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 “Weighed, but Wanting” (Daniel 5:17-31) 

There is little point in having convictions if you do not have the courage to stand for them. 
Daniel was a man who had an abundance of conviction and courage. These were moulded in 
him by the grace of God. No godly man enjoys being the bearer of bad news. It would take all of 
Daniel’s conviction and courage to speak for God before the godless, young Belshazzar. A lesser 
man would have been intimidated, bought off or pleaded ignorance. There will always be the 
subtle temptation to dilute the message for a man of God. The greater the incentive the greater 
will be the power of the temptation.  

Then Danie l  answered  and sa id  be fore  the  king ,  Let  thy  g i f t s  be  to  thys e l f ,  and g ive  thy  r ewards  to  another ;  

y e t  I  wi l l  r ead the  wr i t ing  unto  the  king ,  and make known to  h im the  in t erpre ta t ion .  (v17)  

Daniel makes it clear that he has no interest in material wealth, “Let thy gifts be to thyself, and give thy 
rewards to another.” He will never be manipulated by wealth, power or even threats. Daniel had 
determined from young, he was going to be God’s servant. Like Paul, he could not be 
manipulated by any man, “For do I now persuade men, or God? or do I seek to please men? for if I yet 
pleased men, I should not be the servant of Christ” (Galatians 1:10). It is easier to stand with the crowd 
than to stand alone with the Lord.  

Some wi l l  hate you,  some wi l l  love you,   
Some wi l l  f lat ter ,  some wi l l  s l ight ;   

Cease f rom man, and look above you,   
Trust  in God and do the r ight .  (Macleod)  

 Like every true servant of God, this man is not motivated by “filthy lucre” (1 Timothy 3:3), 
as he is here to speak for God “yet I will read the writing unto the king, and make known to him the 
interpretation.” Rich Cathers observes, 

Lesson - Ministry is free. Jesus told His disciples: (Matt. 10:8) “Heal the sick, cleanse the 
lepers, raise the dead, cast out devils: freely ye have received, freely give.” I think this goes beyond 
whether or not you get “paid” for ministry or for helping others. Why do you help 
others? Do you expect to get something in return? Sometimes we can find ourselves 
serving others to gain “respect”. And then when someone doesn’t show us any 
“respect”, we act surprised and think about quitting. 

The faithful and fearless old prophet, Daniel will give a history lesson, then a theology lesson, 
and then finally a prophetic lesson to the young king. His message would be short but not sweet! 
The prophet is stern and direct to the young man who had profaned God’s Name so openly.  
Doubtless, the godly Daniel was deeply shocked at the utter profanity of this wretched monarch 
as he looked upon the scene of sacrilege around him.  

O thou king ,  the  most  h igh God gave  Nebuchadnezzar thy  fa ther  a  kingdom, and majes ty ,  and g lory ,  and 

honour :  And for  the  majes ty  that  He gave  h im, a l l  peop l e ,  nat ions ,  and languages ,  t r embled  and f eared  be for e  

h im: whom he would  he  s l ew ;  and whom he would  he  kept  a l iv e ;  and whom he would  he  s e t  up ;  and whom he 

would  he  put  down.  But  when h is  hear t  was l i f t ed  up ,  and h is  mind hardened in  pr ide ,  he  was deposed  f rom 

his  king ly  throne ,  and they  took h is  g lory  f rom him: And he  was dr iv en f rom the  sons  o f  men;  and  h i s  hear t  

was made l ike  the  beas t s ,  and h i s  dwe l l ing  was wi th  the  wi ld  asse s :  they  f ed  h im wi th grass  l ike  oxen ,  and h is  

body was wet  wi th  the  dew o f  heaven ;  t i l l  he  knew that  the  most  h igh God ru led  in  the  kingdom o f  men,  and 

that  He appo inte th  over  i t  whomsoever  He wi l l . (v18-21) 
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Daniel begins by reviewing the history of Babylon’s “First Family.” All of these facts need to be 
understood, before he can get to the interpretation of the writing on the wall. For just as the 
pride of his grandfather got him in trouble, so the pride of the grandson invokes the judgment of 
God also. As he has done repeatedly in his words, Daniel again emphasizes the sovereignty of 
God over the affairs of Babylon, “the most high God gave Nebuchadnezzar thy father a kingdom, and 
majesty, and glory, and honour.”  

