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Daniel 

Lesson one 

Prologue 

Daniel chapter 1: 1-21 

Setting the story 

The story is set right after Babylon’s first attack on Jerusalem when they had plundered 
the city and its’ temple and had taken away the Israelites into exile.  Among them were 
four young men from the royal family of David.  Daniel who is later named Belteshazzar 
and his three friends who you probably know by their Babylonian names, Shadrach, 
Meshach and Abednego.  This book tells of their struggles to maintain hope in the land of 
their conquerors. 

The design of the book 

The book in design seems pretty simple at first.  Chapter 1-6 contains stories about 
Daniel and his friends in Babylon.  While chapter 7-12 contain the visions of Daniel about 
the future.  But this two part shape, is made even more interesting by another design 
feature and that’s the books language.  It begins in Hebrew, the language of the 
Israelites, but chapter 2-7 are written in Aramaic, a cousin language to Hebrew spoken 
widely among the ancient empires.  But then in chapters 8-12 it goes back to Hebrew.  
This design shows how chapters 2-7 are a coherent section. 

Taken into exile 

Chapter one introduces the basic tensions of the first half of the book.  Daniel and his 
friends are really wise and capable and they are recruited to serve in the royal palace of 
Babylon.  It is there they are pressured to give up their royal identity by living and 
eating like Babylonians and violating the Jewish food laws found in the Torah.  But they 
refuse and choose faithfulness to the Torah, that puts them in danger but God delivers 
them and they end up being elevated by the King of Babylon. 

The sovereignty of God 

The book tells Daniel’s story - and a fascinating and instructive story it is.  But the main 
purpose of Daniel is to reveal to us who God is - his character, his purposes, his way of 
working in the world for the good of his people.  His sovereign power over history, the 
one who establishes the kingdoms and brings them down. 

From the start we are confronted with the Lord’s sovereignty over events of history and 
human circumstances.  Daniel is clear that it is the Lord who ultimately orchestrated the 
fall of Jerusalem. 
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Daniel 1:2 “And the Lord delivered Jehoiakim king of Judah into his 
(Nebuchadnezzar’s) hand, along with some of the articles from the temple of God.” 

God is in the detail 

So too we learn in chapter 1 that God works in and through the most seemingly mundane 
details and decisions of life: the Lord is responsible for the favourable reception Daniel 
receives form the chief of staff. 

Daniel 1: 9-10  “Now God had caused the official to show favour and sympathy to 
Daniel, but the official told Daniel, “I am afraid of my lord the king, who has 
assigned you food and drink.  Why should he see you looking worse than the other 
young men of your age?  The king would then have my head because of you.” 

Despite only a diet of vegetables the four young men appear better for it. 

Daniel 1:15. “At the end of ten days they looked healthier and better nourished 
than any of the young men who ate the royal food.” 

God also acts on behalf of Daniel and his friends by assisting them in their studies and 
adapting to the Babylonian culture. 

Daniel 1:17. “To these young men God gave knowledge and understanding of all 
kinds of literature and learning.  And Daniel could understand visions and dreams of 
all kinds.” 

The divine-human partnership 

There is a compatibility between divine sovereignty and human agency: these are not 
set in opposition but understood as different perspectives of the same unfolding event. 

E. Stanley Jones describes the divine-human partnership in this way”. “God comes close 
to his children in a way that leaves them free to think and act, yet in a way that 
awakens the personality to aliveness and alerts of mind and spirit.  His guidance is 
always sufficiently obvious to be found, but not so obvious that it does away with the 
necessity of thought and discriminating insight.”  His secrets are always ‘open secrets’, 
open, yet sufficiently secret to make us think.  This kind of partnership, to guide us 
without overriding us, is a task that only divine wisdom can accomplish.  We would not 
expect anything less of the God who loves us, and anything else would be unworthy of 
him. 

Promotion for God’s men 

The first chapter climaxes when King Nebuchadnezzar tests Daniel and his three friends 
in their learning.  And the text isn’t bashful about telling us they pass the test with 
flying colours; in fact, it says they were ‘ten times better’ than anyone else.  From this 
moment forward these four have been established in the mind of the king.  God will use 
this to fulfil his purposes as the king later promotes them and preserves their lives. 
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Christ and culture 

Perhaps no book in the Old Testament presents more material for thinking about the 
Christian’s presence in the world, or what has been referred to as the relationship 
between Christ and culture.  Daniel and his three friends display a readiness to engage 
in the culture and customs of the Babylonians, and yet this clearly has limits.  Daniel 
does not simply accommodate to the host culture of the Babylonians.  At the same time, 
he does show a high degree of assimilating to a different culture: acquiring both learning 
and skill in ‘all literature and wisdom’ of the Babylonians.  This provides a good case 
study for thinking about the challenge of being in the world, but not of the world. 
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Lesson two 

Nebuchadnezzar’s statue 

Daniel chapter 2:1 - 3:30 

The dream and its interpretation 

Chapter two begins the dramatic section with the king of Babylon having a dream.  And 
it turns out only Daniel is able to interpret.  It’s about a huge statue made of four types 
of metal and it symbolises a sequence of kingdoms and the head is Babylon.  Then a 
huge rock comes flying in and it shatters the statue and it becomes this huge mountain.  
Now this dream is the first of many symbolic visions in the book and this one introduces 
the basic story line of them all.  Daniel says that the statue resembles a train of human 
kingdoms following from Babylon and they will all fill God’s world with violence, but one 
day God’s kingdom will come and it will confront and humble the arrogant kingdoms of 
this world and will fill the world with the healing justice of God’s reign and rule. 

