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Summary of Daniel 1-6 
Shortly after the outbreak of the Maccabean wars (167-141 BC) an unknown writer composed 
the Book of Daniel.  Scholars believe this person was a member of the Hasidim (a Jewish sect 
who were repulsed by both the Hellenistic culture and the oppression of the Jewish people).  
The Hasidim were so strict in their interpretation of the laws of God that they resisted any 
attempts to be assimilated into the Greek way of living.  The Book of Daniel is addressed to this 
group and encourages (and consoles) the people in their martyrdom.  It discourages spiritual 
compromise even when confronted with violence and death.   
 
In all probability the identity of Antiochus and that of the Seleucid Empire were explicitly 
omitted from the Book of Daniel out of fear of provoking serious political reprisals.  Scholars 
believe the greatest concern at the time was that the Hellenized Jews (who were fluent in 
Hebrew and Aramaic) would report and hand over the non-Hellenized Jews to the Seleucids.  
For the protection of the Hasidim the message of the book was therefore made into a riddle, 
packaged to resemble a prophecy, and crafted to deliver a moral punch.   
 
The overall purpose of the writing then was to rekindle the faith of Israel.  Affirming that the 
course of history was completely under the control and reign of God, the writer summoned the 
Jewish people to be courageous.  He believed that if the people believed that the current 
situation was in the hands of God (rather than under human control) then they could act 
without fear of the consequences.  The Book of Daniel sets the theology for the Maccabean 
revolution.  In some circles it is called the Manifesto of the Hasidim.   
 
Vision of the End-Time 
We are now studying the second part of the Book of Daniel.  It consists of four visions that 
portray the dramatic movement of historical events towards the final acts of God when the 
oppressive rule of the world powers will be overthrown.  In the end, the kingdom of God on 
earth and in heaven will be established.  As noted in earlier notes the four successive empires 
are the Babylonians, Medians, Persians, and Greeks.  Each surpassed the preceding one in evil 
and brutality.  To the writer the increase in evil meant that history was hastening towards the 
final showdown.   
 
Daniel 7 
In this chapter we no longer hear of the dreams of the king.  The focus turns to the dreams, 
thoughts, and visions of Daniel.  Scholars call this chapter the center of the book and the heart 
of Daniel.   
 



Note the chiastic symmetry in the opening chapters – 
 
A     Daniel 2 – Vision of four empires  
        B     Daniel 3 – Faithfulness of the Jews and their rescue 
                C     Daniel 4 – Judgment on empire led by Nebuchadnezzar 
                C’    Daniel 5 – Judgment on empire led by Belshazzar 
        B’     Daniel 6 – Faithfulness of Daniel (a Jewish person) and his rescue 
A’    Daniel 7 – Vision of four empires  
 
The first vision is set during the time of Belshazzar although (like all the other chapters) it does 
not give us historical accuracy.  It is there to ultimately give us the most negative portrayal of a 
foreign ruler so far. 
 
With this vision the story shifts to first person as Daniel describes his dream.  The four winds of 
heaven are stirring the sea.  The implication is that there is a spiritual warfare between the 
winds and the sea.  The four winds become the catalyst that brings forth the beasts from the 
deep.  The scene of the battle is set and starting in Daniel 7:3 we have a description of what 
occurs during that battle.  God is at war.   
 
The sea is the enemy, chaos, and the realm of Leviathan.  The beasts are the world powers and 
at odds with the powers of heaven.  These beasts rise up one-by-one to do battle.  Theologically 
the battle is between good and evil.  The closest parallel to this section is in Hosea 13:7-8.  It 
even lists the same animals although not in the same order. 
 

So I will become like a lion to them, like a leopard I will lurk beside the way.  I will fall upon 
them like a bear robbed of her cubs, and will tear open the covering of their heart; there I 
will devour them like a lion, as a wild animal would mangle them.   

 
Note that the final animal is undefined as is the fourth beast in Daniel 7.   
 

     The first beast conveys the image of a  
     lion.  Lions are symbols of courage and  
     strength but in the Bible they are seen as  
     wild threats to civilized life and a  
     menace.   
 
     If this is a reference to Nebuchadnezzar  
     then it makes sense that his wings are  
     removed before he can have a human  
     mind.  As we saw in the other chapters a  
     transformation of the ruler is a way of  
     conquering the enemy. 
 

 



The second beast is a bear.  It is portrayed as already eating.  It has ribs between its teeth.  The 
third beast is a leopard.  It is seen as having great ability because of its numerous wings and 
heads.  The four wings and four heads could represent the four Persian kings (Darius, Cyrus, 
Xerxes, Artaxerxes) or the four corners of the world.   
 
The last beast differs from the previous three because of the magnitude of its destructive force.  
Despite its strength, its ten horns are soon overpowered by the force of another horn.  The last 
beast that speaks arrogantly refers to Antiochus IV.   
 
