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“STANDING FOR GOD’S GLORY” – A Study of the Life of Daniel 

“Down But Not Out” (Daniel 4:20-37) 

Daniel now faced another great test. The Lord had given him a particularly difficult 
message to deliver to the volatile monarch. It is always the test of a prophet or preacher of God’s 
Word that they don’t add or take away from Scripture. Samuel was just a child when a 
tremendous test came to him. The Lord gave him a very personal and difficult message to give to 
his superior and the much older Eli. When the challenge came we are told, 

And Samuel told him every whit, and hid nothing from him. And he said, It is the LORD: 
let Him do what seemeth Him good. And Samuel grew, and the LORD was with him, and 
did let none of His words fall to the ground (1 Samuel 3:18-19). 

Preachers of the Word of God are called to feed the sheep but not to flatter the sheep. 
Being faithful to God’s Word will never endear you to the world. Ahab personifies this when he 
sneered at the faithful prophet, Elijah, “Art thou he that troubleth Israel?” (1 Kings 18:17). John 
MacArthur put it bluntly, “You cannot be faithful and popular, so take your pick.” Throughout 
his life we see that Daniel was not trying to win a popularity contest. He was a faithful prophet in 
doing the will of God regardless of the consequences. 

The t r e e  that  thou sawes t ,  whi ch grew,  and was s t rong ,  whose  he ight  r eached unto  the  heaven ,  and the  s i gh t  

thereo f  to  a l l  the  ear th ;  Whose  l eaves  were  fa i r ,  and the  f ru i t  thereo f  much ,  and in  i t  was meat  fo r  a l l ;  under  

which the  beas t s  o f  the  f i e ld  dwe l t ,  and upon whose  branches  the  fowls  o f  the  heaven had the i r  habi ta t ion :  I t  

i s  thou ,  O king ,  that  ar t  grown and become s t rong :  fo r  thy  gr ea tness  i s  g rown,  and reache th  unto  heaven ,  and 

thy  dominion to  the  end o f  the  ear th .  And whereas  the  king  saw a watcher  and an ho ly  one  coming down f rom 

heaven ,  and say ing ,  Hew the  t r e e  down,  and des t roy  i t ;  y e t  l eave  the  s tump o f  the  roo t s  thereo f  in  the  ear th ,  

even wi th  a  band o f  i ron and brass ,  in  the  t ender  grass  o f  the  f i e ld ;  and l e t  i t  be  wet  wi th  the  dew o f  heaven ,  

and l e t  h i s  por t ion be  wi th  the  beas t s  o f  the  f i e ld ,  t i l l  s even t imes  pass  over  h im; This  i s  the  in t erpre ta t ion ,  O 

king ,  and th i s  i s  the  de cr e e  o f  the  most  High ,  which  i s  come upon my lord  the  king :  That  they  sha l l  dr iv e  thee  

f rom men,  and thy  dwe l l ing  sha l l  be  wi th  the  beas t s  o f  the  f i e ld ,  and they  sha l l  make thee  to  ea t  grass  as  

oxen ,  and they  sha l l  wet  thee  wi th  the  dew o f  heaven ,  and seven t imes  sha l l  pass  over  thee ,  t i l l  thou know that  

the  most  High ru l e th  in  the  kingdom o f  men,  and g ive th  i t  to  whomsoever  He wi l l .  And whereas  they  

commanded to  l eave  the  s tump o f  the  t r e e  roo t s ;  thy  kingdom shal l  be  sure  unto  thee ,  a f t e r  that  thou sha l t  

have  known that  the  heavens  do ru l e .  (v20-26) 

Daniel doesn’t try to be evasive in his interpretation or be ambiguous. He pointedly and 
clearly says of the tree, “It is thou, O king” (v22). He makes it clear also that a judgment is coming 
on the king as “the decree of the most High” (v24). The king will learn that it is Jehovah who is truly 
the Sovereign Ruler of this world including Babylon. God is trying to teach the king a certain 
lesson, “till thou know that the most High ruleth in the kingdom of men, and giveth it to whomsoever He will” 
(v25). Joseph Parker points out, 