A desperate situation 

When Daniel is confronted with a truly desperate situation:  “tell me my dream and 
interpret it, or you will die,”  he doesn’t despair.  Instead he calls upon his three friends 
to seek God for help. 

Daniel 2:18.  He urged them to plead for mercy from the God of heaven concerning 
this mystery so that he and his friends might not be executed with the rest of the 
wise men of Babylon. 

This is the biblical response to a crisis.  It is the kind of reaction Jesus invites from his 
followers, regardless of their circumstances or situation in life.  “Ask and it will be 
given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened to you.  
For everyone who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds, and to the one who 
knocks it will be opened.”  Daniel found this promise of Jesus (made centuries later) to 
be gloriously true.  And the only right response was adoration. 

Daniel 2:23. “I thank and praise you, O God of my fathers:  You have given wisdom 
and power, you have made known to me what we asked of you, you have made 
known to us the dream of the king.” 

The revealer of mysteries 

In Daniel 2, God stands forth as the ‘revealer of mysteries’. 

Daniel 2:47. The king said to Daniel, ‘Surely your God is the God of gods and the 
Lord of kings a revealer of mysteries, for you were able to reveal this mystery.’ 

6



In Daniel, as well as the rest of the Bible, the word ‘mystery’ refers to what God has yet 
to disclose about his purposes in the world.  God first reveals to Daniel the content of 
Nebuchadnezzar’s  dream, then he reveals its interpretation giving insight how history is 
going to unfold according to God’s sovereign, saving plan. 

Nebuchadnezzar’s dream fulfilled 

The large statue in the king’s dream represented the four kingdoms that would dominate 
as world powers.  We recognise this as the Babylonian Empire, the head of gold 
606BC-539BC.  The Medo-Persian Empire, the chest and arm of silver 539BC-531BC.  The 
Grecian Empire, the belly and thighs of bronze 331BC-146BC.  And the Roman Empire, 
the legs and feet of iron and clay 146BC-AD476.  All these will be crushed and brought to 
an end by the kingdom of God, which will continue forever. 

Daniel’s promotion 

The king is amazed at what Daniel was able to reveal to him.  He falls down prostrate 
and pays homage to Daniel.  Daniel then graciously asks the king to appoint his three 
friends to important positions in the empire, while Daniel stays in the court of the king.  
This prepared for the next scene revealed in chapter three. 

Bow the knee or burn 

Chapter three tells the story of Daniel’s three friends who refuse to bow down and 
worship a huge idol statue which like the statue in chapter two represents the king and 
his imperial power so the friends are persecuted.  They are thrown into a fiery furnace 
but God delivers them from death and they are exalted by the king who now 
acknowledges their God as the true one. 

Nebuchadnezzar’s statue 

Some 20-30 years after Nebuchadnezzar’s initial dream of the statue he decides to build 
it, possibly in an attempt to unite his fragile empire. 

The statue the king built is different from the one he saw in his dream.  It stood ninety 
feet high and is made of gold.  Its’ dedication is a very pompous affair exaggerated in 
Scripture by the seemingly unnecessary repetition of the officials present and the list of 
musical instruments in verses 5, 7, 10 and 15. 

God’s great deliverance 

Daniel’s three friends refuse to pay homage to the statue erected by the king, and are 
therefore to be thrown into the fiery furnace.  What happens to them is one of the most 
powerful examples of deliverance in the Bible.  The faith and courage of Daniel’s three 
friends is truly remarkable. 
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Daniel 3: 17-18. “If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we serve is 
able to save us from it, and he will rescue us from your hand, O king.  But even if he 
does not, we want you to know O king, that we will not serve your gods or worship 
the image of gold you have set up.” 

But even more amazing is the deliverance God achieves for them, the fire had not 
harmed their bodies, nor was a hair of their head singed; their robes were not scorched, 
and there was no smell of fire on them. 

The fourth like the son of the gods 

Much to his surprise, when Nebuchadnezzar looked into the fiery furnace he saw not 
only the three friends alive and well, but a fourth man with them, who looked ‘like a 
son of the god’s’.  Were they enjoying the manifest presence of the pre-incarnate Christ 
shielding them from the otherwise certain death of the furnace? 

Idolatry and its roots 

Daniel 3 provides a classic case of fallen humanity’s tendency to worship idols.  Ever 
since Adam and Eve inverted the creational order by heeding the words of the serpent, 
rather than trusting in the provision of God, humankind has had a built-in tendency to 
want to construct idols in the place of God. 

Persecution through the centuries 

The persecution of Daniel’s three friends has been the experience of God’s people down 
through the ages.  Ever since God put enmity between the serpent and the seed of the 
woman in Genesis 3, the people of God have encountered persecution from anti-God 
forces in the world.  The antagonism between these two peoples, and the persecution 
that results, is a theme that runs through the pages of Scripture - and sadly, down 
through the pages of human history. 

Galatians 4:29.  “At that time the son born in the ordinary way persecuted the son 
born by the power of the Spirit.”  It is the same now. 

