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Writing on the Wall 
(Name and Shame) 

Readings: Daniel 5; Ephesians 2:1-10; John 3:14-21 
 
It is interesting that this week there has been quite a lot of interest in the local 

media about writing on the wall as people wonder what to do about the issue of 
graffiti.  Now much that has been written is utter nonsense, such as the idea that 
tagging is a way of humanising our big cities, helping reduce the powerlessness and 
alienation of urban youth, and is “a fightback of human endeavour against the sterile 
architecture of big buildings and banality city planners.” (Letter to the Mercury 
17/3/2012)  This can only be written by someone whose property has not been 
tagged or has had to pay to have it removed.  It hardly explains why incomprehensible 
or profane words are written on the walls of the Cathedral. 

The idea that has caught most attention is that of naming and shaming, that 
those who are behind these vandalous acts should be revealed which will lead to a 
change of behaviour.  Our passage today has someone writing on the wall, and his 
name is revealed, it is God but we may find that it is us who will be shamed into a 
change of heart and lives. 

A MEMORABLE FEAST 

A Change of Regime 
As Daniel 5 starts many years have passed and there is a new regime.  Whilst 

Belshazzar is described as both king and son of Nebuchadnezzar neither of these 
things is strictly true. Nebuchadnezzar has been deposed by Nabonidus, who then 
took himself on a 10 year holiday leaving his son Belshazzar as Viceroy.  However 
archaeological evidence has show that Belshazzar was treated as all but King, and 
the text seems, as we shall see, to understand that that Belshazzar is not the ultimate 
authority in the Empire. “Son” can simply mean successor and given our lack of 
knowledge of this royal family it is perfectly possible and indeed implied from the text 
that Belshazzar was related to Nebuchadnezzar.  There are certainly difficulties, and 
we wish we knew more of this period of history, but there is no need to dismiss this 
story as unhistorical. 

A huge party 
However, none of this stops us from understanding the force of the story which 

starts with a huge party with plenty of wine, women and, most likely, songs of the 
lowest kind.  In the midst of this revelry, Belshazzar calls for the sacred vessels which 
were taken from the temple in Jerusalem when it fell to Nebuchadnezzar.  These 
vessels are then used in idolatrous worship. 

The Writing is on the Wall 
Then a human hand started to write on the wall which caused the King to be 

knee-knockingly afraid, which is not helped after his enchanters make their by now 
customary useless entrance and exit having failed to have interpret the writing. 

A woman who is called the Queen (it could be the Queen Mother), reminds 
Belshazzar of Daniel who has shown himself useful in situations like this in the past. 

Daniel arrives and is promised great rewards even to be number three in the 
kingdom, suggesting that the writer understood that Belshazzar was actually only 
second in charge. 
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Daniel refuses any reward, he is not for sale, but he will give an interpretation.  
But unexpectedly he first retells the events of the previous chapter speaking of 
Nebuchadnezzar’s glory but also of his pride for which he was judged by God “ until 
he learned that the Most High God has sovereignty over the kingdom of mortals, and 
sets over it whomsoever he will.” (v21) 

Daniel now applies this to Belshazzar, essentially saying you may not be able 
to understand the writing on the wall but you should have learned from what 
happened to Nebuchadnezzar.  He too should have humbled himself before the Lord 
of Heaven.  Daniel stresses Belshazzar’s personal responsibility.  You have not 
humbled your heart,  you exalted yourself, you used the sacred vessels, you praised 
idols.  There is in the story a particular focus on the vessels as if they, in particular, 
given their history should have made Belshazzar change his ways, but rather he has 
wilfully abused them.  This self assertion is wonderfully undercut in Daniel’s words 
“the God in whose power is your very breath, and to whom belong all your ways, you 
have not honoured.” 

The Interpretation 
Given what Belshazzar already knows there is almost no need to interpret the 

writing on the wall, but no at long last we find out what the divine graffiti artist had 
written.  Mene, mene, tekel and parsin, which sounds like a series of weights of 
decreasing value, stones, pounds and ounces.  The problem was not what the words 
were but what they meant, and they were not good news.  The days of the 
Belshazzar’s Kingdom have been numbered and are coming to an end, he has been 
weighed and found wanting, and his kingdom is to be given to the Medes and 
Persians. 

Daniel despite his wishes is rewarded, but the prophecy comes true that very 
night as the Babylonian Empire comes to an end.  From other sources is appears that 
the end of the Empire did come very quickly and with little fighting.  Perhaps the 
presence of enemies at the gates of Babylon was the cause of the rather desperate 
party, but now the party is definitely over, it is time for the cleaners to come in and 
clean up not just the floor. 

THE WRITING IS ON THE WALL FOR  … 

Another wonderful story, and the power of the image of the writing on the wall, 
of coming judgement stays with us today.  But what are we to make of the powerful 
metaphor. 

The World 
Firstly it is a reminder to us and to our world that the writing is on the wall for all 

who arrogantly set themselves up without regard to God and who do not honour the 
things of God. 

As throughout the book it is a call to all those in authority to live in due humility 
before the One in whose power is their very breath.  

This would be of particular comfort to those Christians who live under regimes 
of persecution.  God knows when those close to his heart are being abused and the 
days of such regimes are numbered and will ultimately be judged. 

The Church 
There is some comfort then here for us but I wonder if we can feel comfortable 

in the face of what is said.  If the church today was weighed on scales would it be 
found wanting?  We tend to thinking that if we get on the scales and it doesn’t go as 
high as we thought that this is a good thing.  But here of course it means that 
somebody is being sold short, not getting the full amount.  Are we selling God short? 

