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Prayer:  Father, I just again, I thank you for your grace, I  thank 

you for your goodness, I just thank you for the dom inion that you 

have over this entire world, this entire universe f or that matter.  

Father, we're at that part of our worship where we open up your 

book, where we again inquire of it, and again in or der to 

understand our inquiries, we need to have the prese nce of your Holy 

Spirit, and so we pray that you would accompany us as we open up 

your book, that you would guide us, that you would inform us, 

illuminate us, and again that we would take it all in and it would 

be of permanent value.  And we pray this in Jesus' name.  Amen.  

Did you ever wonder why some people seem to get all  of the breaks 

and other people seem to get broken?  Why is it tha t some people 

seem to get away with murder and others, they step out of line by 

an inch and they get clobbered?  It just doesn't se em fair.  And I 

want to talk this morning about the difference betw een fairness and 

justice, 'cause I think we have a fundamental probl em with the way 

God views these two subjects.  I want to start with  fairness.  What 



do you think of when you hear the word "fairness?"  I mean, what 

does it mean to be completely fair?  I think we all  understand it 

means -- it means even-steven, it means a complete absence of bias 

and everyone gets treated equally.  My understandin g of fairness 

really goes back to when you're a little kid and yo u're dividing up 

a candy bar and just imagine the scenario that you have a candy bar 

and you go to your mom or your dad and you ask them  to divide it 

between you and your brother, and mom or dad takes the candy bar 

and he breaks -- they break it into completely unev en pieces.  

There's one piece that's three-quarters of the whol e bar and one 

piece that's a quarter and they give you the piece that's only a 

quarter.  What's the first thing that's going to co me out of your 

mouth when they do that?  You're going to say, "Tha t's not fair."  

Right?  And the reason why it's not fair is because  it's not evenly 

distributed, it's not 50/50, it 's not even-steven, in fact it 's 

75/25 and that's not fair.  I think the universal s olution to 

dividing up a candy bar as far as I can tell is tha t there's the 

person who does the dividing, the other person gets  to do the 

picking and that's the way candy bars should always  be divided 

among kids.  So much for that wisdom.  

But you know, our understanding of wisdom basically  -- I'm sorry, 

of fairness basically consists of complete equal an d unbiased 

treatment for everyone involved and even the dictio nary agrees. 



This is the dictionary definition of "fairness."  I t says it's a 

noun.  The state, condition, or quality of being fa ir, or free from 

bias or injustice; evenhandedness.  Okay.  That's f airness.  

Now when it comes to this idea of justice, things b egin to get a 

little more murky because people often confuse the idea of fairness 

and justice but they are not the same thing.  Tim K eller gives a 

good working definition for what justice in the bib lical sense 

means.  He says this, he says:  "The Hebrew word fo r 'justice,' 

mishpat occurs in its various forms more than 200 t imes in the 

Hebrew Old Testament.  Its most basic meaning is to  treat people 

equitably.  It means acquitting or punishing every person on the 

merits of the case, regardless of race or social st atus.  But 

mishpat means more than just the punishment of wron gdoing.  It also 

means giving people their rights.  Mishpat, then, i s giving people 

what they are due, whether punishment or protection  or care."  Now 

this morning I want to examine the lives of two ver y different 

kings in Babylon.  I want to compare the lives of N ebuchadnezzar 

with his successor Belshazzar because these are two  kings in 

Babylon who received extraordinarily different resp onses from God 

for their sins.  And I want to look at the issue of  justice with 

regard to these two kings, so let me just start out  by explaining 

what they did and then what happened to them.  



Last time we looked at Daniel I was speaking about Nebuchadnezzar 

and all the terrible things that he had done, and h e was, we all 

know clearly a murderer, he was a kidnapper, he was  a blasphemer, 

having stolen sacred items from the temple in Jerus alem and then 

brought it back to Babylon and placed it in the tre asury of his 

god.  And as I said last time, Nebuchadnezzar was o n his way down 

that six-lane highway to hell when God in his mercy  directly 

intervened in his life, and it was no doubt a sever e mercy, I mean, 

for seven years God forces Nebuchadnezzar to live l ike a raving 

lunatic crawling on all fours like a beast.  But in  the end his 

eyes were opened and he declared in Daniel 4:1, he says:  "To all 

peoples, nations, and languages, that dwell in all the earth:  

