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Title: “Belshazzar's feast (part 2)”
Scripture: Daniel 5:9-12
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Scripture: Daniel 5:9-12

9 Then King Belshazzar was greatly troubled, his countenance was changed, and his lords
were astonished.

10 The queen, because of the words of the king and his lords, came to the banquet hall. The
queen spoke, saying, “O king, live forever! Do not let your thoughts trouble you, nor let your
countenance change. 11 There is a man in your kingdom in whom is the Spirit of the Holy
God. And in the days of your father, light and understanding and wisdom, like the wisdom of
the gods, were found in him; and King Nebuchadnezzar your father—your father the king—
made him chief of the magicians, astrologers, Chaldeans, and soothsayers. 12 Inasmuch as an
excellent spirit, knowledge, understanding, interpreting dreams, solving riddles, and
explaining enigmas were found in this Daniel, whom the king named Belteshazzar, now let
Daniel be called, and he will give the interpretation.”
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Review
Before we turn our attention to today's passage of scripture let's briefly review some of the key
things we examined last week.

Last Sunday we began chapter number 5. The chapter begins by telling us that a new Babylonian
king, Belshazzar is occupying the throne. As I explained in some length last time chapter 5 picks up
approximately 20 years after the conclusion of chapter 4. As I'm sure you remember chapter 4 ends
with king Nebuchadnezzar praising God after being fully restored to the throne following seven
years of madness. Nebuchadnezzar died in 562 BC. It's now 539 BC. So what happened in these
intervening years.

Well to put it simply, a great deal. This was a period of great political turmoil in Babylon.
Nebuchadnezzar enjoyed 43 years on the throne, his successors were not so lucky. Upon his death
his son, Evil-Merodach became the monarch. He was not well liked, and a conspiracy led by his
brother in law Neriglissar was hatched to remove him. Evil-Merodach was murdered in 560 BC.
Neriglissar was installed as the new king but his reign was short lived.

After just four years he died of natural causes. His very young son Labishi Marduck was next in
line. Sadly this young boy was not to enjoy growing into adolescence or adulthood. A plot was
devised, and the young king was beaten to death after “ruling” for only two months. The
conspirators appointed Nabonidus to be the next king. His son was Belshazzar. After 3 years of his
reign Nabonidus appointed his son as co-regent. They would rule together until the fall of Babylon
in 539 BC.

There are varying accounts surrounding how they shared power. Some suggest that Nabonidus did
not really enjoy being the monarch. He was not well inclined towards the day to day management of
the nation. He rather preferred travel and going on exciting adventures. Others say that Belshazzar
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only ruled over the capital city and its surrounding province. Nabonidus took charge of the
remainder of the empire. This seems highly plausible when we consider that the events we read
about in chapter 5 are centred on the city of Babylon. Belshazzar is the only king named and there is
no mention of Nabonidus.

The story in chapter 5 takes place in the year 539 BC. The Medo-Perisan forces led by Darius the
Mede have marched across much of Babylon. Now they have surrounded the city of Babylon itself.
The glorious capital of the empire, the most beautiful and populous city on earth faces an existential
crisis. It is surely the time for its wise and courageous king to stand tall. To marshal the troops and
ready the defences. The city walls have not been breached for a 1000 years so led sensibly they can
withstand the Persian siege. This is not what Belshazzar does. We read in the opening verses of
chapter 5 that he threw a lavish party.

He invited thousands of the elite of his nation to join him in a debauched drunken orgy. Midway
through the proceedings he calls for the Jewish temple treasures to be brought out. These were the
consecrated (holy) vessels used in the Jerusalem temple for worship. They had been seized by
Nebuchadnezzar and transported back to Babylon. Belshazzar's reason for doing this is not stated
explicitly in the bible. However its pretty easy to read between the lines. The king wanted these
vessels brought out so that he could openly mock God and boast about Babylon's power. To the
Babylonian way of thinking the God of Israel was weak because he had not been powerful enough
to prevent His treasures from being taken. Their gods had prevailed. So they drank from these holy
vessels and lifted up the false gods in empty praise and worship.

