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T H E EN D IS N E A R !
A solitary bearded man wearing a white robe stands at an intersection 
in a large city. He holds aloft a sign that reads, “THE END IS NEAR!” For 
the most part, the passersby ignore the man and his sign. That’s how 
cartoonists like to depict those who warn people that the world will end 
and people must be ready. We preachers and churchgoers can identify 
with that lonely man. Our worldly neighbors don’t generally take us or 
our message about the end of the world seriously—but it’s not that 
people aren’t concerned about where this world is headed. “To hell in 
a hand basket,” someone might say with a sad smile. There is plenty of 
doomsday talk, usually centered on the omnipresent threat of nuclear 
war, the growing concerns about global warming, or the worldwide 
menace of terrorism. A multitude of disaster movies have depicted the 
apocalyptic aftermath of a nuclear holocaust or the collision of earth with 
a gigantic asteroid.

In His fifth and final discourse in Matthew (chapters 24–25), Jesus tells 
His disciples the signs of the world’s end and the timing of His return. 
He answers their questions and urges their readiness. Chapter 24 is an 
especially difficult chapter to interpret, and Christians are not agreed on 
the end-time scenario. What is the great tribulation? Will some people 
be snatched away in a rapture while others are left behind? How much 
longer will this world last? In this lesson we’ll address some of the 
questions that have long puzzled students and attempt to discover what 
we can know for sure as we consider the end of this present age.

Matthew
T h e  e n d  o F  T h e  a G e
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B ACK DROP: T H E COMI NG 
DEST RUCT ION OF JERUSA LE M 
Matthew 24:1–2
Jesus’ public ministry has ended. This long 
discourse is with the disciples alone. Jesus 
“left the temple and was going away, when his 
disciples came to point out to him the buildings 
of the temple” (v. 1). About 50 years earlier 
Herod the Great had commenced renovation of 
the existing site and transformed it from the 
somewhat disappointing temple of Zerubbabel 
into a place of real magnificence. The temple and 
its courtyards were spread over 35 acres and 
surrounded with a double colonnade of marble 
pillars. All of it rested on gigantic stone blocks, 
each more than 30 feet long, some still in place in 
the Western Wall today! Much finish work was of 
pure gold. For the disciples, most of whom came 
from the rural north in Galilee, it was an eye-
popping display of grandeur.

His answer must have jolted them badly: “There 
will not be left here one stone upon another that 
will not be thrown down” (v. 2). What sounds like 
exaggeration came almost literally true just 40 
years later when the Romans destroyed the temple 
complex in AD 70. The walls were pulled down, 
the temple was burned, and the stones beneath 
it were pried apart to retrieve the gold that had 
melted in the fire! Much, but not all, of what 
follows in chapter 24 has to do with the coming 
destruction of Jerusalem.

SIGNS OF T H E EN D 
Matthew 24:3–14
Jesus and His disciples now sit on the Mount of 
Olives just east of the city. The location gives 
the speech that follows its name: the Olivet 
Discourse. It was a place of great significance for 
Jews, who expected that God would appear there 
to war against Israel’s enemies (see Zech. 14:1–
5) and that the Messiah would there be declared 
king (Maier).

Jesus’ speech is in answer to the disciples’ 
questions: “When will these things be, and what 
will be the sign of your coming and of the end 
of the age?” (v. 3). What is confusing for readers 
is that His lengthy answer “seems to move back 
and forth between an impending crisis (the fall of 
Jerusalem) and the end of the age” (Mounce). In vv. 
3–14 He calls the disciples to remain calm in the 
face of a string of frightening events: “See that you 
are not alarmed” (v. 6). The disciples must not be 
deceived by false messiahs (v. 4), nor discouraged 
by troubles that will beset believers. Those troubles 
are in fact signs of the end of the age.

Some of the signs Jesus enumerates are what 
Gibbs calls “the normally terrible events of 
human history.” Two “natural” events, famines 
and earthquakes (v. 7), are common in every age. 
Common also are the manmade “wars and rumors 
of wars” (v. 6), which spring from “nation against 
nation, and kingdom against kingdom” (v. 7). 
More directly concerning to the disciples will be a 
proliferation of false Christs (v. 4), persecutions (v. 
9), and false prophets (v. 11). The effects on the 
Church will be dire. “Many” will be led astray, and 
a general “lawlessness” will result in a “growing 
cold” among many of the believers (v. 12).

