The Signs of Christ's Coming - Part 4

Matthew 24:15

Let's open our Bibles together to the twenty-fourth chapter of Matthew, Matthew chapter 24. This great chapter is our Lord's own sermon on His Second Coming. It details for us the events surrounding the return of the Lord Jesus Christ from His own mouth. What a tremendous privilege to study this great text.

Matthew 24:15 (NKJV)

15“Therefore when you see the ‘abomination of desolation,’ spoken of by Daniel the prophet, standing in the holy place” (whoever reads, let him understand),
You know, people in our world are always wishing for a better day, always hoping for a better time, always wanting to see the alleviation of the distresses and the problems that plague human society. But the message of Scripture is that before there is ever a better time, there is going to be an infinitely worse time. In fact, human society has to look forward to a time that is going to be more severe than any time they have ever known. That time is described rather briefly for us in just one verse in this particular chapter, and I want to draw your attention to it, it's verse 21. “For then shall be great tribulation such as was not since the beginning of the world to this time, no nor ever shall be.”

In that very brief statement, the Lord says that the world is to look for a time that will be worse than any other time it has ever known. And the Lord even gives it a name, Great Tribulation.

Now this isn't anything new because there have been other prophets than our Lord Jesus Christ who also have spoken of this same time. It is a time of tremendous trouble which encompasses the world but centers on the nation of Israel. To see how the prophets of Israel spoke of it, let's go back to Isaiah chapter 10, Isaiah chapter 10. And as Isaiah looked forward to that day, that day of the Lord, that day of great judgment, that day of establishing the Kingdom of Messiah, that day of salvation for Israel, that great climactic day when man's work on earth, as it were, done by his own hand and design is done and God takes over, he says this in verse 20.

Isaiah 10:20-23 (NKJV)

20And it shall come to pass in that day That the remnant of Israel, And such as have escaped of the house of Jacob, Will never again depend on him who defeated them, But will depend on the LORD, the Holy One of Israel, in truth. <Now that tells us that there is coming a time of great stress for Israel, a time when they will be killed. And there will be a remnant who escape and will learn the lesson to never lean again on anyone other than the Lord. The indication is that in that great day, that end day, the people of Israel are going to lean on someone who turns out to be not their friend but their enemy who offers himself for support and then destroys them. And they'll learn in that day to lean only on the Lord> 21The remnant will return, the remnant of Jacob, To the Mighty God. 22For though your people, O Israel, be as the sand of the sea, A remnant of them will return; The destruction decreed shall overflow with righteousness. 23For the Lord GOD of hosts Will make a determined end In the midst of all the land.

In other words, at the time of the full end, at the time of the very end, at that day of judgment, that time of establishing the time of righteousness, the Kingdom of Messiah, Israel is going to go through a massive betrayal by one they trusted who turns out to slaughter them. They're going to go through a time of great trouble from which they will try to escape.

Now let's look at it in the words of Jeremiah the prophet, chapter 30 and see what other dimensions he adds to his insights as he looks at this time.

Jeremiah 30:5-9 (NKJV)

5“For thus says the LORD: ‘We have heard a voice of trembling, Of fear, and not of peace. <Jeremiah looks far ahead, he doesn't see peace, he sees trembling and fear> 6Ask now, and see, Whether a man is ever in labor with child? So why do I see every man with his hands on his loins Like a woman in labor, And all faces turned pale? <The most excruciating human pain, that of giving birth to a child without any anesthetic, without any care as typically women did in that time sort of symbolizes the pain of society in the future. When Jeremiah looks ahead he sees, as it were, in the imagery of prophetic vision, men with hands down on their knees, as it were, in agonizing pain over what is about to take place. The world in pain, Israel in pain> 7Alas! For that day is great, So that none is like it; <Just as it was in Matthew 24:21, this is a day like no other day> And it is the time of Jacob’s trouble, But he shall be saved out of it. 8‘For it shall come to pass in that day,’ Says the LORD of hosts, ‘That I will break his yoke from your neck, And will burst your bonds; Foreigners shall no more enslave them. 9But they shall serve the LORD their God, And David their king, Whom I will raise up for them.