It is exactly as this was taking place that God intervened. God penetrated the veil that normally
separates the natural from the supernatural realm. A hand appeared writing on the plaster wall
behind the king. The kings reaction was understandable. He was absolutely terrified. His legs
became wobbly, and his knees knocked together. With the message complete the hand presumably
vanished. The king was left looking at words he could not understand. He knew enough to guess
that the message was directed at him. So he calls for his wise men to come out and give him an
interpretation. He promises great riches and rewards to the man who can furnish him with an
explanation. However none of the wise and learned men are able.

Who can he turn to next? That will be the subject of today's sermon.
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The Bible presents growing old as a normal, natural part of life in this world. We all wish we could
stay young and healthy forever, but that is not the reality of life here on earth. There is honour
involved in the ageing process.

This is because growing old is normally accompanied by increased wisdom and experience. As
God's Word tells us,

“Gray hair is a crown of splendor; it is attained by a righteous life” (Proverbs 16:31).

God wants us to remember that life is short (James 4:14) and that the beauty of youth is soon gone
(Proverbs 31:30; 1 Peter 1:24). We also have an important responsibility to impart the wisdom we
have attained to others. We have a duty to teach the younger generation so that hopefully they will
not repeat our mistakes. In today's account we will see this in action. The wise (old) queen will
impart her wisdom to the young and foolish king. She will encourage him to act sensibly in this
troubling situation. Before we get into today's account let me give you another example of a wise
person imparting some sound wisdom.

The story involves a wealthy man and his errant son. The young boy had developed some bad and
destructive habits. These bad habits concerned the father. He knew he needed to act quickly before
the bad habits destroyed his son's future prospects. Therefore he took the boy to spend and
afternoon with a well known scholar.

The scholar who was at this time an old man took the boy for a walk in his beautiful garden.
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Stopping suddenly he asked the boy pull up a small plant. The boy reached down and easily plucked
it up using his thumb and forefinger.

“Thank you,” said the old scholar taking the plant from him. After taking a few more steps the
scholar stopped again.

“Could you pull this one up for me too,” he asked pointing to a slightly bigger plant.
The boy bent down and had to pull a little harder. Eventually the plant came out.
“Thank you,” said the old man, “Let us continue.”

A few steps later the old man stopped in front of a small bush.

“Could you pull this one out for me too,” he asked.

This time the boy really had to struggle to pull it out. After several tugs he managed to pull it from
the ground.

“Good work,” said the old man. At the end of the garden the scholar stopped in front of a tall tree.
“Could you pull this out please,” he asked the boy.

The boy gripped the tree tightly and pulled with all his might. The tree did not budge.

“Try again,” said the old man. Again the boy pulled until his face went red with the exertion.
“I'm sorry,” said the boy, “It's impossible, I can't budge this tree.”

The old man nodded sagely.

“So it is with bad habits,” said the scholar. “When they are young it is easy to pull them out, but
when they take hold and grow big and strong they cannot be uprooted.”

It was a lesson the boy remembered well.

Let's get into today's account.
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9 Then King Belshazzar was greatly troubled, his countenance was changed, and his lords
were astonished.

As we saw last time the sudden appearance of a disesmbodied hand induced terror within king
Belshazzar. Even if you have a belief in the supernatural it would still be shocking to actually
witness something that can only be explained in this way. As Christians, we do believe in the
supernatural. The bible is after all a supernatural book. This means that we understand that we share
this universe with things that cannot be explained by naturalistic means. So we believe for example
that angels and demons exist. These are spirit beings that typically cannot be detected through our
five senses. We do however know from scripture that at times they can take on physical forms in
order for us to see, or experience them. Despite our understanding of this fact it would still be
shocking if one were manifest itself before us.

So king Belshazzar is troubled by the hand and the mysterious message it leaves behind. Here
though we read of a second stage of being shocked or troubled. This panic stems from the fact that
his wise counsellors are completely unable to read or translate the message. It was bad enough that
this ghostly hand appeared, but now to make matters worse no one can understand the message it
left. Let me give you an illustration of what this might be like.