But “the end” will not be immediate: “All these 
[signs] are but the beginning of the birth pangs” 
(v. 8). By Jesus’ time, “birth pangs” was a 
special term for the period of distress preceding 
the Messianic Age (Carson). The onset of labor 
guarantees that a baby is on the way, but not when 
it will arrive! Twenty years later Paul will have to 
reassure the Thessalonian believers in the face of 
the apparent delay of the Lord’s return (2 Thess. 
2:1–2). The single hopeful sign Jesus mentions, 
the proclamation of the Gospel “throughout the 
whole world as a testimony to all nations” (v. 
14), would also take time. What we can say with 
certainty today is that all these signs have been 
fulfilled, have they not?
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T H E “A B OMI NAT ION OF DESOL AT ION ” 
Matthew 24:15–22
Jesus now returns to the imminent destruction 
of the temple (cf. v. 2), instructing the disciples 
what they are to do when they “see the 
abomination of desolation spoken of by the prophet 
Daniel, standing in the holy place” (v. 15). This 
“abomination” is mentioned four times in Daniel 
(8:13; 9:27; 11:31; 12:11). The reference there is 
to how Antiochus Epiphanes (168 BC) erected an 
altar to Zeus in the temple, sacrificed a pig on it, 
and made the practice of Judaism a capital offense. 
“Let the reader understand” is Matthew’s signal 
to his readers that something like that frightful 
abomination is about to happen again.

Was another pagan altar to be set up in the temple? 
Emperor Caligula made just such a plan in AD 40, but 
his plan was never carried out (Carson). It is much 
more likely that Jesus is speaking of the desecration 
and destruction of the temple complex (and the 
whole city) just 40 years later by the Romans. Luke’s 
parallel narrative makes it explicit: “When you see 
Jerusalem surrounded by armies, then know that its 
desolation has come near” (Luke 21:20).

How are the believers to react when they see it? 
Read the signs and be ready to flee: “Then let 
those who are in Judea flee to the mountains” (v. 
16). That escape is to be undertaken urgently! One 
should not stop to retrieve cherished belongings or 
even one’s cloak (vv. 17–18). There is reasonably 
strong tradition that Christians did this very thing, 
fleeing from Jerusalem to Pella in AD 68, about 
halfway through the Roman siege.

It is well that they did so, for what ensued was 
truly a great tribulation—the likes of which had 
never been seen before (v. 21). In his book The 
Jewish War, historian Flavius Josephus records a 
slaughter and famine of monstrous proportions (in 
which parents cannibalized their own children). In 
his account, more than a million Jews perished, 
and a hideous pile of corpses surrounded the altar. 

Almost one hundred thousand were taken prisoner, 
some being sent off as gladiators in Rome. The 
atrocities of the Nazis surpassed this in numbers, 
but not in sheer savagery. That this great tribulation 
“never will be” equaled in the future (v. 21) implies 
that this is not an event at the world’s end, as 
millennialists propose. The promise which now 
follows in v. 22 (“for the sake of the elect those 
days will be cut short”) encourages believers to 
endure and trust in God without trying to predict 
dates. He’ll take care of the timing.

T H E SON OF M A N ’S R ET U R N 
Matthew 24:23–31
The verses that follow look further ahead, all the 
way to the end of time and the return of Christ 
(sometimes called the Parousia from the Greek 
word that means “presence” or “arrival”). In what 
fashion will Jesus return, and how will believers 
recognize Him? Jesus makes clear that Christians 
must avoid two extremes: 1.) an inattention to or 
skepticism about His return and the world’s end 
(cf. 2 Pet. 3:1–4); and 2.) empty-headed gullibility 
that jumps at the claims of imposters. Jesus is here 
concerned especially about the latter: “If anyone 
says to you, ‘Look, here is the Christ!’ or ‘There 
he is!’ do not believe it” (v. 23). The “false christs 
and false prophets” He warns about have made 
headlines even into our own times. Remember Sun 
Myung Moon, Joseph Smith, Jim Jones, and Mary 
Baker Eddy?

Jesus says that His return will not be hidden away 
in the desert or in some private enclave for insiders 
(v. 26). He will not return invisibly as Jehovah’s 
Witnesses claim He did in 1914. Rather, Jesus’ 
second coming will be public and highly visible, like 
“lightning” that everyone can see at once (v. 27). 
To underline the point, He cites a proverb from His 
day: “Wherever the corpse is, there the vultures will 
gather” (v. 28). A possible meaning of this strange 
saying is this: it will be just as hard for humans to 
miss seeing the coming of the Son of Man as it is 
for vultures to miss seeing carrion!
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The coming itself is described in largely figurative 
language that incorporates images from Old 
Testament prophets as they spoke of the “day of 
the Lord” (but see Matt. 27:45). The darkening 
of sun and moon recalls Amos 5:20 and 8:9, and 
Zephaniah 1:14–18. The words used here are drawn 
more directly from Isaiah 13:10 and 34:4 (about 
stars falling). The coming of the Lord in these 
passages, especially Zephaniah, is a coming in 
judgment and wrath. In common churchly language, 
it is Judgment Day—the day Jesus comes to judge 
“the living and the dead.”

