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Problem
The problem of the delay of the Parousia is one of the central problems of the
Christian faith. In the Seventh-day Adventist Church it usually takes the form of a
short delay (100+ years), whereas among New Testament scholars it takes the form
of a long delay (1900+ years). This study seeks to shed light on the problem as

perceived by New Testament scholars.

Method
In order to delve deeply into the meaning of a handful of cruxes in the New

Testament having to do with the imminence of the Parousia, the study attempted to



examine all of the eschatology-related material in the Old and New Testaments and in
Jewish and Christian literature between 200 B.C. and A.D. 200. This required an
examination of over 2,000 passages. This study focused primarily on the original

sources, and only secondarily on secondary literature.

Conclusion

In the course of this research some forgotten trajectories were uncovered in
early Christianity that enable us to make better sense of difficult passages such as
Matt 24, 2 Thess 2, and even Rom 11. There is evidence of widespread belief around
the turn of the era that the messianic kingdom was about to come. This belief was
based on the timetables of Dan 7 and 9. Jesus tapped into this expectation with His
proclamation that "the time has come; the kingdom of God is near" (Mark 1:15), a
probable allusion to Dan 7:22, "the time had come for the saints to receive the
kingdom." It appears that the earliest Christians were expecting a heavenly kingdom
on earth as promised in the OT, and that this restorationist theology never died out of
the church until the third century. The failure of the kingdom to appear in its fullness
at the end of the seventy weeks can be explained by reference to numerous Old
Testament parallels involving conditional prophecies that remained unfulfilled in the

light of disobedience on the part of God’s people.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

The problem of the apparent delay of Jesus’ Second Coming, or Parousia
(Greek for "presence, arrival, coming"), has occupied believers for centuries. While
various theories have been put forward to explain the delay, no one theory has carried
the day. My purpose in this study is not to champion any one of these theories. It is
my conviction that before we can come to any satisfactory resolution, we must first
realize the immensity of the problem. Seventh-day Adventists tend to wonder why
Jesus did not come back in the nineteenth century. Careful analysis of the New
Testament suggests the real question is, why did Jesus not come back in the first
century?

It is generally admitted among Adventists that there has been a delay of some
sort in the Second Coming. But there is an increasing sense of anomie in regards to
this problem. Several Adventist scholars have wrestled with this topic. Don F.
Neufeld first suggested that "this generation" in Matt 24 was to be interpreted literally
and that the prophecy was conditional.! Other Adventist scholars who have examined

the topic at length include Hans LaRondelle, Ralph Neall, Herb Douglass, Desmond

'Don F. Neufeld, "Biblical Questions Answered," Adventist Review, April 5,
1979, 6.
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Ford, Sam Bacchiocchi, Jon Paulien, Jonathan Gallagher, and Ki Kon Kim (see
Bibliography).

There is an interlocking web of evidence regarding what Jesus taught about the
end of the age. This is a brief, but fairly concentrated, survey of that evidence. I do
not deal with material written after the second century A.D., except in Appendix D,
and except for the necessary citation of modern scholarship. This is basically a study
of how a first-century Jew might have understood the NT statements about the Second
Coming of Jesus. I have reduced to a few sentences topics that should require an
entire chapter so that the reader might get the sweep of the argument. I have cited the
Greek and Hebrew sparingly, and shunned Latin and German.' Finally, I choose to
regard the text of the synoptic gospels as basically reliable reports of the message of
Jesus. Let us see how far we can go by taking the evidence at face value. Even if, to
some minds, we err on the side of credulity, we also avoid the wearisome tendency to
conveniently dismiss evidence that does not conform to our theory by labelling it as a
creation of the early church.

A word about epistemology—the philosophy of how we know what we
know—is in order. In the realm of ordinary logic, science, and historical common
sense, the best theory is generally regarded as the one which explains the most data.
A single theory that explains many different passages of Scripture is to be preferred

over alternative explanations of the same passages that require multiple theories. And

Including such terms as urtext, ipsissima verba, Sondergut, theologoumenon,
vorlage, Naherwartung, and even pericope. We will also avoid invoking that elusive
chimera known as Q.
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when the supporting evidence is sufficiently massive, such a theory cannot be refuted
by piecemeal reinterpretation of the evidence, but only by an alternative theory that is
at least equally comprehensive. A house supported by a hundred stilts cannot be
toppled by removing only three or four of them.

