S. BELSHAZZAR’S FEAST
DANIEL 5:1 - 6:1



Belshazzar and the writing on the wall

'King Belshazzar made a great festival for a
thousand of his lords, and he was drinking
wine in the presence of the thousand. Under
the influence of the wine, Belshazzar com-
manded that they bring in the vessels of gold
and silver that his father Nebuchadnezzar
had taken out of the temple in Jerusalem, so
that the king and his lords, his wives, and his
concubines might drink from them. 3So they
brought in the vessels of gold and silver 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. ‘They drank the wine and praised
the gods of gold and silver, bronze, iron,
wood, and stone. At that instant the fingers of
a human hand appeared and began writing on
the plaster of the wall of the royal palace, next
to the lampstand. The king was watching the
hand as it wrote. ‘Then the king'’s face turned
pale, and his thoughts terrified him. His limbs
gave way, and his knees knocked together.

"The king cried aloud to bring in the enchant-
ers, the Chaldeans, and the diviners; and the
king said to the wise men of Babylon, “Who-
ever can read this writing and tell me its in-
terpretation shall be clothed in purple, have a
chain of gold around his neck, and rank third
in the kingdom.” *Then all the king's wise
men came in, but they could not read the writ-
ing or tell the king the interpretation. °Then
King Belshazzar became greatly terrified and
his face turned pale, and his lords were per-
plexed.

“The queen, when she heard the discussion of
the king and his lords, came into the banquet-
ing hall. The queen said, “O king, live for-
ever! Do not let your thoughts terrify you or
your face grow pale. "There is a man in your
kingdom who is endowed with a spirit of the
holy gods. In the days of your father he was
found to have enlightenment, understanding,
and wisdom like the wisdom of the gods.
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As with chapter 4, chapter 5
in the Old Greek appears to
derive from a different version
of the story from the Aramaic
Masoretic text.

The king’s name means ‘O Bel,
protecttheking’. Belshazzarwas
the son, not of Nebuchadnezzar
(as stated in this text, verse 2), but
of Nabonidus, the lastking (556-
539) of the Neo-Babylonian
kingdom. Nabonidus faced
strong opposition in Babylon,
especially from the priests of
Marduk. He chose to leave the
crown prince Belshazzar to rule
Babylon, and moved to Teima,
an oasis in the Arabian desert.

Rumours went around that
Nabonidus was insane. It is
likely that the previous sto-
ry (3:31 - 4:34) was origi-
nally about Nabonidus (not
Nebuchadnezzar), and that
Nebuchadnezzar’s name (verse
2) was at some stage mistakenly
substituted for Nabonidus.

The sacred vessels (verse 2)
were mentioned in the Introduc-
tion (see 1:2).

The Chaldeans and other ‘wise
men’ of Babylon have already
featured in earlier stories (see
2:2;4:7). Here again, they can-
not interpret the sign.

The queen mother tells the king
about Daniel who has ‘a spirit of
the holy gods’(see 4:6).



The Introduction told us
of Daniel’s Babylonian
name (see 1:7), and he
is called Belteshazzar
(verse 12) in earlier sto-
ries (see 2:26; 4:8).

We hear the king’s speech
in verses 13-16.

Daniel’s rebuke of the
king (verses 17-23) isnot
found in the Old Greek
Version.

Verses 18-21 referback to
the previous story.

Accordingtothe theology
of the authors of Daniel,
the power of a king is
given to him by God
(verse 18; 21).

Daniel 5:11-21

"Your father, King Nebuchadnezzar, made him
chief of the magicians, enchanters, Chaldeans, and
diviners, *because an excellent spirit, knowledge,
and understanding to interpret dreams, explain rid-
dles, and solve problems were found in this Daniel,
whom the king named Belteshazzar. Now let Dan-
iel be called, and he will give the interpretation.”

