
CONNECT THE THOUGHTS - Matthew 24 Introduction 

A Few Tips About Apocalyptic Literature:
Apocalyptic prophecies mean something that is true and is comprehensible to 
their original audiences, though their may be some elements that are yet not fully 
understood. 
An example of this is Hal Lindsey’s The Late Great Planet Earth.  Lindsey reduces 
John’s vision of demonic locust-like creatures coming out of the Abyss ruled by Satan 
their king, to mere modern military helicopters.  Lindsey and many others would avoid 
such errors by observing this basic rule of hermeneutics.

Apocalyptic prophecies predict literal events, though the descriptions do not 
necessarily portray the events literally.
God is more concerned with warning his people with imagery that is familiar to them 
than with literal photographs of what everything will look like. So we cannot be sure just 
how these prophecies of judgment will be fulfilled. But as prophecy they point to real 
events that have not yet occurred.

We must take great care not to allow apocalyptic prophecies and end-time 
predictions to cause us to be side-tracked and lose focus from what Jesus has 
commanded us.
Redirect our focus from trying to guess if we are living in the final generation or how the 
latest news might fit in with this or that verse, instead focus on the Great Commission, 
and be encouraged about God’s sovereignty, love, and justice even during our hardest 
times.
After the resurrection, Jesus' disciple gathered around him and asked him, “Lord, are 
you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?”
He said to them: “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his 
own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you 
will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the 
earth.” (Acts 1:6-8)

The background  and  setting for all this is the sequence of events that will lead to 
the destruction of Jerusalem. Matthew, like Mark at this point, knows that the only way 
he can write of this is in the code of biblical imagery, and that the most appropriate 
source is the book of Daniel.

Daniel was an extremely popular book in the first century. Jesus drew on it freely, as 
did many of his contemporaries. It describes, in a series of stories and dreams, how 
God’s kingdom will triumph over the kingdoms of the world. Daniel 2 is about the stone 
which smashes the great statue; we looked at that when reading 21:33–46. Chapters 3 



3 and 6 are about how God delivers his faithful ones from suffering. Chapter 7, at the 
centre of the book, is about the monsters that wage war on the humans, and about how 
God vindicates the human figure (‘one like a son of man’) and destroys the monsters—
which any first-century Jew would recognize as code for Israel being vindicated over the 
pagan nations.

Those are perhaps the best-known parts. But there is more. Daniel 12 predicts the 
eventual resurrection of all God’s people. And chapter 9 speaks of something 
blasphemous, sacrilegious, some abominable object, which will be placed in the 
Temple itself. This, it seems, will be part of the sequence of events through which God 
will redeem his true people, send his true Messiah, and bring his age-old plan to 
completion.

That’s quite a lot to hold in your mind, but Matthew wants you to, because only so 
can you begin to wrestle with what Jesus was telling the disciples. Remember, the 
questions that dominate the chapter are: when is the Temple to be destroyed? When 
will Jesus be seen to be the Messiah? When will the present age be brought to its 
close? The answer here is: look back to Daniel, which speaks of all these things, and 
look out for the terrible time that’s coming. 1

24 Jesus left the temple and was walking away when his disciples came up to him 
to call his attention to its buildings. 2 “Do you see all these things?” he asked. 
“Truly I tell you, not one stone here will be left on another; every one will be 
thrown down.”

For a detailed account of the War of 66-70 AD, I recommend:
The Wars of the Jews or History of the Destruction of Jerusalem, by Flavius Josephus.  
www.gutenberg.org/files/2850/2850-h/2850-h.htm

3 As Jesus was sitting on the Mount of Olives, the disciples came to him 
privately. “Tell us,” they said, “when will this happen, and what will be the sign of 
your coming and of the end of the age?”

The Greek word used for "coming" is parousia, which speaks of a His ‘royal appearing’ 
and is used again in verse 27.  The word translated "end" is synteleia, which can also 
mean completion. It has the same root as tetelestai, "It is finished" that Jesus said from 
the cross in John 19:30. 

4 Jesus answered: “Watch out that no one deceives you. 5 For many will come in 
my name, claiming, ‘I am the Messiah,’ and will deceive many. 

