The Signs of Christ's Coming - Part 1

Matthew 24:1-3

Matthew 24:1-3
1Then Jesus went out and departed from the temple, and His disciples came up to show Him the buildings of the temple. 2And Jesus said to them, “Do you not see all these things? Assuredly, I say to you, not one stone shall be left here upon another, that shall not be thrown down.” 3Now as He sat on the Mount of Olives, the disciples came to Him privately, saying, “Tell us, when will these things be? And what will be the sign of Your coming, and of the end of the age?”

Starting this morning, we have the privilege to begin a series for which I have waited for many, many years. And that is a study of Matthew 24 and 25, known commonly as “The Olivet Discourse” because it is a sermon given by our Lord to His disciples on the Mount of Olives. The theme of this great sermon is the Second Coming of Jesus Christ. It is a sermon from our Lord about His coming and the end of the present age and the establishment of His Kingdom.

Any expositor Bible teacher would love to be in this passage and I certainly am thrilled to be here. And I have the feeling we're going to be here for a while because there's so much in Matthew 24 and 25 to deal with. The whole sermon is triggered by the question of the disciples. The answer the Lord gives is the longest answer to any question recorded in the New Testament. Its insights are absolutely essential for any understanding of the future. And I trust that as we move through, you will be as thrilled and as excited as I am in studying these tremendous truths about the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ.

Now I want also to say that these are much-discussed chapters. And I think much-misunderstood chapters. There are many, many different kinds of viewpoints and interpretations of this and that as you move through. And again, like so many things in Scripture, it seems to me that it's not quite as complex as people tend to make it. And so, I believe we can understand Matthew 24 and 25. I believe we can understand it most clearly, most simply, most directly and I believe it can have a most profound and far-reaching effect on our lives.

But one thing that anyone who does exposition of Scripture knows is sometimes you just have to deal with nuts and bolts. Sometimes you just have to sort of put the frame together. And that's where we are this morning. I really need to lay some foundation work down so that we can understand where we're going in this particular message of our Lord, this great discourse, this great sermon on His coming. And so, this morning what I'd like to do is see if I can't set in place in your thinking the foundation understanding that's going to make this whole thing really make sense as we move into it.

Everybody is curious about the future. I mean, that's obvious, all of us are. For one reason or another we would like to see ahead. We would like to know what we don't know. Almost anybody would like to know how it's going to be in their life in the future. And there are people who would like to know what's going to happen in the economy so they can make the right investments. There are many reasons for wanting to understand the future and so man has always sought to understand what is not known about the future. There's a pull to understand that. 

The Jews of Jesus' day were no different. They wanted to know the future, too. And they had their reasons. I mean, they were tired of being oppressed. They were tired of being under the thumb of some controlling nation. They were, in every sense, a noble people and still are. The Jewish line of humanity is indeed a noble line of people. They are a people who have what it takes to be autonomous. And so, by the time you come to the time of Jesus, they are anxious to see the cessation of oppression that has plagued them throughout all the time period that the Bible calls “the times of the Gentiles,” up to that point.

They long, also, to see the coming of their Messiah because they know when Messiah comes He'll make things right. He'll throw over the oppressors. He'll settle the issues that need to be settled and He'll establish again the Kingdom in Israel and things will be the way that God promised they would be and should be. And so, they're filled with eschatological <the study of last things> anticipation.

And they read the Old Testament. And they knew the Old Testament talked about a bright and hopeful future. They knew the Old Testament talked about God setting up a Kingdom. They knew they were to anticipate an anointed one, a king, a Messiah, or in the Greek, a Christ who would come and establish the rule and reign of David again on the earth. And they longed for that to come, a time when righteousness and peace prevailed, a time when Jerusalem dwelled in prosperity and safety and not only for a brief time but also forever and ever as the prophet Isaiah had told them. They longed to see that day when the restoration of the kingdom was given as God had promised it would be given.

