pre-incarnate appearance of Jesus Christ, God in the flesh.  Jonathan Edwards is recorded as saying on page 564 of “The Works of Jonathan Edwards 1835” that this occasion recorded in Daniel 3 is “a very remarkable appearance of Christ in Nebuchadnezzar’s furnace, with Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego .” Other such appearances of Jesus before His birth to Mary are found in the following Scriptures: Genesis 16:7-14, 18:1-33, 22:11, 32:24-32, Exodus 3:2, Numbers 22:22-35, and Judges 13:3. In each case we have a supernatural being who speaks not just on behalf of Jehovah God; as is the case with angels, rather He speaks directly as Jehovah, yet is manifested in human form. While King Nebuchadnezzar used the common phrase of his day “son of the gods” which referred to any supernatural being; this being in the fiery furnace truly was the “Son of God.”

The second significant aspect of Daniel chapter 3 is the ongoing theme of Daniel regarding the importance and significance of God’s people maintaining a distinct and set-apart nature in the face of religious compromise and idolatry. That is to say, maintaining holiness as a central aspect of life. In the face of lethal threat and religious persecution the three close friends of Daniel maintain their dedication to God and faith in Him to the point of being willing to die instead of bowing down to any idol and thereby violating the first two Commandments. 
As an aside it is an interesting question to wonder where Daniel was during this event and why he too was not implicated by the Chaldeans or otherwise involved. There have been several explanations offered on behalf of Daniel, the most likely of which is that he was simply away on business and was not physically in the plain of Dura at the time the king made his decree that this idol was to be worshipped.

Also, a good observation to make is that the three men Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed-nego did not revolt against the king or stage an uprising, rather they refused to compromise their faith. Additionally, in the face of death they maintained their integrity and honesty and were willing to trust God and to submit to the human authority placed over them, despite his wickedness. Consider the blessing we have in our form of representative government that we have the right to stand up and protest in appropriate manner and through due process.
Notes:

Verse 1: The king apparently takes a cue from the dream God provided (Dan 2:29) by expanding on the head of gold (2:38) and actually constructing a golden statue and erecting it in the plain of Dura. The word translated as “image” is the Aramaic word “tselem” which implies expression, likeness, image or more accurately in this context statue. This statue was likely gold plated and not necessary solid gold considering its dimensions of sixty cubits (about 90 feet) tall and six cubits (about 9 feet) wide.  This gold plating would be consistent with other statues and relics of Babylon from this time. The dimensions given describe a statue that is ten times taller than it is wide which would seem to be rather disproportionately tall and slender. This has caused some to conclude that the dimension of the height of the statue included a base while the dimension for the width did not while others have suggested that it was a type of stylized obelisk. An archaeologist by the name of Oppert discovered several large mounds called the mounds of Dura. At least one of these mounds was 20 feet high by 40 feet square at the base and which Oppert claimed had the appearance of pedestal of a huge image. These mounds are several miles south, southeast of Hillah in central Iraq. The plain of Dura likely refers to an area that was within the great walls (duru) of the city of Babylon, close to the present day location of Baghdad and Hillah in modern day Iraq. Additionally, it is widely assumed that the statue bore the image of Nebuchadnezzar himself, which seems most likely but is not stated directly in the text. In any case Nebuchadnezzar decided to over-rule God’s stated plan for the future by making the entire statue of gold and desiring all of the glory for himself. 
Verses 2-7: A gathering of the rulers of Babylon is ordered by the king and instructions given to fall down and worship the statue at the prompting of all kinds of music from a variety of instruments. Of great significance to the dating for the writing of the book of Daniel is the appearance of the Aramaic words borrowed from Greek words describing the musical instruments (lyre/quitharos, psaltery/pesanterin, bagpipe or symphony/siphoneya).
The appearance of these words have lead some to conclude that the date for the writing of Daniel must be several hundred years later around the third century BC. The date for the writing of Daniel is crucial for the purpose of demonstrating the supernatural nature of the prophetic statements made within this book. If Daniel was written at a later time after certain events took place then much of the book of Daniel and its prophetic nature becomes is called into serious question. On the other hand, if the writing of Daniel can be substantiated as occurring between 605 and 530 BC then the supernatural and prophetic aspects of this book are substantiated. With the discovery of additional ancient documents and records that have been dated as old as 800 BC from the region of Babylon, Assyria, and Persia, archeologists have determined that these Greek words were in use prior to the time of Daniel in 600 BC!
The various rulers that were “invited” by the king to attend this dedication/worship ceremony included: satraps, prefects, governors, counselors, treasurers, judges, magistrates and all the rulers of the provinces. The lesson for Daniel chapter 2 covered some of these positions. As a review their modern equivalent positions would be protectors (satraps), military leaders (prefects), civil administrators (counselors), lawyers (counselors), treasurers, government arbiters (judges), judges (magistrates), and other civil leaders (rulers) respectively. 

