“God’s Prophetic Time Clock” (Daniel 9:20–27)
Have you ever watched a track meet on television or attended one personally? If so, you know that these
events often look chaotic. You may see some athletes practicing their high jump, while others are
stretching on the infield. At the same time, runners may be lining up on the track. Large numbers of
people seem to be meandering around with no one clearly in charge. But the chaos is merely an
appearance, because the officials and time keepers are firmly in control of every aspect of the meet. When
it’s time for a race or a field event, that area is cleared and the competitors move to their places to get
ready. In the midst of apparent chaos, the officials are in total control.
Our world often looks like a track meet. Life can seem chaotic, out of control. During times like these, we
may wonder where God is. If your life has never felt chaotic, and if you’ve never wondered what in the
world God was doing with you, you need to check your pulse! Yet, if you’re a Christ follower, you
understand that God is large and in charge even when that doesn’t seem to be the case. And when God
blows the whistle to signal the start of an event, everything comes together according to the purpose of
His own will.1
Nowhere is this truer than Daniel 9:20–27. This text is all about purpose, order, and timing. In these seven
verses, we will see that God is always right on time. Today, it may seem that your life is spiraling out of
control. Perhaps you have significant marital woes. You’ve been praying for your spouse for many
months or years. Yet the more you pray, the more hopeless it seems. Maybe you lost your job several
months ago and have been praying for God to provide another job, but it seems like everyone else is
finding a job except you. Perhaps you’ve been praying for a spouse for a number of years, and God never
seems to bring Mr. or Miss Right to you, yet you watch all of your friends getting married. In the midst of
your disappointing life, God has a Word for you: He is always right on time. We can have confidence in
God’s timing because of the accuracy of Scripture. I know this may seem odd, but it’s true. The uncanny
exactness and perfect timing of the Bible in its elaborate details shows us that God cares about our
individual lives as well as human history and the universe. God is always right on time.
Act 1: God sends Gabriel to Daniel’s rescue (9:20–23). This section begins with Daniel praying the
house down (cf. 9:1–19). He writes, “Now while I was speaking and praying, and confessing my sin
and the sin of my people Israel,2 and presenting my supplication before the LORD my God in
behalf of the holy mountain of my God [Mt. Moriah],3 while I was still speaking in prayer, then the
man Gabriel,4 whom I had seen in the vision previously, came to me in my extreme weariness about
the time of the evening offering. He gave me instruction and talked with me and said, ‘O Daniel, I
have now come forth to give you insight with understanding. At the beginning of your supplications
the command was issued, and I have come to tell you, for you are highly esteemed; so give heed to
the message and gain understanding of the vision’” (9:20–23). There are a number of observations
worth making in these verses. First, the answer to Daniel’s prayer comes before he’s even finished
praying! In 9:20–21, Daniel records the phrase “while I was still speaking in prayer.” The man didn’t
even get to say “Amen!”5 This is another reminder that God is always right on time. Since God knows
what we want and need before we ask, He is capable of answering our prayers even before we pray or
immediately after we pray.6 In some cases, however, He delays the answer to our prayers because He’s
orchestrating events in His world and in our lives. He’s doing a work of patience in our lives to refine us.
Remember the Garth Brooks song which professed, “Sometimes I thank God for unanswered prayers”?
In hindsight, it’s easy to acknowledge the blessings of certain unanswered prayers. However, at the time
we’re tempted to question God’s delay or denial. When you feel slighted by God in your marriage, your
relationships, your job, or your finances, it’s all too easy to blame God. “God, You didn’t come through
for me! Why do You always bless everyone but me?!” The truth is God has a purpose and a plan for your
life. We must trust Him, for God is always right on time.

