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The Prayer of Azariah and the Song of the Three Jews also known as . . .  
The Prayer of Azariah and the Song of the Three Holy Children  
 
Actual text – Azariah and the Three Jews 1 (surreyhillsuniting.org) 
 
Background 
This prayer is included in the Greek Septuagint translation and is accepted as canonical scripture 
by the Catholics and Eastern Orthodox.  In both of their Bibles it is embedded within Daniel 3.  In 
the Protestant Bible it can be found in the Apocrypha section.  In the Book of Common Prayer it 
is read as part of the Daily Morning Prayer: Rite One.  There it is called The Song of the Three 
Young Men.   
 
In Daniel 3 we have the story of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego refusing to bow down to the 
golden statue made by King Nebuchadnezzar.  The plan was that whenever the people heard the 
sound of the horn, pipe, lyre, and other musical instruments they were to worship this statue.  It 
did not matter where they were physically standing as it could be seen for miles (it was ninety 
feet tall and nine feet wide).  A decree was also put in place for those who refused to do as the 
king  instructed.  They would be thrown into the fiery furnace.   
 
Some of the Chaldeans complained to the king that three Hebrew men refused to bow down and 
worship the idol.  King Nebuchadnezzar called these men together and offered them a second 
change to right the wrong they committed.  In spite of the consequences the three men refused 
and they were tossed into the fiery furnace.  But prior to being tossed into the fire the king asked 
an important question: Who is the god that will deliver you into my hands? 
 
Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego do not feel the need to defend God.  In an expression of faith 
they stood by God no matter if God delivered them from the blazing fire or not.  Nebuchadnezzar 
was enraged and ordered the furnace to be heated up seven times more than was customary.  
The three men were bound and thrown into the furnace.  It was so hot that the guards who threw 
them in were killed.   
 
It is at this point of the story (Daniel 2:23) that the prayer of Azariah would be inserted.  The first 
two verses of the prayer serve as the introduction: As they walked around in the flames they sang 
hymns to God.  The Azariah (Abednego) stopped and said this prayer.   
 

https://www.surreyhillsuniting.org/NRSV/AZA/AZA1.HTM#:~:text=Azariah%20and%20the%20Song%20of%20the%20Three%20Jews,stood%20still%20in%20the%20fire%20and%20prayed%20aloud%3A


After this brief introduction the prayer continues as a communal lament with a request for 
deliverance.  In so doing Azariah speaks for the people of Israel by confessing their sins and 
affirming the justice of God.   
 
The exile itself was an example of how God showed justice so this will act as a confession of sin 
(next section).  Azariah will speak of the sins and idolatry of Israel.  Since there is no opportunity 
for sacrifice, Azariah offers a contrite heart.  This is another theological shift from prior 
understandings of how one can mediate with God.  In the absence of sacrifices a contrite heart 
seems to suffice in order to be made right with God. 
 
Verses 3-15 is the Confession of Sin 
Azariah begins by praising God – He is the God of their fathers and is always just in whatever He 
has done.  His deeds and judgments are true.  The exile was “just” on account of the sins of all 
the people.  The people did not obey God’s commandments.  Nor have they done what was good 
for the well-being of all.   
 
Because of this God’s actions were justified.  Israel was delivered into the hands of their enemies.  
These enemies were lawless and hateful.  Their king was completely unjust.  Yet the people of 
Israel could not complain.  Shame and disgrace were their lot – even for those who still worshiped 
him.  All were culpable.   
 
Azariah prayed that God would not abandon them forever or annul His covenant.  He pleaded 
that God would not withdraw His mercy from them.  He referenced the promises made to 
Abraham and Isaac.  They were promised descendants more numerous than the stars of the sky 
and of the sands of the seashore.  Yet he realized how small Israel must seem to God especially 
since the Israelites were so sinful.   He stated that in exile they had no king, no prophet, no leader 
but during the reign of Nebuchadnezzar both Jeremiah and Ezekiel were actively prophesying 
which suggests that this was written much later.  Bottom line was that they had no temple or any 
place to make an offering.   
 
Verses 16-22 is a Plea for Deliverance 
Azariah asked God to accept their contrite souls and humble spirits.  Like the previous sacrifices 
of rams and bulls he prayed that God would see this as their sacrifice.  All he wanted was to be 
able to follow God wholeheartedly.  He did not want those who trusted in God to be 
disappointed.  He avowed that they would earnestly follow God and fear Him and seek His face.  
He prayed that God would not put them to shame but treat them leniently.  This would be in 
accordance with God’s great mercy.  The ones who abused them should be put to shame and 
stripped of power.  Their strength should be broken.  Even then the pagans would know that God 
alone is Lord.  God is glorious over the whole world.   
 
