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The Handwriting on the Wall  
a play in two acts for church youth groups by Joy Kingsbury-Aitken 

Dramatis Personae 
Elderly Jewish scribe 
Older slave (not gender specific) 
Young slave (not gender specific) 
King Belshazzar 
Angel (not speaking role – optional) 
Magician 
Wizard 
Astrologer 
The Queen Mother 

Daniel 
Nobles (not speaking roles) 
Ladies of the harem (not speaking roles) 
Servants (not speaking roles) 
King Cyrus 
Prince Sheshbazzar of Judah 
Prince Zerubbabel of Judah 
Mithredath the court treasurer 
Persian servants (not speaking roles) 

 
 

Act One 

 
Scene One 

An elderly scribe is sitting at a table on which is stacked a pile of clay tablets. He picks 
one up and begins to read it aloud. 

 
Scribe: God says here through the prophet Hosea, “My heart is torn within me, and my 

compassion overflows. No, I will not unleash my fierce anger.  I will not completely 
destroy Israel, for I am God and not a mere mortal.  I am the Holy One living among 
you, and I will not come to destroy, for someday the people will follow me.  I, the 
LORD, will roar like a lion.  And when I roar, my people will return trembling from the 
west.  Like a flock of birds, they will come from Egypt.  Trembling like doves, they will 
return from Assyria.  And I will bring them home again, says the Lord.” 

 
He sets down the tablet. 

 
Most High God when will your fulfil your promise?  When will you bring us home 
again?  Not just from Egypt and Assyria but from Babylon too.  I was a baby in my 
mother’s arms when she and all my family were forced to march day after day all the 
way from Jerusalem to Babylon.  The journey was too long for many, the days too 
hot and the nights too cold.  There was too little water and too much dust.  Though 
many died, many managed to survive, to live in captivity here, dreaming of our 
homeland, willing to undergo the perils of the return journey.  I am an old man now.  
Will I ever see Jerusalem? When I left I was too little to remember anything of her?  
God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob when will you fulfil your promise? 

 
The scribe stands up.  He gathers up the clay tablets and leaves the room. 

 
Scene Two Two household slaves, one young, the other more mature, enter carrying silver 

bowls, rags and a clay tablet.  They set the items down on the table and start rubbing 
the bowls vigorously with rags.  They do this intermittently throughout their 
conversation. 

 
Young Slave:  How much more of this stuff do we have to polish? 
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Older Slave:  How many basins and bowls have we cleaned so far? 
 
Young Slave:  About thirty silver bowls. 
 
Older Slave: In that case, according to the inventory I have here [holding aloft the clay tablet], we 

have 360 silver bowls to go, 30 gold bowls, 30 gold basins, 1,000 silver basins, 3,931 
other items like pitchers and goblets, platters and plates in both gold and silver, and 
29 silver incense burners.  We probably won’t need to bother buffing up the incense 
burners.   

 
Young Slave:  We’ll never get all that cleaned and polished up in time! 
 
Older Slave: Relax, we’ve been promised lots of help later this afternoon.  Pity there weren’t 

more gold bowls and basins and fewer silver ones.  Gold doesn’t tarnish.  A quick 
whip round with a cloth is all it needs.   

 
Young Slave:  Where did all this stuff come from? 
 
Older Slave: Oh its loot from some temple that the king’s grandfather ordered to be burnt down 

to punish the locals for being rebellious.  Of course he made sure that anything of 
value was removed before torching the building.  It was brought here to Babylon and 
put in one of our temples for safe keeping and completely forgotten about. 

 
Young Slave: So how come it has been remembered now after all these years?  And why take it 

out of storage?  It clearly was safe enough where it was.   
 
Older Slave: Well, as you know, the king’s holding a banquet tonight for all the nobles – all one 

thousand of them.  Apparently some of them are getting a bit edgy about these 
pesky Persians that are parked outside the city walls.  The king wants to remind the 
nobles that Babylon’s gods proved to be greater than the gods of all the nations 
conquered when his grandfather was rampaging all over the place.   Our gods will 
prove to be greater than the gods of the Medes and the Persians also, so the nobles 
have nothing to fear. 

 
Young Slave: Sorry, I don’t get the connection between remembering the whereabouts of this loot 

and the power of Marduk and Ishtar.   
 
Older Slave:  Simple.  This stuff belonged to a temple, right? 
 
Young Slave:  So you said. 
 
Older Slave: Well wouldn’t the god of that temple want to keep hold of his possessions? 
 