I worked for 15 years in the banking industry, the FBI would train us how to recognize 
counterfeit  currency. It's easy, study the true and authentic. Study Jesus and truly know 
Him by heart and you will not be deceived.
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6 You will hear of wars and rumors of wars, but see to it that you are not alarmed. 
Such things must happen, but the end is still to come. 

Just as labor pains and contractions become more frequent and intense the closer to 
the birth,so it will be as we approach the day of Christ's return.

"The number of people slaughtered in the twentieth century atheistic regimes, such 
as communist China, communist Russia, and Nazi Germany is more than one hundred 
million people. There is no close second place. David Berlinski, a secular Jew who 
received his PhD from Princeton University, believes that one of the main reasons for 
such atrocities is the absence of ultimate accountability: “What Hitler did not believe and 
what Stalin did not believe and what Mao did not believe and what the SS did not 
believe and what the Gestapo did not believe . . . was that God was watching what they 
were doing.” 

― Josh McDowell, More Than a Carpenter

7 Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. There will be 
famines and earthquakes in various places. 8 All these are the beginning of birth 
pains.

One of the greatest biblical images for God’s future is the approaching birth of a baby. 
It is a time of great hope and new possibility, and also, especially before modern 
medicine, a time of great danger and anxiety. The medical profession can describe and 
study each stage of pregnancy in detail. But every couple, and of course particularly 
every mother, has to face them personally and live through them, even though for some 
it is a traumatic, painful and upsetting time. The biblical writers draw freely on this well-
known experience to speak of the new world that God intends to bring to birth. And one 
of the high-water marks of this whole biblical theme is this chapter in Matthew, and its 
parallels in Mark (chapter 13) and Luke (chapter 21). This, said Jesus, is just the start of 
the birth pangs. (Matthew For Everyone- NT Wright)

A woman giving birth to a child has pain because her time has come; but when her baby 
is born she forgets the anguish because of her joy that a child is born into the world. So 
with you: Now is your time of grief, but I will see you again and you will rejoice, and no 
one will take away your joy. (John 15:21-22)

9 “Then you will be handed over to be persecuted and put to death, and you will 
be hated by all nations because of me. 10 At that time many will turn away from 
the faith and will betray and hate each other, 11 and many false prophets will 
appear and deceive many people. 12 Because of the increase of wickedness, the 
love of most will grow cold, 13 but the one who stands firm to the end will be 
saved. 14 And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a 
testimony to all nations, and then the end will come.



Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been 
given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name 
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey 
everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of 
the age.” (Matthew 28:18-20)

In Acts 1:6-11, after the resurrection of Jesus and just before His ascension, the 
disciples gathered around Jesus and asked him, “Lord, are you at this time going to 
restore the kingdom to Israel?” He said to them: “It is not for you to know the times or 
dates the Father has set by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy 
Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and 
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”

15 “So when you see standing in the holy place ‘the abomination that causes 
desolation,’[a] spoken of through the prophet Daniel—let the reader understand— 

According to 1st century historian Josephus, on 14 April 70, during Passover, Titus laid 
siege to Jerusalem.  By the tenth of August 70AD, the Temple itself was burning. The 
legionaries sacrificed to their standards in the Holy of Holies. The Roman Standards 
were banners depicting the symbol of Rome, the eagle.  On 8 September, Titus was 
master of what was left of the city.

Jesus uses the "coded" message of prophecy from Daniel to provide a very accurate 
warning to His people. He said "let the reader understand." 

Are you a "reader"? If not, then listen to the audio-bible, or do something to understand 
the word of God.  Jesus uses the same method of knowing His word to warn His church 
today.

16 then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains. 17 Let no one on the 
housetop go down to take anything out of the house. 18 Let no one in the field go 
back to get their cloak. 19 How dreadful it will be in those days for pregnant 
women and nursing mothers! 20 Pray that your flight will not take place in winter 
or on the Sabbath. 

They must run away because Jerusalem itself is under God’s judgment, and the 
pagan images in the Temple are the sign that the judgment is about to fall. Whatever 
other levels of ‘salvation’ there are in the New Testament, they must also include the 
very basic and physical: Jesus wants his people to be rescued from the destruction that 
is coming upon the city. When they see the signs, they are not to hang around, to collect 
up their property. They are to hurry at once, away from the city that has God’s judgment 
hanging over it by a single thread. It will be a time of great suffering and hardship.

