
 

 

God Is Sovereign  
Daniel 4:28–37 

 
INTRODUCTION 
God is God, and we are not. I doubt any of us would readily disagree with that statement. To 
say that “God is God, and we are not,” is to acknowledge his absolute sovereignty. A. W. Pink 
describes God’s sovereignty like this, “Being infinitely elevated above the highest creature, He is 
the Most High, Lord of heaven and earth. Subject to none, influenced by none, absolutely 
independent; God does as he pleases, only as he pleases, always as he pleases. None can 
thwart him, none can hinder him.”  
 
God is God, and we are not. However, I wonder how often we betray such a saying by the 
manner in which we live our lives? Unless you’ve never succumbed to pride, unless you have 
never resisted His rule even in subtle ways, unless you have never made a decision out of pure 
self-interest….at times you will have found yourself at odds with the sovereignty of God. You 
see any amount of pride - and by pride I mean having too high a thought of yourself - is the sin 
that keeps us from recognizing the sovereignty of God.  
 
This morning, we’re going to look at a story of a man who found this to be true. Because of his 
pride he is humiliated, only to later be restored. Were you able to talk with him after his 
experience, I’m sure he would have said, “God is God, and I am not.” But there’s something you 
need to know. He learned it the hard way. And should we fail to understand and submit to the 
sovereignty of God, we too will learn the hard way that we are not in charge.  
 
We’ve been studying the attributes of God the past few weeks. And each week we’re brought 
face to face with one of God’s perfections. And here’s why this is such an important endeavor: If 
we fail to look upon God and see him for who he is, then we will fail to experience all that he has 
for us. The more our eyes are on ourselves instead of the Majestic Glory (as Peter referred to 
God), the less likely we are to experience joy, worship, and transformation. But the more we we 
place our eyes on God, the more our souls will be comforted, the more peace we will 
experience in the midst of trials, and the more our walk with him will deepen. But all of this 
hinges on how you respond to his sovereignty. Listen to what Sinclair Ferguson says: “No truth 
about God is more likely to evoke either humility or rebellion.” In other words, when faced with 
the sovereignty of God, our response is either to bow the knee or raise our fist. Either we submit 
ourselves under his mighty hand, or we walk in a direction of our own making. And whatever our 
response is, it is very telling of our true spiritual condition.  
 
Daniel chapter 4 is where we’ll be this morning. I’m going to read verses 28 through 37, but if 
you will, keep your Bibles open as we will draw from the chapter in its entirety.  
 
READ DANIEL 4:28–37…. 
 
If you read the book of Daniel, it does not take long for the central theme emerge - namely the 
sovereignty of God. Speaking of God, Daniel says in 2:21, “He changes times and seasons; he 
removes kings and sets up kings.” As God pleases he puts people into leadership, and in the 
same way he removes them. Nebuchadnezzar was no exception. His kingship only existed 
under the sovereign rule of God. 
 
God’s Sovereignty is a truth that touches all of life. It is a truth meant to be a part of our very 
being. The word “sovereign” is both a noun and verb. As a verb it means “to rule,” and as a 
noun it means “king” or “master” or “absolute ruler.” To say that God is sovereign means God is 



 

 

in charge of the entire universe at all times. In the words of the Westminster Confession of 
Faith, “He ordains whatsoever comes to pass.” 
And so not only is God sovereign over the heart of powerful kings, but the Scripture paints a 
picture of God’s sovereignty having no boundaries. Consider the fact that…. 
 

- God is sovereign over seemingly random things. The lot is cast into the lap, but its every 
decision is from the Lord (Proverbs 16:33). 

- God is sovereign over our daily lives. Many are the plans in the mind of a man, but it is the 
purpose of the Lord that will stand (Proverbs 19:21).  

- God is sovereign over salvation. I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have 
compassion on whom I have compassion. So then it depends not on human will or exertion, 
but on God, who has mercy (Romans 9:15–16). 

- God is sovereign over life and death. The Lord kills and brings to life; he brings down to Sheol 
and raises up (1 Samuel 12:6). 