Such "structures” must not be imported from tradition, of course, but derived
from careful reading of the text. When the reader stumbles onto the proper key,
suddenly all sorts of apparently unrelated, random strands become an interlocking
fabric with a clear pattern, and passages become meaningful that were formerly
avoided as difficult. This has been my experience in undertaking this study. As I
began serious excavation of the NT, I discovered a hundred stilts in the pattern of a
house, though the house itself was not everywhere intact. Some parts of the structure
were new and strange. There are concepts advocated here which, as recently as one
year ago, had never once crossed my mind, but which emerged unexpectedly out of
the text.

I undertook this study determined to follow the facts wherever they might lead,
regardless of the result. Nevertheless, I began (and end) with a bias. My bias is that
of a conservative Seventh-day Adventist Christian; and I write to please the One who
will someday call me to account for how I have handled His truth. I take the Bible as
the Word of God, the rule of doctrine, and the infallible constitution of the church.

For purposes of this study, however, Scripture functions less as a rule book or
doctrinal compendium and more as a witness to history. The question is not "What is

present truth about the Second Coming?" but "What did the founders of the Christian
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church believe about the end of the age?" The answers to these two questions may not
be exactly the same. This study will sift through all of early Christian literature for
clues; digging into the documents to unearth bits and pieces of the puzzle—a most
rewarding sort of "Biblical Archaeology." By standing on the shoulders of giants we
may be able, at certain points, to see a little further, and probe a little deeper, than
ever before. Others who follow will see still further and more clearly.

A word about method is in order. The discipline of biblical studies is based in
part on the method of finding analogous parallels in literature that are roughly
contemporary with the text in question, or earlier. At its simplest level, this means
that Scripture is its own interpreter, and one can explain obscure passages by finding
clearer parallel passages that shed light on them. If we have the resources to extend
this to extrabiblical literature—the popular religious literature read by the Jesus’
audience—all the better, for even though such material has no canonical authority, it
is still useful in helping us to define the meaning of terms and phrases that are rarely
used in Scripture (e.g., the phrase "spirit of prophecy," which occurs in Scripture
only in Rev 19:10), and it helps us get into the minds of the original audience of the
biblical documents so we have a better idea what the words meant to them.

This study involves mining not only the OT and NT but also the writings of
some of the "bestsellers" of Jesus’ day. Some of these authors write under a famous
OT pseudonym. Some recount visionary trips to heaven. Some recount history. Some
give moral advice. These books, like those we buy today in religious bookstores,

contain a mixture of fact, fantasy, pious exhortation, truth and error; but on the whole
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Christians found them edifying, which is why they have been preserved. Today this
literature is found in the Apocrypha, the Pseudepigrapha, and the Dead Sea Scrolls.
Jesus was probably familiar with some of these works. For example, we can be
relatively certain that His family read the book of Sirach, or Ecclesiasticus, a
collection of proverbs written by an earlier teacher named Jesus who lived around 180
B.C., for it left its mark on His teaching.'

The significance of this literature can best be understood with a modern
analogy. To understand the development of Adventist eschatology it is impossible to
ignore Uriah Smith’s Daniel and the Revelation, first published as a series of Review

and Herald articles in the 1860s. The intertestamental literature cited in this work had

