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ABSTRACT: The narrative of Daniel 5 presents one of the 

most striking accounts of divine intervention in the affairs of 

human kingdoms. Set during Belshazzar’s lavish banquet, 

the sudden appearance of the mysterious handwriting on the 

wall underscores the reality of divine sovereignty over 

political powers. This article, titled “The Hand of God in 

History: A Theological Reading of Daniel 5,” offers a 

theological analysis of the chapter as a unified literary and 

theological unit. The study situates the story within its 

historical and canonical context, highlighting how the 

downfall of Belshazzar illustrates God’s judgment against 

human arrogance, idolatry, and misuse of power. Through 

close reading, the article demonstrates that Daniel 5 conveys 

central theological themes: the accountability of rulers before 

God, the transient nature of earthly kingdoms, and the 

supremacy of the God of Israel in history. Furthermore, the 

paper reflects on the contemporary implications of this 

passage for understanding divine justice in relation to 

leadership, governance, and the destiny of nations. By 

reading Daniel 5 through a theological lens, the article argues 

that the narrative affirms God’s ongoing involvement in  
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human history, reminding both ancient and modern audiences that all authority is 

subject to divine evaluation and judgment. 

Keywords: Accountability, Divine Intervention, Judgment, Sovereignty, Theology. 

Introduction 

The narrative of Daniel 5 presents one of the most theologically significant accounts 

of divine intervention in the history of Israel’s exile. The chapter recounts the 

dramatic fall of King Belshazzar of Babylon, whose feast of arrogance culminates in 

the mysterious inscription of divine judgment: Mene, Mene, Tekel, Parsin. This 

episode, popularly known as the “writing on the wall,” stands as a vivid 

demonstration of the sovereignty of God over human rulers and the transience of 

political power. In the broader context of the Book of Daniel, the story reinforces the 

theological motif that God is the ultimate ruler of history, who exalts and deposes 

kings according to His will (Dan. 2:21). 

Daniel 5 is not merely a historical tale but a theological commentary on pride, 

idolatry, and divine justice. The profanation of the sacred vessels from the Jerusalem 

temple during Belshazzar’s banquet symbolizes not only moral decadence but also 

defiance against the God of Israel (Collins 222). The sudden interruption by the 

divine hand underscores the immediacy of divine judgment and serves as a timeless 

reminder of the accountability of nations and rulers before God. This account, 

therefore, is both historical and paradigmatic, showing that political authority is not 

absolute but contingent on divine approval. 

Scholars have argued that the theological significance of this passage extends beyond 

the Babylonian context. As Goldingay observes, Daniel 5 illustrates the biblical 

theme of the “rise and fall of empires under God’s sovereignty,” a pattern that offers 

hope and warning to successive generations (112). Similarly, Brueggemann stresses 

that the passage reveals the dangers of hubris and the certainty of God’s intervention 

in the moral order of history (78). The narrative thus provides not only an 

interpretation of Babylon’s demise but also a framework for understanding how 

God’s hand continues to shape historical events. 
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In theological reflection, Daniel 5 serves as a case study of divine sovereignty, 

justice, and intervention in the affairs of nations. The “hand of God” becomes both a 

metaphor and a reality—signifying God’s unseen but decisive involvement in human 

history. For contemporary readers, the story resonates as a call to humility, reverence 

for the sacred, and recognition of God’s ultimate authority in political, social, and 

spiritual life. By reading Daniel 5 through a theological lens, one can discern how 

biblical faith situates historical events within God’s overarching plan, reminding 

believers that history is neither random nor autonomous but directed by the sovereign 

hand of God. 

Conceptual Clarification of Terms 

1. Daniel 5 

Daniel 5 narrates Belshazzar’s feast, the mysterious handwriting on the wall, and 

Babylon’s fall to the Medo-Persians. The chapter is central to understanding divine 

judgment upon human arrogance and the transience of worldly kingdoms (Collins 

267–70). The narrative illustrates how God’s sovereignty overrules imperial power, 

making Daniel 5 a theological commentary on history, not merely a record of events 

(Goldingay 128). 

