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Introduction

The central message of Christ’s Olivet Discourse is a twofold admonition.  First, our Lord is warning that before He returns, the world will become more and more hostile to the people of God.  And second, He is urging people to be prepared for His coming and the judgments that are associated with it.


Those themes dominate the whole discourse.  Specific elements of Christ’s prophecies may be difficult to comprehend fully, but the basic thrust is impossible to miss:  The world’s hostility to Christ will not diminish but will increase dramatically.  The final result will be a time of tribulation like none the world has ever known.  And when Christ finally returns at the end of those days of tribulation, no one will miss His coming, and no enemy will escape His retribution.


The afflictions Christ outlines in Matthew 24 closely parallel the judgments described in Revelation 7-19.  A comparison of the two passages reveals several unmistakeable connections.  Both passages describe a time of unprecedented affliction culminating in the glorious return of Christ.  The only reasonable interpretation is that they both refer to the same period of distress and hardship.  Revelation 7:14 refers to it as “the great tribulation”.  Jesus likewise described this era as a time of “great tribulation, such as has not been from the beginning of the world until now, no, and never will be” (Matthew 24:21 ESV).


Christ begins His discourse with a long list of calamities He likens to the labor pains that precede childbirth.  The afflictions Christ lists here are indeed like birth pains.  At first they are relatively mild and infrequent, but then they come in relentless waves, faster and harder as the time approaches.


The context indicates that these signs apply to the future Tribulation period.  Yet these very evils are all afflictions that have characterized the whole of the Christian era.  Similar features are present right now in varying degrees, and collectively they seem to be growing steadily worse and even more prevalent, just like birth pains.


That doesn’t mean the period we are living in is the one Christ describes.  But it does underscore the imminency of Christ’s return for the church.  The world in which we live is already ripe for the Tribulation.  Elements like the birth pain signs are already being felt.  The present afflictions may be premature labor pains, but nonetheless they signify that the time for hard labor, and then delivery is inevitable and quickly drawing near.


In this passage, Jesus gives seven signs of the times.

I.  Deception.  (vs.4-5)
A.   “And Jesus answered them, See that no one leads you astray.  For many will come in my name, saying, I am the Christ, and they will lead many astray.”

B.   If there is one word that dominates the Olivet Discourse, it is the word deception.

C.   deceive - cause to stray

D.   The age Jesus describes in the Olivet prophecy is a time of great confusion and deception.  There will be widespread uncertainty about the meaning of the events of this age, and people will be easily misled.

E.   Again and again, Jesus warns against being deceived, and he tells us how to avoid being deceived.

F.   see that - keep your eyes open; don’t be gullible; test those who claim to speak for God; demonstrate godly skepticism to keep from being confused and deceived.

G.   Jesus specifically warned against false Christ’s.  There were false Christ’s before Jesus’ time, and there have been others at various times since, including many in our own day.  But in the end times their number and influence will greatly increase.

H.   1 John 2:18-19 (ESV)- “Children, it is the last hour, and as you have heard that antichrist is coming, so now many antichrists have come.  Therefore we know that it is the last hour.  They went out from us, but they were not of us; for if they had been of us, they would have continued with us.  But they went out, that it might become plain that they all are not of us.”

I.   antichrist - does not indicate someone who is openly against Christ, such as an atheist or a pagan.  Rather it is a person who subtly undermines true Christianity by substituting a false and deceptive Christianity.  An antichrist is a counterfeit Christ.

J.   Question:  Who are they?

K. Answer:  They are the originators and propagators of all the false cults that have arisen throughout the course of time from the first century to the present.  They are groups who have a Christian flavor and may even speak highly of Christ but which alter and twist His message.  They downgrade His deity, diminish the value of His sacrifice on the cross, or substitute subtle deception in the place of the simple truths of biblical Christianity.  They seem outwardly christian in their talk and behavior, yet reject the true Jesus Christ of the Bible.

L.   It is the rise of these groups that Jesus predicts.  Some are bold, while others are more subtle.

M.   Some antichrists come to us as political movements.  Many today believe that the salvation of society and of individuals lies in some political form:  liberalism, socialism, or conservatism.  While political involvement is a good thing, it is not a substitute for Christ and His salvation.

N.   Some antichrists come as social movements, charitable organizations, and activism on behalf of various causes from the environment to human rights to the feeding of the hungry.  Meeting human needs and caring for the earth are Christian obligations commended to us in the scriptures, but social and charitable action are not the same thing as faith in Christ.

O.   Many have substituted social action in the place of Jesus, offering to lead people into “peace” with God through caring activities, a “peace” without Christ, the cross, and the forgiveness of sin.  This is a false peace based on deception.