'The Gospels contain more parallels to Sirach than to the canonical book of
Proverbs. Note the following similarities: those who love the Lord will obey him (Sir
2:15-16>John 14:15, 21, 23); principles relating to pride and humility (Sir 7:5,
11> Luke 18:9-14); counsel against repetitive prayers (Sir 7:14 >Matt 6:7); old wine
is better than new (Sir 9:10 > Luke 5:39); God has cast down the thrones of rulers
and exalted the humble (Sir 10:14 > Luke 1:52); the rich fool who faces death (Sir
11:18-19, 23-27 > Luke 12:16-21); do not put yourself forward when invited to a feast
(Sir 13:8-10> Luke 14:8-10); the paved road that leads to destruction (Sir
21:10>Matt 7:13); oath-taking discouraged (Sir 23:9-11 >Matt 5:33-37); come and
eat of me and thirst again (Sir 24:19-21 > John 6:35); one must forgive to be forgiven
(Sir 28:2>Mark 11:25); lay up treasure through almsgiving (Sir 29:10-12 > Luke
12:33); eat what is set before you (Sir 31:16 > Luke 10:8); give as you have received
and God will repay (Sir 35:10-11> Luke 6:38); the widow’s prayer for justice (Sir
35:12-20> Luke 18:1-8); take my yoke upon you (Sir 51:23-27 >Matt 11:28-30). In
addition, Jesus seems to have followed Sirach’s advice to seek out and listen to wise
teachers (Sir 6:32-36; cf. Luke 2:46), and to rise early and pray (Sir 39:5; cf. Mark
1:35). There are also parallels between Sirach and the writing of Jesus’ brother
James: Sir 1:28, 2:12-13, 7:10>Jas 1:6, 8; Sir 2:1-6 > Jas 1:2-4; Sir 3:18>Jas 1:10,
4:10; Sir 5:11>Jas 1:19; Sir 10:23>Jas 2:1-7; Sir 15:11-20> Jas 1:13-15; Sir
19:16 > Jas 3:2; Sir 20:15, 41:22> Jas 1:4; Sir 23:9> Jas 5:12; Sir 38:9-11>Jas
5:14; Sir 48:1-3>Jas 5:17-18. The previously overlooked parallel between Luke 1:52
and Sir 10:14 is virtually a quotation from the apocrypha on the lips of Mary the
mother of Jesus. I suspect Mary read to her children from this book.
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similar influence among first-century Jews as Uriah Smith has had among Seventh-day
Adventists. Of course, we can never simply presuppose that the NT agrees with this
literature; parallel phraseology does not always imply parallel assumptions.

The church has nothing to fear from a candid investigation of its history. Even
those who know the risen Lord can profit from the quest for better understanding of
the historical Jesus, as long as we humbly seek the aid of the Holy Spirit and take the
skeptical pronouncements of certain scholars with sufficient salt. At the same time we
must also have the courage to take a calm look at all the evidence and weigh it with
as much objectivity as we can muster. So I would ask the reader to set aside
preconceived opinions and established end-of-the-world timetables, and attempt to
understand, with the aid of religious literature current in Jesus’ day, what His words
meant to those who first heard Him speak.

It is great :fun to tackle a good mystery, particularly when it is an intractable
theological problem; and I would argue that this is one of the most important

unsolved problems in human history, worthy of lifelong pursuit. Let us, then, pursue.



CHAPTER TWO
FIRST-CENTURY HOPES OF AN IMMINENT ESCHATON
The Literary Background: First-Century
Expectation of Daniel’s Kingdom

Six centuries before Jesus was born, when Zoroaster, Confucius, Buddha, and
Lao-Tse were living, there lived in Babylon a Jewish statesman who dreamed about
the future. Daniel put his dreams in a book that outlines the history of the world
down to the resurrection and the kingdom of God. Unlike other OT prophets, Daniel
attached to his prophecies a timeline. As kingdoms rose and fell, and Daniel’s
prophetic clock ticked off the years, it began to capture the imagination of not only
the Jewish world, but the Roman as well. In response to Daniel, would-be messiahs
led hundreds of thousands of people to their deaths, an empire received a mortal
wound, and a new faith was born.

A careful study of Daniel lies beyond the scope of this study. Our only
concern here is to understand how Daniel’s prophecies were interpreted in the first
century. The evidence indicates that the mysterious Son of Man prophecy of Dan 7
and the cryptic timetable of Dan 9 had led Jesus’ contemporaries to some startling
conclusions.

The seventh chapter of Daniel contains a vision of the future history of the



world. Four world empires, portrayed symbolically as fierce animals, were to
successively rule down to the end of time. The fourth empire, or an extension of it,
would persecute the people of God, but a great heavenly court would sit in judgment,
destroy the persecutor, and bestow the kingdom upon the saints, represented by "one
like a son of man."

