Matthew 24, The End of the Age, 5/28/10

· Opening

· Do you watch weather forecast?  Do you trust it?  

· Have you watched the movie “2012”?  What is it about?  
· Do you believe that the world had a beginning?  Do you believe that is will have an end?  If so, when will that happen?  What will it be like?  What will be the signs before it happens?  We recently had many major natural or man-made disasters, including tsunamis, earthquakes, epidemics, and wars.  Is there a message from nature or God to us?  
· In Matthew 23, we discussed what Jesus said about the Jewish leaders – the seven woes, after seeing through their hearts.  At the end of that chapter, Jesus started giving his last warning to Jerusalem.  The message continues to tonight’s chapter, and becomes more serious – about the end of the age.  We will see what the Bible says about the signs of the end of the age, when and how Jesus would come the second time, and how we should prepare ourselves.  Read Matthew 24.  

· How would you divide this chapter into sections?  

· Background 

· The Olivet discourse, as this chapter is commonly called, falls into five sections: (1) Jesus’ prophecy of the destruction of the temple (vv. 1-3); (2) warning against deceivers and talking about the beginning of birth pains (vv. 4-25); (3) the coming of the Son of Man (vv. 26-31); (4) the lesson of the fig tree (vv. 32-35); and (5) exhortation to watchfulness (vv. 36-51).  NIV Study Bible.  

· Historical background about the Temple

· Solomon, 970-930 BC, built the first temple with magnificent design and materials.  The Kingdom was divided after his death.  

· The Southern Kingdom Judah fell to the Neo-Babylonian Empire and the Jews were exiled in 586 BC.  The first temple was destroyed and the Ark of the Covenant was lost.  

· The temple and the city of Jerusalem were restored with the first group returning from exile led by Governor of Judah Zerubabbel and High Priest Joshua under Cyrus king of Persia in 538 BC – an amazing story that Isaiah prophesized this event and even mentioned Cyrus by name more than a hundred years before Cyrus became a king of Persia, see Isaiah 44:23-45:13.  The second temple was completed in 516 BC, 70 years after the destruction of the first one.  There was no Ark of the Covenant in the temple since it had been lost.  

· The second temple was enlarged to become the third one by Herod the Great to appeal to the Jewish people (20 BC to 64 AD).  The size was almost doubled, and the glorious appearance was comparable to, if not surpassing, the first temple.  

· A good reference “The Second Temple” by Lambert Dolphin is available at http://www.templemount.org/secondtmp.html.  

· Signs of the End of the Age (24:1-15) 
· Picture what happened.  While they were leaving the temple, some of Jesus’ disciples commented on the magnificence of the (third) temple.  In response, Jesus foretold the destruction of the temple.  

· The destruction of the temple was fulfilled literally in A.D. 70 when the Romans sunder Titus completely destroyed Jerusalem and the temple building.  Stones were even pried apart to collect the gold leaf that melted from the roof when the temple was set upon fire.  Excavations in 1968 uncovered large numbers of these stones, toppled from the walls by the invaders.  NIV Study Bible.  

· How did the disciple respond to Jesus’ statement?  

· “When will this happen, and what will be the sign of your coming and of the end of the age?”  Good questions.  How are the three events related?  
· The disciples asked Jesus about the destruction of the temple and the end of the age at the same time since according to common Jewish understanding at that time, the temple and the holy city won’t be destroyed till the end of the world.  Jesus didn’t spent effort to clarify their confusion on the two events.  The signs that he foretold would actually apply to both, as the falling of the temple at 70 A.D. can be regarded as anticipation (“precluding image”) of the final day.  
· Bible tells us in many places that Christ would return and this world would come to end.  Before these things happen, there would be a disastrous period.  This period is usually called Tribulation, and is referred to as “birth pains” here (v.8) and was translated into “sorrow” or “disaster” in some Bible versions.  These terms point out that the destructions themselves are not the end, but would lead to the end.  Jesus here gave his own account of the Tribulation as presented in the books of Daniel and Revelation.  

· What will be the signs?    

· False Christ and false prophets.

· Wars, political, military, as well as ethnic conflicts.

· Natural disaster (earth quakes and famines).

· Persecution of God’s people.  

· Love of most people growing cold – in view of wickedness.  

· The gospel preached to all nations.  This missionary mandate must be fulfilled before the end comes.  NIV Study Bible.  