Second, note at what point Daniel is interrupted—while he’s confessing his sin and Israel’s sin. He’s in
the very midst of humbling himself before God (cf. 9:1–19). In Isa 66:2 the Lord declares, “But to this
one I will look [nabat], to him who is humble and contrite of spirit, and who trembles at My word.”7 The
NET translates the Hebrew term nabat “show special favor.” God looks upon or shows special favor to
the one who is humble and contrite and who trembles at God’s Word. This explains why God always
worked so powerfully in Daniel’s life.
Third, Gabriel came to Daniel in his “extreme weariness” (NASB, NET, HCSB, 9:21). Many English
versions (e.g., ESV, NIV, NKJV) render the Hebrew phrase “in swift flight” (i.e., Gabriel “came to me in
swift flight”).8 However, this translation seems less likely in view of the fact that Gabriel appeared in the
form of a “man,” and men do not have wings as would be necessary for swift flight.9 Furthermore, Daniel
suffered weariness in the surrounding context (7:28; 8:27; 10:8–9, 16–17). It appears that Daniel is
praying with such passion and zeal that when Gabriel shows up he is exhausted. Can you imagine being
physically, emotionally, mentally, and spiritually drained because of your prayer life? Have you ever
prayed that hard? Perhaps if we prayed that hard, we would experience some of the visions and answers
to prayers that Daniel did.
Fourth, Gabriel came to him about the time of evening offering (9:21). Daniel doesn’t draw attention to
this statement. He says it in passing because he’s a humble man. Yet, this ought to move us. Even though
it has been decades since Daniel has been in Jerusalem at the time of the evening offering, his heart is still
being set by the worship of God, morning and evening, in the sacrifices at the temple. Daniel’s thinking is
still regulated by the life and the worship of Jerusalem.10
Fifth, God sends Gabriel to Daniel because he finds him “highly esteemed.”11 The Hebrew word rendered
“highly esteemed” (chamudah) describes something or someone desired or counted precious. The plural
form of this word is used to speak of the value of gold (Ezra 8:27) and costly garments (Gen 27:15).
Daniel was considered a very precious treasure. I don’t think this is a generic compliment God gives to
every believer.12 Daniel’s heart for God and zealous prayer life made him special to God.13
Finally, God sends Gabriel to bring Daniel insight with understanding. Dan 9:24–27 is one of the most
difficult texts in the entire Bible. Godly people, who know their Bible, vigorously debate these words. So
it’s no wonder that Gabriel has to be sent for even Daniel to understand. This is encouraging to me. If
Daniel had a hard time with 9:24–27, I’m comforted because I have a hard time as well. But I don’t give
up and give in. Instead, I ask God to bring me His understanding. Please pray with me.
Act 2: God interprets Israel’s future for Daniel (9:24–27).14 Dan 9:24–27 records God’s response to
Daniel’s prayer. Pound for pound these four verses pack the greatest prophetic punch in all of Scripture.
Since Gabriel’s words are so deep and disputed, we will need to study them carefully. The easiest way to
understand these verses is to see that 9:24 is a summary of the entire prophecy. Daniel records Gabriel’s
words: “Seventy weeks have been decreed for your people and your holy city, to finish the
transgression, to make an end of sin, to make atonement for iniquity, to bring in everlasting
righteousness, to seal up vision and prophecy and to anoint the most holy place.” The text informs us
that a specific time period has been marked out by God—namely, “seventy weeks.” The Hebrew word
translated “weeks” (shabua) literally means “sevens” and refers to a unit of seven (“seventy ‘sevens,’’
NIV).15 This term can mean seven minutes, seven days, or seven decades. It’s like our English word
“dozen.” If I told you to bring me a “dozen,” you’d say, “A dozen what?” You wouldn’t know if I meant
twelve baseballs, twelve Bibles, or twelve burritos. But if I’m standing in front of a counter at Twister
Doughnuts, and I say, “I’d like a dozen,” you would know what I intended. Similarly, Daniel has been
thinking about the seventy years of Jeremiah’s captivity (9:1–2) so he would have understood Gabriel’s
words as a reference to years (cf. 4:16, 23, 25).16 Hence, the phrase “seventy sevens” or “seventy weeks”
refers to years: 70 x 7 = 490 years following the seventy-year captivity.