peace be multiplied to you!  It has seemed good to me to show the 

signs and wonders that the Most High God has done f or me.  How 

great are his signs, how mighty his wonders!  His k ingdom is an 

everlasting kingdom, and his dominion endures to fr om generation to 

generation."   So Nebuchadnezzar now, he's declaring to all of t he 

world the mercies of God because God has spoken int o his life, God 

has intervened in his life, he has demonstrated his  mighty power 

and convinced Nebuchadnezzar of the error of his wa ys.  And as I 

said last time, good for you, Nebuchadnezzar.  But now let's take a 

look at the next chapter in the book of Daniel whic h is chapter 5 

and see what took place in the life of Nebuchadnezz ar's successor, 

Belshazzar.  This is Daniel 5:1.  It says this, it says:  King 



Belshazzar made a great feast for a thousand of his  lords and drank 

wine in front of the thousand.   Just to give you a little 

background, it 's been almost three decades since Ne buchadnezzar has 

died, and the kingdom is actually now divided betwe en Belshazzar 

and his father Nabonitus, and both of them are extr emely unpopular.  

For a number of years now Babylon has been under si ege by the kings 

of Persia, but Belshazzar, he could not care less b ecause in his 

estimation, the city of Babylon is an impenetrable fortress and 

really it was, it had walls that were in some place s 350 feet high, 

87 fight wide.  I mean even the mighty river Euphra tes flowed 

through the city of Babylon so it could hardly be s tarved or driven 

by thirst into submission.  And so Belshazzar is th rowing a party 

and the party is part politics and it's part deprav ity.  On the one 

hand he's demonstrating how little he cares about t he threat of 

Persia and on the other hand he's demonstrating how  wicked and how 

wanton he has become since the days of his grandfat her 

Nebuchadnezzar.  And so the king throws this great feast and he's 

getting drunker and drunker and he gets more and mo re debased until 

finally he remembers those sacred vessels that Nebu chadnezzar had 

stored in the treasury of the temple of his God.  N ow they were 

still sitting there because Nebuchadnezzar had come  to know the God 

of Abraham and thus he never would have used those vessels for 

anything other than their intended purposes, but th ey were there.  

Well, Belshazzar decides that he's going to use the m.  This is what 



it says:  Belshazzar, when he tasted the wine, commanded that  the 

vessels of gold and silver that Nebuchadnezzar his father had taken 

out of the temple in Jerusalem be brought, that the  king and his 

lords, his wives, and his concubines might drink fr om them. 

Belshazzar is mocking God.  I know for the longest time as a brand 

new Christian I wondered, since God is so all power ful and so 

mighty, why does he tolerate people not just doing terrible things 

but mocking him to his face?  Sort of like what we see today.  And 

I wondered for how long or how long it would take o r how long of a 

change would a culture have if someone mocked God t o his face and 

God answered that mocking specifically, directly, a nd immediately.  

And if you look at Daniel, you say well, wonder no more because the 

book of Daniel answers that question.  We have proo f in the book of 

Daniel that a direct intervention by God will last at most 30 or 40 

years and sometimes even far less than that because  it was that 

long ago when God personally intervened when Nebuch adnezzar was 

attempting to execute Shadrach, Meshach, and Abedne go in the fiery 

furnace.  Not only does God render that furnace pow erless to harm 

but Nebuchadnezzar sees an angel of God right there  in the middle 

of the furnace with them.  But those spectacular mi racles were not 

enough to convince him that Daniel's God was the re al God.  And so 

I always say, consider Nebuchadnezzar the next time  you think if 

only God would do a spectacular miracle, surely the se people would 



believe.  Not necessarily so.  You know, it was Dem osthenes who 

said:  "A man believes what he wants to believe."  Nebuchadnezzar 

chose to believe that his great power and might cam e from his own 

strength and his own power, and God gave him a seve n-year lesson in 

humility.  And so for seven years, Nebuchadnezzar's  crawling around 

on all fours like a beast until his sanity returned  to him and he 

acknowledged the overwhelming sovereignty of God.  Well, fast 

forward, now it's decades later, and all traces of God's miraculous 

intervention in Nebuchadnezzar's life seem to have disappeared and 

in his place is debauchery, there's drunkenness, th ere's a desire 

to mock God to his face.  