Speculation about the kingdom of Dan 7 was rampant around the time of
Jesus; it had captured the attention of both Roman and Jewish writers. The judgment

scene of Dan 7 is mentioned repeatedly in 1 Enoch,' along with the mysterious Son

'1 Enoch 14:18-23, 40:1, chaps. 46-49, 61:8-13, 71:10-13, 90:20ff. 1 Enoch
influenced the NT more than any other non-canonical book. Most NT writers seem to
be familiar with it; there are over 100 allusions in the NT and one citation (Jude 14-
15). Indeed, the epistle of Jude is practically based on 1 Enoch (besides the quotation,
cf. 1 Enoch 108:7>Jude 4, 1 Enoch 48:10>Jude 4, 1 Enoch 10> Jude 6, 1 Enoch
12:4> Jude 6, 1 Enoch 80:6>Jude 13, 1 Enoch 60:8>Jude 14). There are more than
60 allusions in Revelation alone, and the earliest church fathers considered 1 Enoch
inspired Scripture. John the Revelator was Jesus’ closest disciple, and Jude was His
brother; so I cannot help but think that Jesus read and absorbed the "Son of Man"
sections of Enoch (chaps. 45 and following).

1 Enoch is a composite work (that is, various parts of it were written at dif-
ferent times by different authors). The oldest portions date from the third century
B.C. There has been some question about the date of the latest part of the book, the
"Similitudes" or "Parables,"” chaps. 37-71. This section is of intense interest because
it has much to say about an eschatological figure who is called the Elect One, the
Righteous One, the Messiah, and the Son of Man. Because no fragments from the
Parables were found at Qumran, J. T. Milik concluded that this section was a Chris-
tian document composed around A.D. 270. However, Qumran also lacked fragments
of Esther. Milik’s opinion has been superceded by an impressive scholarly consensus
that the Parables are "a Jewish text from either the last half of the first century
B.C.E. or the first three quarters of the first century C.E." (George W. E.
Nickelsburg, "Enoch," Anchor Bible Dictionary, 2:513). For a full discussion, see the
articles by J. H. Charlesworth, M. A. Knibb, and Christopher L. Mearns in NT
Studies 25 (1978-79): 315-369; G. R. Beasley-Murray, "Excursus: The Date of the
Similitudes of Enoch," Jesus and the Kingdom of God (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,
1986), 63-8; J. C. Greenfield and M. E. Stone, "The Enochic Pentateuch and the
Date of the Similitudes," Harvard Theological Review 70 (1977): 51-65; D. W. Suter,
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of Man who is extolled at great length and identified with the Messiah. Contemporary
interpretation of Dan 7 implied the end of the age was near, for the messianic age
was due during Daniel’s fourth kingdom, Rome.! One striking prophecy, written
twenty to twenty-five years before the birth of Jesus, refers to Rome’s victory over
Egypt at the battle of Actium in 31 B.C., to be followed by the Messiah and the end
of the age:

But when Rome will also rule over Egypt, guiding it toward a single
goal, then indeed the most great kingdom of the immortal king will
become manifest over men. For a holy prince will come to gain sway
over the scepters of the earth forever, as time presses on. Then also
implacable wrath will fall upon Latin men. Three will destroy Rome
with piteous fate. All men will perish in their own dwellings when the
fiery cataract flows from heaven. Alas, wretched one, when will that
day come, and the judgment of the great king immortal God?"?

Another apocalyptic work, the Testament of Moses, was either written or

Tradition and Composition in the Parables of Enoch, SBL Dissertation Series 47
(Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1979).

All pseudepigraphical books mentioned in this paper are quoted from James H.
Charlesworth, The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, 2 vols. (Garden City, NY:
Doubleday and Co., 1983), hereafter abbreviated as OTP.

'On the four kingdoms, cf. the Targum of Jonathan on Hab 3:17, "For the
kingdom of Babylon shall not endure, nor will it exercise dominion over Israel. The
kings of Media shall be slain, and the mighty ones of Greece shall not succeed. The
Romans shall be destroyed, and shall not levy the tax from Jerusalem." Samson H.
Levey, The Messiah: An Aramaic Interpretation: The Messianic Exegesis of the
Targum (Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, 1974), 95.
The liberal position which assigns Daniel’s four kingdoms to Babylon, Media, Persia,
and Greece cannot be supported: The kingdom of Babylon was succeeded by Persia (2
Chr 36:20); the Medes and Persians ruled together and were considered a single
kingdom (Esth 1:3, 14, 19, 10:2, Dan 5:28, 6:8, 12, 15, 8:20).