Even the most powerful of men need to be reminded that they are only men, whether 
they acknowledge it or not. This is the key to why Daniel never trembles before a mere king. The 
prophet always focuses on the greatness of God standing behind the feeble shadow of man, “I 
will speak of thy testimonies also before kings, and will not be ashamed” (Psalm 119:46). He cannot be 
bought with temporal rewards of this world, as Daniel wants to please the One who gives out 
eternal rewards. 

And thou h is  son ,  O Be lshazzar ,  has t  no t  humbled th ine  hear t ,  though thou knewes t  a l l  th i s ;  But  has t  l i f t ed  

up thyse l f  aga ins t  the  Lord o f  heaven ;  and they  have  brought  the  ves s e l s  o f  His  house  be fore  thee ,  and thou ,  

and thy  lords ,  thy  wives ,  and thy  concubines ,  have  drunk wine  in  them; and thou has t  pra i s ed  the  gods  o f  

s i l v e r ,  and go ld ,  o f  brass ,  i ron ,  wood ,  and s tone ,  which  s e e  no t ,  nor  hear ,  nor  know: and the  God in  whose  

hand thy  brea th i s ,  and whose  are  a l l  thy  ways ,  has t  thou not  g lor i f i ed :  (v22-23) 

Daniel is not cowed into refusing to apply the truth of God’s word directly and personally to 
Belshazzar. He doesn’t make excuses for the king or gloss over the depth of his depravity. 
Belshazzar is indicted on three counts. There is an old saying that “Those Who Forget History 
Are Doomed to Repeat It.” The tragedy of Belshazzar’s life is that as a young man growing up in 
the court of his grandfather he knew this history, “though thou knewest all this.” Instead of 
humbling himself, he exalts self “But hast lifted up thyself against the Lord of heaven.” Such pride is the 
universal characteristic of the unregenerate heart. Belshazzar had stored up wrath against himself 
and now he must face the consequences (cf. Romans 2:4-5). 

Daniel points out the irony that the king was praising idols that could not communicate 
while blaspheming the one True God, who had proved His power by communicating with the 
handwriting, “and thou hast praised the gods of silver, and gold, of brass, iron, wood, and stone, which see not, 
nor hear, nor know.” Belshazzar sat through providence’s lessons of life, but then failed the 
examination! His life is one of the saddest stories ever told. Campbell remarks that, 

Belshazzar knew all about his grandfather Nebuchadnezzar’s experience, but he did not 
learn from it. He did not profit in any way, did not heed the warning, did not learn from 
history and humble himself before God. As a sad result, judgment would fall very soon 
on this king and his kingdom. God expects men to respond to the light He gives. When 
they do not, judgment is the only alternative...God holds men responsible for the truth 
He reveals to them. To Belshazzar, only a comparatively small amount of truth was 
revealed, and he was held responsible. How much greater the responsibility and 
accountability of men today who are exposed to the Word of God by radio, television, 
the printed page, in churches, camps, conferences, and seminars—and yet do not believe! 

Knowing the truth does not mean that you experience the power of the truth. Many men 
sin with their eyes fully open, “Therefore to him that knoweth to do good, and doeth it not, to him it is sin” 
(James 4:17). The wisest king of Israel, Solomon knew to forbade his heathen wife from living in 
the holy city, but he still married her, “And Solomon brought up the daughter of Pharaoh out of the city of 
David unto the house that he had built for her: for he said, My wife shall not dwell in the house of David king of 
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Israel, because the places are holy, whereunto the ark of the LORD hath come” (2 Chronicles 8:11). We are 
all experts at compartmentalizing our sin with selective obedience. But the greater the light, the 
greater will be the severity of the judgment (cf. Matthew 10:15). For those who sin against the 
light, like Belshazzar, the handwriting is on the wall! 

Daniel gives a classic theological understanding of how deep God’s sovereignty extends, 
“the God in whose hand thy breath is.” The hand that wrote the riddle is the hand that holds the very 
breath of Belshazzar. This is equally true of every human on this planet. We are all an 
involuntary heartbeat away from eternity.  The date of our birth and the date of our death is 
under the sovereign control of God. What foolishness it is for puny man to exalt himself against 
the God in whose hand his very breath is, “For in Him we live, and move, and have our being” (Acts 
17:28).  