So it is going to be a day of great judgment, a day of great distress, the time of Jacob's trouble. And out of it is going to come salvation and out of it is going to come the raising up of Messiah and His Kingdom. So both Isaiah and Jeremiah look forward to a time of severe trouble, a time of severe pain, a time of death, a time from which Israel will run to escape followed by the Messiah's Kingdom.

Now notice the last chapter of the prophecy of Daniel, chapter 12 and verse 1. And Daniel the prophet speaks also of the very same day.

Daniel 12:1 (NKJV)

1“At that time Michael shall stand up <Michael is an angel>, The great prince who stands watch over the sons of your people; And there shall be a time of trouble, Such as never was since there was a nation, Even to that time. And at that time your people shall be delivered, Every one who is found written in the book.

Michael's unique role in God's economy is to protect His special people. And Michael will stand up for their protection.

There's going to be a time of Jacob's trouble, says Jeremiah. There's going to be a time of trouble, says Daniel. A time of devastation, a time of purging, a time of judgment out of which God will redeem a remnant and bring the Kingdom of Messiah.

Now notice, Zechariah chapter 13.

Zechariah 13:8-14:2 (NKJV)

8And it shall come to pass in all the land,” <actually, throughout the land> Says the LORD, “That two-thirds in it shall be cut off and die, <In other words, there's coming a time in the land of Israel when two out of three will die> But one-third shall be left in it: 9I will bring the one-third through the fire, Will refine them as silver is refined, And test them as gold is tested. They will call on My name, And I will answer them. I will say, ‘This is My people’; And each one will say, ‘The LORD is my God.’”
 <In other words, a time of purging, a time of judgment, a time of death to two out of three. A third are preserved and they are brought to the awareness that the Lord is God> 14:1Behold, the day of the LORD is coming, And your spoil will be divided in your midst. 2For I will gather all the nations to battle against Jerusalem; The city shall be taken, The houses rifled, And the women ravished. Half of the city shall go into captivity, But the remnant of the people shall not be cut off from the city.

Now let me pull that together very simply. Jesus said there is coming in the future a time unlike any other time, a time of incredible, indescribable horror to the world, but particularly focusing on the nation Israel. It is a time of which Jesus spoke, of which Isaiah spoke, of which Jeremiah spoke, of which Daniel spoke, and of which Zechariah spoke. So it really isn't anything new that our Lord is saying. He is reiterating what was said of old, a time like no other time. If Israel thinks it has endured unbelievable holocaust in the past, then they need to take stock of what the prophets have said and what the Lord Jesus said that they have not yet endured what they shall in the future. There is coming a holocaust unlike any other. And it will not only impact Israel, but it will impact the world. And things are not going to get better; they're going to get worse. In fact, they're going to get worse than they've ever been, the worst of all.

Now it's impossible not to see this prophetic picture, this chronology as simply as it's stated here by our Lord, by Isaiah, Jeremiah, Daniel and Zechariah. A time of great distress, great trouble for the world centering in the nation Israel, followed by the purging salvation of Israel, the coming of Messiah to establish His glorious and eternal Kingdom. So Jesus here is preaching a sermon related to His Second Coming. It is a sermon not only about His Second Coming, which appears in verse 29, but also about the time before that which He Himself calls in verse 21 the Great Tribulation.

Now you have to imagine the disciples at this point because they're listening to Him speak in the 24th chapter of Matthew. They hear the sermon that devastates the system of religion in Israel. They see Jesus cleanse the temple and they know He's bringing to an end that evil hypocritical system. They hear Him talking about destruction in chapter 24 verse 2, how that the temple is going to be devastated to the ground and there won't be one stone left upon another. That's exactly what happened to the very letter. And so they see Him come sweeping in with all of these statements about devastation and destruction. 

The Old Testament prophets didn't explain a first coming, a long time and then a second coming, they just bunched it all into one thing. That's why the time in between is known as the “mystery” unrevealed in the Old Testament as it states in Ephesians the 3rd chapter.

They didn't see that there was a first coming, going back to heaven a couple thousand years, then a second coming. No, they saw it all at once. Their eschatology said Messiah comes, Messiah judges His enemies and the ungodly, Messiah cleanses Israel, He purges the temple, He gathers the elect, He sets up His Kingdom. And so, they could see this entire happening in days or weeks.

Now He starts in verse 4 giving them a series of general signs that the people alive at the future time should look forward to. He doesn't tell them how far future it is. He doesn't tell them because every believer has always lived with a sense of imminency rather that Christ could come at any point. So He doesn't tell them any time. He just says signs.