 
 
 



The next section focuses on the fiery furnace.  It describes how the servants of the king stoked 
the fire to comply with the request of the king to heat it seven times hotter.  As noted already 
the fire would kill those servants who were too close.  The Hebrew men were saved by the 
presence of the angel who drove the blaze out of the middle and made it as if a dew-laden breeze 
were blowing through it.  They were completely protected from the fire.   
 
Some scholars think that the appearance of the angel should have been noted first.  It is difficult 
to understand how the men survived the fall into the furnace without being burned to death like 
their executioners.  It would make more sense for the angel to be present from the beginning to 
protect them.  The dew-laden breeze would then have kept them safe even while they were 
falling through the flames.   
 
Verses 23-28 is the Description of the Fire  
The king’s servants tried to comply with the king’s order to heat the furnace hotter.  They stoked 
it with naphtha, pitch, tow, and brush.  Naphtha would be some sort of natural oil.  The flames 
rose seventy feet above the furnace.  The flames shot out and burned the king’s servants to 
death.  An angel of the Lord came down and joined the three men in the furnace.   
 
The angel drove out the scorching blaze.  In the middle of the furnace was a dew-laden breeze.  
The dew represents an agent of physical relief.  The text reads, “a wind of dew, whistling through 
. . . “ It was so effective that the fire did not even touch them.  It neither hurt them nor annoyed 
them.  All three men began praising God.   
 
They called upon all of creation to join in the praise of God, repeating the phrase Bless the Lord 
– sing his praise and highly exalt him forever.  But in verse 52 it just reads: Let the earth bless the 
Lord; let it sing praise to him and highly exalt him forever.  The repetition can also be found in 
some of the psalms (103, 136, 148).  It adds solemnity and a majestic rhythm to the refrain.   
 
Verses 29-68 is the Song of the Three Jews and Benediction 
The heavens and inhabitants are called upon to praise the Lord.  All the elements of nature are 
called upon to praise the Lord.  All the creatures of the earth are called upon to praise the Lord.  
Last on the list are the sons of men.  This includes Israel, all its priests and servants of the Lord.  
It also includes the spirits and the souls of the just and those who are humble in heart.  And then 
it includes the three Hebrew men – Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego – who are extremely 
grateful to have been snatched out of the hand of death.  They escaped the fiery furnace.   
 
There is nothing left but to give thanks to the Lord, for He is good and his mercy endures forever.   
 
Reflection  
In this prayer the focus shifts from Nebuchadnezzar’s rage to the successful resistance of the 
Hebrew men.  In this time period it was important to hold in tension the theme of persecution 
and long-term endurance.  To name God as Creator implied that God was not God for a specific 
nation but the one God of all people.  And it is this God who controls ultimate authority over all 
human rulers.   



A similar theme occurs in the Testament of Joseph (2nd Century BC).  After Joseph resists the 
temptation to commit adultery, he is falsely accused and thrown into prison: When I was in 
fetters, the Egyptian woman was overtaken with grief.  She came and heard the report how I gave 
thanks to the Lord and sang praise in the house of darkness, and how I rejoiced with cheerful 
voice, glorifying God, because through her trumped up charge I was set free from this Egyptian 
woman. 
 
Bel and the Dragon  
 
Actual Text –  
APOCRYPHA Bel and the Dragon OF THE KING JAMES BIBLE 1611 (scriptural-truth.com) 
 
Bel and the Dragon is an addendum to the Book of Daniel.  In our Bibles the book ends after 
twelve chapters.  Some translations (like the Septuagint) include three extra chapters: 
 Chapter 13 – The Son of the Three Children (although we know it fits in Daniel 3) 
 Chapter 14 – Susanna (the study for next week) 
 Chapter 15 – Bel and the Dragon  
 
In the Catholic Bible Susanna is Chapter 13 and Bel and the Dragon is Chapter 14. 
 
Back to the Septuagint version of this story, Daniel is identified as a priest and there is an early 
mention of the prophet Habakkuk (who will play an important role in the second part of the story 
about the dragon).  The stories are identified with the Persian period in the Theodotion text 
(although Bel is a nickname for Marduk, the national god of the Babylonians).   
 
Theodotion Text 
Theodotion was a Hellenistic Jewish scholar who translated the Hebrew Bible into Greek (150 
AD).  Scholars are not sure if he was revising the Septuagint or was working from Hebrew manu-
scripts that represented a parallel tradition.  His translation was so widely copied in the early 
Christian church that its version of the Book of Daniel virtually superseded the Septuagint.  His 
writing on Daniel is closer to the surviving Hebrew Masoretic text version and the basis for most 
modern translations.   
 