Imagine a squad of soldiers hiding in the jungle. The men are wet, cold and scared. Suddenly from
out of the jungle a local man appears. When he sees the soldiers he rushes over and begins to speak
in a rapid and agitated way. He clearly has something very important to say. Unfortunately the man
is a local man and none of the soldiers can understand his regional dialect. The soldiers are now
even more worried and concerned. Is he telling them that his wife is sick and needs a doctor, is he
telling them a flash flood is heading their way, or that an entire company of the enemy is closing in
on their position. Since they don't understand his message their terror is amplified. This same thing
is happening here to king Belshazzar. What does this message mean, and who will be able to
translate it?
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10 The queen, because of the words of the king and his lords, came to the banquet hall. The

queen spoke, saying, “O Kking, live forever! Do not let your thoughts trouble you, nor let your
countenance change.

Our natural assumption reading this would be that the “queen” mentioned here is Belshazzar's wife,
or perhaps a concubine. This is probably not the case. As we read back in verse 2 his wives and
concubines were present at the party. This “queen” was not present and only makes her appearance
on the scene now. This means that her senses are not addled by drink. She is able to think and
reason clearly. Who was this woman? The Aramaic word used to describe her is mal-kaw. It can
mean either queen or queen-mother.

Most assume that she was the queen mother. There are two strands of evidence that strongly suggest
this. Firstly, her manner of speech in more like that of an older more motherly figure as opposed to
that of a younger wife. And secondly, she demonstrates an intimate acquaintance with Daniel and
his past work. These events remember are taking place around 20 years after the last mention of
Daniel. So who exactly was this “queen?”” Well, she was either the wife of his father Nabonidus
meaning that she is Belshazzar's mother. Nabonidus was married to Nebuchadnezzar' s daughter
Nicotrus. Or possibly she was one of Nebuchadnezzar's surviving wives. Possibly even the mother
of Nabonidus meaning she was Belshazzar's grandmother. Her actual identity then remains
something of a mystery.

Interestingly she enters into the royal presence without receiving a formal invitation (Est 5:2).

This was highly unusual, but most likely given her esteemed status, and the troubling times this
protocol seems to have been dispensed with.

One thing that both the Jewish and the ancient Gentile world had in common was their veneration
of the old. Older people were accorded great honour and respect. This is fully in line with what
scripture tells us. Here are just two examples of the attitude we should have towards the elderly.

‘You shall rise before the gray headed and honor the presence of an old man, and fear your
God: I am the Lorbp. (Leviticus 19:32)

Listen to your father who begot you,
And do not despise your mother when she is old. (Proverbs 23:22)

As the queen comes before the king she gives the standard greeting, “O king, live forever!” This is
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the usual salutation wishing the monarch a long life. She then reassures the king and tells him not to
worry. Se can clearly see the panic and concern etched across his pale face. She has remembered
something, or more precisely someone who will be able to help. Let us read on and see who that
someone is.
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11 There is a man in your kingdom in whom is the Spirit of the Holy God. And in the days of
your father, light and understanding and wisdom, like the wisdom of the gods, were found in
him; and King Nebuchadnezzar your father—your father the king—made him chief of the
magicians, astrologers, Chaldeans, and soothsayers.

Lt

The queen proceeds to tell the king that there is a man who seemingly has been overlooked. When
the king called for his wise and learned men to come and help this individual was not among them.
The queen goes on to describe him in glowing terms. He was possessed by the Spirit of the Holy
God. As a result of this wisdom and insight he was of immense service to king Nebuchadnezzar.
Here Nebuchadnezzar is referred to as Belshazzar's “father.” As I mentioned before the word
"father" simply means "ancestor" or "forefather."

As a consequence of the help he provided the king Nebuchadnezzar made him “chief” or “senior”
over all the wise men of Babylon. This is a reflection of his genuine God given skills and abilities.
Unlike the other occult practitioners who were phoneys and frauds Daniel is the real deal. Because
he walked faithfully in God's ways and properly honoured and feared God, God revealed the truth
to him.
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That's quite a ringing endorsement of Daniel. Obviously Daniel had made quite an impact upon the
royal court. He is well remembered and highly revered. I hope people whom we have encountered
throughout the years have equally positive things to say about us.