Is the Church living out God’s kingdom, is it expressing his heart to the world, 
and the poor and needy around. 
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I suspect if at this point I were to grab a spray can and write on the wall, act 
justly, love mercy, and walk humbly with your God, that many would be more upset at 
my action than the way in which we do not see the church acting for justice, mercy 
and humility for God and in our world. 

But if the Church, if we at St. David’s do not humble ourselves before God then 
the writing is on the wall. 

For Ourselves 
But for ourselves what needs to be written on the wall to shock us out of our 

complacency.  Perhaps it is words that we hear each week: “Almighty God before 
whom all hearts are open and all desires known.”  I have often described this as the 
scariest prayer ever written.  As God looks at our heart what words does he see up on 
the wall?  

Imagine that scene for a moment.  
Do we need to name and shame the sin in our own life. 
It is reminder that another of God’s words on the wall to us are “all have sinned 

and fallen short of the glory of God.”  When any of us are weighed in God’s scales we 
are found wanting. 

When we think of such things, we like Belshazzar should be knee-knockingly 
afraid. 

You may be thinking that this is all rather depressing especially as we have 
had such wonderful readings about God’s love and grace in our other readings today.  
But Ephesians 2 with its wonderful statements of grace reminds us that we are dead 
without Christ, and are by nature children of wrath.  John 3 clearly tells us without 
Christ we do not have life and we live in darkness. 

We will only understand how amazing grace is when we understand how much 
we need it.  The light of God’s love in Christ is seen to be so much brighter when we 
fully understand our own darkness.   

Taking our Sacred Vessels. 
The passage particularly focuses on misuse of sacred vessels and on personal 

responsibility and I couldn’t then reflect on the way that we approach communion.  
For here as we take the bread and wine, as we symbolically take Christ’s body and 
blood we are being reminded weekly of things we should not forget, and if we do we 
surely are as guilty as that ancient king.  We look back not to a king who was 
humbled but to a king who humbled himself that we might live.  The one in whose 
power is our very breath breathed his last that we may taste the air of eternity. 

It is a very serious thing to come and take communion and should not be 
treated lightly  Paul reminds us that when we come to the Lord’s table we are to judge 
ourselves that we not be judged by the Lord. 

Each time we take communion as we come through confession and absolution 
it is a time for putting things right with God and seeking to live in the light of Jesus’ 
death and resurrection.  We remind ourselves that God’s love is not written on the 
wall but on the cross and he writes it in our hearts by his holy spirit.  We must then 
consider those ways that we do not love. 

I have recently finished reading Tom Brown’s School Days a novel of school 
life in England two centuries ago.  The hero of the story, Tom has a number of run-ins 
with Flashman, the school house bully.  But there is a wonderful moment where Tom 
realises as he takes communion, or “the sacrament” as he calls it, that he must let go 
of his hatred of Flashman, and he must pray for him as he would pray for any of his 
friends.  As you take communion what relationships and attitudes do you need to put 
right.  In the light of God’s love to us any excuses as to why we hold on to our 
grudges and hates seem as pathetic as those I mentioned earlier about graffiti. 

Perhaps we should hear the words that many will know well from the Book of 
Common Prayer. 
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Dearly beloved in the Lord, ye that mind to come to the holy 

Communion of the Body and Blood of our Saviour Christ, must 

consider how Saint Paul exhorteth all persons diligently to try and 

examine themselves, before they presume to eat of that Bread, and 

drink of that Cup. For as the benefit is great, if with a true penitent 

heart and lively faith we receive that holy Sacrament; (for then we 

spiritually eat the flesh of Christ, and drink his blood; then we dwell in 

Christ, and Christ in us; we are one with Christ, and Christ with us;) 

so is the danger great, if we receive the same unworthily. For then we 

are guilty of the Body and Blood of Christ our Saviour; we eat and 

drink our own damnation, not considering the Lord's Body; we kindle 

God's wrath against us; we provoke him to plague us with divers 

diseases, and sundry kinds of death. judge therefore yourselves, 

brethren, that ye be not judged of the Lord; repent you truly for your 

sins past; have a lively and stedfast faith in Christ our Saviour; amend 

your lives, and be in perfect charity with all men; so shall ye be meet 

partakers of those holy mysteries. And above all things ye must give 

most humble and hearty thanks to God, the Father, the Son, and the 

Holy Ghost, for the redemption of the world by the death and passion 

of our Saviour Christ, both God and man; who did humble himself, 

even to the death upon the Cross, for us, miserable sinners, who lay in 

darkness and the shadow of death; that he might make us the children 

of God, and exalt us to everlasting life. And to the end that we should 

alway remember the exceeding great love of our Master, and only 

Saviour, Jesus Christ, thus dying for us, and the innumerable benefits 

which by his precious blood-shedding he hath obtained to us; he hath 

instituted and ordained holy mysteries, as pledges of his love, and for a 

continual remembrance of his death, to our great and endless comfort. 

To him therefore, with the Father and the Holy Ghost, let us give (as 

we are most bounden) continual thanks; submitting ourselves wholly 

to his holy will and pleasure, and studying to serve him in true 

holiness and righteousness all the days of our life. 

 
 
We come to take the bread and wine remembering that it is only with Christ’s 

blood that we can remove the writing on the wall that hangs over each of us.  He has 
taken our shame, and for this surely we should live lives that praise his name, and we 
must never take such things lightly. 