- God is sovereign over disabilities. Then the Lord said to Moses, “Who has made man’s 
mouth? Who makes him mute, or deaf, or seeing, or blind? Is it not I, the Lord?” (Exodus 
4:11) 

- God is sovereign over the death of his Son. Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan 
and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men (Acts 2:23). 

- God is sovereign, not the author, but sovereign over evil. When Joseph was sold into slavery 
by his brothers he says to them afterwards, “As for you, you mean evil against me, but God 
meant it for good, to bring about that many people should be kept alive, as they are today” 
(Genesis 50:21).  

- God is sovereign over all things. God works all things according to the counsel of his will 
(Ephesians 1:11).  

 
Reluctant to Acknowledge His Sovereignty  
Where we pick up in chapter 4, Nebuchadnezzar is brought to his knees as it were in humility. 
But his story starts much earlier. Months earlier Nebuchadnezzar had dream. It was the first one 
he had and couldn’t interpret. And this dream came, if you’ll look at verse 4, while he was taking 
it easy. “I was at ease in my palace and prospering in my palace.” For some this morning, life is 
similar. You may not have a palace, but generally speaking life is going well. And I think it’s a 
helpful reminder to us that prosperity never promises security. You can have excellent health, 
finances in shape, kids are doing well….but all of that can change in a second. It reminds me of 
a story Jesus told about a foolish farmer in Luke 12. His business was doing well, he figured he 
might as well take it easy. And Jesus said, “You fool! This night your soul is required of you.” It’s 
a reminder that no amount of prosperity has the ability to give us ultimate security. God is God 
and we are not.  
 
Back to the King. One night while he was sleeping in his palace, he had a very strange dream. 
He dreamed of a vast tree that stretched to the sky. Its branches were large and strong so that 
all kinds birds nested in the tree and all manner of animals found shade beneath the limbs. 
Suddenly the tree was cut down, its branches stripped, its fruit scattered. Nothing was left but a 
stump bound in iron and bronze. He also dreamed of a man who lost his mind and began to live 
among the animals. 
 
None of the king’s advisors knew the meaning. So the king asked Daniel if he could interpret the 
dream. The meaning was all too clear to him. “You, O king, are the tree” (Daniel 4:23). 



 

 

Nebuchadnezzar had become so great in his kingdom that people from all the earth flocked to 
him. That’s the good news. The bad news is that the king would lose his mind and would eat 
grass like the cattle for seven periods (whatever length of time that may be), “until you 
acknowledge that the Most High is sovereign over the kingdoms of men and gives them to 
anyone he wishes” (v. 25). Daniel then implored this pagan king to repent and show kindness to 
the oppressed. 
 
But the king ignored Daniel’s advice. One year later, as the king took a walk on the roof of the 
royal palace, he began to say, “Is not this the great Babylon I have built as the royal residence, 
by my mighty power and for the glory of my majesty?” (v. 30). Even while the words were on his 
lips, the voice of God spoke announcing his punishment. In that very moment the mightiest man 
on earth lost his mind, began to run through the streets of the capitol city, shedding his clothes 
as he went, bellowing like a cow. He made his way outside and began to live with the cattle. His 
hair grew long and his nails were like the claws of a bird. 
 
The purpose of this trial is stated three times in chapter 4: "that the living may know that the 
Most High rules the kingdom of men and gives it to whom he will and sets it over the lowliest of 
men.” He mentions it in verse 17, 25, and 32. And here we see some essential truths God 
intends for us to take from the king's experience. 
 
#1. You Have Less Power than You Think 
We can never know enough, do enough, or have enough to have ultimate control over our lives. 
Nebuchadnezzar thought his great power made him sovereign (4:30). He forgot how fragile all 
human greatness is. In twelve months this king went from having power over the world's 
greatest dominion to not even having power over his own faculties. God merely stirred 
Nebuchadnezzar's thoughts, and the life of the king fell apart. A mental disease made him into a 
wild animal. All his political and military power meant nothing when the true Sovereign of all 
acted. The greatest of human powers is more fragile than we often dare to consider. 
 
