Adult Bible Study Guide
Daniel Chapter 5
Numbered, Weighed, and Rejected

Background

Last week we studied chapters 3 and 4, where we saw Nebuchadnezzar’s pride on display. Chapter 3
was about the fiery furnace, when he cast Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego into the fire for not
worshipping his statue. Then in Chapter 4 as he was looking over his kingdom, he reflected and said in
his heart “is this not Babylon the great, which | myself have built by the might of my power and for the
glory of my majesty?”

Nebuchadnezzar had forgotten what Daniel taught him in Chapter 2 — That the Most High is ruler over
the realm of mankind, And bestows it on whom He wishes And sets over it the lowliest of men. God
then immediately humbled Nebuchadnezzar and took away his kingdom as he dealt with a bout of
insanity for 7 years.

At the end of 7 years, Nebuchadnezzar was a changed man, declaring "Now |, Nebuchadnezzar, praise,
exalt and honor the King of heaven, for all His works are true and His ways just, and He is able to humble
those who walk in pride."

When we get to chapter 5, Nebuchadnezzar is no longer king over Babylon. This chapter takes place
about 30 years after Nebuchadnezzar died and now Belshazzar is king (not to be confused with Daniel’s
Babylonian name — Belteshazzar). For many years, skeptics believed that Daniel got this wrong because
they knew from a variety of non-biblical sources that Nabonidus was the last king of Babylon. Because
of the many remarkable fulfilled prophecies in the book of Daniel, critics have always tried to cast doubt
on its historical reliability. Although Daniel lived in the 6th century BC, critics try to date the writing of
the book to the time of the Maccabees—four centuries later. This allows them to say that Daniel’s
prophecies were actually written after the events they ‘predicted’. So, then if the book of Daniel was
written hundreds of years after the events of chapter 5, it's no wonder critics have commonly asserted
that Daniel contains significant historical errors, including its claims about Belshazzar being king.

But in 1854, archeologists found Babylonian cuneiform inscriptions known as the Nabonidus Cylinder,
that revealed that Belshazzar did exist in history and that he was Nabonidus’ oldest son. Then in 1882,
additional inscriptions were found, called the Nabonidus Chronicle, which revealed that Nabonidus was
an absentee king, and that he spent over half of his reign in Arabia, and in his place, he left Belshazzar as
co-regent in charge of Babylon. As is always the case, history and archaeology perfectly align with
scripture.



[Dan 5:1-4 NKJV] 1 Belshazzar the king made a great feast for a thousand of his lords, and drank wine in
the presence of the thousand. 2 While he tasted the wine, Belshazzar gave the command to bring the
gold and silver vessels which his father Nebuchadnezzar had taken from the temple which [had been] in
Jerusalem, that the king and his lords, his wives, and his concubines might drink from them. 3 Then they
brought the gold vessels that had been taken from the temple of the house of God which [had been] 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 and iron, wood and stone.

Although the size of the banquet was not amazing, the situation was most unusual. The whole
surrounding territory of the city of Babylon and the related provinces already had been conquered by
the Medes and the Persians. Only Babylon with its massive walls and fortifications remained intact and
they were unconcerned with the attacking army, instead celebrating at a massive feast.

According to Herodotus, a Greek historian from 5th century BC, the city of Babylon was surrounded by a
moat and inside the moat was an enormous wall that was 80 feet thick and over 300 feet tall. Inside this
wall was yet another wall which Herodotus describes as just as strong, but narrower. The walls were
barred with fortified bronze gates and topped with defensive guard towers. The Babylonians felt that
their city was impregnable. In addition to their defences, the Euphrates River actually flowed directly
through the city of Babylon so there was very little chance of them running out of water during a siege.
The storehouses of Babylon were still abundant with food and wine, and there is evidence that there
was plenty of both at this feast. The Babylonians boasted that they had enough stored away for 20
years. They just weren’t all that concerned about a siege of the city.