You know, I know one of the most reoccurring proble ms that people 

have with the God of the Bible is not just the pres ence of evil but 

what seems to be its flourishing.  And it's a great  encouragement 

to me and I share this with others as often as I ca n that God is 

not at all unaware that he has the reputation of le tting evil 

flourish.  Just listen to some of the complaints th at his own 

prophets and the psalmists said as they poured out their hearts to 

him.  This is Jeremiah 12.  He says:  Righteous are you, O LORD, 

when I complain to you; yet I would plead my case b efore you.  Why 

does the way of the wicked prosper?  Why do all who  are treacherous 

thrive?  You plant them, and they take root; they g row and produce 

fruit; you are near in their mouth and far from the ir heart.   In 



Psalm 10 , the psalmist says:  Why, O LORD, do you stand far away?  

Why do you hide yourself in times of trouble?  In a rrogance the 

wicked hotly pursue the poor.  In the pride of his face the wicked 

does not seek him; all his thoughts are "there is n o God."  His 

ways prosper at all times; your judgments are on hi gh, out of his 

sight.  And Asaph says this in Psalm 73:  Truly God is good to 

Israel, to those who are pure in heart.  But as for  me, my feet had 

almost stumbled, my steps had nearly slipped.  For I was envious of 

the arrogant when I saw the prosperity of the wicke d.   They're all 

essentially saying the same thing, they're saying, God, the wicked 

laugh at you, they mock you, and their lives seem t o be going 

extremely well.  So what gives?  Well, it 's importa nt to understand 

that not only the nature of these complaints agains t God's inaction 

towards evil but to understand how they wound up in  scripture.  

They wound up there because God put them there.  Do  not think for a 

moment that God is unaware of the complaints even g ood folks have 

about why evil prospers and God seems to do absolut ely nothing. 

Our text this morning is one of the very few times when God does 

precisely what all of us wish he would do almost al l of the time.  

And what he does here is with Belshazzar, he takes a bad guy, this 

is a really bad guy named Belshazzar, and he demons trates through 

him what immediate judgment looks like.  And so we go back to the 

party.  And Belshazzar, he's now really drunk and h e's bored with 



simple depravity and so he insists on having a few rounds using the 

sacred vessels from God's temple in Jerusalem.  Ver se 3 says:  Then 

they brought in the golden vessels that had been ta ken out of the 

temple, the house of God in Jerusalem, and the king  and his lords, 

his wives, and his concubines drank from them.  The y drank wine and 

praised the gods of gold and silver, bronze, iron, wood, and stone.  

Immediately the fingers of a human hand appeared an d wrote on the 

plaster of the wall of the king's palace, opposite the lampstand.  

And the king saw the hand as it wrote.   Now there's only a handful 

of times in all of scripture where God's judgment i s as immediate 

and as direct as it was in this case.  And as brash  and as loud and 

as drunk and as arrogant as Belshazzar was, was he terrified at 

God's response.  Verse 6 says:  Then the king's color changed, and 

his thoughts alarmed him; his limbs gave way, and h is knees knocked 

together.  The king called loudly to bring in the e nchanters, the 

Chaldeans, and the astrologers.  The king declared to the wise men 

of Babylon, "Whoever reads this writing, and shows me its 

interpretation, shall be clothed with purple and ha ve a chain of 

gold around his neck and shall be the third ruler i n the kingdom."  

Then all the king's wise men came in, but they coul d not read the 

writing or make known to the king the interpretatio n.   

