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Daniel: 19 — Sermon Notes
Title: “Belshazzar's feast (part 1)”
Scripture: Daniel 5:1-8

Date preached: October 13" 2024

Scripture: Daniel 5:1-8

1 Belshazzar the king made a great feast for a thousand of his lords, and drank wine in the
presence of the thousand. 2 While he tasted the wine, Belshazzar gave the command to bring
the gold and silver vessels which his father Nebuchadnezzar had taken from the temple
which had been in Jerusalem, that the king and his lords, his wives, and his concubines might
drink from them. 3 Then they brought the gold vessels that had been taken from the temple
of the house of God which had been in Jerusalem; and the king and his lords, his wives, and
his concubines drank from them. 4 They drank wine, and praised the gods of gold and silver,
bronze and iron, wood and stone.

5 In the same hour the fingers of a man’s hand appeared and wrote opposite the lampstand
on the plaster of the wall of the king’s palace; and the king saw the part of the hand that
wrote. 6 Then the king’s countenance changed, and his thoughts troubled him, so that the
joints of his hips were loosened and his knees knocked against each other. 7 The king cried
aloud to bring in the astrologers, the Chaldeans, and the soothsayers. The king spoke, saying
to the wise men of Babylon, “Whoever reads this writing, and tells me its interpretation, shall
be clothed with purple and kave a chain of gold around his neck; and he shall be the third
ruler in the kingdom.” 8 Now all the king’s wise men came, but they could not read the
writing, or make known to the king its interpretation.
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Review
Before we turn our attention to the opening 8 verses of chapter five let's briefly review last week's
study.

Last Sunday we concluded our study of chapter 4. The chapter tells us all about king
Nebuchadnezzar's second dream. He received this dream from God in the latter years of his reign.
He was by the standards of those days an old man. Rich in years and probably content to

see out his days in peace. This however was not to be the case. God sent him an attention grabbing
dream. A dream purposefully designed to rouse him from his slumber. The dream did indeed have
this effect upon the king. He was deeply troubled. As with the first dream he called in his wise men
to help him. Once again they are unable to interpret the dream. So, as with the first dream it is God's
faithful servant Daniel who will be the one to provide an interpretation.
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The dream foretold of the humiliating downfall of the king. God was going to teach him a lesson on
humility. It would involve him losing all reason and living like a wild beast for seven years. Daniel
however does advise the king to repent whilst he had time. Had he acted as instructed he might have
avoided disaster. Sadly for him he ignored Daniel's words. He was after all not a man accustomed to
being told what to do.

We then skipped forward a year. This means that God had patiently waited for 12 months to see if
Nebuchadnezzar would repent. As he was walking along the flat roof of his majestic royal palace
the king was overcome by what he saw. He was awed by the spectacle that lay before him. The
magnificent buildings, the statues of gold, the wide stone slabbed boulevards. His pride and ego
took hold, and he noted to himself that all he witnessed was a reflection of his might and glory. It is
at this point that God interjects. It was time for the king to receive his lesson on humility. He would,
as prophesied be “bound” by madness for seven years. This time of humiliation would only end
when the king acknowledged that it was God who was sovereign and not him.

Seven years later the king finally looks up to heaven. He acknowledges that it is the God Most High
who is in control of all things. The king praises God and his reason (sanity) is restored. He is once
again placed on the throne to rule the Babylonian empire. Not only this but God blesses him by
giving him more majesty and power than he previously had. The king quite rightly rejoices and lifts
up God's name in praise and worship.

Many over the centuries have wondered what to make of the closing to chapter four. Did the king
really came to saving faith in Yahweh or did he remain a polytheist? Arguments could be made for
both positions. My own view as I expressed last week is that king Nebuchadnezzar truly placed his
faith in Yahweh. He turned from his worthless pagan idols and placed his trust in the one and only
God of the universe.

This as I said last time brings Nebuchadnezzar's story to an end. He died in the year 562 BC. He

will be mentioned on a couple of further occasions but only as people look back to his time as king.
Today we have a new member of the Babylonian royal family to meet.
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1 Belshazzar the king made a great feast for a thousand of his lords, and drank wine in the
presence of the thousand.

Chapter five begins by telling us that a new king sits upon the throne of Babylon. Actually, as we
shall soon discover he was the last Babylonian king to hold that office. His name was Belshazzar.