Possibly to reassert their faith in their Babylonian gods and to bolster their own courage, this feast in the
form of a festival had been ordered. The expression “drank wine in the presence of the thousand”
indicates that Belshazzar was probably on a platform at a higher level than other guests and led them in
drinking toasts to their deities. While drunk with wine, the thought occurred to Belshazzar to bring in
the gold and silver vessels taken from the temple in Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar almost seventy years
before. The implication in the clause “while he tasted the wine” is that Belshazzar in his right mind
probably would not have committed this sacrilegious act — using the vessels that were consecrated to
the Lord, to toast and praise the false gods of Babylon...

This passage states that Nebuchadnezzar was Belshazzar’s father. It is commonly believed that this
actually means grandfather. There is no Hebrew word for grandfather, but we know that Belshazzar’s
father was Nabonidus and Nabonidus was likely married to one of Nebuchadnezzar’s daughters. Had
Belshazzar not been indifferent to the information God had shared with his grandfather — that the head
of gold (Babylon) would be conquered by the arms and chest of silver (Medes & Persians), maybe he
would have taken this a little more seriously. In his arrogant self confidence, Belshazzar attempted to
defy the will of God. But people can only defy the will of God and blaspheme His name for so long
before He begins to move.



[Dan 5:5-9 NKJV] 5 In the same hour the fingers of a man's hand appeared and wrote opposite the
lampstand on the plaster of the wall of the king's palace; and the king saw the part of the hand that
wrote. 6 Then the king's countenance changed, and his thoughts troubled him, so that the joints of his
hips were loosened and his knees knocked against each other. 7 The king cried aloud to bring in the
astrologers, the Chaldeans, and the soothsayers. The king spoke, saying to the wise [men] of Babylon,
"Whoever reads this writing, and tells me its interpretation, shall be clothed with purple and [have] a
chain of gold around his neck; and he shall be the third ruler in the kingdom." 8 Now all the king's wise
[men] came, but they could not read the writing, or make known to the king its interpretation. 9 Then
King Belshazzar was greatly troubled, his countenance was changed, and his lords were astonished.

What a sight this must have been... the partying quickly ceased as the king and his guests watched as a
hand mysteriously wrote on the wall. This is of course where we get the saying “the writing is on the
wall” which suggests impending doom or misfortune.

The king went pale at the sight of this and his arrogance quickly changed to terror. Daniel says it in such
a polite way, but the phrase “the joints of his hips were loosened” literally means that he was so
frightened that he peed and/or pooped his pants. Belshazzar hoped his astrologers and wisemen could
tell him what the writing meant.

Notice what he offered as reward to the one who could interpret the writing — 3rd ruler in the kingdom.
This is further proof that Nabonidus was King -1st, Belshazzar was co-regent (acting king while
Nabonidus was away)- 2nd, so the next highest position available was 3rd.

But just as we saw in previous chapters, another message from God that the wisemen of the world were
unable to decipher. It's not clear from the text if they were able to read the writing or not, but certainly
they were unable to decipher what it meant for Belshazzar. This terrified the king even more that no
one could explain it.

[Dan 5:10-12 NKJV] 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."

The queen mother (probably Belshazzar’s mother - Nebuchadnezzar’s daughter) heard about all the
commotion in the banquet hall and she offered a bit of advice — CALL DANIEL! We know from chapter 2
that Daniel was made head over the wisemen of Babylon, how did Belshazzar not know about Daniel
and why wasn’t he called with the rest of the wise men in the first place? Probably because he was
semi retired at this point- he would have been 82 years old!



What great respect Daniel had earned among the Babylonians that they still referred to him by his
Hebrew name!

This scenario wasn’t a new one for Daniel — a revelation from God, a fearful and frustrated ruler,
incompetent counselors, and God’s servant to the rescue...

