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The last time we saw Daniel, he didn’t look all that well. He was horrified by what he saw and heard in his previous dream (7:28). Four terrifying beasts emerged from a turbulent sea. One by one they ruthlessly devoured the people and nations of their world. Then, without naming any names, an angel told him that these beasts represented four kingdoms (7:17). They were the same sequence of kingdoms that Nebuchadnezzar saw in his dream of the great image made of valuable metals (2:31-45).

The lion with the wings of an eagle (7:4) corresponds with the statue’s head of gold (2:37-38). The bear with three ribs in its mouth (7:5) parallels its chest and arms of silver (2:39). The leopard with four wings (7:6) corresponds with its belly and thighs of bronze (2:39); and the beast with ten horns (7:7-8) parallels its legs of iron (2:40-43). 

The purpose of this next vision is to fill in the details concerning the second and third kingdoms. Here, the bear and the leopard (7:5-6) are replaced by the ram and the goat (8:3-8), and now those nations are named. The two-horned ram represents the kings of Media and Persia, the shaggy goat represents the kingdom of Greece, and the large horn between its eyes is an obvious reference to Alexander the Great (8:20-21).

Daniel also foresees a time of great suffering for the people of God under the tyranny of “another horn” (v. 9). This horn emerges not from the ten horns belonging to the fourth kingdom (as in 7:8), but rather from one of the four horns belonging to the third kingdom. This horn, “which started small but grew to power” (v. 9) symbolizes a wicked ruler known as Antiochus IV Epiphanes. During the last few years of his reign (168-164BC) he made a concentrated effort to destroy the entire Jewish faith and way of life. But it only lasted for a limited time. It ended when the Jews rebelled against Antiochus and won their independence (165BC) – an event celebrated as Hannukah in the Jewish community today.

The structure of this chapter is relatively easy to follow. Like chapter 7, it begins with a prologue (vv. 1-2), followed by Daniel’s highly symbolic vision (vv. 3-14). As with chapter 7 as well, an angel provides the interpretation to what Daniel has seen and heard (vv. 15-26). The last verse records Daniel’s response (v. 27). As with his previous vision (7:28), it is highly instructive.

A. The Prologue (8:1-2): “In the third year of King Belshazzar’s reign, I, Daniel, had a vision, after the one that had already appeared to me. In my vision, I saw myself in the citadel of Susa in the province of Elam; in the vision I was beside the Ulai Canal.”

As with chapter 7, Daniel received this vision before the events recorded in chapter 5. The vision of the four beasts occurred in the first year of Belshazzar’s reign (7:1; 553BC). This vision took place in the third year of Belshazzar’s reign (8:1; 551BC). “The handwriting on the wall” was in the fourteenth and final year of his reign (5:30; 539BC). Thus, Daniel saw the Lord’s “handwriting on the wall” for Belshazzar before he saw the actual “hand” writing on the wall: “Numbered . . . numbered . . .weighed . . . divided” (5:25-28).

Those words were written in Aramaic, and remind us that like Ezra, Daniel was written in both Hebrew (1:1-2:4a; 8-12) and Aramaic (2:4b-7:28). We don’t know why the book was written like this. The most common explanation is that those sections in Daniel dealing more directly with Israel were written in Hebrew and those dealing with the Gentile nations were written in Aramaic. With chapter eight, therefore, the language of the original text in Daniel shifts from Aramaic back to Hebrew. 

Susa was the ancient capital city of Elam (in southwest Iran), destined to become one of the great cities of the Persian Empire (Neh. 1:1). The wording of verse two, however, “favors the idea that Daniel was not actually in Susa, but that he saw himself in the vision as being there” (Wood).

B. The Vision (8:3-14): In his highly symbolic vision, Daniel sees what will happen to the Medo-Persian Empire, Alexander the Great’s empire, the four-fold division of Alexander’s empire, and the upheaval that will result. This will mean terrible times for the people of God, but they can be assured their times are in His hands! (Ps. 31:15)

1. The Ram with The Two Horns (8:3-4): “I looked up, and there before me was a ram with two horns, standing beside the canal, and the horns were long. One of the horns was longer than the other but grew up later. I watched the ram as he charged toward the west and the north and the south. No animal could stand against him, and none could rescue from his power. He did as he pleased and became great.”

