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In the first month of the third year of Cyrus, King of Persia, God laid a burden on Daniel’s heart (536BC). For three weeks he was fasting and praying for an understanding of God’s plan for Israel’s future (10:1-3). As we have seen, Daniel’s prayer provoked an intense spiritual conflict in the heavenlies. The angelic messenger that God dispatched to answer his request was opposed by a fallen demonic spirit, called “The Prince of Persia.” He resisted this unnamed angel with such force that Michael, the prince of Israel, had to be summoned for help. Clearly, the “Prince of Persia” was assigned by Satan to hinder the prayers and purposes of God’s people under Persian rule.

The angel confirms this shortly after his arrival. He asks Daniel: “Do you know why I’ve come to you?” Then he answers his own question; “Soon I will return to fight against the prince of Persia, and when I go the prince of Greece will come; but first I must tell you what is written in the Book of Truth (God’s heavenly decrees concerning the future of all nations). No one supports me against them (the prince of Persia and the prince of Greece] except Michael, your prince). And in the first year of Darius the Mede (539BC), I took my stand to support and protect him” (10:20-11:1).

Whereas Michael had come to assist this heavenly messenger, three years earlier this same messenger had to assist Michael! No doubt, the occasion for this spiritual battle was the restoration of the Jewish exiles to the land of Judah following the decree of Cyrus (539BC), as recorded in 2 Chronicles 36:21-23 and Ezra 1:1-4. Knowing that such a return to the Promised Land would lead to the ultimate appearance of the Messiah, Satan and his demonic hosts were determined to thwart the renewal of “the glorious land” and the deliverance of the Jewish people from destruction. 

Some fifty-five years later, the supreme effort of “the prince of Persia” would take place during the reign of another Persian king, Xerxes I (485-464BC). It was at this time that Haman, “the enemy of all the Jews,” had plotted to destroy the entire Jewish race. It may very well be that Michael won another victory over “the prince of Persia,” which paved the way for Queen Esther to thwart the genocide of her people. (See the book of Esther.)

The next major effort of Satan to obliterate the people of God would occur during the reign of Antiochus Epiphanes (175-164BC). Previously he appeared as “another horn which started small but grew in power to the south and to the east and toward “the Beautiful Land” (8:9—12, 23-25). Now, he appears as a “contemptible person,” whose heart will be set against “the holy covenant” (11:21-35). These verses are the subject of today’s study.

However, before we begin it might be helpful to see the list of the kings of the South and the North, whose dynasties were constantly at war (11:5-20). 

The South (Ptolemies-Egypt)			         The North (Seleucids-Syria)

Ptolemy I (323-285BC)					Seleucus I (312-280BC)
Ptolemy II (285-246BC)					Antiochus I (280-261BC)
								Antiochus II (261-246BC)
Ptolemy III (246-221BC)					Seleucus II (246-226BC)
								Seleucus III (226-223BC)		
Ptolemy IV (221-204BC)					Antiochus III (223-187BC)
Ptolemy V (204-181BC)					Seleucus IV (187-175BC)
Ptolemy VI (181-145BC)					Antiochus IV (175-163BC)		


A. The Rise of Antiochus Epiphanes (11:21-23): “He (Seleucus IV) will be succeeded by a contemptible person who has not been given the honor of royalty (Demitrius I, the young son of Seleucus IV, was the next in line to receive the throne.) He (Antiochus IV, the brother of Seleucus) will invade the kingdom when its people feel secure, and he will seize it through intrigue (Demetrius was imprisoned in Rome, which led to Antiochus coming to Syria from Greece and seizing the throne by skillful, cunning maneuvering.) Then an overwhelming army will be swept away before him (Ptolemy VI of Egypt invaded Syria but was defeated and imprisoned in Syria.) Both it and a prince of the covenant will be destroyed (a reference to Ptolemy VI, who later made an alliance with Antiochus to regain his throne because his brother had taken it while he was imprisoned). After coming to an agreement with him, he will act deceitfully, and with only a few people he will rise to power (Ptolemy later broke the covenant and joined with his brother to force Antiochus out of one of Egypt’s fortress cities.) But not for long.

B. His First Campaign Against Egypt (11:24-26): “When the richest provinces (of Egypt) feel secure, he will invade them (in retaliation) and achieve what neither his fathers nor his forefathers did. He will distribute plunder, loot and wealth among his followers (as opposed to using it for his personal gain, he bought favor with others to secure their support of him). He will plot the overthrow of fortresses – but only for a time (Antiochus’ untimely death came in 163BC, after a reign of only twelve years). With a large army he will stir up his strength and courage against the king of the South. The king of the South will wage war with a large and very powerful army, but he will not be able to stand because of the plots devised against him. Those who eat from the king’s provisions (his most trusted advisors) will try to destroy him; his army will be swept away, and many will fall in battle.” 

C. His Hatred of the Jewish People (11:27-28): “The two kings (Ptolemy VI and Antiochus IV), with their hearts bent on evil, will sit at the same table and lie to each other (neither one intended to keep the covenant), but to no avail, because an end will come at the appointed time (God’s appointed time; Antiochus was fulfilling prophecy right on schedule.) The king of the North will return to his own country with great wealth, but his heart will be set against the holy covenant (the Jewish people). He will take action against it and then return to his own country (On his return to Syria in 170BC, Antiochus plundered and defiled the temple, killed thousands of Jews, and left a garrison of soldiers behind to keep things in control.)

