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 The Unshakable Kingdom of God in a Shifting World
“The Handwriting is on the Wall”

We are in the midst of a sermon series in the Old Testament book of Daniel. 
There are a lot of memorable episodes recorded in it, and that includes today's 
passage as well. Israel is under Babylonian rule at this point. We read in the 
first couple verses of Daniel, “In the third year of the reign of Jehoiakim 
king of Judah, Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon came to Jerusalem and 
besieged it. And the Lord delivered Jehoiakim king of Judah into his 
hand, along with some of the articles from the temple of God. These he 
carried off to the temple of his god in Babylonia and put in the treasure 
house of his god” (Daniel 1:1-2). That last sentence is important and 
connects to today’s passage – we’ll come back to it.

The exile unfolded in stages – the process of carting off leaders began around 
597 B.C., and Jerusalem itself was destroyed, including the temple, in 586 
B.C. Israel's leaders in government, religion, economics, and more, along with 
their families, were carried off to the city of Babylon, which is where the book 
of Daniel takes place. We also see in these opening verses a side of God's 
providence and rule over the universe that we often forget about: that even the 
hard things in life come to us by the hand of the Lord, as we read that God 
delivered Jehoiakim, the king of Judah – the southern kingdom of the nation 
of Israel – into the hands of Nebuchadnezzar. 

It’s an example of Proverbs 3:11-12, which says, “Do not despise the Lord’s 
discipline, and do not resent his rebuke, because the Lord disciplines 
those he loves, as a father the son he delights in” (Proverbs 3:11-12). This 
verse is reiterated in the New Testament, in Hebrews 12:6. So, that’s what’s 
happened here.

Now, Nebuchadnezzar reigned over Babylon starting 605 B.C. But a few 
years prior to the end of his reign (about 43 years,) he has a period of time 
where he loses his mind. But he has the wherewithal to repent and 
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acknowledge the sovereignty of Yahweh, the God of the Bible, the Most High 
God, whom he’d encountered through Daniel and others. At the end of Daniel 
4 we read, this, written by Nebuchadnezzar, himself:

“At the end of that time, I, Nebuchadnezzar, raised my eyes toward 
heaven, and my sanity was restored. Then I praised the Most High; 
I honored and glorified him who lives forever…At the same time 
that my sanity was restored, my honor and splendor were returned 
to me for the glory of my kingdom. My advisers and nobles sought 
me out, and I was restored to my throne and became even greater 
than before. Now I, Nebuchadnezzar, praise and exalt and 
glorify the King of heaven, because everything he does is right and 
all his ways are just. And those who walk in pride he is able to 
humble” (Daniel 4:34…36-37).

Now, Daniel does not record Nebuchadnezzar’s death, though scholars are 
confident that he did die 🤣. He died in 562 B.C., which coincidentally was 
also the end of his reign as king. (Probably doesn’t need to be 
stated, but there you go!) His death is referenced in other 
ancient sources, and also in Babylonian tablets that 
archaeologists have uncovered, such as this one in the British 
Museum. In fact, if you look closely, you can see that it says, 
“King Nebby died here” 😂. Joking aside: this tablet does talk 
about his death and his successors.

I share all of this historical background for two reasons. First, to ground the 
book of Daniel further in real historical figures who are testified to outside of 
Scripture, to give you confidence in the Bible. Second, it leads us into chapter 
5, where we now have a new guy leading Babylon: Belshazzar. Chapter 5 
calls King Nebuchadnezzar Belshazzar's “father,” but technically that 
isn't accurate. It's kind of like if you keep close track of 2nd and 3rd cousins 
and cousins once or twice removed – at some point it's overwhelming and you 
just say, “That person is my cousin.” 

After Nebuchadnezzar, there were four kings in just a handful of years, and 
then Belshazzar – who actually wasn't king, but was second in command, and 

2



filling in for King Nabonidus, his real father, who had left Babylon for the 
Arabian city of Tema for many years – kind of like a really long sabbatical.1 
That leadership instability is partly why Babylon is conquered by the Medes 
(and then the Persians) under King Darius, which happens at the end of 
chapter 5. 

So, Nebuchadnezzar ends up acknowledging and worshipping the same God 
that you and I do – obviously prior to Jesus' life, death, and resurrection – but 
the point is that he undergoes a profound spiritual transformation. Keep that in 
mind as we continue. 