This “seventy ‘sevens’” prophecy is directly related to the Jews and Jerusalem. In 9:24a Gabriel tells
Daniel, “Seventy weeks have been decreed for your people and your holy city” (my emphasis). This
means that these prophecies are designed for the people of Israel and the land of Israel. The purpose of the
“seventy ‘sevens’” (490 years) is to accomplish six goals. Since these goals look to the coming kingdom
age, then the 490 years must take us all the way to the Millennium. According to 9:24, God wants:
•

•

•

•

•
•

To finish the transgression. The word “transgression” (pesha) refers to deliberate rebellion
against God. The definite article points to the rebellion of the nation. This is likely a reference to
Israel’s rejection of Jesus as their Messiah. This is the rebellious act of Israel that will come to an
end within the seventy weeks.17 The phrase “to finish the transgression” also includes a national
acceptance of Jesus as Messiah.
To make an end18 of sin. The Hebrew word for “sin” (chattath) means “to miss the mark.” The
word is also plural (“sins”) and refers to sins of daily life, rather than referring to any specific
sin.19 During God’s kingdom rule, Jesus will realign Israel’s priorities, goals, and behavior and
administer judgment quickly and justly.
To make atonement for iniquity. The verb in this phrase (kaphar) denotes “the covering of sin by
making a sacrifice.” This refers to the once-for-all sacrifice of Jesus. When Jesus died on the
cross, He put an end to the Old Testament sacrificial system. This is what the books of Galatians
and Hebrews are all about. The goal of this atonement is to bring Israel to the realization that
Jesus is the Messiah. This will occur during the Tribulation (cf. Rom 11:24–28).
To bring in everlasting righteousness. The word translated “everlasting” (olam) is better rendered
“age.”20 This age refers to God’s one thousand year kingdom we refer to as the Millennium. A
new world order will occur after Israel grieves over its sins against God (see Zech 12:9–10; Ezek
36:26–27).21
To seal up vision and prophecy. Once the Lord Jesus begins His reign in Jerusalem during the
Millennium, there is no longer any need for vision and prophecy. Jesus will be sufficient. Those
who are living during this time will recognize that all has been fulfilled.
To anoint the most holy place.22 The word “place” has been added to most English versions;
however, it is not in the Hebrew. Since “most holy” is never used of a person, it does not refer to
the Messiah or the church.23 It most likely refers to the temple (cf. Dan 8:13–14). This goal, like
the previous ones displays God’s heart for His people, Israel.

We have just seen the panoramic view of the entire period of Daniel’s seventy weeks, now we must
hunker down into the details to see how everything unfolds. In 9:25, Gabriel gives us information about
the first sixty–nine weeks (483 years) of Daniel’s seventy weeks. “So you are to know and discern that
from the issuing of a decree to restore and rebuild Jerusalem until Messiah the Prince there will be
seven weeks and sixty-two weeks; it will be built again, with plaza and moat, even in times of
distress.” Notice that the first sixty–nine weeks are distinguished. Gabriel refers to a period of “seven
weeks,” or a total of forty–nine years. This prophecy refers to the restoring and refortifying of Jerusalem
before being destroyed by the Babylonians, which is described in Nehemiah 2 (444 BC). Following this,
Gabriel refers to another period of sixty–two weeks (434 years). The date that Gabriel (and Nehemiah)
provides takes us to 33 AD. When Gabriel states, “until Messiah the Prince,” he is referring to Jesus
Christ’s last year on earth. If you’re an engineer or an accountant, you’re no doubt questioning my
figures, and rightly so. However, it’s important to recognize that there’s a difference between solar years
(365 days) and prophetic years (360 days).24 The biblical authors tend to use the latter in the prophetic
literature of Scripture. For example, the Apostle John, in the Book of Revelation, apparently used 360–
day years in the calculations.25 He is no doubt walking in step with Daniel.26 This makes sense because
Daniel is the greatest commentary (i.e. explanation) ever written on Revelation. So with a 360–day year,
the end of the sixty–ninth week, after which the Messiah will be cut off, is the year 33 AD.27 Once again,
we see that God is always right on time. In fact, He has perfect timing!

