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I.   Signs Prior to Judgment (13:5-23) 


Jesus answers the second of the apostles’ questions first, concerning the “sign” when these things would be fulfilled.  While we will look at these signs in the order that they appear in the text, we should not be led to think that these signs will occur in this order.  What Jesus is telling the apostles is that all of these things will be present on the earth prior to both the destruction of the Temple and prior to the return of the Lord prior to the end of the age. 


1.  Deceivers and false Messiahs (vv. 5-6, 21-22)


Jesus told the Apostles, 5“See to it that no one misleads you.  6 Many will come in My name, saying, ‘I am He!’ and will mislead many.”  He reiterates this thought in verses 21 and 22, 21 “And then if anyone says to you, ‘Behold, here is the Christ’; or, ‘Behold, He is there’; do not believe him; 22 for false Christs and false prophets will arise, and will show signs and wonders, in order to lead astray, if possible, the elect.”

When we consider the nature of man, this announcement of deceivers and false Messiahs should not have surprised the Apostles, nor should it surprise us.  Sinful, unbelieving man has been and will always be anti-truth, against anything of the Word, whether it be the written Word or the living Word, anti-Scripture and anti-Christ.    The apostle John, who was one of those who asked Jesus this question concerning the “signs,” would later write, “Children, it is the last hour; and just as you heard that antichrist is coming, even now many antichrists have appeared; from this we know that it is the last hour” (1 Jn. 2:18); and again, “Every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God; this is the spirit of the antichrist, of which you have heard that it is coming, and now it is already in the world” (1 Jn. 4:3).  Paul warned the young Timothy of this very thing, “But evil men and impostors will proceed from bad to worse, deceiving and being deceived” (2 Tim. 3:13).


Keeping with the framework of the dual events of this chapter that these signs would precede, we know that this happened before the fall of Jerusalem.  Again, given the nature of man, this was to be expected.  Certainly there would be those who would try to capitalize on the professed Messiah’s departure.  Jesus had gained quite a following, and the yearning for popularity will lead people to do almost anything.  So there would be a number of men willing to step up and claim the mantle, some even using Christ’s name of deity, “I am He!”  And it did not take them very long.  We read of two impostors in Acts 5:36-37, 

36 “For some time ago Theudas rose up, claiming to be somebody, and a group of about four hundred men joined up with him. But he was killed, and all who followed him were dispersed and came to nothing.  37 After this man, Judas of Galilee rose up in the days of the census and drew away some people after him; he too perished, and all those who followed him were scattered.”  


Origen tells us of a man called Dositheus who claimed he was the Christ that Moses spoke of.  Josephus the Jewish historian tells us, “Now as for the affairs of the Jews, they grew worse and worse continually, for the country was again filled with robbers and impostors who deluded the multitudes.  Yet did Felix catch and put to death many of those impostors every day.”
  Things quieted for a while after the events of A.D. 70, though extrabiblical accounts do record a proliferation of Jewish and especially gnostic sects in the latter half of the first century that proclaimed an alien message in the name of Jesus of Nazareth.  And in the second century, in the second Jewish revolt, one made the claim to being the Messiah and led many Jews to revolt.


But we would also expect Jesus’ warnings that subsequent history would also have men that would claim to be Messiah.  Any cult – Mormons, Jehovah Witnesses, Christian Scientists – has as its founder a deceiver or one who claimed to be the Christ or a prophet like Him.  All religious traditions – Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Zoroastrianism – share references to a savior of humanity at the end of time.  We have the claims of Adolf Hitler, Jim Jones, David Koresh, Marshall Applewhite, and more recently Sun Myung Moon, Maitreya, and José Luis De Jesús Miranda.  


So we see, on the one hand, this sign prior to the fall of Jerusalem and the assurance that these deceptions and false proclamations will increase in time the further we get from the Cross and the closer we get to the end of the age.  However, we are reminded that false teaching, deception, and impostors have marked this world since the Creation.  It began when Satan, the great deceiver and impostor, approached Eve in the Garden, taking on an appearance that was pleasing to the eyes and questioning the veracity of the Word of God. This will continue, Jesus said, and increase in intensity, until the end of this age.