2Sib Or 3:46-56 (OTP 1:363); cf. 3:77-92, and cf. 11:272-276 which was
written about the same time.
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revised around the time Jesus was in his teens. The author, who pretends to be Moses
writing prophecies of future events, describes the thirty-four-year reign of Herod the
Great (38-4 B.C.), then says, "When this has taken place, the times will quickly come
to an end" (Test Mos 7:1). The author’s speculation that the world would end soon
may be based on the seventy week prophecy of Dan 9, since Test Mos 4:1-5 is a
paraphrase of Dan 9:4-19. The end-time scenario of the book is quite interesting:

Then his kingdom will appear throughout his whole creation. Then the
devil will have an end. Yea, sorrow will be led away with him. Then
will be filled the hands of the messenger, who is in the highest place
appointed. Yea, he will at once avenge them of their enemies. For the
Heavenly One will arise from his kingly throne. Yea, he will go forth
from his holy habitation. . . . The sun will not give light. And in
darkness the horns of the moon will flee. Yea, they will be broken in
pieces. It will be turned wholly into blood. Yea, even the circle of the
stars will be thrown into disarray. . . . For God Most High will surge
forth, the Eternal One alone, in full view will he come to work
vengeance on the nations. Yea, all their idols he will destroy. Then you
will be happy, O Israel! And you will mount up above the necks and
the wings of an eagle. Yea, all things will be fulfilled. And God will
raise you to the heights. Yea, he will fix you firmly in the heaven of
the stars, in the place of their habitations. And you will behold them
from on high. Yea, you will see your enemies on the earth. (Test Mos
10:1-10).

We find an approximate timetable for the end of the age in 2 Bar 39-40: When
Daniel’s fourth kingdom nears the end of its rule, then "at that time the dominion of
my Anointed One . . . will be revealed" (39:7). "You ought to know . . . that the end
which the Most High prepared is near, and that his grace is coming, and that the
fulfillment of his judgment is not far" (2 Bar 82:2). "For the youth of this world has
passed away, and the power of creation is already exhausted, and the coming of the

times is very near and has passed by. And the pitcher is near the well, and the ship to
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the harbor, and the journey to the city, and life to its end" (2 Bar 85:10).

4 Ezra 11-12 has a similar timetable: At a certain point in the history of
Rome—Daniel’s fourth kingdom—after a sort of deadly-wound-healed experience, will
come the "Messiah, whom the Most High has kept until the end of days, who will
arise from the posterity of David," followed by the judgment.! The author seems to
have regarded Daniel’s ten kings (Dan 7:24), loosely interpreted, as past, so "the
Most High has looked upon his times, and behold, they are ended, and his ages are
completed" (11:44); "The age is hastening swiftly to its end" (4:26). Both 2 Baruch
and 4 Ezra are Jewish apocalypses written near the end of the first century A.D., but
it is not unreasonable to assume that they preserve earlier traditions.

One of the hymns from the Essene community of Qumran seems to indicate
that the "birth-pangs of the Messiah" had already begun in the world:

For now, amid throes of death, new life is coming to birth, and the

pangs of travail set in, as at last there enters the world the man-child

long conceived. Now, amid throes of death, that man-child long

foretold is about to be brought forth. Now, *mid the pangs of hell,

there will burst forth from the womb that marvel of mind and might,

and that man-child will spring from the throes! From the moment that

he was conceived, pangs have been sweeping apace over the whole
wide world.2

'4 Ezra 11:38-40, 12:11, 32-34. 12:18 is probably an allusion to the chaotic
unrest immediately following the death of Nero before Vespasian restored confidence
in the empire. Cf. Rev 13:3.

21QH 111, in Theodore H. Gaster, The Dead Sea Scriptures, 3d ed. (Garden
City, NY: Anchor Books, 1976), 152-3. However, a rather different (and less
coherent) translation is provided by Florentino Garcia Martinez, The Dead Sea Scrolls
Translated: The Qumran Texts in English, 2d ed., translated from the Spanish by
Wilfred G. E. Watson (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 331. Hereafter both of these
titles are abbreviated as DSS. Suffice it to say that this much-discussed passage
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The concept of a delay of the Eschaton is already present at Qumran. The
pesher commentary on Hab 2:3 suggests that the kingdom is apparently overdue, yet
will still come at the right time:

And God told Habakkuk to write what was going to happen to the last
generation, but he did not let him know the end of the age. And as for
what he says: So that the one who reads it may run. Its interpretation
concerns the Teacher of Righteousness, to whom God has disclosed all
the mysteries of the words of his servants, the prophets. For the vision
has an appointed time, it will have an end and not fail. Its
interpretation: the final age will be extended and go beyond all that the
prophets say, because the mysteries of God are wonderful. Though it
might delay, wait for it; it definitely has to come and will not delay.
Its interpretation concerns the men of truth, those who observe the
Law, whose hands will not desert the service of truth when the final
age is extended beyond them, because all the ages of God will come at
the right time, as he established for them in the mysteries of his
prudence.’

