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4I, Nebuchadnezzar, was living at ease in my home and prospering in my palace. 5I saw 
a dream that frightened me; my fantasies in bed and the visions of my head terrified 
me. 
9‘O Belteshazzar, chief of the magicians, 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. 

19 Then Daniel, who was called Belteshazzar, was severely distressed for a while. His 
thoughts terrified 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! 20The 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, 21whose foliage was beautiful 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— 22it 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. 23And 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 times pass 
over him”— 24this is the interpretation, O king, and it is a decree of the Most High that 
has come upon my lord the king: 25You shall be driven away from human society, and 
your dwelling shall be with the wild animals. You shall be made to eat grass like oxen, 
you shall be bathed with the dew of heaven, and seven times shall 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. 26As it was commanded to leave the stump and roots of the 
tree, your kingdom shall be re-established for you from the time that you learn that 
Heaven is sovereign. 27Therefore, 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 prolonged.’ 

 

 
One of the best books I have read on leadership was a book by Bill Hybels titled 

Axiom. In this 2008 book, Hybels, then the pastor of the 30,000-member Willow Creek 

Community Church, shared 76 convictions that shaped his leadership. These small bites 
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of leadership wisdom were designed to serve just like the proverbs in the Old Testament. 

They were practical, guiding principles that could inform critical decisions. 

Over the years I’ve referred to some of these axioms in my own leadership. Nearly 

every time I meet with a nominating committee, I share the axiom: “Don’t say someone’s 

no for them.” In other words, instead of drawing the conclusion that someone might not 

want to serve, ask them. You might be surprised by the result. 

Likewise, I’ve shared with staff and church leaders alike the axiom, “Facts are your 

friends.” It’s the wisdom we need when we don’t want to face the truth about a problem 

or a declining trend line. “Facts are your friends” is the notion that when you have clear, 

objectified data, you can plan better, make better decisions, and chart a surer course.  

But if there’s an axiom I’ve used more than any other, it is the one titled, “Help me 

understand.” In writing about this axiom, Hybels said that when a subordinate makes a 

mistake, leaders are often tempted to launch into a “what were you thinking” spiel. To 

prevent this, he developed a little tool that he used to begin those conversations. “Help 

me understand.” 

In the book, Hybels talked about how he got wind of a student ministries volunteer 

loading up ten kids in the back of a pickup truck and riding around the church campus at 

high rates of speed. The volunteer was invited to sit on the other side of his desk where 

Hybels said, “Help me understand what you had in mind here…”i 

Over the years, I’ve used that phrase “help me understand” a few times with 

employees. I’ve used it a few times with ministry leaders. And I’ve used it more than a 

few times with my girls as they grew up. “Help me understand how that sign jumped in 

front of the car.” “Help me understand how it is that you have a MySpace account when 

we specifically restricted that.” “Help me understand how you didn’t have homework 

when I asked earlier, but now that it’s 10:30 pm, you need poster boards and other 

supplies for a project that’s due tomorrow.” 
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Hybels suggests that this axiom, help me understand, is supposed to prevent us from 

slipping into an accusatory role or inadvertently polarizing the conversation. Yet, when 

this axiom is used politically, accusations and polarization is exactly what results. 

• Help me understand how someone could support that view… 
• Help me understand how anyone could vote for Biden… 
• Help me understand how anyone could vote for Trump… 

 
Plus…here’s what I know. This kind of questioning won’t end after election day. In a 

few weeks, if our candidate loses, we will rant and blurt out: “Help me understand how 

this country elected that guy.” Meanwhile, those whose candidate won will exclaim: “Help 

me understand how anyone couldn’t like this guy.” And whether it’s before or after the 

election, despite what we are asking, there is very little effort expended to really 

understand. 

This is part two of our worship series, Taking Jesus into the Voting Booth. This is a series 

which is designed to make us wrestle with how our commitment to Jesus Christ as Lord 

and Savior relates to our identity as a citizen of the United States. Last week, we looked at 

Jesus’ prayer in John 17 – a prayer in which he addressed the kind of polarization and lack 

of unity that characterizes our country today. And we talked about the posture we should 

have both before and after we enter the election booth. We said our posture – our 

commitment to the unity Jesus prayed we might exhibit - should be in exact ratio to our 

love for Jesus Christ. 

This morning, the question before us is what sort of posture should we expect our 

leaders to exhibit. And to help us answer that question, we turn to a scripture featuring 

the most powerful man in the world, King Nebuchadnezzar. 

Our scripture reading from Daniel 4 takes place around 586 BC. If you know your Old 

Testament history, you know that it was around this time that King Nebuchadnezzar and 

the mighty Babylonian army destroyed Jerusalem. After looting religious articles and 

treasures from the temple of God, they set fire to the temple and broke down the wall of 
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Jerusalem (2 Chronicles 36:18-19). Then, the Babylonians rounded up the people of 

Judah and carried them to the city of Babylon, which today would in be found in Iraq, to 

live in captivity. 