D. His Opposition by Rome and Continued Persecution of the Jews (11:29-32): “At the appointed time (2 years later, 168BC) he will invade the South again, but this time the outcome will be different from what it was before. Ships of the western coastlands will oppose him and he will lose heart (the Romans would join forces with the Ptolemies in Egypt, arriving on ships from Cyprus.) Then he will turn back and vent his fury against the holy covenant. He will return and show favor to those who forsake the covenant (the unfaithful Jews). His armed forces will rise up to desecrate the temple fortress and will abolish the daily sacrifice. Then they will set up the abomination that causes desolation. With smooth talk he will corrupt those who have violated the covenant (the unfaithful Jews), but the people who know their God will stand firm and take action.” (One of the big “buts” of Scripture!) Here’s what happened:

In December, 167BC, Antiochus and his Syrian soldiers entered the Temple. They stopped the regular burnt offering (the daily sacrifice) and set up an idol of Zeus (the king of the Greek gods). In his honor, they sacrificed a pig on an altar they had built on top of the altar of burnt sacrifice in the Holy Place (“the abomination that causes desolation; 8:13). With “smooth words,” (promises of wealth and power?), Antiochus enticed some of the unfaithful Jews to join the new regime. But the faithful Jews (those who knew their God) chose to “stand firm” and die rather than go against God’s laws. They “took action” by organizing a revolt against Antiochus. From the book of 1 Maccabees, we know this refers to the elderly priest Mattathias and his five sons who led the well-known Maccabean revolt. 

Three years later, on December 25, 164BC, Judas Maccabeus rededicated the Temple and a new altar of burnt offering. Since that time, the Jews have celebrated this momentous event every year. In the days of our Savior, it was called the Feast of Dedication (John 10:22). Today it is known as the Feast of Lights (Hanukkah). 

E. The Resulting Persecutions of Israel (11:33-35): “Those who are wise (leaders who truly fear God) will instruct many (by encouraging the faithful to remain strong), though for a time they will fall by the sword or be burned or captured or plundered (in the ensuing years, tens of thousands would die). When they fall, they will receive a little help (from the small forces that initially rebelled), and many who are not sincere will join them (hoping to save their own lives). Some of the wise will stumble (true believers would die in the persecution), so that they may be refined, purified and made spotless until the time of the end, for it will still come at the appointed time.” (At the very least this refers to the end of Antiochus IV’s persecution, which ended with his death in 163BC.)

Once again, we now must ask the all-important question; “What is the purpose of this passage?” How are these verses “useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction and training in righteousness” (2 Tim. 3:16)?  There are at least three ways we can and should answer that question: First, this passage reinforces what every born-again, Bible believing Christian already knows: There are times when the people of God will suffer – and suffer severely at the hands of God’s enemies. We also know the source of this persecution and suffering. 

When the heavenly messenger appeared to Daniel, he “pulled back the curtain” (10:4ff). He explained there are demonic spirits sent by Satan to thwart God’s purposes, God’s people, and the advancement of God’s kingdom. First, the “prince of Persia” would “inspire” the Persian rulers (536-331BC); then the “prince of Greece” would “inspire” the Grecian rulers (after 331BC). Antiochus IV is but the willing pawn of this latter prince, used to accomplish Satan’s ultimate goal of devouring the people of God. The same is no less true for us today – “For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood . . .” Even more reason “to stand firm,” put on the “full armor of God,” and be devoted to “all prayer.” (See Ephesians 6:10-18.)

Second, those who profess their allegiance to our great God and His Word cannot compromise their stand for the truth. Antiochus gained a foothold in the “beautiful land” of Judah because he found a spirit of cooperation among the visible people of God.  He would show favor “to those who forsake the holy covenant” (v. 30). Two verses later we read, “He shall seduce with flattery those who have violated the covenant” (v. 32, ESV), or “with smooth words he will pollute those who (already) act wickedly toward the covenant” (NASB). 

Long before Antiochus arrived, there was a willingness (or a blindness) for some to be easily corrupted by the world. “Antiochus succeeded only because he found those in Jerusalem enamored with Hellenization” (adopting Greek culture, religion, language, and identity by non-Greeks), “which involved a weakening of their doctrinal, moral, and spiritual vigor. That is no less of a danger for the church today” (Ferguson, 1988).

Third, the reverse is also true; “but the people who their God” (or “who are loyal to their God, RSV) shall stand firm and take action.” As we have seen, the context reveals that the action taken by the courageous Maccabees was a reaction to the demonic activity of the “contemptible person” (v. 21) who sets up “the abomination that causes desolation” (v. 31), and who, by his “smooth talk,” corrupts those whose loyalty to God’s covenant has failed (v. 32). 

“This shows us,” writes J. I. Packer, “that the action taken by those who know God is a reaction to the anti-God trends which they see operating around them. While their God is being defiled or disregarded, then cannot rest; they feel they must do something. The dishonour this does to God’s name goads them into action” (Knowing God). This is what we see happening in this last prophetic revelation of Daniel; it’s what did happen in the second century BC, and it ought to be happening – much more than it is – in our world today!

“Am I a soldier of the Cross, a follower of the Lamb,
And shall I fear to own His cause, 
Or blush to speak His name?
(Isaac Watts, 1674-1748)
