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Daniel: 17: Sermon Notes

Title: “Nebuchadnezzar's downfall”
Scripture: Daniel 4:28-33

Date preached: September 291 2024

Scripture: Daniel 4:28-33

28 All this came upon King Nebuchadnezzar. 29 At the end of the twelve months he was
walking about the royal palace of Babylon. 30 The king spoke, saying, “Is not this great
Babylon, that I have built for a royal dwelling by my mighty power and for the honor of my
majesty?”

31 While the word was still in the king’s mouth, a voice fell from heaven: “King
Nebuchadnezzar, to you it is spoken: the kingdom has departed from you! 32 And they shall
drive you from men, and your dwelling shall be with the beasts of the field. They shall make
you eat grass like oxen; and seven times shall pass over you, until you know that the Most
High rules in the kingdom of men, and gives it to whomever He chooses.”

33 That very hour the word was fulfilled concerning Nebuchadnezzar; he was driven from
men and ate grass like oxen; his body was wet with the dew of heaven till his hair had grown
like eagles’ feathers and his nails like birds’ claws.
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Review
Before we look at today's portion of scripture which outlines Nebuchadnezzar's humiliation let's
take a moment to remind ourselves of where we are in the story.

Last time we looked at Daniel's response to the kings retelling of his dream. The king had dreamt of
a huge and impressive tree. The tree was both beautiful in appearance and also of great benefit to
those who dwelt around it. It provided fruit, shade and shelter. As the king took in this immense tree
a watcher from heaven ordered the tree to be chopped down. Only the stump and the roots were to
remain. This stump was to be bound in bronze and iron. The watcher then switches from describing
the fate of the tree to speak of a ruler who will also be cut down to size. He will live as a beast of
the field “bound” by insanity for a period of seven years. The watcher closes by saying that all of
this is God's decree. God has determined that this will all take place so that this ruler comes to
accept that it is God in charge and not him.

Once the king has outlined his dream Daniel is deeply troubled for a time. We spent some time
speculating why this might be. It certainly was shocking news. Daniel perhaps needed time to take
it all in. We would also do well to remember the nature of the king. He was a highly unpredictable
and volatile man. We should also remember that in ancient times the person who brought bad news
would often face execution. So it's perhaps understandable that Daniel wanted time to think about
how best to give him this bad news.

Or perhaps Daniel paused because he genuinely cared for the king. Over time, they had developed a
bond of admiration or even friendship? So its possible that Daniel worried about how to report this
news in as gentle and caring way as possible. Perhaps it was a combination of these thing that
caused Daniel to be distressed. Whatever the cause of the delay Daniel was never tempted to
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compromise, or water down the truth. He would reveal to the king exactly what God wanted.

The king notices Daniel's discomfort. He tells Daniel not to be concerned. He need not fear telling
the king the truth. With the king's reassuring words ringing in his ears Daniel begins.

He starts off by saying that he wished this dream concerned the king's enemies. No one likes to
report bad news and Daniel is no exception. He continues to recount the details of the king's dream.
This as I explained last time proved to the king that the dream truly had been revealed to him by
God. Daniel tells the king that the tree symbolized him and the Babylonian empire of which he was
head. As I have alluded to before this probably didn't come as a great surprise to the king. [ am
inclined to think that he understood this component of the dream, and that it was this that troubled
him. He wondered, or more likely worried about what exactly the chopping and binding of the tree
meant. This brings us into the most distressing part of the dream interpretation. Nebuchadnezzar
because of his pride and lack of humility was to be punished by God. For seven year the king would
enter a state of insanity. During this time he would live like a wild beast. Eating grass and living
outside under the elements. As I said last time he may have suffered from a rare mental condition
known as boanthrophy. People suffering from this affliction believe that they are cows or bulls and
live accordingly.

However the news wasn't all bad. God in His mercy had allowed for a course of events which
would bring the insanity to an end. Once the king acknowledged that the Most High God was
indeed in charge of all things then the madness would end. Nebuchadnezzar would be restored to
the throne and could once again rule his empire.

The account ends with Daniel revealing to us his pastor's heart. He didn't want the king to suffer this
terrible humiliation. He urged him to break off his sins, try to live a righteous life. What boldness
Daniel showed here. To effectively say to this all powerful and cruel leader, “You are a sinner and
unless you confess and repent you are going to be in trouble.” I'm sure the king had never been
spoken to as brazenly as this. Daniel however didn't stop here. He goes on to tell the king that he
ought to be kinder to his people. He should show mercy to the poor. Again we are left trying to
imagine how the king took this advice. Fancy telling an absolute monarch how they should rule
their kingdom. What courage this took from Daniel. But as I mentioned last week its actually an act
of love.