Young Slave:  Of course. 
 
Older Slave: So the fact that his temple was looted and destroyed proves that our gods are 

stronger than the god who used to own this gold and silver? 
 
Young Slave:  Undoubtedly.  But you said it had been forgotten about. 
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Older Slave: Well it had, until the king decided to send some officials to snoop around the various 

temples to see what they had in storage, and hey presto look what they found in a 
dusty back room. 

 
Young Slave: Well I wish they hadn’t found it; then we wouldn’t have to clean it.  Decades of 

tarnish is taking quite some effort to remove.  In any case, why do we have to clean 
all this silverware?  What is the king planning to do with it? 

 
Older Slave: He’s intending to put it on display in the great banqueting hall, to boost the morale 

of the worried nobles and those who are fretting about of being cooped up in the 
city.  I guess they are missing their hunting expeditions.   

 
Young Slave: Do you think there is any chance of the Persians breaking through? 
 
Older Slave: No!  The walls are far too high and far too thick.  You have to feel sorry for the 

Persians and their allies the Medes, out there in the desert digging.   
 
Young Slave:  What are they digging for? 
 
Older Slave: No one seems to know - except them, of course.  According to my friends among the 

palace guard, when an army besieges a city the engineers usually build a ramp up 
the side of the city wall, so that the soldiers can clamber up and over it, but these 
Persians seem to be digging a moat.  Perhaps they have simply gone mad in the sun.   

 
Speaking of which, we’d better get back to work before someone goes mad at us for 
being idle.   

 
They depart carrying the now polished silver bowls. 

 
Scene Three: The banqueting hall of the palace in Babylon.  People are sitting around eating and 

drinking.  To one side is a table littered with items from the temple in Jerusalem.  The 
king rises to address his guests.   

 
King Belshazzar: Enjoy yourselves my noble friends and you the ladies of my harem.  Eat and drink 

well.  Put far from your minds all fear of the Medes and the Persians that are 
camped outside our gates.  Remember our walls are wide and high.  Our enemies 
can’t scale them.  Our gardens are fertile and fruitful.  Our enemies can’t starve us 
into submission.  The mighty Euphrates flows through our city.  Our enemies can’t 
drive us mad with thirst.  Our temples are magnificent, our gods supremely 
powerful.  None are greater than them.  Look here before you are the treasures from 
the temple of the Hebrews.  They claim that our gods are figments of our 
imaginations – that their God alone is God.  Yet my grandfather Nebuchadnezzar 
robbed their God of his wealth from right under his nose.  What’s more King 
Nebuchadnezzar later reduced the temple in Jerusalem to rubble.  The One True God 
was powerless to protect his property and his people from the soldiers of Marduk 
and Ishtar.  So come fill up the goblets of the Hebrew’s God and drink to the gods of 
Babylon.  No harm will befall us. 
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The guests start making their way to the table where the temple items are, and 
having them filled with wine.  Suddenly an angel appears, sticks to (or writes on) the 

wall the words, NUMBERED, NUMBERED, WEIGHED, DIVIDED; then leaves.  People 
start pointing at the words, and saying to one another, “What is the meaning of 
this?”  The king goes weak at the knees and collapses into a chair. 
 

King Belshazzar: Call the wise men – the court magicians, the wizards, and the astrologers.  I must 
know the meaning of this. 

 
A slave hurries out of the room, and comes back with three “wise men”, who bow 
before the king. 
 

Magician: King Belshazzar, live forever! What service do you require of us? 
 
King Belshazzar: See those words on the wall [pointing a shaking figure at the words] - a disembodied 

hand wrote them there.  What does this signify?  What is the meaning of these 
words?  I must have an interpretation.  

 
Wizard: O King, live forever! This is a great mystery. 
 
King Belshazzar: Whoever can understand these words and interpret them for me shall be clothed in 

robes of royal purple, wear a gold chain of authority around his neck, and be third in 
power in the kingdom, behind my father Nabonidus, and I who rule Babylon on his 
behalf. 

 
The “wise men” huddle together and confer. Then one of them steps forward. 

 
Astrologer: O king, live forever!  Alas, none of us understands the meaning of this vision. 
 
King Belshazzar  [now greatly agitated].  Is there no one in all Babylon wise enough to give me an 

interpretation?  Are you all charlatans, living like parasites off my largess?   
 
 The “wise men” back out of the banqueting hall in a great hurry.  The Queen Mother 

enters. 
 
Queen Mother: O king, live forever!  Do not let your thoughts terrify you turning your face pale.  