So Belshazzar's instantly sobered by the appearance  of this hand 

and the mysterious writing.  And by the way, in cas e you don't 



know, this is where the cliche "he can read the wri ting on the 

wall," this is where this comes from.  Obviously Be lshazzar 

couldn't.  I mean, he knew for certain that somethi ng terrible had 

happened but he didn't know what.  And so just like  with 

Nebuchadnezzar, he calls in all of his wise men des perate to have 

an explanation and once again they all fail.  This is Daniel 5:9, 

it says:  Then King Belshazzar was greatly alarmed, and his c olor 

changed, and his lords were perplexed.  The queen, because of the 

words of the king and his lords, came into the banq ueting hall, and 

the queen declared, "O king, live forever!  Let not  your thoughts 

alarm you or your color change.  There is a man in your kingdom in 

whom is the spirit of the holy gods.  In the days o f your father, 

light and understanding and wisdom like the wisdom of the gods were 

found in him, and King Nebuchadnezzar, your father -- your father 

the king -- made him chief of the magicians, enchan ters, Chaldeans, 

and astrologers, because an excellent spirit, knowl edge, and 

understanding to interpret dreams, explain riddles,  and solve 

problems were found in this Daniel, whom the king n amed 

Belteshazzar.  Now let Daniel be called, and he wil l show the 

interpretation."   So here comes the queen into the -- into the 

banqueting hall and she's not there to start with, she comes in 

because of the revelry, because of all the commotio n, "because of 

the words of the king and his Lord," but she is a l ink with the 

past, and her comments beg the question why was Dan iel no longer a 



person of power in Babylon?  She goes on to extol i n her own 

understanding Daniel's understanding and his wisdom , claiming it 

was full of the spirit of the holy gods, and she go es on to say 

because of his excellent spirit, knowledge, and und erstanding, 

Nebuchadnezzar, your father -- your father, the kin g -- made him 

chief.  I just picture this woman coming on -- comi ng upon this 

terrified scene full of debauchery and rot and now all of these 

partiers are sitting in stunned silence and they're  terrified about 

what's going to come next.  And so she makes this n ot so veiled 

reference to the glory days when Daniel was honored , when he was 

revered, when he was respected, and life as it is n ow where the 

only thing that is honored is the king's drunken or gies.  And even 

the king acknowledges Daniel.  This is Daniel 5:13, it says:  Then 

Daniel was brought in before the king.  The king an swered and said 

to Daniel, "You are that Daniel, one of the exiles from Judah, whom 

the king my father brought from Judah.  I have hear d of you that 

the spirit of the gods is in you, and that light an d understanding 

and excellent wisdom are found in you.  Now the wis e men, the 

enchanters, have been brought in before me to read this writing and 

make known to me its interpretation, but they could  not show the 

interpretation of the matter.  But I have heard tha t you can give 

interpretations and solve problems.  Now if you can  read the 

writing and make known to me its interpretation, yo u shall be 

clothed with purple and have a chain of gold around  your neck and 



shall be the third ruler in the kingdom."   

Well, not to belabor the obvious, but if Daniel's g ifts are so 

incredibly extraordinary, why wasn't he part of the  leadership in 

Babylon in the first place?  I mean, why is it now when Belshazzar 

knows he's in deep, deep trouble that for the very first time he 

calls on Daniel?  Where's he been for the last 30 y ears?  Well, I 

think I know why Daniel was missing, and let me jus t tell you what 

I think the ultimate turnoff to the world just migh t be, what in 

all l ikelihood precluded Daniel from being part of Babylon's new 

leadership even though he was extraordinarily gifte d.  It was 

Daniel's holiness.  See, his connection to a holy G od made his 

presence in an unholy government out of the questio n.  This is just 

my guess, but my guess is that Daniel's giftedness came with the 

price of his holiness, and his contemporaries were so unnerved by 

that holiness that they preferred to forego his gif ts.  

Have you ever been dis invited to something or excl uded from 

something because of your holiness?  I once had an employee named 

Pat.  He had a very, very low opinion of evangelica l Christians.  

He had a very thick Irish accent, and he used to re fer to them as 

"holy people."  He said this with his tongue very f irmly in his 

cheek.  You see, holiness to him meant that you cle arly thought you 

were a grade better than everybody else.  It meant that you were a 



hypocrite, that you were blind to your own shortcom ings but quite 

willing to point out the shortcomings of others.  H e said in his 

opinion, holy people, as he called them, were peopl e who had Jesus 

as their cosmic butler who just followed along behi nd him cleaning 

up their messes as they went along and just it allo wed them to 

think that they were better than everybody else.  A nd before I 

became a full time pastor, I owned a woodworking bu siness and Pat 

worked in that business.  And so lots of people wou ld come into the 

shop and you know, if he saw that I was chatting so mebody up and I 

was -- obviously I knew them well, he would usually  come up to me 

afterwards and say, "Is he a holy person?"  Like th at.  You know, 

and so I would humor him, and I'd say, "Yeah, he's holy," or I'd 

say, "He's been holy for about five years," or "Thi s one's been 

holy her whole life" and "This one's almost holy bu t they're on the 

verge," you know.  So some of these holy persons he  actually got to 

know over the years that he worked for me, and I co uld tell that he 

genuinely liked them because he saw them as open an d honest and 

genuinely interested in him and his life.  And it w as not at all 

typical of what he had experienced and it made me w onder about the 

church as a whole.  Because you see, the term "holi er than thou" 