Some scholars have suggested that the beast in mind is an elephant.  Greeks brought the war 
elephant from the east.  They are also mentioned in 1 and 3 Maccabees.  Whatever kind of 
beast it is, its power is purely destructive.   
 
As Daniel tries to understand these events the battle shifts to the heavenly realm.  As the court 
moves into session there follows a startling dispatch of the beasts.  The worst one, the beast 
with the horn that speaks arrogantly, is immediately burned in judgment.  Note that there is no 
struggle (a matching of power and force between good and evil).  In biblical apocalypticism the 
Ancient One arrives and the judgment is settled.  We will see the same thing unfold when we 
study Revelation.   
 
The others (made powerless) are allowed to live for a season and a time.  The emphasis here is 
on the delay of destruction even after the beasts are left powerless.  An important aspect of 
radical faith is that the powers of the world can still exist even if already defeated.  The 
rationale for rendering the empires powerless is because authority is given to the mysterious 
one who is introduced in vs. 13-14 (the son of man) or someone who looks like a human being.   
 
Given Jesus’ use of the term (son of man) this has brought forth much debate as to the origin 
and meaning of the term.  It seems clear that the New Testament writers drew on this image of 
a powerful authority under God.  The candidate best suited for the identification of the son of 
man in Daniel is the angel, Michael, who will do battle on behalf of Israel in later visions.  
Michael going into battle is a symbolic representation of the struggles of the people of Israel.   
 
It is interesting that Daniel is distressed by these visions and asks one of his attendants for an 
explanation.  He is given a simple summary of the entire vision: The worldly powers will rise up 
over time but God will conquer them all.  The kingdom of God will be everlasting.  Beyond the 
obvious Daniel is curious about the fourth beast.  This final leader is different from the former 
ones.  He is one who will make war with the holy ones and nearly win.  He is someone who will 
attempt to change the religious observances of the Jewish people.  He will rule for only a time 
and will be the last to rule. 
 
In the end the holy ones will rule in the everlasting kingdom of God.   
All nations will serve and obey them.   
 
 



     Antiochus IV 
 
     During his short-term rule of 12 years, Antiochus almost eliminated the  
     religion and values of the Jewish people.  He took away the temple  
     treasures, robbed Jerusalem, left the city and its walls in wrecks, killed  
     thousands of Jews, and took many as prisoners.  
 
     He made a decree that outlawed Jewish religious ceremonies and rites  
     and commanded the worship of Zeus as the supreme god.  The Jewish  
     people were forced to build pagan altars in every Judean city and to eat  
     the flesh of pigs.  He also commanded them to hand in every  
     manuscript of their Holy Scriptures to be shredded and burned.   
 

 
Daniel 8 
We are back to the Hebrew language.  In Chapters 8-12 the scenes will describe visions and not 
dreams.  In this particular chapter the writer is interested in continuing to frame events during 
the reign of Belshazzar.  But this time he uses tamer beasts and domestic livestock instead of 
the wild beasts found in the earlier chapters. 
 
The ram with two horns is Media and Persia.  The male goat is the king of Greece or Alexander 
the Great.  He quickly moves from Greece to conquer the Persian Empire but dies suddenly at 
the height of his power.   His kingdom is divided among his four generals and becomes 
Macedonia, Asia Minor, Syria, and Egypt.  The horn that emerges from among the other four 
refers to Antiochus IV.   
 
One of the main points of the chapter is found in vs. 13 with the question: For how long?   
 
The answer comes in vs. 14 to offer comfort to those suffering under oppression.  The 2,300 
evenings and mornings refer to the daily sacrifices (twice a day) and thus would be 1,150 days.  
This is short of the three and a half years between 167 and 164 BC (the time of the desecration 
of the Temple to its rededication).   
 
Because the time of wrath is limited it means the suffering of the people will also be limited.  It 
is why the question for how long?  is seen as a question of faith.  Theologically it is one of the 
most important messages of the Book of Daniel.  It is the promise of the gospel that darkness 
will not last forever, that innocence will not be crushed forever, and that justice will be served.   
 
After the question is answered Daniel is then introduced to Gabriel.  This is the first time in the 
Bible in which an angel is named.  Later we will encounter Michael who was unnamed in the 
last chapter.  Daniel falls to the ground before the vision of Gabriel.  The impact of these 
experiences are very powerful and exhausting for Daniel.   



Both the writer and reader believe that they are in fact living in the end time.  But these visions 
also strengthen the people in their struggle to maintain their faith and identity in the face of 
defeat.   
 
The Wrath (Vs. 19) 
Wrath is the emotional response to a perceived wrong and injustice.  Both humans and God 
express wrath but there is a vast difference between the wrath of God and the wrath of human-
kind.  In the Old Testament the wrath of God is a divine response to human sin and 
disobedience and is always justified.   
 
