
“God Alone Is Great”               September 13, 2020 
Daniel 4:1-37 

SI:  This is a long chapter.  It’s going to take about six minutes to read. 
But I’m reading the whole thing because it is a literary unit. 
King Nebuchadnezzar speaks at the beginning and the end, and his statements 
   are bookends that reveal what this chapter is about. 

INTRO:  In 1715, King Louis XIV of France died.  
He had reigned for 72 years, longer than any other European monarch.  
   His court, the Palace of Versailles, was the most magnificent in all of Europe. 
He had an enormous ego.  He once made the audacious claim, “I am the state.” 
   He was known as the Sun King and as Louis the Great. 

He planned his own funeral.   
He wanted it to be a dramatic service that focused on him. 
He instructed that his body be placed in a golden coffin and that he lie in state 
   in Notre Dame Cathedral.   
Then, during the service itself, all the candles in the entire cathedral would be 
   extinguished except for one solitary candle burning on top of his golden coffin. 
That glittering candle in the darkness would represent the glittering brightness of  
   his life and all the eyes would be focused on him alone. 

When Louis the Great died, his funeral plans were followed to a tee.   
The golden coffin.  Notre Dame.  The solitary candle. 
But then the preacher went off script. 
Bishop Jean-Baptiste Massillon rose to deliver the funeral sermon.   
   And before stepping into the pulpit he snuffed out the candle. 
Then he turned to that great multitude in the cathedral and proclaimed: 
    God alone is great.  God alone is great. 

In terms of human greatness, Nebuchadnezzar was even greater than Louis XIV.   
   We know a good deal about him from the Bible and other sources.  
He was a military and political genius.  He defeated Egypt and all his rivals. 
   He built Babylon into the greatest city in the world. 
   The Hanging Gardens of Babylon were one of the wonders of the ancient world. 
And like Louis XIV, Nebuchadnezzar was a man of enormous pride. 

The first dream God sent Nebuchadnezzar in chapter 2 was global.   
It was about the rock that smashes every kingdom into dust and then grows to cover  



   the whole earth.  That rock is the Kingdom of God.  
This second dream is personal. 
   Instead God taking down kingdoms, it’s about God taking down a prideful man. 

This chapter is about human pride and God’s greatness,  
   and how God will humble the proud in this life or the next.   
Let’s look at this chapter and see what faith lessons it has for us. 
   We’ll do so under three headings: 
   1.  The sin of pride 
   2.  The effects of pride 
   3.  The end of pride 

I want to give credit where credit is due, I got a lot of help from a sermon on this 
   chapter by Dr. Tim Keller, former pastor of Redeemer Presbyterian in Manhattan. 



MP#1  The sin of pride 
Obviously, there are good kinds of pride.   
Confidence in who you are as a person made in God’s image is a kind of pride. 
So is satisfaction at a job well-done.  So is pleasure from a sincere compliment.  
Gratitude for the achievements of someone close to you, especially someone you  
   have helped along in a significant way can be expressed as pride. 
The Apostle Paul talks this way in several of his letters. 
   He says he is proud of his ministry to the Gentiles.   
   He tells the Corinthians that he is proud of them for their faith in Christ. 

But there is a sinful pride, and that’s what this chapter is about. 
   So what is it?  
I want to give you a definition of that I got from Tim Keller. 
   He says the sin of pride is “cosmic plagiarism.” 
   Let’s explore that and then I’ll show it to you in the story. 

Plagiarism is taking credit for someone else’s work. 
   We mostly think of plagiarism in a literary or musical context. 
Something has been written—a book, an article, a song—and it’s there for you 
   to read or listen to and to quote and talk about and play or sing yourself. 
   You can enjoy it or use it in all sorts of ways. 
But what you can’t do is say:  I wrote this.  It’s mine.  And get credit for it. 

I know of two pastors who lost their ministry for plagiarizing sermons. 
When I was in seminary there was a story about a student who was interviewed by a  
   church that had asked him to preach a sermon and teach a Sunday school lesson. 
After the lesson he was confronted by one of the elders who had heard that very  
   lesson taught by RC Sproul, but the seminary student never mentioned RC Sproul. 
Needless to say, he didn’t get the job. 

Where’s the cosmic plagiarism in this chapter?  It’s in verse 29. 
   Twelve months later, as the king was walking on the roof of the royal palace of Babylon, he  
   said, “Is not this the great Babylon I have built as the royal residence, by my mighty power  
   and for the glory of my majesty?” 
Nebuchadnezzar looks out across Babylon, and it was a magnificent city,  
   and he says, I did it by myself, for myself.  My life is by me and for me. 
That’s sinful pride.   
   It’s when you look at the good things in your life and think, say, act like you  
   did them all yourself so they are yours, and yours alone.  
But who really gave you those things?  Who gave you success? 