more often than not seems like it's an apropos desc ription of 

believers who don't fully understand the gospel.  I  mean the "holy 

people" that my employee grew to know and like were  all people who 

understood that they were sinners saved by grace an d that whatever 



holiness they had came not from them but from the p resence of God's 

Holy Spirit within them, because if you give your l ife over to 

Christ, then he sends his Holy Spirit to live withi n you as a gift 

of faith.  And so what my friend said in jest about  "holy people" 

was a lot more true than he understood.  I mean, ma ke no mistake 

about it, the more you draw near to God, the more h e's going to 

draw near to you, and the more that happens, the mo re people are 

going to sense that you've been with Jesus, the mor e uncomfortable 

they are going to become.  

So how do you balance off being a person of integri ty and holiness 

like Daniel was and not being considered standoffis h, not being 

considered holier than thou?  Well, you know, I tho ught about all 

the "holy people" that my employee Pat really enjoy ed, and to a 

person, every one of those were folks who took a ge nuine interest 

in him.  You know, these were folks who would come to the shop, go 

right up and say, "Hey, Pat, how are you doing?  Ho w's your life 

going?  What's going on?"  I mean the fact that the y cared about 

him on even the most simple level made all the diff erence in the 

world to Pat.  You see, if you bear the name of Chr ist, if you live 

your life as a Christian, people are going to start  off with the 

idea that you are standoffish, that you're holier t han thou and 

that somehow or other you think you're better.  And  the best 

possible defense against that kind of thinking is t o prove just the 



opposite.  Just do exactly what Jesus did, reach ou t to people.  

And the funkier the people the better, the more you  reach out.  You 

know, that's what Daniel was doing and what Daniel did, something 

that required a good deal of judgment because I'm s ure the last 

place on earth that Daniel wanted to be is at a par ty where guests 

are engaged in mocking God.  Apparently the queen m other had no 

interest as well, but Daniel was willing and he was  willing because 

he had always used his position in Babylon to promo te his God, his 

people, and the good of the people that he was surr ounded with.  

And even that was in obedience to God who said in Jeremiah 29: 

"Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel, to  all the exiles 

whom I have sent into exile from Jerusalem to Babyl on:  Build 

houses and live in them; plant gardens and eat thei r produce.  Take 

wives and have sons and daughters; take wives for y our sons, and 

give your daughters in marriage, that they may bear  sons and 

daughters; multiple there, and do not decrease.  Bu t seek the 

welfare of the city where I have sent you into exil e, and pray to 

the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will  find your 

welfare."   

Well, Daniel was just that kind of person, I mean, even though he's 

surrounded by people as we are in this culture very  often 

surrounded by people who have no concept of God or any desire 

whatsoever to acquire one, he still was the source of light and 



blessing to those people.  And when push came to sh ove for 

Belshazzar, he said of the Daniel that he ignored f or almost 30 

years, he said this in Daniel 5:13: "You are that Daniel, one of 

the exiles of Judah, whom the king my father brough t from Judah.  I 

have heard of you that the spirit of the gods is in  you, and that 

light and understanding and excellent wisdom are fo und in you."  

Belshazzar was absolutely correct, and the principl e stil l holds 

today.  See, we are a chosen people living among pe ople who often 

laugh at and mock the God we serve, that is until t he bottom of 

their lives drops out.  Then you just may find your self in a 

position that Daniel found himself in, with someone  absolutely 

desperate and at the end of their rope realizing th at what he 

thought was worthy of mocking was now something he' s desperately 

interested in.  Unfortunately in Belshazzar's case it was too 

little too late.  Daniel 5:17  says this, it says:  Then Daniel 

answered and said before the king, "Let your gifts be for yourself, 

and give your rewards to another.  Nevertheless, I will read the 

writing to the king and make known to him the inter pretation.  And 

this is the writing that was inscribed:  MENE, MENE , TEKEL, and 

PARSIN.  This is the interpretation of the matter:  MENE, God has 

numbered the days of your kingdom and brought it to  an end; TEKEL, 

you have been weighed in the balances and found wan ting; PERES, 

your kingdom is divided and given to the Medes and Persians."  Then 

Belshazzar gave the command, and Daniel was clothed  with purple, a 



chain of gold was put around his neck, and a procla mation was made 

about him, that he should be the third ruler in the  kingdom.   