Daniel also condemns Belshazzar for not giving God the glory, “and whose are all thy ways, 
hast thou not glorified.” The Westminster Standards sum up perfectly the chief duty of every man, 
“to glorify God, and to enjoy Him forever.” This they tell us is by “The Word of God, which is 
contained in the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, is the only rule to direct us how we 
may glorify and enjoy Him.” This is the way all of us are to live, “Whether therefore ye eat, or drink, or 
whatsoever ye do, do all to the glory of God” (1 Corinthians 10:31). 
Then was the  par t  o f  the  hand sent  f rom him; and th i s  wr i t ing  was wr i t t en .  And th i s  i s  the  wr i t ing  that  was 

wr i t t en ,  MENE, MENE, TEKEL, UPHARSIN. This  i s  the  in t erpre ta t ion o f  the  th ing :  MENE; God 

hath numbered  thy  kingdom, and f in i shed i t .  TEKEL; Thou ar t  we ighed in  the  ba lances ,  and ar t  found 

want ing .  PERES; Thy kingdom is  d iv ided ,  and g iven to  the  Medes  and Pers ians .  ( v24-28) 

After the withering rebuke, Daniel immediately proceeds to the actual interpretation of the 
cryptic message. This expression “MENE, MENE, TEKEL, UPHARSIN” essentially means 
“Having been counted, having been counted, having been weighed, and having been divided.” 
The repetition of “MENE” is to emphasise that this man has been thoroughly weighed by God. 
Incidentally, “PERES” is the singular form of “UPHARSIN.” God was telling Belshazzar that 
his number was up! A sovereign God can see and judge every heart. That is the same for every 
man on this planet. Our breath is in the hand of God and He decides when we come into this 
world and when we leave it. It doesn’t matter if we have got great plans or desires, for heaven 
rules the days we have.  
 This was a particularly difficult message for Daniel to deliver. It took great courage to 
chide such a proud king in front of all his nobles. This was not just a message of condemnation 
for sin but one of immediate judgment. Every true preacher must never shirk the duty of 
warning men and women about their sin and impending judgment to come.   

Then commanded Be l shazzar ,  and they  c lo thed Danie l  w i th  s car l e t ,  and put  a  cha in o f  go ld  about  h i s  ne ck,  

and made a  proc lamat ion concern ing  h im, that  he  shou ld  be  the  th i rd  ru l e r  in  the  kingdom. In that  n ight  was 

Be l shazzar the  king o f  the  Chaldeans  s la in .  And Darius  the  Median took the  kingdom, be ing  about  

three s core  and two years  o ld .  (v29-31) 

Belshazzar at least was honourable in fulfilling the offer he had made to Daniel. So clearly he 
believed that Daniel had given a true interpretation. However, I cannot help the feeling that his 
honouring Daniel in this manner was a gesture of defiance that his kingdom’s demise was 
imminent. The great tragedy is that he did not heed the warning and repent. There evidently was 
a window of opportunity for him to do so before the Persians took his city. This may have been 
a few minutes or a few hours but it was grace from the Lord. Belshazzar shook with fear and was 
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willing to honour Daniel, but not Daniel’s God. His heart was judicially hardened and his doom 
now sealed. Unlike his grandfather, he was unwilling to repent so the judgment of God was now 
inevitable. The two kings represent the highest and lowest points of the Empire. In another 
sense Nebuchadnezzar and Belshazzar typify every sinner. Both are proud and exalt themselves 
against God’s rule, but only one repents when humbled by the Lord and the other is defiant and 
remains hardened in his sin.  
 The word of God is always accurate, “In that night was Belshazzar the king of the Chaldeans 
slain” and “Darius the Median took the kingdom.” God does not do idle threats. His Spirit will not 
always strive with man. God will not be mocked. He can make the proudest sinner to tremble! 
When the Lord promises to deal with a man, then it will happen. Nothing will be left unfulfilled. 
6,000 years of human history is evidence that God’s judgment is always true. There is no way of 
evading it in this life or the next. The Pharaohs, Belshazzars, and Herods of this world are proof 
that no man can take on God and win. It truly is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living 
God (cf. Hebrews 10:31). Belshazzar had it all and in 24 hrs lost it all.  
 Secular historians record that the Persians took Babylon that night. The Persian soldiers 
captured the city by diverting much of the Euphrates river into a nearby lake. They then walked 
through the lowered river level under the walls, opened the gates to the Persian army, and then 
took the city when the Babylonians were still feasting. The seemingly impregnable city was taken 
without a siege or much of a battle. Now, this is not a “lucky guess” by Daniel. Many years 
before God had prophesied the exact timing of the end of the Babylonian Empire, 
 