Think about it: their natural tendency, as loyal Jews, might well have been to stay 
and fight, to join a new resistance movement and, yes, to sign up to fight for a new 



Messiah. They had, after all, come to Jerusalem with Jesus in the hope that there might 
be some kind of battle for the kingdom. In a couple of chapters we will see one of them 
waving a sword around in the darkness, assuming that Jesus wanted them to start 
fighting at last. But this isn’t at all what Jesus has in mind. This is not how the kingdom 
of God will come. This is not how he will be vindicated both as a true prophet and as 
Messiah.

Jesus did not tell His disciples to take up arms to defend the Temple, nor does Jesus tell 
us to defend against the destruction of our own cherished and beautiful religious 
symbols. The Church is not a building, a program, or a denomination; it is His people.

21 For then there will be great distress, unequaled from the beginning of the 
world until now—and never to be equaled again.

22 “If those days had not been cut short, no one would survive, but for the sake 
of the elect those days will be shortened. 23 At that time if anyone says to you, 
‘Look, here is the Messiah!’ or, ‘There he is!’ do not believe it. 24 For false 
messiahs and false prophets will appear and perform great signs and wonders to 
deceive, if possible, even the elect. 25 See, I have told you ahead of time.

26 “So if anyone tells you, ‘There he is, out in the wilderness,’ do not go out; or, 
‘Here he is, in the inner rooms,’ do not believe it. 

27 For as lightning that comes from the east is visible even in the west, so will be 
the coming of the Son of Man. 28 Wherever there is a carcass, there the vultures 
will gather.

The ancient world didn’t always distinguish between vultures and eagles, and when the 
eagles on the Roman standards gathered around Jerusalem they would seem like birds 
of prey circling over a corpse in the desert, coming in for the final kill.

29 “Immediately after the distress of those days

“‘the sun will be darkened,
    and the moon will not give its light;
the stars will fall from the sky,
    and the heavenly bodies will be shaken.’[b]

30 “Then will appear the sign of the Son of Man in heaven. 

Jesus, speaking as a prophet, predicted that it [the Temple] would fall, not as an 
arbitrary exercise of his prophetic powers but because the Temple had come to 
symbolize all that was wrong with the Israel of his day. And he had predicted the terrible 
suffering that would precede it. That’s why, in verse 25, he underlines the fact that he 
has told them about it beforehand. They are to trust that he is a true prophet. They must 
not be deceived by the odd things that others may do to lead them astray. And when the 



Temple finally falls, that will be the sign that he was speaking the truth. That will be his 
real vindication. His exaltation over the world, and over the Temple, will be written in 
large letters into the pages of history; or, as they would put it, ‘they will see the sign of 
the son of man in heaven’.

And then all the peoples of the earth[c] will mourn when they see the Son of Man 
coming on the clouds of heaven, with power and great glory.[d] 

But what will this ‘coming’ itself actually be? What will Jesus’ ‘royal appearing’ 
consist of? Matthew takes us back, in line with so much in Jesus’ teaching, to the 
prophet Daniel again, and this time to the crucial passage in 7:13 (verse 30 in our 
present passage). They will see, he says, ‘the son of man coming on the clouds of 
heaven’. Now in Daniel this certainly refers, not to a downward movement of this 
strange human figure, but to an upward movement. The son of man ‘comes’ from the 
point of view of the heavenly world, that is, he comes from earth to heaven. His ‘coming’ 
in this sense, in other words, is not his ‘return’ to earth after a sojourn in heaven. It is his 
ascension, his vindication, the thing which demonstrates that his suffering has not been 
in vain

31 And he will send his angels with a loud trumpet call, and they will gather his 
elect from the four winds, from one end of the heavens to the other.

Here’s a bit from the prophet Isaiah. ‘The sun will be darkened, the moon won’t 
shine, the stars will fall from the sky, and the heavenly powers will be shaken.’ What 
does that mean?

For Isaiah, and for those who read him in the first century, the one thing it didn’t 
mean was something to do with the actual sun, moon and stars in the sky. That would 
make a quite different tune. This language was well known, regular code for talking 
about what we would call huge social and political convulsions. When we say that 
empires ‘fall’, or that kingdoms ‘rise’, we don’t normally envisage any actual downward 
or upward physical movement. Matthew intends us to understand that the time of the 
coming of the son of man will be a time when the whole world seems to be in turmoil.