Jesus next declares, “Then will appear in heaven 
the sign of the Son of Man” (v. 30). The Greek 
construction might be interpreted to read “the 
sign, namely, the Son of Man.” The remainder of 
the verse spells it out: “then all the tribes of the 
earth . . . will see the Son of Man coming on the 
clouds of heaven with power and great glory” (v. 
30). This description is an allusion to Daniel 7:13–
14, which Jesus will quote directly to Caiaphas 
at His trial before the Sanhedrin (Matt. 26:64) a 
few days from now. This awesome coming in glory 
will prompt all those nations to “mourn.” This 
time Jesus alludes to Zechariah 12:10–12, where 
the prophet describes how the Israelites, after 
defeating their enemies, will weep in contrition 
for their past sins in light of God’s gracious 
deliverance. We who have so often been pardoned 
by His mercy have known such tears!

T H E FIG T R EE’S LESSON: H E IS N E A R 
Matthew 24:32–35
But when will this happen? That was the disciples’ 
original question, and it is crucial for Matthew’s 
readers too! When will the Lord return, and how 
can we be ready? So Jesus addresses their anxious 
concern about the time of the end. He starts with 
a “lesson” (Greek, parabolee) from the fig tree, 
whose twigs grow tender and leaf out, a sure sign 
of summer’s coming. In a similar way, “all these 
things” (the signs and troubles in vv. 4–28) show 
that “he is near, at the very gates” (v. 33). His 

followers need to know both things: the coming is 
near, but the exact time remains uncertain.

Now Jesus adds specificity to His prediction: “This 
generation will not pass away until all these things 
take place” (v. 34). The signs, the distresses, and 
the destruction of Jerusalem will all happen within 
the generation living when Jesus speaks. If a 
generation is taken to be 40 years or so, we are 
transported to AD 70, the year Jerusalem fell and 
the temple was burned. By then, the narrative of 
the Book of Acts has all taken place—the outbreak 
of persecution against the church, the martyrdom 
of significant leaders, the emergence of false 
prophets, and the testimony of the Gospel to the 
Gentiles. All of this within one generation!

The saying about “this generation” bears strong 
resemblance to Matthew 16:28, where Jesus 
promised that “some standing here” would not taste 
death until they saw “the Son of Man coming in his 
kingdom.” That word, we proposed, might refer to 
the transfiguration, the resurrection, or His “coming” 
in judgment against Jerusalem in AD 70 (see Lesson 
14). Both sayings almost certainly refer to the 
generation alive during Jesus’ earthly sojourn.

NO ON E K NOWS W H EN, 
SO B E R E A DY A LWAYS ! 
Matthew 24:36–51
The crucial word to the Church in every age is 
double-edged. “Concerning that day and hour, 
no one knows” (v. 36), Jesus admonishes them, 
“therefore you also must be ready” (v. 44). No one 
knows! No human being. No angel. Astonishingly, 
adds Jesus, “nor the Son, but the Father only” 
(v. 36). It is a thought-provoking insight about 
the pattern of Jesus’ “emptying” and His state of 
“humiliation” during His earthly years (cf. Phil. 
2:5–11).

In spite of this humbling reminder, many have tried 
to predict the date of the world’s end and Christ’s 
return. One memorable example is William Miller, 
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a Baptist preacher who originated the Adventist 
movement. Miller said it would be 1843–1844, and 
many followers gathered to await the expected end, 
but the date came and went, and they had to go 
back home. The whole experience was dubbed “the 
great disappointment.” Many others have attempted 
to make similar predictions. All such attempts, 
however well-meaning, have been misguided.

Jesus uses two striking illustrations to drive 
home His point. First, He reminds the disciples 
of “the days of Noah,” when the unsuspecting 
neighbors “were unaware until the flood came 
and swept them all away” (vv. 37–39). The waters 
overwhelmed everyone except those eight who had 
been forewarned and “entered the ark.” Though 
they were neighbors, they had dramatically 
different destinies. So it will happen again, Jesus 
warns. Two men will be working together in a field, 
two women grinding with a hand mill. Side by 
side one moment, they will suddenly be separated 
forever the next. Some Christians hold that this 
describes the so-called rapture of believers who 
will be taken while their unbelieving neighbors are 
left (as in the Left Behind books and films). But 
the sense of the passage is probably the opposite, 
for in v. 39, those who are “swept them all away” 
are taken to their doom. The point is that the end 
will come suddenly, decisively.