Elsewhere in the Old Testament the ram was a symbol of oppressive rulers (as in Eze. 34:17; 39:18; Cf. Jer. 51:40; Zech. 10:3). The description of the two horns fits with what we know of the relationship between Media and Persia. The Medes emerged first (the shorter horn) but became subordinate in its subsequent merger with the Persians (the longer horn that grew up later). Their conquests extended to the west (Babylonia, Syria, Asia Minor), to the north (Armenia), and to the south (Egypt and Ethiopia). 

2. The Goat from the West (8:5-8): “As I was thinking about this, suddenly a goat with a prominent horn between its eyes came from the west, crossing the whole earth without touching the ground. He came toward the two-horned ram I had seen standing beside the canal and charged at him in great rage. I saw him attack the ram furiously, striking the ram and shattering its two horns. The ram was powerless to stand against him; the goat knocked him to the ground and trampled on him, and none could rescue the ram from its power. The goat became very great but at the height of its power his large horn was broken off, and in its place four prominent horns grew up toward the four winds of heaven.”
The rapidly charging goat from the west symbolized the speed by which the Greek Empire conquered its foes. The “prominent horn” represents Alexander the Great (356-323BC). His conquest of “the two-horned ram” (the Medo-Persian Empire) is well chronicled by historians. The “four prominent horns” that arose after Alexander’s death (at the height of his power) point to the four-fold division of his empire among his generals: Cassander (Macedonia and Greece), Lysimachus (Thrace and Asia Minor), Seleucus (Syria and Babylonia), and Ptolemy (Egypt and Ethiopia). These “four horns” correspond to the “four heads” of the lion with four wings (7:6). 

3. The Emergence of the Little Horn (8:9-12): “Out of one of them came another horn, which started small but grew in power to the south and to the east and toward the Beautiful Land. It grew until it reached the host of the heavens, and it threw some of the starry host to the earth and trampled on them. It set itself up to be as great as the Prince of the host; it took away the daily sacrifice from him, and the place of his sanctuary was brought low. Because of rebellion, the host of the saints and the daily sacrifice were given over to it. It prospered in everything it did, and truth was thrown to the ground.”

What Daniel foresees is a crisis that will devastate the people of God. Syria, one of the four fragmented divisions of Alexander’s empire, was governed by the Seleucids, from which Antiochus IV emerged (175BC). He soon took the title “Theos Antiochus Epiphanes” (“Antiochus, the Illustrious God”). As “the horn which started small but grew in power,” he had a vigorous policy of expansion. It began by invading Egypt (“to the south”), then Armenia and Parthia (“to the north”); then he overran Israel (“the Beautiful Land”). This led to the brutal persecution of all true believers (“the host of the heavens”), many of whom died for their faith (“he threw some of the starry host down to earth and trampled on them”). Then he set himself up as equal to God (“the Prince of the hosts”). He abolished “the morning and evening sacrificial offerings (“the daily sacrifice”); then he committed the ultimate blasphemy of sacrificing a pig on the altar of burnt offerings. Later, he placed a statue of Zeus in the temple and offered human sacrifices on the altar (“the rebellion that causes desolation and the surrender of the sanctuary,” v. 14). Thus, he “prospered in everything he did, and the truth was thrown to the ground.”

4. The Conversation Between Two Angels (8:13-14): “Then I heard a holy one speaking, and another holy one said to him, ‘How long will it take for the vision to be fulfilled – the vision concerning the daily sacrifice, the rebellion that causes desolation and the surrender of the sanctuary underfoot? He said to me, ‘It will take 2300 evenings and mornings, then the sanctuary will be reconsecrated.’” Daniel now learns the prophetic timetable for this intense time of persecution. But what does “2300 evenings and mornings” mean? Commentators cannot agree.

However, three of the most common explanations are found in the notes of NIV Spirit of the Reformation Study Bible: “Some understand it as a reference to the evening and morning sacrifices (Cf. Ex. 29:38-42). On that basis it would represent 1,150 days. Others view it as simply an expression for 2,300 days. Since the beginning of the persecutions of Antiochus IV could be linked with any one of a number of incidents beginning as early as 171BC, it is difficult to determine which understanding of the phrase is to be preferred. The number may be symbolic of a fixed period as in apocalyptic literature outside the Bible.” The note goes on to add, “The temple was cleansed and rededicated under the leadership of Judas Maccabeus on December 25, 165BC.

