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using it to an earthly king. But on this occasion there would have been an irony
in saying “O king, live for ever” which could not have escaped Daniel, knowing
that he was about to announce the king’s overthrow and death. So Daniel simply
uses the form “O king”.

But before getting his answer, Belshazzar gets a lecture. First of all a history
lesson, reminding the king about what he has chosen to forget about his country’s
recent history, how Nebuchadnezzar in his pride was humbled by the Lord and
forced to recognise the authority of that same God whom Daniel serves. Daniel
follows the history lesson with a stinging rebuke. If anyone but Daniel had spoken
to the king in these terms, “And thou his son, O Belshazzar, hast not humbled
thine heart, though thou knewest all this”, they would have instantly been dragged
away to be beheaded. But there is something about Daniel; first of all there is his
reputation, which the queen has told him about, that he was somebody whom
Nebuchadnezzar had honoured and respected and who has what the queen calls
“the wisdom of the gods”. But Belshazzar must have realised that there is a God
who has sent the fingers of that hand, and this is the God whom Daniel serves,
and it is only through Daniel that he will get the interpretation of the writing. Most
surprisingly, we may think, he stays there beneath the mysterious writing listening
to Daniel really telling him a series of home truths about being proud against the
Lord of Heaven, and about the sacrilege which he has committed by drinking
wine from the sacred vessels.

So Daniel tells him that the fingers of the hand of the Lord have been sent, and
he tells him what the writing means. So there is the first word, MENE, repeated,
which means counted or numbered. Daniel now explains what has been counted.
In English we have the expression “Someone’s number’s up”, meaning their
fate is sealed, or “their days are numbered” meaning they have not long to live.
That then is the message in that one repeated word, what is numbered now and
finished is Belshazzar’s kingdom, and not only the personal reign of Belshazzar
but the end of the Babylonian kingdom which has dominated that part of the
world for generations. The Persians will now become the most powerful nation.
The Chaldeans are to be eclipsed more suddenly and more spectacularly than they
had arisen.

The second word, TEKEL, “weighed”, uses the familiar symbol of the scales
of justice. This is of course the old-fashioned scales which were held up or
supported on a stand with two pans, one for the object to be weighed and the other
for the weights. When they are level, the weight is correct. In figurative terms it
refers to justice; the figure of Justice over the Central Criminal Court in Old
Bailey holds scales such as these. In a trial anything in the accused’s favour goes
in one side, anything against goes in the other side and the judge or the jury have
to decide which side is heavier. In the sight of God, however much we might try
to put in our favour in one side, if our sins go in the other side they will go down
with their terrible weight, unless the righteousness of Jesus cancels them out on
the other side. Anything else is too light, and that is what is meant by “wanting”;
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Belshazzar has been weighed in the scales of God’s justice and there was nothing
on his side to counterbalance his sins.

Finally, PERES, divided. Firstly, the great proud empire of the Chaldeans is to
be divided between the victorious powers of the Medes and the Persians who were
at that very moment about to invade the city. But, more importantly, Belshazzar
himself is about to be divided for ever from everything he possesses, power,
wealth, wine, women — we have no evidence whatever that he possessed anything
at all which would last beyond the grave, no faith in God, no trust in a
righteousness other than his own.

While Daniel was speaking to the king, the Medes and Persians were at the
gates of Babylon. Historical records suggest they had dammed the Euphrates and
were creeping into the city along the river bed or through the sewers and may
even have been inside the city at that moment, surrounding the palace. Belshazzar
was completely unaware of what was going on, his security was lax, the palace
guards and the city guards may have caught the spirit of self-indulgence which
had prevailed in the palace itself. The few sober people in Babylon, among them
perhaps the God-fearing captives, may have known about the invasion before
Belshazzar did, and Daniel may have been the last person to enter the palace
before it was sealed off by the enemy. How immaculate was God’s timing to let
His servant in to pronounce His judgement before the gates were closed; He also
protected His spokesman from the invading army, as Daniel survived into the
reign of Darius the Mede.

That very night the prophecy was fulfilled — Belshazzar was killed and his
kingdom divided.