The second illustration, a thief’s unexpected 
breaking into a home while its owner slept (vv. 
43–44), may come closer to home for us. That 
very thing, in fact, happened to this writer! “If only 
I had known, had stayed awake that night,” says 
the victim. Just so will those unready for Jesus’ 
return regret their unpreparedness, though on a 
far greater scale.

Since no one knows, the sobering admonition rings 
out clearly: “Therefore you also must BE READY!” 
That readiness, first, means staying mentally 
and spiritually awake (v. 42). Stay prayerful. Go 
to church and pay serious attention there. Study 

the Word and meditate on it. Take time to “have 
that talk” you’ve put off with that person who’s 
looking down in depression or looking away at 
some distraction. Don’t presume there’s lots of 
time. In case we are still puzzled how we are to 
stay ready, Jesus supplies yet another illustration, 
the picture of “the faithful and wise servant” 
whom his master leaves in charge of the house 
while he is away (v. 45ff.). The illustration is clear 
enough, since almost all of us have been left in 
such a position by our parents, our spouse, or 
our boss at one time or another. Do the chores 
assigned! Meanwhile, don’t mistreat others in your 
care! Assume the Lord could come today, and act 
accordingly. Serious and bitter punishment awaits 
those who procrastinate (v. 51).

I N SU M M A RY—W H AT W E C A N K NOW 
FOR SU R E
In the lesson introduction, we pondered what we 
might know for sure about the world’s end. Here’s a 
starter list we might glean from this chapter:

The world WILL end!

NO ONE except the Father knows when.

ALL the signs have been fulfilled.

Jesus WILL return suddenly, visibly.

There will be dire consequences for the 
unprepared.

Therefore, we must all be READY.

Got that? It isn’t rocket science, but it is difficult to 
stay attentive in a world with distractions galore. 
Perhaps this lesson will perform the function of that 
bearded man with his sign. Don’t pass him by. Stop 
and consider what he tells you. Consider that God 
is recruiting you to be one of the messengers too. 
Take the sign He hands you. Take your stand at the 
intersection. There are many who need to know.
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PE R SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord Jesus Christ, help me to believe and live in such a way that I am not ashamed or afraid to meet 
You. By Your Word, equip me to be ready at all times. For Your name’s sake I ask it. Amen.

For Review
1. Share what you learned about the siege and destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70.

2. What are the questions you most want to be answered after reading this lesson?

Matthew 25:1–13
3. How is this parable a continuation of Jesus’ exhortation in chapter 24?

4. What was the task assigned to the ten virgins? Why did they need “lamps”? What made the “wise” virgins 
different from the “foolish” ones?

5. How do you explain the seeming selfishness of the wise? What point is Jesus making in describing their 
refusal to share their oil?

6. Have you tried to live off the “oil” of someone else’s faith? If so, whose?

 a) My parents’ b) My spouse’s c) My friends’ d) My congregation’s

7. What’s the meaning of the bridegroom’s hard words to the latecomers?

8. How does this parable address your own state of readiness?

Matthew 25:14–30
9. In this parable, who is the “man going on a journey”? Who are the “servants”? To what does the settling of 

accounts refer?

10. What is the significance of “after a long time” in v. 19?

11. As for your own “talent level,” with which servant do you identify? Share a “talent” you are using for God. 
What’s your favorite excuse for NOT using it?
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12. What does this parable teach about “readiness”? The consequences of neglecting our “talents”?

Matthew 25:31–46
13. Read another “judgment scene” in Rev. 20:11–15. What details are the same? What does this passage add 

that is not mentioned in Matthew 25?

14. In your understanding, who are “the least of these my brothers” (vv. 40, 45)? Does Matt.12:46–50 provide 
help?

15. “You did it to me” occurs in the same verses. Read again Matt. 10:40–42, which comes at the end of Jesus’ 
mission instruction to the Twelve.

 a) Who is “you” in that passage?

 b) Who are “these little ones”?

 c) What parallels can you see between Matthew 10:40–42 and Matt. 25:43–45?

16. On what basis does Jesus say people are divided into sheep and goats:

 a) Their faith? b) Their actions? c) Their relationships?

17. Another “judgment” passage is John 3:16–21. In that passage, when does “judgment” occur? On what 
basis are people saved or condemned?

18. In your life recently, how have you been the giver of care? The recipient of care?

19. Reflect on chapter 25. Taking the parables and the judgment scene together, how would you summarize the 
impact it makes on your understanding of Judgment Day?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 25:32 “Before him will be gathered all the nations, and he will separate people one from another as a 

shepherd separates the sheep from the goats.”
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