
GOD’S PEOPLE HAVE HOPE 
NEW HOPE IN CHRIST 

 
MATTHEW 24 AND 25 

October 26, 2022 
 

More Background on Apocalyptic Literature  
When the prophecies of the Old Testament were not fulfilled in the time frame promised, there 
was a rise in what we call apocalyptic literature.  For example remember that in Jeremiah he 
promised that after seventy years the Israelites would be restored to their own land and enjoy 
the blessings of God through a kingdom that would be ruled by a Messianic king.  The time 
passed and things remained as they had been.    
 
Some believed that the restoration of the kingdom was not necessarily predicted to occur at 
the end of the seventy years of the Babylonian exile but at some unspecified time in the future.  
The only thing that occurred for certain (that was predicted) was the return of the Jewish 
people to their land which occurred when the Persian king, Cyrus, conquered Babylon in 539 
BC.  As a result the Jewish community revisited the idea of the coming of the Messianic 
kingdom to be something that would take place in the future.   
 
Haggai and Zechariah explained that the delay was due to the failure of Judah to rebuild the 
temple.  In the Book of Daniel and the Book of Enoch (non-canonical) it was explained that the 
delay was not due to the sins of the people but based on the overall plan of God.  Either way 
hope for the return of the kingdom persisted until the first half of the 2nd century.   
 
Also the Greek empire of the East was overthrown by Rome and prompted a new interpretation 
of Daniel.  Such ideas as the day of Yahweh and the new heavens and a new earth were 
reinterpreted by the Jewish people to conform with their new settings.  The inner development 
of Jewish apocalyptic literature was therefore influenced by the historical experiences of the 
nation. 
 
Apart from explaining the delay of the coming of the kingdom, another purpose of this 
literature was to reconcile the righteousness of God with the suffering of those who remained 
faithful to God.  Later prophecies incorporated the idea of future vindication of present evils 
that often included in the concept of an afterlife.  Apocalyptic prophets offered an outline of 
the history of the world and humankind, the origin of evil, and the final consummation of all 
things.  Although the individual might perish amid the disorders of this world the people were 
told that the righteous ones would attain recompense through the resurrection.   
 
Prophets and Messengers of the Apocalypse  
The message of the prophets was primarily one of repentance needed for the nation and 
individual to escape judgment.  The message of the apocalyptic writers was one of patience and 
trust.  Their deliverance and reward were sure to come in the future.   
 



Apocalyptic literature shares with the prophetic revelation the use of visions and dreams.   
In both cases a heavenly interpreter is often provided so those who have the vision may 
understand the complexities of what he has seen.  For example the oracles in Amos, Hosea, 
First Isaiah, and Jeremiah give a clear sense of how messages of imminent punishment 
developed later into the apocalyptic literature of Daniel 7-12.   
 
Prophecy believed that this world was God’s world and that in this world the goodness of God 
and his truth will eventually be vindicated.  The prophecies spoke of a definite future arising out 
of the current situation.  The apocalyptic writer despaired of the present and directed his hopes 
to the future (to a new world that would stand in opposition to the present).  Various nations 
under angelic rulers were in a greater or lesser degree in rebellion against God (as in Daniel) 
and those in rebellion grew in strength with each succeeding age until at last Satan entered the 
scene.   
 
As a result apocalyptic writing took a wider view of the history of the world then did prophecy.  
Prophecy had to deal with governments of other nations.  Apocalyptic writings arose at a time 
when Israel was under the rule of great world-powers.  In order to harmonize the difficulties 
the Israelites faced with their belief in a righteous God the writers had to include such events in 
the rise, duration, and downfall of each empire.  At the climax of these events God would arrive 
for the final judgment.   
 
In the transition from Jewish literature to that of early Christianity, there is a continuation of 
the tradition of apocalyptic prophecy.  We will see it in Matthew 24-25, the Parable of the 
Sheep and the Goats, Mark 13, and Luke 21.   
 

