
Group Study Outline 
 

Daniel 5 Theme Sentence  
Belshazzar does not submit to God’s ultimate authority 

 
 

Launching Question 
What is the lesson of Daniel 4 … (a) for subsequent rulers in Babylon? and (b) 

for all people in every subsequent generation (including us)? 
 
 

READ Daniel 5:1-23 
Describe Belshazzar. 
How is he like his ‘father’ Nebuchadnezzar?  And how is he unlike him? 

What is the significance of drinking from these ‘vessels’ (cf 1:1-2)? 
Why is it particularly significant or poignant after chapter 4? 

Given this start to the chapter, what might you expect the end to be?  
For whose benefit (?) does the hand appear? why is this significant? 
 

What does the queen/queen mother (10) know and not know? 
Given the story of Daniel so far, what do you make of the fact that it’s Daniel 

again who must interpret the dream?  what might this indicate to Belshazzar? 
 
Why do you think we have verses 17-23 before we get to hear what was 

written on the wall?  what theological points need to be made first?  why? 
What is the heart of the problem of Belshazzar? what did he do wrong? 
 

Thinking it through  
What does it mean to ‘become arrogant and hardened with pride’ (20)? 

How did Belshazzar show this?   
How might we be like this? 
What is the lesson we should learn from Nebuchadnezzar (that Belshazzar didn’t)? 

 
 
READ Daniel 5:22-30 

What message did God send to Belshazzar? (summarise it in your own words) 
How does this message link to the dream of 2:31-45?  

Why does 5:30-31 happen?  
And why does verse 29 happen? 
 

Thinking it through  
How is the story of Daniel 5 an application of Daniel 4? 
What does these chapters tell us about God? 

What does this tell us about powerful human people and their institutions? 
How might this bring encouragement to God’s people then? … and to us today? 

Is God’s work always to humble the proud (as he does in ch 4 and in ch 5)? 
If so, why doesn’t he humble (eg) Robert Mugabe? 
 

Daniel 5            

 
 

 
 

Introduction  

The first half of the book of Daniel is a series of paired chapters: 
 2:4b-49 the sovereign God reveals his ultimate authority 

  3:1-20   the sovereign God demonstrates his ultimate authority 
   4:1-5:31 will you submit to God’s ultimate authority? 
  6:1-28  the sovereign God demonstrates his ultimate authority 

 7:1-26 the rule of the sovereign God and his people is certain 

 

or more simply: 
 2:4b-49 authority 

  3:1-20   deliverance 
   4:1-5:31 authority 
  6:1-28  deliverance 

 7:1-26  authority 

  

This may seem complicated (!), but there are two simple conclusions to draw: 
(a) chapters 4 and 5 should be read together as the climax of the first half 

of the book; 

(b) chapters 4 and 5 dramatically contrast the way that two powerful men 
respond to the supreme authority of the God of heaven. 

The simple application is this: is our response to this sovereign God of the book 
of Daniel more like Nebuchadnezzar or Belshazzar? 
 
[NS] 

 

Daniel 5 Theme Sentence 
Belshazzar does not submit to God’s ultimate authority 

 

Application 

 

 God’s judgement will come on all: do we live in humble submission to 
that judge?  In a way, Daniel 5 is an application of Daniel 4.  Given what 

we’ve seen about God’s dealings with a proud man (ie Nebuchadnezzar), 
will we learn the lesson for ourselves, or will we try to live as Belshazzar, 
on a certain collision course with the Most High God ‘who holds in his 

hand your life and all your ways’? 

 Human power systems will not last.  This is a powerful message for every 

generation with its leaders and rulers, whether they are good or bad.  
And in our age that almost deifies ‘democracy’ as a most highly prized 
export of the Western world, it’s good to know that that too is temporary. 

 God’s work is humbling the proud.  And he will.  Cf James 4:6-10. 



Commentary 

 

Nebuchadnezzar (in chapter 1, just as at the same Shinah during the tower-
building of Genesis 11:1-9) had been attempting to order the world with 
himself at the centre through a common set of unities (- one language, one 

social policy, one common bond of education, etc) without reference to the 
Creator.  Babylon therefore represents the human depravity of proud people 
defying the Lord.  The whole of chapter 4 tells the story of Nebuchadnezzar’s 

humbling from such self-exaltation, written with hindsight as a public edict, a 
kind of personal testimony, telling how he came to acknowledge the dominion 

of the Most High (cf 34-35) and publish that for the benefit of ‘all peoples, 
nations, and languages that dwell in all the earth’ (1). 
 

1 This King Belshazzar is the ‘son’ of Nebuchadnezzar (cf v 13).  There 
are some historical questions here (in fact, strictly speaking, Belshazzar 
was probably the crown prince ruling while his actual father, the 

Babylonian King Nabonidus, was away on military campaigns [hence 
Daniel is made third in the kingdom v 29], so father/son language may 

be used figuratively [as in 2 Kings 2:12], or mean ‘son-in-law’, or 
‘grandson’).  But the point is this: as the curtain rises on a new era in 
the royal dynasty of Babylon, the reader is asking of this drunken 

banquet: is this ‘son’ like his ‘father’ was in chapter 1 or as he was in 
chapter 4?  Is this feast appropriate?  Is it a kind of teenage rebellion? 