P.   If we allow good things like social or political action to replace an authentic saving relationship with Christ, then they have become antichrists.

Q.   Jesus is warning those who will be living during the end times, which will not include believers of the church age (who will either have died or been raptured.)  The deception of those days will be intensified and escalated as never before, as the Holy Spirit withdraws His restraining power and lets all Hell break loose.

II.  Destruction.  (vs.6-7a)
A. “And you will hear of wars and rumors of wars.  See that you are not alarmed, for this must take place, but the end is not yet.  For nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom,”

B. Jesus is not predicting any one specific war or revolution.  He is characterizing the general course of the age.  It will be marked by continual turmoil among nations, producing a torrent of fear, death, horror, terror, and misery.

C. It is estimated that 50% of all research scientists today are involved in arms development.  Despite all of the arms limitations treaties, there is at least one military weapon and four thousand pounds of explosives for every man, woman, and child on earth.

D. you will hear - the verb tense suggests continual action - literally “you will be hearing”.  There will be constant talk of actual wars and rumors of wars to the degree the world has never known before.

E. Following the analogy of labor pains, the implication is that the conflicts will increase both in number and intensity as the return of Christ approaches.

F. see that you are not alarmed - present tense imperative; to be applied repetitively; keep on seeing that you are not alarmed every time there is a rumor of war.

G. this must take place - believers during this time should not be frightened because it is evidence that God’s plan is unfolding according to His will.

H. but the end is not yet - All the talk of war may make it seem as if the end of the world has arrived, but it really only marks the beginning of the end.

I. It is not difficult in our day to see how such a worldwide conflict could develop.  For many decades the world has lived under the threat of nuclear warfare and the anxiety of increasing strife within and among virtually all the nations.

III.  Devastation.  (vs.7b-8)
A. “and there will be famines and earthquakes in various places.  All these are but the beginning of birth pains.”

B. Earthquakes, famines, and epidemics of deadly disease will consume the world.  Those alive during this time will see the world begin to disintegrate before their very eyes from the unbridled, destructive forces.

C. The world has witnessed many earthquakes, famines, and plagues, but those will be nothing compared to the destruction of the end times.

D. Between 1900 and 1969, there were roughly six major earthquakes every ten years.  Over the last 35 years that number has increased dramatically to where there was about seventeen major earthquakes every ten years.  For the last few years we have seen ten to twenty major quakes each year.

E. Crops and other vegetation as well as water supplies will be destroyed.  Calendars, seasons, and tides will be thrown out of kilter.

F. Revelation 9:5-6 (ESV) - “They were allowed to torment them for five months, but not to kill them, and their torment was like the torment of a scorpion when it stings someone.  And in those days people will seek death and will not find it.  They will long to die, but death will flee from them.”

G. various places - this is the description of where this devastation will take place.

H. the beginning of birth pains - it is only the beginning, there is more to come.

IV.  Deliverance To Persecution.  (vs.9)
A. “Then they will deliver you up to tribulation and put you to death, and you will be hated by all nations for my name’s sake.”

B. Religious persecution has been an aspect of the Christian life since the very beginning.  The persecution of Christians began shortly after the Day of Pentecost, when Stephen and James were slain and the disciples scattered.  In the ensuing twenty centuries, Christians have been thrown to lions, burned as human torches, mangled by wild beasts, killed by gladiators, drawn apart by horses, and martyred in numerous other ways.

C. When we hear about such oppression, we tend to think of the first few centuries of the Christian era, or the persecution that broke out at the time of the reformation.  But the greatest time of persecution of Christians was the 20th century.  More christians have died for their faith in that century than any other.  More Christians were tortured and slain in one 12 month period during World War II than died under Rome in all the early centuries.  some authorities estimate the death toll of Christians under communism at over 15 million souls.

D. In many Islamic nations, muslims who convert to Christianity are often subject to execution by the state - if the converts own family doesn’t kill them first.

E. In our day, it is acceptable to believe everything except that Christ died and rose again to take away our sins, and that the Bible is accurate and true.  In fact, the media holds every fringe group in high regard, but looks down upon Christians.

F. Those who come to faith in Christ during the Tribulation period will pay a tremendous price in terms of suffering and persecution.

G. will deliver - used to speak of arrest and imprisonment; it is the same word used to describe the imprisonment of John The Baptist; it is also translated “betrayed” describing Judas’ act of treason against Christ.

H. After being taken into custody, believers will suffer tribulation, many will be murdered, and all will be hated.

I. The persecution will not be directed so much against believers themselves as against God, whom they serve and represent.  The unbelieving world will intensify its hatred of God, and because it cannot attack Him directly, it will fiercely attack His people.  Those who openly profess Christ will have no place to hide and no way to escape.  They will not be persecuted for what they do, but for who they are.