As you may remember when we spoke about Daniel's Babylonian name (Belteshazzar) the prefix
“Bel” literally means “lord.” However it often stood in the place of the Babylonian's chief deity
“Marduk.” So the name Belshazzar means “lord/Marduk protect the king.” You may be wondering
what happened to king Nebuchadnezzar. Where did he go, and how did Belshazzar come to be
king? I'm glad you asked because it gives me a chance to indulge my passion for history.

It's a little complicated so please pay attention. This information comes from the historian Berosus
(3" Century) who was later quoted by Josephus.

King Nebuchadnezzar's long reign of 43 years came to an end in the year 562 BC. He was
succeeded by his son Evil-Merodach (aka Amel Marduk). Evil-Merodach lived up to his name and
did not rule well. Therefore a plot was hatched and his brother in law Neriglissar murdered him in
the year 560 BC. He only reigned for four years before he died of natural causes. At his death his
very young son Labishi Marduck (aka Laborosoarchod) was placed on the throne. He only reigned
for two months before a conspiracy led to him being battered to death. The conspirators appointed
Nabonidus who was married to Nebuchadnezzar's daughter Nicotrus to be king.

Nabonidus reigned for three years on his own before promoting his son Belshazzar to be co-regent
in 556 BC. Now, mention of Belshazzar as king was the source for a great deal of biblical criticism.
The reason for this was that according to “historic records” there was no king by this name.
Therefore the natural conclusion was that either he was just a made up legend, or the bible was
simply wrong. King Nabonidus was, according to the consensus the last king of Neo-Babylon.

However in 1881, Assyriologist Hormuzd Rassam made an important archaeological find at Sippar
in Babylonia. He discovered a clay cylinder covered in cuneiform writing. You can view this
cylinder today in the British Museum. When the writing was deciphered it confirmed the account I
have just given you. Nabonidus did appoint his son Belshazzar as his co-regent, and they ruled
together.

Quite how this relationship worked remains a mystery. Some have suggested that Nabonidus ruled
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the majority of the empire and Belshazzar ruled just the province of Babylon (including the city
itself). Others claim that Nabonidus was a reluctant ruler, and was frequently absent travelling
around and having adventures. Therefore Belshazzar did most of the ruling. Whatever the case these
men were ruling when Cyrus the Mede invaded and conquered their empire in 539 BC.

There we have it. The history of the Babylonian kings from 562 to 539 BC. So with all that being
said the events that we are reading about here in chapter 5 took place in the year 539 BC. We don't
know when exactly Nebuchadnezzar had his second dream. My own opinion it was at the end of his
life. This means that the events of chapter 5 are occurring approx 20 years later. Daniel would have
been aged somewhere between 75 and 80 years of age. An old but still a very wise man.

Back to the story.

Belshazzar has decided to throw a very lavish drunken party. We read here the detail that it was
attended by a thousand of his lords. This is often questioned by critics who doubt that “thousands”
could have been catered for in the ancient world. However the historian Ktesias recorded that
Persian kings frequently dined daily with up to 15,000 people. So this was a large, drunken and ill-
advised celebration. Why ill-advised you ask?

Well let's think this through. When is it a good time to throw a party?

Let's think of some obvious examples. When it's a special occasion; Christmas, Easter or a national
holiday. On someone's' birthday, wedding anniversary, to mark the birth of a baby, or to celebrate a
special achievement like graduating from university.

These are all good and appropriate times for parties.

When is it not a good time to enjoy a drunken get-together? Well remember what I just told you
happened in the year 539 BC. This was the year that Babylon was captured and the empire
collapsed. So not a great time you would have thought for holding a party.

What I am telling you then is that while these people are in the royal palace eating, drinking and
being merry the city is surrounded by the Persian forces led by commander Ugbaru. How, we might
ask could they party and enjoy themselves at a time such as this. Well, we need to note that the city
of Babylon had not fallen to invaders for 1000 years! Its fortifications were incredibly imposing and
strong. They were supremely confident that the city walls could not be breached. They were also
well supplied and fully able to endure a prolonged siege. The river Euphrates had been diverted so
that it ran through the heart of the city, and specially built storehouses were full of grain. So
Belshazzar is holding a party as if to say, “We've nothing to fear, those pesky Persians will return
empty handed!”