It's never loving to allow someone to persist in doing something stupid, dangerous or harmful.
Something that if not stopped could lead to death. If we had a family member or a friend addicted to
heroin we would do all we could to help them stop their destructive lifestyle. Surely our attitude
towards sin should be the same. The “sinner” might live longer than a heroin addict but sin if not
confessed and repented of will result in death.

Daniel doesn't want the king to suffer, so he implores him to come to God and seek His mercy. God
might, he tells the king just choose to spare you.

Did the king listen to Daniel's advice? Did he, just like those in Nineveh when warned by Jonah
repent in sack-cloth and ashes? Sadly he did not, and we shall see what befalls him shortly. Before
we do though let's spend a moment speculating about why the king stubbornly refused to heed
Daniel's words.

Logically it makes little sense. The king has personally witnessed the power of Yahweh on two
separate occasions. Nebuchadnezzar already knew that, “the spirit of the holy gods” was in Daniel.
He knew, therefore that Daniel was not offering his own opinions here. Daniel was presenting him
with a divine message. So why ignore it?

Well, at its essence it boils down to one simple thing; pride. Ancient kings believed themselves to be
invincible and untouchable. They were considered to be gods, and were certainly godlike in the
authority and power they wielded. No one could tell them what to do. Let us not forget how the
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king reacted to the first dream. He was deeply impressed that Daniel, through God's power revealed
the dream and the interpretation. But after being impressed what did he do next? He constructed an
image of gold alone and not of the different metals seen in the dream. He did this in an attempt to
overrule Daniel’s interpretation. He greatly objected to the idea of his kingdom being displaced by
another inferior kingdom. So the golden image was his attempt to impose his will on the situation.
Now 30 years have passed. This means that nothing of major consequence had happened to him
when he acted contrary to Daniel’s interpretation of his first dream. So in his mind he probably
assumes the same thing here. I can safely ignore Daniel's words. Nothing happened last time and
the same will apply here. He is about to get a big shock.
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28 All this came upon King Nebuchadnezzar. 29 At the end of the twelve months he was
walking about the royal palace of Babylon.

God never fails to fulfil His promises. What God says will happen always happens. Isn't that
wonderful news. We can completely trust what God has said.

God had determined the fate of Nebuchadnezzar and as we read here in verse 28 all this came upon
the king. Or we might rephrase it as, “All that God had said would occur did.” Now you may
wonder what might have happened if Nebuchadnezzar had confessed and repented.

I used to listen to a history podcast in which the broadcaster would present alternative histories.
What might have happened if the Nazi's had won the Second World War. What might have
happened if John F. Kennedy had not be assassinated in 1963. They are fun thought experiments. So
what about Nebuchadnezzar? What might have happened if he'd repented?

We see from the dream account that the watcher sent down from heaven announces what will
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happen. The future appears set and determined. However we also read that Daniel, prompted by
God's revelation urges the king to repent in order that might enjoy a “lengthening of his prosperity”
(Dan 4:27). How do these two seemingly contradictory things mesh. Would, or could God have
“changed His mind” and not brought the humiliation upon Nebuchadnezzar?

It's important for us to remember that when the Bible says God “changes His mind,” it is speaking
of God in human terms. It is describing God's action in a way we can more easily understand.

So please note carefully. On the eternal level God never changes His mind.(1 Sam. 15:29, Num.
23:19). This 1s because knowing all things (being omniscient) He never gets new information that
He has to consider. We are not all knowing therefore we change our minds frequently. We change
our minds about going on a picnic when we hear the weather report saying that it's going to rain.

However, with this being said we also must acknowledge that God interacts with us in real time.
God does not interact with us today on the basis of the sin that we may commit next month. Today,
if we are walking in obedience and fellowship with Him, God chooses not to act on what He knows
is coming in the future.

So in this case had Nebuchadnezzar come before the Lord and repented as Daniel told him his
punishment may indeed have been delayed or postponed. God would have given him more time to
enjoy his prosperity.

We have a number of biblical examples of God “repenting,” or perhaps its better to say as some
translations do “relenting” on a punishment due to people repenting. Let me read Jeremiah 26:13.

Now therefore, amend your ways and your doings, and obey the voice of the LORD your God;
then the LorD will relent concerning the doom that He has pronounced against you.

So here and in other places we see that God “has a change of mind” about judgement because the
people have a change of mind about sin. So in conclusion it could have been very different for
Nebuchadnezzar had be repented. Sadly however he did not.