Notice, please, the first sign is deception. Verse 4, “Many will come and deceive.” And verse 5 says the same thing. The second sign is dissension, war, rumors of wars, so forth, verse 7, nation rising against nation, kingdom against kingdom. Third, devastation, famines, earthquakes. The fourth is desecration. Verse 9, they will deliver up the saints. Fifth, defection, many of them will be offended and betray one another and hate one another and so forth. And the final is declaration, verse 14, the worldwide preaching of the gospel of the Kingdom.

So, He gives them this big picture of general things but He knows that's not really what they're asking because their question was: what is the sign? What's the one event that says we know this is it because we might see wars and we might see deceptions and deceivers and we might see defectors and we would see the gospel being preached, that could, we could see that even now today. There could be a lot of things we see. How do we know that this is really it? So, He says, “All right, I'm going to give you one sign that kicks the whole thing off.” And in verse 15, He says:

Matthew 24:15 (NKJV)

15“Therefore when you see <Stop> the ‘abomination of desolation,’ spoken of by Daniel the prophet, standing in the holy place” (whoever reads, let him understand),
When you see this, the end of verse 15, you better understand.

So, He's given them some general signs, the birth pains at the very end of man's day that result in the birth of the Kingdom. But He gives them here the trigger that sets the whole thing off. This is absolutely a fabulous verse. And we're not going to get past this verse because it's so filled with truth. And we're not even going to exhaust it this evening, but it is a key verse in understanding this transition from what He has said through 14 to what He's going to say from 15 to 31, very, very key.

Now when you who are alive in that day, and He uses the prophetic “you” as we pointed out in our last study, when you who are alive in that day see this, you know you're in the Tribulation. Here is the trigger that sets the birth pains of verses 4 to 14 loose on the earth. This is the key event.

You say, “What is that event?” Look at it. 15“Therefore when you see the ‘abomination of desolation,’ spoken of by Daniel the prophet, standing in the holy place” (whoever reads, let him understand),” When you see that, you can understand. That is the sign.

Now what is this? What is the great event that begins the Great Tribulation? That's the question. And those terms are all terms right out of this basic passage. What is the sign that triggers the Great Tribulation? Let's go back to verse 15. “when you see the ‘abomination of desolation,”


Turn in your Bible, for a moment, to Luke 21. And this is a very important comparative scripture because it is Luke's account of this same Olivet Discourse. In Luke 21, Luke is reciting what our Lord said on the Mount of Olives. And Luke adds something here that fills out our understanding, verse 20 of Luke 21. Jesus answering the same question says:

Luke 21:20-21 (NKJV)

20“But when you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies <Zechariah 14 says all armies>, then know that its desolation is near. 21Then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains … and so forth.

Now his sign is when you see Jerusalem compassed with armies, know that its desolation is near. Desolation means ruin, devastation, waste. You know it's near when you see Jerusalem compassed with armies.

You say, “Well, what does this? What's going to make this happen?” Listen, I mean if you're even alive and breathing and your body is warm, you understand how much the world is focusing its attention on Israel, right? And Israel is a focal point of human concentration in our time and it is not without reason for us to think that the whole world could gather in a great war at Israel because, in fact, that just about is going on now. I mean, we have had nations occupying the Middle East for many years. And they're still there. We have our own forces in the Mediterranean. We have them in the Red Sea. We have them in the Indian Ocean. We have them all around that place. And so do other nations within the NATO alliance and others because we know potentially it is the powder keg of the world. 

And in the end time, says our Lord, in Luke 21 He says, “But when you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies, then know that its desolation is near.” And what is its destruction? Matthew says it is the abomination of desolation. It is the abomination of ruination spoken by the prophet Daniel. Now let's go back to Daniel 11

Daniel 11:36 (NKJV)

36“Then the king shall do according to his own will: he shall exalt and magnify himself above every god, shall speak blasphemies against the God of gods, and shall prosper till the wrath has been accomplished; for what has been determined shall be done. 37He shall regard neither the God of his fathers nor the desire of women, nor regard any god; for he shall exalt himself above them all.