We today might look at this whole situation and find it bizarre. How could people behave like this.
Surely, what the king should have been doing was preparing the city, devising battle tactics,
encouraging the soldiers or giving morale boosting speeches. Almost anything but hosting a lavish
drunken party.

But is it really very different to today? Many today seem to cling to the idea that the best response
to the danger of our times is to forget about it and escape into the pursuit of pleasure. This of course
is exactly what those in charge want. Don't worry about what's going on and what we have planned
for you. Instead, immerse yourself in TV shows and movies, TikTok and social media. Allow
yourself to be caught up in entertainment and other distractions until its all too late. So not that
much different to how things were in ancient Babylon.

So picture the scene if you will. The city surrounded by fierce enemy warriors determined to break
through the walls and plunder the city. Inside the rich and powerful engaged in a drunken orgy
inside the royal palace. I hope you've got the impression of Belshazzar as being a fool of the highest
order. Let us continue.
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2 While he tasted the wine, Belshazzar gave the command to bring the gold and silver vessels
which his father Nebuchadnezzar had taken from the temple which kad been in Jerusalem,
that the king and his lords, his wives, and his concubines might drink from them. 3 Then they
brought the gold vessels that had been taken from the temple of the house of God which had
been in Jerusalem; and the king and his lords, his wives, and his concubines drank from them.
4 They drank wine, and praised the gods of gold and silver, bronze and iron, wood and stone.

o Hmw
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On occasion as I preach we come to the issue of alcohol. I know for many Christians it's a sensitive
subject. Many believers have been taught that drinking alcohol is a bad thing, and that the bible
flatly forbids it. Therefore for people holding this view the issue is black and white. Don't drink.
This is not actually what the bible teaches. It's far more nuanced than that. Drinking in moderation,
whilst maintaining self control is both permitted, and on occasion even encouraged in scripture
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(Psalm 104:15). What is not permitted, and what brings us into sin with regard to drinking is
drunkenness. This is because drunkenness often leads us to make stupid and foolish decisions. Our
good sense and reason is impaired, and we more easily stumble into sin.

For my first exhibit of the foolishness that excessive drinking can bring let me present king
Belshazzar.

The party was in full swing. The wine had flowed liberally. It's at this point that Belshazzar calls for
the treasures taken from the temple in Jerusalem to be brought out. These were the ones taken by
Nebuchadnezzar when he conquered the city. [ am referring here to the golden cups, plates, bowls,
cutlery and other items used for worship in the temple. This amounted to a considerable treasure
hoard. When the Jews were permitted to return home after 538 BC king Cyrus gave the Jews these
vessels to take back to Jerusalem. In Ezra there is an inventory of the vessels.

There were thirty gold basins, a thousand silver basins, twenty-nine knives, thirty gold bowls, 410
silver bowls, and a thousand other vessels; altogether, 5,400 gold and silver vessels (Ezra 1:9-11).

All of these items were consecrated (set aside for a holy purpose) to God and were not to be used
for immoral purposes.

We read here that they were captured by Belshazzar's “father” Nebuchadnezzar the king. As I
pointed out before his father was Nabonidus. Nebuchadnezzar was his grandfather on his mother’s
side. So why is the word “father” used here? Well, the writer is using the term “father” in the sense
of royal descent or lineage. Nebuchadnezzar was his “father” because he previously occupied the
throne Belshazzar now sat upon.

Why you might ask did the king call for these things to be brought out. They had plenty of nice
cups to drink from already. Did he desire to show off their beauty to his guests? Did he want to
parade before his guests some of the treasures the Babylonian empire had previously captured? No
this was not his intent. What he wanted to do was to use these sacred and holy vessels to openly
mock God. You see to the Babylonian way of thinking the God of Israel was too weak and impotent
to prevent the theft of His treasures. So this act is one of open defiance against God. In using these
sacred items in this dishonourable way king Belshazzar is guilty of committing the sin of sacrilege.
It's a word not often used, or even worried about much today. So allow me to define it for you.