We learn that it was a full 12 months after Daniel revealed the dream that God acted. What we
might wonder occurred during the intervening period. Did the king moderate his ways? Did he try,
albeit very modestly to do better. Or did he just continue in his old bad habits. If I had to bet I'd go
with the latter. I think he quickly forgot Daniel's warning and carried on as if nothing had happened.

Anyway after a year has passed the king was walking around the royal palace taking in the beauty
of the city, proud of all he surveyed, and without a care in the world.

We often take for granted the time God gives us. Time as I'm sure you all appreciate is incredibly
precious. None of us know how much of it we have. I hope therefore that you are grateful for the
hours, days, months and years that God gives you. I also hope that you show your appreciation by
using the time profitably and wisely.

That God allowed the king this time further 12 months reminds us of just how generous and
merciful our mighty God is. He did not act immediately. By rights God as judge can exact His
righteous punishment at any time. Here on earth we recognise that guilty people are jailed or
punished as soon as they are caught. They are not left at liberty (by choice) to enjoy their lives for
additional months or years. God however generously allowed king Nebuchadnezzar a full year to
see the errors of his ways and repent.

The bible records several accounts that show us how graciously God delays judgment so that the
guilty may repent. For example in First Peter (3:20) we read about God waiting patiently in the days
of Noah (1 Pet 3:20). He gave the people 120 years to repent of their wickedness! He gave the
Canaanites centuries to turn to Him from paganism. He also gave Nineveh an opportunity to repent,
in their case they got 40 days (Jonah 3).

And even now we can see God's great patience and long suffering. In Second Peter we read the
following,

The Lord is not slack concerning His promise, as some count slackness, but is longsuffering
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toward us, not willing that any should perish but that all should come to repentance. (2 Peter
3:9)

God is delaying Christ's return to allow as many as He has elected to salvation to repent and come
to Him. However, and this point is very important. No one should ever think they have unlimited
time to change their mind and repent. I shall speak more on this in my closing. For Nebuchadnezzar
his time was up. Let's read on.
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30 The king spoke, saying, “Is not this great Babylon, that I have built for a royal dwelling by
my mighty power and for the honor of my majesty?”

Nebuchadnezzar was probably walking on the flat roof of his palace, looking out over the great city
when he spoke the fateful words recorded here. Babylon was indeed great. No one who visited the
city would fail to be impressed. The Greek historian Herodotus wrote about the city of Babylon
about a 100 years after Nebuchadnezzar's time. Before giving his account I have to say that there is
some dispute as to whether he actually visited the city in person. Some have also questioned how
accurate his information was. Anyway, with these caveats in place let's see what Herodotus has to
say about ancient Babylon.

He said that the city was set out in a square with each side measuring 14 miles in length. The brick
wall that surrounded the city was 56 miles long, 300 feet high, 25 feet deep and extended
underground to a depth of 35 feet. Along the walls were 250 towers each standing at a height of 450
feet. Next to this was another wall meaning the city had two layers of protection.

The walled city was surrounded by a wide and deep moat. This moat was spanned by a number of
impressive bridges. The Euphrates river had been diverted so that it flowed through the centre of the
city. The city itself was full of wide stone slabbed boulevards. Some of the slabs were said to be 3
feet square. The city skyline was dominated by a huge ziggurat. At the top of the ziggurat was a
temple to Marduk. This was where the god's statue resided. The city was also home to 53 temples
dedicated to the various Babylonian deities.

The absolute crowning glory of the city however was the king's palace. It was located on the
northern side of the city. It possessed large courts, numerous reception rooms, a massive throne
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room, royal residences, and the famous hanging gardens. Herodotus described these as a being a
vaulted, terraced structure. Engineers had designed an elaborate and ingenious water supply system
for its many trees and plants. The king's palace was considered to be the most magnificent building
ever constructed on earth.

I give you all of this information because from a worldly (human) perspective this was a great and
awesome city. A city full of splendour and glory. No wonder the king's prideful ego was so inflated.
As he took in his surroundings the king was filled with pride because in his mind he had built, or
was responsible for this glorious city. This was far from the truth. The city was not constructed by
Nebuchadnezzar himself, but rather by the sweat and blood of slaves.