· The “abomination that causes desolation.”  See Da 9:25-27.  The detestable thing causing the desolation of the holy place.  The primary reference in Daniel was to 168 B.C., when Antiochus Epiphanes erected a pagan alter to Zeus on the sacred alter in the temple of Jerusalem.  According to some, there would still be two more stages in the progressive fulfillment of the prediction in Daniel and Matthew: (1) the Roman destruction of the temple in A.D. 70 and (2) the setting up of an image of the antichrist in Jerusalem (see 2 Th 2:4; Rev 13:14-15).  NIV Study Bible.  

· All the signs mentioned above happened when the third temple was destructed; and would happen again to a greater extent leading to the end of age.  In fact, all the above events are characteristic of the entire present age.  
· Discussions.  

· What do you think about verse 14?  What will be your share of responsibilities?  Also, are you ready to testify for Jesus and put your trust in Him?  

· What should we do then?  (24:15-36) 

· There are some specific instructions given by Jesus:  

· When persecuted, do not worry.  Entrust it to the Holy Spirit (Mark 13:11).  

· The persecution may be cruel, but be perseverant and we will be saved.  

· Be vigil about the coming of the ultimate destruction.  Do not hesitate to flee, and do so quickly.  

· Watch out for false Christs and false prophets as there will be many.  
· “For as lightning that comes from the east is visible even in the west, so will be the coming of the Son of Man.”  Jesus told us about his return, so that we wouldn’t be deceived by false prophets.  
· Christ’s second coming will not be in secret, witnessed by only a favored few; it will be visible to all.  NIV Study Bible.  

· This verse has been misused by the Chinese cult “Lightning from the East (东方闪电派).”  Reading the context, followers of the cult believe exactly opposite to what this verse says.  

· “Where there is a carcass, there the vultures will gather.”  The gathering of vultures obviously indicates the presence of carrion; the coming of Christ will likewise be obvious.  NIV Study Bible.  

· Could the return of Jesus be confused with the coming of false Christ?  No way, as His glory and might is unmatchable.  

· Why would the sun, moon, stars, and heavenly bodies be darkened at that time (instead of glowing more intensively)?  Because this “heaven and earth will pass away,” and the new heaven and new earth will be made for the saved people.  This universe has been contaminated by sin (Ro 5:12), and will be replaced by a new one that lasts to eternity.  
· “Gather his elect.”  In the OT God is spoken of as gathering his scattered people (Dt 30:3-4; Isa 43:6; Jer 32:37; Eze 34:13; 36:24).  NIV Study Bible.  

· The lesson of the fig tree: Jesus re-assured that the signs he foretold must hold like the leaves of fig tree indicates the season change.  

· “Generation” (V. 34).  The Greek word “generation” usually means all the people alive at a given time, but it can also mean all of a certain kind of people, e.g., wicked or righteous.  The term can also mean “race”; if this is the meaning here it signifies that the Jews will continue to the end.  Reformation Study Bible.  

· Discussions.  

· After reading this section, do you fear the coming of the end of age?  Or are you looking forward to it?  
· Based on what we have seen and heard, are we getting close to the end of the age now?  How can you tell?  Look at the frequency and magnitude of major earthquakes.  Are they on the rise?  Look at the hurricanes, tsunamis and volcano eruptions.  Are they on the rise also?  Is the end near?  Can we tell how soon it will be?  Read on.  
· No One Knows that Day and Hour (24:36-51) 

· As pointed out in verse 36, we don’t know the day or the hour of the end of the age.  Angels don’t know, not even Jesus when he was on earth; only the Father knows.  
· Noah 

· Noah, see Ge 6:5-8 and 7:6-24.  
· People in the times of Noah carried on with their normal life for hundred of years while Noah was building the Arc, totally neglecting their opportunities.  Everything seemed normal until the flood suddenly arrived.  
· When Jesus comes the second time, the prepared and unprepared will face dramatically different consequences, though they look alike in the standards of this world (vv. 40, 41).  
· What shall we do then?  “Watch!”  In the context of this parable, be prepared at all times for the return of the Lord.  
· Starting with the parables of v.42 and v.45 and extending into the next chapter, Jesus gave a series of parables on how we should watch for his return and for the full arrival of God’s kingdom.  The reiteration indicates the importance of the matter.  
· Discussions.  

· When you were a kid, have you ever stayed home alone while your parents went to work?  Were you always prepared for their return at any time, doing the work you were told to do?  Or did you count on their usual return at 5pm, only starting to scramble for things at 4pm?  Which of the attitudes do you hold related to the end of the age?  
· Wrapping up 
· Are the latest series of earthquakes the signs referred to by Jesus?  Yes.  Is the end coming tomorrow?  Next year?  Next decade?  Next century?  Next millennium?  All possible, but it should not make a difference.  We should be prepared for any of the cases above.  
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