#2. You’re More Prideful Than You Think 
You can’t read this story without seeing how God awakens people to their need of dependence 
on him. He didn’t have to warn Nebuchadnezzar in a dream, or send Daniel to interpret it, or 
give him time to soak it all in. No, he shows him mercy. And he does that for us as well. But the 
king, and we as well, have a tendency not to listen. And the reason we don’t listen often has to 
do with our pride.  
 
When things are going well: We have a tendency to think, “Oh I did that.That’s by me. I did it. I 
accomplished it.” But it doesn’t end there. We can often think, “Well that makes sense, after all I 
am a harder than everyone else. And I’m certainly smarter. I did.” But then we go a step further 
and think, “Therefore, I deserve it.” Pride has many forms and we have to be careful. 
 
When things are not going well: “I’m suffering more than other people. Things aren’t fair. I’m 
having a harder life than other people. Therefore, I’m owed this.” It’s the same thing, whether life 
is good or bad. Pride is pride. Regardless of the reason, the result of pride can have a 
devastating affect on our lives. And here’s why - whenever we’re prideful we’re attempting to 
take credit from God. It’s like taking someone else’s homework in grade school, erasing their 
number, putting yours on it, and handing it in. For the record I’ve never done that.  
 
And humility - remember the doctrine of God’s sovereignty is meant to humble us - is not simply 
thinking less of ourselves. It’s  thinking of ourselves less. I couldn’t possibly even begin to merit 
the good things God has given me, my health, my mind, my friends. What I do have, it’s all 



 

 

mercy. Look at this,” and therefore, everything you enjoy every day is that much better. Every 
day is a surprise. That’s what a gift is. A good gift. It’s better than you thought. You didn’t know it 
was coming. It’s absolutely free. It’s undeserved. Humility looks at everything that way. 
 
God Seeks Our Repentance 
Don’t miss the fact that God is offering repentance to Nebuchadnezzar. We see it in verse 19 
through 27. I won’t read it for times sake. He issues a dire warning against the king and there he 
teaches us that in order for us to confess Him as Lord, God pursues the root sin of pride. There 
is a confrontation between Daniel and Nebuchadnezzar here that is striking. And I want you to 
note several contrasts between Nebuchadnezzar and the Lord God as evidenced in this contest 
between Daniel and Nebuchadnezzar. 
 
First of all in verse 19, I want you to note Nebuchadnezzar's insensitivity to the gravity of this 
message. He seems almost numb to it all. But Daniel on the other hand is prophetic, 
courageous, and sensitive to the message. When Daniel hears the dream, he is appalled. He is 
undone. It is a great testimony, is it not, to this man Daniel who was living as a captive in a 
strange land under the rule of a people who worshipped other gods? What’s interesting is that 
you get the impression that he genuinely cared about Nebuchadnezzar. When he heard that 
dream, Daniel was absolutely horrified. His immediate reaction is, “O king, may this not be 
about you. May it be about those who hate you.” This man, Daniel, genuinely loved 
Nebuchadnezzar. Is that the kind of love for unbelievers we have? 
 
Now notice in that same verse how Nebuchadnezzar reacts to that. “Daniel, don't overreact to 
this. Don't be troubled about this, Daniel. There's nothing to worry about.” But there is. 
Nebuchadnezzar is deadened to the spiritual gravity of this message whereas Daniel, who isn't 
even involved in the judgment of this message, is broken-hearted. That's how we ought to be 
when we see the gospel in its application to the world. Our hearts ought to be tender even if the 
world is hardened to the seriousness of the message. Daniel takes no delight in interpreting the 
kings dream. In the same way, God does not take delight in sinners who perish.  
 
Notice also in Daniel, chapter 4, verse 6, Nebuchadnezzar's decree contrasted with God's 
decree. Nebuchadnezzar gives a decree for his wise men to come and interpret the dream for 
him. But his decree didn't work. But God's decree is recorded in verses 17 and 24 and 25 and 
26. And God's decree worked. Even in the contrast between Nebuchadnezzar's decree and 
God's decree, we see God's sovereignty. 
 