What has this chapter to say to us today? We may feel at times like some of the
psalmists who felt themselves to be in the most desperate situation, like those
Hebrews at Belshazzar’s feast who might have been wondering why God didn’t
do something, why He could possibly let this happen. There are some psalms
which use language which might shock us because of its directness. “Arise, O
Lord, in thine anger; lift up thyself because of the rage of mine enemies: and
awake for me to the judgment that thou hast commanded” (Psalm 7:6). “Awake,
why sleepest thou, O Lord? Arise, cast us not off for ever. Wherefore hidest thou
thy face, and forgettest our affliction and our oppression? For our soul is bowed
down to the dust: our belly cleaveth unto the earth. Arise for our help, and redeem
us for thy mercies’ sake” (Psalm 44:23-26). How many of us would dare to say to
God: “Wake up! Why are You asleep?” These are the words of a desperate man,
yet they are recorded for us in Scripture not to sow any doubts in our minds about
God ever being asleep to His people’s concerns, but to encourage us to seek His
help even when the case seems hopeless.

So the first truth which this story of Belshazzar tells us is that God is in control,
however we might think that God is not doing anything. God works in His time,
not to our timetable, and if He delays, it may be for our sins, but it certainly is for
our good. What the Hebrews in Babylon did not know, or may have forgotten, is
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that amongst their number were actually the ancestors of Jesus Christ, the
promised Messiah, through the flesh — actually there in Babylon, as the genealogy
of Jesus in Matthew 1 tells us. The very plan of the salvation of the entire Church
of God was being worked out in their midst, and depended on their preservation
. in Babylon and restoration to the Promised Land. This was also a case of prayer
being answered as, or even before, they called. “It shall come to pass, that before
they call, I will answer; and while they are yet speaking, I will hear” (Isaiah
65:24). Unknown to them, the destruction of Belshazzar was being effected in the
city of Babylon. This gives us an assurance that God is in control.

Perhaps they began to wonder whether God cares. How could He care if He
had allowed things to reach such a dreadful state? Everything we learn about
Jesus tells us about God; and there was a time when the disciples said to Jesus:
“Carest thou not?” They were in a boat in the middle of the Sea of Galilee,
buffeted by a violent gale, the boat about to be swamped and capsized by the
waves, and there was Jesus — asleep. The disciples rudely awake Him and ask:
“Carest thou not that we perish?” Of course Jesus cared — He was with them. He
rebuked them for their lack of faith, but He stilled the storm as well. Whatever
storm of life we can possibly be in, Jesus is there with us, if we belong to Him,
and even if our faith is weak, He will still the storm as much as is good for us.
One thing the Hebrews in Babylon could not have known was that the return to
Jerusalem would begin under the reign of Cyrus the Persian, who was at that very
moment entering the city, so their affairs, seemingly hopeless, were actually
taking a huge turn in their favour.

Jesus cares deeply. There are several occasions when we read of Jesus shedding
tears. He wept over Jerusalem because they were rejecting Him and in Him their
hope of salvation and were heading for destruction (Luke 19:41-44). He wept too
at the tomb of Lazarus. The Jews misunderstood this; they thought He was
weeping because of His personal loss at the death of a dear friend. But Jesus was
the only Person present who knew that He was not going to lose Lazarus; Lazarus
had been allowed to die to show the glory of God. Jesus wept with sympathy — in
its literal meaning of “suffering with” — with those who were grieved at the death
of Lazarus, particularly his two sisters, Martha and Mary, who were both full of
tears and even of reproach for Jesus. They had both said: “If thou hadst been here
our brother had not died.” They cvidently had faith in Jesus’ power to heal the sick,
but not to raise to the dead, so they were blaming Jesus for waiting two days after
receiving the news of Lazarus’ illness, and then apparently coming to Bethany so
slowly that both the sisters, having heard that Jesus was on the way, went out to
meet Him separately, and He was still in the same place! Did Jesus care? Both
sisters imply that Lazarus’ death was Jesus’ fault. Their grief was so keen that they
were prepared to put the blame on Jesus. He wept at the depth of their sorrow.

But He also wept at the very fact of death. Death was not built in to God’s
perfect creation, which He looked upon and pronounced very good. Death only
came in because of our sin. Death is now the one certainty for all of us; the grief
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and separation and loss which death brings, and what might be called the ultimate
obscenity of the decomposing of the body of a once living being — as Martha and
Mary were sure was happening to their brother’s body — the utter horror of a body
dying because of illness or injury or the disintegration of the faculties through old
age — that made Jesus cry. He sympathised so deeply with those who felt a sense
of loss whenever it happened to someone they loved, and when they were
confronted with the prospect of facing death themselves. Jesus Himself faced that
prospect of His own death, a death through indescribable pain, a punishment
taken on Himself for others, although His body was spared the indignity of
corruption in the grave.