Now remember, I'm not giving you pre-millennial contemporary dispensational viewpoints, this is a look at Israel at the time of Christ. They saw tribulation coming. And then comes the Messiah after having been heralded by His forerunner, a type of Elijah <John the Baptist>. When He comes He is fought against by the nations whom He defeats in a devastating way.

Then they believed the next event would be the renovation of Jerusalem. There would be a wholesale renovation of Jerusalem. This would be the purification of that city so that it would be the Jerusalem of the great Millennium, the Jerusalem of the great Kingdom, the Jerusalem of the great eternal glory of the King.

The next event they saw was that the dispersed Jews who had been scattered all over the world would be collected back. This is shown in Isaiah the 11th chapter. They'd be regathered back into the city of Jerusalem. They look for the day when Messiah comes, defeats all these nations, renovates Jerusalem and then regathers all the Jews from all over the world. 

So, they see God coming and collecting everybody and bringing them back to a glorified Jerusalem. This was their dream. This was what they anticipated on the basis of the Old Testament prophets. The point is, they understood the Old Testament prophets the same way we do. We understand the same sequence. People say, “Well, if you're pre-millennial, if you believe in the pre-millennial viewpoint, you believe that Christ is going to return after a time of tribulation to set up His Kingdom on the earth, this is something new.” This isn't anything new. This is understanding the Old Testament prophets exactly the way the Jews of Jesus' time understood them. 

Now, in that we see the eschatological viewpoint of the Jews of the time of Jesus. They believed there would come a time a tribulation, a time of difficulty, a time of trouble. And then there would come a herald to announce the coming of Messiah. And then there would come the Messiah. And when the Messiah came, the nations of the earth would gather to fight against Him and He would devastate and destroy them. And then He would purify the city of Jerusalem, follow this very carefully, purify the city of Jerusalem, gather together the Jews from all over the earth and establish His eternal Kingdom. That was Jewish eschatology.

Now you know what's in the head of the disciples as we approach chapter 24, okay? This is the kind of thinking that's going on in their minds. And the scene is unfolding so clearly, it seems, to them. You say, “Well, what about when Jesus told them that He was going to die? When even on the day of the triumphal entry He said to them, `Unless a corn of wheat fall into the ground and die, it abides alone.' What about that?”

Does not compute. It's not in their eschatological scenario. They can't handle that that they reject that. And they're always saying, “No, no, no, that can't happen.” So they do not comprehend the death of Christ. They do not apprehend the resurrection of Christ. They only see the coming glory, you see. And they have a very compressed view of Christ. They see it all happening when He comes the first time. They don't understand what we understand. He came once, and then we've got a long time period, right? Until He comes again. They didn't see the time element in there. That's why Ephesians the 3rd chapter calls that a mystery because it was not revealed in the Old Testament. In fact, Paul calls the whole New Testament a mystery hidden from ages past. Because it unfolds a time period not seen previously, mystery meaning that was hidden.

It has ended. And it has ended with a pronunciation of judgment upon them.

Matthew 23:38-39
38See! Your house is left to you desolate; 39for I say to you, you shall see Me no more till you say, ‘Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord!’” 

He says judgment is coming on you and then you will see Me again when I come in the name of the Lord.

Now He that comes in the name of the Lord, is a Messianic title. That's exactly what they hailed Jesus with when He entered the city in the triumphal entry. So He says to them, now follow this, the disciples are listening to this and He is giving His last public sermon to the Jews and He says, “Look, your house is left desolate. And the next time you see Me, I'll be coming in My glory,” that's what He's saying. So on the one hand, He pronounces judgment. On the other hand, He says I'll be back. On the one hand, He says your house is left unto you desolate, wasted. On the other hand, He says I will return, as it were, to restore it again.

So, you see, that's where they are in their thinking as we come to chapter 24. And let's read these verses again.

