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Text 
King Belshazzar gave a great banquet for a thousand of his nobles and drank wine with them. 

2 
While 

Belshazzar was drinking his wine, he gave orders to bring in the gold and silver goblets that 

Nebuchadnezzar his father had taken from the temple in Jerusalem, so that the king and his nobles, his 

wives and his concubines might drink from them. 
3 
So they brought in the gold goblets that had been taken 

from the temple of God in Jerusalem, and the king and his nobles, his wives and his concubines drank from 

them. 
4 
As they drank the wine, they praised the gods of gold and silver, of bronze, iron, wood and stone. 

5 

Suddenly the fingers of a human hand appeared and wrote on the plaster of the wall, near the lampstand in 

the royal palace. The king watched the hand as it wrote. 
6 
His face turned pale and he was so frightened 

that his knees knocked together and his legs gave way. 
7 
The king called out for the enchanters, astrologers 

and diviners to be brought and said to these wise men of Babylon, "Whoever reads this writing and tells me 

what it means will be clothed in purple and have a gold chain placed around his neck, and he will be made 

the third highest ruler in the kingdom." 
8 
Then all the king's wise men came in, but they could not read the 

writing or tell the king what it meant. 
9 
So King Belshazzar became even more terrified and his face grew 

more pale. His nobles were baffled. 
10 

The queen, hearing the voices of the king and his nobles, came into 

the banquet hall. "O king, live forever!" she said. "Don't be alarmed! Don't look so pale! 
11 

There is a man 

in your kingdom who has the spirit of the holy gods in him. In the time of your father he was found to have 

insight and intelligence and wisdom like that of the gods. King Nebuchadnezzar your father-- your father 

the king, I say-- appointed him chief of the magicians, enchanters, astrologers and diviners. 
12 

This man 

Daniel, whom the king called Belteshazzar, was found to have a keen mind and knowledge and 

understanding, and also the ability to interpret dreams, explain riddles and solve difficult problems. Call 

for Daniel, and he will tell you what the writing means." 
13 

So Daniel was brought before the king, and the 

king said to him, "Are you Daniel, one of the exiles my father the king brought from Judah? 
14 

I have heard 

that the spirit of the gods is in you and that you have insight, intelligence and outstanding wisdom. 
15 

The 

wise men and enchanters were brought before me to read this writing and tell me what it means, but they 

could not explain it. 
16 

Now I have heard that you are able to give interpretations and to solve difficult 

problems. If you can read this writing and tell me what it means, you will be clothed in purple and have a 

gold chain placed around your neck, and you will be made the third highest ruler in the kingdom." 
17 

Then 

Daniel answered the king, "You may keep your gifts for yourself and give your rewards to someone else. 

Nevertheless, I will read the writing for the king and tell him what it means. 
18 

"O king, the Most High God 

gave your father Nebuchadnezzar sovereignty and greatness and glory and splendor. 
19 

Because of the high 

position he gave him, all the peoples and nations and men of every language dreaded and feared him. 

Those the king wanted to put to death, he put to death; those he wanted to spare, he spared; those he 

wanted to promote, he promoted; and those he wanted to humble, he humbled. 
20 

But when his heart 

became arrogant and hardened with pride, he was deposed from his royal throne and stripped of his glory. 
21 

He was driven away from people and given the mind of an animal; he lived with the wild donkeys and ate 

grass like cattle; and his body was drenched with the dew of heaven, until he acknowledged that the Most 

High God is sovereign over the kingdoms of men and sets over them anyone he wishes. 
22 

"But you his son, 
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O Belshazzar, have not humbled yourself, though you knew all this. 
23 

Instead, you have set yourself up 

against the Lord of heaven. You had the goblets from his temple brought to you, and you and your nobles, 

your wives and your concubines drank wine from them. You praised the gods of silver and gold, of bronze, 

iron, wood and stone, which cannot see or hear or understand. But you did not honor the God who holds in 

his hand your life and all your ways. 
24 

Therefore he sent the hand that wrote the inscription. 
25 

"This is the 

inscription that was written: MENE, MENE, TEKEL, PARSIN 
26 

"This is what these words mean: Mene: 

God has numbered the days of your reign and brought it to an end. 
27 

Tekel: You have been weighed on the 

scales and found wanting. 
28 

Peres: Your kingdom is divided and given to the Medes and Persians." 
29 

Then 

at Belshazzar's command, Daniel was clothed in purple, a gold chain was placed around his neck, and he 

was proclaimed the third highest ruler in the kingdom. 
30 

That very night Belshazzar, king of the 

Babylonians, was slain, 
31 

and Darius the Mede took over the kingdom, at the age of sixty-two. 

