
Interpreting Daniel Through History 
How Views of Daniel’s Prophecy Have Evolved from the Ancient World to Today


1. Jewish Interpretation Before Christ (6th–2nd Century BC) 
Daniel’s prophecies were first read as promises of God’s sovereignty over 
empires that affected Israel. By the Maccabean Revolt (167–164 BC), Jewish 
readers saw Antiochus IV Epiphanes as the “abomination of desolation” (Dan. 
11:31). The “Son of Man” (Dan. 7:13–14) represented divine vindication and the 
coming Messianic kingdom.


2. The Early Church (1st–3rd Centuries AD) 
The apostles identified Jesus as the fulfillment of Daniel’s visions. Jesus (Mark 
14:62) — 'Son of Man' enthroned beside God. Peter (Acts 2:30–36) — Christ 
made Lord and Messiah. Paul (Col. 1:13) — Believers transferred into Christ’s 
kingdom. Early Fathers like Irenaeus and Hippolytus saw Rome as the fourth 
empire and the Church as the stone growing into a mountain.


3. The Age of the Church Fathers (4th–5th Centuries) 
Augustine’s City of God cemented the interpretation of Daniel as fulfilled in 
Christ’s first coming. The Church was the present, spiritual kingdom—the 'stone 
cut without hands' (Dan. 2:44).


4. Medieval Church (6th–15th Centuries) 
Christ’s kingdom was seen as ongoing; Daniel’s four kingdoms remained 
Babylon, Medo-Persia, Greece, and Rome. The Church represented the 
enduring kingdom of God on earth.


5. The Reformation (1500s) 
Reformers reaffirmed Daniel’s timeline fulfilled in Christ. Luther: 'The stone is 
Christ’s kingdom, which shall break and destroy all others.' Calvin: Christ’s reign 
present through His church.


6. Futurism and Dispensationalism (1500s–1900s) 
Jesuit Francisco Ribera (1590) proposed Daniel referred mainly to future events. 
In the 1800s, John Nelson Darby’s Dispensationalism introduced a prophetic 
'gap' and future 7-year tribulation. The Scofield Reference Bible (1909) 
popularized this futurist interpretation in America.




What the Early Church Believed 
• Fourth kingdom = Rome 
• Stone = Christ’s kingdom, 'cut without hands.' 
• Kingdom began during Rome’s rule. 
• Christ’s reign is spiritual, present, and eternal.

For nearly 1,800 years, Christians interpreted Daniel as a prophecy fulfilled in 
Christ’s first coming and the establishment of His kingdom. The idea of Daniel 
as primarily a Second Coming prophecy only arose with modern futurism and 
dispensationalism. Christ’s reign is present now, and His kingdom endures 
forever.


Why Dispensationalism and Futurism Became So Prominent in American 
Christianity 
Many of us grew up hearing that Christ’s kingdom is something still to come — 
that His reign will begin after a future tribulation or millennium. This teaching is 
called dispensational futurism, and it became especially widespread in American 
churches during the 19th and 20th centuries. Understanding why it became so 
dominant can help us approach the subject with grace and clarity.


1. How It Began 
John Nelson Darby (1800–1882), an Irish preacher with the Plymouth Brethren, 
developed the idea that God works in distinct 'dispensations' or ages and that 
Christ’s kingdom reign was postponed until after a future rapture and tribulation. 
Darby’s teachings arrived in the United States in the mid-1800s, spreading 
through Bible conferences, prophecy charts, and itinerant teaching circuits. The 
Scofield Reference Bible (1909) then published Darby’s ideas in its study notes. 
Because it was one of the first study Bibles widely printed in America, millions of 
readers learned dispensationalism right from their Bible margins.


2. The Role of American Seminaries 
In 1924, Dallas Theological Seminary (DTS) was founded by Lewis Sperry 
Chafer, a student of C. I. Scofield. DTS became the main institution teaching 
classical dispensational theology. Generations of pastors trained there brought 
this system into newly planted Bible churches, independent Baptist, Evangelical 
Free, and non-denominational congregations across the United States. Other 
schools, such as Moody Bible Institute, Biola, and Philadelphia College of the 
Bible, also spread similar views through correspondence courses, radio 
programs, and missionary training.




3. Why It Took Root 
Prophecy conferences were popular during and after the Civil War and World 
War I, when people longed for reassurance about the future. Dispensationalism’s 
detailed timelines offered comfort and certainty. American optimism and 
revivalism blended easily with futurism’s idea that believers could 'escape' 
coming judgment through the rapture. The movement also gained strength in 
fundamentalist circles during the early 20th century as a reaction to modernism 
— it was seen as a way to take Scripture literally and defend the faith. By the 
mid-1900s, popular books (The Late Great Planet Earth, Left Behind) and TV 
evangelists made futurism nearly synonymous with 'Bible prophecy' in American 
culture.


4. Why This Matters for Us Today 
Understanding this history helps us see that futurism is not what the early 
church believed or what Scripture itself demands — it is a modern framework, 
born in a specific cultural and theological moment. For 1,800 years before that, 
Christians read Daniel as a prophecy fulfilled in Christ’s first coming, not His 
second. They saw Jesus’ death, resurrection, and ascension as the moment 
when the stone 'cut without hands' struck the kingdoms of men and began to 
grow into an everlasting kingdom (Daniel 2:44).


A Gentle Reminder 
“The Lord has established His throne in heaven, and His kingdom rules over all.” 
— Psalm 103:19 
 
Christ’s reign is not postponed; it’s present. And that’s good news — because it 
means that the peace, authority, and assurance of His kingdom are realities we 
can live in today.