What do you think former work colleagues or old church members would say about you? Oh, he or
she was such a moaner, they were always complaining. Oh, he or she was so lazy, their work quality
was so poor. Or, what a pleasure it was to work with him or her. They were always enthusiastic and
positive. It was clear that they were Christians and that the light of Christ shone through their lives.
I certainly hope this is how you and I are remembered.

Given the way Daniel is remembered by the queen bring us to ask why was Daniel not included
among those the king called. Clearly the king is unaware of this great man's existence. Let me say a
few things about this. The first is to note that at this time Daniel was an old man. He was probably
in his late seventies or early eighties. This most likely means that he was either retired or semi-
retired from official government duties. If he was still working, albeit on a part-time basis he may
have been in a different department.

So when the king called for his wise men to come and help Daniel and his department was
overlooked.

The second thing to consider is how new monarchs react to the political situation they inherit. New
leaders often like to clear out the old system, and replace it with their own. They like to dismiss
people who were loyal to their predecessors and replace them with people who are loyal to them. So
it's possible that Daniel had been manoeuvred, or even demoted out of the way as the new king took
office. However with all these things being said we should note that Daniel's reputation remained
unblemished through the years. He had not been dismissed, demoted or sacked because he was in
any way deficient or lacking.

Let us conclude our study today by looking at verse 12.
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12 Inasmuch as an excellent spirit, knowledge, understanding, interpreting dreams, solving
riddles, and explaining enigmas were found in this Daniel, whom the king named
Belteshazzar, now let Daniel be called, and he will give the interpretation.”

The ringing endorsement of Daniel continues. The queen praises his excellent spirit. This
expression is used to indicate a mind that excels. She goes on to note his knowledge and his
understanding. These things contribute to him being able to interpret dreams, solve riddles and
explain puzzles or problems. The word translated as “enigmas” in our bible is the Aramaic word
“ketar.” 1t literally refers to “knots.” Some people have a knack of untying knots be they in rope,
string or even in metal necklaces. The queen is saying that God has gifted Daniel with the ability to
untie or unravel difficult riddles.

As a Christian we should be the person people turn to when faced with the “problems” or “riddles”
of this life. Why has this terrible thing happened to me? Why did God allow this to happen? These
are the kinds of questions commonly asked by people facing challenging situations. The non-
believing world has no satisfactory answer to these questions. The follower of Christ does. We
might not know exactly why God allowed a particular event to occur. As creatures we are not privy
to the mind of the creator. However we do have the answer of hope and redemption that comes only
through the person and work of the Lord Jesus Christ. He lived and died taking our sins upon
Himself. Those who repent, confess of their sins and put their faith in Him alone will be saved. No
matter the horrors of this world a joyful and glorious future awaits for those in Christ.

The queen goes on to tell the king that this man's name is Daniel. That's interesting because by this
point Daniel had been in Babylon for most of his life. He had been known as Belteshazzar since his
mid teens. Yet here the queen remembers his Jewish heritage. She remembers where he came from
and more importantly the God whom he served. Daniel was no idol worshipper, his idol honouring
name of “Belteshazzar” was given him by the king. Daniel did not serve and was not protected by
the demon Bel. He served and was protected by Yahweh. It's probably no accident that the queen
repeats his Hebrew name twice. I'm sure you remember what Belshazzar was doing during the
drunken party. Part of the fun and games involved desecrating sacred Israelite objects. So in the
queen's words we might detect a faint warning to Belshazzar. I's as if she is saying in veiled way,
“You've sinned against the God of Israel, it is appropriate therefore that you call someone who
honours and reveres Him to try and help you.”

The queen finished up by urging the king to call Daniel forth. She assures the king that Daniel will
be able to give him an interpretation. This shows a great deal of faith in the abilities of Daniel and
by extension the God he serves.

What will king Belshazzar do? Will he listen to the wise counsel of the queen or will he ignore her
words entirely. To find out come along next Sunday.
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Lessons to learn
I have two comments to make based on today's passage.
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1 Where do you turn for help in times of trouble?

As we saw in our account today Belshazzar was deeply troubled by the message left on the wall. He
could not read or understand what it said, but his conscious told him that it was something
noteworthy and important. Therefore he reached out to those he hoped could help him. In trooped
his wise and learned men. Men steeped in the dark mysteries of the occult. Despite their knowledge
and expertise these men remained in the dark. God is seems was keeping the truth from them.
Belshazzar would need to find help from another source.

