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REVIEW: Matthew 24:21 seems to be a shift from the destruction of the temple in 70AD to the 

tribulation period prior to Christ’s return. It says, “For then (that is, after the destruction of the temple) 

there will be a great tribulation, such as has not occurred since the beginning of the world until now, nor 

ever will.” As Hoekema says, “it would appear that there will also be a final, climatic tribulation just 

before Christ returns. This tribulation will not be basically different from earlier tribulations which God’s 

people have had to suffer, but will be an intensified form of those earlier tribulations” (Hoekema, The 

Bible and the Future, 150, 151). 

The destruction of the temple and the city (see notes on 24:15-22 pages 2 & 3) pictures horrific national 

judgment but also parallels the circumstances of the end (Bock, BECNT, Luke. 1676). It is as if this near 

fulfillment is a small picture of what lies ahead.  

Just as there was the destruction of Jerusalem that was a precursor of the Tribulation Period, so there 

are precursors of antichrist. Antiochus Epiphanies and Titus were two examples, but there are others as 

well.  

24:23 Then if anyone says to you, ‘Behold, here is the Christ,’ or ‘There He is,’ do not believe 

him.  

24:24 For false Christs and false prophets will arise and will show great signs and wonders, so 

as to mislead, if possible, even the elect.  

24:25 Behold, I have told you in advance.  

 

There are two great enemies of faith – naivety and skepticism. In times of tribulation people become 

more susceptible to those who offer hope of divine intervention. In the last days, there will be people 

who profess to have seen Christ and there will be false Christs and prophets who will arise. Jesus’ 

disciples are not to be deceived even if the imposters produce great signs and wonders.  

Signs and wonders mark the two chief characteristics of miracles. 

A sign is a miracle that points beyond itself to something greater.  It was usually used of miracles that 

brought men to God (Morris; John, 290). When people contemplate a sign with the eyes of faith, they 

will see the hand of God at work and understand that God is saying something to them through the 

miracle (Morris, Matt. 606, 607).   

A wonder describes the awe or amazement that results from particular miracles. It emphasizes the 

external aspect whereby the strangeness of the event arrests attention (Westcott; John, 172). 

One of the functions of miracles was that of attestation or testimony. That is, a miracle attested to the 

fact that the one performing the miracle and his message was from God. In Hebrews 2:3-4 it says that 

God used signs, wonders, and powers to bear witness to the fact that He was behind the message of 

salvation proclaimed by Christ and the apostles (cf. 2 Cor. 12:12; Acts 2:22; 14:3). 

However, the Bible also demonstrates that divine miracles can be counterfeited.  

• Acts 8:9-10: “Now there was a man named Simon, who formerly was practicing magic in the city 

and astonishing the people of Samaria, claiming to be someone great; and they all, from 

smallest to greatest, were giving attention to him, saying, “This man is what is called the Great 

Power of God.” 
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• 2 Thessalonians 2:9: “The coming of the lawless one is according to the working of Satan, with 

all power, signs, and lying wonders,” 

• Revelation 13:13 says of the satanically empowered beast of the earth: “He performs great 

signs, so that he even makes fire come down from heaven on the earth in the sight of men.” 

• Revelation 16:14 speaks of the spirits of demons who perform “signs which go out to the kings 

of the whole world, to gather them together for the war of the great day of God, the Almighty.” 

• Deuteronomy 13:1-3: “If a prophet or a dreamer of dreams arises among you and gives you a 

sign or a wonder, and the sign or the wonder comes true, concerning which he spoke to you, 

saying, ‘Let us go after other gods (whom you have not known) and let us serve them,’ you shall 

not listen to the words of that prophet or that dreamer of dreams; for the Lord your God is 

testing you to find out if you love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul.” 