[Dan 5:17-23 NKJV] 17 Then Daniel answered, and said before the king, "Let your gifts be for yourself,
and give your rewards to another; yet | 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 a kingdom and majesty,
glory and honor. 19 "And because of the majesty that He gave him, all peoples, nations, and languages
trembled and feared before him. Whomever he wished, he executed; whomever he wished, he kept
alive; whomever he wished, he set up; and whomever he wished, he put down. 20 "But when his heart
was lifted up, and his spirit was hardened in pride, he was deposed from his kingly throne, and they took
his glory from him. 21 "Then he was driven from the sons of men, his heart was made like the beasts,
and his dwelling [was] with the wild donkeys. They fed him with grass like oxen, and his body was wet
with the dew of heaven, till he knew that the Most High God rules in the kingdom of men, and appoints
over it whomever He chooses. 22 "But you his son, Belshazzar, have not humbled your heart, although
you knew all this. 23 "And you have lifted yourself up against the Lord of heaven. They have brought the
vessels of His house 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, bronze and iron, wood and stone,
which do not see or hear or know; and the God who [holds] your breath in His hand and owns all your
ways, you have not glorified.

Daniel was respectful to the king, but he wasn’t afraid to tell him the truth. Daniel was so harsh because
Belshazzar should have known better. His grandfather Nebuchadnezzar learned this lesson the hard
way. He was punished for his pride, but ultimately came to the realization that God rules in the kingdom
of men. Belshazzar should have learned from his grandfather, but he didn’t. He repeated all the same
mistakes — he didn’t humble his heart, he lifted himself up against the Lord, and he worshipped false
gods.

[Dan 5:24-28 NKJV] 24 "Then the fingers of the hand were sent from Him, and this writing was written.
25 "And this is the inscription that was written: MENE, MENE, TEKEL, UPHARSIN. 26 "This [is] the
interpretation of [each] word. MENE: God has numbered your kingdom, and finished it; 27 "TEKEL: You
have been weighed in the balances, and found wanting; 28 "PERES: Your kingdom has been divided, and
given to the Medes and Persians."

Mene means “numbered”. Babylon’s days were numbered. The fact that this word is repeated twice is
that God had determined and established the end of the kingdom and that it would happen shortly.
(Joseph explained this principle of repetition in Genesis 41 regarding Pharaoh's dreams)



Tekel means “weighed”. The king himself had been weighed by God and found wanting. A mighty army
and brilliant tactics overcame the Babylonian Empire, yet it still fell from within. The armies of the
Medes and Persians could only conquer because Belshazzar and his kingdom were found lacking in
spiritual and moral values.

Peres means “divided”. When Daniel reads the writing on the wall he says “Upharsin”, but when he
describes it he uses “Peres” so which is it? The U is a conjunction, similar to the word “and” in English.
Pharsin is the plural form of the word “Peres”. This is sort of a pun or play on words because “peres”
means divided, while “paras” means Persians. This is where Daniel gets divided AND given to the
Medes and Persians.

In Aramaic script, there are only consonants, no vowels. The vowels have to be inferred by the reader.

[Dan 5:29-31 NKJV] 29 Then Belshazzar gave the command, and they clothed Daniel with purple and
[put] a chain of gold around his neck, and made a proclamation concerning him that he should be the
third ruler in the kingdom. 30 That very night Belshazzar, king of the Chaldeans, was slain. 31 And Darius
the Mede received the kingdom, [being] about sixty-two years old.

Even as Daniel was explaining the writing on the wall, the prophecy was being fulfilled as the Medes and
Persians were entering the city. The purple cloth, the gold chain, and being made 3rd ruler were all very
short lived and useless rewards. This is a reminder to each of us how temporary the things of this world
are.

Verse 30 says - “That very night” Balshazzar was killed and the Medes & Persians conquered the city.

So how did the Medes and Persians break through Babylon’s impenetrable defenses? The historian
Herodotus tells us all about it:

“Cyrus then dug a trench and diverted the flow of the Euphrates river into the new channel which led to
an existing swamp. The level of the river then dropped to such a level that it became like a stream (“to
the height of the middle of a man’s thigh”). His army was then able to take the city by marching through
the shallow waters ... The Babylonians at the time were celebrating intensely at a feast to one of their
gods and they were taken totally by surprise.”

Then the inner gates of the city were inexplicably left unlocked, so the Medes and Persians were literally
able to walk into the city unopposed without a battle.