2.  Worldly upheavals (vv. 7-8a)


I will never forget the revival meeting hosted by the church I attended some years ago.  The preacher for that revival was Dr. John Phillips.  Many of you may not be familiar with his works found in the “Exploring” series of commentaries.  Dr. Phillips is known for his dispensational leanings concerning the end times, and was at that time considered to be one of the foremost scholars in the area of prophecy.  This particular revival happened to coincide with the beginning of the Gulf War.  People attended with great anticipation to hear Dr. Phillips slant on what this war had to do with end times prophecy.  This was at a time in my life when I too was caught up in such things.  Our nation had not experienced anything close to war in my lifetime, at least in the sense of taking up arms.  The Cold War was an important time in the life of our nation, but that took place with the absence of hostilities.  The Gulf War, however, not only included the bearing of arms against another country, a real war, but it took place in an area of the world that a thoroughgoing dispensationalist would say is the very place that the end will come.  I remember Dr. Phillips looking at the audience and saying, “This war has nothing to do with end times prophecy.”  Many gathered there that evening were disappointed at his words.  While I today would disagree with how Dr. Phillips arrived at his conclusion, I do agree with his conclusion.


We in America tend to gage all things in the world, whether it be related to future things or not, through our own lens, as if everything that is going on in the world or will happen in the world depends on us.  We have a very narrow view of things in this way, perhaps especially as it relates to the topic of eschatology and this sign of worldly upheavals that would mark these times.  But we would do well to remind ourselves that in the history of the world, there has always been war.  There are only two eras of global peace between the nations that we are aware of in Bible times, the years of peace during the reign of Solomon and the time that Jesus walked on this earth.  Every other age of history has been marked by “wars and rumors of wars” and nations rising up against nations, just as Jesus proclaimed.  Will Durant, the noted historian, wrote, “War is one of the constants of history, and has not diminished.  In the last 3,421 years of recorded history only 268 have seen no war.”


In the immediate future of the Apostles, we know that not long after Jesus’ words, wars filled Judea and other parts of the Roman Empire.  In Rome itself the reigns of four emperors came to a violent end.  There were fears of war in A.D. 40 when Caligula attempted to erect a statue of himself in the temple.  Those turned out to be only rumors of war, but twenty-five years later war broke out in A.D. 66 followed by the civil wars that followed Nero’s death in A.D. 68 which led to the destruction of the temple when Titus conquered Jerusalem.


3.  Natural calamities (v. 8b)


Another sign Jesus gives the Apostles is, “there will be earthquakes in various places; there will also be famines.”  These things actually occurred prior to the fall of Jerusalem.  In Acts 11:28 we read, “One of them named Agabus stood up and began to indicate by the Spirit that there would certainly be a great famine all over the world. And this took place in the reign of Claudius.”  Earthquakes struck Phrygia in A.D. 61 and leveled Pompey in A.D. 63.
  Geoff Thomas notes that there was a season of earthquakes just previous to A.D. 70 in Crete, Smyrna, Miletus, Chios, Samos, Laodicea, Hierapolis, Colosse, Campania, Rome and Judea.


Events such as these have been a part of history ever since.  We have seen natural catastrophes in our own lifetime both in our nation and abroad.  Earthquakes, tsunamis, tornadic activity, landslides, and hurricanes.  


But whether it be in the time of the Apostles prior to the destruction of Jerusalem, or whether it be in our day or in the distant future prior to the end of the age, Jesus says of the wars and natural catatrophes, “These things are merely the beginning of birth pangs.”  Sinclair Ferguson offers a valuable commentary for us to consider in relation to these events that will serve as signs preceding both of the events Jesus considers in this chapter.

Labour pains certainly indicate that a birth is about to take place. But who knows how long a woman’s labour may be? The birth-pains indicate that a childbirth has begun, they do not serve as a prophecy of the exact moment of delivery. This ‘beginning of birth-pains’ does not tell us whether the end will be tomorrow or the next century. Events may be drawn out by God in his patience (2 Pet. 3:9) or they may accelerate rapidly… We must not allow ourselves to be led to panic by a wrong diagnosis of the ‘contractions’ in the universe.


Ferguson here gives a warning to those who spend their lives examining the events of the world and somehow conclude that these events mark that the end is close at hand.  Dear friends, that is nothing more than unsanctified speculation.  All that we can conclude from Jesus’ teaching here is that these things will happen, that they will increase in their frequency before the end of the age, and, I might note, that the believer is nowhere promised in Scripture that he will be delivered from these things.  Again, the context is simply Jesus answer to the Apostles’ question, “What are the signs?”  


4.  Persecution of believers (vv. 9-13)


We see in verses 9-13 all sorts of persecutions that would break out against those who faithfully followed Christ, both from without and from within, from governing authorities and from within the family, from outside the church and from within the church.  You need go no further than the book of Acts and Luke’s account of the early church to see the fulfillment of this prophecy.  The gospel is preached and almost immediately the Apostles are put in prison.  Stephen was stoned to death with a man named Saul standing close by.  And yet it is in the midst of these very persecutions that “the gospel was preached to all nations.”  From Acts 9 onward the gospel of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ exploded out of Jerusalem to all surrounding nations.  Churches were planted throughout the then known world by the very man that led in the persecution of those early Christians in Jerusalem, a man who came to faith in Christ on the Damascus road and whose name was changed to Paul.  All of this took place prior to the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70.