Matthew 24:1-3
1Then Jesus went out and departed from the temple, and His disciples came up to show Him the buildings of the temple. 2And Jesus said to them, “Do you not see all these things? Assuredly, I say to you, not one stone shall be left here upon another, that shall not be thrown down.” 3Now as He sat on the Mount of Olives, the disciples came to Him privately, saying, “Tell us, when will these things be? And what will be the sign of Your coming, and of the end of the age?”
Now the temple was a pretty formidable place. For example, some of the stones were 40 feet by 12 by 12. That's a single cut stone, quarried and carried. And how they ever elevated a stone like that which would weigh up to a hundred tons is hard to understand. And they had them going in some places, actually as far as possibly two to three hundred feet, just piled high from the bottom of the retaining wall to the top of the wall around the temple. It was a massive undertaking. Some of the stones were as long as 85 feet in length, a single stone cut and quarried.

And the disciples are walking out looking at this thing and saying, “How's this whole place going to come down? And how is such a busy place, the center of all life going to be desolate and abandoned to ruin? How can it ever be? How can it ever happen?”

So, they're leaving the temple sort of scratching their heads about how it's going to become desolate. But their eschatology tells them it is. They just don't know how it can happen.

And so, in verse 2 He says, 

2And Jesus said to them, “Do you not see all these things? <take a look at all those buildings and all of these stones>
He reads their minds. He knows exactly what they're thinking. And they don't even get to the question. He says yeah, take a look at them. And then listen to this.

Assuredly, I say to you, not one stone shall be left here upon another, that shall not be thrown down.” <double negative, a very strong statement>
Now you can just see their jaws drop. I mean, they don't understand how they got them up, let alone how they could get them down. It's massive. But simply to say, Jesus said here that the stones in that place are going to come down, there won't be one left on another. And that's exactly what happened. I understand that as you read the historian Josephus, he says the thing was leveled to the degree where you would never know if you visited there that anybody ever inhabited the place. They tore the whole thing down, the Romans did. Because they knew if they were going to conquer the Israelites effectively, they had to totally devastate their entire religious orientation. And that's exactly what they did. It will be so deserted and so destroyed and so devastated. And that's exactly what happened.

And this, all this is going to do, “Oh,” they're saying to themselves, “whew, this is really getting exciting. Jerusalem is going to be renovated. This is it. The tribulation - we've had that part. The forerunner's been here. The Messiah's here. He made His triumphal entry, identified Himself and now we can see the purification, renovation of the temple and, of course, with it the city implied.” All that's in their minds.

And, man, as they leave that place, their heads are just swimming in these thoughts. And they're so filled with hope. And Mark tells us it's James, Peter, John and Andrew, the intimate four of the Twelve that are forming the question for the rest. And they would be thinking this is it, guys, it's all coming to a wrap right here. It's all going to come to a great climax. We're living in this moment of glory in the history of Israel.

3Now as He sat on the Mount of Olives, the disciples <Mark says Peter, James, John and Andrew approach the Lord> came to Him privately, saying, <probably Peter> “Tell us, when will these things be? …
What things? Well, the things He's just been talking about. Well, what has He just been talking about? The tearing down of the temple. What else? The desolation of Jerusalem, verse 38. What else? The coming in the name of the Lord, verse 39. They saw it all as one event.

So, they say: “Tell us, when will these things be? And what will be the sign of Your coming, and of the end of the age?” See, they connect these things with Thy coming and the end of the age. They don't see any space. The destruction of Jerusalem is a part of the whole thing. So they're just, this is the most excited they've been, I think, in the whole ministry of Christ. I mean, how would you feel if you thought you were living in the imminency of the Kingdom of Jesus Christ any time? And He was sitting there telling you that He was going to destroy the temple, leave the city desolate and the next time you saw Him, He'd be in glory coming in the name of the Lord. 