There are some things we must speak abruptly, or we never shall speak them at all; they 
must, so to say, be forced out of us: the word must come like the shot of a musket: “It is 
thou, O king,” a short sharp stroke. Who would vacillate when he knew he was going to 
deliver sentence of death, worse than death, all deaths in one agonizing humiliation? 
Better it should be after the pattern of Daniel, clear, simple, prompt, resonant, put in the 
very smallest words, words that a child could understand and repeat, monosyllables that 
made the heavens black with unimaginable terror…This was personal preaching, the kind 
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of preaching that is resented. We are willing that any man shall be preached to except 
ourselves. The minister who succumbs to that dire temptation was ordained by men, but 
the ordaining hand of Christ was never laid upon his faithless head. 

Although this is a frightful interpretation to receive, the Lord’s judgment is laced with 
His grace. Daniel introduces it with this word “till.” The stump of the hewn down tree would be 
left for this defined period of “seven times.” The life of the tree will not be utterly rooted out. God 
just wants to teach Nebuchadnezzar rather than destroy him. His heart is to be humbled not 
hardened. The chastisement of God is always for a holy and helpful purpose. Once the proud 
monarch recognizes the sovereignty of Jehovah, God will intervene again. Daniel assures him the 
residual stump has great hope and significance, “And whereas they commanded to leave the stump of the 
tree roots; thy kingdom shall be sure unto thee, after that thou shalt have known that the heavens do rule.”  

Where fore ,  O king ,  l e t  my counse l  be  ac c ep tab le  unto  thee ,  and break o f f  thy  s ins  by  r i gh teousness ,  and th ine  

in iqui t i e s  by  shewing mercy  to  the  poor ;  i f  i t  may be  a  l eng then ing  o f  thy  t ranqui l l i t y .  (v27)  

Daniel could have left his interpretation with the simple meaning of the dream. But these 
courageous additional words not only show his faithfulness but the heart of love he had for his 
beloved ruler. He spoke the truth in love for this man. It would be easy for Daniel to feign 
ignorance of the sinful pride of Nebuchadnezzar but he confronts it directly, “break off thy sins by 
righteousness, and thine iniquities by shewing mercy to the poor.” The truth of God’s word always brings 
responsibility for the hearers. Daniel certainly doesn’t shirk the application.  

All may appear well in the palace and the Empire, but God sees the sinful heart of the 
monarch and the oppression of the poor in the wider society. Although this sentence of 
judgment is certain, there is still a window of grace. If he humbles himself, Daniel assures 
Nebuchadnezzar, “if it may be a lengthening of thy tranquillity.” Humiliation is preceded by pride but 
if we humble ourselves before the Lord then this precedes exaltation (cf. 1 Peter 5:6). Unlike in 
chapter two, there is no indication that Nebuchadnezzar expressed his appreciation for this 
interpretation to Daniel by honouring him.   

All th i s  came upon the  king Nebuchadnezzar .  At the  end o f  twe lve  months  he  walked in  the  pa lace  o f  the  

kingdom o f  Baby lon .  The king  spake ,  and sa id ,  I s  no t  th i s  g r ea t  Baby lon ,  that  I  have  bui l t  fo r  the  house  o f  

the  kingdom by the  might  o f  my power ,  and for  the  honour o f  my majes ty?  Whi l e  the  word was in  the  king ’ s  

mouth ,  there  f e l l  a  vo i c e  f rom heaven ,  say ing ,  O king Nebuchadnezzar ,  to  thee  i t  i s  spoken;  The kingdom i s  

depar t ed  f rom thee .  And they  sha l l  dr iv e  thee  f rom men,  and thy  dwe l l ing  sha l l  be  wi th  the  beas t s  o f  the  f i e ld :  

they  sha l l  make thee  to  ea t  grass  as  oxen ,  and seven t imes  sha l l  pass  over  thee ,  unt i l  thou know that  the  most  