Notice again Nebuchadnezzar's sense of self-importance contrasted with God's judgment of 
Nebuchadnezzar. Daniel, chapter 3 gives you a big picture of just how significant 
Nebuchadnezzar thought he was. And the very picture of this gigantic tree with its branches 
spread throughout all the earth is a picture of Nebuchadnezzar's own self-estimation. That's a 
picture of what he thinks of himself. But in verses 17 and 25, in the cutting down of that great 
tree, we see a picture of Nebuchadnezzar under God's hand of judgment and again that shows 
forth the sovereignty of God. 
 
And again in Nebuchadnezzar's mercilessness in verse 27, we see a contrast between his 
mercilessness and God's mercy. Nebuchadnezzar had not shown mercy to the poor in his land 
and yet God was merciful enough to send a judgment against him so that he might repent. 
There is a contrast all along between the sovereignty of Nebuchadnezzar which was really 
oppressive - and the sovereignty of God which was good and which was designed to set us free 
from sin. Nothing breaks down pride like a view of God's sovereignty. God's sovereignty is 
perhaps one of the greatest evangelistic tools we have. 



 

 

 
God’s Sovereignty Leads Us to True Confession 
Notice also in verses 28 through 33 we learn something else. There we see a picture of a 
broken sinner. In Daniel 4:28-33 we see a picture of a sinner who has been humbled under the 
Lord's hand. Nebuchadnezzar is deranged, his kingdom is taken away from him and he 
wanders like an animal in the grass. And there we learn that God must break the sinner of his 
pride and self-will before true confession can be made. Nebuchadnezzar failed to repent. Even 
after Daniel interpreted that dream, Nebuchadnezzar failed to repent, and many months later 
he's walking in Babylon, he's surveying all the wonderful things that he's had built. He was the 
great builder of Babylon. He goes down in the history of Babylon as the one who built the 
greatest things and he was out admiring his architectural work. No doubt he's in the hanging 
gardens, looking at this fabulous thing that was one of the seven wonders of the ancient world. 
And even as he is speaking about these amazing things that he has done, a voice comes to him 
and he is humbled. When we fail to honor the Creator-creature distinction, when we fail to 
acknowledge that God is God and we are not, when we refuse to acknowledge that everything 
we have comes from the Lord and that apart from the Lord we would be nothing, we are setting 
ourselves up to be humbled, and that is precisely what happened to Nebuchadnezzar. 
 
I mentioned it earlier, but Nebuchadnezzar learned the hard way. He was so exalted in his own 
mind, exalted to super human proportions as the greatest human on all the earth. But that it is 
precisely at that moment that God reduces him to nothing. He wanders as a beast in the field 
under the judgment of God. You can’t receive the grace of God when you have a spirit of 
spiritual independence and self-reliance. You can't receive grace if you don't think you need it. 
 
What Does it Look Like to Acknowledge His Sovereignty 
Look again at verses 34 through 37. Here we see the very nature of repentance before us. We 
see a picture of Nebuchadnezzar's repentance as he responds to God’s sovereignty on display. 
This reminds us that confessing God to be Lord, confessing God to be sovereign, is always 
accompanied by true repentance. 
 
In verses 34 and 35 Nebuchadnezzar acknowledges that God is sovereign. He acknowledges 
that God is the Lord. He basically acknowledges that little two-word phrase that encapsulates 
the theme of God's kingdom in Daniel, “Heaven rules.” He comes to that point where he 
recognizes that God is in fact God. 
 
In verse 35 he acknowledges that man is creature and not the creator. In those words he is 
repenting of his own pride. He is recognizing that he overestimated his own importance and 
significance and independence and so he repents. 
 
In verse 37 he confesses that God is truthful and righteous. God's penalty against 
Nebuchadnezzar had been severe. God had left him as a deranged man who lost the of power 
of his kingdom. But in spite of that, Nebuchadnezzar basically is saying in verse 37, “God, Your 
judgment against me, Your punishment against me was right. You were right to do what You 
did.” And that is one of the marks of repentance. Repentance doesn't say, “Lord, You've been 
hard on me. Lord, You've been unfair to me.” Repentance always recognizes that God has done 
exactly what was right and exactly what is good. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 



 

 

As we bring our study to a close, let me ask you this: “How will you respond to the absolute 
sovereignty of God? Will you respond in humility or rebellion? All of human history is heading 
towards a day when every knee will bow and every tongue confess….but why wait for that day? 