Ultimately though he didn't recognise God's sovereign hand over everything He saw. God had
allowed him to rule over this glorious empire. So it was God and not himself that he should have
been applauding. How easy a trap this is for us to fall into. To look at our lives and the world “we”
have constructed and fail to properly acknowledge God for providing it all. Little did the king
realise as he walked along that palace roof that soon his majesty would vanish to be replaced by
intense humiliation.
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31 While the word was still in the king’s mouth, a voice fell from heaven: “King
Nebuchadnezzar, to you it is spoken: the kingdom has departed from you! 32 And they shall
drive you from men, and your dwelling shall be with the beasts of the field. They shall make
you eat grass like oxen; and seven times shall pass over you, until you know that the Most
High rules in the kingdom of men, and gives it to whomever He chooses.”

The king's period of gloating was very short lived. He had not even properly voiced the words in his
prideful heart when God interrupted. He tells the king that what had been predicted is about to come
to pass. The kingdom will be taken from him. Due to his insanity he will be driven from the palace
to live in the fields like a wild beast. During this time living in the fields he will either be forced to
eat grass by necessity or by choice. This shame and humiliation will endure for a period of seven
years. It will only come to an end when the king openly acknowledges that God, not him is
supreme.

The king could have no complaints. This is what the dream foretold. Daniel had said that his reign
might be lengthened if he was contrite. The king had not listened. He had ignored spiritual concerns
to focus on the material things of life. Now he would be punished. What a terrible and dramatic
transition. From the ornate gold filled palace to the grass and soil of the fields.

The bible warns us in several places about the danger of ignoring the spiritual to focus on the flesh.
In Luke's gospel the Lord Jesus told the parable about a rich but foolish farmer. Let me read you the
parable in full.

16 Then He spoke a parable to them, saying: “The ground of a certain rich man yielded
plentifully. 17 And he thought within himself, saying, ‘What shall I do, since I have no room to
store my crops?’ 18 So he said, ‘I will do this: I will pull down my barns and build greater,
and there I will store all my crops and my goods. 19 And I will say to my soul, “Soul, you have
many goods laid up for many years; take your ease; eat, drink, and be merry.” ’ 20 But God
said to him, ‘Fool! This night your soul will be required of you; then whose will those things
be which you have provided?’(Luke 12:16-18)

The farmer in the story simply ignored spiritual concerns. His only thoughts were on the here and
now. How he would enjoy life; eating, drinking and having fun for many years to come. He quickly
learned the error of his ways. When death suddenly came upon him his wordly treasures counted for
naught. Since he had not spent any time cultivating a relationship with God he found himself in
deep trouble. Nebuchadnezzar found himself in a similar predicament. The luxuries of the palace
would be of no use to him as he crawled around in a field eating grass like a cow!

Its important that we too take the time to stand back and assess our own lives. Are we not all in
some ways like the farmer in Jesus' parable. Aren't we at times overly focused on saving money and
thinking ahead to how we might enjoy ourselves in the future. We are all at times guilty of allowing
the things of this world to supersede the more important spiritual disciplines. How often do we
allow the cares of this world to interrupt or disrupt regular church attendance, prayer, bible reading
and spending time in God's presence. There is nothing wrong by the way with saving and planning
for the future. To live only in the here and now with no eye on the future is foolhardy and
irresponsible. The danger however lies in thinking only of worldly things to the point where God
and the things that concern him are squeezed to the margins. If you feel that my words are directed
at you then perhaps its time to make a change. It's time to check your priorities and reinstall Christ
at the centre of your life.

We conclude our study for today with verse 33.
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33 That very hour the word was fulfilled concerning Nebuchadnezzar; he was driven from

men and ate grass like oxen; his body was wet with the dew of heaven till his hair had grown
like eagles’ feathers and his nails like birds’ claws.

Without any further delay the madness descends upon Nebuchadnezzar. Today we have some
understanding of mental disorders, although in truth we have a great deal to learn when it comes to
the working of the brain. In the ancient world they had no way of treating or handling people in this
state. As a result people who were “insane” or out of their minds were driven away from towns and
cities. They would have to survive in the wild places away from people. This appears to be what
happened to king Nebuchadnezzar. His bizarre behaviour led to him being driven from the palace
and out into the fields. There is no mention here of who it was that drove him, or for that matter
where he was driven to. Given that he would later be restored to the throne some have speculated
that he was not driven very far away. Maybe he was housed (caged) within the palace grounds or
with the palace livestock.

Living in the “wilderness” meant that the king ate a diet vastly different to the one he had enjoyed
in the palace. As we know from the earlier chapters of Daniel the king enjoyed a wider variety of
rich foods. Now, living as a beast he must adjust to a vegetarian diet. The word used for “grass”
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here more generally refers to “animal fodder” or “green plants” in general. Living outside meant he
was also constantly exposed to the elements. He would be crawling around in the mud and dew as
he foraged about. Without access to hairdressers and beauticians his appearance would degenerate
rapidly. His hair would become long, tangled and matted. His finger nails would grow long and
claw-like. This would have made him a frightful sight. What a transformation. From a king clothed
in fine line and sparkling jewels to scrabbling around in the mud.

