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The Writing on the Wall: Daniel 5

Objectives
 Recognize God’s Sovereignty 
 Acknowledge Our Need for God
 Submit all glory and honor to God

Chapter Outline
 The Defilement of the Temple Vessels (Daniel 5:1-6)
 The Rewards for the Interpretation (Daniel 5:7-9)
 The Queen Remembers Daniel (Daniel 5:10-12)
 The King’s Appeal to Daniel (Daniel 5:13-16)
 Nebuchadnezzar’s Reign (Daniel 5:17-24)
 The Days of the Kingdom are Numbered (Daniel 5:25-31)

Review
 Daniel one begins with the history that leads up to this point in history.
 Daniel two discussed the dream of Nebuchadnezzar and Daniel’s interpretation of it, both 

historically and futuristic.
 Daniel three discussed the King’s image of gold and the faith of the three Hebrew boys.
 Daniel four discussed the King’s dream of God’s judgment against him. The 7 years of judgment

upon Nebuchadnezzar occurs.
 Each chapters common thread is that Yahweh is the only true God.
 Chapters 1-4 each end with worship and adoration directed towards Yahweh.



The Handwriting on the Wall & Daniel’s Interpretation (Daniel 5:1-16)

• Belshazzar the king: When we come to Daniel 5, Nebuchadnezzar is no longer the king of 
Babylon. 

◦ How did it pass from Nebuchadnezzar to Belshazzar? The ancient historian Berosus gives us
the following order of events:

▪ Nebuchadnezzar died after a 43-year reign.

▪ His son, Evil-Merodach (described in and Jeremiah 52:31-34) ruled for only two years 
when he was assassinated by his brother-in-law Neriglassar, because his rule was 
arbitrary and licentious.

▪ Neriglassar (mentioned as Nergalsharezer in Jeremiah 39:3, 13) ruled for four years 
until he died a natural death.

▪ His son, Laborosoarchod, only a child and of diminished mental capacity, ruled for only 
nine months when he was beaten to death by a gang of conspirators.

▪ The conspirators appointed Nabonidus, one of their gang, to be king. He ruled until 
Cyrus the Persian conquered Babylon.

• Belshazzar the king: For a long time, historians and archaeologists knew that Nabonidus was 
said to be the last king of Babylon, not Belshazzar (who was Nabonidus’ eldest son). The 
solution to this so-called discrepancy was apparent when evidence was uncovered indicating 
not only Belshazzar’s association with Nabonidus on the throne, but also demonstrating that 
during the last part of his reign Nabonidus lived in Arabia and left the conduct of the Kingdom 
of Babylon to his eldest son Belshazzar.

◦ There was no additional mention of Belshazzar, the eldest son and co-regent with 
Nabonidus, until the Nabonidus Cylinder was discovered in this century. It is now displayed 
in the British Museum.

◦ According to Babylonian records, Belshazzar became co-regent in the third year of 
Nabonidus’ reign (553 B.C.) and continued in that capacity till the fall of Babylon (539 B.C.).

◦ It is most likely that at the time of Daniel 5, Nabonidus had gone out to fight the Medo-
Persian army and had been already captured. Those armies now surrounded Babylon, and 
were looking for a way into the strongly defended city.

• Made a great feast for a thousand of his lords: Belshazzar was not afraid of the siege 
surrounding the city. He was confident because of Babylon’s impressive defenses and his vast 
supplies.
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◦ Conservative calculations set the dimensions of the ancient city of Babylon like this:
▪ The outer walls were 17 miles (27 kilometers) long.
▪ These walls were 22 feet (7 meters) thick and 90 feet (28 meters) high.
▪ The outer walls also had guard towers another 100 feet (30 meters) high.
▪ The city gates were made of bronze.
▪ A system of inner and outer walls and moats made the city very secure.

• They drank wine, and praised the gods of gold and silver, bronze and iron, wood and stone: The
scene of partying while a hostile army surrounded the city reminds us of the spirit of our 
present age. Many today have the idea that the best response to the seeming danger of the 
times is to forget about it and escape into the pursuit of pleasure.