Verses 8-18: After the worship of the gold idol we read that some Chaldeans came forward and brought charges of treason against Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-nego for refusing to bow down. We see to how the Chaldeans address the king and work to get on his good side in their salutation to him, “O king, live forever!” The king is enraged and yet he maintains enough composure to invite the Jews in to question them and verify the charges brought by the Chaldeans. So it is clear that the Chaldeans have not earned back the full trust of the king after their failure to interpret his dream. The king even offers the Jews a second chance to worship the idol but they immediately decline and give evidence of their complete faith in Jehovah God and his supreme and sovereign ability to deliver them or not deliver them. Regardless of that outcome the Jews demonstrate their trust of Jehovah and that His ways are right and best. It was well said by Showers that, “Once again they refused to sacrifice the truth of God on the altar of expediency.”
 In chapter 2 verse 48, Daniel was promoted by the king to the position of “ruler over the whole province of Babylon,” so it should be safe to say that Daniel would have been included in the invite list. Some reasons why Daniel was not implicated with Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-nego could be that he was away on other more pressing business with approval from the king or perhaps his position held sufficient authority that the Chaldeans did not desire or feared to confront him (particularly after the incident with the dream). In any case Daniel was not called before the king.
Verses 19-30: Upon hearing the testimony of Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-nego the king is filled with wrath even to the point of distorting his physical appearance. He ordered the furnace to be fired with a great deal more heat than typical, as expressed in the phrase “seven times more than it was usually heated.” The furnaces of ancient Babylon were similar to relatively modern (1700-1890s) lime kilns as pictured below. An opening toward the top allowed material to be dumped into it and a doorway at the bottom allowed burned material to be removed.  
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Because of the great heat given to the furnace by the king’s order the warriors carrying the three bound Jewish men to the opening were themselves killed by the flames. It should also be noted that the Jews were themselves bound and wearing flammable clothing yet they were not harmed even as their captors were killed. At this point the Scriptures record an amazing miracle in that the once bound trio are now freed from their bindings, they are not harmed by the incredible heat and flames and they are joined by another fourth mystery guest. All of these miraculous occurrences were witnessed by the king as he observed through the lower opening intending to watch the certain destruction of the foreigners who dared to challenge his authority. 
In verse 25 the king used the expression “bar elah” or “son of the gods” and then in verse 28 the Aramaic word “malak” or “angel” is used in reference to fourth individual. It was clear to the king that this was a supernatural being who stood among the three Jewish men and the Aramaic word malak can also mean deity while it was not translated as such in English. The three men are then release from the furnace and inspected by the witnesses who notice that they don’t even smell like fire let alone have any damage to themselves or their clothing due to the heat or flames. The king rightly recognizes the great power of the God of the Jews and even praises Him but as of yet fails to recognize the unique and distinct character of Jehovah as the only true God. Desiring to not be completely “upstaged” or to perhaps save face the king follows along and takes on the role of being the protector of Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-nego by making a decree that no-one was to make any disparaging remark against their God with the threat of destroying the household of anyone who dared to do so.