High ru l e th  in  the  kingdom o f  men,  and g iv e th  i t  to  whomsoever  He wi l l .  (v28-32) 

Right at the beginning of the narrative of this judgment occurring we are reminded that God 
always keep His word, “All this came upon the king Nebuchadnezzar.” There are many things that you 
cannot rely on in this world, but God’s promises always can be trusted. Time does not erode 
confidence in their fulfillment. God is never in a hurry but He is always on time! Moses 
reminded Joshua, “God is not a man, that He should lie; neither the son of man, that He should repent: hath 
He said, and shall He not do it? or hath He spoken, and shall He not make it good?” (Numbers 23:19). 
Joshua learned the truth of this personally. He passed on the same counsel to Israel as he looked 
back over his long pilgrimage, 

And, behold, this day I am going the way of all the earth: and ye know in all your hearts 
and in all your souls, that not one thing hath failed of all the good things which the 
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LORD your God spake concerning you; all are come to pass unto you, and not one thing 
hath failed thereof. Therefore it shall come to pass, that as all good things are come upon 
you, which the LORD your God promised you; so shall the LORD bring upon you all 
evil things, until He have destroyed you from off this good land which the LORD your 
God hath given you. (Joshua 23:14-15) 

Twelve months had passed so Nebuchadnezzar has no excuse for not getting himself 
right with God. We can only but marvel at the grace and mercy of God to this proud and 
undeserving of sinners, who had received much privileged insight from God through Daniel and 
his friends. May be he had grown complacent because there was no sign of the execution of the 
promised judgment. As Nebuchadnezzar looks out over the splendour and strength of the great 
city of Babylon, his heart is inflated with pride. He believed that he was responsible for building 
his great kingdom. 

PRIDE 

Pride is the mother of many sins. Too many have the “Nebuchadnezzar syndrome.” Despite the 
fact that man is nothing, man is proud of face, race, grace, and place! One writer observed of the 
sin of pride,  

There is one vice of which no man in the world is free; which everyone in the world 
loathes when they see it in others; and of which hardly any people, except some 
Christians, ever imagine that they are guilty themselves. There is no fault which we are 
more unconscious of in ourselves; and the more we have it in ourselves, the more we 
dislike it in others. 

Pride is a particularly abominable sin in the eyes of God. Proverbs tells us,  

These six things doth the LORD hate: yea, seven are an abomination unto him: A proud 
look, a lying tongue, and hands that shed innocent blood, An heart that deviseth wicked 
imaginations, feet that be swift in running to mischief, A false witness that speaketh lies, 
and he that soweth discord among brethren. (Proverbs 6:16-19) 

As someone once noted that the centre letter of PRIDE is “I” – that is highly 
appropriate as pride is the exaltation of self. It is the attempt to assert the sovereignty of self over 
the sovereignty of God. It is the dethroning of God and the enthroning of self. As you read the 
statement of Nebuchadnezzar, the obvious use of the personal pronouns is clear, “Is not this great 
Babylon, that I have built for the house of the kingdom by the might of my power, and for the honour of my 
majesty?” Nebuchadnezzar is suffering from “I”-dolatry! You see the same self-centred spirit in 
the devil from the beginning,  

How art thou fallen from heaven, O Lucifer, son of the morning! how art thou cut down 
to the ground, which didst weaken the nations! For thou hast said in thine heart, I will 
ascend into heaven, I will exalt my throne above the stars of God: I will sit also upon the 
mount of the congregation, in the sides of the north: I will ascend above the heights of 
the clouds; I will be like the most High. (Isaiah 14:12-14) 

The spirit of the serpent has invaded fallen man. Augustine observed of this, “It was pride that 
changed angels into devils; it is humility that makes men as angels.” Pride can creep into our lives 
almost without our awareness. It seems to particularly affect leaders in the world whether in the 
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business or political world. Great monuments are erected to exalt their name in the present and 
for future generations. 