 

Introduction 
 There’s a passage in the book of Ezekiel where that prophet recounts: 

 

The word of the Lord came to me: “Son of man, speak to your countrymen 

and say to them: ‘When I bring the sword against a land, and the people of 

the land choose one of their men and make him their watchman, and he 

sees the sword coming against the land and blows the trumpet to warn the 

people, then if anyone hears the trumpet but does not take warning and the 

sword comes and takes his life, his blood will be on his own head.  Since 

he heard the sound of the trumpet but did not take warning, his blood will 

be on his own head.  If he had taken warning, he would have saved 

himself.  But if the watchman sees the sword coming and does not blow 

the trumpet to warn the people and the sword comes and takes the life of 

one of them, that man will be taken away because of his sin, but I will 

hold the watchman accountable for his blood.’  Son of man, I have made 

you a watchman for the house of Israel; so hear the word I speak and give 

them warning from me.” (Ezekiel 31:1-7) 

 

This is what I am doing today.  I have listened to the word of God spoken in Daniel 

chapter 5 and I am here to give a warning from him to you.  In short, the warning is just 

this: a day of judgment is coming.  I just preach what I’m told.  I say what the Bible 

says.  And today as we come to Daniel 5 we come to a solemn message: a day of 

judgment is coming. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Belshazzar’s Story 

 The story so far in this book is that a guy named Nebuchadnezzar – king of the 

newly dominate Babylonian empire – had invaded Israel and captured a few of the people 

and took them back to Babylon to live in exile.  Among them were Daniel and his three 

friends – Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego.  These guys ascended in the ranks of the 

Babylonian government all the while remaining faithful to their God – the one true God.  

On a couple different occasions Daniel had been called in by Nebuchadnezzar to interpret 

his disturbing dreams when no one else could.  God had been trying to get his attention 

and finally we saw last week that God humbled Nebuchadnezzar by making him eat grass 

like a cow for seven years until he acknowledged that Heaven ruled (4:26) and 
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recognized that “the Most High is sovereign over the kingdoms of men and gives them to 

anyone he wishes” (4:17, 25, 32).  The mighty king Nebuchadnezzar repented of his 

pride and gladly submitted himself to God. 

 Well history tells us that Nebuchadnezzar took the throne in 605 B.C. and he died 

in 562 B.C., having reigned for 43 years.  He was followed by a handful of short-lived 

successors until 556 B.C. when a guy named Nabonidus took control.  Nabonidus ruled 

Babylon until it was conquered by Persia in 539 B.C.  So who’s this Belshazzar guy 

we’re suddenly introduced to in chapter 5?  For a long time people used this as 

ammunition in an attack on the Bible as merely historical fiction.  There was no evidence 

of a king Belshazzar.  But as archaeology uncovered more documents from this time 

period, evidence of a figure by that name began to emerge.  It turns out that later on 

Nabonidus appointed his son, Belshazzar, as co-regent who stayed in Babylon while he 

built a new city in Tema and lived there. 

 So I picture Belshazzar as a kind of young, spoiled, punk living off his daddy’s 

fame and money.  And as we begin to look at chapter 5 we see that he liked to party.  He 

“gave a great banquet for a thousand of his nobles” (v. 1).  The ancients really knew how 

to throw a party.  “The marriage festival of Alexander [the Great] involved 10,000 guests.  

There is also record of Ashusnasirpal II (879 b.c.) giving a feast for 69,574 guests when 

he dedicated a new capital city of Calah.”
1
  But this party was a lavish, drunken, orgy.  

The wine flowed like water. 

 “While Belshazzar was drinking his wine, he gave orders to bring in the gold and 

silver goblets that Nebuchadnezzar his father had taken from the temple in Jerusalem, so 

that the king and his nobles, his wives and his concubines might drink from them” (v. 2).  

