
“The Handwriting Is On The Wall”             September 20, 2020 
Daniel 5:1-31 

SI:  There are three expressions that have entered the English language through the  
   book of Daniel. 
“Feet of clay” is one expression.  It comes from chapter 2, Nebuchadnezzar’s dream  
   of the statue with feet of iron mixed with clay which the rock struck and shattered. 
   We use the expression to refer to a person having a fundamental weakness. 
The other two expressions come from this chapter.  
   “Your days are numbered” and “The handwriting is on the wall.” 

INTRO:  What happened?  How was he slain that very night? 
Two ancient Greek historians, Herodotus and Xenophon, explain what happened. 
The Persians and the Babylonians had been at war and the Persians army had tried 
   for 19 months to take the city but it was impregnable. 
It had a double ring of massive walls, that were 40 feet high and wide enough for  
   chariots to race along the top, and surrounding the double walls was a moat. 
In another walled area next to the city were fields and farms to provide food in case 
   of a siege.   
There was never a shortage of water because the Euphrates River ran right through 
   the middle of the city.   

So how did the Persians do it? 
They dug a canal many miles upstream, out of the sight of Babylon.   
   Then they waited for the right moment.   
They got intelligence that the king was going to have a massive party with his  
   nobles and officials and that people all over the city were going to be copying the  
   king and partying with their friends and drinking themselves unconscious. 

So that night the Persians opened the canal and diverted the flow of the Euphrates 
   River enough to lower the water level in the riverbed. 
Then they sent special forces along the riverbed into the city. 
They went straight to the palace party, killed the king and the officials, 
   opened the gates, let in the Persian army, and when the residents of Babylon 
   woke up with their hangovers the next morning, the Persians were in charge. 

None of that is in the Bible, but I wanted to share it with you for two reasons.   
First, I’m teaching a Sunday school class today and next Sunday, just two weeks, 
   called Digging Deeper In Daniel. 
The book of Daniel raises some questions about the accuracy of the Bible that  



   are important, but too complex to address in sermons. 
I want to delve into that for those of you who are interested.  
   So that’s my first reason, a shameless plug for my Sunday school class today. 

The second reason is to remind you of something that I know you know, 
   but it’s good to be reminded anyway. 
The stories in the Bible aren’t myths, they are real events. 
   We call them Bible stories, but they are actually historical narratives.   
   They are accounts of events that really happened. 
The Bible’s telling of these events leaves out many details that other histories  
   include and it includes or emphasizes many details that other histories barely 
   mention or don’t mention at all. 

And that’s because the Bible is a record of God’s saving work in history. 
Paul says in 1 Corinthians 10 that the events in the Bible have been recorded as 
   examples and warnings for us, upon whom the fulfillment of the ages has come. 
The fulfillment of the ages is the incarnation of the Son of God.   
   God breaking into history to redeem the world through Christ. 
We have the privilege of living after that great event, so we view all history, 
   both the history of nations and the history of our lives, through Christ.   

What’s the big message of the book of Daniel?  Do you remember?   
   In spite of appearances, God is in control. 
This story of the handwriting on the wall shows us that marvelous truth  
   from yet another perspective. 

So for you note-takers, here’s how I want to look at the chapter. 
Three headings.  Easy to remember: 
   1.  The wild party 
   2.  The old man  
   3.  The divine finger 



MP#1  The wild party 
If you’ve ever seen the movie Downfall, which is about the final days of Hitler, 
   there’s a scene where the Russians are shelling Berlin and everybody knows 
   the Third Reich is doomed, but Eva Braun, Hitler’s mistress throws a party. 
And everyone in Hitler’s bunker starts frenetically drinking and dancing and  
   heil-Hitlering and swearing undying allegiance to the Fuehrer. 
Within a day or two, most of them would be dead.   

Herodotus says that just a week before, the Persians had defeated the last 
   Babylonian force that had come to relieve the city. 
   That news must have hit like a bomb.   
Babylon’s walls were legendary and they had food for a siege, 
   they were probably telling each other there was nothing to worry about, 
   that they could outlast the Persians. 
But given the heavy drinking, there was clearly a climate of fear and uncertainty. 

This wild party on the night of Babylon’s doom is vivid reminder that  
   our idols are worthless in the face of death.   
What’s an idol?   
   It’s any created thing we trust to give us what God alone can give.   
There are three details about this party that demonstrate the most common idols. 

The first detail is that Belshazzar brought in his wives and concubines. 
   This was unusual.  The women and men would usually party separately.  
But in the face of death, he’s grasping at sex, sensuality, and pleasure. 
This is a common idol.   
It’s how many people deal with their mortality and fear of death.  
   By distracting themselves with sensual pleasures. 

While you’re still young and beautiful and virile it works. 
   When you can still pursue or be pursued, it’s a great distraction.   
But we all get old and wrinkled.  And you lose your appetite.   
   It’s well known that Ernest Hemmingway’s impotence is what led him to commit 
   suicide.  For years he had denied death through his macho womanizing,  
   and then one day things didn’t work anymore.  How tragic. 