Chapter 5 begins with Belshazzar, about a decade after Nebby’s death, 
throwing a huge banquet. Verse 1 says that it’s for a thousand of his nobles. 
And during this, as he’s drinking a glass of wine, he orders that the gold and 
silver goblets that his “father” Nebuchadnezzar had taken from the Jerusalem 
Temple (read earlier), be brought out so they might all drink from them. 

These were items for Jewish worship and religious observance, not for a 
banquet where they are, as 5:4 says, “praising the gods of gold and silver, 
bronze, iron, wood, and stone.” This has become a pagan worship banquet 
where they're using Jewish sacred items. It would be like going to some 
secular event – a concert or a play – and having the cross used in a demeaning 
way. It's an affront to the Jewish faith, to the people of the faith – some of 
whom (such as Daniel, Shadrack, Meshach, Abednego) were almost certainly 
at that banquet – and an insult to God.

Verse 5 says that “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 
sees this happening. We don’t know if others saw it, but he does. He freaks 
out. His face turns pale, his knees knock together, and his legs give way.

He calls for all his pseudo-religious people – much like Nebuchadnezzar 
had done earlier – to come and tell him what the writing says. They can’t 
do it. He freaks out even more. Then the queen – who is probably not his 
wife, nor the reigning king’s wife who’s probably in Arabia as well, but a 
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senior figure…some think she might be Nebuchadnezzar’s widow because of 
what she says – she speaks up and encourages him to bring in Daniel, because 
Daniel helped Nebby in a similar situation many years earlier. 

So, Daniel is called in. Belshazzar explains the situation and asks if Daniel 
might be able to help. He offers Daniel gifts for his services: being clothed in 
purple (the color of royalty), a gold chain placed around his neck, and being 
made the third highest ruler in the kingdom – which means right below 
Belshazzar, because he’s really the second highest ruler with the King off in 
Arabia. That brings us to Daniel 5:17. 

So, right off the bat, Daniel’s like, “I don’t care diddly squat about your offer. 
That’s not what I’m about. However, I will tell you what the writing means.” 
But he’s got a bit of a preamble before he gets there. Let’s keep reading… 
5:18-21.

So, that’s the story of King Nebby’s reign as king, in a synopsis: He became 
big and powerful, he got prideful, he went crazy, then he turned to the God of 
the universe and acknowledged him as the one who’s actually sovereign and 
has real power. He continues the preamble in verses 22-25…

Let's pause there for a moment. Even though Belshazzar knew the arc of 
Nebuchadnezzar's life and career – including how he humbled himself 
before the God of the universe, and how God had restored him – “Belshy 
the pseudo-king” has been arrogant and prideful. He can't claim ignorance 
– not that ignorance is bliss or a hook worth hanging your hat on – but even 
that isn't possible, because he knows how Nebuchadnezzar came to faith in the 
God of the Universe. And yet he's choosing actions that are insulting to God, 
and living in pride and arrogance against the Lord of heaven. So, God sent a 
hand to write this inscription. It's a word from God to Belshy. That's Daniel's 
preamble. Let’s finish out the chapter…

So, the handwriting is explained. Mene is repeated once, which intensifies the 
sense of finality. The writing on the wall is preserved for us in 
transliterated/phoneticized Aramaic rather than in the original written form 
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seen by Belshazzar’s court. Mene comes from a root meaning “to number 
or count.” God has numbered the days of Belshazzar's kingdom, and it has 
been brought to completion, signified in its repetition.

The second word is Tekel. It means “to weigh.” Belshazzar has been 
“weighed” – not physically, but in a spiritual sense – and he’s found wanting. 
He has fallen short.

Parsin is the last word, and it is from a root word meaning “to divide or 
break.” The kingdom is going to be divided, and Daniel says specifically it’s 
going to be given to the Medes and then the Persians. So, Belshazzar and the 
kingdom have been counted, weighed, and divided. It’s a prophetic word 
that is fulfilled that night with his death.

All of this might seem a bit fantastical. We might wonder about the timing, or 
if it really all happened in one night as it’s given. And Daniel doesn’t always 
convey the passage of time – we go from Nebby to Beslhy in one verse to the 
next even though it’s about 10 years between them. But ancient records that 
archaeologists have discovered – including the Nabonidus Cylinder, the Cyrus 
Cylinder, and the writings of Herodotus – record Belshazzar as the eldest son 
of King Nabonidus, and confirm that the Medes and Persians invaded during a 
time of great celebration in the city of Babylon, catching them completely by 
surprise.2 The walls were breached and soldiers well into the city before most 
people even knew it had happened.