Now the term translated father here can also mean predecessor.  Nebuchadnezzar wasn’t 

technically Belshazzar’s father, but he was his famous forerunner.  If you remember back 

to the first two verses of this book, when Nebuchadnezzar raided Jerusalem he stole some 

of the articles from the temple there and brought them back and stored them in the 

storehouse of his god.  That was something people did as a show of domination. 

 But Belshazzar takes it even further and in his drunken pride he orders that the 

sacred booty from this conquered people be brought in and used for his boyish drinking 

games.  It was a cocky, defiant slap in the face of the Hebrew God; an arrogant assertion 

of his own perceived power and importance.  And then to top it all off, they used these 

gold and silver goblets to toast the “gods of gold and silver, of bronze, iron, wood and 

stone” (v. 4).  This was more than a slap in the face, this was a calculated spit in the face 

of God and display of complete pride. 

 Let me just say an aside here about alcohol.  The word “wine” is highlighted three 

times here in these four verses.  We can’t help but notice that alcohol played a role in this 

debacle.  Just like in our day, sin and alcohol are often seen together.  Now does that 

mean we have to abandon alcohol altogether?  No, but it does mean we have to be 

careful.  Alcohol, like any good thing, can be abused and misused.  The Bible permits 

responsible use of alcohol, but it condemns drunkenness as a serious sin. 

But also let me say this: if you choose to drink alcohol and you’re not getting 

sloshed or ‘strongly buzzed’, here’s my one other caveat: don’t bow to the gods of cool 

while you’re doing it.  Drinking to be hip because that’s what the TV shows and 

commercials and movies and music and billboards tell you is cool is retarded.  In fact, it’s 

idolatry.  So whether you drink or don’t drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory 
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of God (1Cor. 10:31).  If you choose to drink wine with a good steak you should praise 

God who makes “wine that gladdens the heart of man” (Ps. 104:15).  Don’t do it to bow 

to the idols of our culture of cool.  That’s stupid. 

 Anyway, while Belshazzar was drinking to the silly gods of gold and silver and 

groping his concubines and dancing on the tables and defiantly profaning the holy things 

of God, all of a sudden “Thing” showed up at the party.  Has anyone seen The Addams 

Family?  A human hand, unattached to a body, appears and starts writing on the wall of 

the royal palace.  In the late eighteen-hundreds archaeologists uncovered parts of a palace 

in Babylon, maybe this one, and saw that the walls were coated with a white, gypsum 

plaster.  So also considering that this was happening “near the lampstand” nobody could 

miss it.  This, as you can imagine, freaked Belshazzar out.  He turned pale, his legs turned 

to Jell-O. 

He immediately called for his wise men to come and tell him what was going on.  

What did it mean?  He promised to make the person who could decipher it third in the 

kingdom, behind Nabonidus and himself.  But, once again, none of the men could give a 

satisfactory answer.  They either couldn’t read it, or didn’t understand its significance.  

The queen came in, most likely the queen mother – either Belshazzar’s mom or perhaps 

Nebuchadnezzar’s widow.  She remembered Daniel and his ability to interpret mysteries.  

Evidently Daniel had been put on the shelf; he had slipped into a form of semi-

retirement; Belshazzar didn’t have a close relationship with him.  The queen explains to 

Belshazzar that “this man Daniel, whom [Nebuchadnezzar] called Belteshazzar, was 

found to have a keen mind and knowledge and understanding, and also the ability to 

interpret dreams, explain riddles and solve difficult problems.  Call for Daniel,” she urged 

him, “and he will tell you what the writing means” (v. 12). 

So Belshazzar had Daniel summoned (probably woken up from his sleep) and 

brought into the palace where the walls had been graffiti-ed.  And notice how he 

addresses him – “Are you Daniel, one of the exiles my father the king brought from 

Judah” (v. 13)?  Do you catch the pejorative tone?  He says it with such contempt.  “So 

you’re from that puny, little people that we Babylonians decimated?”  Even here, still his 

pride and utter disregard for God comes out.  He offered Daniel the reward he had 

offered others if he could tell him what the writing on the wall meant, but Daniel could 

not care less about that.  He wasn’t in it for the money.  And he couldn’t be bought.  He 

was simply God’s servant compelled to deliver God’s message. 