The second detail is that he ordered the gold and silver goblets that Nebuchadnezzar  
   had taken from the temple in Jerusalem to be brought out and used in the banquet. 
What was the point of doing that?   
Chapter one says these gold and silver articles from Jerusalem were brought to  



   Babylon and put in the treasure house of Nebuchadnezzar’s gods.  
Scholars think this treasure house was a kind of museum that contained  
   sacred object from temples of all the nations Babylon had defeated.   

Belshazzar brings them out because they are symbols of his power and wealth.   
Money and wealth and power are one of the most common idols of humanity. 
   People rich and poor believe that money can save them. 
And, of course, money is able to solve lots of problems, which fools people into  
   thinking it’s all-powerful.  But in the face of death, money deserts you.  
   Because it’s an idol.  It doesn’t have the power to save. 

There’s a story told by one of the Puritan pastors.   
He went to visit an unsaved man on his deathbed.   
   Read the Bible to him, shared Christ.  The man seemed moved.   
So the pastor said:  Now is the moment.  Take my hands.  Let’s pray. 
   But the man didn’t want to hold hands and close his eyes because he was  
   clutching the key to a lockbox under his bed with all his money and thought 
   someone might snatch it from him. 

The third detail is that he praised his gods of gold and silver, bronze, iron, wood  
   and stone.  This is the idol of religion.  Also very common.   
Let me go on a brief tangent.  It’s popular in Christian circles to say:   
   I don’t have a religion, I have a relationship.   
The point of that statement is that knowing and trusting the living Lord Jesus is  
   the most important thing.  Amen.  I agree whole-heartedly.  
But the fact is, if you have a true relationship with Jesus, then you also have a  
   religion.  Religion is the outward way you express your faith in Jesus. 
James 1:27 says:  Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after 
orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world. 

So what does it mean for religion to be an idol.   
It means that you are trusting your religious actions and rituals themselves to save 
   you by earning your god’s favor.  That’s what Belshazzar was doing. 
I’m going to do some religious things to appease my gods so they will help me.   
People even do this with the Christian religion.   
   They think going through the motions of Christianity to save them.   
   Walking the aisle, being baptized, making vow and promises, and so forth.   
Which shows they aren’t worshipping the true God, but one they have made up.  
The wild party is a vivid reminder that our idols cannot save. 
So, what can save us?  Let’s look now at . . . 



MP#2  The old man 
Daniel was about 82 years old when this happened. 
   Let’s review what we know of his life up to this time. 

He was probably about 16 when he and his three friends were taken away from  
   their home in Jerusalem to far away Babylon.  
He was trained in government service to become a bureaucrat.   
   The training was designed to eradicate his Jewish identity and make him 
   Babylonian in his values and outlook. 
Daniel studied hard and he kept his faith and his identity as a believer. 

God enabled him to interpret Nebuchadnezzar’s dreams and he became chief of all  
   the wise men.   
He served in that high position throughout Nebuchadnezzar’s 43-year reign. 
   When Nebuchadnezzar died, Daniel was 59 years old. 
He had long given up his dream of ever seeing Jerusalem again, but he continued 
   to seek the prosperity of Babylon, as the prophet Jeremiah had instructed.  

Over the next 23 years, four different kings ruled Babylon. 
Daniel continued to serve in the government, but he was demoted and worked in  
   obscurity.  Did you notice, Belshazzar didn’t even know who he was. 
The queen, Belshazzar’s mother, knew Daniel because she was a daughter of   
   Nebuchadnezzar and probably remembered her father speaking highly of him. 
   She had respect for Daniel, but King Belshazzar not so much.  

This drunk, young king addresses this dignified, elderly man in a way that is  
   designed to put him in his place. 
Are you Daniel, one of the exiles my father the king brought from Judah? 
   Don’t forget.  You’re an exile.  I’m asking for your help, but don’t forget 
   you were brought here to serve us.  That’s the tone. 

But there’s something unintended in this question. 
King Belshazzar doesn’t call him by his Babylonian name, he calls him by his 
   Hebrew name.  He doesn’t call him Belteshazzar, he calls him Daniel.   
Why?  Calling an exile by his Babylonian name would have been a way to express  
   Babylonian superiority, which was clearly King Belshazzar’s intent. 

But the reason he probably called him Daniel is that their names were so similar. 
   Belteshazzar and Belshazzar.   
Both variations of the same name that mean Bel protect.   



   Bel was the chief Babylonian god. 
The king was probably reluctant to address this old exile standing in front of  
   everyone using a name that sounded very much like his royal name. 
Especially because he had promised to make him third highest ruler in the kingdom 
   if he could interpret the writing on the wall. 

So in front of everyone, the king calls him by his Hebrew name.   
   He calls him Daniel.  Which meant nothing to the Babylonian nobles.  
   But what does the name Daniel mean in Hebrew?  It means:  My God is judge.  
Daniel’s final act of service to Babylon after 66 years was to declare its doom. 

A Jew did that.  A believer exiled from the Promised Land pronounced God’s  
   judgment on this great, pagan empire that had ruled the world.   
And the Persian Army added an exclamation point to Daniel’s prophecy 
   that very night!  My God is judge.   