◦ In Ephesians 5:18     Paul calls drunkenness dissipation; drunkenness is a waste of resources 
that should be submitted to Jesus. John Trapp wrote of drinking “all the three outs” – “that 
is, ale out of the pot, money out of the purse, and wit out of the head.” (Trapp’s 
commentary on Galatians 5:21)

• They brought the gold vessels that had been taken from the temple of the house of God which 
had been in Jerusalem: Belshazzar was foolish enough to not only lose all semblance of self-
control at this party, but also to openly mock God. He committed the sin of sacrilege, 
something few people are concerned with today.
◦ Gathering the vessels from the Jewish temple served the purpose of reminding the partiers

of a previous victory, and Belshazzar hoped it would boost morale. “As if these dung-hill 
deities had mastered and spoiled the God of Israel… This was blasphemy in a high degree, 
and therefore presently punished by God.” (Trapp)

◦ In Babylon, a large court – 56 by 170 feet – has been unearthed, decorated with Greek 
columns. This is probably where the feast of Daniel 5     took place.

• A hand writes on the wall; immediately the King is troubled and becomes scared to death. The 
Bible describes his knees as knocking together.
◦ GIFT of for the Interpretation: He shall be the third ruler in the kingdom: Archaeologists 

have discovered why Belshazzar offered the interpreter of the dream the third place in the 
kingdom. The real king was Nabonidus, and his son Belshazzar ruled as second in the 
kingdom. Belshazzar couldn’t give away the second place in the kingdom, because he was 
the second in the kingdom at the time. The best he had to offer was the third place. 

• The queen identifies Daniel as being able to interpret the dream.
◦ Some scholars believe this queen was really the queen mother, or Nebuchadnezzar’s wife. 

We are not sure.
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• Daniel was called to interpret the dream. The fact that the king did not think of Daniel shows 
his lack of dedication to the history of his kingdom and the lack of knowledge of Yahweh and 
what He can do.

The Kingdom’s End is Near (Daniel 5:17-31)
• Daniel refuses the gift from the king. This shows Daniel’s strength and his anger towards the 

King and his sins. 
• The God who holds your breath in His hand and owns all your ways, you have not glorified: It 

would be easy for Belshazzar to think that he never did anything against the God of Israel – at 
least nothing too bad. Yet at the very least, he had not glorified the true God, and every 
creature is obligated to give glory to their Creator.
◦ The breath of the creature should praise the Creator, but Belshazzar blasphemed God with 

his breath. The ways of the creature should glorify the Creator, but Belshazzar used his 
ways to mock and offend God. Every creature owes something to the Creator.

• MENE, MENE, TEKEL, UPHARSIN. This is the interpretation of each word: “It should be 
observed, that each word stands for a short sentence; mene signifies NUMERATION; tekel, 
WEIGHING; and peres, DIVISION.” (Clarke)
1. God had Belshazzar’s number, and it fell short.
2. God weighed Belshazzar, and he came up light.
3. God would therefore divide Belshazzar’s kingdom to the Medes and the Persians.

• Weighed in the balances, and found wanting: A mighty army and brilliant tactics overcame the 
Babylonian Empire, yet it still fell from within. The armies of the Medes and Persians could only
conquer because Belshazzar and his kingdom were found lacking in spiritual and moral values.

• Given to the Medes and Persians: The ancient Greek historian Herodotus relates that the 
Persian King Cyrus conquered Babylon by diverting the flow of the Euphrates into a nearby 
swamp. This lowered the level of the river so his troops marched through the water and under 
the river-gates. They still would not have been able to enter had not the bronze gates of the 
inner walls been left inexplicably unlocked. This was exactly what God predicted in Isaiah 44:28-
45:7     and Jeremiah 51:57-58. God opened the gates of the city of Babylon for Cyrus, and put it 
in writing 200 years before it happened.

• “In October 539 BC, Cyrus advanced into lower Mesopotamia and, leaving Babylon till last, 
conquered and occupied the surrounding territory. Seeing which way the wind was blowing, 
Nabonidus of Babylon deserted his city, leaving it in the charge of his son Belshazzar… the 
taking of Babylon was as bloodless and effortless as Daniel 5     implies.” (Motyer, in his 
commentary on Isaiah)

• The fall of mystery Babylon will be like the fall of real Babylon – sudden, sure, and in the midst 
of her worst blasphemies. “Empires do not stand by human might, man-made machines and 
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missiles. There is not a wall high enough nor thick enough to prevent a nation from falling 
when God pronounces that nation’s doom.” (Strauss)

• That very night, Belshazzar was slain and Darius (62 years old), a sub-ruler took over the 
kingdom of Babylon. Darius the Mede is known to be a sub-ruler to King Cyrus of the Persian. 
Darius is known in history by the name of Gubaro also.