Isaiah received a prophecy of this nearly 200 years prior to this event

[Isa 44:27-45:3 NKJV] 27 [Thus says the Lord] Who says to the deep, '‘Be dry! And | will dry up your
rivers'; 28 Who says of Cyrus, '[He is] My shepherd, And he shall perform all My pleasure, Saying to
Jerusalem, "You shall be built," And to the temple, "Your foundation shall be laid.” "Thus says the LORD



to His anointed, To Cyrus, whose right hand | have held--To subdue nations before him And loose the
armor of kings, To open before him the double doors, So that the gates will not be shut: 2 'l will go
before you And make the crooked places straight; | will break in pieces the gates of bronze And cut the
bars of iron. 3 | will give you the treasures of darkness And hidden riches of secret places, That you may
know that I, the LORD, Who call [you] by your name, [Am] the God of Israel.

According to another historian, Josephus, when Cyrus made his grand entrance into Babylon after
conquering it, Daniel presented him with an ancient scroll of this passage, which called him by name.
Cyrus was obviously very impressed and is recorded as saying “Thus saith Cyrus the King: since God
Almighty hath appointed me to be King of the habitable earth, | believe that He is that God, which the
nation of the Israelites worship. For indeed he foretold my name by the Prophets, and that I should build
him a house at Jerusalem, in the country of Judea.” So he freed the captives and returned the vessels
that had been plundered from the temple 70 years earlier.

And then one last point | want to hit on — If it was King Cyrus who conquered Babylon, why does verse
31 refer to a man named “Darius the Mede”?

Skeptics often say that there is no such man in history known as Darius the Mede.

Another ancient archeological find - the Babylonian Chronicles (about 45 clay tablets - similar to the
Nabonidus chronicle above) - tell us the exact date that Babylon fell to the Persians: October 13, 539
BC. According to these records, a man named Gubaru, a Mede, was appointed by King Cyrus to be ruler
in Babylon at this time. Gubaru was born in 601 BC, which would make him 62 years old when he
invaded Babylon, exactly the age stated by Daniel. This is why Daniel 5:31 says “he received” the
kingdom and in Chapter 9:1 it says Darius was made ruler over the kingdom of Babylon — Cyrus put him
in charge of the city.

The Babylonian Chronicles continue — On the 16th day, Gubaru the leader of the Medes along with the
army of Cyrus entered Babylon without any opposition. The city was no longer at war, peace being
restored. Cyrus then sent his best wishes to the residents living there. His governor, Gubaru, then
installed leaders to govern over all Babylon.

As for the name - historians believe that Darius wasn’t a name, but a title of honor meaning “the holder
of the scepter” or King, much like Pharaoh or Caesar. You'll see that same title, Darius, used by later
Persian kings as well. We still see this happen even today —a new Pope was just elected named Robert
Prevost, but he’s now known as Pope Leo XIV.

Gubaru was the King of the Medes, Cyrus the king of the Persians, and they would be united into one
nation under Cyrus.

So why was Nebuchadnezzar judged and restored, while Belshazzar was not given the same
opportunity? There are times when God gives warnings in order to restore sinners to repentance, like
when God sent Jonah to Ninevah. But there are also times when His warnings are final and judgment is



determined, as was seen here with Belshazzar. Babylon had been God’s chosen instrument to punish
Israel, but they took things too far.

Jeremiah 50 says this:

[Jer 50:31, 33-34 NKJV] 31 "Behold, | [am] against you, O most haughty one!" says the Lord GOD of
hosts; "For your day has come, The time [that] | will punish you. ... 33 Thus says the LORD of hosts: "The
children of Israel [were] oppressed, Along with the children of Judah; All who took them captive have
held them fast; They have refused to let them go. 34 Their Redeemer [is] strong; The LORD of hosts [is]
His name. He will thoroughly plead their case, That He may give rest to the land, And disquiet the
inhabitants of Babylon.

Belshazzar forgot the Word of the Lord and forgot the lessons of the past and lost his Kingdom and his
life as a result.

“If God held Belshazzar responsible for the ray of light which shone across his pathway, what will He say
to men living in the blaze of light which illuminates the world today? Every unconverted man in this
country has more light than Belshazzar had.” — Louis Talbot

What a lesson for each of us - may we not repeat the same mistakes!

Next week — Daniel Chapter 6 “Liars, Laws, and Lions”.