So, there are a few things to take away from this. First, all nations and 
governing leaders are under God's governance, and their power is 
nothing compared to his. The Babylonian empire looked invincible and 
acted invincible, but was ransacked and gone by sunrise – and God had 
foretold it through Daniel. Given the state of the world today with wars and 
power struggles and more, we would do well to remember that God is 
ultimately in charge – and judgement and discipline may come, as well as 
grace and healing.
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Second, even though we live in a culture that is largely against God and 
the Christian faith, there will come times in people’s lives where they turn 
to believers to understand what they are experiencing. Belshazzar, a non-
believer and even a mocker of God, turned to Daniel for insight. We actually 
just saw something similar in the news a few weeks ago. 

As you probably know, four astronauts on the Artemis 2 circled the moon 
recently and safely returned, where the crew on a Navy ship plucked them out 
of the ocean. During a press conference a few days later (and I have to give 
my wife credit for coming across this and sharing it with me) Commander 
Reid Wiseman said this about processing their experience: (VIDEO) (“I’m 
not really a religious person, but there was just no other avenue for me to 
explain anything or to experience anything [their trip to space around the 
moon]. So I asked for the chaplain on the Navy ship to just come visit us for a 
minute. And when that man walked in – I’d never met him before in my life – 
but I saw the cross on his collar, and I just broke down in tears.”) 

His worldview, without God, wasn’t sufficient – just as it wasn’t for 
Belshazzar. And also like Belshazzar, Commander Wiseman reached out to 
someone he thought could help. In both instances the person reached out to 
was someone who believed in and trusted God. In fact, speaking to the 
chaplain was the only avenue he could think of to help him process what he’d 
experienced. 

Here at Rose Hill we talk about leading people toward Jesus where we live, 
work, and play, and opportunities like this will also come our way: where 
someone just doesn’t know who else to turn to except someone who has a 
connection to the God of the Universe. They might not even be sure 
themselves that God exists, but suddenly they realize: if anyone can help me 
in this moment, it’s going to be someone who does believe. 

In the New Testament, 1 Peter 3:15 tells us to always be prepared to give 
an answer for the hope that we have. It's written to Christians who were 
living in a hostile environment. Daniel is living for God in a hostile 
environment. You and I live in a hostile environment to our faith: Most people 
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around us don't believe. But rather than waging war against them, and without 
sacrificing our Biblical worldview and caving in to the whims of the world, 
we want to be prepared to lovingly and gently give Biblically sound, reasoned 
answers that glorify God when their questions come. And the questions will 
come – it doesn't take mysterious writing or flying around the moon to 
generate them. It might come when the handwriting is on the wall about the 
end of something: the death of a loved one, a divorce, a job loss, a world event 
that shakes them up…or something positive like the Artemis 2 crew had – a 
profound experience that leaves a person speechless and mind blown. There 
are many reasons why people's worldviews will leave them wanting 
something more. 

And like Daniel, those are opportunities for us to bear witness to the God 
of the universe, to Jesus Christ, and to share the love of God. So, we want 
to be prepared to answer those questions as 1 Peter says, and as Daniel 
models. Jesus even tells us (Mt. 22:37) to love God with all our heart, soul, 
and mind. The reason we love God with our mind isn't just to accumulate 
biblical and theological knowledge – it's so we can love our neighbors as 
ourselves and lead them toward Jesus. And sometimes, like Commander 
Wiseman, like Belshazzar – those opportunities come because people turn to 
us in their time of need. They've seen something in us over years of 
relationship, or even in years of relationship with other Christians – as 
Commander Wiseman illustrates, since he'd never even met the chaplain –  
but they've seen something in believers that leads them to us with their 
question. And that’s when you can shine for Jesus, if you’re prepared through 
your own intentional discipleship to Jesus.

So, the invitation that God extends to us and reminds us of in this passage is 
that: Even in a world that feels upside down, we are called to live in such a 
way that when life stops making sense for the people around us, they 
already know who to turn to. Let's be ready for those opportunities by 
growing in our discipleship to Jesus, living well for him each day, and being 
ready to answer the questions people have – even when they feel they've got 
nowhere else to turn. Let’s pray…Amen. 
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