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Old Testament texts about the future are not usually specific about dates. There is however, one notable exception. Jeremiah prophesied that the exiles would return to the land of Judah – but not until 70 years had passed. He announced this not once, but twice.

The first time was before the exile: “The whole country will become a desolate wasteland, and these nations will serve the king of Babylon seventy years. ‘But when the seventy years are fulfilled, I will punish the king of Babylon and his nation, the land of the Babylonians, for their guilt,’ declares the LORD, ‘and will make it desolate forever’” (Jer. 25:11-12). The second time was during the exile: In Jeremiah 29:10 we read, ““This is what the LORD says: ‘When seventy years are completed for Babylon, I will come to you and fulfill my good promise to bring you back to this place.” 

The fall of Babylon would have been no surprise to Daniel. In Nebuchadnezzar’s dream image, the head of gold was replaced by the chest and arms of silver (2:39); in his vision of four sea beasts, the lion was devoured by the bear (7:4-5). It’s also noteworthy that Daniel witnessed this historic event when he read the handwriting on the wall: “That very night Belshazzar, king of the Babylonians, was slain, and Darius the Mede took over the kingdom, at the age of sixty-two” (5:30-31). 

This momentous event led Daniel to study Jeremiah’s prophecy (9:1-3), which led him to pray earnestly for the exiles’ return to the land of Judah (9:4-19). But as he was pouring out his heart to the Lord, the angel Gabriel once again appeared (9:20-23). He brought new revelation, which broadened Daniel’s horizon beyond the seventy years of Jeremiah’s prophecy to a period of seventy “sevens” (9:24-27). 

If these seventy “sevens” represent seventy periods of seven years each (70x7=490 years), then Gabriel is pointing to a time far beyond the return of the exiled Jews to the land. If so, then the full restoration of the God’s people will take longer than just one generation to be completed. (But how those seventy “sevens” are fulfilled, and when, is a matter of no small debate.)

The best way to approach this challenging chapter is by taking a close look at these three “snapshots” of Daniel. Each one is worthy of its own study. In verses 1-3, he is meditating on God’s Word. In verses 4-19, he is praying for God’s people. Finally, in verses 20-27, he sees the vision of seventy “sevens.” In today’s study, our focus is on the first “snapshot.” Daniel has his “Bible” opened to the “book” of Jeremiah.
A. Reading God’s Word (9:1-2): “In the first year of Darius son of Xerxes (a Mede by descent), who was made ruler over the Babylonian kingdom – in the first year of his reign, I, Daniel, understood from the Scriptures, according to the word of the LORD given to Jeremiah the prophet, that the desolation of Jerusalem would last seventy years.” 

The “first year of Darius” was 539BC, the year that Babylon fell to the Medes and Persians. But as we have noted in a previous study, it was Cyrus who was the first ruler of the Persian Empire (Cf. Isa. 44:28; 45:1-7). “Darius,” therefore, is perhaps another name for Gubaru, the governor that Cyrus put in charge in the newly acquired Babylonian territories. Or perhaps “Darius the Mede” (5:31) may have been Cyrus’ throne name in Babylon, as the alternate translation of 6:28 indicates, “So Daniel prospered during the reign of Darius, that is, the reign of Cyrus” (NIV footnote).

If the captivity officially began in 605BC with the attack on Jerusalem and the deportation of the first captives (including Daniel; 1:1-2), then the seventy-year captivity had ended. Once Babylon fell (539BC), it’s no surprise that Daniel started studying the scroll of Jeremiah, only this time with “fresh eyes.”

As Wiersbe has noted, “One of the wonderful things about the inspired Word of God is its constant freshness; no matter how often we read it, there is something new to learn or something to see in a new light.” Such was the case with Daniel, no matter what ruler was on the throne.  

Daniel viewed Jeremiah’s writings as part of the inspired “Scriptures,” or “the word of the LORD.” This is the first time that the covenant-keeping name of God is used in the book (“LORD”), and its only used in this chapter (vv. 2-3, 10, 14-14-20). Everything that Daniel is reading in Jeremiah, therefore, must be understood in terms of God’s faithfulness in keeping His covenant promises to His people. Given this vantage point, there are three important facts to consider.

First, in sending His people into captivity, the LORD was keeping His covenant promise. On two separate occasions He had warned them that they would be uprooted if they persisted in rebelling against His Word (Lev. 26 and Deut. 28). This was the promise that Daniel would have been reminded of in Jeremiah 25:8-11; “Therefore the LORD Almighty says this: ‘Because you have not listened to my words, I will summon all the peoples of the north and my servant Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon,’ declares the LORD, ‘and I will bring them against this land and its inhabitants and against all the surrounding nations . . . This whole country will become a desolate wasteland, and these nations will serve the king of Babylon seventy years.’”