For example idolatry was often the occasion for divine wrath (Psalm 78:56-66).  The wrath of 
God was consistently directed towards those who did not follow his will (Deuteronomy 1:26-46 
and Psalm 2:1-6).  The Old Testament prophets often described a day in the future as the day of 
wrath (Zephaniah 1:14-15).  At the same time God provided a way for the people to return to 
God.  Repentance was what turned the wrath of God away from the sinner.   
 
The New Testament also supports the concept of God as a God of wrath who judges sin.  We 
will hear it in the gospel lesson on September 25 (The Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus).  
The rich man suffered serious consequences for his lack of concern for the poor.  Later in the 
epistles we will hear that God alone is able to avenge.  As Christians we should not choose 
unhealthy ways to express our anger.  It is inconsistent with our new nature that we know 
through Jesus Christ.   
 
Daniel 8 (Continued) 
In vs. 20-22 the political realities are now explicitly identified.  His interpretation of dreams in 
Daniel 2 and 5 were somewhat vague apart from the specific identification of Nebuchadnezzar.  
In the visions of Daniel 8-12 there is no doubt about the identity of those involved. 
 
From the midst of the four kingdoms will arise one who is skilled in intrigue.  This is no doubt a 
reference to Antiochus IV who created internal division in the Palestinian Jewish community by 
aligning himself with certain factions of the people.  We see once more that Antiochus will 
succeed for a time.   
 
Because this vision is for the end of times Daniel is instructed to seal the vision (keep it to 
himself).  His response to the apocalyptic assurance of the end is not to radically alter his 
responsibilities but to know that God is ultimately in control. 
 
Daniel 9 
This chapter is set in the first year of Darius who is identified here as the son of Ahasuerus 
(usually understood as Xerxes).  Daniel is engaged in the study of the books and a reference is 
made to the prophet Jeremiah.  Jeremiah had predicted that the exile would last seventy years.   
 
 
 



The dates we can be certain of are as follows:  
The initial surrender of King Jehoiachin and the fall and destruction of Jerusalem (597 BC) 
Massive deportation of Jewish people by Nebuchadnezzar (587/586 BC) 
Cyrus the Persian conquered Babylon (539 BC) 
Jewish groups began to return to Palestine (between 460 and 440 BC) 
Temple rebuilt (between 520 and 515 BC) 
 
Jeremiah was wrong but his use of seventy years became a tradition by the time of Daniel.  The 
Book of Daniel extends the concept of exile by referring to seventy weeks of years or 490 years.  
It has since come to be understood as a lifetime.  Jeremiah was telling the exiles that they 
would never see Palestine again but their children would.  But because the exile did not seem 
to have an ending, and a new David was not on the throne, and also because the foreign 
nations remained in power, later Jewish scholars returned to contemplating the possible 
meaning of the promised end of the exile as prophesized by Jeremiah.  This is the question that 
Daniel is pondering.   
 
And then there is a prayer.  It is a traditional prayer of lament and repentance for the sins of 
Israel.  Prayers directed toward God (accompanied by fasting) were a major element of 
diaspora life. 
 
Fasting is often used in late Biblical literature in combination with another term that is 
translated to humble oneself.  Many instances of fasting are related to mourning for the dead 
and there is some evidence that fasting was called for at a time of natural disaster.  It is also 
associated with the preparation for a revelation.  The fasting of Daniel was rewarded with 
wisdom.   
 

     There are a number of important themes in these  
     exilic prayers of deliverance.  They convey a profound  
     sense of the history of the relationship between God  
     and God’s people.   
 
     As a part of that history there is an acknowledgement  
     that the human community has often failed to uphold  
     its part of the relationship.   
 
     The affirmation of the law of God is implied in the  
     acceptance of God’s righteous anger and rejection of  
     the people.  It is for the sake of this law (the  
     expression of God in human society) that the prayers 

plead for God’s continued involvement with the Jewish community.   
 
Human failure does not lead to an assessment or renegotiation of the law of God (as somehow 
unrealistic or antiquated).  Rather, the prayer affirms the continued human aspiration to follow 
the law of God and the relationship that this implies.   



Gabriel then comes to explain the realities of power in the world.  His explanations are not in 
answer to the prayers of Daniel but provide an answer to his situation.   
 
The seventy weeks appears to be the total amount of time from the beginning of the exile to 
the end of political suppression and the restoration of Israel.  It was a time to put an end to sin, 
atone for their iniquities, bring in righteousness, seal the prophet and his vision, and anoint a 
most holy place.  God reaffirms the relationship with Israel.  
 
The end of the evil rule in the vision of Daniel is brief and quick and without detail.  It is perhaps 
for two reasons: It has not taken place as yet and it is only a promised reality for the future.     
 
Next Session on October 5 
Daniel 10-12  
 
   


