
Bel and the Dragon vv 23-42 

Who would have believed there is a dragon in the Bible? It seems to fit more with Harry 

Potter than the Holy Scriptures. And yet here he is. 

From our perspective of 21st century readers we do wonder what this dragon was. Some 

think it was a statue of clay (another one, next to Bel himself) which had his tummy filled 

with oil and therefore breathed fire, some think it might have been a big lizard of some 

kind. As Daniel kills it by feeding it, I’m inclined to think it was a real animal which 

lived nearby. 

There is a television series called River Monsters with Jeremy Wade. He and his crew 

travel the world to catch the biggest and most dangerous fish which they then photograph 

and release into the wild again. They hear of those monsters as they inspire fear in the 

local inhabitants of the riverbanks and fishermen. Some of them believe that what is 

attacking people or even killing them is a force of some kind, a river god who claims 

lives. In the course of the programme Jeremy Wade does his Daniel bit and proves that 

the animal that does all that damage is a fish of some kind – very big and dangerous but a 

fish, nevertheless. I expect the same was the case in this story of Daniel and the dragon. 

Spill the Beans point out: ‘There are different variations of these details as the story has 

grown: pitch, fat, and hair; or straw in which nails were hidden, or skins of camels in 

which hot coals were wrapped. The story however is not original to the Apocrypha and 

you can find versions of it in ancient Mesopotamian mythology where Marduk and 

Tiamat were the main players. There is even a version where Alexander the Great was the 

one who slew the dragon by feeding it poison and pitch.’1 In other words, this is yet 

another story that was told and retold in many different cultures and by many different 

peoples.  

The passage we just read reminds us of yet another story we know well – the one of 

Daniel in the lions’ den. That story we can find in the Book of Daniel. There the ruler 

(Darius) is tricked into introducing a law which forbids worshipping any other gods than 

the king himself. Daniel is found out worshipping the living God and put into the lions’ 

den overnight but not eaten as God’s angel closes the mouths of the animals. 

In today’s version of the same story we have the prophet Habakkuk appearing in the 

middle of it. Daniel is placed in the lions’ den for six days. Habakkuk is sent by God to 

feed Daniel during his turmoil. Still, after the 6 days, Daniel is alive and well and it’s his 

opponents who end up being eaten by lions. This variation in the story occurred probably 

as Habakkuk was an important prophet in the community which told it. 

What’s significant in the many variations of the stories about Daniel is that he was a 

national hero for the people in exile. He represented them in two ways – in his defiance 

of the worship of many gods exercised by the people living around them and in his 

faithfulness to the ways of their living God whom they still sought to worship in this 

                                                 
1 Spill the Beans, issue 31, p. 58.  



changed landscape. The stories told about him proved to the Israelites that the God they 

worshipped was still present in their midst, still loved them and looked after them – 

however difficult it was to understand in the foreign land, after the defeat and humiliation 

they suffered.  

I wonder whether we need a Daniel today. We are a minority – Christian beliefs are no 

longer as widespread as they used to be, they are often mocked and ridiculed. Instead of 

respect we meet with rolling eyes and sniggers. People are not interested in what we hold 

true and sacred. Who is our Daniel today, holding us together and giving us hope that 

what we believe is true and life-giving? Is it Desmond Tutu, Mother Teresa, Martin 

Luther King, Cliff Richard, Pope Francis? Maybe for you it’s someone in this building or 

a Christian who’s no longer with us. Whoever it is, I pray their stories give your comfort 

and inspiration. And who knows? Maybe, without knowing it, you are such an inspiration 

to those around you. Amen. 