Church and state 

The New Testament is clear that Christians should submit to authorities, showing proper 
deference and respect to political officials and governmental systems.  The followers of 
Jesus aren’t to be renegades or political rabble-rousers.  And yet submission to 
authorities does have a limit; in this fallen world, governments can issue decrees that 
directly contradict the will of God.  In such cases, the path of wisdom is to do as Daniel’s 
three friends did in the face of state-sponsored idolatry, and express a conscientious 
objection, while at the same time be willing to embrace the consequences of such a 
stand. 
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Lesson three 

A dream and a feast 

Daniel chapter 4:1 - 5:31 

Arrogant pride is taken down 

In this lesson we will consider a pair of stories about two Babylonian kings, the father 
Nebuchadnezzar and then his son Belshazzar.  They are both filled with pride because of 
their imperial power and so like in chapter two God warns one through a dream and the 
other through a vision which is also, like chapter two, only Daniel can interpret.  He says 
that both kings are to humble themselves before God but both kings arrogantly resist.  
So Nebuchadnezzar is stricken with madness and becomes like a beast in the field but 
then he humbles himself before God and his humanity is returned to him and he is 
restored as king.  This is in contrast with his son Belshazzar who doesn’t humble himself 
before God and he is assassinated that very night.  Now these two stories draw this 
imagery from Genesis chapters 1 and 2 and Psalm 8 where humans are depicted as the 
royal image of God.  He has given them authority to rule over the beasts of the field and 
the birds of the air on behalf of God who is the worlds true king.  But when human 
kingdoms forget that, when they rebel and make themselves and their power into a God 
they become less than human like violent beasts who will face God’s justice. 

The dream and its interpretation 

Nebuchadnezzar’s dream involves a giant tree chopped down by ‘a messenger, a holy 
one’ who came down from heaven but he is instructed to ‘let the stumps and its’ roots, 
remain in the ground’ indicating the tree was not to be removed but God would restore 
it again.  Daniel confirms this explaining he will experience this humbling until he 
acknowledges that the Most High is sovereign over the kingdoms of men and gives them 
to anyone he wishes.’  The sign of this humbling would be he renounces his sins by doing 
what is right, and his wickedness by being kind to the oppressed.  Then his prosperity 
will continue. 

Divine patience 

The king is given a whole year before God executed his judgement upon him for his 
pride.  This reminds us that God is exceedingly patient with us - even in our hard-
heartedness, pride and rebellion. 

2 Peter 3:9  “He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish but everyone to 
come to repentance.” 

The humble shall be exalted 

While the main lesson we are to take away from this story is that those who exalt 
themselves shall be humbled, we see the reverse is also true:  namely, that the humble 
shall be exalted.  This is a New Testament theme.  The gospel calls believers to ‘humble 
themselves, therefore, under the mighty hand of God so that at the proper time he will 
exalt them.’ 
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Reaching to heaven 

The kings dream of a great tree where the top ‘reaches to heaven’ is eerily reminiscent 
of another structure forged in the depths of man’s pride - the Tower of Babel, which was 
intended to have its ‘top in the heavens.’  Both of these episodes reveal the self-
aggrandising nature of pride; they also clearly reveal how God reacts to such displays of 
self-exaltation: the Lord of heaven cuts both down to size.  Interestingly, ancient 
Babylon is the geographic setting for both.  No wonder Babylon serves in Scripture as a 
symbol for all that is corrupt in the world. 

The physical effects of sin 

One of the intriguing theological issues raised by this story is the relationship between 
sin and our physical bodies.  Is it simply coincidental that God’s judgement on 
Nebuchadnezzar’s pride would take the form of a mental breakdown, where he loses his 
mind, so that he’s no longer able to enjoy the company of other rational human beings 
but has to make his home among the beasts of the field?  Or is it merely incidental that 
when he ‘raises his eyes towards heaven’ his sanity is restored.  In the Western world, 
we’re tempted to operate with a mind-body dualism that severs the connection between 
sin and our physical bodies.  But this story invites us to ponder their interconnectedness. 

The justice of God 

Having been severely humbled, the king doesn’t call into question God’s character, or 
belly-ache that his treatment was unjust.  Rather, he confesses ‘everything he does is 
right and all his ways are just.’  This is a remarkable statement from the lips of a man 
who lost not only his power and authority but also his mind, and who was not only driven 
out from the company of men but also was made to dwell among animals.  And yet this 
pagan king’s humble confession teaches us that God’s punishment always fits, and never 
exceeds, the crime, regardless of how severe it may appear to our darkened minds. 

Belshazzar receive God’s judgement 

In chapter 5 we are introduced to Babylon’s last monarch, Belshazzar.  It describes the 
events of a great feast hosted by Belshazzar; it is a showing off of royal power and self-
satisfaction.  Ironically, in the midst of the feast, Belshazzar is confronted with a 
message of divine judgement - the writing on the wall.  And that very night, he loses his 
life, when the city and thus the empire is overtaken by Darius the Mede. 

This chapter teaches the sober truth that sometimes people can become so hardened 
that they’re beyond the point of redemption, so that the only thing remaining for them 
is judgement. 

The writing on the wall 

In the English language we have many common phrases taken from the Bible.  One of 
these is ‘the handwriting on the wall’ which comes from Daniel 5, where God’s prophetic 
message is written by supernatural fingers for all to see. 
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‘Mene, Mene, Tekel, Upharsin’  God has numbered the days of your reign and brought it 
to an end.  You have been weighed on the scales and found wanting.  Your kingdom is 
divided and given to the Medes and Persians. 

The writing on the wall is a declaration of divine condemnation.  God has tolerated 
Belshazzar’s pride and rebellion long enough; the time has come for justice to reign.  As 
such this story reminds our fallen world that we too, like Belshazzar, ought to see the 
writing on the wall.  The apostle Paul warns us of this. 

Romans 1:18  “The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the 
godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness.” 

Worship of idols 

During the revelry of Belshazzar’s great feast, things come to a crescendo when 
Belshazzar not only defiles the vessels of the temple but praises ‘the gods of gold and 
silver, bronze, iron, wood and stone.’  This is outright blasphemy and open rebellion 
against God, the Maker of heaven and earth, who alone deserves all glory, honour and 
praise.  Ironically, as pride exalts a man, he is all the more willing to prostrate himself 
before idols. 

