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Imagine that you are Daniel. While you are reading the prophecy of Jeremiah (25:11-12; 29:10-14), you realize that the “70 years” of Israel’s captivity are just about over – even though only 66 of those 70 years had come and gone (Dan. 9:1-2). However, you know that the exiled nation has not yet repented of the sins that led them into captivity. This motivates you to pray for the promised restoration of Israel and Jerusalem – as never before. You plead for God’s mercy with fasting, sackcloth and ashes (9:3).

You quickly confess the various ways the nation has rebelled against the gracious terms of their covenant with the Lord (9:5-6). This sets the tone for your entire prayer, which is filled with acknowledgements of Israel’s sins and cries for God’s forgiveness. More than anything else, you plead with God to restore the honor of His people for the sake of His honor and glory: “O Lord, listen! O Lord, forgive! O Lord, hear and act! For your sake, O my God, do not delay, because your city and your people bear your name” (9:19).

While you are still praying, the angel Gabriel suddenly appears (9:20-23). You learn that these past “70 years” will be multiplied 7 times. These next seventy “sevens” will be divided into three sub-units of seven “sevens,” followed by sixty-two “sevens” and one “seven.” The goal of this amazing prophecy goes far beyond anything you could have thought or imagined (9:24-27).

Gabriel’s answer to your prayer is no doubt encouraging, but overwhelming. Much of what he reveals is couched in mystifying, puzzling language that scholars still debate to this very day. Most understand that the seventy “sevens” refer to seventy periods of seven years, or 490 years. But they offer many divergent interpretations, and they apply these years to different periods of time.

There is no question that these remaining verses in Daniel 9 are both complex and crucial to our understanding of biblical prophecy. Our goal, therefore, is to work our way through the three main sections of this passage (as evidenced in the NIV translation), asking and answering important questions of each one.

A. The Arrival of the Heavenly Messenger (9:20-23): “While I was speaking and praying, confessing my sin and the sin of my people Israel and making my request to the LORD my God for his holy hill (Jerusalem) – while I was still in prayer, Gabriel, the man I had seen in the earlier vision (Cf. 8:15ff), came to me in swift flight about the time of the evening sacrifice. He (the Lord) instructed me and said to me, ‘Daniel, I have now come to give you insight and understanding. As soon as you began to pray, an answer was given, which I have come to tell you, for you are highly esteemed. Therefore, consider the message and understand the vision.”

Q. Why did Gabriel respond so quickly to Daniel’s prayer? A. The Lord wanted Daniel to look beyond the release of the captives and the rebuilding of Jerusalem and the reinstitution of the Temple worship. He has a much greater plan for His people, one that will accomplish their ultimate release and redemption through the work of the coming Messiah, the Anointed One.

B. The Revelation of the Seventy “Sevens” (9:24): “Seventy ‘sevens’ are decreed for your people and your holy city to finish transgression, to put an end to sin, to atone for wickedness, to bring in everlasting righteousness, to seal up vision and prophecy and to anoint the most holy” (NIV, 2008).

1Q. What are these seventy “sevens?” A. The word that’s translated “sevens” literally means a unit of seven things. However, the question is a unit of seven what? Are they days? Weeks? Hours? Months? Years? Most conservative commentators conclude that these are units of years. Consequently, “seventy” of these “units of seven years” would equal 490 years. 

2Q. Are these seventy “sevens” (or 490 years) to be interpreted with chronological precision (literally), or are they merely symbolic? A. If the 70 years of Jeremiah’s prophecy were not precisely seventy years, then we shouldn’t be surprised if the 490 years are not literally 490 years. The fall of Babylon, by which the end of Jeremiah’s prophecy is reached (Jer. 29:10), occurred in 539BC. If the beginning of Israel’s captivity began in 605BC (Jer. 25:1, 9; Dan. 1:1-2), then the “70 years” is not a literal length of time (605-539 = 66 years). As we shall see, “seventy” is used as a round figure, the product of two sacred, symbolic numbers (7x10). 

3Q. What, then, do these 70 “sevens” symbolize? A. Ever since the seven days of creation (Gen. 1:3-2:3), “7” has been the numerical symbol of divine perfection. “Seventy” is seven multiplied by the round number “ten,” which is the numerical symbol of fullness or completion, as in Psalm 90:10; “The length of our days is seventy years” or in Isaiah 23:15; “At that time Tyre will forgotten in seventy years, the span of a king’s life . . . .” Here in Daniel, the multiple of 7x70 represents a complete fullness of time in which God’s promised, ultimate restoration of His people will take place. 

4Q. What is the purpose of the seventy “sevens?” A. The goal of the seventy “sevens” is stated in the six-fold declaration of verse 24. The first three goals are stated negatively; (a) “to finish transgression, (b) to put an end to sin; (c) to atone for wickedness.” The last three are stated positively: (a) “to bring in everlasting righteousness; (b) to seal up vision and prophecy; (c) “to anoint the most holy” (the baptism of Jesus, Cf. Acts 10:38; Luke 4:34, 41). When viewed in light of the entire New Testament teaching, “Some aspects of these predictions are more closely related to Christ’s first coming, others to His second coming and still others are fulfilled by both His first and second comings” (NIV Spirit of the Reformation Study Bible).
C. The Fulfillment of the Seventy Sevens (9:25-27). As we have already seen, the fulfillment of this prophecy unfolds in three stages. The following interpretation represents the Messianic, or non-dispensational view. These sub-units are best understood as a continuous sequence (There’s no gap between the 69th and 70th ‘seven’) and are representative of periods of time (as opposed to a precise number of years.)

