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Game of Thrones 
Daniel 7 

I wonder what you were thinking as you heard this morning’s reading from 
Daniel 7.  I kept hearing a man at my previous parish at morning prayer who at the 
end of a difficult reading from the lectionary would whisper “Preach on that, Rector”.  I 
suspect more than a few were thinking “This is disturbing”  There are grotesque 
creatures, flame throwing mobile thrones, arrogantly speaking horns with human like 
eyes, things even too hard for the great prophet Daniel to understand.  You may be 
thinking can’t we go back to that nice stuff about vines and love like we have had for 
the past few weeks. 

But is Daniel’s vision any more disturbing than having a look at our own world: 
nations in economic turmoil, stock markets sliding in the grease/Greece, on going 
cycles of violence, leaders slipping up and on the take, and so much inhumanity in 
human kind, is anyone really in charge of all this? 

As we look at Daniel’s disturbing vision I hope we will find some refuge in our 
disturbing world and some hope for humanity as we consider who really is on the 
throne. 

THE BEASTS AND THE SON OF MAN 

As we return to Daniel we come to the bit they didn’t teach you in Sunday 
School, where we move from memorable stories to apocalyptic visions.  But despite 
the obvious change in style there are clear connections back to the first six chapters 
of the book.1 

Daniel is still in Babylon, but we have gone a bit back in time.  We have 
returned to the reign of King Belshazzar, a time of some upheaval as the nations were 
in turmoil and change.  It is perhaps no surprise that this old man has a troubling 
dream. 

THE DREAM 
The dream starts almost like a retelling of the story of creation, with disturbed 

water and winds but instead of an orderly creation out of the water comess a series of 
grotesque beasts described as a lion with eagles wings, a ravenous bear, a four 
headed flying leopard and then one that is simply indescribable beyond being 
terrifying with its devouring iron teeth and many horns, and one particularly arrogant 
horn (1-8), it sounds almost mechanical or robotic to our ears, an ancient cyberman. 

Suddenly the image dramatically changes from dark visions of the night to one 
of brightness, the Ancient One or the Ancient of Days takes his seat for judgement 
attended by a great multitude. (9-10) 

Even whilst this is going on the arrogant horn continues to speak as judgement 
falls and the fourth beast is destroyed, and the other beasts become powerless. (11-
12) 

Then one like a human being, or more traditionally, one like a son of man, 
comes to the enthroned ancient one and to this one like a son of man is given all and 
everlasting authority (13-14) 

Not surprisingly Daniel is troubled and disturbed by all this and asks one of the 
many attendants what this is all about.  He is given the shortest of interpretations, the 

                                            
1 The language being used is still Aramaic as it has been since Chapter 2, and Chapter 7 forms 

an inclusio with Chapter 2 with its scheme of 4 kingdoms which ultimately will be replaced by God’s 
Kingdom. 
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4 beasts are 4 kingdoms, but God’s people are the ones who will receive the kingdom. 
(15-18) 

Daniel wants a bit more detail, particularly on the terrifying fourth beast with its 
trail of destruction and haughty horn who we are now told was waging war on the holy 
ones, God’s people and was winning until judgement fell. (19-22) 

Daniel is told that the horns represent kings who will arise out of the kingdom, 
and one horn shall speak against God and his people, and for a limited period they 
will be in his power, but then judgement will fall and the people of God will have an 
everlasting kingdom. 

Daniel has been told but is still troubled v28 says “As for me, Daniel, my 
thoughts greatly terrified me, and my face turned pale; but I kept the matter in my 
mind.” 

INTERPRETING THE DREAM 
This all too briefly is the flow of the chapter, and given the way that it ends, with 

Daniel still perplexed we shouldn’t worry too much if we don’t understand it all. 
There are some things that we can start to make head way with.  The number 

four, especially given its relation to the four winds would seem to indicate 
completeness.  This would mean that the four beasts would represent the totality of 
human kingdoms.  We could also tentatively suggest that the first beast is Babylon or 
Nebuchadnezzar himself who has the mind of a beast but then is given a human mind 
again, and made to stand on his own two feet (Daniel 4).  Certainly in the 
corresponding vision of the statue in Chapter 2 the first kingdom is Babylon. 

From then on few agree although many claim to know the chapter’s secrets.  
So the Fourth Beast has been various identified as Greece, Rome, The Papacy, 
Napoleon, the UN, the EU and probably the Hobart City Council! 

It is helpful to remind ourselves that this is described as a dream and like many 
dreams it defies full understanding, the beasts are both kings and kingdoms, the 
kingdoms come one after the other but are judged at the same time 

Perhaps rather than focusing on the details we would do better to consider the 
broad brush strokes. 

THE BASIC IDEA 
In the first part of the vision the four kingdoms seem to be in control and it is a 

dark and dangerous view of history, there is violence, raw power and arrogance.  It is 
truly a beastly vision and it is a view of history that is all too real.  Given the back drop 
of creation which seems to be behind this story, we get a strong sense of yes this is 
the way it is, but this is not the way that is should be. 

Yet above this beastly image of history there is another story where God is 
control, the change of scenery from the dark violent bestial vision to the light filled just 
court room could not be more profound.  The beast may be playing at being in charge, 
but there is only one who is.  If there is a game of thrones the winner is already 
decided. 