And now have I given all these lands into the hand of Nebuchadnezzar the king of 
Babylon, my servant; and the beasts of the field have I given him also to serve him. And 
all nations shall serve him, and his son, and his son’s son, until the very time of his land 
come: and then many nations and great kings shall serve themselves of him. (Jeremiah 
27:6-7; cf. Isaiah 13) 

Belshazzar began that day full of hope and expectancy to live for self. He never 
anticipated that it would be his last. Judgment day had arrived. He not only lost his kingdom but 
more importantly he lost his eternal soul. The line had been crossed and all that awaited him was, 
“But a certain fearful looking for of judgment and fiery indignation” (Hebrews 10:31). He would meet his 
Maker that night that he had mocked so foolishly that day. No man can lift up his head against 
God and win. Don’t make his mistake! No one knows if God will declare that your present sin 
will be your last! 

The ungodly live as if tomorrow is always guaranteed, “Their inward thought is, that their 
houses shall continue for ever, and their dwelling places to all generations; they call their lands after their own 
names. Nevertheless man being in honour abideth not: he is like the beasts that perish” (Psalm 49:11-12). 
They live as if there is no God or, if there is, that He will never punish them. God owes no man 
anything, especially those who reject His warnings, “He, that being often reproved hardeneth his neck, 
shall suddenly be destroyed, and that without remedy” (Proverbs 29:1). 

All of us need to heed the warning given to this foolish king. In this passage, there is a 
insightful juxtaposition of man’s responsibility and accountability, “But hast lifted up thyself against 
the Lord of heaven.” and God’s sovereignty, “the God in whose hand thy breath is.” We all need to 
reverently and faithfully live up to our responsibilities in light of God sovereign rule. Nothing is 
forgotten with God. However, it is not too late for any reader. We are still on the right side of 
eternity. Listen to the “Daniels” that a gracious God places in your life! We may share the sins of 
Belshazzar but we don’t have to share his fate. Your story can have a happy ending if you, “Seek 
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ye the LORD while He may be found, call ye upon him while He is near: Let the wicked forsake his way, and 
the unrighteous man his thoughts: and let him return unto the LORD, and He will have mercy upon him; and to 
our God, for He will abundantly pardon” (Isaiah 55:6-7). 
 My friend – remember the brevity of life and the longevity of eternity. Cry with the 
Psalmist, “So teach us to number our days, that we may apply our hearts unto wisdom” (Psalm 90:12). Live 
for God in this life and you will live with Him in eternity. Don’t ignore the warnings of God’s 
handwriting of the wall for your life. Just as God humbled the proud kings of Babylon, He can 
do the same to you. The same God who numbered, weighed, and judged Belshazzar is still on 
the throne today. God is weighing your every thought, word, and action. He will have the last 
word. Be sure that you are not found wanting, but live a life, “Redeeming the time, because the days are 
evil” (Ephesians 5:16). 
 

There ’s  a l ine that i s  drawn by re j e c t ing our Lord   
Where the cal l  o f  His Spir i t  i s  los t    

And you hurry along with the pleasure-mad throng   
Have you counted,  have you counted the cost?  

 
You may barter  your hope o f  e t erni ty ’ s  morn 

 For a moment o f  joy at  the most    
For the g l i t t er  o f  s in and the things i t  wi l l  win   

Have you counted,  have you counted the cost?  
 

While  the door o f  His mercy i s  open to you 
 Ere the depth o f  His love you exhaust    

Won’t  you come and be healed,  won’t  you whisper ,  I  y i e ld 
 I  have counted,  I  have counted the cos t  
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
 

1. What areas of our life are to be lived for the glory of God? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2. Why do people sin with their eyes open? What was the sin of Belshazzar for which he was 

being judged by God? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3. If God were writing on the wall of your life, what message would He send you? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4. How have you been challenged by this incident? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 