Sacrilege is, “The crime of violating or profaning sacred things, or the alienating to laymen or to
common purposes what has been appropriated or consecrated to religious persons or uses.” (KJV
Dictionary)

Sacrilege of course is alive and well. One of the most common ways people fall into it today is
using the Lord's name as a curse or swear word. It never fails to shock and offend me. To me there
1s nothing worse than taking the name of our precious Lord and Saviour and using it to express
feelings of disgust, anger or irritation. I hope that none of you listening ever fall into this trap. I also
hope that you speak up when you hear other people doing this. I remember many years ago having
to speak to a co-worker who did it constantly. I asked him very politely to refrain from using my
lord and saviour's name in this offensive manner. I'm happy to say that from that moment on he
moderated his language.

We also see a great deal of sacrilege in contemporary forms of media. Movies, TV shows and music
is rife with things that dishonour the sanctity of Jesus, God, and the Bible. In fact its difficult to find
things to view or listen to these days that are wholesome and God honouring. Even things targetted
at children are full of people using our saviour's name as a curse word. I suppose we must accept
that in modern liberal democracies such things are legally permitted. But those who produce such
content need to be aware of what awaits them. In Galatians chapter 6 verse 7 we read the following.

Do not be deceived, God is not mocked; for whatever a man sows, that he will also reap.
Please keep that thought in mind as we unpack today's' account. Anyway back to the story.

We also learn from these verses that the wives and concubines were also present at this party.
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This was most irregular. Women were not usually tolerated on such occasions. Parties and drinking
sessions were men only affairs. The fact that wives and concubines were present and engaged in
drinking and debauchery further highlights the rampant degeneracy of the party.

Now it was a terrible sin to bring out these consecrated vessels and use them to as common drinking
cups. But look at what else they did. As they drank they celebrated and praised the false gods of
Babylon. Daniel reminds us that they were simply man-made idols of gold and silver, bronze and
iron, wood and stone. They were not real gods, and had no power at all. With their enemies at the
city gates these fake gods would be no use at all. In Psalm 115 we read this amazing passage about
the futility of worshipping idols.

4Their idols are silver and gold,

The work of men’s hands.

5 They have mouths, but they do not speak;
Eyes they have, but they do not see;

6 They have ears, but they do not hear;
Noses they have, but they do not smell;

7 They have hands, but they do not handle;
Feet they have, but they do not walk;

Nor do they mutter through their throat.

8 Those who make them are like them;

So is everyone who trusts in them.

(Psalm 115:4-8)

In contrast the God we serve is alive and powerful. He hears our cries and is always attentive to our
prayers.

So to sum things up Belshazzar and his drunken guests could not have behaved in a more
blasphemous fashion. As we noted before people seem to believe they can run God's name through
the mud and mock His marvellous achievements without their being any consequence. God will
only endure people's mockery and blasphemy for so long. Eventually, His patience wears out and
His mighty hand begins to move. Let us read on.

2 WAMES o] &8 wlA|GTT &7 ol R] LR A Ao] | FA4E HAA JMAL FL&
S2E5& /AL H L WA o] AL 18 ARET 19 olje} FEo| TALE % m}
A7 JAMRL 3 SA 2 FL& IEE 7HALA 43 ARES Fo] ohljg} HEo] I

02 & AL 4 FT 23 FE 9 Y YT S5 e AES IS

A7F Aws ) 7HE & FAS ASSYL B agamelo A & wksk FA Yt
B AAEE 55 A= Ao Ur‘ﬂH Aol 7oA Tz sHA —Ef?z“:‘rj vl R 5y o o
A ol B S 7H AR EON A o] A= S AU T =& Ao vhAH P 5
Ak Ao 7h2 L opdUth A2 2R E4 o v Byt Aol A AASHHEA
=5 A= AL S &ety, du = Hshr] e § Hﬁ‘r(ﬂﬂ 104:15). 7378 o A 3] -&-3kA &=
AL = FgH 4&%6}04 THE HE oIl AYUH = AP TF T oS
AXRS WA gt -89 A3 o] &AL o A FHell WA A gy
Hed SF7F 7EA = o g A Sl tigh A At 2 BA 45 AsHAls YT

e 7} gholAE U T gkelo] AA ERFH . o] AlFloll A WARo] o F4Es A of A
72 BES 7R kAl BE Ut = o] o FAES A RS W 72 v
= dy Olmj:—% Aol A ofufjell AFEH w3t FAlL 1R, Aol B 7B V=Y
o} o] AE AIEl BE F ) onﬂﬂqﬁ} 714 ;H 538 o] > s Am o= Fo}
2 A S W, 2l G2 FdlEolA o] EEEe dFATReRE 7HA7HA §