The signs and wonders that Jesus speaks of are genuine miracles, not mere trickery, so outwardly they 

look the same as those that come from God and are therefore convincing. In fact, Matthew 24:24 

insinuates that the false prophets will do and say anything to deceive, and if it were possible, they would 

even lead the elect (the believing) astray. However, since by definition the elect are God’s own, we can 

assume that they will not be deceived into following a false Christ. 

Although signs and wonders from God attest to His messenger’s message, satanic signs and wonders are 

given to obscure the truth and confuse men into believing lies (Rev.16:14; 19:20; 2 Thess. 2:9-10). 

Matthew 24:24 says false Christs and false prophets show great signs and wonders “so as to mislead.”  

In 2 Thessalonians 2:9 the wonders are called “lying” wonders. 

Therefore, the early church carefully tested all miracles to verify their origin (1 Jn.  4:1-3; 1 Cor. 12:2,3). 

The test of a miracle is its supernaturalness, but the doctrine associated with it and the purpose or 

interest in which it was performed determines its origin. Thus, signs, wonders, and miracles alone are 

not ample proof that the messenger and his message are from God, though they might provide 

collaborating evidence. If we depend on signs alone for proof we could be deceived as well. 

24:26 So if they say to you, ‘Behold, He is in the wilderness,’ do not go out, or, ‘Behold, He is in 

the inner rooms,’ do not believe them.  

24:27 For just as the lightning comes from the east and flashes even to the west, so will the 

coming of the Son of Man be. 

24:28 Wherever the corpse is, there the vultures will gather. 

Since Jesus has pre-warned us of the coming of false prophets and those who say, “’Behold, here is the 

Christ,’ or ‘There He is’” (24:23), we shouldn’t be surprised when people claim that the Messiah has 

appeared in some secret place. Jesus says, “Do not believe them” for His return will be like the lightning 

that flashes from the east to the west.  

When lightning flashes, it is not a secret or hidden. The entire sky lights up. It is open and public. No one 

needs to be told about it. When Christ comes, no one will wonder if He has returned or not. It will be 

indisputable.  

Verse 28 is difficult:  Wherever the corpse is, there the vultures will gather. 

Manson (Sayings, 147) sees this as emphasizing the swiftness of Christ’s return. The vultures come 

almost instantly after the carrion appears.  
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Broadus thinks it is referring to the fact that Christ will come at just the right time. He will come when 

the world is ripe for judgment (Broadus, 489).  

Klostermann believes it is saying that it is impossible to miss Christ’s return (Carson, 504). That is, Christ’s 

coming will be “public and obvious” as the circling of vultures over carrion (Osborne, 888). 

Calvin understands this as the children of God gathering and feeding on Christ. Broadus comments that 

this is “an idea repulsive in itself, and out of harmony with its connection” (Broadus, 489). I would agree.  

Still others see this is a reference to judgment following hard on the coming of Christ (Morris, 608).  

There are other suggestions, as well (see Osborne, 888-889).   

With so many views we cannot be certain, but of all the views, the last seems most feasible. The imagery 

of death and vultures is dark.  A gruesome subject matter suits an ominous context. Death and birds 

feeding on the flesh of the dead is an image consistent with judgment. Revelation 19 describes the 

return of Christ. Verse 15 says, “From His mouth comes a sharp sword, so that with it He may strike 

down the nations, and He will rule them with a rod of iron; and He treads the wine press of the fierce 

wrath of God, the Almighty.” John then writes, “Then I saw an angel standing in the sun, and he cried 

out with a loud voice, saying to all the birds which fly in midheaven, “Come, assemble for the great 

supper of God, so that you may eat the flesh of kings and the flesh of commanders and the flesh of 

mighty men and the flesh of horses and of those who sit on them and the flesh of all men, both free 

men and slaves, and small and great” (Rev. 19:17-18). 

24:29 “But immediately after the tribulation of those days the sun will be darkened, and the 

moon will not give its light, and the stars will fall from the sky, and the powers of the heavens 

will be shaken.  

24:30 And then the sign of the Son of Man will appear in the sky, and then all the tribes of the 

earth will mourn, and they will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of the sky with 

power and great glory.  