This expectation of the imminent end of the age and the sense that it was
already overdue was part of the culture into which Jesus was born. Of course, not

everyone believed this: certainly not the skeptical Sadducees. The Jewish philosopher

probably indicates the messianic age is imminent, but the original is not quite as clear
as Gaster’s translation.

'1QpHab 7:1-14, in Martinez, DSS, 200. I have supplied the boldface to
separate the OT quotations from the commentary. The Qumran documents frequently
mention "the last days," and, somewhat less frequently, "the final generation." Note
1QpHab 2:5-10: "The interpretation of the word concerns the traitors in the last days.
They shall be violators of the covenant who will not believe when they hear all that is
going to happen to the final generation, from the mouth of the Priest whom God has
placed within the Community, to foretell the fulfillment of all the words of his
servants, the prophets, by means of whom God has declared all that is going to
happen to his people Israel." Cf. 4QpHos 1:10, "They are the generation of the
visitation." 4QCatena 2:16 mentions those who "circumcise the foreskin of their heart
in the last generation"; and 1QpMic fragment 17 mentions "the last generation"
(Martinez, DSS, 198, 192, 210, 194).
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Philo, an older contemporary of Jesus, scoffs at the idea that the world will be
destroyed by fire, as we shall see. But this conviction that a new age was dawning
was not confined to the Jews. Daniel’s time prophecies had drawn attention even
outside of Jewish circles. Note these often-cited statements from first century Roman
historians Suetonius and Tacitus:

There had spread over all the Orient an old and established belief, that

it was fated at that time for men coming from Judea to rule the world.

This prediction, referring to the Emperor of Rome, as afterwards

appeared from the event, the people of Judea took to themselves.

In most there was a firm persuasion, that in the ancient records of their

priests was contained a prediction of how at this very time the East was

to grow powerful, and rulers, coming from Judea, were to acquire

universal empire. These mysterious prophecies had pointed to

Vespasian and Titus, but the common people, with the usual blindness

of ambition, had interpreted these mighty destinies of themselves, and

could not be brought even by disasters to believe the truth.!

So the Romans, too, had a messianic leader, a conquering hero, and therein
hangs a tale. Before he was the Emperor of Rome, Vespasian was a Roman general
who, under Nero, was assigned to suppress the Jewish rebellion in A.D. 66. After
Nero slit his own throat in 68 to avoid an even worse fate, there was great unrest in
the empire, and three men ruled briefly as emperor. In 69 Vespasian took the throne,
leaving his son Titus to complete the capture of Jerusalem. Vespasian ruled well,

bringing the empire back from the brink of ruin that had resulted from the excesses of

Nero. But he may have owed his success, in part, to Josephus.

'Suetonius Lives of the Twelve Caesars, "Vespasian," 4; Tacitus History, 5:13;
quoted in Robert C. Newman, "Daniel’s Seventy Weeks and the Old Testament

Sabbath-Year Cycle," Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 16, no. 4
(1973): 229.
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Josephus (b. A.D. 37) is known today as the preeminent Jewish historian of
the first century. But before he became a writer and philosopher he was a teenage
disciple of one Bannus, who was a desert ascetic, probably an Essene, and possibly a
disciple of John the Baptist. Later Josephus became a military leader in the Jewish
resistance. When the city he defended was captured by Vespasian early in the war, he
defected to the Romans. A shameless opportunist, Josephus made friends with
Vespasian by assuming the mantle of a prophet and suggesting that Vespasian should
take his rightful place as Emperor.! He later justified this by reference to Daniel’s
prophecy:

But now, what did most elevate them in undertaking this war [of A.D.

67-70] was an ambiguous oracle that was also found in their sacred

writings, how, "about that time, one from their country should become

governor of the habitable earth." The Jews took this prediction to

belong to themselves in particular; and many of the wise men were

thereby deceived in their determination. Now, this oracle certainly

denoted the government of Vespasian who was appointed emperor in

Judea.?