See what Belshazzar didn't know or even begin to re alize was that 

the Persians were far more clever than he thought.  He had this 

fortress-like city, like I said, some of the walls were almost 350 

feet high, 87 feet wide.  This is a city that had t he Euphrates 

River flowing through it, so there's always a sourc e of water that 

would allow them to even grow their own food within  the walls of 

this city.  But what Belshazzar never even consider ed was that the 

Persians would redirect the flow of the Euphrates.  They would do 

that so it would literally be cut off and then the Persian Army, 

well, they would just enter the city underneath the  walls through 

the now empty riverbed.  Everything that Daniel pre dicted would 

take place actually took place that very night.  Daniel 5:30  says:  

That very night Belshazzar the Chaldean king was ki lled.  And 

Darius the Mede received the kingdom, being about s ixty-two years 

old.   

Now I've titled this message "A Tale of Two Kings" because there is 

such a stark contrast between God's response to two  very different 

and yet two both very wicked kings.  Nebuchadnezzar 's pursued by 

God who receives this severe mercy, he has his eyes  opened and he 

embraces God's truth; and Belshazzar on the other h and receives no 



mercy, he gets a severe and almost instantaneous ju dgment.  And if 

you remember, we opened up this message talking abo ut the 

difference between fairness and justice, and I aske d the question:  

Do you ever wonder why some people seem to get all the breaks and 

other people seem to get broken?  I mentioned that fairness is by 

definition evenhandedness.  That is to say that fai rness demands 

that everybody be treated equally.  So here's my qu estion:  Would 

you say that Nebuchadnezzar and Belshazzar were bot h treated 

fairly?  On the surface I would say no.  I mean, Ne buchadnezzar 

appeared to be cut years and years of slack and eve n his severe 

mercy was seven more years of God's patience.  Bels hazzar seems to 

have stepped over the line but once and there was n o going back.  

But here's the principle of justice that we all ope rate from.  

Remember Keller's definition?  Mishpat, then, is gi ving people what 

they are due, whether punishment or protection or c are.  You see, 

God owes that to everyone; no exception.  God state d clearly 

through Abraham when he was arguing with God about destroying Sodom 

and Gomorrah.  I mean, Abraham asks God if he's wil ling to destroy 

Sodom if there are righteous people that he finds w ithin the city.  

In Genesis 18:25 , this is Abraham's words, he says:  "Far be it 

from you to do such a thing, to put the righteous t o death with the 

wicked, so that the righteous fare as the wicked!  Far be that from 

you!  Shall not the Judge of all the earth do what is just?"   And 

the simple answer to Abraham's question is yes.  Th e judge of the 



earth is always going to do what is just.  Now I ta ke that to mean 

that there's going to come a time when every single  thing that God 

has ever done will be revealed in its entirety and at that point 

every one of us is going to acknowledge his absolut e justice.  

Everyone will be receiving his justice, they will h ave gotten their 

own mishpat, precisely what they were due.  At this  point we are 

mere creatures trying to figure out what that means .  I mean, we're 

trying to figure out the justice of our creator.  A nd if you recall 

what I said last week, this is like German Shepherd s trying to 

figure out chess because our God's ways are not our  ways.  God 

knows every single thing about what a just treatmen t of 

Nebuchadnezzar and Belshazzar involves, he knows ev erything there 

is to know about their personality, their upbringin g, their 

relative guilt and their innocence.  And I say "rel ative" because 

God knows that none of us are innocent and all of u s stand guilty 

before him, and that's also why God never, never st ates that he 

owes us fairness.  You know what fairness demands?  It demands that 

every single person be treated identically.  I mean  if you go to 

whack up a candy bar into a thousand pieces, there better be one 

thousand pieces each of which are one-one thousandt h of the whole.  

Everyone must be treated in the exact same way.  