Second, Daniel would learn that the length of the exile – seventy years – was no accident (Jer. 25:1-14; 29:10-14). It was a divinely ordained plan. Long before He led them to the Promised Land, the Lord commanded His people to give the land a “Sabbath rest” every seven years (Lev. 25:1-7) and a year of Jubilee “every fifty years” (Lev. 25:8-12). 
Both the 49th and 50th years would be back-to-back Sabbath years, when the land was to lie fallow (no sowing, reaping, pruning nor harvesting). This law was good for the land (restoring its fertility) and for the people (causing them to trust Him for their daily needs). But the people disregarded the law and abused the land. For every seventh year the people refused to honor, they added a year to their bondage in exile: “The land enjoyed its Sabbath rest; all the time of its desolation of it rested, until the seventy years were completed in fulfillment of the LORD, spoken by Jeremiah” (2 Chron. 36:21).

Third, it’s important to remember that Daniel was reading Jeremiah’s prophecy in 539BC. Cyrus would make his decree one year later (538BC), permitting the Jews to return to their land (2 Chron. 36:22; Ezra 1:1-4). Daniel was probably in his early eighties at this time, so he himself would not be able to return. But he certainly would rejoice that others could return. How do we know this? Because we’ve already seen that Daniel is a premier example of what it means to live a kingdom-oriented, God-centered life (7:28; 8:27). His concern is not only for himself but for other members of the kingdom of God.

B. Responding to God’s Word (9:3): “So I turned to the LORD God and pleaded with him in prayer and petition, in fasting, and in sackcloth and ashes.” We have already seen that Daniel was a man of prayer (2:27-18; 6:10). On both occasions he prayed in a time of crisis – first, when Nebuchadnezzar threatened to kill all the magicians (2:17-18) and then when it was illegal to pray to anyone except the king (6:10). But these times of prayer were an expression of a life of regular disciplined praying, three times a day (6:11). 

We see the same commitment here. Daniel recognized that a critical time had come for God’s people, a realization that grew out of his study of God’s Word. The little word “so” at the beginning of this verse makes this connection to the previous verses clear.

Q. What specifically drove Daniel to prayer? A. Sam Storms explains; “Jeremiah was emphatic in saying that the seventy years captivity would end with the punishment of the Babylonians (Jer. 25:11-12; 29:10), an event that Daniel explicitly acknowledges in the opening verses . . . If Jeremiah’s seventy years began in 605BC, sixty-six of the seventy years had come and gone. This is likely what prompted Daniel’s passionate prayer for the promised restoration. Daniel is not concerned that sixty-six does not equal seventy, and neither should we be” (Kingdom Come). 

The time for the exiles’ return was about to begin, and Daniel wanted to ensure the restoration of Israel by imploring the Lord to be faithful to His Word. Evidently, he believed that prayer was God’s ordained means of accomplishing His ordained end! 
He also believed in claiming the promises of God when he prayed. Armed with both convictions, he made “striking spiritual preparations for his ministry of intercession: he fasted, mourned, and clothed himself with sackcloth” (Archer). 

What follows is his model prayer of adoration, confession, a recognition of the justice of God, and a plea for His mercy (9:4-19). It is one of the longest and most instructive prayers in the Bible, one that is governed by the need of the hour and grounded in the promises of God’s Word.

Q. What lessons can we learn from this first snapshot of Daniel? A. Lessons that are fundamental to living a life of faith. First, Daniel is an excellent example of achieving balance in the Christian life. He devoted himself to both the Word of God and prayer. As he learned God’s truth, he sought God’s face – in worship, confession, thanksgiving, and petition. If our prayer life is suffering, it’s usually because our “Word life” is as well.

Second, Daniel also understood the balance between divine sovereignty and human responsibility. He knew what God had foreordained. Jeremiah’s prophecy was an unconditional statement of what God planned to do; “the desolation of Jerusalem would last seventy years (v. 2). He also knew what God had promised; “When seventy years are completed for Babylon, I will come to you and fulfill my gracious promise to bring you back to this place” (Jer. 29:10). Yet God’s sovereign purposes were not an excuse for Daniel to sit back and relax, but rather an incentive to take action. He prayed – long and hard – for the Lord to fulfill His promise according to His plan. Just as the preaching of the Gospel is the means God uses to save those He has chosen to save, so prayer is the means He uses to accomplish what He has foreordained to do.

The third lesson is often overlooked, but just as important as the first two. By this time Daniel was a seasoned warrior in the faith, and a trusted prophet and interpreter of dreams, whose counsel and wisdom was sought by both kings and queens. Yet, in the words of Calvin, “He was not so elated with confidence or pride as to despise the teaching delivered by other prophets.” He was humble enough to realize that he didn’t see all things clearly, and he was willing to learn from those also gifted to teach God’s Word. He exemplifies the principle found in Proverbs, “As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another” (27:17). 

One final thought about Jeremiah’s prophecy: Think of how encouraged Daniel must have been when he read God’s ultimate purpose for His people, once the seventy years were completed: “For I know the plans I have for you, declares the LORD, plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future” (Jer. 29:11). Appearances to the contrary, the Lord had not forgotten His people. His plan was to restore their fortunes and bless them, by giving them a future and a hope in their homeland. 

The same is true for us today. Our hope rests in His promise that He will never leave us or forsake us (Heb. 13:5), and in knowing that His plan is to work all things together for the good of those who love Him and are called according to His purpose (Rom. 8:28). If we are numbered among those who know Him, then we can have the same confident hope as Daniel, no matter what our adverse circumstances may be!

