24:31 And He will send forth His angels with a great trumpet and they will gather together His 

elect from the four winds, from one end of the sky to the other. 

The end of human history has already been written; it is not headed toward a humanly engineered 

utopia or an age of peace and tranquility. The world is headed for judgment and re-creation.  

The imagery in verse 29-31 is similar to OT apocalyptic passages (Isa.13:9–10; 24:18–20; 34:4; Eze.32:7–

8; Joel 2:30–31; 3:15; Hag. 2:6, 21). The events foreshadow the time in Revelation 21:1 when the 

heavens will be completely destroyed (cf. 2 Pet. 3:11, 12). 

The cosmic events in verse 29 could be metaphorical (Osborne, 893), for similar language is often 

employed by the OT prophets to denote a great calamity or sudden and violent change (see examples in 

Stein, BECNT, Mark, 612). However, as Ladd points out, Jesus’ message in Matthew 24 is much closer to 

the prophets than the apocalyptists (Ladd, The Presence of the Future, 316). Carson says, “The cosmic 

portents are probably meant to be taken literally, because of the climatic nature of the Son of Man’s 

self-disclosure” (Carson, 505). History is winding down. The end is near. 

Morris also sees verse 29 as literal, 
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He [Jesus] speaks of significant celestial phenomenon in language reminiscent of Old Testament 

passages but without specifically quoting them (e.g., Ezek. 32:7; Joel 2:10). The most striking 

thing is that neither the sun nor the moon will give any light: the whole earth will lie in darkness. 

With that is joined disturbance in the stars, for they will fall from heaven . . . That the stars will 

fall means that starlight is affected as much as sunlight and moonlight. There is to be no source 

of light here on earth in that day.  (Morris, 609).  

Although it isn’t an easy decision, in my mind, Luke tips the scale in taking these events literally.  

• Luke 21:25 simply says, “There will be signs in sun and moon and stars.” He uses no apocalyptic 

language. Taken at face value this would mean something observable would be happening in 

the heavens.  

• Luke 21:26 makes it clear that he is talking about things that will come upon the entire world – 

not just Jerusalem (Fitzmyer, The Anchor Bible, Luke, 1348).  

• The structure of Luke 21:25-26 forms a chiastic A-B B-A pattern moving between events in 

heaven and events upon the earth (Edwards, PNTC, Luke, 607). If this was apocalyptic language, 

the chaos in the heavens would be metaphorically describing things on the earth, not 

contrasting them.  

       A “There will be signs in sun and moon and stars,  

B and on the earth dismay among nations, in perplexity at the roaring of the sea and the waves, 

B men fainting from fear and the expectation of the things which are coming upon the world;  

       A for the powers of the heavens will be shaken.” 

In that day, humans will be overcome with fear because the stars will fall, the skies will go dark, 

earthquakes will shake the world. “They will produce such anxiety that people will faint, or die from ‘lack 

of breath’ (Lk. 21:26)” (Edwards, PNTC, Luke, 607). Though the skies will be darkened, there will be one 

light in the heavens – the glorious radiance of the Son of Man! 

The sign of the Son of Man will appear in the sky.  The Jews asked for a sign (Matt. 12:38), but Jesus 

refused to give one, except for the sign of Jonah (i.e., His resurrection; Matt. 12:39; 16:4). The disciples 

also asked for a sign of His coming (Matt. 24:3). In verse 30 Jesus says there will be a sign, but He does 

not say what that sign is, but it could very well be His coming on the clouds of the sky with power and 

great glory.  

Whatever the sign is, it is clearly recognizable, for when it appears, all the tribes of the earth will 

mourn.   