Matthew 24:4-31 (The Little Apocalypse) 
Each of the major sources that comprise Matthew contains an apocalyptic section that climaxes 
with the coming of the Son of Man (Mark 13:5-37) (Q = Luke 17:22-37 and 18:18).  They each 
use different imagery and have a different perspective on the relation of signs to the Parousia.  
The apocalypse scene from Mark predicts dramatic warnings that believers will recognize.  The 
apocalypse scene from the Q source pictures the Parousia as occurring suddenly and without 
warning.  Matthew integrates these into one grand discourse.  He is not interested in 
encouraging speculation about the time or the warnings but rather in having his community 
ready to meet the returning Son of Man when it happens.   
 
As we study Matthew we will see a threefold structure that was first developed in Mark.  
However Matthew will further clarify it.  The three sections are 1) a beginning phase 
characterized by wars, famines, and earthquakes which were not to be taken as signs of the 
end of time and 2) a period of intense suffering for the faithful people of God (the tribulation) 
which was to immediately precede 3) the coming of the Son of Man. 
 
 
 
 



Verses 4-8 (The Beginning of Labor Pains) 
Wars, famine, and earthquakes were the mark of apocalyptic speculation (Daniel 2:28-29).  The 
term birth pangs was a metaphor used to describe how the political world and nature would go 
through a period of suffering before the Messiah comes.  For Matthew this was a description of 
the Jewish War of 66-70 and the events that led up to it.  For context some of the religious-
military leaders who led the disastrous war against the Romans claimed to be the Messianic 
savior and others believed them.   

Verses 9-28 (The Great Tribulation) 
In this final period troubles would no longer be just from outsiders but the church would be 
plagued by internal disputes and betrayals.  If reflects once more some of what we heard in 
Daniel.  We also hear in these verses that the tribulation period is also the time for the church 
to engage in its worldwide mission.  The message of the church is the gospel of the kingdom 
and its mission is to last until the very end.  The responsibility of the disciples is to endure the 
entire time and to be faithful.   
 
A climatic event of the period of the final tribulation is the appearance of the desolating 
sacrilege in the holy place.  This phrase originally referred to the desecration of the Temple in 
167 BC by Antiochus IV Epiphanes.  It became an apocalyptic image reinterpreted many times in 
Daniel (9:27, 11:31, 12:11).  It is not clear whether Matthew looked back on this prediction as 
already fulfilled in the event of 70 (making this a historical reference) or whether it was more 
likely he regarded it as an ominous event yet to come.  In the time of Matthew there was no 
longer a Temple to be defiled.   
 
Matthew also added on the Sabbath to the instructions for flight.  The reference to the Sabbath 
could mean that the church was still observant of the Torah and that Christians were given a 
dispensation to flee even though it violated the sabbath travel restrictions.  Another 
interpretation is that in a Jewish context flight by a whole community on the Sabbath would be 
both difficult and conspicuous and therefore more dangerous than on other days.   
 
In Matthew the directive to leave everything and flee is a reference to the character of 
discipleship and the nature of the Christian mission.  The disciples left everything when they 
were called to be fishers for people (4:18-22) and when they were sent out on a mission (10:5-
10).  Their mission was to scatter.  The regathering of the community was the responsibility and 
promise of God at the end of times.   
 
The instruction to pray directs the community to center on God.  God is not bound by time-
tables but makes adjustments for the sake of those who still need to hear the gospel message.  
Matthew emphasizes not only that the Parousia is still in the future but also that it will be so 
obvious that there will be no question when it comes.  The final appearance of the Messiah will 
be noticeable.  When the Messiah returns it will be as clear as vultures circling over a dead 
body. 
 
 



Verses 29-31 (The Coming of the Son of Man) 
The message continues that there will be no mistake that the Parousia has occurred.  It will be 
signaled not by historical and worldly signs that need interpretation but by cosmic events 
signaling the return to primeval chaos.  The sun and moon will be darkened and stars will fall.  
The Son of Man will appear on the clouds of heaven.   
 
