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Psalm 19, Mark 8:27-38, Daniel 5 

Pastor Jonathan 

 

“How to live in Exile: Reading the Handwriting on the Wall” 

 

We’ve been looking at how the prophet Daniel trusted God through some of 

the worst years of the people of God in exile. He trusted God for the long 

haul during those terrible years, just as we want to trust God in these 

challenging years. The Church has not seen a season such as this in my 

lifetime of church leadership. We can’t meet as we used to meet and can’t 

have fellowship and outreach as we used to do due to the pandemic and/or 

government response to it. On top of that we have the denominational choice 

to affirm same sex marriage and LGBTQI+ leadership, but not force it on 

any congregation or individual ministry. We are living in exceptionally 

challenging times. How do we faithfully trust God when the government and 

the denomination do not seem to be going God’s way? 

 

Interestingly, Daniel did not retire away from the government and politics of 

his day. Rather, he offered his services there for likely sixty years. Sixty 

years a public servant is a long time. Many of you have served in some 

government capacity, but likely not that long, as retirement benefits are 

probably a bit better now compared to the Babylonian days in the sixth 

century BC. The book of Daniel ends with Daniel waiting in the latter part of 

his life. “Blessed is the one who waits…” (Daniel 12:12) Timing is an 

important part of every major decision, including decisions made in the end 

times. Being faithful and patient in the presence of God is a teaching of 

Scripture and often to be strongly considered as many urge action and 

unplanned retreats and advances. We need to hear God in these days. That’s 

why we turn to Scripture, not because we know so much, but because we 

generally are more ignorant, spiritually and otherwise, than we think we are 

and we need God’s perspective. 

 

Daniel chapter 5 takes place a long time after the beginning of the book. 

Some commentators believe it is at least sixty-six years since the beginning 

of the book and hearing about some young men who are drafted into the 

government-training programme to become civil servants. Daniel is now a 

senior citizen and that may be in part why he urges the new king to keep his 

gifts and promotions as they are less interesting than they used to be. (v. 17) 
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Nebuchadnezzar (II) has long since died in 562 BC. His son, and his son’s 

brother in law and another related by marriage to him, Nabonidus—father of 

Belshazzar, have reigned on the throne of Neo-Babylon for several years. 

It’s now likely in the 540-530s BC and the equivalent of Nebuchadnezzar’s 

grandson is on the throne. Belshazzar is not much interested in military 

events and keeping power in the family, as we find out he is killed in brutal 

takeover that sees him die and Darius the Mede take over the kingdom. (v. 

30) 

 

What Belshazzar is interested in is partying, well, at least on this one critical 

occasion he throws a huge party for a 1000 people (“nobles,” v. 1) 

Babylonian kings were not known for such events. They preferred to party 

alone. But on this occasion King Belshazzar throws this party and as the 

wine takes effect, he also asks for the expensive golden cups taken from 

foreign lands be given out to his nobles so they can drink as befits their 

station. Little does the king likely know that amongst these golden cups are 

the golden cups from Solomon’s Temple in Jerusalem that had been 

consecrated to the one true God. (vv. 2-3) The king praises his own gods 

with these cups of wine. (v.4) In so doing, he shows himself to be foolish, 

not only in the lack of security at the event but also a spiritual foolishness 

that he will soon regret. Often a person will not be interested in peace with 

God or a relationship with God until they come close to death. He did not 

know that this day would be the day of his death. All of us need to come 

close to God now through Jesus Christ. Today is the day to say “yes” to Him 

who holds the keys to heaven and eternal life, starting now, and continuing 

into eternity. We must choose to go against our own rebellion against God 

and pride, and choose God’s way today. Say “no” to your sins and “yes” to 

Jesus. This is a simple message. It is God’s message. He can guide you 

through the end of this life into the next. He can guide you through your 

losses and confusion and brokenness. Give yourself to Him today, and He 

will show you the way, for He is the Way. (John 14:6) 

 

Whether you have known this a long time and known Jesus a long time, or 

whether you are in rebellion and pride against Him, the path is the same to 

humble yourself and accept His way in your life. Don’t wait until you don’t 

have any time left to believe or trust Him or your senses are so affected by 

your health that you can’t choose. Choose now to honour Him, love Him, 

and know Him. 
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Most of us don’t get dreams and visions from God to steer us back to Him. 

Some of us do. But Belshazzar was getting a vision from God that everyone 

could see. The handwriting was on the wall. (v. 5) 

 

That phrase, “the handwriting is on the wall” today symbolically means “a 

warning or presentiment of danger.” “Something bad is going to happen 

soon,” is the way most of us use that phrase. But in Daniel’s time, it was a 

literal event. Now if you go to Wikipedia you will find they choose to call 

the Book of Daniel, “historical fiction,” like a novel. But we receive it as 

Scripture, as the revelation of the Living God to us today. I believe it 

happened as was recorded, a miracle that everyone saw: a disembodied hand 

writing on the plaster of that wall, in large letters that everyone could see, 

regardless of their alcohol intake at the time. 

