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4.  NEBUCHADNEZZAR IS
 

PUNISHED FOR HIS PRIDE
 

AND LEARNS HUMILITY

 DANIEL 3:31 – 4:34
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3:31King Nebuchadnezzar 
to all peoples, nations, and 
languages that live through-
out the earth: May you have 
abundant prosperity! 
32The signs and wonders 
that the Most High God has 
worked for me I am pleased 
to recount. 
33How great are his signs, 
how mighty his wonders! 
His kingdom is an everlast-
ing kingdom, and his sover-
eignty is from generation to 
generation. 

Nebuchadnezzar praises the God of the Jews

We are following the verse numbering of the Aramaic 
Massoretic Text (remembering that the chapter divi-
sions are attributed to the thirteenth century arch-
bishop, Stephen Langton). The ‘Theodotion’ Greek 
Version numbers these three introductory verses as 
4:1-3 (as does the NRSV and most English transla-
tions). The Latin Vulgate continues numbering from 
the inserted additions  and the Aramaic conclusion 
(see page 106), and numbers these three verses as 
3:98-100. 

Of interest are the differences between the Masoretic 
Aramaic Text and the Old Greek Version. They ap-
pear to be different and independent formulations 
of a common story. This is one among a number of 
reasons that suggest that chapters 4-6 once circulated 
as an independent collection, before the inclusion of 
chapters 2-3, the composition of chapter 7, and the 
introduction (1:1 - 2:4). This collection opens with 
a doxology (verses 32-33) and concludes with one 
(6:26-27).

There are good reasons to suggest that elements of 
this story were originally attached to King Nabonidus 
(556-539), not Nebuchadnezzar (605-562). Nabonidus 
was absent from Babylon for ten years and lived in 
the oasis of Teima in the Arabian desert.

When Nebuchadnezzar spoke of ‘the Most High God’ 
in the previous story (3:26), he was speaking of the 
God of Israel. Here, too, he is portrayed as a pious 
Jew, acknowledging the wonderful things that the 
God of the Jews has done for him (compare Psalm 
145:5, 13). 

The expression ‘signs and wonders’(also Daniel 
6:26) is a traditional one (see, for example, Exodus 
7:3; Deuteronomy 6:22; 13:2). It is repeated in the 
Newer Testament (see, for example, Mark 13:22; 
John 4:48).

The king repeats his praise at the conclusion to the 
story (see verses 31-34).
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The king recounts his 
dream, first to his own 
Babylonian magicians 
etc (verse 4; see 1:4, 
20), who could not 
interpret it (compare 
2:10-11), and then to 
Daniel, named Bel-
teshazzar after the 
Babylonian god, Bel 
(verses 5-6; see 1:7).

The dream is reported 
in verses 6-15 to Daniel 
‘the chief of the dream 
interpreters’(see 2:48). 
In his dream he sees a 
cosmic tree (verses 7-9; 
compare Ezekiel 31). 
The angelic ‘watch-
er’ of verse 10 medi-
ates for the one ‘who 
neither slumbers nor 
sleeps, the Guardian of 
Israel’(Psalm 121:4). 
Isaiah 62:6 speaks of 
YHWH’s watchers, who 
keep God informed 
about what is going on. 
Likewise Ezekiel, who 
speaks of the eyes of the 
cherubim who support 
God’s mobile throne 
(Ezekiel 1:18; see also 
Zechariah 4:10).

In his dream the tree is 
reduced to a stump, and 
then takes on the form 
of a person who  loses 
his sanity.

The decision issues 
from the heavenly 
counci l  (compare 
Psalm 82:1).

1I, Nebuchadnezzar, was living at ease in my home 
and prospering in my palace. 2I saw a dream that 
frightened me; my fantasies in bed and the visions of 
my head terrified me.  3So I made a decree that all the 
wise men of Babylon should be brought before me, 
in order that they might tell me the interpretation of 
the dream. 4Then the magicians, the enchanters, the 
Chaldeans, and the diviners came in, and I told them 
the dream, but they could not tell me its interpreta-
tion. 5At last Daniel came in before me – he who was 
named Belteshazzar after the name of my god, and 
who is endowed with a spirit of the holy gods – and I 
told him the dream:  
6“O Belteshazzar, chief of the dream interpreters, I 
know that you are endowed with a spirit of the holy 
gods and that no mystery is too difficult for you. Hear 
the dream that I saw; tell me its interpretation.  7Upon 
my bed this is what I saw: there was a tree at the 
center of the earth, and its height was great. 8The tree 
grew great and strong, its top reached to heaven, and 
it was visible to the ends of the whole earth. 9Its foli-
age was beautiful, its fruit abundant, and it provided 
food for all. The animals of the field found shade 
under it, the birds of the air nested in its branches, 
and from it all living beings were fed. 
10I continued looking, in the visions of my head as 
I lay in bed, and there was a holy watcher, coming 
down from heaven. 11He cried aloud and said: ‘Cut 
down the tree and chop off its branches, strip off its 
foliage and scatter its fruit. Let the animals flee from 
beneath it and the birds from its branches. 12But leave 
its stump and roots in the ground, with a band of iron 
and bronze, in the tender grass of the field. Let him 
be bathed with the dew of heaven. and let his lot be 
with the animals of the field in the grass of the earth. 
13Let his mind be changed from that of a human, and 
let the mind of an animal be given to him. And let 
seven years pass over him. 14The sentence is rendered 
by decree of the watchers, the decision is given by 
order of the holy ones, in order that all who live may 
know that the Most High is sovereign over the king-
dom of mortals; he gives it to whom he will and sets 
over it the lowliest of human beings.’ 