Je). ol ool o) S el B = o] 5



Daniel: 19 — Belshazzar's feast (part 1) — Sermon Notes Page 9

= AA 3070, & A A1 1,000 7H, 2 29 7K, = i 30 70, 2 tHA 410 7K, 71EF 2L 1,000 7
7} EA%E}. T3 & 130 B 5400 /) ekl =2 1:9-11).

o] RE EAEL A BAASE H4S g8 v mhEdon FEE e
= /\FO“HH = rE s YT

o] LA AH EHEo] WALt nol X" =Rk A ¢Fo] 7] ghvhar drgku u), oF
A e gl Fo] MAke] oh A = LhH LT mw RIS oL Zo® 1
of Dot AIF U aFThd of 714 off ropA|"ehs wol & AFEH e 787 A A
A= ropH A ek golE G5 dEolTes R A}&O}L AUtk WALAo] & A
Srobgli= 9G4S =Rk abo] el gle] XA Py) wjEe] “1e] nobr] A gl k.

off
&
2

o

9 ol 93 BFEEL AT FE8. o] G Lol Gol YAGHL 1L &
FEOI7 7 ob BT S HolFa A28 S Bl v E AZo] o Aol Woke:

BES WolFT 4912718 ol a, 1d o7k oLt 2 o] AAea A% g
928 el FAHoR b S 2Eeln AAHU T iR Ao w2
o ghale] Shbde YR eFshu F A NSl Bl RUFsE A % & AR
}\‘4‘:} g ER o] 9= shupdel Wik S /RA Q! BAd YT AN 2 AR =
S Ego e WHo R A3 o 2 R HE serilece O] HE ASUTE QE5dof =
AbgEE ol o] WolE AT AREH A AL, A A = BF YT A7 A B
Aelal WAz,

>

WY mELS Y AG o] 7] A H E 3] W i Faelol Fald F3o] &4
5 AL PR D] Bl ARG A (GA Y= AL

Sk A 25 @Al EAFUT @ 5d A E] 71 E3] ek RS F
shte shud e ol B Xﬂ% Sl Ag e AU oS B AT welrla
B 57 Utk A fele] 2Fd FolA TAFY o5& Agdte] GOzt i
= ASS Bl 741@} o U Zlo] fivkar *%%LHE}.OHE‘— T T

WA 92718 vhE T S O AbgEel el @ 1) olel 2] SAs Heju )R

g A B A 29dgle] old AL s BrolAl wHE AL /g A
= o)A v A Al sk FATO) o B o]el wAHel WA o ALgetA
i BeEUTh I wHE 7 Al o B AT AL 7w BEEdy

_|O
rlo
2
;l>
_O‘L
i
el
oX
o,

=g vgojo A g 258 FUth 93}, TV &, &9
& Lo loR 15 ) PENERR eI
AL 2717k oL Th AH o] o glol 2 Add Az
R A% T A A e e fe) A Y rel A e

o]o] %% 1—1:147(—1 o7 O}‘Q_E]ﬂ]/]q_ 3]_;]13} qu erq]ie U}:qlﬂp /\}“—_gj_}_:a_o Z’é"i 7]

Tl Aol Folelx) stobo} Sk, 2ebriobd 64 7 AelA] Thaat 2ol B,
£2E &olA B Shbe GAGRL WA ohUSAUY Alge] Fow JEA 2T

rlr
N
(7 ml
Pﬂi
X
L
1r



Daniel: 19 — Belshazzar's feast (part 1) — Sermon Notes Page 10

A=A AL 252 &5 vAEA vpd 2] AA AES AgASFU T o
So v B3 &7 Faloh AT R B2 whE Skl Roj2ha 4744
< A Aol oyl FE YT ol A5l A=
E7F IS AAY TR Al 115 el 9 o] 5o Fhel

o)

D5 $HEL 3} Fol2 Aol £02 WE Aojz

o] Qloj= WA Ratm o] o= BA| o

6. A7 Y= EX) 3hu] 57} Yol E WA BA) Z3ho]

7. £ IO E WAA R3u] o] o E Ax| Fohv] BFGo] Y% & £Y2% 1)