 The polar opposite to pride is the virtue of humility. James exhorts us: “Humble yourselves 
in the sight of the Lord, and He shall lift you up” (James 4:10). The key to humility is to see your self 
“in the sight of the Lord.” That is when you see how insignificant and helpless you are. Then you 
will start to give God the glory for any good in your life. This is God’s spiritual elevator for up is 
down and down is up in Christianity! The greatest man is the one that thinks least of self. 
Andrew Bonar always remarked that he could discern the growth in the life of a believer in 
proportion to his elevation of the Master and his reduction in his conversation concerning self. 
This is the spirit of John the Baptist who cried of Christ,  “He must increase, but I must decrease” 
(John 3:30). 

The same hour  was the  th ing  fu l f i l l ed  upon Nebuchadnezzar :  and he  was dr iven f rom men,  and d id  ea t  grass  

as  oxen ,  and h is  body was wet  wi th  the  dew o f  heaven ,  t i l l  h i s  ha ir s  were  grown l ike  eag l e s ’  f ea thers ,  and h i s  

na i l s  l ike  b i rds ’  c laws .  (v33)  

Sometimes God’s judgments are delayed, but they are always certain. In this instance, God’s 
judgment is immediate and fully executed just like it was with Herod in Acts 12. Nebuchadnezzar 
will discover who really is in control. Instead of ruling men he “was driven from men.” The mighty 
tree was cut down instantly to a stump. Pride is a form of insanity as it causes us to lose touch 
with reality. We then live in an unreal world rather than sanely seeing the universe through theo-
centric spectacles. As Nebuchadnezzar wants to behave like an animal with no thought of God, 
then the Lord allows him to literally live like an animal. This will be a great humiliation for this 
powerful and feared monarch. The Lord’s judgment on man is rarely easy and never painless. 

And at  the  end o f  the  days  I  Nebuchadnezzar l i f t ed  up mine  eye s  unto  heaven ,  and mine  unders tanding  

r e turned unto  me,  and I  b l e s s ed  the  most  High ,  and I  pra i s ed  and honoured Him that  l i v e th  for  ever ,  whose  

dominion i s  an ever las t ing  dominion ,  and His  kingdom is  f rom generat ion to  g enera t ion :  And a l l  the  

inhabi tants  o f  the  ear th  are  r eputed  as  noth ing :  and He doe th  ac cord ing  to  His  wi l l  in  the  army o f  heaven ,  

and among the  inhabi tants  o f  the  ear th :  and none can  s tay  His  hand,  or  say  unto  Him, What does t  thou? At 

the  same t ime my reason re turned unto  me;  and for  the  g lory  o f  my kingdom, mine  honour and br ightness  

r e turned unto  me;  and my counse l lo r s  and my lords  sought  unto  me;  and I  was e s tab l i shed  in  my kingdom, 

and exce l l en t  majes ty  was added unto  me.  Now I  Nebuchadnezzar pra i s e  and exto l  and honour the  King o f  

heaven ,  a l l  whose  works are  t ru th ,  and His  ways  judgment :  and those  that  walk in  pr ide  He i s  ab l e  to  abase .  

(35-37) 

This is not the end of the story. God’s word of a limited judgment is perfectly executed because 
“at the end of the days” the ordained time is up. He is never early and never late! Grace gave this 
man another opportunity when God intervened again so “mine understanding returned unto me.” This 
time Nebuchadnezzar does not waste but he testifies: “I Nebuchadnezzar lifted up mine eyes unto 
heaven, and mine understanding returned unto me, and I blessed the most High, and I praised and honoured Him 
that liveth for ever.” The king’s problems began with his concentration on self but now his focus is 
heavenward on “the most High.” Lifting his eyes toward heaven is Nebuchadnezzar’s way of 
acknowledging that God in Heaven is sovereign, The order is not without significance – grace 
enables him to think properly again, he then focuses on God and not self, and then finally the 
humbled monarch praises and worships the King of kings.  