Now in Daniel 11 we meet a very important personality. And we call him Antichrist. He is called here the “willful king,” the king who does his own will. And this is a description of the great Antichrist, the great willful king who does his own will, who flaunts his dislike and hatred toward the true God and His Christ and he sets up his own power and his own strength. 

So, Jesus says in the Olivet Discourse as recorded by Luke, first, Jerusalem is compassed by armies. Second, the abomination of desolations stands in the Holy Place. And that's the key. When you see that, you have seen the trigger to set off the Tribulation.

Now let's go back to Matthew and we'll begin to pick up all of this and pull it all together. In Matthew chapter 24, we're looking just at this one verse, verse 15. When you see the abomination. Now what is an abomination? An abomination basically means that which is abhorrent, that which is detestable, that which is utterly repulsive to God. The word is primarily used to speak of things associated with idolatry. So it is a word that has basically to do with heathen gods, idol gods that are detestable to the one true God.

It is the detestable thing that desolates, which lays waste, which ruins, which desecrates. So there's going to come then a great event in the future of Israel in which there will be an idolatrous act that is an abominable thing to God, that is a detestable thing to God, and that will cause the ruination and the destruction and the devastation and the waste of the Holy Place. You see it there? The Holy Place.

Now what is the Holy Place? It can mean nothing but the temple. It is the temple, the Holy Place. That's nothing new for us. The Old Testament calls it the Holy Place. There was the Holy Place and then there was the Holy of Holies, of course. But the whole place was called the Holy Place, that place set apart unto God. And it is a specific place. So, I think it very clearly indicates the temple.

And it happens when it is established in the temple that there is something detestable to God that devastates, ruins and lays waste to that temple when the antichrist sets up an idol in the midst of the temple, stops all of their worship, makes them worship this false god, this false idol, abominates the place so that it goes into ruination and Jews won't go near it.

Please notice it's set up, it doesn't happen for a moment, it becomes permanent. That's why Matthew 24:15 says, “Shall stand in the Holy Place.” It isn't a momentary thing, it is something set up that is an abomination that ruins the place and its made permanent there. It stands there.

So, Daniel then sees the abomination of desolation. Jesus speaks of the abomination of desolation. Prophecy is so explicit. But the thing that triggers it all is the abomination of desolation, the desecration of the Holy Place.

Revelation 13:7-8 (NKJV)
7It was granted to him to make war with the saints and to overcome them. And authority was given him over every tribe, tongue, and nation. 8All who dwell on the earth will worship him, whose names have not been written in the Book of Life of the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world.

What's the abomination of desolation? Who is the idol set up in the Holy Place? It's him. He sets himself up as the idol. He sets himself up as the object of worldwide worship.

He will desecrate their Holy Place. Now having defeated the world and having all of them at his feet, he sets himself up to be worshiped. He becomes that god of all gods that the world must bow before and establishes the abomination of desolation. From the moment that he establishes that, and the daily sacrifice that will be in the rebuilt temple in that time stops and Jewish people no longer go near the place, from that moment on, the Great Tribulation begins.

Now let me just wrap this up very quickly. Listen, I want to read you some things right out of contemporary history. What's going to bring Israel to this? I'll tell you what it is. It's their fear of Russia and the Arabs. They're not afraid of their physical ability, they're not afraid of their mental ability; they don't trust them because they know the hatred is so deep. They're afraid of Russia. Whenever they seem to be able to take over a cache of weapons among the Arabs, they're always Russian weapons. They know there is a Russian-Arab alliance and they know the hatred runs deep. And they know that that's the enemy they have to fear. And they are increasingly being surrounded by that Russian-Arab alliance.

We know the Islamic world hates the Jew. And it is a theological war. Treaties mean nothing, pacts mean nothing. If Allah says kill Jews, they kill Jews. And all that has to happen is somebody like Khomeini or somebody else stands up and says Allah says kill the Jews. It has nothing to do with promises or anything else. 

Now once that trigger goes, what should be their reaction? That's next Sunday's message.

Pray
Let me just say this before we go. I just want you to realize that all of this having been said, it's important that you in your own heart be prepared to face the future. And that can only be done through faith in Jesus Christ. These are thoughts that should sharpen our focus on priorities for the day in which we live. And I hope that first sharpened focus is your relationship with the living God through Christ. And what are you doing with your time and talent and where are you investing yourself in the days that are ahead for God's glory?
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