Wilful ignorance 

Because of sin, human beings have the ability to induce within themselves a wilful 
ignorance of the truth, so that what should be obvious to them is nevertheless lost upon 
them.  They are ignorant of it, not because they lack exposure to it but because they 
choose to deny what is plain to them.  We see wilful ignorance in Belshazzar, which only 
multiplies his guilt before the Lord.  He no doubt would have known what happened to 
Nebuchadnezzar.  How God humbled him, but once restored gave God praise.  Again Paul 
reminds us that people can suppress the knowledge of God to such an extent that they 
become ignorant of him. 

Romans 1: 21-23. “For though they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor 
gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were 
darkened.  Although they claimed to be wise, the became fools and exchanged the 
glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and 
animals and reptiles.” 

Divine judgement 

While God is slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, his mercy does have limits.  
It is indeed possible for someone to become hardened beyond the point of redemption 
when the grace of God is not extended to them.  Hebrews warns that if a believer goes 
on sinning deliberately after receiving the knowledge of the truth, there no longer 
remains a sacrifice for sin, but a fearful expectation of judgement.  We see this is the 
experience of Ananias and Sapphire.  God strikes them both with instant death before 
they can do themselves or anyone else any further harm.  Their eternal destiny is in the 
hands of God. 
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Lesson four 

The lion’s den 

Daniel chapter 6: 1-22 

A re-run of chapter 3 

This time it’s Daniel who is being persecuted because he refuses to pray and worship the 
king as a god.  And so like his friends he is sentenced to death and thrown into a lions 
den, but God delivers him from the beasts.  Like his friends the king exalts Daniel and 
praises his God. 

All this happens twenty to thirty years after the fiery furnace episode.  Daniel is now in 
the service of Darius the Mede.  To overthrow the Babylonian empire two empires joined 
forces, the Medes and the Persians.  At this point Daniel is an old man, probably in his 
eighties, but God has kept him in place despite the overthrow of power to be his 
representative and spokesperson in the world. 

Entrusting himself to him who judges justly 

Although chapter 6 is ultimately about God’s deliverance of Daniel from the power of 
the lions, we nevertheless glean much from Daniel’s valiant and courageous faith.  He is 
steadfast in prayer, knowing it may cost him his life. 

Daniel 6:10 (7). “Now when Daniel learned that the decree had been published, 
(anyone who prays to any god or man during the next thirty days, except to you, O 
king, shall be thrown into the lions den).  He went home to his upstairs room where 
the windows opened towards Jerusalem.  Three times a day he got down on his 
knees and prayed, giving thanks to his God, just as he had done before.” 

Daniel remains silent before his accusers, even though he knows they want to see him 
removed, only because of their own jealousy.  Tossed to the lions, Daniel is a type of 
Christ, who similarly was falsely accused by those who wanted to put an end to his life.  
And yet, in the midst of the swirl of false charges and allegations, Jesus did not 
retaliate. 

1 Peter 2:23. When they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he 
suffered he made no threats.  Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges 
justly.  And by so doing he accomplished salvation for us. 
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Angels 

Angels play a vital role in the purposes of God.  The book of Hebrews calls angels 
‘ministering spirits sent to serve this who will inherit salvation.’  Sometimes they are 
deployed by God as his messengers; at other times, they are sent by him to protect his 
people.  We have a powerful example of their protective role in this chapter, as we learn 
it was the angel who shut the mouths of the lions, so Daniel’s life would be spared. 
Angels played a similar role in the rescue of Lot, the protection of Elisha, the 
deliverance of Peter from prison, and the rescue of Paul when his ship was destroyed in 
a storm. 

Signs and wonders 

Throughout Scripture we see God vindicate his name and advance his purposes through 
the use of ‘signs and wonders’, powerful manifestations of the presence of God in the 
world.  Darius recognises that the deliverance of Daniel is nothing less than the working 
of God. 

Daniel 6: 25-27. The king Darius wrote to all the peoples, nations and men of every 
language throughout the land:  May you prosper greatly!  “I issue a decree that in 
every part of my kingdom people must fear and reverence the God of Daniel.  For 
he is the living God and he endures for ever; his kingdom will not be destroyed, his 
dominion will never end.  He rescues and he saves; he performs signs and wonders 
in the heavens and on the earth.  He has rescued Daniel from the power of the 
lions.” 

Common grace 

One of the most intriguing features of this chapter of Daniel is the reaction of King 
Darius to the news that Daniel has violated his edict and must be put to death.  Darius is 
greatly distressed by the situation, even to the point of fasting through a sleepless night.  
And yet this is a pagan king, not a member of God’s family.  Nevertheless, his conscience 
is burdened by what he sees taking place.  We can’t help, then, but to see in this story 
clear testimony of God’s ‘common grace’ his restraining of those outside of his covenant 
purposes, in a way that causes them to bless those who are inside of his covenant 
purposes.  Perhaps that is why we are encouraged by Paul to pray ‘for kings and all those 
in authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives.’ 
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Lesson five 

The four beasts 

Daniel chapter 7:1-28 

The vision of Daniel 

We have arrived at the centre of the book where all the themes come together.  It's 
another dream but it’s Daniels this time and ironically this time he can’t understand the 
dream until an angelic messenger explains it to him.  He sees a series of four beasts;  
the one like a lion, then like a bear then one like a winged leopard.  Each of these 
symbolising an arrogant kingdom.  And last of all is a super beast identified as a really 
evil empire and it has lots of horns, a common symbol for kings in the Old Testament.  
And there is one specific horn, a little horn, who is the image of an arrogant king who 
exalts himself above God and persecutes God’s people.  Now God’s people are 
symbolised by a figure called the ‘son of man’ who is an image for both God’s covenant 
people and also for their king from the line of David.  But then all of a sudden God who 
is called the Ancient of Days comes and sets up his throne.  He destroys the super beast 
and exalts the ‘Son of Man’ on the clouds where he comes up to sit at God’s right hand 
and share in God’s rule over the nations. 