From the outside looking in, everything seemed to be going Nebuchadnezzar’s way. 

With the temple in Jerusalem now gone, the prevailing thought was that the God of Israel 

was out of business. King Nebuchadnezzar now had the world under his control. And, at 

the beginning of our scripture lesson, we got a glimpse into how great he felt he was and 

how great things were going. Verse 4 opens with a statement from Nebuchadnezzar 

himself: “I, Nebuchadnezzar, was at home in my palace, content and prosperous.” It was 

at this moment when everything seemed to be going right that God, while teaching Israel 

a lesson, decided to teach Nebuchadnezzar – and, by extension, the rest of the world - a 

lesson as well. 

Content, prosperous Nebuchadnezzar had a bad dream. It was one of those “wake you 

up in a cold sweat” kind of dreams; the ones that feel so real that you think they are real. 

Nebuchadnezzar was terrified by his dream. And so when he wakes up from his dream, 

he called in all of his advisors and wise men to help interpret what he thought must be a 

significant dream. Finally, scripture tells us, Daniel came in. 

Now a little bit of background. Some twenty years prior, Nebuchadnezzar and 

Babylon had overtaken Jerusalem, but at the time, they spared the city. However, they did 

capture some of the elites and “best and brightest” citizens, and exiled them to the city of 

Babylon, including Shadrack, Meshack, Abendego, and Daniel. In those twenty years, 

Daniel, who Nebuchadnezzar called Belteshazzar, had become a trusted advisor. 

So back to the story. As we heard a few moments ago, Nebuchadnezzar begged Daniel 

to interpret his dream. In the verses we skipped over in our scripture reading, 

Nebuchadnezzar described his dream to Daniel. In short, he dreamed there was this great 

tree. This tree produced abundant shade for all of the animals of the field, branches for all 

the birds of the air, and from it all living beings were fed. But as Nebuchadnezzar gazed 
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upon this tree in his dream, he heard a loud voice from heaven saying “chop it down” 

and just leave the stump. Let the animals and the birds flee from the tree. And then, 

foreshadowing that the tree is not really a tree, the loud voice from heaven proclaimed 

that he should be bathed with the dew of heaven, and his mind changed from that of a 

human to that of an animal. And this judgment is pronounced, the voice proclaimed, so 

that “all who live may know that the Most High is sovereign over the kingdoms of men 

and he gives it to anyone he wishes.” (4:17 NIV) The point of the dream was for 

everyone else to know.ii 

After Nebuchadnezzar described the dream to Daniel, he declared that none of the 

other wise men of his kingdom had been able to tell him what it meant. But he was sure 

Daniel could. 

It was at this point that our scripture we read a few moments ago picked up the story. 

As we heard, Daniel was alarmed by what he had heard. In fact, he was so alarmed that 

Nebuchadnezzar started to comfort him. “It’s going to be ok, Daniel.” No it’s not! “If 

only, King Nebuchadnezzar, this dream was about your enemies. Unfortunately, it’s all 

about you.” And Daniel proceeded to tell Nebuchadnezzar what his dream really meant: 

The Most High God has decreed that you will be driven away from humanity. You are about to 

become like a wild animal and you will humiliate yourself publicly. And this we continue until you finally 

acknowledge that the Most High God is sovereign over the kingdoms of men. 

But then Daniel gave him a bit of good news. Your kingdom will be restored to you when you 

acknowledge that Heaven rules – that Heaven (God) is sovereign. And having interpreted the 

dream, Daniel steps into his role as an advisor. Nebuchadnezzar: “atone for your sins by 

doing what is right. Renounce your wickedness by being kind to the oppressed. Then 

your prosperity may be prolonged.” 

While Nebuchadnezzar was terrified by the dream, apparently he wasn’t all that 

terrified by it. Because in the verses that follow our scripture lesson this morning, we get 

the rest of the story. Twelve months later, King Nebuchadnezzar was walking on the roof 



6 

of the palace of Babylon and he said out loud, “Is this not magnificent Babylon which I 

have built by my mighty power and for my glorious majesty?” (4:30) We can already guess 

what happens next. The words were “still in the king’s mouth,” verse 31 tells us, when a 

voice came from heaven. “O King Nebuchadnezzar, to you is declared: The kingdom has 

departed from you.” In other words, your royal authority has been taken from you. It’s 

been taken from you because it was loaned to you, and you are being called to account. 

And now, “you’re fired!” You shall be driven away from people and made to eat grass like 

oxen, and seven times shall pass over you until you have learned that the Most High has 

sovereignty over the kingdom of men and gives it to whom he will.” (4:32) 

The rest of Daniel chapter four goes on to describe what happened. Immediately, 

Nebuchadnezzar was driven away from human society and he began to eat grass like 

oxen. His body was drenched with the dew of heaven and his hair grew as long as eagle’s 

feathers and his nails became like birds’ claws (4:33). Nebuchadnezzar lost his mind. He 

may have possibly suffered from boanthropy – a real psychological disorder in which a 

person suffering from it believes he or she is a cow or ox. Chances are, his attendants or 

his wife walked in one day to find Nebuchadnezzar on all fours making animal noises. 