 Nebuchadnezzar then gives one of the most profound and wonderful confessions of the 
sovereignty of God in v34-35. These words are impossible for the unregenerate heart to confess 
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(1 Corinthians 2:10-14). After graduating from the school of humiliation, Nebuchadnezzar 
acknowledges that God’s kingdom is the eternal one, “whose dominion is an everlasting dominion” and 
that man cannot be compared to God, “And all the inhabitants of the earth are reputed as nothing.” 
Nebuchadnezzar is now cognisant that God is God and he is not! Lewis Johnson concurs,  

Our sons are born in order to bury us, and they are born in order that their sons may 
bury them.  We are really nothing. We are nothing in divine election, because God has 
sovereignly determined to save us. 

Nebuchadnezzar attests to the omnipotence of Almighty God, “He doeth according to His will in the 
army of heaven, and among the inhabitants of the earth: and none can stay His hand, or say unto Him, What 
doest thou?” Heaven rules! Nothing has changed about this truth in the 21st century! 

 Now, when Nebuchadnezzar makes this powerful confession of faith, we read “the glory of 
my kingdom, mine honour and brightness returned unto me; and my counsellors and my lords sought unto me; and 
I was established in my kingdom, and excellent majesty was added unto me.” This was no confession of 
convenience as once God re-established him in grace to his previous position we are told that 
this man’s worship of Jehovah continued, “Now I Nebuchadnezzar praise and extol and honour the King 
of heaven.” He freely acknowledges that God is just and God can and will judge the proud, “all 
whose works are truth, and His ways judgment: and those that walk in pride He is able to abase.” 
Nebuchadnezzar learned these truths the hard way, but he did learn them! We should also note 
the miraculous providence that allowed his throne to be vacant in the interim. In days of ruthless 
intrigue in a place like Babylon, it is amazing that he had a throne to return to.  

The Lord was not trying to destroy this man by this judgment. The pain and humiliation 
only lasted until Nebuchadnezzar learnt the lessons God wants to teach him. The divine surgeon 
has to hurt the king in order to heal him. Of course this would also be a lesson to the humiliated 
nation of Israel. Their sin had led to their downfall. But if they truly repented, God would later 
restore them. Finally, it has application to every reader. Resisting God’s sovereignty will never 
succeed. In the end every knee shall bow to His rule and acknowledge that He is Lord. However, 
after death there will be no hope of restoration for this act. Today is the day of salvation and 
mercy.  

CONCLUSION 

(1) Don’t try and rob God of the glory that belongs to Him alone in your own life. The moment 
the prideful spirit of the serpent arises in your heart, cry for grace. God can intervene and deal 
with you just as powerfully. That which God taught Nebuchadnezzar, He also wants us to learn. 
You can learn it humbly now or you can learn it under the painful chastisement of  the Lord.  

(2) The seeming conversion of this ungodly proud monarch is an amazing testimony of the 
power of grace. A sovereign God can reach any sinner, when He sets out to save him. This 
should strengthen our faith to keep praying for unsaved relatives and friends. As Pritchard points 
out,  

And there is hope for those who are far from God today. Nebuchadnezzar was a pure 
pagan. He neither knew God nor worshiped him. Yet when God got through with him, 
he sounded like a Puritan theologian. That’s what God can do, and only God can do it.
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
 

1. What is the overarching theme of this book? How does this chapter fit in with it? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2. What evidence is there that Nebuchadnezzar became a true believer in this chapter? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3. How is Nebuchadnezzar’s discipline and restoration a lesson to the Jews and to every 

Christian? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4. How have you been challenged by this incident? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 