In 9:26 Gabriel unveils the unspecified time between the sixty–ninth and seventieth week.28 Daniel writes:
“Then after the sixty-two weeks the Messiah will be cut off and have nothing, and the people of the
prince who is to come will destroy the city and the sanctuary. And its end will come with a flood;
even to the end there will be war; desolations are determined.” It is important to note the phrase
“Then after . . .” The implication of this phrase is that there is a gap between the sixty–ninth and
seventieth week. Indeed, God’s prophetic clock for Israel stopped at the end of the sixty–ninth set of
sevens. We’re presently living in this period of unspecified duration between the sixty–ninth and
seventieth sets of seven, called “the church age.” The church age will end when Christ comes to rapture
His bride to heaven. God’s prophetic clock for Israel will begin to run again after the rapture when the
Antichrist comes. It’s important to recognize that the “end times” or “last days” includes the entire time
frame from Christ’s death to His second coming. Therefore, 9:26–27 is all part of the end times.
Now, let’s break down 9:26. The “cutting off” of the Messiah refers to Christ’s crucifixion. The Hebrew
verb translated “cut off” (karath) refers to the execution of wrongdoers.29 This concept depicts the fact
that “He [God] made Him [Christ] who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf” (2 Cor 5:21a). Although
Jesus had never sinned, He died as a wrongdoer to pay the price for our sin. Even the method of His death
(crucifixion) was that of a criminal.30 The phrase, “and have nothing,” refers to the fact that Jesus died
without apparent followers or possessions.31 It seemed to onlookers that He was a dismal failure.
Gabriel also speaks about another prince in 9:25: “. . . the prince who is to come” (lit. “a prince, the one
coming”). This prince is likely referring to the Roman general Titus who brings about the fall of
Jerusalem.32 One generation after Christ’s death, in 66 AD, Jewish zealots rebelled against Rome. In
response, the Romans overran the country, destroying the Temple in 70 AD. It has never been rebuilt.
Gabriel then makes it clear that the fall of Jerusalem “will come like a flood.” The implication is that from
the fall of Jerusalem on, God’s people will be ravaged by war until the Prince of Peace comes. This is
confirmed in Matt 24:6 where Jesus said, “You will be hearing of wars and rumors of wars.” Wars will
continue up to the very end, but the climax to history will come like a dam breaking loose.33 It is critical
to recognize that there seems to be a double fulfillment in 9:25. Most likely, this prince is also a reference
to the Antichrist—the “little horn” of 7:8, 24–26. If so, the sacking of Jerusalem is a type of what will
take place during the Tribulation period.
Daniel concludes in 9:27 by describing the horrors of the final seven year period. “And he [the
Antichrist] will make a firm covenant with the many [unbelieving Israel] for one week, but in the
middle of the week he will put a stop to sacrifice and grain offering; and on the wing of
abominations will come one who makes desolate, even until a complete destruction, one that is
decreed, is poured out on the one who makes desolate.” The Antichrist will apparently masquerade as
a friend of Israel, giving the Jewish people a sense of security and allowing them to worship in their
newly rebuilt temple. However, this peace will be short lived. The one who poses as Israel’s protector will
become Israel’s persecutor.34 The Antichrist will restrict and prohibit worship. The cessation of worship
will happen at the midpoint of the Tribulation. Week seventy will come when Jesus returns to rule and
reign in Jerusalem. In the New Testament (Matt 24:15; 2 Thess 2:3–4; Rev 13), we discover that the
Antichrist apparently places an image of himself in the temple and orders the world to worship him. This
event, which Jesus calls the “abomination of desolation,” begins the “great tribulation” (Matt 24:15–216).
At the end of the seven year period of tribulation, God will slay the Antichrist (“the one who makes
desolate”).35 Dan 11:40–45 discusses this event further and concludes with: “he will come to his end, and
no one will help him” (11:45b). Rev 19:19–21 and 20:10 describe Satan and his henchmen being thrown
into the lake of fire. This will mark the end of the seventy sets of seven and the beginning of the
Millennium, when the six goals of Dan 9:24 will be fulfilled. This serves as another reminder that
God is always right on time.
Perhaps after reading this sermon you’re feeling “extreme weariness,” much like Daniel (9:21). I can

