
Preached at St. Davids 8/7/12      Sixes and Sevens  Daniel 9/  1 

Sixes and Sevens 
Daniel 9 

 
There is a wonderful English phrase of “being at sixes and sevens”.  To me it 

really captures the idea of not really knowing what to do, of being in some confusion.  
And I confess that as I have studied Daniel 9 with is sixty twos and seventies I have 
been at sixes and sevens in seeking to know what to say.  And reading it six or seven 
times didn’t seem to help, and I’m not sure that 70 times would either. 

I thought of Mark Twain’s well known quote. “It ain't those parts of the Bible that 
I can't understand that bother me, it is the parts that I do understand.”  I wondered if I 
should preach on “Its okay to not understand parts of the Bible”, there is plenty that we 
do understand and need to respond to. 

But if we take the time to understand what we can and move from the known to 
the unknown and listen to God’s word then we may find help for when we are all at 
sixes and sevens. 

LOOKING FOR THE ANSWER (1-19) 

PRAYING WITH DANIEL 
Our chapter starts after the fall of the Babylonian Empire with Darius the Mede 

now in charge.  Daniel has been studying the word of the Lord to Jeremiah concerning 
Judah being punished by going into exile in Babylon for 70 years after which Babylon 
itself would be punished.  With the fall of Babylon it is no surprise that this passage 
would be on Daniel's mind.  Does this mean that God's people have been forgiven and 
will soon be going home, returning to Jerusalem?  You can imagine that even wise old 
Daniel would be at sixes and sevens in all this turmoil and the possibility of return. 

Daniel seeks answers by turning to prayer, which is a lesson for us in itself, and 
what a prayer it is, it is one of the great prayers of the Bible.  In fact we could profitably 
spend the rest of the sermon considering aspects of this prayer. 

The nature of God 
Throughout the prayer Daniel brings to mind the nature of God, he is "great and 

awesome" (v4), righteous (v7), merciful, forgiving (9), saving (v15).  Daniel is orienting 
himself as he prayers, reminding himself who he is dealing with and his nature.  He 
has been reading his scriptures and has learnt the nature of God, and so has some 
confidence in approaching him. 

It is worth us pondering a bit further.  Our collects which we say week by week 
certainly do this, they start by reminding us of the nature of our God and then make 
their petition on the basis of what is known of God's nature. 

So our collect for this week starts "O Lord our God, you are always more ready 
to bestow your good gifts upon us than we are to seek them; and more willing to give 
than we desire or deserve" before going on to make the request for the Holy Spirit.  
The request comes on the basis of knowledge of God. 

The Lord's Prayer does the same, by reminding us that whilst we have the 
great honour of addressing God as "Father" he is also the one who rules in heaven, 
whose will is sovereign.  It is on that basis that we have confidence to ask for earthly 
provision, forgiveness and protection. 

Let me ask you in your own prayers do you do this, or do you just speak to a 
generic, home brand "god".  We need to recapture the sense of who God is and his 
character as we approach him in prayer. 
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The failure of God’s People 
Somewhat surprisingly the nature of the prayer is one of confession.  We may 

be expecting a prayer of "How long O Lord"  The 70 years are up, so come on God 
get on with it. 

Yet Daniel well knows that the cause of the exile was the sin of the people and 
unless that sin was dealt with the exile cannot really be over.  So he prays on behalf of 
his people. 

As we read through the prayer the main sin of the people has been that they 
have not listened to God, or more fully not obeyed the voice of the Lord. 

I find it very revealing that this is exactly the sin that Jeremiah had told the 
people of his day would lead to the exile.  It is as if Daniel having read the passage 
from Isaiah not only wants to pray for understanding of the 70 years but is also lead to 
pray for the forgiveness of the unlistening people.  Daniel's prayer is being shaped by 
his Bible reading in other words.  This is good practice for us, as we read our Bible it 
should lead us and shape us in our prayers. 

So as we read this passage we too may be praying for understanding, and let 
me tell you I have been offering up a few prayers like that this week, we should also 
be led into prayer for the way in which we, and indeed often the Church has not 
listened to God. 

As we look on the Church in our world, the way in which it so often has not 
brought glory to God but shame on itself and on its message, we too should be 
praying for forgiveness that we have not listened, we have not obeyed, and be 
thankful that "To the Lord our God belong mercy and forgiveness, for we have rebelled 
against him, and have not obeyed the voice of the Lord our God by following his laws, 
which he set before us by his servants the prophets." 