2. Divine Intervention 

Divine intervention refers to God’s direct action in the affairs of humanity. In biblical 

theology, it expresses the conviction that history is not autonomous but subject to 

God’s purposes (Brueggemann 114). The handwriting on the wall exemplifies divine 

interruption into a royal banquet, declaring judgment and shifting empires (Dan. 

5:25–28). Such intervention demonstrates God’s concern for justice and 

righteousness in the world (Wright 35). 

3. History 

History is more than chronological records of human activity; it is the arena of God’s 

self-disclosure and judgment (Pelikan 19). In the biblical worldview, history is linear 

and purposeful, moving toward divine fulfillment. Daniel 5 situates Babylon’s fall as 
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part of God’s redemptive timeline, showing that nations rise and fall under divine 

authority (Webster 92). 

4. Judgment 

Judgment in Scripture denotes God’s verdict on human actions, often manifesting in 

blessings or punishments (Childs 122). In Daniel 5, judgment is vividly dramatized 

through the words Mene, Tekel, and Peres—“numbered, weighed, and divided”—

which expose Belshazzar’s pride and seal Babylon’s fate (Collins 272). 

Theologically, judgment emphasizes divine justice against arrogance, idolatry, and 

unrighteousness (Longman 189). 

5. Sovereignty 

Sovereignty describes God’s supreme authority over creation, nations, and history. It 

implies that all earthly rulers ultimately operate under God’s rule (Goldingay 130). In 

Daniel, sovereignty is a recurring theme—“the Most High rules the kingdom of 

mortals and gives it to whom he will” (Dan. 4:25, NRSV). Daniel 5 reinforces this by 

demonstrating that no kingdom, however powerful, can resist God’s decree 

(Brueggemann 118). 

Theoretical Framework 

A theological reading of Daniel 5 requires grounding in interpretive frameworks that 

connect biblical exegesis, history, and theology. The following perspectives frame 

the study: 

1. Biblical Theology 

Biblical theology emphasizes the unfolding of God’s purposes through Scripture. It 

asserts that historical narratives in the Bible are not mere chronicles but revelatory 

accounts of divine action. Daniel 5, therefore, is read as an episode where God 

reveals His sovereignty and judgment within a concrete historical setting (Childs 48). 

This approach situates the narrative within the larger canonical witness, highlighting 

divine sovereignty as a theological constant across biblical history (Brueggemann 

122). 
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2. Theological Historiography 

Theological historiography interprets history as the stage of God’s self-disclosure 

and judgment. Pelikan stresses that history in the biblical tradition is neither cyclical 

nor accidental but directed toward divine ends (21). Thus, the fall of Babylon is not 

just political transition but theological fulfillment—God bringing human arrogance 

into account. This perspective insists that theology and history are inseparably 

intertwined, particularly in Daniel 5 where divine intervention interrupts imperial 

festivities to declare judgment (Webster 97). 

3. Apocalyptic Theology 

Daniel belongs to the apocalyptic tradition, which interprets present crises in light of 

divine sovereignty and eschatological hope. Apocalyptic theology asserts that God 

unveils His purposes in history through symbolic visions and dramatic interventions 

(Collins 52). The handwriting on the wall functions as an apocalyptic sign—a coded 

divine verdict announcing the imminent collapse of Babylon. Such theology 

underscores that worldly kingdoms are transient, but God’s reign is everlasting 

(Goldingay 135). 

4. Political Theology 

Political theology examines the relationship between divine sovereignty and earthly 

authority. In Daniel, political theology is evident in the assertion that “the Most High 

rules the kingdom of mortals” (Dan. 4:25, NRSV). Daniel 5 illustrates the limits of 

imperial power, showing that rulers are accountable to God’s justice. Wright 

emphasizes that history cannot be interpreted apart from divine action shaping 

nations and empires (39). This framework helps illuminate how Daniel 5 critiques 

human arrogance, idolatry, and misuse of power. 