appreciate these sentiments. You’ve just survived one of the most difficult texts in the entire Bible.36 Yet,
Dan 9 is also one of the greatest prophetic passages in Scripture. It has been called “the backbone of
biblical prophecy.”37 It’s also one of the strongest biblical proofs that Jesus of Nazareth is the Messiah.38
This passage is the key that unlocks many other biblical prophecies.39 If you understand Dan 9, you’ll be
able to grasp Revelation and other prophetic literature. This may not seem very important to you at the
moment, but this study is especially relevant since 27% of the Bible is prophetic. If we’re to know God’s
Word, we can’t skip prophetic literature. Studying prophetic literature ought to give us great confidence
in God. About 50% of the Bible’s prophecies have already been literally fulfilled. Hence, you can “stake
your life” on the fact that God will fulfill the other 50% without exception. Dan 9 is incredibly significant,
for it teaches us about God’s character and His plan, purpose, and program. It reminds us that God is large
and in charge over the universe and human history. God can more than handle your marriage, family,
work, and church. God is always right on time. Indeed, His timing is perfect, and He’s in complete
control.
There’s an amazing Scripture buried in the neglected book of 1 Chronicles. It’s a verse that Bible students
down throughout time have picked up on. The Chronicler makes reference to the men of Issacar who
followed King David. He says of these men that they “understood the times and knew what Israel should
do” (1 Chron 12:32 NET). Of course, the principle that stems from this brief remark is that you and I
should seek to be like the men of Issacar. In other words, we ought to understand the times and know
what we should do. This, of course, entails having a grasp on God’s prophetic Word. As we understand
the times and know what we should do, our marriages, families, workplaces, churches, and even our
county and country will never be the same. May God use you and me to change our world.
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Study Questions
1. Am I aware of my own sin (Dan 9:20)? How have I underestimated the importance of personal and corporate
confession in my prayers? How can I humble myself before God this week? What sin(s) is He compelling me to
confess? How can I encourage others to have a deeper sensitivity to God’s holiness? Read Psalm 139:23–24 and
James 4:6–10.
2.

When has God answered one of my prayers (Dan 9:20–23)? How can I be sure it was a direct answer from
God? What was my response? What kind of confidence did this build in me? Did I share God’s answer to my
prayers with others? Have I continued to pray in faith and expectation? If so, what has transpired?

3.

Can I summarize the contents of the seventy weeks prophecy (Dan 9:24–27)? How would I summarize this
prophecy to a new believer in Christ? What difference should this text make in his or her life? How does this
prophecy motivate me to live for Christ?

4.

Why is God so into details and timing? How does God’s precise nature make me feel? Does it weary me or does
it increase my confidence in His overarching plan? How can I share God’ precision and impeccable timing with
others? How can I foresee this impacting their lives? In what ways should I be impacted?

5.

Do I have an interest in prophetic Scripture? Why or why not? Have I attempted to study Scripture for myself?
If not, what is holding me back? Note: I recommend the following website as a resource to learn how to study
books of the Bible: http://grace-bible.org/downloads/BibleStudies.aspx.
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