What sustained Daniel during all those long and lonely years in Babylon, 
   working day in and day out in his government office, 
   knowing he himself would never see Jerusalem again? 
What kept Daniel from caving in and embracing the idols of that culture? 
   Under Nebuchadnezzar Daniel could have pursued the wealth and power idol. 
The Lord sustained him.   
   More specifically, the Lord sustained Daniel through his word. 
   Daniel had confidence in the word of God and the promises of God. 

King Belshazzar says, If you interpret this, I’ll give you a purple robe and  
   a gold chain and make you third highest ruler in the kingdom.  
Daniel says:  No.  Keep you gifts and rewards for yourself. 
   He said that because he believed God’s word was true.   
   In spite of appearances, God is in control.   
I myself may never see Jerusalem again, the Lord has promised Babylon will fall  
   and in 70 years he will bring the exiles back to the Promised Land.   
1 Peter says that God 
   has given us his very great and precious promises, so that through them you may participate in  
   the divine nature, having escaped the corruption in the world caused by evil desires. 
What saves us?  Not idols, but the promises of a faithful God. 
So how are we then to live in this world until our return from exile? 
This comes into focus in the last point . . . 
MP#3  The divine finger   
The writing on the wall. 



Mene, Mene, Tekel, Uparsin were units of money. 
   It would be like writing dollar, dollar, penny, half-dollar.   
These were written Aramaic and in that language, almost all words have a 
   three letter verbal root.  So that’s what Daniel focuses on for the interpretation. 
Mene is not just a unit of money, it also means numbered. 
Tekel or shekel is not just unit of money, it also means weighed. 
Parsin, the half mina, also means divided. 
   He then applies all these to a prophecy of Babylon’s future. 
   Babylon’s days are numbered.  It’s been weighed and found wanting. 
   It’s going to be divided and given to the Medes and Persians.   

But Daniel doesn’t just give the bare interpretation, the explains why God’s  
   judgment is coming on Belshazzar and Babylon.   
He tells him how Nebuchadnezzar was prideful and took God’s glory for himself,  
   but God humbled him and he repented. 
Then he says, but you have not done that.  You’ve remained proud.   
   You’ve claimed all the glory for yourself.   
   And you’ve emphasized that by your disrespectful use of God’s stuff. 
That’s the writing on the wall.   
   It’s a message condemning the prideful, kingdom of Babylon. 
   The kingdom that had set itself against God’s people. 

How on does this apply to us?   
Are Christians supposed to be party poopers? 
   If we’re at a party and things are getting out of hand and there’s too much 
   drinking, are we supposed pull a Daniel and tell people the writing is on the  
   wall and God’s judgment is coming? 

This phrase, the finger of God, is only used one place in the New Testament. 
   It’s in Luke 11.  We read it earlier in the service.   
But let me remind you of the context.  Just before this, in Luke 10, Jesus sends his  
   disciples out and he says, “Heal the sick and preach the kingdom of God has come  
   near to you.”  His disciples return and they are excited. 
They tell Jesus, Even the demons submit to us in your name. 
Jesus says:  I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven.  I have given you authority  
   to trample on snakes and scorpions and nothing will harm you, but don’t rejoice 
   that you have power over spirits, rejoice that your names are written in heaven. 
In that context of the fall of Satan’s kingdom, Jesus drives out a demon that was  
   mute.  When the demon left, the man who had been mute spoke, and the crowd  



   was amazed.   
But some in the crowd accused him of working under the devil’s power. 
   To which Jesus replied: (and here is the important phrase). 
   If I drive out demons by the finger of God, then the kingdom of God has come upon you.  

Earle Ellis was a New Testament scholar, a Southern Baptist.   
   Listen to what he says in his commentary on Luke about this verse.  
The lordship of Satan and of death now yields to the in-breaking powers of the new age, yet just 
as King Belshazzar’s guests continued to feast unaware that his kingdom had fallen and his 
doom had been sealed, so the present age is unaware that Satan’s reign is broken.  Luke is 
telling us that the mission of the church, in making the kingdom visible through [deeds of love 
and mercy] and preaching grace through repentance of sin, is now the current writing on the 
wall.  It’s only a token.  It’s only a minute foretaste of the universal revelation of the kingdom at 
the glorious coming of Jesus, but we Christians must explain that writing on the wall, that the 
kingdom of God is impending.  

Isn’t that awesome?  We are God’s writing on the wall. 

As we carry out our mission as his church.   
As we live together as body where the Word of God is our light,  
   and where pride no longer reigns,  
   and where we humbly ask for forgiveness when we hurt each other, 
   and where we strive to love one another despite our weaknesses and temptations, 
   and where we give our money and pray for the growth of the church, 
   and where we do all this rejoicing that our names are written in heaven.  
Jesus says, as we do that, we are announcing the doom of Satan’s kingdom. 
   and the worthlessness of idols to save from death, 
   and that God’s judgment is coming— 
   and that salvation can be found in the Lord Jesus Christ. 