The book comes together 

We can look back now and see how all the stories in the first half fit together.  The three 
stories of faithfulness despite persecution are meant to offer hope to God’s suffering 
people among the nations.  They suffer because human kingdoms have rebelled against 
God and they become beasts so these visions encourage patience that God’s people are 
to wait until he brings his kingdom and rule over our world and vindicate his suffering 
people.  But it raises the question when is God going to do that and that’s what the final 
three visions sets out to explore. 

Son of Man 

We use a number of titles to refer to Jesus.  Saviour, Lord, Messiah, Son of God.  
Ironically, the one we use perhaps the least, Jesus uses the most; it was his favourite 
self-designation, namely Son of Man.  In the Synoptic Gospels, Jesus calls himself (the) 
Son of Man sixty nine times.  As such, it is perhaps the most exalted self-designation he 
could have chosen, given the fact that this figure in Daniel clearly is a divine one.  And 
yet Jesus is very careful how and when he uses the title.  In Mark’s Gospel, for example, 
the title appears 14 times, with the overwhelming majority appearing after Peter 
confesses at Caesarea Philippi, when Jesus first begins to teach them that “the Son of 
Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders and the chief priests 
and scribes and be killed, and after three days rise again.”  In other words, the 
exalted figure in Daniel 7 is first the suffering servant who sheds his own blood for the 
sake of his people - a stunning gospel truth! 
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The gift of the kingdom 

We live in a world of godless forces, the kind of mutant beasts Daniel sees in rapid 
succession in his night vision.  As such the world often seems as if it is out of control, so 
too, do our lives.  And yet here we recall the hope-giving assurance of our gracious 
Saviour Jesus, when he said to his followers, “Fear not, little flock, for it is your 
Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom.”  This of course, is the overwhelming 
message of the book of Daniel and of this chapter in particular, namely, that God will 
eventually come and render judgement in favour of the saints of the Most High, and then 
to give them the kingdom - and it shall be forever theirs, world without end. 

Antichrist 

Many students of Daniel have taken the ‘little horn’ who made war with the saints and 
prevailed over them until the coming of the Ancient of Days to refer to that figure the 
New Testament calls the Antichrist.  Jesus himself taught that during the end times 
Antichrist would come.  So, too, the apostle Paul warns of his appearing.  In his first 
epistle, John catches us by surprise when he says, “Children, it is the last hour, and as 
you have heard that antichrist is coming, so now many antichrists have come.”  A 
little later on in the same letter, he identifies the ‘spirit of the antichrist’ as anyone who 
denies Jesus has come in the flesh.  This serves as a poignant reminder that the battle 
against antichrist is waged with truth and won by perseverance in the faith. 

All peoples, nations and languages 

When the aged apostle John peers into the throne room of heaven, he hears a new song 
sung by those from every tribe and language and people and nation.  This four fold 
phrase appears in Daniel 7, with the triumphant vision of the one ‘like the Son of Man’ 
who is given dominion over the whole earth, so that ‘all peoples, nations and men of 
every language worshipped him.’  This four-fold phrase is clearly intended to be 
inclusive of all humanity, and in turn to represent the consummation of God’s global, 
missional purposes in redemption - gathering ransomed people from all the peoples of 
the earth. 

Divine and human 

One of the most fascinating and inspiring portions of this chapter is the description of 
this figure who is presented to the Ancient of Days and receives the kingdom.  This 
figure is clearly divine, since no one but God rides on the clouds of heaven; but this 
figure, as Daniel sees him, is also clearly human as well - he is ‘like the son of man.’  
This person is clearly subordinate in role to the Ancient of Days and yet is given the 
authority of the Ancient of Days to have dominion over ‘all peoples, nations and 
languages.’  This paradoxical interplay points us, of course, to the paradox of the 
incarnation itself, where we see the second person of the Godhead take on human flesh, 
and be ‘born in the likeness of men.’ 
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Lesson six 

The ram, the goat and the little horn 

Daniel chapter 8: 1-27 

Daniel’s second vision 

In chapter eight Daniel has another vision about the final two beasts of chapter seven, 
but this time they are symbolised by a ram who we are told is the image of the empire 
of the Medes and Persians and then by a goat who is the image of ancient Greece.  Out 
of the goat comes a head full of horns one of which symbolises the evil king from 
chapter seven and we are told more about him that he will attack Jerusalem and exalt 
himself above God and defile the temple with idols.  However, in the end he will be 
destroyed by God who will exalt his people and his kingdom. 

The interpretation of the vision 

Daniel’s second vision is arranged around the extraordinary lives of three characters.  
Alexander the Great (Daniel 8: 1-8, 15-22).  The remaining verses (Daniel 8: 9-14, 23-27) 
Antiochus Epiphanes, who lived from 215BC - 164BC, and the Antichrist, whose reign is 
yet in the future. 

When Alexander had been emperor for twelve years, he fell ill and realised that he was 
about to die.  He called together his generals and divided his empire, giving a part to 
each of them. 

The wicked ruler Antiochus Epiphanes, son of King Antiochus III of Syria, a descendent of 
one of Alexander’s generals, became King of Syria in the year 175BC.  In the year 169BC 
he marched with a great army against the land of Israel and the city of Jerusalem. 