Then Daniel was brought in before the king. The
king said to Daniel, “So you are Daniel, one of the
exiles of Judah, whom my father the king brought
from Judah? “I have heard of you that a spirit of the
gods is in you, and that enlightenment, understand-
ing, and excellent wisdom are found in you. "Now
the wise men, the enchanters, have been brought in
before me to read this writing and tell me its inter-
pretation, but they were not able to give the inter-
pretation of the matter. *But I have heard that you
can give interpretations and solve problems. Now
if you are able to read the writing and tell me its
interpretation, you shall be clothed in purple, have
a chain of gold around your neck, and rank third in
the kingdom.”

"Then Daniel answered in the presence of the king,
“Keep your gifts, or give your rewards to someone
else! Nevertheless I will read the writing to the king
and let him know the interpretation. *O king, the
Most High God gave your father Nebuchadnezzar
kingship, greatness, glory, and majesty. ?And be-
cause of the greatness that he gave him, all peoples,
nations, and languages trembled and feared before
him. He killed those he wanted to kill, kept alive
those he wanted to keep alive, honoured those he
wanted to honour, and degraded those he wanted
to degrade. ?But when his heart was lifted up and
his spirit was hardened so that he acted proudly, he
was deposed from his kingly throne, and his glory
was stripped from him. *He was driven from hu-
man society, and his mind was made like that of an
animal. His dwelling was with the wild asses, he
was fed grass like oxen, and his body was bathed
with the dew of heaven, until he learned that the
Most High God has sovereignty over the kingdom
of mortals, and sets over it whomever he will.
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Belshazzar and the writing on the wall

2And you, Belshazzar his son,

have not humbled your heart, even
though you knew all this! ®Instead,
you have exalted yourself against
the Lord of heaven! The vessels of
his temple have been brought in
before you, and you and your lords,
your wives and your concubines

have been drinking wine from them.

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 power
is your very breath, and to whom
belong all your ways, you have not
honoured.

#“So from his presence the hand
was sent and this writing was in-
scribed. ®?And this is the writing
that was inscribed: MENE, TEQEL,
and PERES.

%This is the interpretation of the
matter: MENE, God has numbered
the days of your kingdom and
brought it to an end; “TEQEL, you
have been weighed on the scales
and found wanting; *PERES, your
kingdom is divided and given to the
Medes and Persians.”

¥Then Belshazzar gave the com-
mand, and Daniel was clothed in
purple, a chain of gold was put
around his neck, and a proclamation
was made concerning him that he
should rank third in the kingdom.
¥That very night Belshazzar, the
Chaldean king, was killed.

¢1And Darius the Mede received
the kingdom, being about sixty-two
years old.
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Belshazzar has failed to live in dependence
on the God of the Jews, ‘the Most High
God’(verse 21). His abuse of power and his
sacrilegious disregard of vessels set aside for
divine worship cry out for just punishment,
which is delivered by a just God.

Those reading this story in the second cen-
tury would be encouraged to believe that
Antiochus IV Epiphanes would also have
to face God’s justice.

Inverses 24-28 we have Daniel’s interpreta-
tion of the writing on the wall.

In Aramaic the three words represent units
of weight: ‘mene’ is the Aramaic for a
mina (fifty shekels?); teqgel is the Aramaic
for a shekel; and peres is the Aramaic for
a half-mina.

‘Numbered’[71372, m°nah] is a play on the

word ‘m°ne’[NR33].

‘Weighed’[ﬂ@%’piﬂ, teqiltah] is a play on
the word ‘teqel’[z7]21;'l].

‘Divided’[ht_)”j@, p°risat] is a play on the
word ‘pres’[272], as is the Aramaic for
‘Persian’[072, paras].

Asnoted earlier the Medes did not take over
from the Babylonians (see commentary on
2:39), though Jeremiah 51:11 would have
encouraged the idea. Furthermore, history
has no record of ‘Darius the Mede’(verse
31). The Darius we know is a Persian ruler
who succeeded Cambyses and ruled from
522-486. He suppressed two revolts in
Babylon. This may have got mixed up in the
Jewish tradition with the original capture of
Babylon by the Persia king, Cyrus.