 

Belshazzar saw it. It was a message for him. Nebuchadnezzar had received 

dreams, but the current king, decades later, gets a vision. He saw it. He could 

read it. He was scared silly, knees knocking and “loins weakened” which the 

NIV translates as “his legs gave away.” (v. 6) And just like the other 

accounts of the king calling on his federal department of magi to help 

interpret this strange event, none could help him. (vv. 7-8) The king gets 

even more terrified. His face grows pale. The 1000+ crowd of nobles is 

baffled. (v. 9) But this is more than a bunch of confused men (and their 

entourages) at a convention where there is too much wine. 

 

There is at least one bright woman in the room, who has studied history, or 

knows it by personal experience. (v. 10) She is the queen, which may mean 

Belshazzar’s wife or the queen mother, or possibly one of the other queen 

mothers in the room as there have been four kings since Nebuchadnezzar. 

She draws the crowd’s attention to Daniel’s reputation and abilities, 

“Daniel…having a keen mind, and knowledge and understanding, and the 

ability to interpret dreams, explain riddles and solve difficult problems,” (vv. 

11-12) all of which are important gifts to possess as a civil servant. Call 1-

800-DANIEL and he will tell you what the handwriting on the wall means. 

(v.12) 

 

So they do. (v. 13) And King Belshazzar offers Belteshazzar (Daniel) 

clothes, gold jewelry and the third highest position of leadership in the 

government, which may or may not have been a promotion from what 

Nebuchadnezzar had given him. (v. 16) Daniel interprets the vision, with or 

without the rewards. But he doesn’t start with the translation of the words, 
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which were in biblical Armaic, likely words that the nobles could read 

themselves, they just couldn’t understand them. Daniel starts by telling the 

current king Nebuchadnezzar’s story. Now if you have been reading this 

prophetic book or listening to this sermon series, you don’t need me to tell 

you that story. It comes down to this: All of us human beings are filled with 

pride and rebellion against God. You and I think we can make a good life on 

our own. God thinks differently. He made us and knows that we are 

designed to be in good relationship with Him. He knows best about male and 

female human beings, about marriage, about healthy and diseased ways. He 

knows how to bring peace into our troubled lives. He allows us to go 

through difficult times and terrible seasons that we might turn to Him and 

acknowledge Him as God, as the ultimate leader, ruler and teacher. He is the 

judge to whom we turn now to learn about right living, as well as truth and 

healthy love. We don’t make up this stuff. We don’t judge others and say 

how broken they are. God does. He does so that He might gift them a good 

and true life. What is good and what is true? God knows. He also knows the 

opposite. He lets us hit bottom in our addictions, broken relationships, 

unhealthy choices and many other life challenges so we can turn away from 

our being the captain of our own lives and give ourselves over to Him as we 

understand Him in Jesus Christ. And yes, there are many beautiful and 

wonderful things in this life for which we praise Him. But there are also 

many things that go against Him and we ourselves go against Him if we do 

not consciously choose for Him. So God lets Nebuchadnezzar experience 

mental health issues for seven years and at the end of that season, the king 

gives himself and his kingdom to God. (vv. 18-21) 

 

Daniel doesn’t stop with a family history lesson. Have you ever given one of 

those to your family? How well was that received? I know I have had some 

terrible results in my family as I’ve sought to try and be in good relationship 

with my brothers. I’m not sure how you are doing.  

 

I’ve already said that the king doesn’t seem too interested in recent kingdom 

history, which includes family history. Daniel says boldly to King 

Belshazzar that he hasn’t learned from what his grandfather had to learn the 

hard way, and in fact has followed his rebellion, pride and sin. This is often 

the way we are until we are confronted with our sin. And yes, the Good 

News of Jesus always comes with the confrontation of our sins and rebellion 

and pride. We need to confess our sins and agree with God. We need to 

come to the Cross together. We need to be confronted. (v. 22-23) So if you 

are uncomfortable with this, take your discomfort to the Lord who will bring 
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you peace. Daniel says that Belshazzar also is an idolater, and does not 

honour the God who holds his life in his hand. (v. 23) The proof of this is at 

the party where he is using the golden goblets from the Temple in Jerusalem 

to toast the gods of Babylon. So God’s hand appears to give a three point 

sermon: (I’ll make this quick, v. 25) 

 

The Handwriting on the Wall (a three point sermon): 

I’ll give you the original words, the translation of those words, Daniel’s 

application to Belshazzar and a few words from me… 

 

Mene (x2): “numbered”=God has decided your days are done and your 

reign is over. Teach us to number our days, O Lord! (v. 26) 

Tekel: “weighed”=God has weighed you on the scales and found you 

wanting. Judgment is here, have you been fair in your judgments?, what 

does God think about your judgments? His perspective wins in the end, why 

not agree with Him now? (v. 27) 

Peres: “divided”=Your kingdom is divided and given to the Medes and 

Persians. Before you know it, everything you have worked for is taken from 

you and given to someone else, give it now to God, and know that you will 

lose it before not all that long. (v. 28) 

 

We don’t know what the king thought about this, but I assume he felt it was 

a correct translation and application of the handwriting on the wall, so he 

gave Daniel the clothes, jewelry and made him the third highest ruler in the 

kingdom. Then he was assassinated.  

 

All this encourages us to remember the results of this work and each of our 

parts in this work called Grace Church belongs to God. His is the praise and 

the reason for our being. His is the way and the meaning of our lives. We 

give Him back this institution and group anew today. 

 

Give us patience and the wisdom of Daniel in these days, O LORD. 

Let us pray. 

 

 

 

 
 


