
Faithful Under Empire
Daniel 4 — "The King Above Every King: 

Humility Before the Sovereign God"

INTRODUCTION:
One of the most memorable stories illustrating Daniel 4 comes from the life of 

Muhammad Ali.

At the height of his fame, Ali boarded an airplane. A flight attendant noticed he had not 
fastened his seatbelt and politely reminded him, "Sir, you'll need to buckle up." Ali famously 
smiled and replied, "Superman don't need no seatbelt."

Without missing a beat, the attendant answered, "Superman doesn't need an airplane 
either."

Whether embellished in the retelling or not, the exchange captures a timeless truth: 
greatness can easily become self-deception. The higher people rise, the more tempting it 
becomes to believe they are self-made, self-sufficient, and beyond accountability.

Nebuchadnezzar stood on the roof of the greatest city in the world and effectively 
declared, "Look what I have built." God answered with a lesson no emperor could ignore. Daniel 
4 reminds us that the distance between confidence and conceit is often only a few words—and 
that the Most High still rules over the kingdoms of men.

Daniel 2 revealed that God establishes kingdoms. Daniel 3 demonstrated that God 
deserves exclusive worship. Daniel 4 teaches that God humbles every ruler who refuses to 
acknowledge His sovereignty.

If chapter 3 answers, "Whom will you worship?" chapter 4 answers, "Who really rules?"

Faith under empire requires remembering that earthly rulers are temporary, but God's 
rule is absolute.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND:
This chapter is unique within Daniel. It is written largely as a royal proclamation issued 

by Nebuchadnezzar himself (4:1-3, 34-37). Daniel preserves the testimony of a pagan emperor 
who confesses the supremacy of Israel's God. It probably occurs late in Nebuchadnezzar's 
reign (perhaps around 570 BC), after decades of victories and extensive building projects.

Babylon had become the marvel of the ancient world:
double defensive walls
magnificent palaces
temples
canals
the famous Hanging Gardens (if the traditional identification is correct)

 Nebuchadnezzar had reached the point where success produced self-exaltation.

Historically this fits perfectly with the Babylonian worldview. Kings were viewed as 
chosen by the gods. Victory proved divine favor. Nebuchadnezzar gradually begins speaking as 



though Babylon exists because of him. God now attacks the root sin behind pagan empire: 
Pride.

PURPOSE OF CHAPTER 4:
Unlike chapter 3, where God's power was demonstrated publicly through miraculous 

deliverance, chapter 4 is intensely personal. God wages war—not against Babylon— but 
against one man's pride.

Theme Development through Daniel
Chapter 1: God rules over circumstances.
Chapter 2: God rules over history.
Chapter 3: God rules over worship.
Chapter 4: God rules over rulers themselves.

I. THE KING'S TESTIMONY (4:1-3):
Nebuchadnezzar addresses "all peoples, nations, and languages.” This anticipates 

Daniel's later universal kingdom themes. Instead of praising Marduk, he praises the Most High. 
Notice the repeated expression: "The Most High.” This title emphasizes God's supremacy above 
every national deity.

What was God teaching Nebuchadnezzar?
Your victories never made you supreme.
There is always One above you.

What were faithful Jews learning?
Their God was not merely Israel's God.
He was the God whom even Babylon's emperor must eventually acknowledge.



Later Jewish readers
Even during exile, God remained King. Babylon never dethroned Him.

NT
Paul preaches exactly this to pagan rulers. Acts 17:24-31
God rules every nation and every king.

Discussion Question: Why is it important that Daniel begins with the testimony of a 
converted pagan king rather than with Daniel's own words?

Application: Christians should never assume powerful people are beyond God's reach.

II. THE DREAM OF THE GREAT TREE (4:4-18):
Nebuchadnezzar enjoys security. "I was at ease…" This is dangerous spiritual language. 

Throughout Scripture prosperity often precedes pride. The tree fills the earth. Ancient kings 
were often pictured as enormous trees.

The tree represents not merely Nebuchadnezzar, but his imperial rule. Compare: Ezekiel 
31. Assyria is portrayed as a cedar of Lebanon. The birds and animals symbolize dependent 
nations. Compare: Ezekiel 17; Psalm 80; Matthew 13.

The “watcher" An angelic messenger. The word literally means "one who stays awake.” 
The heavenly court observes earthly kingdoms.

Law of Moses



Deuteronomy repeatedly warned Israel: When prosperity comes, do not forget God. 
Nebuchadnezzar becomes a living illustration of Deuteronomy 8.

God teaching Nebuchadnezzar
Power is entrusted— never owned.

God teaching faithful Jews
Babylon looked invincible. God saw it as one tree that could be chopped down instantly.

Jeremiah
Jeremiah repeatedly warned kings not to glory in power (Jeremiah 9:23-24). 

Ezekiel
Ezekiel 17, 31 - Both portray arrogant kingdoms as lofty trees.



Discussion Question - Why does God so often picture kingdoms as trees?

Application
Every earthly institution depends upon God.

III. DANIEL'S FEARLESS INTERPRETATION (4:19-27):
Daniel is distressed. He genuinely cares for Nebuchadnezzar. Notice: Daniel never 

celebrates the judgment. Faithfulness never delights in another person's downfall. The decree 
comes from heaven. God has spoken. The sentence cannot be appealed.