1. The beginning of the seventy-sevens prophecy (v. 25): “Know and understand this: From the issuing of the decree to restore and rebuild Jerusalem until the Anointed One, the ruler, comes, there will be seven ‘sevens,’ and sixty-two ‘sevens.’ It will be rebuilt with streets and a trench, but in times of trouble.”

1Q. When was this decree issued? A. In 538BC, when Cyrus issued a decree to rebuild the temple. As we are told in 2 Chronicles 36:21-23, this decree signaled the end of Jeremiah’s prophecy and the beginning of the restoration of Israel: “In the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, in order to fulfill the word of the LORD spoken by Jeremiah, the LORD moved the heart of Cyrus king of Persia to make a proclamation throughout his realm and to put in writing: ‘This is what Cyrus king of Persia says: The LORD, the God of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of this earth and he has appointed me to build a temple for him at Jerusalem in Judah. Anyone of his people among you – may the LORD his God be with him and let him go up.”

2Q. Did this decree also authorize the rebuilding of the city? A. Yes. In Daniel 9:2 we read that Daniel understood that the desolation of Jerusalem would last seventy years. Hence, the restoration of the city, not merely of the temple, was begun after the “seventy years.” In Daniel’s world, the restoration of the city, the restoration of the temple, and the restoration of the land itself were closely bound together. In fact, Isaiah prophesied that Cyrus’ decree would authorize the rebuilding of both the temple and the city: “(The Lord) says of Cyrus, he is my shepherd and I will accomplish all that I please; he will say of Jerusalem, ‘let it be rebuilt,’ and of the temple, ‘let its foundations be laid’” (Isa. 44:28; 45:13).

3Q. When are the seven “sevens” completed? A. When “(the city) will be rebuilt with streets and a trench, but in times of trouble” (v. 25b). “This is clear and genuine encouragement for Daniel. He longs for the restoration of Jerusalem and is told that it will be rebuilt despite considerable opposition and difficulty (as the book of Nehemiah bears witness)” (Ferguson).  Hence the first 7 “sevens” run from 538BC through the days of Ezra (457BC) and Nehemiah (444BC). Clearly this is not a literal 49 years! 

4Q. When are the seven “sevens” and the sixty-two “sevens” completed? A. With the appearance of the Anointed One, the Messianic Ruler (v. 25a), a subject that is continued in the next verse.

2. The Conclusion of the Next Sixty-two “Sevens” (v. 26): “After the sixty-two ‘sevens,’ the Anointed One will be cut off and will have nothing. The people of the ruler who will come will destroy the city and the sanctuary. The end will come like a flood: War will continue until the end, and the desolations have been decreed.” 

Here we are reminded that the Suffering Servant would be “cut off from the land of the living, for the transgressions of my people he will be stricken” (Isa. 53:8). “This event, mysterious to Daniel, becomes clear in the light of the gospels. The Messiah would be crucified. During this same period of sevens, Jerusalem and the rebuilt temple will be destroyed” (Ferguson). This latter event occurred close to forty years later, when the Roman general Titus and his armies utterly destroyed Jerusalem and the temple, 70AD. 

3. The Events in the Seventieth “Seven” (v. 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 the wing of the temple he will set up the abomination that causes desolation, until the end that is decreed is poured out on him.”

1Q. Who is the “He” who will confirm a covenant with many for one “seven”? A. The most likely antecedent of “He” is the “Anointed One,” or the Messiah of verse 26. If so, then this 27th verse is a repeating and elaborating the content of the 26th verse. Simply stated, verses 26 and 27 are parallel descriptions of the same two events: the death of Messiah and the destruction of Jerusalem.

2Q. How, then, does Jesus, the “Anointed One,” confirm a covenant with many for one ‘seven’”? A. By shedding His blood on Calvary’s cross, thereby inaugurating the “new” covenant (Matt. 26:27-29; Mark 14:24; Luke 22:20; 1 Cor. 11:25; Hebrews 8-10). 

3Q. If so, then how does Jesus, the Anointed One, put an end “to sacrifice and offering”? A. His sacrificial death on Calvary’s cross makes the entire Jewish sacrificial system obsolete (Heb. 7:11-12, 27; 8:31; 9:26-28; 10:9; Matt. 27:51; Mark 15:38). This momentous event takes place in “the middle of the seventieth ‘seven,’” when Messiah is “cut off” (30-33AD).

4Q. Who is the “he” who will “set up an abomination that causes desolation” (v. 27b)? A. He’s identical to “the ruler who will come,” who destroys the city and the sanctuary (v. 26a). Once again, this is a reference to Titus, the Roman general, whose armies destroyed the city of Jerusalem and its temple in 70AD. This “abomination that causes desolation” is alluded to by Jesus Himself in Matthew 24:15 and Mark 13:14.

5Q. If these events take place in “the first half” of this final ‘seven,’ what happens in “the latter half”? A. “Although we assume that the final week has an end, there is no marker in the text that signals its termination. Rather, it is left open-ended. Only sixty-nine and a half weeks are fulfilled, implying that the end has not yet arrived” (C. Hassell Bullock, An Introduction to the Old Testament Prophetic Books). If so, then we are living in the last half of the seventieth “seven,” which terminates with the second coming of Christ!

Regardless of one’s interpretation of this amazing prophecy, the essential message is clear. God controls the future; He has decreed the times; and as a result, His people should have hope! If we belong to Him, then we can know “that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose” (Rom. 8:28).