A ®sp=et

8. $AEL REE AFEW 2L YASHE 5o & 19 gk (A 115:4-8)

o] S22k 471 shbd e Aok AN T Bl R Sele $EASS 5

oA m G 329 JEel A 71 &l AU,
}

439 & A AAGE olun Y wEHE WY 5 Yk &

o}LrU
fo) U
=

N

FHZo] AMFE L g o] 58 HHs|i 17 Bt A4S 2ESILE of
TH Ayt oty e =3t shud S Al S 2 E T AR ES ok &
o2 mol ) A=t 750 o Ale nlehba ko] el o] 2l At} A
& 9o A

= <1 H

5 In the same hour the fingers of a man’s hand appeared and wrote opposite the lampstand on
the plaster of the wall of the king’s palace; and the king saw the part of the hand that wrote.

Without warning, the fingers of a human hand appeared in an area of the wall that was illuminated
by a lampstand. Archaeologists have unearthed a large banquet hall amongst the ruins of ancient
Babylon. The hall was 17 metres wide and 52 meters long. Interestingly midway along the back
wall opposite the main entrance there was a niche in front of which the king may well have been
seated. The wall behind the niche was covered with white plaster exactly as described by Daniel.
This would have been an ideal surface onto which letters could be carved.

The bible does not tell us what kind of hand it was. I like to think that it was a giant hand. How
terrifying would that have been. Imagine witnessing this eerie supernatural event.

The fact that this event took place in a prominent, well lit area and that only the fingers could be
seen means that this was no prank. This was not some drunken piece of tom-foolery. This was God's
divine intervention. It was God in some mysterious way piercing the veil that separates us from the
supernatural world. This means that a full understanding or appreciation of what happened here will
always lie beyond our understanding.

We are left to try and imagine how this happened, and what it looked like.

Let me give you an illustration to highlight the difference between the natural and the supernatural
world. The illustration involves dog whistles. The human ear can hear sounds along a spectrum
ranging from 20 to 20,000 Hertz. God has given dogs the ability to hear a much broader range of
sounds. They can pick up sounds from between 65 and 45,000 Hertz. Dog whistles utilise this
reality of canine biology. They emit sound beyond the range of human hearing. So when the dog
owner blows the whistle they do not hear a sound. Their dog however does. How on earth does this
apply to the supernatural world around us?

Well as my dog whistle story just illustrates there are sounds around us that we simply cannot hear.
They exist at a frequency beyond our ability to comprehend them. The key thing to remember here
is that they exist, even though we cannot hear them. In the same way we are at all times surrounded
by the supernatural world. But it too exists at a “frequency” that we are unable to detect. Now you
may think it would be exciting to get a glimpse of this hidden supernatural world. I'm not really sure
that you would. I think God has a very good reason for keeping it from us. We'd be both shocked



Daniel: 19 — Belshazzar's feast (part 1) — Sermon Notes Page 11

and horrified by what we saw. However on rare occasions that veil is lifted. The natural world is
made aware of the supernatural. Human beings get a glimpse at what lies beyond. This is what
Belshazzar and his guests were now experiencing.

The evening was very swiftly about to switch from one of revelry to one of revelation. Before we
move on its worth highlighting that this incident provides the origin for common English idioms
such as "I can read the writing on the wall" or "the writing is on the wall." These expressions refer
to signs of a negative outcome or impending disaster. This was most definitely the case for poor
king Belshazzar. Let us see how he reacts.
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6 Then the king’s countenance changed, and his thoughts troubled him, so that the joints of
his hips were loosened and his knees knocked against each other.

Let us try to picture the scene. The clamour, noise and excitement of the party gradually cease. The
room becomes deathly quiet. All eyes are drawn to the mysterious hand as it writes a message on
the plastered wall. I'm sure that all those present were shocked and dismayed. None however seem
to have been as troubled as the king. His reaction is one of absolute terror. This is perhaps not
surprising given what he is seeing, and his natural assumption that the message must be directed at
him.