Daniel began by recounting the greatness of king Nebuchadnezzar – how 

powerful and rich and respected, being quick to note however that God had given him all 

that (v. 18 – “God gave your father Nebuchadnezzar sovereignty and greatness and glory 

and splendor.”).  “But,” v. 20, “when his heart became arrogant and hardened with pride, 

he was deposed from his royal throne and stripped of his glory.  He was driven away 

from people and given the mind of an animal; he lived with the wild donkeys and ate 

grass like cattle; and his body was drenched with the dew of heaven, until he 

acknowledged that the Most High God is sovereign over the kingdoms of men and sets 

over them anyone he wishes” (vv. 20-21).  Nebuchadnezzar responded to God, even 

though it took God getting a little rough, but he responded and humbled himself before 

him. 

“But,” Daniel continued, and this is important, “you his son [or descendant or 

successor], O Belshazzar, have not humbled yourself, though you knew all this” (v. 22).  
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Belshazzar knew all about what happened to Nebuchadnezzar and his conversion.  He 

read the letter Nebuchadnezzar wrote and sent to all the people explaining it.  He heard 

the testimony that this God is supreme.  And yet, knowing all this, he “set [himself] up 

against the Lord of heaven” (v. 23).  He called for the goblets from the Lord’s temple and 

used them for his party and mockingly “praised the gods of silver and gold, of bronze, 

iron, wood and stone, which,” Daniel adds, “cannot see or hear or understand” (v. 23).  

Belshazzar, like everyone the book of Romans tells us, knowingly suppressed the truth by 

his wickedness and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for inanimate objects like 

gold and silver and stone (cf. Rom. 1:18ff).  Belshazzar knew about this God.  He knew 

him deep within his conscience.  He knew him as he is displayed in the beauty of 

creation.  But he also knew him as witnessed to by Nebuchadnezzar himself.  “But,” 

Daniel confronts him, “you did not honor the God who holds in his hand your life and all 

your ways” (v. 23). 

Wow!  What a picture of the supremacy and worthiness of God.  He holds our 

lives in his hands – our past, our present, our futures.  He gives us anything good that we 

have.  He keeps our hearts beating another minute.  He created us and sustains us.  And 

yet we refuse to honor him.  We want to live our own way.  We choose to worship our 

boyfriend, our beer, our bed.  We want our independence, our comfort, our way. 

Belshazzar persisted in this mindset, “therefore [God] sent the hand that wrote the 

inscription” (v. 24) and arranged for Daniel to come and interpret its message.  This is 

what the writing on the wall said – “MENE, MENE, TEKEL, PARSIN.”  Understood as 

nouns it simply lists three denominations of currency at that time in descending order – a 

mina, a shekel, and a half shekel.  It would be like quarter, quarter, dime, nickel.  But if 

you take the verbal form of these nouns it means numbered, weighed, divided.  And 

Daniel understands that this is describing God’s judgment on Belshazzar: 

 

MENE – “God has numbered the days of your reign and brought it to an end.” 

TEKEL – “You have been weighed on the scales and found wanting.” 

PERES (the singular form of the plural PARSIN; it also sounds like Persia) – 

“Your kingdom is divided and given to the Medes and Persians.” 

 

 Now here’s the astounding part.  While Belshazzar was partying, the Persians 

were camped out around the city.  Nabonidus and his army had already been defeated on 

another front.  And that very night Persia sacked Babylon, executed Belshazzar, and 

assumed their place at the top of the totem pole, for the time being.  Extrabiblical sources 

date this night to October 11, 539 B.C. and they even describe the conquest of Babylon as 

happening easily and swiftly during a banquet!  Belshazzar was partying on the eve of 

destruction! 

 

Application 
 Are you partying on the eve of destruction?  A day of judgment is coming.  And 

who knows, you may die tonight; Christ may come again tomorrow.  Are you ready for 

that?  Will it sneak up on you like the flood in the days of Noah?  “People were eating, 

drinking, marrying and being given in marriage up to the day Noah entered the ark.  Then 

the flood came and destroyed them all.  It was the same in the days of Lot.  People were 

eating and drinking, buying and selling, planting and building.  But the day Lot left 
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Sodom, fire and sulfur rained down from heaven and destroyed them all” (Lk. 17:27-29).  