Rabbinic tradition holds that one of their own, Johanan ben Zakkai, also left
Jerusalem during the siege and hailed Vespasian as a man destined to destroy the

temple and to become emperor, citing Isa 10:34 as his prooftext.>

At any rate, Vespasian took both the hint and the empire, and became the

'Josephus Wars 3.8.9 describes the incident (trans. William Whiston). I am
using the Whiston annotation because it is widely available, while the Loeb edition is
incomplete, expensive, and available only in large libraries.

ZJosephus Wars 6.5.4.

’See Jacob Neusner, Development of a Legend (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1970).
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tenth Caesar.! Unlike his son Domitian—the emperor who exiled John to Patmos, and
whose persecution incited the production of at least three apocalypses: Revelation, 4
Ezra, and 2 Baruch—Vespasian made no claims to divinity. But early in his reign, if
the story is to be believed, he discovered that he could work miracles:

Vespasian, who against all expectation had mounted the throne as a
wholly new prince, still lacked presence and divinely confirmed
majesty. But this was granted to him. Two men of the people, one
blind and the other lame, came before his tribunal and asked for
healing. This had been promised them by Serapis in a dream. The god
had promised that Vespasian would restore sight to the blind if he
moistened his eyes with his spittle and the leg of the lame man if he
would deign to touch it with his heel. Vespasian himself hardly
believed this would happen. Hence he could not make up his mind to
try. Finally, persuaded by his friends, he publicly attempted both and
lo, not without success.?

But those Jewish oracles about a scion of David ruling the world must have
left a gnawing fear in his mind. Could the ancient Hebrew prophesies be true? If so,

then Roman dominion was in jeopardy. So Vespasian took preemptive action.

'According to Sib Or 11 and 12, the preceding emperors were: Julius Caesar,
Augustus, Tiberius, Gaius Caligula, Claudius, and Nero; followed by three minor
Caesars who briefly struggled for power, Galba, Otho, and Vitellius. The last of these
was overthrown by Vespasian, the tenth Caesar. Vespasian was succeeded by his two
sons, Titus and Domitian.

2Suetonius Caes., VIII Vespasianus, 7, 2f.; the story is also told in Tacitus
Hist., 4:81 (reproduced in David R. Cartlidge and David L. Dungan, Documents for
the Study of the Gospels [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1980], 156), and in Dio
Cassius, 66:8 (reproduced in TDNT, 8:274). This may have been a scheme cooked up
by Vespasian’s attendants to increase his self-confidence and provide grist for the
political propaganda mill, legitimizing his claim to the throne; see the discussion in
John P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus (New York, NY:
Doubleday, 1994), 2:594-5. Or it may have been a real miracle, whether divine or
demonic; Jesus assumed that others could work miracles (Mark 9:38-40, Matt 7:22,
12:27). Tacitus mentions that the blind man was "one of the commoners of
Alexandria, who was known for the loss of sight."
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According to Eusebius, he attempted to round up any descendants of David, and,
later, so did his son Domitian.! Like Herod in a former generation, these emperors
sought to check any potential insurrectionist who might pose a threat to their
kingdom.

But they were too late. The Son of David they were seeking was already well
beyond their reach.

The Historical Background: First-Century
Messianic Movements

Traditionally the discourse of Jesus recorded in Matt 24 has been called the
Olivet discourse. This passage contains Jesus’ detailed description of the signs of the
end and the destruction of Jerusalem followed by the Second Coming. This section
focuses on one of the leading motifs of this discourse.

A major feature of the discourse is the three separate warnings against false
Christs and false prophets (Matt 4-5, 11, 23-26). Were there any false messiahs or
false prophets that preceded the destruction of Jerusalem? Indeed there were. Daniel’s
timetables made the first century a messianic hotbed. One needs to keep in mind that
the popular concept of the messiah was not so much a supernatural figure as a

military leader of revolution against the Roman overlords, as illustrated by the scanty

'Eusebius Hist. 3:11, 20. Eusebius’s radition has been called into question, but
the reports from Josephus, Suetonius, Tacitus, Eusebius, and rabbinic sources all fit
together like pieces in a puzzle. Surely Vespasian was as informed as the Roman
writers regarding prophecies allegedly pertaining to himself—in fact, he may have
been the source of their information—and this explains his actions. There is no
evidence he actually condemned anyone to death.
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references to the Messiah found in Philo, which are based on the prophecy of Balaam
in Num 24:7-9, perhaps informed by Daniel:

A man shall hereafter come forth out of thee [the Jewish nation] who
shall rule over many nations, and his kingdom shall increase every day
and be raised up to heaven. . . . He shall lie down to rest like a lion,
and like a lion’s whelp, fearing no one, but showing great contempt for
every one, and causing fear to all other nations.!

