
28 Date of My Bible Study:  ______________________________

Session 3

Session

3
The Handwriting of God

THEOLOGICAL THEME: Divine judgment comes against everyone who rises 
up against God.

The popular phrase “the writing on the wall” 
describes a premonition or foreshadow of disaster 
that someone has chosen to ignore. The 
expression comes from Daniel 5, and on this 
occasion, the “writing” came from the finger of 
God. The message was clear and its promise 
certain. Disaster would befall those who believed 
they were invincible in their independence 
from God. 

When have you heard people talk about seeing or ignoring “the 
handwriting on the wall”? 

What are some signs people tend to ignore, signs that precede a failure 
or disaster? 

 Voices from 
Church History
“Pride is the fertile mother 
of sins.” 1 

–Johann Wigand (1523-1587) 
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As we continue our study of how God sustained His people in exile, we come to 
a scene in which God demonstrated His opposition to those who rise against Him and 
ignore His warnings. The story of Belshazzar and the “writing on the wall” is a vivid 
illustration of the truth that “the Most High God rules the kingdom of mankind and 
sets over it whom he will” (Dan. 5:21). From this event, we learn that we should not 
place our faith in the security of earthly kingdoms or leaders who exalt themselves above 
God. Knowing the consequences of rebellion, we heed the warnings of God and we 
lovingly warn others of God’s judgment.

1.  God warns us not to trust in the security of earthly 
kingdoms (Dan. 5:1-9). 

1 King Belshazzar made a great feast for a thousand of his lords and drank wine in 
front of the thousand.

2 Belshazzar, when he tasted the wine, commanded that the vessels of gold and of silver 
that Nebuchadnezzar his father had taken out of the temple in Jerusalem be brought, that the 
king and his lords, his wives, and his concubines might drink from them. 3 Then they brought 
in the golden vessels that had been taken out of the temple, the house of God 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, iron, wood, and stone.

5 Immediately the fingers of a human 
hand appeared and wrote on the plaster 
of the wall of the king’s palace, opposite 
the lampstand. And the king saw the 
hand as it wrote. 6 Then the king’s color 
changed, and his thoughts alarmed him; 
his limbs gave way, and his knees knocked 
together. 7 The king called loudly to bring 
in the enchanters, the Chaldeans, and the 

astrologers. The king declared to the wise men of Babylon, “Whoever reads this writing, and 
shows me its interpretation, shall be clothed with purple and have a chain of gold around his 
neck and shall be the third ruler in the kingdom.” 8 Then all the king’s wise men came in, but 
they could not read the writing or make known to the king the interpretation. 9 Then King 
Belshazzar was greatly alarmed, and his color changed, and his lords were perplexed. 
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Consider the scene from the standpoint of the powerful. With pomp and promiscuity, 
the all-powerful Babylonian king Belshazzar was throwing a party for the ages. What he 
didn’t know was that he was the last in the line of Babylonian kings. Darius the Mede 
was about to invade Babylon and bring its empire to an end. 

Belshazzar’s foolishness didn’t stop with the revelry; he added blasphemy and mockery 
to his list of sins, drinking wine from the sacred vessels taken from the Lord’s temple. 
Belshazzar’s action was intended to mock the God of the Jews and to celebrate the gods 
of Babylon as being superior. He was making a spectacle of God by treating His holy 
vessels as common utensils, in service to the debauchery of the night. 

The Babylonians were having a gala to remember, completely out of touch with reality and 
the impending invasion. Sin does the same thing to us. It makes us dull. It makes us stupid. 

In what ways does sin dull our senses 
and distract us from reality? 

Suddenly, the king was brought to his senses. 
What yanked him back into reality? “The fingers 
of a human hand appeared and wrote on the 
plaster of the wall of the king’s palace, opposite 
the lampstand” (v. 5). The same fingers that 
wrote the Ten Commandments for the Hebrew 
people (see Ex. 31:18; Deut. 9:10) now confronted 
blasphemous Belshazzar with his sins and told of 
imminent judgment. 

The “wise men of Babylon” could not interpret Nebuchadnezzar’s dream in chapter 2, and 
Daniel bailed them out. The same thing happened again in chapter 4. Now for the third 
time, “all the king’s wise men” were brought in and once more they all struck out (5:8). 