A day of judgment is coming. 

This week I was riding on the ‘L’ and I saw an advertisement for an off-track 

betting place that read: “Odds of becoming a saint – 20 million:1.  Odds of becoming a 

sinner – 1:1.”  That’s an interesting ad, isn’t it?  The second half of that statement, at 

least, is true.  The odds of being a sinner are 1 to 1.  We’re all sinners.  Even ad agencies 

know that.  We’re all riddled with pride.  Every one of us.  We’ve all profaned the holy 

things of God and worshipped the creation instead of the Creator.  We’ve all snubbed 

God in so many ways and failed to honor the One who holds our life and all our ways in 

his hands. 

And therefore our days are numbered.  The Bible says that death is the result of 

sin.  We will all die.  We will not live forever.  This life is fleeting.  Our days are but a 

mere handbreadth.  The span of our years is as nothing before God.  Each man’s life is 

but a breath.  Man is a mere phantom as he goes to and fro: He bustles about, but only in 

vain; he heaps up wealth, not knowing who will get it (see Ps. 38:4ff).  We are fast 

approaching death.  Our days are numbered.  And the Bible says, “It is appointed for man 

to die once, and after that comes judgment” (Heb. 9:27, ESV). 

And when we die and stand before the judgment seat of Christ we will be 

weighed on the scales of God’s perfect justice and found wanting.  We don’t measure up.  

As the Bible says, we have all sinned and fallen short of the glory of God (cf. Rom. 3:23).  

On the scales of justice we will be shown to be empty.  In comparison to God’s holiness, 

his righteous standards, the weight of his glory, we fall infinitely short. 

And as a result we will be separated from God’s presence and his eternal kingdom 

forever.  We will perish. 

A day of judgment is coming.  MENE, MENE, TEKEL, PARSIN.  Our days are 

numbered.  We will be weighed and found wanting.  We deserve eternal separation from 

God.  Can you read the writing on the wall?  A day of judgment is coming.  And no 

amount of good works we do could ever tip the scales in our favor.  Do you feel the 

weight of that reality? 

That’s the bad news.  Here’s the good news.  There is one place we can go to find 

shelter from the fierce tempest of God wrath.  There is one and only one way we can 

escape the flood of God’s fury towards sin.  If we flee for refuge to Jesus and hide from 

the brutal wrath of God behind the Cross, then the punishment will fall on him and we 

will be protected.  Our judgment will be meted out on Jesus and his righteousness will be 

put on the scales in our place.  That’s the only way to withstand the day of judgment that 

is coming.  Charles Spurgeon put it well, “If I understand the gospel, it is this: I deserve 

to be lost for ever; the only reason why I should not be damned is, that Christ was 

punished in my stead, and there is no need to execute a sentence twice for sin.”
2
  This is 

the gospel, the good news. 

 

Conclusion 
 A day of judgment is coming.  I’m sounding the trumpet.  How will you 

respond?  Will that day find you partying or betting on horse races, or  will you be found 

clinging to Christ, pleading his righteousness?  

This is something we all need to be reminded of.  One commentator summed it up 

like this: 
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“[Belshazzar’s] story stands out like a sign on the top of a dangerous rock, 

warning us to keep away and directing us to the safe navigation channel.  

It warns us that we can all drift easily into the habit of trifling with God, 

that can gradually lead on through continued neglect and a quiet and 

steady hardening of mind and attitude to deeper and more serious forms of 

resistance, till we cease to care about what once would have moved us, 

and cease to be ashamed or blush at what once would have shocked us.”
3
 

 

 May none of us miss the grace of God and be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness so 

that that day comes upon us with dread.  Let’s spend some time meditating on these 

truths: God’s holiness, our sinfulness, the inevitability of death, and God’s offer of grace. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
1 Cor. 11:27 – don’t treat communion lightly like Belshazzar did the holy vessels of the 

temple… 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 

Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, June 3, 2007.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 

personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 

find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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