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The Writing on the Wall 

Daniel 5 

Daniel chapter 5 concludes with a rather grim scene. Belshazzar the king was slain. Why? 

The answer is at the end of verse 23. He “failed to glorify the God in whose hand was the 

life-breath of king Belteshazzar.”  

In the Bible there are other accounts of people whose lives ended suddenly because they also 

failed to glorify God. Nabal and Abihu in Leviticus 10 did as they pleased in worship rather 

than as God commanded. Ananias and Sapphira lied to the Holy Spirit. In 2 Samuel 6 Uzzah 

took no notice of God’s requirements when the Ark of the Covenant was returned to 

Jerusalem. All of these along with many other like them died suddenly at the hand of the 

Lord.  

While we might not see such’ immediate’ acts of God now but that doesn’t mean that God 

has changed and now turns a blind eye to sin. He views sin as seriously now as then. Romans 

6:23 tells us that. The wages of sin is death. 

Daniel 5 is one of the chapters in the Bible which helps us to understand  the nature of sin 

which leads to death, how God views it and what the churches responsibility is when 

confronted by such flagrant sin. Well consider this under three points 

1. The means of grace profaned. 

We do see a striking contrast between 2 rulers here in Daniel 4 & 5. At the end of chapter 4 

we read how Nebuchadnezzar finally humbled himself before the Lord and gave Him the 

honour due his name. Verse 37 read “I Nebuchadnezzar praise exalt and honour the King of 

heaven for all his works are true and his ways are just and he is able to humble those who 

walk in pride. Nebuchadnezzar once a proud man was humbled by God and converted.  As a 

humbled converted man, according to verse 36 of chapter 4 we find that the Lord blessed 

Nebuchadnezzar and a significant change took place in Nebuchadnezzar’s life which even 

impressed his counsellors and nobles.  

Sadly the vision Nebuchadnezzar had was Lost under Belteshazzar. The impression we have 

from the opening verses of Daniel 5 is that he was a hedonist who loved his parties and who 

had no regard at all for Nebuchadnezzar’s God or the Hebrew faith.  

His disregard was seen in the way he abused the articles reserved for the house of God at a 

banquet. It’s also seen in the fact that Babylon was at war. You see according to Historians 

Belteshazzar wasn’t Nebuchadnezzar’s son as we might be lead to believe form the text. 

That’s because ‘father’ can also mean grandfather in the Old Testament. Nabonidus was 

Nebuchadnezzar’s son so while Nabonidus was leading his army in battle his son 

Belteshazzar was living it up at the palace.   

That was bad enough but what was worse was what happened to the sacred temple articles 

Nebuchadnezzar had brought over with the exiles from Jerusalem.  At these pagan feasts 

what commonly happened was that no wine was drunk until a cup was raised and a song of 

praise sung to one or another deity;  in this case according to verse 4  the deity being the so 

called  ‘gods of gold, silver bronze, iron, wood and stone. This act of sacrilege was that they 

used the sacred temple article to drink wine from and worship idol gods with. 
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You see. In OT history God designated certain things for his own special use, not because of 

any inherent quality in themselves but because they were to be regarded as set apart or holy. 

Just as the people of Israel were meant to be holy and the temple was called a holy place, the 

items used by God’s people in worship were also to be regarded as having a special holiness 

and used exclusively for the purpose to which they were designated 

To treat such vessels with contempt was in defiance of the third commandment you shall not 

misuse the name of the Lord your God.  for the Lord will not hold him guiltless  who takes 

his name in vain.  This wasn’t just a prohibition against swearing or blasphemy but a 

prohibition against profaning those thigs which the Lord wants to be used in a holy manner. 

This was Belshazzar’s sin and it aroused the Lord’s anger. 

God still has his holy vessels today which people can either use or abuse. We call them the 

means of grace and these means of grace are the preaching of the word the sacraments and 

prayer. God has given these to us to be used in worship, to strengthen our faith and show his 

holiness and grace to us. The danger than is that we abuse rather than use the means of grace; 

that we treat the church service  and sacraments as if they had no greater significance than a 

café or public bar. 1 Corinthians 11:27 warns against that kind of abuse where it says that 

anyone who eats the bread or drinks of the cup in an unworthy manner shall be guilty of the 

body and blood of the Lord.”  