Today, unlike any other time in history we are engulfed by information. Human beings have never
before had access to such vast stores of knowledge simply at the press of a button. Most of us carry
mini computers in our pockets at all times of the day. In the past we'd have to visit a library to find
the answers to our questions. It took time and effort. There was never any guarantee that even after
several hours of searching you'd find what it was you were looking for. Today things are different.
Now we can type, or even speak our request into the phone and obtain a near instant answer. We
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have access to material from all over the globe whenever we want.

I wonder whether having such access to all this knowledge has strengthened or weakened our faith.
Let us consider that notion.

In times of difficulty, trouble or confusion where do we turn for help? As we noted before we have
access to a wealth of information at the press of a button. So we could use these marvellous new
devices in our pockets to help build or strengthen our faith. We could search the internet for suitable
bible verses. Verses that might strengthen or encourage us. We could look for helpful articles or
sermons from pastors or bible teachers from around the world. Whatever the issue is there is bound
to be something or someone online that could assist. With a little time we could locate some advice
from people who have gone through a similar situation. These things might all be helpful. We might
find some temporary satisfaction from all these sources of help.

Alternatively I wonder if having all this knowledge and wisdom available to us actually weakens
our trust in God. Isn't there a danger that due to all the information we have available that we can be
become self-reliant. That we believe that we can solve the issue or problem ourselves. Isn't there the
danger of falling into a, “I can do it myself” kind of mentality. It is I suppose a little like those apps
or websites that help you self-diagnose your illness. Type in your symptoms and the computer tells
you what's wrong. Now there's no need to visit a real doctor. We all know how these things
sometimes work out.

The point I'm making here is that at times we can get a false sense of security and think we can get
through our difficulties without the need for God.

What a foolish and damaging way to approach life. How short sighted we are to think that we don't
need God. We lie entirely at His mercy. Belshazzar did not have a relationship with God. Therefore
he turned to fallible men. We o the other hand know God personally. We are His precious children.
So why would we not instantly turn to Him not just when things are bad but at all times. Why
would we not entrust Him with our lives every minute of every day.

The God we serve is not distant or far off. We don't serve a God who doesn't see or hear. We have a
Father who hears our petitions, who attends to the voice of our pleas (Psalm 66:19). Our God not
only sees all people, but sees His own people (us) in a special way. He hears His people with the ear
of a Husband and a Father. He is not bothered or annoyed by our petitions. So let us turn to him for
help not just in times of trouble but at all times.
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2 A good reputation lasts a lifetime

As I pointed out during the sermon the events of chapter five took place two decades after the time
of Nebuchadnezzar. Daniel who by this time was an old man had seemingly been forgotten.
Nebuchadnezzar had recognised and valued his worth, but new monarchs had come and gone.
Daniel over time may have been demoted or pushed to one side. Each successive monarch would
have wanted to appoint his own wise men. We don't of course know exactly what Daniel had been
doing all these years. He may have retired completely from public life or else he may have been in a
state of semi-retirement. Whatever the case he was not amongst those first called by the king to
come and assist him. However as we saw he had not been completely forgotten. The queen had not
forgotten him. She remembered him in glowing terms even though 20 or more years had passed.
Daniel she recalled was a fine upstanding godly man. It means that Daniel had clearly left a very
favourable impression. His good reputation had withstood the passage of time. It was him the queen
thought of first when help was needed.

It's a good reminder to us today of the value of leaving people with a good impression. We all
should want to be remembered in a good way. We all should desire to have a good reputation, to be
well regarded by the people we encounter. This doesn't mean we should be grovelling or a push-
over. No one respects people who stand for nothing. It does however mean that we are to be honest,
fair, respectful, well mannered and considerate to others. We treat others well because we accept
them as being made in the image of God. We also joyfully adopt the role as being ambassadors for
Christ's kingdom. We happily serve our master and desire to reflect Him well. Never forget that He
is watching us and how we interact with others at all times. So may we all desire to be remembered
as faithful and devoted followers of the Lord Jesus Christ. May we all desire to have a good
reputation.
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