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This study guide provides an educational overview of Daniel Chapter 5 using a verse-by-
verse structure, theological context, and application-oriented insights grounded in
Scripture.

Introduction

Daniel Chapter 5 serves as a pivotal moment in the Book of Daniel, illustrating the final
downfall of the Babylonian empire through the mysterious and divine handwriting on the
wall. This chapter contributes to the book’s flow by transitioning from Daniel’s earlier
experiences under Nebuchadnezzar to the collapse of Babylon under Belshazzar. Readers
should watch for the interplay between human arrogance and divine sovereignty, as well
as the fulfillment of prophetic warnings through the dramatic narrative of judgment.

Context

The immediate literary context of Daniel 5 follows the story of Nebuchadnezzar’'s humbling
in chapter 4 and the rise of Belshazzar, his successor, who is portrayed as a reckless ruler.
Historically, the chapter is set during the final days of the Babylonian empire, just before
the Persian conquest. The key speaker is Daniel, who is called upon to interpret the
mysterious writing on the wall during Belshazzar’s feast. The setting is the royal palace in
Babylon, where the king’'s blasphemous feast leads to divine judgment. The chapter
reflects the covenantal theme of God’s sovereignty over earthly kingdoms and the
consequences of pride and sacrilege.

Outline

Daniel 5 can be divided into three main movements. The first movement describes
Belshazzar’s feast and the profaning of the sacred vessels from the Jerusalem temple,
culminating in the appearance of the mysterious hand writing on the wall. The second
movement focuses on Daniel’s interpretation of the writing, revealing the divine judgment
against Belshazzar and the imminent fall of Babylon. The final movement recounts the
fulfillment of the prophecy with the death of Belshazzar and the takeover of Babylon by
the Medes and Persians.
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Verse-by-Verse Study

Verses 1-3: Belshazzar holds a great feast for a thousand of his nobles, during which he
commands the use of the sacred vessels taken from the Jerusalem temple. This act of
sacrilege sets the stage for divine judgment, highlighting the king’'s arrogance and
disrespect for God.

Verses 4-9: As the feast continues, a mysterious hand appears and writes on the wall. The
king is terrified and summons his wise men to interpret the writing, but none can decipher
the message. This moment emphasizes human inability to understand divine mysteries
apart from God'’s revelation.

Verses 10-12: The queen mother advises Belshazzar to call Daniel, known for his wisdom
and insight, to interpret the writing. Daniel’s reputation as a faithful servant of God and
interpreter of dreams is reaffirmed here.

Verses 13-16: Daniel is brought before the king and reminded of his past service under
Nebuchadnezzar. He tactfully rebukes Belshazzar for his pride and failure to honor God
despite knowing His power.

Verses 17-28: Daniel interprets the writing “MENE, MENE, TEKEL, UPHARSIN,” explaining
that God has numbered the days of Belshazzar’'s kingdom, weighed it and found it
wanting, and decreed its division and end. This interpretation reveals the certainty of
divine judgment and the imminent fall of Babylon.

Verses 29-31: The prophecy is fulfilled that very night when Babylon falls to the Medes
and Persians, and Belshazzar is killed. The chapter closes with the transfer of power to
Darius the Mede, marking a significant shift in the region’s political landscape.

Key Themes

One key theme is the sovereignty of God over human kingdoms, demonstrated by the
divine handwriting that pronounces the end of Babylon’s reign. Another theme is the
danger of pride and sacrilege, as Belshazzar’s disrespect for God’s holy vessels leads
directly to his downfall. The chapter also highlights the theme of divine judgment being
both certain and imminent, underscoring that no human power can escape God’s decree.
Lastly, the role of faithful witnesses like Daniel is emphasized, showing how God uses His
servants to reveal truth and call rulers to accountability.
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Cross-References

The handwriting on the wall connects to the theme of divine judgment found in Exodus
31:12-17, where disrespect for the holy leads to severe consequences. Daniel’s
interpretation recalls the weighing of souls imagery in Proverbs 16:2 and 21:2, illustrating
God’s assessment of human actions. The fall of Babylon echoes Isaiah 13 and Jeremiah 51,
prophetic texts that predict Babylon’s destruction. Additionally, the transfer of power to
Darius the Mede parallels the theme of God raising and removing kings in Daniel 2 and 4,
reinforcing God’s control over history.

Application

Modern disciples can learn from Daniel 5 the importance of humility before God and
respect for what He has declared holy. The chapter challenges believers to recognize
God’s sovereignty over all earthly authorities and to live in awareness that divine
judgment is real and just. It also encourages reliance on God’s wisdom in times of crisis, as
Daniel’s example shows the power of faithful witness and courage in proclaiming truth.
Finally, it warns against complacency and arrogance, urging believers to honor God
consistently rather than only in times of need.

Summary

Daniel Chapter 5 narrates the dramatic fall of Babylon through Belshazzar’s prideful feast,
the divine handwriting on the wall, and Daniel’s interpretation of God’s judgment. The
chapter underscores God’s absolute sovereignty over kingdoms, the certainty of judgment
against arrogance and sacrilege, and the role of faithful witnesses in revealing divine
truth. The swift fulfillment of the prophecy with Babylon’s conquest marks a turning point
in biblical history, reminding readers that God’s purposes prevail over human power and
pride.
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