In Zechariah 12:10 it is written, “I will pour out on the house of David and on the inhabitants of 

Jerusalem, the Spirit of grace and of supplication, so that they will look on Me whom they have pierced; 

and they will mourn for Him, as one mourns for an only son, and they will weep bitterly over Him like 

the bitter weeping over a firstborn.” In Zechariah it seems that the mourning is related to Israel’s 

repentance.  But the mourning could very well be grief for having rejected Christ. Christians rejoice at 

His coming for the day of their redemption has come; the world will mourn because of the severity of 



5 
Ted Kirnbauer Matthew 24.23-31 11/7/2021 

 

the judgment inflicted by His return. When Christ returns, only the elect are saved (24:31); the rest have 

rejected their only hope of salvation. 

Revelation 1:7 is a conflation of Daniel 7 and Zechariah 12, and seems to be more parallel to Matthew 

24:30. It is in the context of world-wide judgement. It says, “Behold, He is coming with the clouds, and 

every eye will see Him, even those who pierced Him; and all the tribes of the earth will mourn over 

Him.”  

“. . . and they will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of the sky with power and great glory.” 

Clouds accompany heavenly beings. They are often associated with the presence of the divine. Psalm 

104:3 says of God, “He makes the clouds His chariot.” Isaiah 19:1 says, “The Lord rides on a swift cloud.”  

The mention of clouds reminds us of the ascension (Acts 1:9) where we are told that Christ will return in 

the same way as He went (Acts 1:11).  

1:9 And after He had said these things, He was lifted up while they were looking on, and a cloud 
received Him out of their sight. 
1:10 And as they were gazing intently into the sky while He was going, behold, two men in white 
clothing stood beside them. 
1:11 They also said, "Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking into the sky? This Jesus, who has 
been taken up from you into heaven, will come in just the same way as you have watched Him 
go into heaven." 

The cloud at the transfiguration, the cloud at the ascension, and the cloud at the return of Christ are 

manifestations of the glory of God (Exo. 40:34; Marshall, 61). Power and glory emphasize the majesty of 

the one coming.  

The image of the Son of Man coming in the clouds is from Daniel 7 and is crucial to the meaning. 

Daniel 7:13-14 says: 

7:13 “I kept looking in the night visions, 

And behold, with the clouds of heaven 

One like a Son of Man was coming, 

And He came up to the Ancient of Days 

And was presented before Him. 

7:14 “And to Him was given dominion, 

Glory and a kingdom, 

That all the peoples, nations and men of every language 

Might serve Him. 

His dominion is an everlasting dominion 

Which will not pass away; 

And His kingdom is one 

Which will not be destroyed. 

In this vision, the Son of Man is presented the kingdom by God. He is given glory and has power. From 

then on, all the people of the world will serve Him. His kingdom will not pass away.  
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Matthew 24:31 says, “He will send forth His angels with a great trumpet and they will gather together 

His elect from the four winds, from one end of the sky to the other.” 

When Christ returns, He will judge the world, but His appearance will also spell deliverance for the 

servants of God. The OT also predicted that God would gather His people from all over the world (Deut. 

30:4; Isa. 27:12-13; 60:4; Jer. 32:37; Ezek. 34:13; Zech. 2:6, 7). No one will be left behind; they will be 

gathered from the four winds, from one end of the sky to the other. 

CONCLUSION / APPLICATION.  

Anthony Hoekema does a great job at summarizing the importance of Christ’s coming. I quote him at 

length: 

The expectation of Christ’s Second Advent is a most important aspect of New Testament 

eschatology – so much so, in fact, that the faith of the New Testament church is dominated by 

this expectation. Every book of the New Testament points us to the return of Christ and urges us 

to live in such a way as to be always ready for that return. This note is sounded repeatedly in the 

Gospels. We are taught that the Son of Man will come with His angels in the glory of His Father 

(Matt. 16:27); Jesus told the high priest that the latter would see the Son of Man sitting at the 

right hand of power and coming with the clouds of heaven (Mk. 14:62). Frequently Jesus told His 

hearers to watch for His return, since He would be coming at an unexpected hour (Matt. 24:42), 

44; Lk. 12:40). He spoke of the blessedness of those servants whom He would find faithful at His 

coming (Lk. 12:37, 43). After describing some of the signs which would precede His coming, the 

Lord said, “When these things begin to take place, look up and raise your heads, because your 

redemption is drawing near” (Lk. 21:28). And in His farewell discourse Jesus told His disciples 

that after He had left the earth, He would come again and take them to Himself (Jn. 14:3). 