Daniel 4:1-14
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15This is the dream that I, King Nebuchadnezzar, saw. 
Now you, Belteshazzar, declare the interpretation, 
since all the wise men of my kingdom are unable to 
tell me the interpretation. You are able, however, for 
you are endowed with a spirit of the holy gods.” 
16Then Daniel, who was called Belteshazzar, was 
severely distressed for a while. His thoughts terri-
fied him. The king said, “Belteshazzar, do not let the 
dream or the interpretation terrify you.” Belteshazzar 
answered, “My lord, may the dream be for those who 
hate you, and its interpretation for your enemies! 
17The tree that you saw, which grew great and strong, 
so that its top reached to heaven and was visible to 
the end of the whole earth, 18whose foliage was beau-
tiful and its fruit abundant, and which provided food 
for all, under which animals of the field lived, and in 
whose branches the birds of the air had nests – 19it is 
you, O king! You have grown great and strong. Your 
greatness has increased and reaches to heaven, and 
your sovereignty to the ends of the earth. 
20And whereas the king saw a holy watcher coming 
down from heaven and saying, ‘Cut down the tree 
and destroy it, but leave its stump and roots in the 
ground, with a band of iron and bronze, in the grass 
of the field; and let him be bathed with the dew of 
heaven, and let his lot be with the animals of the 
field, until seven years pass over him’ – 21this is the 
interpretation, O king, and it is a decree of the Most 
High that has come upon my lord the king: 22You 
will be driven away from human society, and your 
dwelling will be with the wild animals. You will be 
made to eat grass like oxen, you will be bathed with 
the dew of heaven, and seven times will pass over 
you, until you have learned that the Most High has 
sovereignty over the kingdom of mortals, and gives 
it to whom he will.  23As it was commanded to leave 
the stump and roots of the tree, your kingdom will 
be reestablished for you from the time that you learn 
that Heaven is sovereign. 24Therefore, O king, may 
my counsel be acceptable to you: atone for your sins 
with righteousness, and your iniquities with mercy to 
the oppressed, so that your prosperity may be pro-
longed.” 

Daniel interprets the 
dream (compare 2:36-
45) as being about 
Nebuchadnezzar him-
self. It has been given 
to the king by God in 
order to get him to re-
pent of his sins (verse 
24), lest he suffer the 
fate indicated in his 
dream (compare Job 
33:15-31).

Leaving the stump and 
the roots (verse 23) 
indicates that the king-
dom will recover.

Daniel interprets the king’s dream
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25All this came upon King Nebuchadnezzar. 
26At the end of twelve months he was walk-
ing on the roof of the royal palace of Babylon, 
27and the king said, “Is this not magnificent 
Babylon, which I have built as a royal capi-
tal by my mighty power and for my glorious 
majesty?” 28While the words were still in the 
king’s mouth, a voice came from heaven: “O 
King Nebuchadnezzar, to you it is declared: 
The kingdom has departed from you! 29You will 
be driven away from human society, and your 
dwelling will be with the animals of the field. 
You will be made to eat grass like oxen, and 
seven times will pass over you, until you have 
learned that the Most High has sovereignty over 
the kingdom of mortals and gives it to whom he 
will.” 30Immediately the sentence was fulfilled 
against Nebuchadnezzar. He was driven away 
from human society, ate grass like oxen, and his 
body was bathed with the dew of heaven, until 
his hair grew as long as eagles’ feathers and his 
nails became like birds’ claws. 
31When that period was over, I, Nebuchad-nez-
zar, lifted my eyes to heaven, and my reason 
returned to me. I blessed the Most High, and 
praised and honoured the one who lives forever. 
For his sovereignty is an everlasting sovereignty, 
and his kingdom endures from generation to 
generation. 32All the inhabitants of the earth are 
accounted as nothing, and he does what he wills 
with the host of heaven and the inhabitants of 
the earth. There is no one who can stay his hand 
or say to him, “What are you doing?” 
33At that time my reason returned to me; and my 
majesty and splendour were restored to me for 
the glory of my kingdom. My counselors and my 
lords sought me out, I was reestablished over my 
kingdom, and still more greatness was added to 
me. 34Now I, Nebuchadnezzar, praise and extol 
and honour the King of heaven, for all his works 
are truth, and his ways are justice; and he is able 
to bring low those who walk in pride.

Daniel 4:25-34

Because of his pride (verse 
27), what the king was warned 
about in his dream comes to 
pass (verses 28-30).

When the seven years (see 
verses 13, 20) were over, his 
sanity was restored (verse 
31). Having learned humil-
ity, he praises ‘the Most 
High’(verse 31; see 3:32), 
for the ‘signs and won-
ders’(3:32-33) that the God 
of the Jews has done for 
him (verses 31-34; compare 
Psalm 111:7; 101:5).

The author of the Book of 
Daniel includes this story 
here for it illustrates the truth 
that the God of the Jews is 
the Lord of history who will 
humble proud rulers (like 
Antiochus IV Epiphanes).
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