5. Narrative Theology 

Finally, narrative theology underscores the power of biblical stories in shaping 

theological imagination. Frei observes that Scripture communicates divine reality 

through narrative rather than abstract propositions (15). Daniel 5 functions 

theologically not just as history but as story, dramatizing themes of judgment, 
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sovereignty, and divine intervention. By attending to the narrative form, the 

theological message—God’s supremacy over human kingdoms—is vividly conveyed 

to both ancient and contemporary readers. 

Methodology 

This study employs a theological-exegetical approach that integrates literary, 

historical, and theological methods in interpreting Daniel 5. The goal is not only to 

analyze the text critically but also to discern its theological message concerning 

God’s hand in history. 

1. Theological Exegesis 

The study begins with close reading of the biblical text, drawing on theological 

exegesis which emphasizes Scripture as both divine revelation and human testimony 

(Webster 41). Exegesis here is not restricted to linguistic or historical reconstruction 

but seeks to uncover the theological significance of God’s sovereignty, judgment, and 

intervention as presented in Daniel 5. 

2. Literary-Narrative Analysis 

Since Daniel 5 is structured as a narrative, the methodology also employs narrative 

criticism. Frei underscores that biblical narratives communicate divine truth through 

story rather than abstract proposition (17). Attention is paid to characterization 

(Belshazzar, Daniel), symbolism (handwriting on the wall), and dramatic tension 

(banquet interrupted by divine judgment) to illuminate the theological meaning 

embedded in the narrative form. 

3. Historical-Contextual Interpretation 

The fall of Babylon to the Medo-Persians in 539 BCE provides the historical 

backdrop of Daniel 5. This method situates the narrative in its Near Eastern context, 

examining political and cultural elements that enrich theological understanding. As 

Brueggemann notes, historical narratives in the Old Testament are revelatory 

accounts of divine action within history (128). Thus, the methodology interprets 
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history not merely as political succession but as divine engagement with human 

affairs. 

4. Canonical and Theological Integration 

Following Childs’ canonical approach, the interpretation considers Daniel 5 within 

the wider scriptural canon (53). This allows the message of divine sovereignty in 

Daniel to be read in continuity with broader biblical testimony. The study further 

applies theological historiography, understanding history as a medium of God’s 

judgment and purpose (Pelikan 21). 

5. Interdisciplinary Sensitivity 

Finally, the methodology is attentive to insights from political theology and 

apocalyptic theology, drawing connections between biblical interpretation and 

contemporary theological reflection. Wright emphasizes that theological readings 

must account for how God’s action shapes both the past and the present 

understanding of history (65). Therefore, this study seeks to read Daniel 5 not only as 

an ancient narrative but also as a theological witness relevant for contemporary faith 

and scholarship. 

Exegetical and Theological Analysis of Daniel 5 

1. Historical and Literary Context 

Daniel 5 recounts the dramatic downfall of King Belshazzar during a lavish banquet 

in Babylon. The chapter follows the court narratives of Daniel (chapters 1–6) and 

serves as a bridge to the apocalyptic visions of the latter part of the book. 

Historically, Belshazzar was the son of Nabonidus, co-regent of Babylon, whose 

reign ended with the Persian conquest in 539 BCE (Collins 223). The narrative 

situates divine judgment within a specific historical setting, affirming that God’s 

sovereignty extends over empires and rulers. 

The literary features include irony and symbolism: sacred vessels desecrated in 

revelry (vv. 2–4), the mysterious handwriting (vv. 5–9), Daniel’s prophetic 

interpretation (vv. 17–28), and the sudden collapse of Belshazzar’s reign (vv. 30–31). 
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This combination highlights the tension between human pride and divine 

sovereignty. 