 

2-4  These are the same ‘vessels’ as 1:2 (cf 2 Kings 24:13), set apart for the 
worship of Yahweh, but now stashed in a pagan deity’s temple.  As 

Belshazzar brings out these same vessels to ‘praise the gods of gold and 
silver, bronze, iron wood and stone’ (4), the exile is made all the more 

agonizing and the Most High is further insulted and ridiculed.  But more 
significantly, this is a deliberate derision of the faith of Nebuchadnezzar 
(as represented in the edict of chapter 4).  In a sense, the writing is on 

the wall (!) for this king from the moment he is introduced to us: there 
is nothing more worth knowing about this king apart from his arrogant 

atheism.  Surely his downfall must inevitably follow. 

 

5-9  It seems as if Belshazzar is the only one who could see the hand and 
the writing (cf 8) …   

 

10-12 … and only Nebuchadnezzar’s wife (cf NIV/ESV footnote) recognised 
that this was a vision like those her husband had had.  Clearly she 

doesn’t have the theological understanding of Nebuchadnezzar (cf ‘the 
spirit of the holy gods’ 11), but she does at least know who to turn to 
for ‘understanding and wisdom’.  (Perhaps this is a bit like the ‘one 

thing I do know …’ in the blind man’s testimony in John 9:25.) 

 

13f Significantly, it is God’s faithful people who must explain God’s message 
to the nations (cf 2:27-28).  The all-powerful king is shown impotent 

and ignorant when it comes to the things of God. 

 

17f The storytelling is superb.  We’re held in suspense about what was 
written on the wall and what it means (just as in ch 2, we had to wait 

from verse 1 until verse 31 to discover the dream).  And the reason for 
this delay is because God would first remind Belshazzar what happened 

to his father; there is a theological lesson to underline to him first.  This 
further makes the point (cf Introduction above) that ch 4 and 5 should 

be read as a pair contrasting these two characters. 

 

 Belshazzar is the one who brings up the subject of his father (13).  And 
we further discover in verse 22 that he did know what had happened to 
him in ch 4, but he thought he knew better.  What is his crime?  The 

theological truth that summarises the testimony of ch 4 is contained in 
the last words: ‘those who walk in pride he (‘the King of heaven’) is able 
to humble’ (4:37b).  Belshazzar has not humbled his heart … so we 

know that God is very able to humble him.  The evidence that he has 
lifted himself up against the Most High God is recorded in verses 1-4 … 

the sacrilege of this banquet is all you need to know about this king to 
understand his impending downfall.  23b is extremely dramatic as the 
prophet denounces the monarch’s blasphemy.  The question is posed: 

how will God humble this tyrant? 

 

24-28 ‘The hand was sent’ from the Creator God with a message expressly for 
the king.  The three words were meaningful to readers of Hebrew and 
Aramaic (rather than being some strange language, as they appear to 

us), but though the king might be able to give some ‘dictionary 
definition’ of the words (and it has been suggested that the three words 

indicate measures of weight as ‘ounces, pounds, stones’, or as a more 
familiar three-some like ‘pounds, shillings and pence’), he did not 
understand the significance they had for him.  What Daniel does is to 

draw the connection between the sign given and the doom which was 
imminent.  Belshazzar’s kingdom (as in 2:39a), along with ‘all these 
kingdoms’ (2:44) are given by the God of heaven who ‘does according 

to his will’ (4:35): he will now bring it to an end (26) as 4:37 predicts. 

 

29 But first Daniel is rewarded (as are God’s people consistently through 
the book cf 1:21; 2:48-49; 3:30; 5:29; 6:28).  This anticipates the 

revelation of ch 7-12 that it’s not the apparently-powerful ones of this 
world, but God’s people, who will prove to be the winning side. 

 

30-31 And so God’s judgment falls on the arrogant man who would not 
humble himself.   This is also the end of a dynasty as supremacy shifts 

from one superpower to another, from Babylon to Persia. 

 

 If that was the night when Belshazzar died, it poses the question where 
Darius’ armies were during the previous evening’s banquet.  It seems as 

if the whole banquet had been brazen pretence … ‘fiddling while Rome 
burns’ … whilst the Persian armies were closing in for the kill. 

 

Here is a quote from secular Australian scientist Macfarlane Burnet in his 

Dominant Mammal: the biology of human destiny (1970):  ‘The idea of man as 
a dominant animal of the earth whose whole behaviour tends to be dominated 
by his own desire for dominance gripped me. It seemed to explain almost 

everything.’  This could stand as an epitaph over the book of Daniel. 