When the Lord Jesus was on his way to the cross and later hanging on the cross he heard 

some of the disrespectful things people were saying about him. Some were sneering at Jesus, 

“He saved others let him save Himself!” (Lu. 23:35) Such disrespect was the same as the 

disrespect displayed by Belteshazzar or anyone today who might regard the means of grace 

God has given us; the word and sacraments, as a common thing, such as those who 

participate in the Lord’s supper with a flippant or careless attitude and  with unrepentant sin 

or hatred for a brother or sister in Christ. The way we handle the sacred things of God; the 

word and sacraments can also be a reflection of our hearts! 

So, as we do,… lets not forget who we are; members of the body of Christ; the temple of the 

Holy Spirit; purchased for God by the blood of Christ. As it say in Hebrews 10:29 not 

trample the blood of Christ underfoot if it were an unholy thing.  Daniel 5 reminds us that 

way we view and use the means of grace is a life and death matter 

.That brings me to the second thing.   

2 God’s response to such profanity 

While Belteshazzar and his guests were drinking and making marry with the articles from the 

temple a hand appeared and began writing in the wall of the palace. Belteshazzar saw it and 

was terrified. His face went white, his legs buckled underneath him and he shook with fear. 

The Babylonian scholars were brought in to interpret the meaning but they couldn’t read the 

inscription let alone interpret it. Imagine being untrained in Hebrew and attempting to read 

that?  

That is how it is with the Bible too. Even the finest scholarly minds can’t understand it even 

in their own language unless the Holy Spirit is their interpreter. “The natural man does not 

accept the things of God.”  So what hope did these pagan scholars have explaining something 

God has written with his own hand? 
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 Who could?  There was one man who was largely forgotten in Babylon. Belteshazzar 

certainly didn’t know about him.  

However his mother the Queen, king Nabonidus wife did. She told Belteshazzar that King 

Nebuchadnezzar, his grandfather knew someone who could interpret the writing, his name 

was Daniel. The queen used pagan terminology saying Daniel possessed the spirit of the gods 

and therefore was who would be able to interpret the writing made by the hand of God.  So, 

Daniel turns up at the king’s palace and reminds Belteshazzar of how the Lord led 

Nebuchadnezzar through humility to repentance and faith in God and that according to verse 

22 Belteshazzar had not humbled himself before the Lord even though he knew his family’s 

history. 

Therefore disaster was imminent. Daniel explains the meaning of the words Mene, Tekel 

Upharsin.  ….Read from verse 26 to verse 28.  

We notice that Belteshazzar treats Daniel with similar honours that Nebuchadnezzar did, only 

this time Daniel would not accept them. He tells the king to keep his gifts. . Furthermore he 

doesn’t make any appeal to Belteshazzar by urging him to break away from his sins and 

repent.  

Therefore we can assume that Gods approach to Belteshazzar was one of judgment. He was 

already on death row. In the very next verse we find that he is dead.  

So, the same God who showed mercy to Nebuchadnezzar sent judgment to Belteshazzar.  As 

Paul put it in Romans 11, “Behold the kindness and severity of God.”    

It has happened in the history of the church that some have drifted away from what appeared 

to be a sincere faith to getting into the habit of profaning the means of grace by confessing 

one thing with the mouth but doing something else with the actions.  They’ve resisted the 

application of the Word of God on their lives and have had a hard attitude towards Christ and 

his church. The apostle Paul mentioned some of these by name in his letter. 

Furthermore, it says in Hebrews 6 that there are those who have tasted the heavenly gift and 

the word of God. They’ve been partakers of the Holy Spirit and yet have fallen away unable 

to be renewed to repentance.  

We too could arrive at that point unless we are aware of the dangers and guard against them. 