Jesus cried because He cared. He still cares. Jesus’ concern for the grief of Martha
and Mary shows us that God cared for our condition sufficiently to send Jesus to die
for us. We have living proof in the Bible and in the life of Jesus that God cares.

Belshazzar’s feast also teaches us that the message is no good without an
interpreter. Knowledge may tell us perhaps what words mean, where the words
come from, but cannot give us the meaning. We have the words of the Bible, and
however valuable any learning might be, a degree in Theology or Divinity will
not, on its own, explain the message of the Bible. We need an interpreter; God has
sent one — the Holy Spirit — to apply God’s meaning of His words to our hearts.
Jesus reminded His hearers that even imperfect parents know how to give good
gifts to their children; “how much more,” said Jesus, “will your heavenly Father
give the Holy Spirit to them that ask him!” (Luke 11:13). That is a promise to all
who ask to receive the gift of the Holy Spirit to throw light on God’s Word.

Now for the message to Belshazzar: Numbered: God knows about the lives of
cach one of us when our days are numbered. The one thing we can be quite sure
about is that our lives are going to come to an end, either we will die or we will
still be here when Jesus comes back. Either way we must be ready; Belshazzar
was not ready. Even Methusaleh — the man with the longest life on biblical record,
after 969 years — died. In fact, he died in the year of the Flood. This means that
either God mercifully took him by death in that year before the Flood came, or,
much more solemnly, he perished in the Flood, and was not one of those who
were with Noah and his family in the Ark. If that was the case, then in spite of
being in the line of Patriarchs from Adam, through Noah and Abraham right down
to Jesus, he was one of those of whom it was said: “every imagination of the
thoughts of his heart was only evil continually” (Genesis 6:5). Whether or not this
was true of Methusaleh, it is a certainly for all those who are not in the Ark of
Jesus’ salvation. It is futile to put off thinking about it. Putting it off for 969 years
would not have allowed Methusaleh to escape the reality and certainty of death.

Weighed: if we try to put our righteousnesses into one side of the scales it will
do us no good. The Bible tells us that “all our righteousnesses are as filthy rags”.
Only the righteousness of Jesus Christ will outweigh our sins and tip the scales in
our favour. If we rely on anything of our own, we shall be found too light at that
great day of decision.
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Divided: we will be separated from all our possessions. The Bible reminds that
we brought nothing into this world and it is certain we can take nothing out.
However much we accumulate during our life, we cannot take it with us. That
assures us that anything we acquire during our life is not really our own, it belongs
to God; He has given it to us on trust, not only our material possessions, but our
gifts as well, and we are stewards of them. We must remember that we are to be
called to account for what we have done with those things, but that all will be
taken from us in the end. The greatest division of all will take place at the Day of
Judgement; the sheep will be divided from the goats; those that are not on the
right hand of Jesus will not go with Him into eternal life, they will go to be with
the devil and his angels, and there will be no escape. May we each be found on
the right side on that great day of division and separation. May we each be
weighed in the balance with the righteousness of Jesus on our side. May we know
that our days are numbered, and we can trust God for being in control.

Letter to Ambrose Serle, Esq.

Broad-Hembury, Nov. 20, 1772
Sir,

CONTRARY to my wishes, and by a sort of fatality, for which I find myself
unable to account, I am, usually, least regular, in writing to those, whom I most
regard. Though incapable of forgetting them, experience proves that I am but too
capable of seeming to neglect them: and none has more reason to be displeased
with me, on this account, than my dear, my very dear friend, to whom I am now,
after a long interval of silence, addressing myself at last.

How many defects have I, for your candour to excuse! Prove yourself candid
indeed, by excusing them all. Thus will you lay me under still deeper obligation,
and shame me, by your condescension, into a more punctual acknowledgement of
your favours — your favours, dear Sir, eminently deserve the name. They have
followed me, at home, and abroad, ever since I saw you: and if I had, by a
deadness to all gratitude, been even disposed to forget you, they would have
constantly reminded me of you, whether I would or not. In justice, however, to
myself, as well as to you, | must repeat my long intermitted assurances, that the
person does not breathe, whom I love, and respect more than yourself. If I do not
tell you so, as often as I ought; impute the omission to any cause, except the want
of those two.

The goodness of God still continues to surround me on every side. Oh, that
my thankfulness, and improvements in grace, borc some little proportion to His
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exuberance of mercies! But in vain do I look within myself, for that excellence,
which I shall never find there, until death is swallowed up in victory. God enable
me, in the mean while, to feel my own nothingness, more and more; and to trust
in that great Fulfiller of all righteousness, who —

“Toil’d for our ease, and, for our safety, bled.”