The first clear sign will be the end itself.  Matthew has little interest in what will happen at the 
Parousia.  His descriptions function to warn against indifference and to encourage active 
vigilance.  There is only one image and that is of the powerful figure of the Son of Man sending 
out his angels to gather the people together.   
 
This is not a portrayal of the rapture in which Christ comes back to take his disciples out of the 
world for a period prior to the end.  Rather than providing a sequence of events involving two 
second comings, Matthew portrays one great final event.  The basic idea of the whole discourse 
is judgment (the final identification, sorting out, and separation of good and evil).   
 
We could do a whole study on this but there are differences between the Rapture and the 
Second Coming of Christ.  The Rapture will occur when Christ returns for his church.  This is 
when all believers will be taken from the earth by God into heaven (1 Corinthians 15:51-52) (1 
Thessalonians 4:16-17).  The Second Coming will happen when Christ returns to the church to 
defeat Satan, overthrow evil, and then establish his reign on earth (Revelation 19:11-16). 

 

 

 
The remainder of the judgment discourse is composed of seven brief stories that call on the 
faith community to a life of active expectation of the Parousia of the Son of Man.  To be alert is 
not mere passive waiting but responsible action that corresponds to the nature of the kingdom 
of God.  Disciples are to practice the deeds of love and mercy that will count in the judgment 
and complete the picture of the Son of Man.   
 
Matthew 24:32-35 (The Fig Tree) 
The lesson points to the nearness of the Parousia but not to when it will happen. 
 
 



Matthew 24:36-42 (The Days of Noah) 
The comparison with the days of Noah (Genesis 6-8) is not to highlight the wickedness of that 
generation because life was going on as usual with no striking or mysterious signs of the 
approaching judgment.   

To be a believer is to endure faithfully the tribulation knowing we will not escape from it.   
 
Matthew 24:43-44 (The Thief) 
It is another example of how the time of the Parousia cannot be calculated.  Disciples are to be 
busy with the assigned mission and not be concerned with apocalyptic speculation. 
 
Matthew 24:45-51 (The Good and Wicked Servants) 
Parable seems to be directed to church leaders who (in light of what they perceived as a delay 
of the Parousia) abused their authority for their own advantage. 
 
Matthew 25:1-13 (The Bridesmaids) 
Here Matthew pictures faithful disciples as those who do their duty at appropriate times and 
are thus prepared for the Parousia whenever it comes.  Such disciples can lie down to sleep in 
this confidence rather than being kept awake by panicky last-minute anxiety. 
 
Matthew 25:14-30 (The Talents) 
Matthew uses this story to fill in the content of the nature of the Christian life as waiting for the 
Parousia.  The meaning of being good and faithful is active responsibility that takes initiative 
and risk.   
 
Matthew 25:31-46 (The Last Judgment) 
This scene is unique to Matthew.  It is not a parable but an apocalyptic drama.  The Son of Man 
(who comes at the end) is identified as the king who sits on his glorious throne and who admits 
the righteous to the final kingdom of God.  This is the only scene with any details picturing the 
last judgment in the New Testament.   
 
We need to note that the criterion for judgment is not confession of faith in Christ.  Nothing is 
said of grace, justification, or the forgiveness of sin.  What counts is whether one acted with 
loving care for needy people.  Such deeds are not considered extra credit but are the decisive 
criterion of judgment presupposed in the weightier matters of the Law. 
 
I do not want to make this interpretation of Matthew 25 into works righteousness.  We must 
keep in mind the intent of the author.  It is still our understanding that it is our faith in Christ 
that gives us the impetus to do good works.  As we wait for the second coming we do not wait 
idly.   
 
Next Session on November 2  
New Hope in Christ  
Mark 13 and Luke 21 