Boy, they were excited. And so they pose the question and the question is: when and what? What's the sign? I mean, how do we know it's going to happen? Give us the indicator. Something's going to happen first, what is it? Darkness? A brilliant light? What is it? An angel? A trumpet? What is it? And when is it? And they were really excited and anxious.

And, you know, this carried on even after the resurrection?

Acts 1:6 (NKJV)

6Therefore, when they had come together, they asked Him, saying, “Lord, will You at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?”

This is the time, isn't it? I mean, they're still asking that. And the resurrection didn't end that, it just heightened it. I mean, when He died they got despondent. Were they despondent when He died? Oh, why? Because of the hope they had, you see. And when He was nailed to the cross, that just smashed everything. And they went into instant despair. And when He came out of the grave, boy the lights went back on and they said: is this the time? Is this the time? Is it now? Is it now? Because they lived incessantly in the anticipation that it was the time and the Kingdom was coming. In Luke 19:11, even before this event,

Luke 19:11 (NKJV)

11Now as they heard these things, He spoke another parable, because He was near Jerusalem and because they thought the kingdom of God would appear immediately.

They thought the Kingdom of God should immediately appear. Now that was just coming out of Jericho on His way to Jerusalem. They lived in that anticipation all the time. And these kind of words by our Lord only increased that.

So, now you understand. We go into chapter 24 and what are they thinking? Right now is the Kingdom, right now is the Second Coming, right now is the judgment, right now is the establishing of the eternal Kingdom of the glory of Messiah, right now it's going to happen. The whole point of this sermon is to tell them this: Guys, it's not right now. The whole point. Now you understand Matthew 24 and 25. It's not right now. You're wrong. That is the purpose.

Now look back at verse 3, just a couple of things to draw it together. I want to draw to your attention the word “coming.”

3 … “Tell us, when will these things be? And what will be the sign of Your coming, and of the end of the age?”
What are they asking when they say: what should be the sign of their coming? You say, well, they're talking about the Second Coming. No they're not. You see, they didn't even believe in a Second Coming of such. They didn't see any distinction. They saw, wham, it all happens. Why? Because that's the way the Old Testament outlined it. That's the way it happened by the Old Testament prophet view. The Old Testament prophet looked ahead and compressed all the time factors and just saw Messiah coming, setting up His Kingdom, and all that. Didn't see the big gap. As I said, that's why it's called a mystery. <Ephesians 3>
So, they see it all at once. So they're not talking here about a Second Coming, what are they talking about? Will you look at the word “coming?”

3 … “Tell us, when will these things be? And what will be the sign of Your coming <It means to be around, to be present>, and of the end of the age?”
The best way to translate it might be, “And what shall be the sign of Thy full presence, of Thy being here?” It isn't so much the idea that it conveys coming as much it conveys a permanent presence. It becomes a technical term for the arrival of Jesus Christ to establish His Kingdom, His Second Coming, His coming in glory.

But they're simply saying: when are You going to arrive in full presence? When are You going to be here in Your full Messianic revelation? When are You going to be here to be all that we anticipate You're going to be? Your coming? 

In other words, the point being it isn't that He has to go away and come back because the issue of the word isn't the actual coming, it's the presence. So they're saying, when are You going to enter into the fullness of Your Messianic presence? That's the idea.

And they say, 

3 … “Tell us, when will these things be? And what will be the sign of Your coming, and of the end of the age?”
And I want to close by looking at that phrase. What a phrase, “the end of the age.” This phrase is used five times in Matthew. Once here in this verse, the end of the age. Translated, it means the full, final end. So when is the full and final end of man's age, of man's day? 

It is used, also, not only in this verse but in Matthew 28:20 where Jesus promises that we have authority and we go out to make disciples. And then He says, “Lo, I am with you, what? To the end of the age, to the end of the age.” Till the full and final end, I'll be with you. 

But three other times, and I want you to note them, Matthew 13, look closely at them, very important. Matthew 13 verse 39, the parable of the wheat and the tares.