Who gave you the mind and the opportunities and the privileges and the life and  
   breath to accomplish those things?  God did, of course.  
You could have been born in a cave in the middle of the dark ages, 
   but you were born in America, into freedom and plenty.   
   You had nothing to do with that, or your parents, or your health.   
Do you see why cosmic plagiarism is such a good description? 
   It’s taking credit for what God has done.   

Pride appears in different forms. 
When you’re successful it often appears by you thinking you got where you are  
   because you worked harder or smarter or more ethically than other people. 
When you’re not successful, it can appear as the feeling that life’s not fair,  
   or that you’re not getting what you are owed.  Jealousy, envy. 
It can even appear as a false humility when someone won’t take something. 
   They say they don’t want it because they don’t deserve it. 
But underneath that’s pride saying I’ll only take it if I can earn it and boast that  
   I have earned it and know it’s mine.  

Humility, on the other hand, receives life as a gift.   
   It says, I don’t deserve all these good things.   
   If God gave me what I deserve, I’d be lost.  I’d be in hell. 
But unlike false humility, true humility receives the good gifts of God and says,  
   Wow.  Thank you.  I love these gifts.  I’m going to enjoy them. 
   God, you are so great and generous.  How do you want me to use them? 
Because if you believe God gave you every good thing you have,  
   then you know he has a say in how he wants you to use them, 
   and you’re ok with that.   
They aren’t yours and yours alone.   
They aren’t for the glory of your majesty.  

The sinfulness of pride comes into even sharper focus when we consider the effects 
   it has on us.  That’s the next point . . .  

MP#2  The effects of pride 
What happened to Nebuchadnezzar?  He became like an animal. 



For seven times he lived outside, drenched with rain and dew, he ate grass, 
   his hair and nails grew long, he was incapable of communicating with people. 
Seven times is not specified, but most scholars think it was either seven months  
   or seven seasons, so a year and nine months. 
Obviously, this was some kind of insanity or mental breakdown. 
There was a man in my home church who suffered something similar and for a time  
   he acted like a dog.   
When my dad went to check on him, he tried to bite my dad’s ankles.   
   The family was able to have him committed and got treatment and recovered. 

We should never say that a person’s insanity or mental illness is God’s judgment. 
   Jesus warns us in John 9 not to make those shallow judgments. 
But in Nebuchadnezzar’s case, the Bible reveals this was judgment for his pride. 
   And it wasn’t an arbitrary act on God’s part. 
   There is a spiritual lesson in this judgment.  The punishment fits the crime. 
It’s intended to show what pride does to you if it’s unchecked in your life. 
   Pride defaces your humanity. 

Think of it this way.   
When Nebuchadnezzar said:  Is this not Babylon I have built for the glory of my  
   majesty, he was claiming to be more than a man.  He was claiming to be God.   
So God’s judgment was, because you’ve claimed to be more than a man, 
   I’m going to make you less than a man.  I’m going to make you like an animal. 
Because that’s what pride does to you anyway. 

How?   Several ways. 
First, pride makes you unable to empathize with other people. 
Now I know all you animal lovers are going to disagree with me, especially you  
   dog owners.   
You’re probably going to say:  My dog knows when I’m sad and he gets sad too! 

Ok, well what about a rabbit, or a goat, or a cat? 
We’ve had lots of cats and I can tell you, cats can rub against you and purr and you  
   think they care, but they don’t.  They just want something from you. 
Animals can’t empathize with you because animals have no imagination. 
   They can’t imagine what people are feeling. 
   They can’t rejoice with those who rejoice and weep with those who weep. 
And that’s exactly what pride can do to you.   
It can deaden your empathetic imagination. 
Because if you see everything you do as ways for building up the glory of your  



   majesty, then you’re always going to be categorizing people.   
The little people, the unimportant people who can’t enhance you, you’re incapable  
   of empathizing with them.  
And the right kind of people, who you want to be around because it will build you  
   up, if you seem to empathize with them, it’s just a show.  

Second, animals are driven by survival instincts.   
   When they sense danger they run or hide or sometimes attack. 
   Pride makes you driven by ego survival instincts.   
In Mere Christianity C.S. Lewis says pride “wants to keep well away from anything  
   better or stronger or higher than it, anything that might make it feel small.” 

In other words, pride makes you compare yourself to other people. 
So when you’re in a situation where someone makes you feel less attractive or less  
   intelligent or less successful because they have more of those qualities than you, 
   your ego survival instincts kick in.  
You hate those situations and really hate those people because their very presence 
   makes you deeply unhappy and unsatisfied.   

That leads to the third similarity, which is that animals are incapable of joy. 
   And pride makes you incapable of joy. 
Now before you animal lovers tell me that I should see your dog when you come  
   home from work, I’m not saying animals can’t be happy or have pleasure. 
Of course they can, but only under the right circumstances. 
   Real joy lifts you above your circumstances, but animals can’t do that. 
   Animals can’t rise above their circumstances. 
   Animals can’t rejoice in tribulation. 