There is a man in your kingdom endowed with the spirit of the holy gods.  In the days 
of your grandfather he was found to have enlightenment, understanding and 
wisdom like that of the gods.  Your grandfather, King Nebuchadnezzar, made him 
chief over the magicians, enchanters, astrologers and soothsayers of Babylon. The 
king called him Belteshazzar, because the gods favour him. The man Daniel is 
exceptionally wise and skilful in interpreting dreams, solving riddles, and explaining 
mysteries.  Send for Daniel the Jew, and he will explain the meaning of all this.   

 
King Belshazzar: Bring this Daniel to me! 
 

A servant scurries away, and comes back with Daniel. 
 

                                                 
 One way of doing this scene is to dispense with the angel and have the words progressively appear on PowerPoint slides on a 
screen mounted behind and above the king. 
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King Belshazzar: So you are Daniel, one of the exiled Jews my grandfather brought to Babylon.  I have 
heard that the spirit of the gods resides in you, and that you are filled with insight, 
understanding and wisdom.  Now the wise men, the enchanters, have been brought 
in before me to interpret the writing on the wall, but they were not able to do so.  
However, I have heard that you can give interpretations and solve problems.  If you 
can tell me the meaning of these words, you will be clothed in the purple robes of 
royalty, be given a gold chain of office, and will have authority over everyone in 
Babylon, except my father and me.   

 
Daniel: Keep your gifts, O king, or give them to someone else! Nevertheless I will tell you 

what the writing means.  O king, the Most High God gave your grandfather 
Nebuchadnezzar kingship, greatness and honour.  He made him so great that people 
of all races and nations and languages trembled before him in fear.  He killed those 
he wanted to kill, and honoured those he wanted to honour, and degraded those he 
wanted to degrade.  But excessive arrogance and pride caused him to go mad so that 
for awhile he lived like an animal.  By the time he recovered his sanity he had learnt 
that the Most High God rules over the kingdoms of the world and appoints 
whomsoever he wills to rule them. 

 
 You, O King Belshazzar, should have humbled your heart, but instead have lived just 

as arrogantly as your grandfather, even though you knew his story.  You have exalted 
yourself against the Lord of heaven!  You had the vessels from his temple brought in 
here before you, and you and your lords, your wives and concubines have been 
drinking wine from them.  You have praised the gods of metal, wood and stone – 
gods that neither see, nor hear nor know anything at all – while you have not given 
honour to the God who gives you the breath of life and controls your destiny.  So 
God had sent you this message. The words are:  
“numbered” – God has numbered the days of your reign and brought it to an end; 
“weighed” – you have been weighed on the scales and have been found lacking; 
“divided” – your kingdom has been divided and given to the Medes and Persians. 

 
King Belshazzar: Daniel, you are either very stupid or very brave to speak so boldly to a king and 

deliver such a very displeasing message.  Nevertheless for the sake of my honour, I 
will keep the promise I made before all the nobles and the ladies of my harem.  
[Turning to his servants] Robe this man in royal purple, put round his neck a gold 
chain of royal authority, and proclaim him third in rank in the kingdom. 

 
 Daniel and the servants depart.  The older household slave bursts through the door, 

in a state of great agitation. 
 
Older Slave:  [Shouting] Disaster, disaster, Babylon has fallen to the Medes and the Persians!  

They have diverted the river from going through the city.  It now flows around it, and 
their troops are flooding into Babylon by way of the river bed.  Our nobles are drunk 
and our soldiers asleep.  Who will defend us?  Disaster, disaster, we will all be killed 
and Babylon will be destroyed!  
 
The slave rushes out, followed quickly by the king, the nobles, and the ladies of the 
harem.   
 

End of Act One 
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Act Two 

 
Scene One: Sometime later.  The elderly scribe is again sitting at his table with a pile of clay 

tablets.  He picks on up and begins to read it aloud. 
 

God says here through the prophet Isaiah, “Thus says the LORD, your Redeemer, 
who formed you in the womb: I am the LORD, who made all things, who alone 
stretched out the heaven, who by myself spread out the earth; who frustrates the 
omens of liars, and makes fools of diviners; who causes the wise to give bad advice 
and makes their knowledge foolish; who confirms the word of his servant, and fulfils 
the prediction of his messengers; who says to Jerusalem, ‘It shall be inhabited,’ and 
of the cities of Judah, ‘They shall be rebuilt, and I will raise up their ruins’; who says 
of Cyrus, ‘He is my shepherd, and he shall carry out all my purpose’; and who says of 
Jerusalem, ‘It shall be rebuilt,” and of the temple, ‘Your foundation shall be laid.’” 
 