This prophecy continues to be fulfilled today.  Again, this is where our American blinders can be of great hindrance to us.  We do not face the persecution that others in the world experience daily in their faith.  We are constantly made aware of the tribulations that our brethren in other parts of the globe face.  But when you are able to experience such persecution firsthand, as I was able in my recent trip to China, then you are more able to understand what Jesus is saying would be in the world prior to His return.  These persecutions will only intensify as the day of His return approaches.  And again, nowhere are we promised that we will not experience these persecutions.  


5.  The “abomination of desolation” (v. 14)


It is with this particular sign that Jesus gives that many speculators of the end begin to show their eschatological colors.  However, we must be careful again that we do not lose sight of the context.  At first glance, many take this to be a reference solely to the Lord’s return, or they put the greater weight of this sign in that context.  But we ought not jump to that conclusion without asking what Jesus meant in reference to this in answering the question of the Apostles.  As a matter of fact, when we do so, it appears that this is more of a reference to the events of A.D. 70 than the distant future.


The “abomination of desolation” is an expression first used by Daniel in Daniel chapter 12.  It is this “abomination of desolation” that Jesus here refers.  Daniel was speaking about pagan armies invading Jerusalem, prohibiting the temple sacrifice and in their place setting up abominations that would cause desolation.  According to Geoff Thomas, this would have multiple fulfillments in Jewish history.  In 168 B.C. a pagan conqueror named Antiochus Epiphanes erected an altar to the pagan god Zeus over the altar of burnt offering and sacrificed pigs on it, underlining his blasphemy.  Then there was the emperor Caligula in A.D. 40 who, as we have mentioned, sought to erect a statue of himself in the temple and that was another abomination to the Jews.  Later in the year A.D. 68 Jewish zealots themselves committed various atrocities in the temple, and a clown named Phanni was installed as high priest.  But when the Romans entered the temple two years later, Josephus tells us, “The Romans, upon the burning of the holy house itself, and all the buildings around it, brought their ensigns to the temple, and set them over against its eastern gate; and there did they offer sacrifices to them.”  A few days later, the temple and the city were utterly destroyed; the abominable idolatry of the Romans in the temple did indeed cause desolation.  One million Jews died at that time by crucifixion, famine and other horrors.  Hence Jesus instructions to the Apostles that the disciples in Judea should “flee to the mountains” to escape.  This suggests that Jesus was referring to events in their lifetime.


However this “abomination of desolation” presents itself before the end of the age, we can be assured that it will be marked by these kinds of offenses against the Christian faith.  This spirit of the “abomination of desolation” will increase in the last days.  Paul warns of this in 2 Thessalonians 2:1-4:

1 Now we request you, brethren, with regard to the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our gathering together to Him, 2 that you not be quickly shaken from your composure or be disturbed either by a spirit or a message or a letter as if from us, to the effect that the day of the Lord has come.  3 Let no one in any way deceive you, for it will not come unless the apostasy comes first, and the man of lawlessness is revealed, the son of destruction, 4 who opposes and exalts himself above every so-called god or object of worship, so that he takes his seat in the temple of God, displaying himself as being God.

This prophecy, Geoff Thomas suggests, and I agree, is yet to be fulfilled but we see that at its heart there will be some desolating abomination centered on the Lord Jesus, on his present day temple, which is the body of Christ of which He is the Head.  They will be times marked by great tribulation, which again, we are nowhere promised that we will be delivered.  But Jesus does give instruction as to how we are to prepare for times such as these, times marked by the very signs He gives that would precede both the destruction of the Temple and the end of the age.

II.  Preparation for the Judgment

It is here that I would remind you that Jesus’ reason for giving these words “in advance” to the Apostles was primarily pastoral.  It served as warning to them, and to us, of what we can expect as professors of Christ and to prepare us for these “signs.”


1.  “Watch out that no one deceives you” (v. 5)


2.  “But be on your guard” or “Take heed” (vv. 9, 23)


3.  “Witness” of Christ to all men (vv. 9-10)

4. “Do not worry” (v. 11)


5.  “Flee” (v. 14)


6.  “Pray” (v. 18)

Conclusion 


“You will be hated by all because of My name, but the one who endures to the end, he will be saved” (v. 13)
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