Matthew 23:37-24:14, 32-51: Olivet Discourse I: Signs and timing of the end time
In His last sermon of Matthew Jesus gives the most detail account of His second return.

1. Discourse background and signs for the end time. 23:37-24:14 (cf. Mk 13, Lk 21:10-18)
Christ predicts Jerusalem’s destruction and quoting the same Psalm recorded in Mt 21:9. He
states that His next entrance as king to the city will be in His second coming (23:37-39). Under
this context, Jesus predicts the destruction of the temple, and the disciples perceive that He is
referring to the end time (1-3). So on Mt. Olives they ask Jesus two questions, namely when
and what will be the signs of the end time. 24:4-25:46 is Jesus’ answer and teaching to His
disciples, and MKk. 13:4 has “all” to show that these two questions are equally covered. He first
warns them on the danger of being misled (24:4-5). The many “false Christs” in history testify
to this truth, and surely one-way to avoid it is to study these passages carefully. Jesus starts
with their second question on the signs and five groups seemingly in chronological order are
given. Note that there must a Jewish Jerusalem, which is so after 1967 and thus we can now
await their fulfillment. In v6-8 is the first group consisting of wars, famines and earthquakes —
great havoc on earth which is both man-made and by the forces of nature. Jesus makes clear in
v6 that just hearing of wars alone is not yet the end, but when all these signs truly occur and
together, it’s the beginning of birth pangs (8). The second group in ¥9-14 is great turmoil for
the saints with persecutions, apostasies and heresies. It is found also in Mk. 13:9-13. Note that
in the passage in Mark, Jesus seemed to be predicting the persecution of His disciples
impending persecution. This is so similar to Lu. 21:10-18 on events before 70 A.D. which have
been accurately fulfilled. Matt. 24:9-10 is somewhat different: Jesus predicted the persecutions
of believers in the end time; a similar prophecy as recorded here is found in Matt. 10:17-22
which is also for the end time. Since Mark interwoven MKk. 13:9-13 in Jesus’ answer for the
disciples’ questions, it suggests that severe persecutions as inflicted on the early Church would
similarly also occur at the end time (see Rev. 6:9). One verse to note is 24:14 and Mk. 13:10
which is not in Luke, for the gospel is now preached to all nations as a witness and is known
worldwide, but not so in 70 AD. In spite of the turmoil, the gospel shall be preached to all the
world and in v14, He says “then the end will come”. The third to the fifth groups will be
discussed in another 1-page.

2. The timing of the end time and the call to be alert. 32- 51

Jesus deals with the question on “when” by first asking them to learn from the fig tree (32-
35). When these signs begin like new leaves, we should be looking out for them as His words
are certain (Mt. 24:35). From these the advent of summer is deduced and likewise the period
with all these signs will involve only one generation (34). This fits with other scriptures
stating that the tribulation will merely be for seven years (e.g. Dan. 9:27). However, though
the final generation may be identified, the precise timing is not known and will take many by
surprise as in Noah’s flood (36-41). If the season can be deduced, how can one still be taken
unaware, unless His “coming” actually spans the seven years and v39 refers to its beginning?
Moreover the lifestyle in v38 is not of dire stress and it is better to take the event in v40-41 as
before the tribulation. It is the rapture as described also in 1Thess. 4:13-18 and it ushers in the
tribulation but the exact date is unknown. He then teaches parables on the proper way to live
while waiting for His return. The parable of the chief slave in the house (24:43-51) is a call to
be both alert and faithful in serving God. So we must always be ready, to be found faithfully
working when He comes.

Lesson to Ponder: “Household” in v45 is “oiketeia” or the group of slaves in the house and the
slave in charge is to feed them well. It is in essence good pastoral care, which God expects to
find on His return. The slave in charge is evil (48) and a hypocrite (51). So he cannot be a
believer and is sent to hell. Still the lesson is for shepherds to be faithful in their task (46).
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