Antiochus and his cruel treatment of the Jews provide an appalling, prophetic preview 
of the Antichrist and the persecution he will inflict on believers during the coming 
Tribulation.  The parallels between these two tyrants are so striking that some scholars 
have called Antiochus the ‘Antichrist of the Old Testament. 

The description of his depravity 

Historian Solomon Zeitlin claims that Antiochus was the first person in history to 
persecute a people exclusively for their religious faith.  History shows Antiochus did 
everything in his power to completely annihilate the Jewish religion.  During his attack 
on Jerusalem he killed some eighty thousand Jews and sold another forty thousand into 
slavery. 
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He was determined to extinguish the Jewish religion forever and replace it with Greek 
worship and culture.  He cancelled all Jewish festivals and replaced them with pagan 
festivals.  He installed harlots in the Temple for these celebrations and forbade the 
observance of the Sabbath.  On one occasion he brought a pig into the temple, slit its’ 
throat and sacrificed it on the sacred altar.  He collected the pig’s blood and sprayed it 
all over the inside of the Temple.  This unholy sacrifice of an unclean animal on the 
sacred Temple altar is ‘the abomination that causes desolation.’  He burned every copy 
of the Torah he could find and destroyed every sacred book and any books of the Law.  
This destruction lasted for 2,300 days. 

The characteristics of Antichrist 

At the end of Daniel 8:22, we reach a point of transition.  The first twenty-two verses 
have predicted the rise of the Greek Empire, its subsequent fragmentation, and the 
cruel oppression of the Jews under Antiochus.  In verse 23, the chapter enters a new 
phase. 

When the vision recorded here was given to Daniel all of it had to do with prophetic 
events; whereby we today can look back and see that everything in verses 1-22 refers to 
men and empires that have come and gone.  Verses 23-27 have to do with ‘a stern-faced 
king, a master of intrigue’ who shall appear, and he is none other than the Antichrist 
who is to come. 

There are more than 100 passages of Scripture that describe Antichrist.  God doesn’t 
want us to be pre-occupied with this individual but he wants us to know some things 
about this coming prince of darkness.  In the last half of Daniel chapter 8 we read of 
eight characteristics that define this man of evil. 

1) He will be dynamic in his personality 
 Daniel 8:23. “A master of intrigue, will arise.” 

The world will go delirious with delight at his appearance.  He will be the seeming 
answer to all its needs.  He will be handsome, with a charming, devil-may-care 
personality, a genius, superbly at home in all disciplines, brave, and with an air of 
mystery about him to tease the imagination or to chill the blood as occasion may serve, 
a brilliant conversationalist in a score of languages ….. he will be the idol of mankind. 

2) He will be demonic in his programme 
 Daniel 8:23 “and understanding dark sentences”  GNV 

The ability to solve problems of his day with the power of the occult.  His power will 
come from the invisible realms of darkness. 

3) He will be devilish in his power 
 Daniel 8:24 “He will become very strong but not by his own power.” 

Antiochus Epiphanes’ evil was because of his special relationship with Satan.  His reign 
was a dress rehearsal for Antichrist. 
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2 Thessalonians 2:9 “The coming of the lawless one will be in accordance with the 
work of Satan displayed in all kinds of counterfeit miracles, signs and wonders.” 

4) He will be destructive in his persecution 
 Daniel 8:24 “He will cause astounding devastation and will succeed in  
 whatever he does.” 

Revelation 13:7. “He was given power to make war against the saints and to 
conquer them.” 

Jesus said in Matthew 24:22. “If those days had not been cut short, no-one would 
survive, but for the sake of the elect those days will be shortened.” 

5) He will be deceitful in his practice 
 Daniel 8:25. “He will cause deceit to prosper him.” 

The Antichrist in order to make peace with the Jews will make a seven-year covenant 
with them at the beginning of the Tribulation period.  He will gain their confidence by 
promising freedom of worship and observe their feast days according to their laws and 
traditions.  Then, after three and a half years he will break the covenant. 

Daniel 9:27. “He will confirm a covenant with many for one ‘seven’.  In the middle 
of the ‘seven’ he will put an end to sacrifice and offering.  And on a wing of the 
temple he will set up an abomination that causes desolation, until the end that is 
decreed is poured out on him.” 

6) He will be defiant in his profession 
 Daniel 8:25  “He will destroy many and take his stand against the Prince of 
princes.” 

The Antichrist will claim to be God. 

2 Thessalonians 2: 3-4. “Don’t let anyone deceive you in any way, for that day will 
not come until the rebellion occurs and the man of lawlessness is revealed, the man 
doomed to destruction.  He will oppose and exalt himself over everything that is 
called God or is worshipped, so that he sets himself up in God’s temple, proclaiming 
himself to be God. 

7) He will be defeated in his purposes 
 Daniel 8:25. “Yet he will be destroyed, but not by human power.” 

Antiochus reserved his greatest fury for the Jews, who stubbornly resisted his forced 
idolatry.  He was eventually defeated in his purpose by the Maccabean revolt.  Antichrist 
will also be defeated in his ultimate purpose of bringing the entire earth under his 
demonic control. 
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8) He will be destined and punished 
 Daniel 7:11. “Then I continued to watch because of the boastful words the 
horn was speaking.  I kept looking until the beast was slain and its’ body destroyed 
and thrown into the blazing fire.” 

Daniel 8:25. “Yet he will be destroyed, without human power.” 

Antiochus died with a horrible disease that caused his body to be eaten alive with ulcers 
and worms.  His suffering was unbearable and the stench of his body vile.  He was 
brought down supernaturally without a human hand touching him.  Antichrist too will 
meet his end at God’s hand. 

Matthew 23:41. “Depart from me, you who are cursed, into the eternal fire 
prepared for the devil and his angels.” 