2. Exegetical Observations 

a. The Banquet (vv. 1–4): 

Belshazzar’s feast represents excessive pride and sacrilege, especially by using the 

Jerusalem temple vessels to praise idols. The text draws a contrast between the God 

of Israel and the lifeless gods of gold, silver, bronze, iron, wood, and stone. The 

deliberate defilement of sacred vessels underscores the theme of arrogance against 

God’s holiness (Seow 79). 

b. The Handwriting on the Wall (vv. 5–9): 

The mysterious inscription (mene, mene, tekel, parsin) conveys divine judgment. The 

king’s fear (“his knees knocked together,” v. 6) illustrates the limits of royal power 

when confronted with divine authority. The hand that writes is symbolic of God’s 

direct intervention in human affairs. 

c. Daniel’s Interpretation (vv. 17–28): 

Daniel rejects royal gifts, affirming that his loyalty lies with God rather than political 

power. His interpretation links Belshazzar’s sin with Nebuchadnezzar’s earlier 

humiliation (Dan. 4), underscoring the theological principle that pride precedes 

downfall. The verdict is clear: “God has numbered the days of your kingdom and 

brought it to an end” (v. 26). 

d. The Fall of Babylon (vv. 29–31): 

The narrative climaxes with the sudden fall of Babylon to Darius the Mede. 

Theologically, this fulfills the divine decree and demonstrates the futility of human 

arrogance. The brevity of Belshazzar’s reign echoes the prophetic motif of divine 

reversal. 

3. Theological Themes 

a. The Sovereignty of God 

The central theological claim of Daniel 5 is that God is sovereign over history. 

Earthly empires rise and fall at God’s command. Belshazzar’s downfall confirms that 

no kingdom, however mighty, can resist divine authority (Longman 162). 

https://zenodo.org/records/17222870


 

Page 9 of 13                                                                https://zenodo.org/records/17222870  

b. Divine Judgment 

The inscription reflects the certainty of God’s judgment: measured (mene), weighed 

(tekel), and divided (parsin). It portrays God as both judge and executor of justice. 

Unlike human courts, divine judgment is swift, impartial, and final (Goldingay 113). 

c. Pride and Humility 

The contrast between Nebuchadnezzar’s humbling (Daniel 4) and Belshazzar’s 

arrogance demonstrates the recurring biblical principle: “God opposes the proud but 

gives grace to the humble” (cf. Prov. 16:18; James 4:6). Belshazzar ignored historical 

lessons, embodying willful rebellion. 

d. The Hand of God in History 

The “hand” writing on the wall symbolizes God’s direct involvement in human 

history. This anthropomorphic image signifies divine intervention that transcends 

human understanding and asserts that history is not random but directed by God’s 

providence (Lucas 142). 

e. The Futility of Idolatry 

By contrasting lifeless idols with the living God, the narrative underscores Israel’s 

monotheistic faith. Belshazzar’s worship of idols during the feast magnifies his 

blindness and contributes to his downfall, highlighting the enduring biblical theme of 

idolatry as folly. 

4. Contemporary Theological Implications 

Daniel 5 challenges modern readers to recognize God’s sovereignty in political, 

social, and personal spheres. Nations and leaders who act in pride, oppress others, or 

mock God’s holiness face eventual judgment. For the church, the passage affirms that 

faithfulness to God, as exemplified in Daniel, is more enduring than political 

alliances or material rewards. In a world marked by uncertainty, Daniel 5 reassures 

believers that history ultimately belongs to God. 
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Contemporary Relevance of Daniel 5 

1. Divine Sovereignty and Global Politics 

Daniel 5 speaks into today’s world of unstable governments, shifting powers, and 

political arrogance. Just as Babylon fell in a single night, the chapter reminds nations 

and leaders that their authority is temporary and accountable to God. Modern 

political leaders often exhibit pride, corruption, and disregard for moral order, yet 

history testifies that unjust regimes eventually collapse. This resonates with 

contemporary concerns about authoritarianism, oppression, and misuse of power 

(Brueggemann 112). Christians are thus called to discern God’s hand in history, 

trusting that divine justice will prevail even when earthly rulers seem unassailable. 