That is as true now as it was all those years ago.  The Church is in the perilous 
state that it is in not simply because of social changes, scientific advances, but also 
because we have not listened.  May God forgive us 

For God’s sake 
Daniel ends his prayer with an impassioned plea to the Lord to do something, 

to forgive and act to restore his people and his sanctuary.  Daniel if you like is not 
praying because he wants his people to go home, he realises there is a bigger issue 
than that. 

God should act not for the people's sake but for his own, for the honour of his 
name.  Jerusalem is his city, Israel are his people.  In acting for his people he will be 
glorified.  Again I cannot but think of how we should pray for the church, the people 
that bear God's name.  Do we pray for God to restore the Church for his names sake. 

NOT ONLY BUT ALSO 

THE PASSAGE 
There is much then that we can learn from the first part of Daniel 9 but what of 

the end. 
In the midst of his confession, with attention being particularly drawn to 

Jerusalem, Gabriel reappears, which is a strong reminder that whilst we often may not 
listen God does listen to our prayers. 

Gabriel expands the idea of seventy years to seventy weeks or “sevens” giving 
a total of 490 years which has lead to all sorts of schemes to try and make the 
numbers and descriptions which follow correspond to events in history.  Frankly none 
of them work. 

There are all sorts of problems.  The Hebrew here is hard to translate, there are 
at least 4 good dates from which the 490 years could start which are 150 years apart.  
Furthermore 70 years is used in the Bible to describe a life span (Isaiah 23:15), so it is 
not at all clear that we are supposed to try and be exact with our numbers. 
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For what its worth, given that all the chapters around relate to the events of 
167-164BC I thing that is most likely with the first seven weeks referring to the time of 
the exile, and the events of the 70th week and “the abomination that desolates” refers 
to Antiochus Epiphanes.  That said Jerusalem continued to not listen, as our Gospel 
reading reminds us with Jesus impassioned plea (Luke 13:31-35) and later he will 
speak of a coming abomination that bring desolation (Matthew 24:15), and it is hard as 
a Christian not to see in the anointed one in this chapter a foretelling of Jesus’ 
ministry.  There is more than ancient history in this prophecy. 

But perhaps rather than trying to work out what the numbers mean it is better to 
realise that things are numbered. 

Daniel is being told that the people will return to Jerusalem, it will be rebuilt but 
there will be tough times ahead but things are not out of control.  Even in the worst of 
times to come, the days are numbered, they will come to an end and God’s purposes 
of putting an end to sin, bringing atonement and everlasting righteousness will not be 
thwarted. 

I wonder if the use of the sevens also push this hopeful reading.  The year of 
jubilee, when the slate was wiped clean, when debts were forgiven, when all was 
restored was to happen after 49 years, 7 times 7.  Perhaps the idea of 70 times 7 is to 
point to a really big jubilee when all things will be put right.  It was this hope that was 
to strengthen God’s people in the midst of all their difficulties.  God would put things to 
right 

This remains true for us.  Daniel longed for Jerusalem to be restored, we long 
for the new Jerusalem when God’s kingdom will fully come, and all of creation will be 
restored, when Jesus the true anointed one will reign.  We may not understand all that 
is going on in our world, and all that God is up to but we know the outcome, the days 
are numbered, things are under control and so we have hope. 

THE LORD’S PRAYER 

But where does this leave us, what practically are we to do having read this 
chapter.  Be hopeful just doesn’t seem enough of an application. 

One of my questions when studying this passage is why is the prayer recorded 
for us, there is nothing else like it in Daniel, and in one sense it could be dropped and 
the chapter would make pretty much the same amount of sense. 

Perhaps it is because at the end of the chapter we feel as Daniel did at the 
beginning.  We know that God has plans,  saving plans but we are bit unsure as to 
where we are up to, a bit at sixes and sevens.  And Daniel shows us what we should 
do, pray, and Daniel has given us a model of what this prayer should be like.  A prayer 
that reminds us of God’s character, a prayer of repentance, a prayer calling on God to 
act in accordance with his character.  We are not just to wait for God’s kingdom to 
come, we are to pray for it to come. 

The Lord’s Prayer teaches us to do this, to pray day by day to our Father in 
heaven for forgiveness, for safety in times of trial as we faithfully await the coming of 
God’s kingdom. 

We await that day, we know it is coming and that hope will sustain us whenever 
we are at sixes and sevens. 