Pride sucks the joy out of your life. 
Because not only does it make you bitter when times are bad because you think 
   life is not fair, even when things go well, you don’t see it as an amazing gift. 
You think, well, of course.  I’ve earned it.   
   And before you know it you’re comparing yourself again. 
An old term for pride is self-conceit.  It’s conceit.   
A mental notion that I am more than a mere person, but it really pulls you down 
   to an animal-like outlook.   
MP#3  The end of pride 
So what’s the end of pride?   
   The short answer is that all pride gets cut down because God alone is great. 
Either in this life or the next, all pride will be cut down because the Most High  



   is sovereign over the kingdoms of men and gives them to anyone he wishes. 

What you have to decide is:  Am I going to accept God cutting me down  
   so he can turn me around and give me a humble and happy heart? 
Or, am I going to pridefully resist God cutting me down and suffer for it? 

In one of those sermon plagiarism episodes I mentioned, a couple church members 
   discovered it and they went to their pastor privately and showed him the evidence.  
   They urged him to make a clean breast of it and confess to the congregation. 
But he refused to do so.  His pride got in the way. 
He told those church members he would stop without making it public,  
   there was no need to take that step, so they backed off. 
He started doing it again and it became a public scandal that cost him his ministry. 
   That was not the end of his story though. 
   That was actually the cutting down that rescued him. 
God doesn’t cut you just to cut you.  He cuts you down to turn you around.    

Romans 2:4 says: 
   Do you show contempt for the riches of God’s kindness, forbearance and patience, not  
   realizing that God’s kindness is intended to lead you to repentance? 
Daniel speaks for God in this story, and look how kind he is to this prideful king. 
   When he hears the dream he’s perplexed.  He’s terrified.   
   He says, I wish this dream applied to your enemies.   
   He doesn’t want it to happen to Nebuchadnezzar. 
He even tells him how he might avoid this or mitigate it. 

You have to acknowledge that Heaven rules.   
   Acknowledge that God alone is great. 
And then prove you really believe that by repenting of sins and being kind to the  
   oppressed.  In other words, be generous with your money.   
   Be generous with your time and your affections.  It’s very practical.   
Show by your actions that you understand your life is not by you and for you.  
   It’s a gift God has given you for his glory and not for the glory of your majesty.   
Daniel is so kind, and that’s God’s kindness speaking. 
   That’s the way God looks at you.  He doesn’t want you to suffer. 
Twelve months later Nebuchadnezzar had forgotten the dream and the warning. 
   So he was cut down and suffered from his insanity.   
   He claimed to be like God so he became like an animal. 
But even in this condition, God had mercy on him, and enabled him to look up. 
   And his sanity was restored. 



Then look what Nebuchadnezzar says, verse 35. 
   All peoples of the earth are regarded as nothing.   
   He does as he pleases with the powers of heaven and the peoples of the earth. 
   No one can hold back his hand or say to him, What have you done? 
It’s a remarkable confession.  God is God and I’m not.   

And then Nebuchadnezzar tells about the things restored to him. 
   My sanity was restored.  My advisors and nobles sought me out. 
   My kingdom was restored.  My glory and honor was restored. 
There’s a wonder.  There’s an amazement in his words.   
   It seems that he understands for the first time that these things are all gifts. 
   They were not secured by his own might and power. 

One of the debates in the commentaries is:  Was Nebuchadnezzar born again? 
   Was he truly converted?  We would say, Did he become a Christian? 
I believe he did.  I believe this was a true conversion and he’s in heaven. 
   But I acknowledge there are arguments that this was another temporary change. 
That’s an interesting question, but it’s not the important one. 
   The important question is:   
   Have you confessed your sin and submitted your proud heart to the Lord? 

You can only do it by trusting in Jesus Christ. 
We’ve seen how pride is wanting take God’s glory for our lives, but doing so  
   makes animal-like.  It makes us less than human.   
Well Jesus was God, and to save us, he not only became a man,  
Isaiah 52 says that when he was lifted up on the cross, his appearance was so  
   disfigured beyond that of any man and his form so marred beyond any human  
   likeness, that men were appalled at him.  
He willingly became, in a sense, less than human in his horrific suffering to pay 
   the price for your sins.   

I began this sermon telling you about the funeral of a proud man. 
Let me tell you about another funeral, the funeral of Chief Justice Antonin Scalia 
   back in 2016.   
His own son, Rev. Paul Scalia preached the funeral sermon,  
   and these where his opening words. 
We are gathered here because of one man.  A man known personally to many of us, known only 
by reputation to even more.  A man loved by many, scorned by others.  A man known for great 
controversy, and for great compassion.  That man, of course, is Jesus of Nazareth. 



Look to Jesus.  Look to the cross.   
Meditate on his perfect life and his suffering for your salvation. 
   It will fill you with the wonder of God’s greatness and grace. 
   It will be a fatal blow to your pride.


