
Bel and the Dragon vv 1-22 

As the dialogue we heard explained, in my churches I follow Spill the Beans, Scottish 

material which originated in the Church of Scotland but now enjoys contributions from 

folk of different denominations. We started off by following the Revised Standard 

Lectionary – the best known and most widely used among them all. Then we spent four 

years with the Narrative Lectionary. This year is devoted to stories most loved, and 

stories least told in churches. This summer we’re exploring stories from the Apocrypha, 

books found in the Greek translation of the Bible known as the Septuagint, and old Latin 

translations but not in the Hebrew Scriptures which Protestants use to determine the 

canon of the Bible. The Roman Catholic, Old Catholic and Orthodox Churches’ Bibles 

include the Apocrypha while the Protestants’ ones don’t. As this congregation, as any 

island congregation, is very ecumenical, some of you might have heard the story of Bel 

and the Dragon in the past. 

Today’s story is tucked in at the back of the Book of Daniel as we know it. First there is 

the story of Susanna – a very powerful and incredibly relevant story for a contemporary 

reader, then the story of Bel and the dragon. The disappointing bit maybe is that the 

dragon doesn’t appear until the passage after where we stopped today – if you’d like to 

know what happened with the dragon, please do read on. If you don’t have a Bible with 

the Apocrypha in it, go online to biblegateway and find the New Revised Standard 

Version where today’s readings came from.  

What we need to know to understand this passage better is that it expresses the 

experience of the Hebrews in exile in Babylon. Monotheistic people, following the one 

God, have found themselves among a people who worship many gods. Today’s story is 

their reaction to it and assertion that their God is the one true God and there is no other.  

Bel was the chief deity in Babylon. He had 70 priests to serve him and all of them had 

families. In those days animal sacrifices were widespread – the Jews themselves 

sacrificed animals but usually the food sacrificed was eaten by the community. In today’s 

story, the food vanishes and so the King believes it is being eaten by Bel or Marduk 

himself.  

We read that ‘Daniel was a companion of the king, and was the most honored of all his 

Friends.’ His relationship with the King is indeed very special – not many could laugh in 

King’s face and live to tell the tale! The King also clearly trusts Daniel, even though he’s 

putting what he says to the test. He didn’t discredit his claims but decided to test them. 

Daniel described in today’s story is slightly different from the one we know from the 

Book of Daniel. Daniel we know trusts God first and foremost and knows God will 

deliver him – even though he might not know how this will come to pass. In this story 

Daniel is very cunning and takes the situation into his own hands, scattering ashes around 

the altar of Bel to prove his point. The point he’s making is that Bel is a fake but there is 

no outward and explicit reliance on the one true God that Daniel worshipped. It is 



probably a matter of portrayal rather than a marked difference in the same person – any 

story told by two different people will necessarily highlight different aspects of it. 

In any case the vindication of the Jewish God is there – at the end of the passage we read 

that the statue of Bel and his temple were both destroyed. Of course the Hebrews suffered 

the same fate when their temple in Jerusalem was destroyed and you can’t help but see 

the smile on their faces when this last sentence is read: ‘Therefore the king put them to 

death, and gave Bel over to Daniel, who destroyed it and its temple.’ God will have the 

last word yet.  

The crux of the story of course is our relationship to our idols. Because in the 21st century 

we still have them and live in a world that worships many gods: technology, hobbies, 

fame, success, money, TV. In the Church we defend the purity and rightness of our 

tradition, of our way of doing things, of what we cherish and think important, thinking we 

defend the Church itself or even God himself. But are we really? Or are we simply 

creating idols in God’s place? Has the Church in its current form we’re familiar with 

become an idol to us? 

The following story has been written by a fellow minister and I think it provides a 

beautiful image of where we are today. 

‘Imagine an episode of Strictly Come Dancing.  The contestants have spent the first three 

weeks dancing the waltz.  They know how to waltz, and they waltz well. 

But this week the music changes.  Suddenly, it is a tango rhythm, and none of the 

contestants has ever danced (or even seen or heard!) a tango before.  To make matters 

worse, none of the instructors has ever heard, seen or danced a tango before either.  What 

to do? 

Some of the dancers decide that since they know how to waltz, they will carry on 

waltzing - regardless of the music.  (They will, of course, be voted out at the end of the 

round.) 

Most of the dancers, sensing that the rhythm is different, intuitively begin to move as best 

they can to the new beat. Eventually they will figure out how to dance to this new music 

even if, for a while, they look a little bit silly and awkward. 

The really smart dancers decide to take a step back, to listen carefully to the music and to 

work out a new set of steps for this dance. 

(Can you see where this is going?) 

In the Church we have been dancing the same waltz for 300, 500 or 1500 years 

(depending on whether you take the Enlightenment, Reformation or Constantine as your 

starting point).  In any event, we know the waltz pretty well by now and we do it well. 



But the music has changed, and if we are to survive we will have to learn how to dance to 

this new beat. 

2 Points are helpful: 

1) The change of music was not made by the minister.  Neither was it a decision of the 

Kirk Session, or a new policy instituted by 121. 

It is the world in which we live that has brought about the changes that all churches, 

everywhere are now facing. 

2) Some churches will carry on waltzing (doing things the way they've always been 

done), and that may appeal (for a while) to the ageing members of their congregations 

until they all die out. 

Most churches are sensing that things have changed and are intuitively beginning to move 

to the new rhythms, although for a while they may seem clumsy and awkward.’1 

Our idols are being put to the test. Are we ready to keep on dancing with our God 

whatever form and shape this takes? Are we ready to let God teach us the new steps? 

Amen.  

                                                 
1 Rev Neil Meyer. 