C. The Interpretation (8:15-26). The interpretation of Daniel’s vision is now given by Gabriel, the angel who always brings a momentous message to the servants of God. This is the same angel who will explain the vision of the seventy weeks to Daniel (9:21-22) and will announce the birth of John the Baptist to Zechariah (Luke 1:11-20), and the birth of the Messiah to Mary (Luke 1:26-38).

1. Gabriel’s Appearance (vv. 15-19): “While I, Daniel, was watching the vision and trying to understand it, there before me stood one who looked like a man. And I heard a man’s voice from the Ulai calling, ‘Gabriel, tell this man the meaning of the vision. As he came near the place where I was standing, I was terrified and fell prostrate. ‘Son of man,’ he said to me, ‘understand that the vision concerns the time of the end. While he was speaking to me, I was in a deep sleep, with my face to the ground. Then he touched me and raised me to my feet. He said, ‘I am going to tell you what will happen later in the time of wrath, because the vision concerns the appointed time of the end.”

Gabriel’s mission is to assure Daniel that the vision refers to “the time of the end” (v. 17), or “the appointed time of the end” (v. 19). But what is the “end” to which Gabriel refers? A common (dispensational view) is that it must point to the end-of-the-age and the return of Christ. But the context rules against this. “What’s in view is the end of the events prophesied in this chapter (the persecution of the Jews by Antiochus Epiphanes).  History confirms that this “appointed time of the end” was December 25, 165BC, when Judas Maccabeus cleansed the temple and dedicated it to the Lord.

2. Gabriel’s Interpretation of the Ram and the Goat (vv. 20-22). “The two-horned ram that you saw represents the kings of Media and Persia. The shaggy goat is the king of Greece, and the large horn between his eyes is the first king. The four horns that replaced the one that was broken off represent four kingdoms that will emerge from his nation but will not have the same power.” This sets the stage for the “little horn” to become the centerpiece of Gabriel’s revelation. It is a terrifying picture of the forces of evil directed against the people of God – with demonic hatred.

3. Gabriel’s Interpretation of the Little Horn (vv. 23-26): “In the latter part of their reign” (Antiochus was the eighth ruler in the Seleucid dynasty) when the rebels have become completely wicked, a stern-faced king, a master of intrigue, will arise (Antiochus, 175BC). He will become very strong, but not by his own power. (God alone changes the times and seasons). He will cause astounding devastation and will succeed in whatever he does. He will destroy the mighty men and the holy people (the believing Jews). He will cause deceit to prosper (his treachery caught his victims unaware) and he will consider himself superior (his overwhelming pride led him to call himself “The Illustrious God.”) When they feel secure, he will destroy many of God’s people (he executed thousands) and stand against the Prince of princes (the God of heaven). Yet, he will be destroyed, but not by human power (God intervened and Antiochus mysteriously died in 164BC). The vision of the morning and the evening is true (168-164BC), for it concerns the distant future,” or, “it refers to many days from now”(ESV). From the vantage point of Daniel (551BC), the timespan is approximately 380 years. 

D. The Epilogue (8:27): “I, Daniel, was exhausted and lay ill for several days. Then I got up and went about the king’s business. I was appalled by the vision; it was beyond understanding.” There are two things we can learn from his response:

First, even though he didn’t fully understand the vision, Daniel was nonetheless overcome and appalled by it. Surely, he knew that he wouldn’t personally face these days of unprecedented evil, yet he was still deeply burdened for the saints of God in the future, unlike many of our misguided pre-tribulational friends. (“Thank God,” they often say, “we will be raptured before the end-of-the-age, great tribulation.”) They are sadly mistaken. The kingdom of God is a kingdom of suffering, and Daniel’s concern for the people of God in another time and place is, in the words of Ferguson, “One of the finest evidences of a truly God-centered, kingdom-dominated life.” Would that we had more people like Daniel in our churches today. (Just how concerned are we for the persecuted church around the globe?)

Second, Daniel didn’t withdraw from the world in light of the evil days that were coming. Yes, he was overwhelmed and appalled by what he saw and heard, but it didn’t paralyze him. Even in a hostile environment, he fulfilled his daily responsibilities, as he “went about the king’s business.” The same should be true for us. No matter what the future holds, we must continue to do the King’s business – by living for the Kingdom, and serving others in that Kingdom, until we meet the King!