He sets down the tablet. 
 
Most High God, is this the time when you will fulfil your promise?  Is this the time 
when you will bring us home again?  Cyrus the Mede is now king in Babylon, and 
rules over all the territories of the Babylonians, the Persians, the Armenians and the 
Lydians.   He is said to be restoring the stolen idols of the pagans to their temples 
and sending back to their homelands the peoples who have been held captive here 
in Babylon.  Will Cyrus send us home too? God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, is this 
the time of our deliverance?   
 
The scribe, standing up, gathers up his clay tablets and leaves the room. 
 

Scene Two: The two household slaves (from Act One, Scene Two) enter carrying silver bowls.  
They set them down on the table and begin polishing. 
  

Young Slave: I hoped never to see this silverware again, let alone have to polish it again.  I hardly 
like to touch it.  I remember the terror that befell us all when it was used the last 
time. 

 
Older Slave: King Cyrus does not intend to personally use it.  I’ve been told that when we are 

done polishing we are to pack all this gold and silverware into reed baskets for it to 
be sent away. 

 
Young Slave: The further it’s sent from here the better in my opinion.  But where is it going to?  I 

know that King Cyrus has decreed that all the foreign idols be restored to the 
temples they came from; but if this treasure trove came from a temple destroyed by 
Nebuchadnezzar’s soldiers it obviously can’t be returned there.   
 

Older Slave: According to my friends among the slaves who scribe for the king, there is to be an 
announcement about that this afternoon.  I suppose that’s the reason for us being 
instructed to give the silverware another polish up. 
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Young Slave: At least the bowls and basins aren’t as filthy dirty and tarnished as last time, but 
even so we won’t get this task completed in one morning.  How many items have we 
shined up so far? 

 
Older Slave: About thirty silver bowls. 
 
Young Slave: Then we have only 360 silver bowls to go, as well as 30 gold bowls, 30 gold basins, 

1,000 silver basins, 3,931 other items like pitchers and goblets, platters and plates in 
both gold and silver, and 29 silver incense burners.  This time we probably will have 
to buff up the incense burners.  A pity the Jews hadn’t been a bit wealthier and given 
their God more gold and less silver.  As you said last time, a whip round with a rag is 
all a gold basin requires.   

 
Older Slave: Well we better get whipping our rags around with a bit more enthusiasm before 

someone spots us chatting and accuses us of being idle.  The new palace butler has 
an awful temper, and I don’t propose to expose myself to it.   

 
They depart carrying the now polished silver bowls. 

 
Scene Three: The throne room of King Cyrus.  A servant enters carrying a clay tablet.  Mithredath 

the court treasurer, Sheshbazzar a prince of Judah, his nephew Prince Zerubbabel, 
and a number of courtiers enter.  Finally King Cyrus enters and sits on his throne. 
Everyone bows to him. 

 
King Cyrus: Greetings Treasurer, greetings Prince Sheshbazzar of Judah, greetings Prince 

Zerubbabel, greetings gentlemen of the court.  I have summoned you here today for 
an announcement.  [Turning to the servant] Bring me the tablet on which is inscribed 
the proclamation.  [The servant approaches the king, bows, and hands him the clay 
tablet. The king begins to read from it.] 

 
 I Cyrus, king of Persia, declare that the LORD, the God of heaven, has given me all the 

kingdoms of the earth, and he has charged me to build him a temple at Jerusalem in 
Judah.  Any of his people living within my realm – may their God be with them – are 
now permitted to go up to Jerusalem in Judah to rebuild the house of the LORD, the 
God of Israel – he is the God who is in Jerusalem.  Let all the Jewish exiles who wish 
to return to their homeland, receive from their relatives who wish to remain here, 
gifts of silver and gold and gifts of animals, and freewill offerings for the house of 
God in Jerusalem.  [The king gives the tablet back to the servant.] 

 
Prince Sheshbazzar: O King, may our God be with you.  This is the day his people have been longing for. It 

is a fulfilment of the message from God given us through the prophet Jeremiah, 
when he wrote to us, “This is what the LORD says: ‘You will be in Babylon for seventy 
years.  But then I will do for you all the good things that I have promised, and I will 
bring you home again.  For I know the plans I have for you. They are plans for good 
and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope.’”  