They take him out to a private garden where he lives for a while until he finally comes 

back to his senses. It’s then that he puts two-and-two together, and he remembers his 

dream and Daniel’s interpretation of it. With that in mind, Nebuchadnezzar makes a 

confession. He blesses and glorifies the Most High. In the midst of his praise, he honors 

God whose kingdom endures from generation to generation (4:34). And then he 

proclaims, ‘No one can hold back his hand or say to him: “What have you done?”’ In 

other words, God knows what God is doing, and God’s ways are are right and just. And 

in the most clear sign that Nebuchadnezzar has learned something, he professes: “And 

those who walk in pride, he is able to bring low – he is able to humble.” (4:37)  

A little over thirteen years ago, I was at a leadership conference where I heard Andy 

Stanley give a talk on this scripture. I still remember clearly his summary of the point of 
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this passage. He said, “Leadership is a stewardship. It’s temporary, and you’re 

accountable.” And he followed that up with this truth: “When [leaders] view their 

influence as a temporary stewardship, [they] will be far less likely to spend it all, leverage it 

all, or focus it all on themselves.”iii 

That’s why this election season, and every election season, I’m looking for a steward. 

When we hear that word, our natural response is to think of someone who manages 

money. But in the days of the Bible, a steward was someone appointed by the king and 

given the authority of the king. What was given to the steward could be taken away. I’m 

looking for leaders who exhibit a posture of humility; who recognize that their leadership 

is temporary and they are accountable. 

But we can’t stop there as though this principle is just for political officeholders. The 

lesson God taught to Nebuchadnezzar is one that applies to us, even though most of us 

will never run for office. The warning that leadership is a stewardship applies to our 

leadership as the boss at work, as the President of the Rotary Club, or in our important 

leadership role as mom and dad. It’s a stewardship and we’re accountable. 

And there is one other place where this principle matters. In the Gospel of Luke, 

Chapter 16, we find Jesus sharing a parable about stewardship, one that ends with the 

familiar adage: “No servant can serve two masters.” But right after that, Jesus connects 

some dots. He said, since the time of John the Baptist – in other words, since I have been 

on the scene - a new kingdom has been introduced, and everyone wants to be a part of it. 

The new kind of kingdom that Jesus came to establish has become contagious. And what 

Jesus suggests is that we are stewards of it in our community. You and I are stewards of 

the kingdom of God. And that means this principle of accountable stewardship applies to 

how we conduct ourselves as Christians in the voting booth and beyond. 

The next time you find yourself saying, “Help me understand how” someone could 

think that way, support that way, vote that way…remember that you are a steward not of 

your political party, but of the kingdom of God. A kingdom where there is neither Jew or 
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Greek, slave or free, woman or man. A kingdom where we are one in Christ Jesus 

(Galatians 3:28). This new kind of kingdom comes with a new way of being. And if we 

are stewards of that new way of being, then we have to stop and consider not just what 

political view is right but what actions and attitudes we must exhibit. Good and faithful 

people will see things differently politically. That’s part of the uniqueness that God has 

given to us. But we will fail if we let our statesmanship supersede our stewardship. God 

cares about the political process and that process is in the inner process among God’s 

people.iv 

I opened this sermon this morning by talking about some of the leadership lessons I 

learned from Bill Hybels. Hybels was a remarkable leader and, this time two years ago, he 

had just announced his retirement and Willow Creek was preparing a huge sendoff to 

celebrate his forty years as their pastor. But then, allegations surfaced of inappropriate 

behavior between Hybels and several women, including fellow staff members and his 

assistant.v Forty years of credibility and church leadership went down the drain in an 

instant. As a follower of his work, I so badly wanted to say, “Help me understand…” But 

what it reminded me of is the fact that leadership is a stewardship. It’s temporary, and 

you’re accountable. Sadly, that proved to be true for Bill Hybels. And it highlights an 

important truth. You can’t just have axioms. You’ve got to live by them. We are stewards 

of the kingdom of God. Don’t let anything you do, or anything that happens on election 

day or the days that follow prevent you from carrying out what’s been entrusted to you. 
 
 

i Hybels, Bill.  Axiom: Powerful Leadership Proverbs. Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 2008. 
ii Smith-Christopher, Daniel.  “Daniel” in The New Interpreters Bible Commentary, Vol. VII. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996. 
iii Stanley, Andy. Quote repeated in Heaven Rules.  Sermon preached July 19, 2020. 
iv Skinner, Douglas. Facebook post, October 12, 2020, 6:02 AM. 
v McFarland Miller, Emily.  “Misconduct Allegations Against Willow Creek Founder Bill Hybels Are Credible, Independent Report Finds” 
in The Washington Post. March 1, 2019.  “https://www.washingtonpost.com/religion/2019/03/01/independent-report-finds-allegations-
against-willow-creek-founder-bill-hybels-are-credible/ 

                                                 