This is implied even in the earlier vision as the beasts are given authority and 
various things are taken away or given to them.  Even the fourth kingdom which 
seems to set itself up completely against God and his people, in the end there is no 
battle there is judgement by God against the beast and for God’s people. 

So at one level the message of the chapter is quite simple, despite what may 
seem chaos God is in on the throne and is in charge of history and ultimately the 
kingdom is for his people.  It is a message of comfort to God’s people in times of 
crisis. 

But there is more to it than this. 
Firstly as in other parts of Daniel this does not mean that God’s people avoid 

living in the beastly world, in verse 25 God’s people are in the power of the 4
th

 beast 
for a limited period of time. 
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But secondly and perhaps more powerfully we get a vision of what the kingdom 
God intends is like.  Human kingdoms are pictured as beasts, beasts of prey, violence 
and destruction, they are beasts that are grotesque, they are out of order.  When 
there is an image of God’s kingdom, or God’s ruler, it is one like a son of man, it is a 
human figure. 

This is good news for at least two reasons.  The image of a human ruler rather 
than beastly suggests a humane rule, one that does not dehumanise others as those 
playing a game of thrones inevitably do.  It almost brings to mind the Gettysburg 
address this is a king of humanity, for humanity, by humanity. 

The comfort of this idea is only strengthened when put back against the image 
of creation.  In Genesis humanity was created in God’s image and in his likeness to 
rule, to have dominion.   In this vision of dominion given to one like the son of man 
there is promise of creation put right, restored, as it should be. 

Both of these ideas push the idea of God’s people beyond that of the historic 
people of God, Israel, if they were the only ones in mind it would speak of a son of 
Abraham, but it is not, rather it is a son of Adam.  This will be a kingdom for all 
humanity who trust in the creator God. 

JESUS THE TRUE SON OF MAN 

There is here in these disturbing visions a powerful image of hope.  But it could 
just be a nice message, a bit of pious wish fulfilment which may make us feel better 
but has no basis in reality.  Why should we gain hope from this ancient prophecy 
which, to be fair we are not even sure when it was written. 

Now, I could just say that it is in the Bible so just believe it, but I think we can 
do better than this, and the reason as always is Jesus. 

There is little doubt in the Gospels that Jesus saw himself in some way fulfilling 
this prophecy from Daniel.  It is not just the way that he used the phrase, Son of Man, 
to talk about himself, but it was the way he used it. 

In Luke 18:31 he says to his disciples “See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and 
everything that is written about the Son of Man by the prophets will be accomplished”  
It would be odd if Jesus wasn’t aware that this would have to include Daniel 7.  Even 
clearer is Mark 14:62 when Jesus is asked if he is the Messiah, he answers “I am; and 
you will see “the Son of Man seated at the right hand of the Power” and “coming with 
the clouds of heaven” directly quoting from Daniel 7. 

And in the Ascension this is fulfilled.  For as Paul says in Ephesians 1:20-21 
God not only raised Christ from the dead but “seated him at his right hand in the 
heavenly places, far above all rule and authority and power and dominion …”  Daniel 
7 is clearly in mind.   

The early believers in Jesus understood that with Jesus at God’s right hand 
Daniel 7 had in part been fulfilled, the Son of Man now was on the throne.  They may 
not have all that God had promised yet, but as it says in Hebrews, they saw Jesus 
now crowned with glory and honour (Hebrews 2:9) 

Whilst they may have to suffer as Jesus did at the hand of the beasts of this 
world, because Jesus has ascended God’s kingdom for humanity will surely come. 
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ASCENSION DEFICIT DISORDER 

I find this incredibly exciting and encouraging.  
We not only gain some historic insight into Jesus 
thinking and the mindset of the early Church but we 
have a sure ground for hope for, and in, this world.  I 
wonder how often we think about this. 

We affirm each week that we believe that 
Jesus ascended into heaven but I wonder if like the 
cartoon in the pewsheet we suffer from ascension 
deficit disorder, we have not grasped what strength 
this gives our faith.  

As we do so I believe two things will happen.   
Firstly we will have a firmer ground for hope 

in the a world that can be so disturbing and beastial 
and in which we may suffer.  Others may play their 
game of thrones but Jesus reigns, he reigns now 
and the fullness of his kingdom will come.  A great 
marker of the earthly church was that it realised that 
earthly rulers were not ultimate, they were not the 
ultimate authority and so the early believes followed 
the way of the true king. 

But secondly and just as importantly we will live the way of the kingdom now 
recognising that it is of humanity, for humanity, by humanity.  Again this was a marker 
of the early church, the care and compassion it showed all human beings whether 
they were rich or poor, slave or free, male or female they were all children of Adam.  
We need in these difficult and sometimes uncaring times to recapture a sense of 
humanity. It will impact how we think about asylum seekers, healthcare reform, caring 
for the elderly and dying, all social interaction and all the people that we meet.  We 
will need to throw off our own beastliness and humbly submit ourselves to follow in the 
ways of the Son of Man, and of his everlasting kingdom, for this truly is the way of the 
future. 