And you know what fairness precludes?  It precludes  grace.  I mean 

if everyone has to be treated absolutely identicall y, then every 



one of us from Adam onward is absolutely lost becau se fairness 

demands an identical response.  And regardless of w hether you're 

Goliath or David or whether you're the Pharaoh in E gypt or Moses or 

whether you're Belshazzar or Nebuchadnezzar, we all  get treated the 

same according to the law of fairness.  Now there's  no doubt that 

Goliath, Pharaoh, and Belshazzar were wicked.  But there's also no 

doubt that David, Moses, and Nebuchadnezzar had wic kedness in their 

lives as well.  Fairness demands that everyone equa lly pay the 

price that God established in the Garden of Eden wi th Adam and Eve 

and reiterated through the prophet Ezekiel in Ezekiel 18, he said:  

The soul who sins shall die.   Fairness demands that every single 

soul that sins must die and it won't be satisfied u ntil that 

happens.  

Justice also demands that every soul that sins must  die but justice 

can be satisfied by a substituted sacrifice as well .  See, a God of 

fairness alone has no other choice but to insist ev erybody has to 

die.  But our God is not a God of fairness alone wh ere everyone 

must be treated identically.  He's a God of justice , he's also a 

God of grace and mercy and he insists that mercy is  not necessarily 

fair.  That's a tough one.  But listen to what he s ays in Romans 

9:15:  "I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and  I will have 

compassion on whom I have compassion."   That's not fair.  That's 

not equal treatment for everyone.  That is grace fo r some -- and 



this is absolutely key to understand, this is the c ritical thing 

that you have to grasp here.  This is grace for som e, and what for 

everyone else?  Well, the answer is justice.  Justi ce.  You see, 

there's only one way that a just God can still be m erciful and 

just.  It 's if every single person who has ever bee n born who 

doesn't receive mercy receives absolute justice, th en God is free 

to give grace to whomever he wishes.  I mean I go b ack to what our 

definition of justice was as opposed to fairness.  I quoted Tim 

Keller's use of the Hebrew term "mishpat" as justic e.  Again, 

mishpat, then, is giving people what they are due, whether 

punishment or protection or care.  The problem with  justice is that 

every one of us is due a just punishment.  Romans 6:23:  The wages 

of sin is death.   Fairness in this context demands that all of us 

face death eternally.  But God who is perfectly jus t also so loved 

the world.  He so loved the world that he found a w ay to provide 

mercy while stil l satisfying justice.  God became o ne of us, he 

lived out the perfect life we were supposed to live , and then he 

offered that life of perfection as a just exchange for our life of 

sin.  Again Romans 6:23:  For the wages of sin is death, but th e 

free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus ou r Lord.   

So here's the big question.  Here's the $64,000 que stion:  Was that 

fair?  Was everybody treated identically?  On the o ne level 

absolutely, the free gift of God's mercy goes out w holesale to the 



entire world literally millions of times every sing le day, probably 

every single hour.  But on another level if you're at all honest, 

you have to say no, many are called but few are cho sen.  I mean the 

vast majority of those who receive that offer that God broadcasts 

by the millions every hour are either indifferent t o it or insulted 

by it.  And the ones who hear the offer and respond  later learn 

that their ability to hear and see came not from wi thin themselves 

but from the mercy of God.  Ephesians 2:8:  For by grace you have 

been saved through faith.  And this is not your own  doing; it is 

the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast.   

Now if you notice the last part of that verse?  It is the reason 

why faith must be a gift fully given by God and not  earned at all 

by us.  "So that no one may boast."   

Now you remember what Nebuchadnezzar was doing when  God's hand in 

judgment came down on him?  Go back to Daniel 4:30 , it says:  And 

the king answered and said, "Is not this great Baby lon, which I 

have built by my mighty power as a royal residence and for the 

glory of my majesty?"   Well obviously he was boasting.  It goes on 

to say:  While the words were still in the king's mouth, the re fell 

a voice from heaven, "O King Nebuchadnezzar, to you  it is spoken:  

The kingdom has departed from you, and you shall be  driven from 

among men, and your dwelling shall be with the beas ts of the field.  

And you shall be made to eat grass like an ox, and seven periods of 



time shall pass over you, until you know that the M ost High rules 

the kingdom of men and gives it to whom he will."   Maybe you might 

remember Nebuchadnezzar's words when his mind retur ned to him, he 

said this in Daniel 4:37 :  "Now I, Nebuchadnezzar, praise and extol 

and honor the King of heaven, for all his works are  right and his 

ways are just; and those who walk in pride he is ab le to humble."   