The Contest Between Bel and God   
The first part of the narrative tells of the new Persian king, Cyrus, and how he has shown great 
honor to Daniel.  It also talks of a statue of a god named Bel.  The people have been giving food 
to the statue each day and it disappears each night (supposedly eaten by the god).  When Cyrus 
asks Daniel why he will not worship Bel, Daniel says that he only worships the one living God, not 
any gods made by human hands.   
 
Cyrus insists that Bel is a living god as demonstrated by the food and drink that disappear from 
his offerings each day.  Daniel tells the king the idol never ate or drank.  The king becomes angry 
and challenges the priests of Bel and Daniel to prove themselves right.   
 



The priests tell the king to lay out the offerings and seal the room.  After the priests leave, the 
king sets out the food and Daniel and his servants spread ashes on the floor.  Then they shut and 
seal the door.  In the morning the seals remain unbroken and the offerings are gone.  But there 
are footprints in the ashes proving that the priests and their families had been sneaking into the 
room each night through a hidden entrance to steal the food for the idol.  King Cyrus has the 
priests and their families executed and has Daniel destroy the idol Bel. 
 
One of the interesting aspects of the Bel tradition is the statement that Daniel laughs.  It is 
important to note that laughter in the Hebrew Bible is usually an act of derision and mockery 
with some exceptions.  In the story of Abraham and Sarah, Sarah laughs from disbelief.  But as 
we see in the Hellenistic materials, the theme of laughter as scorn increases.  We also see this in 
the gospels when Jesus teaches on the mount: Woe to you who are laughing now, for you will 
mourn and weep.   
 
The slow development of the story masterfully builds the tension before the reversal takes place.  
It appears at first that Daniel is defeated.  In vs. 18-19 the king commits a foolish act by stating 
that his previous conclusions were correct – his god was a living god.  Here the king is portrayed 
as gullible, foolish, and hasty.  In response to the king and his claim to power, to truth, and to 
wisdom, Daniel laughs and tells the king to look at the footprints in the ashes.  In the Septuagint 
Daniel laughs heartedly and increases the level of mockery.   
 
In the end of this section Daniel destroys the idol and its house but does not participate in the 
killing of the people.  It gives us a contrast between the religious actions of Daniel and the 
murderous decrees of the king.  Historically the temple of Bel/Marduk was destroyed by the 
Persian ruler Xerxes I (486-465 BC).  That occurrence must have been in the background of the 
events described in this story.  It is significant that a Hebrew man was at the center of the 
destruction of the temple of Marduk – the very religious symbol of power for the conquering 
Babylonians.   
 
The Story of the Dragon  
The second part of the story is also about Cyrus commanding Daniel to worship a false god (this 
time a live dragon).  Cyrus says that because the dragon is living and breathing it is greater than 
Bel and deserving of worship.  Daniel says he will worship God only and claims that he will be 
able to slay the dragon without using any weapons.  Once more the king agrees to the offer by 
Daniel.  Daniel uses a combination of ashes, tar, and hair to poison the dragon and cause it to 
explode.  This shows Cyrus that the dragon is not a god worthy of worship.   
 
The term for dragon is a Greek term that translates the Hebrew for serpent or snake.  The term 
is also used to refer to the ancient Canaanite god of the sea, Leviathan.   
 
 
 
 
 



Daniel Thrown to the Lions 
This section sounds similar to Daniel 6 (Daniel in the Lion’s Den) but this is a different version.  
The Persian people are furious that Daniel has destroyed their two gods, Bel and the dragon.  
They call for Cyrus to release Daniel to them.  Because Cyrus is afraid that the people will rise up 
against him, Cyrus grants their wish and Daniel is thrown into a lions’ den that is filled with seven 
lions.   
 
While these lions usually feast on sheep and human corpses, they have been starved to make 
them even more hungry for Daniel.  He must stay in the pit with the lions for six days (and as the 
story goes) God provides sustenance for Daniel through Habakkuk, the prophet.   
 
An angel sent by God carries Habakkuk by his hair all the way from Judea and Habakkuk drops 
food down to Daniel.  When Daniel is still healthy and whole on the seventh day, Cyrus rescues 
him from the lions’ den and throws the Persians (who wanted Daniel killed) into the den to be 
eaten instead.   
 
One has to wonder why Habakkuk was chosen to be part of this story.  His time of prophecy was 
at the beginning of the Babylonian era (around 598 BC) and includes a message of doom for 
Jerusalem as they faced the conquests of the Babylonians.  At the same time there is a strong 
defense against idolatry in Habakkuk 2:18-19 that may be the reason this prophet was chosen.   
 
Next Session on October 19 – Additions to Daniel  
Susanna  
 