The account of Belteshazzar is here in the word of God as a warning to us as well. It is there 

for us to make sure that we do not fall short of the grace of God as it says in Hebrews 12:15; 

to keep us mindful of both the kindness and severity of God. 

3. That then brings me to the third point The churches responsibility in all of this. Daniel 

was there for Belteshazzar as he was for Nebuchadnezzar God had Daniel remain in Babylon 

waiting to be called upon to proclaim the word of God in the land of his exiled covenant 

people.  

It would be more pleasant to think that Daniel was instrumental in Belshazzar’s conversion 

just as he was in Nebuchadnezzar’s conversion but that was not according to God’s plan. 

Instead Daniel is short with Belteshazzar. “Keep your gifts to yourself” To our ears that 

might even sound a bit rude.   
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However we also know that Daniel faithfully reflected the truth of God’s word to 

Belteshazzar.  That is the churches task today to faithfully proclaim the word of God to all, 

whether that be a word of grace to believers or a call to repentance to those who need that or 

a warning of impending judgment if that is all that is left to say!   

The commentator Wallace make the point that the message of the gospel is not such that God 

reconciles himself to us and identifies with us and meets us where we are but that God 

reconciles us to him so that we forsake our pride , forsake our sinful attitudes and actions and 

trust in God’s  gift of forgiveness. To be reconciled to God is to accept his will and live with 

him and have fellowship with others who also love God.  

For those in the church who refuse to repent then the church has a similar task to Daniels with 

Belteshazzar and that is to exercise church discipline.  This involves refusing to condone 

flagrant open defiance of God. It refuses to condone persistent indulgence in sinful behaviour 

and the things about which God says no!  

In such cases the church is exercising its responsibilities in sterner ways sometimes even to 

the extent of excommunication which involves excluding such people from the sacrament of 

the Lord’s Supper until they are willing to change their attitudes and behaviour. The church 

does this in obedience to the command of Christ who said, “if your brother sins go and tell 

him. If he won’t listen take two others. If he refuses them tell it to the church and if he refuses 

the church let him be as a gentile and a tax collector.  

The purpose of such discipline is in the hope that the person in need of it may see the error of 

his ways and repent, for the sake of the well-being of the church and the glory of God’s holy 

name.  

A second responsibility placed upon all of us here is that we must take God’s word seriously. 

The writing on the wall demonstrates how powerful the word of God is. It caused 

Belshazzar’s knees to buckle out from underneath him. The rest of the assembly were 

terrified by the words.   

Since then nothing has really changed. God can accomplish all he purposes, though his word. 

History bears this out. The words in our Bibles were written by the same spirit who wrote the 

words on Belteshazzar wall. Those word have accomplished some amazing things.  Countless 

sinners have heard them, turned from sin and unbelief and committed their lives to Christ and 

his church.  

People living in sin have been renewed and purified from their sins by that word. That word 

is still with us today.   How do you regard the words here in the Bible. I think one danger for 

us is that we can become so immersed in our own interests and so accustomed to preaching 

and reading the bible that the actual words no longer have a powerful impact on our lives. It 

becomes Ho Hum and we become indifferent God.  So an important message for us here is to 

always take scripture seriously. It is God’s word for you and me. His words are the word of 

life for those who believe it but the stench of death as Paul puts it for those who reject it, and 

refuse to live by it.  

So we must take God ‘s word and preaching of it seriously God’s word doesn’t let us do 

other-wise  and we must not just be hearers of His word; listening to sermons for information 

and give them a grace from ‘A’ to ‘F’ but  not let the preached word  have any affect in our 
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lives. No, we must be careful to do what God’s word says  to leave our own self-

righteousness behind and put our faith and trust in Jesus Christ  the only one who can 

reconcile us to God and then to follow Jesus as he commanded, knowing that whoever takes 

up his cross and follows him is Jesus disciple.  

Belshazzar the king was slain. Why? Because He “failed to obey God’s word and glorify the 

God who has all people and all of history in his hands.  

So let’s not commit the same sin, let’s not make a light thing of the means of grace God gives 

us but let’s glorify God through faith in Christ and obedience to his word. Amen  