As he watches his countenance changes. From a red-faced drunken reveller to being pale and sickly.
The strength goes from his legs, and he struggles to remain standing. His trembling is so great that
his hips were loosened, and his knees knocked together. It is possible that he even momentarily
collapsed to the ground (fainted). In one commentary I read it suggested that what we are reading
here is a polite way of saying that the king's bowels loosened and he soiled himself. Whether this
was, or was not the case we are intended by the writer to see something almost comical here. This
mighty king, head of a vast empire is left quaking with fear with all his dignity gone. Let us read on
and see what happens next.
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7 The Kking cried aloud to bring in the astrologers, the Chaldeans, and the soothsayers. The
king spoke, saying to the wise men of Babylon, “Whoever reads this writing, and tells me its
interpretation, shall be clothed with purple and have a chain of gold around his neck; and he
shall be the third ruler in the kingdom.”

The kings reaction here is quite understandable. Here he is faced by a truly inexplicable and
terrifying event. The hand may have vanished but the strange writing remains. The king is unable to
understand it.

In moments of great fear we want to have things explained to us. We need to try and understand, or
at least obtain an explanation for what is happening. This event is clearly something supernatural.
So who would you turn to for help or guidance? Naturally to people who have devoted their lives to
uncovering the occult mysteries of the world. So the king calls out to the court astrologers, the
Chaldeans (wise men) and the soothsayers (occult practitioners). Only three groups are mentioned
here by name, but we should assume that as before all of his wise and learned men turned up. These
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men were scholars of the occult. The king is confident that they will be able to understand the
message. But he also offers a considerable incentive to the one able to explain the full meaning to
him.

The man who read and provides an interpretation of the writing will be rewarded very handsomely.
We read of three specific things the king will do for this man. Firstly they will be clothed in purple.
To clothe someone in purple in the ancient world meant to bestow royal authority on this person.
We see on example of this in the Book of Esther, Mordecai is rewarded by the king.

So Mordecai went out from the presence of the king in royal apparel of blue and white, with a
great crown of gold and a garment of fine linen and purple; and the city of Shushan rejoiced
and was glad. (Est 8:15)

Secondly the king will place a golden chain around their neck. Again this is a symbol of royal
power and authority. It is an item worn by the elite. We see an example of this in the story of
Joseph. The pharaoh gave him a golden chain.

Then Pharaoh took his signet ring off his hand and put it on Joseph’s hand; and he clothed
him in garments of fine linen and put a gold chain around his neck. (Gen 41:42)

Thirdly and finally Belshazzar will make this man the third ruler in the kingdom. This is further
evidence supporting what I told you earlier about Belshazzar being a co-regent with his father
Nabonidus.

This would make Nabonidus the primary ruler and Belshazzar the secondary ruler. The “wise
interpretor” of the writing on the wall would be made the third ruler behind these other two. What a
wonderful opportunity beckons to the man able to read and interpret this mysterious message.
Which of the king's wise and learned men will be able to do it? Let's read on and see.
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8 Now all the king’s wise men came, but they could not read the writing, or make known to
the King its interpretation.

What a let down! None of the wise men were able to make any sense of the writing on the wall. Let
me say a few things about why that might have been. Both Hebrew and Aramaic are languages
unlike English and Korean that are read from right to left. In both Hebrew and Aramaic the vowels
must also be supplied by the reader. This means that deciphering meaning can sometimes be
difficult. However with that being said we don't know for sure the language that was used. The
writer here in Daniel either recorded it exactly as if it was in Aramaic, or translated it into the
Aramaic language.

So the difficulty of understanding for the Babylonian wise men may be the result of two basic
issues. Firstly it may have been because the message was in an unfamiliar foreign language. Or
secondly that the message was a cipher. The words were scrambled up or disguised in some way.
This may mean that even if they could read the words they may have still been left puzzled. Allow
me to explain why.

The inscription read, MENE, MENE, TEKEL, UPHARSIN.

The word “Mene” could mean “mina,” which was either a measure of money, or the word
numbered. The word “Tekel” could mean “shekel” (another unit of money) or the word “weighed.”
The word “peres” (the plural is pharsin) could mean “half-shekel,” “half mina,” or the word
“divided.” It could also refer to “Persia!” You can see the potential for confusion.

In closing, I should add that the author gives no suggestion that this was a complex puzzle or riddle.
He does not suggest that the words were scrambled up in some way. The author wants us to
appreciate that the Babylonians famous skill for reading omens is actually bankrupt. The truth is
that they have no special skill or power. Instead he wants us to compare and contrast their ineptitude
with the competence of Daniel. Daniel empowered by God will have no trouble telling the king
what the writing meant. That, Lord willing will be the subject of next week's study.
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Lessons to learn
I have two comments to make based on today's passage.