Matthew 13:39 (NKJV)

39The enemy who sowed them is the devil, the harvest is the end of the age, and the reapers are the angels.
The end of the age, then, is the time of God's harvest, Jesus says, and the reapers are the angels, the tares are gathered and burned in the fire, so shall it be in the end of the age. And it's used again twice in that parable. It is the time when God goes out and gathers the wheat and the tares, separates them out, sends the tares to hell to be burned in the fire.


Matthew 13:42-43 (NKJV)

42and will cast them into the furnace of fire. There will be wailing and gnashing of teeth. 43Then the righteous will shine forth as the sun in the kingdom of their Father. He who has ears to hear, let him hear!
So the end of the age, then, to Matthew is an eschatological term that means the very end of everything when God comes in ultimate final complete judgment and takes the unbelieving and sends them to hell and the believer go into His presence. 

Matthew 13:49-51 (NKJV)

49So it will be at the end of the age. The angels will come forth, separate the wicked from among the just, 50and cast them into the furnace of fire. There will be wailing and gnashing of teeth.” 51Jesus said to them, “Have you understood all these things?” They said to Him, “Yes, Lord.”
Again it's used of the end of the age when the Lord separates. There a big net is thrown out to catch fish and as a fisherman pulls in a net with all kinds of fish and sorts out the ones to eat and the ones to throw away, so God catches everybody in a net, pulls them in, sorts out the righteous unto glory, the unrighteous unto damnation. That happens again in the end of the age.

Now you can go back to Matthew 24 for one moment. They're asking Him, then, questions about final things, ultimate things. When is the Messiah coming in full presence and glory? When will final full complete and total judgment take place when the ungodly are damned and sent to hell and the righteous are sent into the glory of the Kingdom? When will this be? And what is the sign we look for to indicate it's going to happen? That's their question. And all the events up to this point indicate their thinking that brought about this question.

The Lord's answer begins in verse 4. Okay? Now listen very carefully. He is answering their question. And their question has to do with the full coming of Christ and the end of man's age and that is the question He answers. He says nothing about the destruction of Jerusalem from now on. That was discussed in verse 2 before the question was even asked. That judgment on Jerusalem was for that period of history, for that time and that unregenerate, ungodly, Christ- rejecting people. And it's only a small example of the kind of judgment that God is going to bring in the end of the age when the Messiah comes in full glory and full presence. 

And so, what He's saying to them is, “Look, what you have seen is not the end of the age, what you have seen is not preliminary to the full coming of the Messiah in glory. Let Me show you what is the indication of His full coming. Let Me show you what are the signs of His Second Coming. Let Me show you what does indicate the end of the age.” And that is the theme of the sermon in the Olivet Discourse. Takes them from where they are to what will be the character of the time when the Lord comes. And so He lifts them from their historical moment into the far future, a future which we have yet not entered into. And describes all the events surrounding the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ. And that's what we're going to see as we approach verse 4 in our next study.

You know where you are? Well, let's have a word of prayer then.

Thank You, our blessed Father, for good fellowship this morning in our worship time. And O what blessedness it is to open Your Word and see it so clearly, revealing not only the past and our redemption but the future and our glory in Christ. Thank You, O Lord, that the Savior will return and that He returning will bring us to glory and He will reign as King of kings and Lord of lords in the end of the age. But, Lord, we are aware, too, that in the end of the age, there will be judgment on the ungodly as well as glory for the righteous. And so, we pray that no one here this day, in the hearing of this message will turn their back on the Savior who alone can redeem men from judgment unto glory. We thank You, Father, for Your Word. Open it to us in days ahead that we may understand not only the meaning of the Savior's coming in the past but the full understanding as much as we can grasp of His coming in the future, that we who live in this most exciting of all times, between the first and the Second Coming may grasp both and because of our understanding find ourselves motivated to grow in grace and in the knowledge of the Lord and Savior Jesus Christ whom we love and serve. And we pray in His name. Amen. 
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