 
King Cyrus: Prince Sheshbazzar, as the only surviving son of King Jehoiakim, I am placing you in 

charge of organising the return of the Jewish exiles to Judah. Your nephew Prince 
Zerubbabel will assist you. When you reach your homeland you will start building a 
new temple for your God on the site of the original temple in Jerusalem.  Its height 
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shall be ninety feet and its width shall be ninety feet.  Every three layers of hewn 
stone shall be topped by a layer of timber.  The cost of the build will be paid in full 
from the royal treasury. 

 
 Prince Zerubbabel: O King, may our God bless you.  Your generosity will never be forgotten.  When the 

story of the return of the Jewish exiles is told in generations to come, it will be 
remembered that you, the King of Persia, funded the building of the temple of the 
Most High God. 

 
King Cyrus: The governor of the province west of the Euphrates River and his officials are to 

provide the priests in Jerusalem with whatever is needed for the offerings to the God 
of heaven – bulls, rams, male lambs, wheat, salt, wine and oil. The cost is to be met 
from the taxes collected in the province west of the Euphrates River.  In return, the 
priests must pray to the God of heaven for the welfare of the king and his children.  
Treasurer, take a note of these things. 

 
Mithredath: I have done so, O King. 
 
King Cyrus: Furthermore, the gold and silver vessels, which were taken to Babylon by 

Nebuchadnezzar from the temple of God in Jerusalem, must be returned to 
Jerusalem and once the temple is built, be put back where they belong.  

 
Mithredath: Arrangements are underway for their restoration.  They are currently being polished 

as befits sacred vessels and will shortly be packed up by members of the palace staff.  
 
King Cyrus: See that this is done quickly.  I do not wish to attract the wrath of the God of heaven 

by any delay in returning his property. 
 
Mithredath: Your orders will be carried out with speed, O King. 
 

The king rises from his throne.  All bow to him.  He departs and they follow. 
 
Scene Four: The elderly Jewish scribe is sitting behind a table, writing on a parchment, when 

Sheshbazzar, the governor of Judah enters.  The scribe starts to stand up, but 
Sheshbazzar motions him to remain seated. He sits down beside him. 

 
Sheshbazzar: My old friend, I see you are busy.  What are you writing? 
 
Scribe: A psalm. 
 
Sheshbazzar: May I hear it? 
 
Scribe: Certainly. 
   
 When the LORD brought back his exiles to Zion,  

it was like a dream.   
We were filled with laughter, and we sang for joy. 
The other nations said,  
“The Lord had done great things for them.” 
Yes, the Lord has done great things for us and we rejoiced. 
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Restore our fortunes, O LORD as streams renew the desert. 
May those who sow in tears reap with shouts of joy. 
Those who go out weeping bearing the seed for sowing, 
shall come home with shouts of joy, carrying their sheaves. 
 

Sheshbazzar: You are right my friend.  God has done amazing things for us, yet we need him to do 
even more amazing things.  Today with jubilation we laid the foundation of the new 
temple, but there is a lot of building yet to do.  The young folk cheered because the 
work on the temple has begun, and the old folk wept because they know that we 
don’t have the resources and craftsmanship to build a temple as beautiful as the one 
that was destroyed.  And we are not free men.  The Persians are better overlords 
than the Babylonians, but they are still overlords.  My nephew Zerubbabel should be 
king, but the best he can hope to become is governor. 

 
Scribe: Shouldn’t you be our king? 
 
Sheshbazzar: [Chuckling] My aching joints tell me I’m getting old – too old for the rigors of ruling.  

No, the next generation must take on the responsibility of leadership now.  My days 
of being a father figure and counsellor to the people are coming to a close. 

 
Scribe: Well God is our king.  He is the wonderful counsellor, the everlasting father, the 

prince of peace.  Through both Isaiah and Micah, he speaks of the day when his 
teaching, “will go out from Zion; his word will go out from Jerusalem.”  When he 
“will mediate between peoples and will settle disputes between strong nations far 
away.  They will hammer their swords into ploughshares and their spears into 
pruning hooks.  Nations will no longer fight against nation, nor train for war 
anymore.” 

 
Sheshbazzar: Not in our day though. 
 
Scribe: No, not in our day, but one day.   
 
Sheshbazzar: Come, let us join the celebrations.  Whatever the future holds, in this temple and in 

temples yet to be, the faithful will remember and will sing what the choir of Levites 
sang today: “God is good.  His steadfast love for Israel endures forever.”  

 
They both stand and leave. 

 
The End.  
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