Revelation 19:21. “The two of them (Satan and the False Prophet) were thrown 
alive into the fiery lake of burning sulphur”. 
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Lesson seven 

Daniel’s prayer 

Daniel chapter 9: 1-27 

Daniel’s prayer and its answer 

By chapter nine Daniel is very puzzled especially as to when the prophetic dream and 
vision he has received will take place.  He consults the scroll of the prophet Jeremiah 
where God said Israel’s exile would only last seventy years. 

Jeremiah 25:11  “This whole country will become a desolate wasteland, and these 
nations will serve the king of Babylon for seventy years.” 

For Daniel the seventy years is almost up so he asks God to fulfil his promise soon.  But 
an angel comes and informs him that although the captives will return and the city of 
Jerusalem will be rebuilt the people of God will continue to be oppressed because of 
their rebellion for another 490 years. 

The chapter itself consists of Daniel’s prayer of penitence on behalf of his people, 
lamenting their sins and repenting of any wrongdoing, in the hope that God will hear his 
pleas for mercy and respond accordingly.  The angel Gabriel, God’s chosen messenger, is 
sent as a response to Daniel’s prayer. 

Pleas for mercy 

Daniel sees himself in a desperate situation, as he recalls the terms of God’s covenant 
and contemplates the sin of God’s people.  Without a hint of trying to downplay their 
plight, Daniel confesses on behalf of his people, “we have sinned and done wrong.  We 
have been wicked and have rebelled; we have turned away from your commands 
and laws.”  While he freely acknowledges that the Lord has been entirely righteous in 
his care for and even his punishment of Israel, Daniel still holds out the hope that God 
will yet be merciful to them. 

Repentance, restoration and return 

Israel will find restoration only through repentance.  This is a common pattern we find in 
the Old and New Testament: that genuine repentance is the prerequisite to God’s 
restoring and renewing his people.  Moses makes this very clear in Deuteronomy. 

Deuteronomy 30: 2-3. “And when you and your children return to the Lord your God 
and obey him with all your heart and with all your soul according to everything I 
command you today, then the Lord your God will restore your fortunes and have 
compassion on you and gather you again from all the nations where he scattered 
you.” 

20



Nehemiah reflects this same pattern in his prayer of confession in chapter nine.  And we 
hear Peter on the Day of Pentecost reminding the Jews of the same. 

Acts 3:19. “Repent then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out, that 
times of refreshing may come from the Lord.” 

Gabriel’s message 

As Daniel finishes his prayer, he anticipated an answer concerning the seventy years of 
captivity his people had suffered.  These 70 years represented 490 of Israel’s failure to 
observe the Sabbath law requiring the land to lie fallow every seventh year - one year of 
captivity for each year of failure. 

2 Chronicles 36:21. “The land enjoyed its sabbath rests; all the time of its 
desolation it rested, until the seventy years were completed.” 

Strange as it might appear the 70 years captivity represented the 490 years behind 
them, God gave Daniel a look into the 490 years that lay ahead of him. 

“A period of seventy sets of seven has been decreed.”   
A set of seven is one week.  If each day represents 1 year.  70 x 7 = 490 years. 

Gabriel explained to Daniel, God would send his people back to their holy city to finish 
their rebellion.  Then he would: 

(1) Finish their rebellion 
(2) Put an end to their sin 
(3) Atone for their guilt 
(4) Bring an everlasting righteousness 
(5) Confirm the prophetic vision 
(6) Anoint the Most Holy Place. 

Some scholars contend that all six of those occurred at the cross.  They believe that 
everything God planned for the Jewish people has already been accomplished - that he 
has no further plans for the nation of Israel.  However, those who think differently 
believe only the first three items on the list concern the restoration of righteousness.  
Israel won’t realise the effect of this atonement until after the end of the tribulation 
when Israel will recognise Jesus as their Messiah and establishes his kingdom physically 
in Jerusalem. 

It can be determined that from the time of the prophecy to the death of Christ was 69 
weeks (483 years later).  One interpretation places the 70th week as the seven years of 
the great tribulation, still in the future.  Consequently the number would symbolise both 
the first and second coming of Christ. 

In those intervening 490 years Jerusalem will be rebuilt with streets and strong 
defences, despite the perilous times.  Then the Messiah, the ‘Anointed One’ comes, and 
he will be killed by his own people. 
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The final part of the angels explanation has led to much discussion on the numbers, 
times and events in verses 26 and 27. 

(1) The prophecy was fulfilled in the past at the desecration of the Temple by 
 Antiochus Epiphanes from 168 to 167 BC. 
(2) It was fulfilled in the past at the destruction of the Temple by the Roman  
 general Titus in AD 70 when one million Jews were killed - or 
(3) It is still to be fulfilled in the future under Antichrist. 
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Lesson eight 

The final conflict 

Daniel chapter 10: 1 - 12:13 

The closing three chapters of Daniel form a single vision and brings the book to a fitting 
climax with Daniel’s final vision, the veil is drawn back and we are given clear insight 
into spiritual battles that are reflected in earthly conflict too.  We are shown the same 
sequence of kingdoms.  It is Persia, then Greece and now Alexandra the Great followed 
by lesser kings all leading up to this final King of the North.  He will invade Jerusalem, 
set up idols in the Temple and exalt himself above God, then all of a sudden this king 
comes to ruin.  

Now there has been endless debate about what all of these visions refer too.  Many see a 
clear connection to the exploits of the Syrian king Antiachus IV 160 BC who killed many 
faithful Jews in Jerusalem and set up idols in the Temple.  Others think it points forward 
to the Roman empire’s role in the execution of Jesus and the destruction of Jerusalem 
and the temple in AD 70.  And still others think it will be fulfilled in future events that 
have yet to happen when Jesus returns.  Now the problem is that the symbols and the 
numbers don’t match any of these views perfectly, but it opens up the possibility that in 
a sense they are all right. 