99  Essential 
Christian Doctrines
12. God Is Omnipotent

God is all-powerful: there 
is nothing God cannot 
do so long as it does not 
contradict His own nature 
or law. God has power and 
authority over the universe 
He created, from the largest 
solar system to the smallest 
particle. Affirming that God is 
all-powerful does not mean 
that God can sin—since that 
would go against His perfect 
moral nature. As Christians, 
we rest in the belief that 
the God who has all power 
is good, and we gain great 
comfort by knowing that an 
all-powerful God is working 
for our good and joy.
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“Then King Belshazzar was greatly alarmed, and his color changed, and his lords were 
perplexed” (v. 9). He realized he could not place his confidence in his own power, his 
kingdom, or the wisdom of his people. 

In what people or things does our society place its confidence and find 
its security? 

What would it take for such “security” to be challenged?

2.  God warns us not to exalt ourselves against Him 
(Dan. 5:13-24). 

13 Then Daniel was brought in before the king. The king answered and said to 
Daniel, “You are that Daniel, one of the exiles of Judah, whom the king my father 
brought from Judah. 14 I have heard of you that the spirit of the gods is in you, and that 
light and understanding and excellent wisdom are found in you. 15 Now the wise men, 
the enchanters, have been brought in before me to read this writing and make known 
to me its interpretation, but they could not show the interpretation of the matter. 16 But 
I have heard that you can give interpretations and solve problems. Now if you can read 
the writing and make known to me its interpretation, you shall be clothed with purple 
and have a chain of gold around your neck and shall be the third ruler in the kingdom.” 

17 Then Daniel answered and said before the king, “Let your gifts be for yourself, and 
give your rewards to another. Nevertheless, I will read the writing to the king and make 
known to him the interpretation. 18 O king, the Most High God gave Nebuchadnezzar 
your father kingship and greatness and glory and majesty. 19 And because of the greatness 
that he gave him, all peoples, nations, and languages trembled and feared before him. 
Whom he would, he killed, and whom he would, he kept alive; whom he would, he raised 
up, and whom he would, he humbled. 20 But when his heart was lifted up and his spirit 
was hardened so that he dealt proudly, he was brought down from his kingly throne, 



and his glory was taken from him. 21 He was driven from among the children of 
mankind, and his mind was made like that of a beast, and his dwelling was with the wild 
donkeys. He was fed grass like an ox, and his body was wet with the dew of heaven, until 
he knew that the Most High God rules the kingdom of mankind and sets over it whom 
he will. 22 And you his son, Belshazzar, have not humbled your heart, though you knew 
all this, 23 but you have lifted up yourself against the Lord of heaven. And the vessels of 
his house have been brought in before you, and you and your lords, your wives, and your 
concubines have drunk wine from them. And you have praised the gods of silver and gold, 
of bronze, iron, wood, and stone, which do not see or hear or know, but the God in whose 
hand is your breath, and whose are all your ways, you have not honored.

24 “Then from his presence the hand was sent, and this writing was inscribed.

Daniel, the man of God, was brought before the king; his response was not disrespectful 
but direct. Daniel knew that his wisdom in interpretation came from God. He would 
not exercise the gift in order to earn rewards from the king. He utilized the gift in order 
to communicate God’s message to the king. 

In what ways does Daniel show humility in this passage, even as he is 
bold and confrontational to the king? 

What is the contrast between Daniel and Belshazzar? Between 
Belshazzar and Nebuchadnezzar? 

Before Daniel interpreted the handwriting, he did a little preaching and schooled 
Belshazzar in recent history and biblical theology. The Most High God gave 
Belshazzar’s grandfather, Nebuchadnezzar, his kingdom with the glory and privileges 
that go with such a position (vv. 18-19). But he became arrogant and prideful; so God 
took him down and caused him to live like a beast with animals like oxen and donkeys. 
God did this so that he would know “the Most High God rules the kingdom of 
mankind and sets over it whom he will” (vv. 20-21). 
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Then Daniel pointed the finger at the current king. In essence, he said: “You, 
Belshazzar, are just like he was, and you should know better! Therefore, you have seen 
the hand God sent to spell out your consequences.” 

In Daniel’s speech to the king, we see the results of exalting oneself above God. No 
matter the grandiose thoughts Belshazzar had about himself, God saw the reality, and 
He would make it plain for Belshazzar to see.

What are some other examples we have seen in Scripture where 
someone who exalted himself against God was struck down? What do 
we learn from these examples?

3.  God warns us of the consequences of unrepentant sin 
(Dan. 5:25-31).

25 And this is the writing that was inscribed: Mene, Mene, Tekel, and Parsin. 
26 This is the interpretation of the matter: Mene, God has numbered the days of your 
kingdom and brought it to an end; 27 Tekel, you have been weighed in the balances 
and found wanting; 28 Peres, your kingdom is divided and given to the Medes 
and Persians.”

