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MKR  
(My Kingdom Rules) 

Readings: Daniel 4 (1-19, 24-27) 
 
When members of our extended family visit, there is often a discussion about 

how things are to be done, often about whether vegetables have to be eaten or not.  
At some point in such a discussion George or I will say “Humphrey House, Humphrey 
rules.” 

We all have areas over which we like to have control and claim dominion, 
“these are my kitchen rules”, “no one tells me what to do in my shed”.  Whatever little 
kingdoms we may think we have, in Daniel 4 God clearly says to us “My Kingdom 
Rules” and it would be madness not to recognise this. 

THE MADNESS OF KING NEBUCHADNEZZAR 

Daniel 4 whilst having many links to the preceding chapters is quite different for 
much of the story is told from Nebuchadnezzar’s point of view as he recounts a series 
of events which happened to him.  It takes the form of a royal pronouncement starting 
with the praise of God for all he has done for him.  And then he tells his story 

The Second Dream 
In the midst of ease and prosperity he has another terrifying dream which 

unsurprisingly his magicians and their cohort are unable to interpret, even though this 
time, unlike Chapter 2 the king obligingly tells them what the dream is.  Daniel then 
appears and he is told the dream of a great tree which reaches to heaven providing 
substance and protection to all.  But into this stable and calm scene holy watcher 
proclaims that this tree will be cut down.  Then in a move that can only really happen 
in dreams the stump of the tree becomes an wild animal open to the elements, as the 
protection of the tree has been removed, and it is revealed that this tree become wild 
animal was originally a human now with the mind of an animal.  This will happen for 7 
seasons, or times, or years so that all will know that the Most High is sovereign over 
the kingdom of mortals. 

Nebuchadnezzar is completely convinced that Daniel will be able to interpret 
this dream as he has shown himself on other occasions to have the spirit of the gods 
with him.  Daniel may be able to but he doesn’t want to for this is not a dream that 
Nebuchadnezzar would want to understand.  Perhaps the other magicians were not 
so much unable as unwilling to give an interpretation.  The King encourages Daniel 
who is called by his Babylonian name Belteshazzar, to speak plainly.  Daniel 
expresses a wish that this dream was about one of the king’s enemies, but it is not, it 
is about Nebuchadnezzar. 

The Interpretation 
The great tree which reaches to heaven as elsewhere in the Old Testament 

and other ancient literature is a symbol of Nebuchnezzar’s kingdom, or indeed of 
Nebuchnezzar himself in all his sovereignty and power, but he is to be cut down and 
banished in madness until he recognise that heaven rules. 

Daniel calls on the king therefore to repent and to act now with righteousness 
and show mercy to the oppressed.  It is worth noting that much biblical prophecy does 
not simply tell the future but rather says only what will happen if things do not change, 
they are warnings with a call to change.  Biblical prophecy is not fatalistic but should 
be transformative. 
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The Madness of King Nebuchadnezzar. 
Unsurprisingly the King does not heed this warning and a year later whilst 

looking over his city he says somewhat un-self-deprecatingly ‘Is this not magnificent 
Babylon, which I have built as a royal capital by my mighty power and for my glorious 
majesty?’ (v30) 

This magnificently self-centred declaration brings down the threatened 
judgement and his banished from human society and “he ate grass like oxen, and his 
body was bathed with the dew of heaven, until his hair grew as long as eagles’ 
feathers and his nails became like birds’ claws” (v33) 

It is hard to imagine exactly what happened.  As a child I used to get this story 
and Pinocchio mixed up and imagined him growing donkey ears and having a tail, an 
idea that terrified me.  He may have suffered a condition known as lycanthropy, the 
delusional belief that one is an animal.  The madness of King George III and recovery 
show us that such things are possible even for Kings. 

The story is not interested in giving details but rather sees this madness as 
simply an outward expression of the madness of not recognising God’s sovereignty. 

The sovereignty of God is highlighted in that it is only after God’s appointed 
period that Nebuchadnezzar is able to lift his eyes to heaven and praise God, saying 

 
I blessed the Most High, 
   and praised and honoured the one who lives for ever. 
For his sovereignty is an everlasting sovereignty, 
   and his kingdom endures from generation to generation.  
All the inhabitants of the earth are accounted as nothing, 
   and he does what he wills with the host of heaven 
   and the inhabitants of the earth. 
There is no one who can stay his hand 
   or say to him, ‘What are you doing?’ (v34-35) 
 
In so doing his kingdom is restored to him and presumably he has a hair cut 

and a manicure.  He had learnt that God is in charge and able to bring low those who 
walk in pride. 