The news of Jesus' victory will spread rapidly throughout the world. What people will 
see is strange messengers, alone or in small groups, traveling around from country to 
country telling people that a recently executed Jewish prophet has been vindicated by 
God, that he is the Messiah and the Lord of the world. But that’s just the surface event. 
The deeper dimension of these happenings is that the one true God is announcing to 
his whole creation that Jesus is his appointed Lord of the world. Or, as they would put it, 
‘he will send off his messengers’ (or ‘angels’), ‘and collect his chosen ones from the four 
winds, from one end of heaven to the other’. If we are to understand the biblical writers, 
we have to learn, once again, to read their language in their way. (NT Wright - New 
Testament and the People of God)



32 “Now learn this lesson from the fig tree: As soon as its twigs get tender and its 
leaves come out, you know that summer is near. 33 Even so, when you see all 
these things, you know that it[e] is near, right at the door. 34 Truly I tell you, this 
generation will certainly not pass away until all these things have happened. 35 
Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will never pass away.

All this is spoken to Jesus’ disciples so they will know when the cataclysmic events 
are going to happen. Watch for the leaves on the tree, and you can tell it’s nearly 
summer. Watch for these events, and you’ll know that the great event, the destruction of 
the Temple and Jesus’ complete vindication, are just around the corner. And be sure of 
this, says Jesus (and Matthew wants to underline this): it will happen within a 
generation.

36 “But about that day or hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor 
the Son,[f] but only the Father. 
The sequence of three parables in Mt 24:43-25:13 graphically illustrates the point of 
24:36 that no one can know when Christ will return. He may come back entirely 
unexpectedly (24:44), or sooner than people think (24:48), or much later (25:4).

37 As it was in the days of Noah, so it will be at the coming of the Son of Man. 38 
For in the days before the flood, people were eating and drinking, marrying and 
giving in marriage, up to the day Noah entered the ark; 39 and they knew nothing 
about what would happen until the flood came and took them all away. That is 
how it will be at the coming of the Son of Man. 
Unexpected! This is the answer to the question, "When will this happen?"

40 Two men will be in the field; one will be taken and the other left. 41 Two women 
will be grinding with a hand mill; one will be taken and the other left.

42 “Therefore keep watch, because you do not know on what day your Lord will 
come. 43 But understand this: If the owner of the house had known at what time 
of night the thief was coming, he would have kept watch and would not have let 
his house be broken into. 44 So you also must be ready, because the Son of Man 
will come at an hour when you do not expect him.

"So you also must be ready."

45 “Who then is the faithful and wise servant, whom the master has put in charge 
of the servants in his household to give them their food at the proper time? 46 It 
will be good for that servant whose master finds him doing so when he returns. 
47 Truly I tell you, he will put him in charge of all his possessions. 48 But 
suppose that servant is wicked and says to himself, ‘My master is staying away a 
long time,’ 49 and he then begins to beat his fellow servants and to eat and drink 
with drunkards. 50 The master of that servant will come on a day when he does 
not expect him and at an hour he is not aware of. 51 He will cut him to pieces and 



assign him a place with the hypocrites, where there will be weeping and gnashing 
of teeth.

We must continue in perseverance to faithfully serve our brothers and sisters, "servants 
in his household."  

Once again, the terrible times of the first century are echoed by the terrible times 
that the world, and the church, have had to go through many times over. As I write this I 
am conscious that some of my brother and sister Christians will today be running away 
from evil regimes, will be tortured and killed for their faith. They will be tempted to follow 
false messiahs who offer them quick solutions. But the passage is not primarily about us 
today. Its main significance lies in the fact that then, in the time of Jesus and the 
disciples, the world went through its greatest convulsion of all, through which God’s new 
world began to be born. Living with this fact, and working out its long-term implications, 
have been essential parts of Christian discipleship ever afterwards.2

NT Wright, New Testament and the People of God
NT Wright,

Footnotes:

Matthew 24:15 Daniel 9:27; 11:31; 12:11
Matthew 24:29 Isaiah 13:10; 34:4
Matthew 24:30 Or the tribes of the land
Matthew 24:30 See Daniel 7:13-14.
Matthew 24:33 Or he
Matthew 24:36 Some manuscripts do not have nor the Son.
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