29 Then Belshazzar gave the command, and Daniel was clothed with purple, a chain 
of gold was put around his neck, and a proclamation was made about him, that he 
should be the third ruler in the kingdom. 

30 That very night Belshazzar the Chaldean king was killed. 31 And Darius the Mede 
received the kingdom, being about sixty-two years old. 
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Belshazzar showed no signs of repentance for his arrogance, blasphemies, idolatry, pride, 
and sensualities. He did, however (probably reluctantly), keep his word to Daniel. 

Once again God has honored his faithful servant in this hostile and pagan world. God 
brought Daniel out of “retirement” and made him the third ruler in the kingdom. After 
Nabonidus and his son Belshazzar, no one was more powerful than this Judean exile. 
But Daniel’s ascent in the Babylonian empire was very short-lived. It was like getting 
a promotion the day before the company goes bankrupt. It was like getting a medal 
even though you lost the war. It lasted only a few hours. 

Belshazzar died that night, “and Darius the Mede received the kingdom, being about 
sixty-two years old” (v. 31). The Babylonian king had challenged and mocked the Most 
High God. He had been confronted with his sin and showed no repentance. God’s 
judgment, in this case, came as fast as a lightning bolt from heaven. 

To those who knew their Scriptures, this was no surprise. God’s prophets had already laid 
out Babylon’s destiny. They knew this kingdom was a passing fad, here today and gone 
tomorrow, according to a divine timetable, not a human one (see Isa. 21:1-10; Jer. 50–51).

In Revelation 18, we read of the ultimate destruction of Babylon, that evil and wicked 
world system that stands against the kingdom of God economically, morally, politically, 
and spiritually. In Daniel 5, we have received a preview of that coming, eschatological 
day. Here we find words of wisdom and words of warning. 

When have you sensed God warning you away from sin or self-exaltation? 

How can we take heed of God’s warnings and also lovingly warn others 
of His judgment? 
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Conclusion 

In the story of God’s handwriting on the 
wall, a Hebrew exile came out of nowhere to 
confront the powers of this world with their 
sins of blasphemy, mockery, arrogance, pride, 
and idolatry. He was a man of impeccable 
character who could not be bought or seduced 
by the idols of this world. Why? Because in 
this man of incredible wisdom was the Spirit 
of the holy God (see Dan. 5:11). In fact, even 
the pagans acknowledged his good testimony 
(see 3 John 11-12), that he had “an excellent 
spirit, knowledge, and understanding to interpret 
dreams, explain riddles, and solve problems” 
(Dan. 5:12; cf. 6:3). 

This sounds familiar with respect to another exile 
from Judah who comes on the scene in the first 
century—a man by the name of Jesus, who said of 
Himself, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me” (Luke 4:18). 
Later, we are not surprised to hear even His enemies admit, “No one ever spoke like this 
man” (John 7:46). Daniel points forward to the coming Messiah. This servant of the 
Lord foreshadows the Servant of the Lord upon whom rests “the Spirit of the Lord…
the Spirit of wisdom and understanding, the Spirit of counsel and might, the Spirit of 
knowledge and the fear of the Lord” (Isa. 11:2). 

CHRIST CONNECTION: The handwriting on the wall communicated 
the judgment of God against the king. The cross of Jesus Christ 
communicated the judgment of God against sin but also demonstrated 
His love for undeserving sinners who repent and trust in Him. 

 Voices from  
the Church
“Belshazzar is perhaps the 
supreme Old Testament 
parallel to the rich fool 
in Jesus’ parable. Having 
already given expression 
to their lust for more (in 
the case of the rich fool his 
lust for more money), they 
would never be satisfied 
without more. Blinded by the 
pursuit of that lust, they were 
oblivious to the possibility 
that ‘This night your soul 
will be required of you; then 
whose will those things be 
which you have provided?’ 
(Luke 12:20).” 2 

–Sinclair Ferguson  
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1.  How should we respond when the people in our lives find their security in 
“earthly kingdoms”? When they have their “security” challenged? 

2.  What are some specific ways we can humble ourselves in our community in 
order to exalt Jesus Christ?

3.  What objections to God’s judgment should we be aware of from our society, 
and how can we respond in truth and love?

HIS MISSION, YOUR MISSION

MISSIONAL APPLICATION: God calls us to take heed of His 
warnings, to humble ourselves before Him in repentance, and 
to lovingly warn others of His judgment.
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