So that no one may boast.   God was certainly able to humble 

Nebuchadnezzar.  Well, here's the question:  Was he  able to humble 

Belshazzar as well?  Answer is certainly.  Well the n why didn't 

Belshazzar receive God's mercy as well?  God's answ er is Romans 

9:15:  For he says to Moses, "I will have mercy on whom I have 

mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have co mpassion."  So 

then it depends not on human will or exertion, but on God, who has 

mercy.   

So here's the point.  God has the right to give his  mercy to 

whomever he chooses because he has satisfied justic e fairly.  That 

is to say no one is ever denied justice.  Some rece ive grace and 

mercy and only because justice has been satisfied b y Christ's death 

on the cross they receive that grace.  This is how Charles Spurgeon 

put it, he said:  "God in his infinite mercy has de vised a way by 

which justice can be satisfied, and yet mercy can b e triumphant.  

Jesus Christ, the only begotten of the Father, took  upon himself 

the form of man, and offered unto Divine Justice th at which was 



accepted as an equivalent for the punishment due to  all his 

people."  

So what is our take away from all of this, from the  comparison of 

Belshazzar and Nebuchadnezzar?  Well, three things.   First we 

should be absolutely speechless when we fully reali ze the privilege 

that we have been given.  I mean there's the reason  why the gospel 

makes perfect sense to us and nonsense to our frien ds and relatives 

and associates.  1 Corinthians 1:18  says:  For the word of the 

cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to u s who are being 

saved it is the power of God.   I mean the whole idea of the cross 

is silly, nonsense to those whose eyes have not bee n opened.  But 

our eyes can see.  And it's not because we are more  clever or more 

spiritual than they are, it 's because we have recei ved a mercy that 

they as yet have not received.  Understand if you a re one of his 

own you may not realize it but you are living a cha rmed life.  I 

mean it doesn't mean that your life is going to be worked out 

magically pain free and charmed in the way those --  most people 

think of charmed.  You know, far better to say it t his way, you are 

living a claimed life.  Jesus Christ has seen you a nd said he or 

she belongs to me, and it's a claim that will never  be taken away.  

John 10:27:  My sheep hear my voice, and I know the m, and they 

follow me, and I give them eternal life, and they w ill never 

perish, and no one will snatch them out of my hand.   And along with 



that God also says in Romans 8:28:  We know that all things work 

together for good to those who love God, to those w ho are called 

according to his purpose.   And what that means is that none of the 

pain, none of the struggle, none of the stress, non e of the hard 

things that happen in your life are ever going to g o to waste, 

ever.  God will always use it to shape and mold you  into the image 

of his Son.  See, God had his hand on Nebuchadnezza r.  He did not 

have his hand on Belshazzar.  One received a mercy he never 

deserved; the other received a justice he absolutel y deserved.  If 

you are one of his, you've received a mercy that yo u do not 

deserve.  That mercy should revolutionize your life .  

Second, when it comes down to the bottom line, spir itually we 

believers, we are all blessed to be Nebuchadnezzars  but every one 

of us should be looking in horror at the real possi bility that our 

friends, our relatives, and our neighbors are stand ing in 

Belshazzar's shoes.  Time ran out for Belshazzar an d he found no 

mercy from God at all, only justice.  That's all Go d owes any of 

us.  And third, while we are still alive, the possi bility for mercy 

remains.  Again, if you think your friend, your rel ative, your 

associate is too far gone, just consider where Nebu chadnezzar was 

and where he is now.  Consider where you were.  Bec ause no one is 

ever too far from God's mercy.  And God's word is s til l going out 

to the entire world, it is going out through us.  S o pray for your 

friends, pray for your relatives, pray for your nei ghbors, pray 



that they hear God's warning while there is still t ime as Hebrews 

3:15 says:  "Today, if you will hear his voice, do not harden your 

hearts."   Let's pray.  

Father God, I do thank you for the profound miracle  that Jesus's 

sheep have received.  You have opened our eyes, you  have opened our 

ears, and you have given us the incredible gift of faith and a 

cross that is absolute nonsense to the world is eve rything to us.  

We thank you and we praise you for this incredible gift.  And we 

pray that we would be so fil led with thanksgiving a nd so fil led 

with amazement that we, too, would be anxious to sh are our gifts 

with friends and relatives and neighbors so that th ey would wind up 

as Nebuchadnezzars and not Belshazzars.  And we pra y this in Jesus' 

name.  Amen.  