V.  Defection.  (vs.10-13)
· This sign is a consequence of the fourth.  As persecution intensifies in the end times and believers begin to be arrested, hated, and martyred for Christ’s sake, many supposed Christians will defect.  When the persecution becomes too severe, they will forsake Christ and join fellow unbelievers in attacking God’s people.

· Jesus mentions three reasons for their defection.

A.   The Cost Will Be Too High.  (vs.10)
1. “And then many will fall away and betray one another and hate one another.”

2. This text leads us to believe that during the Tribulation, not all Christians will be authentic.

3. will fall away - not true believers; weak and cowardly unbelievers who reveal their true character when they openly reject Christ and betray His people.

4. Many will be counterfeit, and when the cost of discipleship becomes too demanding they will abandon Christ and His church.

5. They will not only leave the church, but they will also join in persecuting the church by betraying and hating one another.

6. Mark 13:12 (ESV) - “And brother will deliver brother over to death, and the father his child, and children will rise against parents and have them put to death.”

B. The Deception Will Be Too Convincing.  (vs.11)
1. “And many false prophets will arise and lead many astray.”

2. During the tribulation false prophets will join the false Christ’s in seeking to deceive people about God.  They will persuasively teach doctrines that seem true and godly but are, in fact false and satanic.

3. The end times will be filled not only with overt evil such as the world has never seen before but also with false religion as never seen before.

C. Sin Will Be Too Attractive.  (vs.12)
1. “And because lawlessness will be increased, the love of many will grow cold.”

2. People will love lawlessness, which as it is increased, will cause most people’s love for righteousness, truth, and the things of God to grow cold.

3. Rather than trying to hide their sins, people will flaunt them and such gross evil will draw many people, including some professed believers away from whatever interest in the things of God they may once have had.

4. “The overflow of moral boundaries always destroys love.  Those who feel they can live without moral boundaries grow hard, callous, and cynical.  They know the price of everything and the value of nothing.  Their ives become an endless quest for new pleasures, new experiences, because that is the drug they use to numb the pain of their meaningless, empty existence.”

5. 2 Timothy 3:1-5 (ESV) - “But understand this, that in the last days there will come times of difficulty.  For people will be lovers of self, lovers of money, proud, arrogant, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy, heartless, unappeasable, slanderous, without self-control, brutal, not loving good, treacherous, reckless, swollen with conceit, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God, having the appearance of godliness, but denying its power.  Avoid such people.”

VI.  Deliverance.  (vs.13)
A. “But the one who endures to the end will be saved.”

B. The warning of Jesus is that there will be pressures, there will be deception, there will be both swift rushing currents of anti-christian culture and subtle lures of temptation that will call human souls toward destruction.  But the reassurance of Jesus is that those who refuse to be deceived, who stand firm upon the truth, will be saved.

C. It is not that a person’s endurance will produce salvation but that his endurance will be a spirit empowered product and proof of the reality that he is saved.

D. Neither the high cost of discipleship nor the deception of false prophets nor the enticement of sin will cause true believers to renounce Christ, because He Himself will protect them from defection.

E. Endurance is always a mark of salvation.

F. The person who endures in faith whatever hardship or persecution may come to him because of his relationship to Christ demonstrates that He belongs to Christ, and Christ assures that person that he shall be saved.  He will eventually be delivered out of the present evil system of lawlessness and ungodliness into God’s eternal kingdom of righteousness.

G. The perseverance of the saints in faith is an important aspect of salvation teaching in the Bible.  Those who are genuinely saved do not depart from the faith.

VII.  Declaration.  (vs.14)
A. “And this gospel of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come.”

B. Despite the deception of false Christ’s and false teachers, the unparalleled warfare and pestilence and disaster, the fierce persecution of the saints, and the defection of false believers, the gospel of Christ’s kingdom will continue to be proclaimed.

C. God will supernaturally present the gospel to every person on earth.

D. Revelation 14:6-7 (ESV) - “Then I saw another angel flying directly overhead, with an eternal gospel to proclaim to those who dwell on earth, to every nation and tribe and language and people.  And he said with a loud voice, Fear God and give him glory, because the hour of his judgment has come, and worship him who made heaven and earth, the sea and the springs of water.”

E. then the end will come - that will be the final and total evangelization of the world, miraculously proclaimed from heaven.  After that proclamation man’s day will be finished, his rebellion will be over, and his opportunity for salvation will be over.

F. This verse does not teach that the Gospel of God’s grace must be spread to every nation today before Jesus Christ can return for His church.  It is the Lord’s return at the end of the age that is in view here.