The book of Daniel has been designed to offer hope to all future generations of God’s 
people.  It did so in the days of Antiochus’s empire and it has ever since.  This is why 
Jesus could use imagery from Daniel to describe and confront the oppressive leaders he 
confronted in Jerusalem.  This is why John the visionary who wrote the Revelation could 
adapt Daniel’s visions and apply them to Rome of his day and all future oppressive 
empires.   

So the point of Daniel is that all generations of readers can find here a pattern and a 
promise.  It’s a pattern that all human kingdoms become violent beasts when they 
glorify their own power when they redefine right and wrong and don’t acknowledge God 
as their true king.  But Daniel also holds out a promise that one day God will confront 
the beast, he will rescue his world and his people by bringing his kingdom over all 
nations.  And so for every generation this book speaks a message of hope that should 
motivate faithfulness. 

Spiritual warfare 

Daniel refers to the conflict among earthly kingdoms, but what we learn is that this is 
reflective of a greater spiritual conflict taking place in heavenly realms.  The New 
Testament supports this perspective.  No small part of Jesus’ ministry was taken up with 
conflict with spiritual forces.  And we are reminded that the apostle Paul says: 

“For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the 
authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the 
spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.” 
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Satan and his minions exercise significant influence over this “present evil age”;   Satan 
is, after all, the ‘god of this world’.  Yet through the cross of Christ, God has effectively 
disarmed those spiritual forces arrayed against the church.  Furthermore, we know from 
both Daniel and the rest of Scripture that their ultimate judgement is sure. 

Great tribulation 

The visions of Daniel, especially in chapter 11-12, indicate that evil will intensify 
towards the end of history, and that God’s people will therefore have to endure a severe 
time of testing. 

Daniel 12:1. “There will be a time of distress such as has not happened from the 
beginning of nations until then.” 

Jesus, perhaps drawing on this teaching in Daniel, envisions a similar intensification of 
things in the last days. 

Mark 13: 17-19. “How dreadful it will be in those days ….. Pray that this will not 
take place in winter, because these will be the days of distress unequalled from the 
beginning, when God created the world, until now - and never to be equalled 
again.” 

Matthew 24:21. “If those days are not cut short, no-one would survive, but for the 
sake of the elect those days will be shortened.” 

John may refer to this intense period of trial and suffering when he sees the dragon 
enraged and making war on the people of God. 

Revelation 12:17. “Then the dragon was enraged at the woman and went off to 
make war against the rest of her offspring - those who obey God’s commandments 
and hold to the testimony of Jesus.” 

Understandably, this period of history has been referred to as the “Great Tribulation.”  
But regardless of when it comes or what exactly it will be like, the message for God’s 
people is the same, whether from Daniel or Jesus. 

Daniel 12:13. “As for you, go your way to the end.  You will rest, and then at the 
end of the days you will rise to receive your allotted inheritance.” 

Mark 13:13. “All men will hate you because of me, but he who stands firm to the 
end will be saved.” 

Enduring to the end does not earn salvation for us, but marks us out as already saved.  
The assurance of your salvation will keep us going through the times of persecution. 
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Names written in the book 

The angelic messenger assures Daniel that, despite the intensification of suffering near 
the end of history, those whose names are found written in the book shall be delivered. 

Daniel 12:1. “But at that time your people - everyone whose name is found written 
in the book - will be delivered.” 

Throughout the Bible, both Old and New Testament, we see that God is a book-keeper, 
he has written names in what he calls the “Book of Life”. 

Revelation 3:5. “He who overcomes will, like them, be dressed in white.  I will 
never blot out his name from the book of life.” 

Our salvation does not hang on a delicate thread it is certain and sure that is why Jesus 
tells us to : 

Luke 10:20. “Rejoice that your names are written in heaven.” 

Conclusion 

We will conclude out study of Daniel by summarising the big picture of God’s message as 
a whole. 

The opening six chapters contain some of the most dramatic and exciting narratives in 
the Bible.  We also grow to admire the conviction and courage of Daniel and his three 
friends, as their faith is tested and put on display, so to speak, again and again in those 
opening chapters.  There is much to be gleaned by reading the testimonies of these 
great saints of old. 

Daniel also intrigues us because of its’ vision, and the sheer scope of what it covers.  Not 
only do we gain an insight into Israel’s own history, from exile to return, but we are also 
given a sweeping view of human history; from the rise of the Babylonian empire to the 
conquest and ultimate destruction of the Roman Empire many centuries later.  Daniel is 
then a masterful blend of sacred and secular history; in fact, what we see is that these 
two histories are one, being closely intertwined by God’s own design. 

Furthermore, Daniel opens our eyes to the fact that there is always more going on than 
meets the eye.  What we gather with our five senses is not the whole story, indeed, it 
may be only a reflection of a more important story - a cosmic battle taking place in the 
heavenly realms, which we cannot see with our human eyes, but only with the eyes of 
faith. 

Ultimately, however, the book of Daniel is about God - his character, his plans, his 
purpose for the world.  God is the main actor in Daniel, as he is everywhere in the Bible.  
And while we often have reasons to be worried, if not discouraged, by the appearance of 
all things around us in our fallen and sin-wracked world, the book of Daniel serves as a 
powerful reminder that God is on his throne and is sure to get his victory.  What is more, 
one day God will put the world to rights, destroying unrighteousness and ushering in his 
eternal kingdom. 
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