HEAVEN RULES 

The meaning of this whole story is very clear, Nebuchanezzar must recognise 
the sovereignty of heaven.  It is repeated throughout the chapter and all other things 
have been removed, like presumably Daniel getting promoted, have been stripped 
away so that we the reader will get the point. 

The chapter starts with Nebuchadnezzar praising God for his sovereignty, and 
it ends the same way.  Four times we are told of the need to recognize that heaven is 
sovereign or that heaven rules and 3 times Nebuchnezzar does so.  The tree, his 
kingdom which reaches up to heaven is be cut down to earth by the heaven he 
sought to reach. 

This passage is powerful call to put God in his place, his rightful place of 
having all authority. 

But we also need to recognise that part of this call is to repentance and to acts 
of righteousness and mercy.  The call of this chapter is not just to theological tug our 
forelock and doff our hat in God’s direction, but to lead transformed lives. 

As I reflected on the shape of this chapter and its call to humility I couldn’t help 
but think of the Lord’s Prayer which begins and ends with recognising God’s kingdom 
and contains repentance and a call to live in line with God’s purposes.  The praise of 
God, so integrally built into prayer, is a wonderful antidote to the human tendancy to 
put ourselves on the throne.  How much is praise of God part of your life?  What 
would stop you having a life more marked by praise? 
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Perhaps the best way we can apply this passage is to thoughtfully and slowly 
think through the Lord’s Prayer on a daily basis and remind ourselves who is king.  

Apply it to rulers 
That is why it is good that the Lord’s Prayer continues to be read in Parliament.  

We would want our political leaders to recognise the God who is over them. 
I wonder if a dream about a mighty tree being cut down, and the dangers of 

human arrogance might have particular relevance for our state parliament at the 
moment.  Certainly the danger to arrogance is a particular temptation to those in 
political leadership.  Pascal, in Pensees, noted that when Plato and Aristotle wrote on 
politics they were laying down “rules for a lunatic asylum” for the madmen who 
thought they were kings and emperors “in order to make their madness as little 
harmful as possible. 

Applying it to ourselves 
But while this god fearing lesson is one that we might wish our leaders to learn, 

it is one that we all need to learn.  And sometimes we learn it the hard way as 
Nebuchadnezzar did.  C.S. Lewis memorably wrote “God whispers to us in our 
pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pains: it is His megaphone to 
rouse a deaf world.” 

We all too easily fall into the trap of building our own kingdom and it is only 
when we are cut down in some way that we realise our own frailty, fallibility and folly. 

In a year off from my university degree I volunteered in a local church.  I 
thought I was doing many great things for God, leading a drama team, teaching 
scripture, running a Bible study, discipling a group of young men.  Things were going 
really well when in the middle of the year I fell off a stage and received a double 
compound fracture of my right arm which meant I could do nothing for 3 months.  I do 
not believe that God pushed me off that stage because of my pride, but through it he 
certainly helped me to learn my place and that he can do things perfectly well without 
me. 

But I also need to constantly remind myself that recognising that he is Lord 
without living that out is madness.  Recognising that heaven rules must mean seeking 
to live by the rules of the one all of whose works are truth and ways are justice (v37).  
God does not just want humility from us but that we would act justly and love mercy 
as well. 

To seek to put this into practice, to seek justice for others and to practice 
mercy to the needy also helps to put us in our place as it reminds us of the 
importance of others and how they matter to God as much as we do. 

THE TREE THAT REACHES TO HEAVEN 

This story of a king afflicted with madness then helps us to see through the 
madness of setting ourselves and our own kingdoms up without remembering God. 

But we need to recognise that in doing that, as we recognise God’s rightful 
place in our lives others may look at us as if we are mad, deluded and we may find 
ourselves excluded.  The tone of our society is very much against such belief, it wants 
to live under the tree of science, or humanism, or capitalism or liberation.  These are 
great trees that reach up to heaven, but they all ultimately will be felled. 

But there is another tree which truly opens the way to heaven where we can all 
find security and sustenance, and on this tree hangs our true King who also 
recognised the sovereignty of God and followed his ways of truth, justice and mercy 
and atoned for our sins.  This tree and this King may seem like folly to many, a 
stumbling block and foolishness.  

But in the resurrection Jesus is vindicated as King, he like Nebuchadnezzar 
has been raised up by God, but not from folly but from humble obedience and his 
kingdom is far greater and lasting. 
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As Philippians 2 says Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave 
him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should 
bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue acknowledge that 
Jesus Christ is Lord,  to the glory of God the Father. 

 
On that tree, on the cross then we see the true king and although people may 

think we are mad, it would be true madness not to know that his kingdom rules. 