A similar note is sounded in the book of Acts. To the disciples who watched Jesus ascended into 

heaven, the angels said, “This Jesus, who was taken up from you into heaven, will come in the 

same way as you saw him go into heaven” (Acts 1:11). And to the Athenians Paul is reported as 

having said that God will some day judge the world by the man whom He raised from the dead, 

the Lord Jesus Christ (Acts 17:31).  

Paul’s epistles reveal a keen consciousness of the nearness and certainty of the Lord’s return: 

“For you yourselves know well that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night” (1 

Thess. 5:2); “The Lord is at hand” (Phil. 4:5). Paul urges the Corinthians to be cautious in making 

judgments, since the Lord is coming: “Therefore do not pronounce judgment before the time, 

before the Lord comes, who will bring to light the things now hidden in darkness” (1 Cor.4:5). In 

Titus 2:13 he describes Christian as those who are “awaiting our blessed hope, the appearing of 

the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ.” And in Romans 8:19 he tells us that even 

“the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God.” 

This keen sense of the expectation of Christ’s Second Advent, however, is also found in the 

Catholic Epistles [The seven letters of James, 1 and 2 Peter, 1, 2, and 3 John, and Jude are often called the General 

(or Catholic) Epistles because they seem to speak to the Christian church in general, rather than to individual 
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churches]. The author of Hebrews says that “Christ, having been offered once to bear the sins of 

many, will appear a second time, not to deal with sin but to save those who are eagerly waiting 

For Him (Heb. 9:28). James sounds the same note when he says, “establish your hearts, for the 

coming of the Lord is at hand (James 5:8). Peter stresses both the certainty of the Lord’s return 

and the uncertainty of its time: “And when the chief Shepherd is manifested you [the elders] will 

obtain the unfading crown of glory” (1 Pet. 5:4); “but the Day of the Lord will come like a thief” 

(2 Pet. 3:10). John urges his readers to abide in Christ so that when He appears they may have 

confidence (1 Jn. 2:28); he further affirms that when Christ does appear again we shall be like 

Him, since we shall see Him as He is (1 Jn. 3:2). 

A similar strong sense of the expectation of the Lord’s return resounds through the book of 

Revelation: “Behold, He is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see Him” (Rev. 1:7). “I am 

coming soon”, Jesus says to the church at Philadelphia; “hold fast what you have, so that no one 

may seize your crown” (3:11). And in Revelation 22:20, the last verse but one in the New 

Testament, we read, “He who testifies to these things says, ‘surely I am coming soon’. Amen. 

Come, Lord Jesus!” 

This same lively expectation of Christ’s return should mark the Church of Jesus Christ today. If 

this expectation is no longer present, there is something radically wrong. It is the unfaithful 

servant in Jesus’ parable who says in his heart, “my Lord delays is coming” (Lk.12:45). There may 

be various reasons for the loss of this sense of expectation. It may be that the church today is so 

caught up in material and secular concerns that interest in the Second Coming is fading into the 

background. It may be that many Christians no longer believe in a literal return of Christ. It may 

also be that many who do believe in a literal return have pushed that event so far into the 

distant future that they no longer live in anticipation of that return. Whatever the reasons may 

be, the loss of a lively, vital anticipation of the Second Coming of Christ is a sign of a most 

serious spiritual malady in the church. Though there may be differences between us on various 

aspects of eschatology, all Christians should eagerly look forward to Christ’s return, and should 

live in the light of that expectation every day anew (Hoekema, The Bible and the Future, 109–

111). 