Qo] BE 7| xake] F }x AL wRED T AL

1 The danger of distractions

In our story today we saw how king Belshazzar easily became distracted from the pressing concerns
of his empire. The enemy were quite literally at the city gates. His empire was about to collapse,
and yet he allowed himself to get caught up in a silly drunken party. When he should have had his
wits about him he became addled and encouraged others to do the same. The king lost his purpose
and soon would lose his kingdom and his life.

One of Satan's favourite tactics is distraction. He loves nothing more than to distract us from what's
important and divert us anywhere but towards God. Let us be honest and admit that he is VERY
adept and successful at doing it. In Belshazzar's day it was with wine and wild parties. Today, it may
be with other things such as social media and entertainment. The opportunity to be distracted is all
pervasive and it takes great deal of will power to resist its lure. Here is some sobering data I found
drawn from the websites Prosperity Media and Exploding Topics.

e The average office worker sends 40 emails per day and receives 121 emails per day. They spend
on average 15.5 hours each week just dealing with emails.

e The average person spends 2 hours and 24 minutes on social media every day.
e The average American checks their mobile device 159 times a day.
e Users will spend 4 trillion hours on social media this year.

It's amazing to think that most working people claim that they are busy working all the time. There
is, so they argue barely a moment to relax and rest. Despite this claim they can find hours to spend
looking at their smart phones, playing games, watching Netflix or YouTube, surfing the web or
watching TV. How the devil must be rubbing his hands with glee. You see distraction is just that. It's
diverting or distracting us from something far more valuable and important. Every time you are
drawn from bible reading, prayer, study, or just quiet time with God the devil is delighted. He wins
whenever he takes your mind or attention off of God.

Let's consider just one aspect of our Christian life; bible reading. How much of your bible do you
read every day? I'm assuming of course that you do read it everyday.
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I'm always staggered when I read the statistics about Christians and bible reading. Barna research
conducted in 2021 found that only 34% of US Christian adults read the Bible once a week or more.
Even more amazingly 50% read the Bible less than twice a year. I wonder what the statistics would
be for Korean Christians? I hope you find the time with all the distractions in your life to read your
bible (often).

Christians often like to compare. So how does your bible measure up against the Puritans. Prepare
to be shocked.

Puritan William Gouge (1575-1653) read 5 chapters at three designated times during his day. This
meant he read 15 chapters a day. This allowed him to read the whole bible approximately 4 times
per year. Or how about one of my favourite Puritans Richard Baxter (1615 -1691). He never read
less than 11 chapters a day!

Now I'm not suggesting your follow a schedule like these men, but we all ought to be in the
scriptures more. We all need to learn to control the clamour of distraction and focus our hearts and
minds on what's important.

Let us all pray that with the Holy Spirit's help we can steer clear of the dangers of distractions.
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2 Be careful of falling into sacrilege

Sacrilege as I mentioned during the sermon is an act of disrespect toward a sacred person, place, or
object. Sacrilege happens when someone intentionally mistreats a sanctified object, defiles a sacred
place, or talks in an impious manner of something associated with God. This is what Belshazzar
was guilty of. He was using objects designed to be part of praise and worship to a holy God and
using them in an offensive and disrespectful way. Believers and non-believers alike can commit
sacrilege, disrespecting images, symbols, or God Himself.

It's a serious issue. There is little we can do when non-believers act in a sacrilegious way. When
Belshazzar called for the temple treasures what could a Jew who may have present have done? They
might have pointed it out to king that what he was doing was wrong. They might have warned the
king and asked him to stop. The king of course would have just ignored what was said.

But when it comes to fellow believers, or even ourselves we need to respond and react quickly and
decisively when we detect sacrilege. It's not something we can ignore. If we find others or ourselves
acting in a disrespectful or irreverent way towards, worship, the bible or God we should take action.
We should warn others, or if it us repent and confess. The consequences for inaction may be grave.
We may be drifting away from God (backsliding) or putting ourselves outside of His blessings. Let
us then be careful to properly reverence the holy and special things of God. Let us lift up His holy
name in praise and try never to fall into the sin of sacrilege.
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