"Seven times” - Possibly seven years. The emphasis is completeness, not merely 
chronology.

“Until..." One of Daniel's key theological words. Judgment always has God's appointed 
limit.

Daniel's Advice:
Break off your sins.
Practice righteousness.
Show mercy to the poor.
Repentance might delay judgment.

Notice: Pride expressed itself socially. Oppression often accompanies arrogance.

Law of Moses
Concern for the poor - Leviticus 19; Deuteronomy 15

Jeremiah
Jeremiah constantly linked justice toward the poor with true kingship (Jeremiah 22).

NT
Luke 14
James 4
1 Peter 5
God opposes the proud.

Discussion Question  - Why did Daniel risk giving such direct counsel to the emperor?

Application
Christians must speak truth respectfully even to powerful people.

IV. PRIDE MEETS PROVIDENCE (4:28-33):
Exactly twelve months later… God gave space to repent. Then comes perhaps the 

greatest boast in Scripture: "Is not this great Babylon that I have built…" Before the sentence 
finishes— judgment falls.

The voice from heaven interrupts human boasting. God literally has the last word. 
Nebuchadnezzar becomes beastlike. Whether miraculous insanity or supernatural humiliation, 
the theological point is unmistakable. Those who reject God become less than truly human. 



Image-bearers acting like beasts anticipates Daniel 7. This chapter prepares readers for the 
beast empires.

Revelation connection
Empire eventually becomes beastly.
Daniel 7 & Revelation 13
Human government divorced from God loses its humanity.



Jeremiah
Jeremiah repeatedly compared rebellious nations to wild animals.

Discussion Question - Why did God wait twelve months before judging 
Nebuchadnezzar?

Application
God's patience should never be mistaken for approval.

V. THE RESTORATION OF THE KING (4:34-37):
The turning point: "I lifted my eyes toward heaven.” Repentance begins with a changed 

direction. Reason returns. Praise replaces pride. Notice what Nebuchadnezzar now confesses: 
God's kingdom is everlasting. God does according to His will. No one can stay His hand. These 
are among the strongest statements of divine sovereignty anywhere in Scripture.

What did Nebuchadnezzar finally learn?
Everything. The lesson of chapter 2 finally reached his heart.

What faithful Jews learned
Empires cannot ultimately resist God.

 Later Jews
The exile was never evidence that Babylon had won.
God was still governing.

NT



Philippians 2 - Every knee will bow.
James 4 - Humble yourselves.
Luke 18 - Everyone exalting himself will be humbled.

Discussion Question - Why is humility the necessary conclusion to every true encounter 
with God?

Application
The goal of God's discipline is restoration—not destruction.

Major Lessons
 What was God teaching Nebuchadnezzar?

God owns every throne.
Success is stewardship.
Pride produces humiliation.
Repentance restores dignity.
God's kingdom alone is eternal.

What were faithful Jews learning?
 Pagan rulers answer to God.
 God is active even when His people are in exile.
 Their suffering does not mean God has lost control.
 Remain faithful—the empire is temporary.

What were later Jewish readers learning?
Living under Persia… or Greece… or Rome… The lesson remains unchanged:

No empire is ultimate.
Only God rules forever.

Jeremiah
Especially: Jeremiah 9:23-24  - Do not boast in wisdom, strength, or riches. Jeremiah 22 

Justice validates kingship. Jeremiah 27 God gives kingdoms to whom He wills. These ideas all 
converge in Daniel 4.

Ezekiel
Especially: Ezekiel 17 - The lofty cedar. Ezekiel 28 - The pride of the king of Tyre. 

Ezekiel 31 - Assyria as a giant tree cut down. Daniel develops these prophetic images into 
narrative.

Law of Moses
Deuteronomy 8 - Prosperity produces forgetfulness.
Leviticus 26 - God humbles pride.
Deuteronomy 17 - Kings must not exalt themselves above God's law.
Nebuchadnezzar illustrates exactly why.

New Testament
The theology of Daniel 4 echoes throughout the New Testament:

 Luke 14:11; 18:14 — "Everyone who exalts himself will be humbled."
 James 4:6, 10 — "God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble."



 1 Peter 5:5–6 — Humble yourselves under God's mighty hand.
 Philippians 2:9–11 — Every knee will bow before Christ.
 Acts 17:24–31 — God rules all nations and appoints their times.

 Romans 13:1 — Earthly authority exists only by God's permission.

Daniel 4 finds its ultimate fulfillment in Christ, the truly humble King. Nebuchadnezzar 
grasped that the Most High rules; Christians know that this universal authority has been 
entrusted to the risen Christ (Matthew 28:18).

Revelation
Daniel 4 quietly prepares readers for later apocalyptic imagery:

Nebuchadnezzar's loss of human reason and descent into a beast-like existence 
foreshadows the beastly empires of Daniel 7.

The principle is that political power separated from submission to God eventually 
becomes beastly.

Revelation 13 develops this imagery in its portrayal of the beastly imperial power 
that demands worship.

Revelation 18 likewise echoes the downfall of arrogant Babylon (Rome), where 
imperial pride precedes sudden judgment.

Those who lift their eyes toward heaven in humility will discover what Nebuchadnezzar 
finally learned: the greatest King is the One who reigns forever, and the safest place for every 
crown—including our own achievements, ambitions, and pride—is at His feet.