To those who believe, he is Tiun, preciousness, in the abstract. And the more we
see of His preciousness, the more humbling views we have of our own vileness.
Indeed, self-renunciation is the grand, central point of the spiritual life. It is the
ratio formalis, the very essence, of true religion. Oh, for a larger measure of it!
We are then happiest, and safest, when we lie lowest, and feel that Christ and
grace are all in all.

But I am, unawares, almost preaching, to one, at whose feet I wish to sit. May
you take the best revenge, and preach largely to me, in return. The longer your
sermon, the better I shall like it: like him, who thought the longest of
Demosthenes’s orations, the best. I greatly desire to hear from you: and hope, you
are too forgiving, to follow the bad example of delay, which I have set you.

Commend myself to the continuance of your affection, I need not. Commend
myself to your prayers, I ought, and humbly do. Every blessing be with you.
Above all, the best of blessings, the peace and love of God in Christ.

Augustus Toplady

Book Review

The Time for Change. Graham Wilson. Obtainable from 8 The Rowans, Gullane, E. Lothian
EH31 2DU. pp. 23.

This little booklet puts the Preterist view of Prophecy which the author says is likely to become
more to the fore than the Futurist one, but we are not convinced. The author refers to the “man of
sin” of 2 Thessalonians 2 and says: “This lawless person had his day and judgment in the first
century” (page 14) and contends that the Lord’s coming was intended for the Jews and happened in
AD 70. Certainly some parts of the Prophecy were fulfilled in AD 70 with the solemn Judgment of
the Jews, but we cannot agree that “the signs of the times” “really do find their rightful place in the
first century” (page 23), or that “we no longer need to concern ourselves with the happenings
basically concerned with the first century, e.g. Antichrist, Man of Sin, etc.” (page 15).

Further, the author quotes 2 Peter 3:3-4 and claims that after AD 70, “those mockers were forever
silenced — the promised judgment had materialised” (page 12). He does not, however, quote verse
10 of the same chapter, in which Peter says: “ . . . the heavens shall pass away with a great noise,
and the elements shall melt with fervent heat. . . . ” Infidels over the centuries have contended this
was absurd, but now in a nuclear age this Scripture has re-established itself and demands attention.

Furthermore, the author does not disclose this (Preterist) view was started by the Spanish Jesuit
Alcasar in 1614 or that the Futurist view was started by another Jesuit Ribera in 1591, both seeking
to draw Christians away from the historic view of Prophecy which treated the papacy (not a single
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pope) as the “Man of Sin” or antichrist “drunken with the blood of saints and martyrs”. This was
the view of the suffering Reformers so ably defended by the learned Christopher Wordsworth in the
19th century who said of the Roman papacy: “ . . . is untrue to Christ, and sets itself up against Him
and His holy Word, and puts itself in His place, and claims divine attributes for itself, then, as Peter
himself was called Satan, and as another of the twelve became “a son of perdition” and as Jerusalem
by its sins became Sodom, so the Roman Pontiff, in his official and corporate character, being the
representative and organ of the papal system, in its unscriptural and uncatholic, in its antiscriptural
and anti-catholic acts and dogmas, and being identified with those acts and dogmas, is in the eyé of
the Holy Spirit the Lawless one, described by St. Paul. .. . ” (Is the Papacy Predicted by St. Paul?,
1985 repr. Harrison Trust, page 27). He further said: “I firmly believe this Prophecy (2 Thes-
salonians 2) to have long since begun to be fulfilled, and to be now in course of fulfilment in the
Roman Papacy, I do not suppose that it has been exhausted by the papacy, as it now is. If I might
venture to express an opinion as to the future, which I do with all reverence, I am inclined to believe
that the Roman Papacy will develop itself into something worse. The impulse and encouragement
which, by monstrous dogmas, usurpations, and superstitions (revolting to the intellect of Europe) it
has given, and is giving, to Infidelity, leads to the expectation that it will probably give rise to the
appearance of some personal Enemy of God, who will exhibit in all their terrible fulness the features
pourtrayed by St. Paul; and who will be destroyed by the Second Coming of Christ” (page 36).
The interpretation of Prophecy is a difficult matter and Christians have different opinions, hence
the need to search and keep close to the Scriptures and to heed the Lord’s words: “I say unto
all, Watch.” This is especially important in these days when the Lord’s Judgments are so heavily

upon us. D.C.R.
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