Such was the fate of king Nebuchadnezzar. If this was the end of the story it would indeed be a
tragic story. But there is an amazing final twist in the tail of king Nebuchadnezzar. That twist will
be the subject of next week's sermon. Don't miss it.
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Lessons to learn
I have two comments to make based on today's passage.
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1 God's the one not you.

As Nebuchadnezzar walked across the palace roof he was impressed by what he saw. Babylon was
an awesome spectacle. The king's heart swelled with pride. He ascribed all that he witnessed to his
own ingenuity and brilliance. This wonderful city came about because of me, and reflects my
majesty and glory. In his mind rang out the great mantra, “It's all about me.” That is pride in a
nutshell. Pride you see is essentially self-worship. Worshipping yourself and not God. As we saw in
today's account he was about to learn a very serious lesson.

Sadly that great mantra has not changed over the centuries. The world is still full of people saying,
“It's all about me.” Arguably social media and the internet has only facilitated this trend. Now
everyone can be a star or the centre of attention. That's the whole reason for the existence of things
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like YouTube. They are designed to that You can be a star in your own little world. In fact not to be
a star, or not to even desire to want to be be implies some kind of deficiency of failing. Many
children I talk with today say the dream job is being a YouTube influencer.

Let me give you an example to highlight what I mean. My daughter recently showed me the
Instagram page of a girl at her school.

The girl is very attractive and apparently the “idol” of the high school. She's the one the boys want
to date, and the other girls want to be. On her Instagram page were hundreds of photos, of her. Only
of her. No friends, family members or even pets. When I pointed this out to my daughter she just
shrugged as teenagers are wont to do. This, she told me was quite normal. It what all her peers did.
Now maybe I'm just too old and out of touch. But am I alone in thinking there's something wrong
here.

We all have pride buried deep within us. This means it's a problem we all face. It's something that
surfaces from time to time and causes us trouble, damages our human relationships and more
importantly comes between us and God. So when did we get to the point where to be prideful and
self-centred was something to be praised and encouraged? That seems to be the world we live in
today. But it not how how we should be as Christians. Pride is hugely damaging. It's never
something to shrug off or diminish lightly. We need to constantly be aware of pride in our lives and
repent of it when we recognise it. Whenever we find ourselves feeling too smug or self-
congratulatory we should remember king Nebuchadnezzar walking on the palace roof top. Thinking
that he was responsible for the wonders around him. God soon got his attention. He paid very dearly
for his pride. Therefore let us never forget. God is the one to be praised worshipped and adored not
us.
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2 Don't take God's long-suffering for granted

As I spoke about during the sermon God gave Nebuchadnezzar a whole year to process what Daniel
had told him and do something about it. Perhaps the king simply forgot. More likely I think he
ignored it. He just carried on as if nothing was ever going to happen. God was incredibly patient but
eventually that patience ended. One day God said, that's enough!

The God we serve is gracious, rich in kindness, forbearance, and patience. This means that he often
delays in applying the discipline we need to get back on track. As His precious children He
frequently gives us many chances to repent. We are afforded many opportunities to fall on our knees
and confess. But be under no illusion, eventually His patience runs out. We can only walk on the
thin ice of our rebellion and disobedience for so long before the ice breaks, and we plunge into
darkness. Nebuchadnezzar experienced that plunge. From the luxury of the palace to behaving like
a cow in a field. That's quite a reversal.

How might God discipline us? That is a question I cannot answer because God tailors His discipline
to each of us as He sees fit. He may use trouble at work, hardship at home, sickness or ill health

or any other means He deems necessary. None of these things are pleasant. Discipline whilst
necessary is never nice. So let me assure you that it would be better for you not to feel that hand of
discipline.

As a child if I was particularly naughty or disrespectful I would be spanked by my father. It was
shameful and humiliating at the time, though I confess at times I deserved it. How much better
would things have been though if I had repented and come to my father in love before the discipline
was needed. So it is with our heavenly Father.

If you are living in wilful disobedience or rebellion against God then beware. You may think that
God's patience and long-suffering will endure forever. You may be under the illusion that God is
overlooking or has not even noticed what you're doing. Think again. Just like Nebuchadnezzar one
day you will hear that voice. So far better to confess and repent now and avoid God's loving
discipline later down the line.
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