2. Pride, Corruption, and the Fate of Nations 

Belshazzar’s hubris mirrors the moral failures of many societies today. Nations that 

exalt wealth, military strength, or technological progress while neglecting justice and 

humility invite divine judgment. Daniel 5 underscores the biblical warning that pride 

precedes destruction (Prov. 16:18). In Africa, Asia, and beyond, corruption erodes 

development and breeds instability; Daniel’s message warns that unchecked 

arrogance against God’s standards leads to downfall (Achebe 35). 

3. Sacred and Secular Boundaries 

The desecration of Jerusalem’s sacred vessels during Belshazzar’s feast highlights 

the violation of what belongs to God. Today, societies increasingly blur the sacred 

and secular, treating religion as entertainment or trivializing holy values. The text 

challenges churches and believers to safeguard spiritual integrity in an age of 

commercialization of religion (Wright 149). Believers are reminded that the misuse 

of sacred resources—whether church funds, pulpits, or symbols of faith—invites 

judgment. 

4. Idolatry and the Worship of False Powers 

Belshazzar praised the gods of gold, silver, and stone, reflecting misplaced trust in 

material wealth and human creation. In contemporary society, idolatry takes the form 
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of consumerism, nationalism, and the worship of power. Daniel 5 unmasks the 

futility of such idols, affirming the living God as the only source of security and 

meaning (Nwaigbo 54). Christians are called to resist modern idols and embody faith 

that prioritizes justice, humility, and service. 

5. Prophetic Witness in the Public Square 

Daniel’s fearless interpretation before Belshazzar illustrates the prophetic role of 

faith communities in confronting power with truth. In today’s context, theologians, 

pastors, and Christian leaders are called to speak truth to political and economic 

systems, even when it is unpopular or risky (Bosch 401). The church must emulate 

Daniel by refusing to compromise integrity for material rewards, aligning with God’s 

justice rather than political patronage. 

6. Hope and Assurance in Uncertain Times 

The sudden collapse of Babylon demonstrates that history is under God’s control. In 

times of war, economic crises, or cultural upheaval, Daniel 5 reassures believers that 

no empire is eternal except God’s kingdom (Matt. 6:33). This provides hope for 

marginalized and oppressed communities: the hand of God continues to write history 

in ways that ensure justice, redemption, and the ultimate triumph of God’s purposes 

(Wright 157). 

Conclusion 

Daniel 5 presents a timeless witness to the sovereignty of God over human history. 

The fall of Belshazzar and the Babylonian empire illustrates that no ruler, system, or 

nation is beyond divine judgment. Through the dramatic image of the handwriting on 

the wall, the text conveys the certainty of God’s intervention when human pride, 

idolatry, and injustice reach their height. Theologically, the narrative demonstrates 

that God weighs all actions and holds individuals and nations accountable. 

For contemporary readers, this passage is not simply a record of Babylon’s demise 

but a theological reminder that history belongs to God. Political powers, economic 

empires, and cultural systems that elevate themselves above God’s standards of 

justice and humility will inevitably face decline. At the same time, the text offers 
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hope to the faithful: like Daniel, believers are called to live with integrity, courage, 

and loyalty to God, even in environments hostile to faith. 

Thus, Daniel 5 affirms that the “hand of God” is active in history—judging 

arrogance, exposing idolatry, and sustaining hope for God’s people. The chapter 

challenges modern societies to recognize the futility of pride and the permanence of 

divine sovereignty, reminding us that true security and meaning are found not in 

earthly empires but in the eternal kingdom of God (Collins 227; Wright 159). 
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