A man will come forth, says the word of God, leading a host and
warring furiously, who will subdue great and populous nations. . . . He
will also have an irresistible power of dominion.?

Since it was believed that Daniel’s prophecies indicated that it was time for the
Roman empire to meet its doom, there were plenty of self-styled Terminators waiting
in the wings. The Jewish historian Josephus is our best source for these charismatic
figures. We begin with his description of two subversive teachers who flourished
about the time of Jesus’ birth. While these men did not make messianic claims for
themselves, they illustrate the revolutionary milieu into which Jesus was born.

There also now happened to him [Herod the Great] among his other
calamities, a certain popular sedition. There were two men of learning
in the city [Jerusalem], who were thought the most skillful in the laws
of their country, and were on that account held in very great esteem all
over the nation; they were the one Judas, the son of Sepphoris, and the
other Matthias, the son of Margalus. There was a great concourse of
the young men who came to these men when they expounded the laws,
and there got together every day a kind of an army of such as were
growing up to be men. Now when these men were informed that the
king was wearing away with melancholy, and with a distemper, they
dropped words to their acquaintance, how it was now a very proper
time to defend the cause of God, and to pull down what had been

'Philo Mos. 1:290-91, in The Works of Philo, new updated ed., trans. C. D.
Yonge (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1993), 486; hereafter "Yonge."

*Philo Praem. 95-97 (Yonge, 673).
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erected contrary to the laws of their country; for it was unlawful there
should be any such things in the temple as images, or faces, or the like
representation of any animal whatsoever. Now the king had put up a
golden eagle over the great gate of the temple, which these learned men
exhorted them to cut down: and told them that if there should any
danger arise, it was a glorious thing to die for the laws of their
country; because that the soul was immortal, and that an eternal
enjoyment of happiness did await such as died on that account; while
the mean-spirited, and those that were not wise enough to shew a right
love of their souls, preferred death by a disease, before that which is
the result of a virtuous behavior.!

Eventually these two rabbis were burned alive by the Romans, along with forty
of their disciples who had actually cut down the eagle. This generated festering
resentment that eventually resulted in a seditious uprising led by several self-
proclaimed kings taking advantage of the vacuum of power at the death of Herod the
Great. Ultimately, 2,000 Jews were crucified as punishment for their rebellion.?

Curiously, Josephus reports that on the day these two teachers were martyred,
there was an eclipse of the moon, an astronomical sign sometimes associated with the
birth or death of important leaders. According to Whiston, this eclipse occurred on
March 13, 4 B.C.—about the time of the birth of Jesus.

Jesus was once asked whether it was right to pay taxes to Caesar or not (Matt
22:15-22/Mark 12:13-17). There was a lot of history behind this question, as

illustrated by the rebellion of Judas around A.D. 6 in reaction to the census of

‘Josephus Wars 1.32.2; there is a fuller account in Antiquities 17.6.2-4.

Antiquities 17.9-10.



19

Quirinius:!

Under his [Archelaus’] administration it was that a certain Galilean,

whose name was Judas, prevailed with his countrymen to revolt; and

said they were cowards if they would endure to pay a tax to the

Romans, and would, after God, submit to mortal men as their lords.

This man was a teacher of a peculiar sect of his own, and was not at all

like the rest of those their leaders.?
This Judas is the one mentioned by Gamaliel in Acts 5:37 as evidence that if the Jesus
movement was of human origin, it would fail. Gamaliel was suggesting that time
would tell whether Jesus was just another would-be messiah like Judas and others
listed below in this chapter. According to Gamaliel, Judas was killed and his
followers scattered. But they were by no means neutralized. Judas was the founder of
the "fourth philosophy" (after the Sadducees, Pharisees, and Essenes), out of which
grew the zealots and the sicarii terrorists—young radicals who were ultimately
responsible for the destruction of Jerusalem—and Judas’ sons, later crucified, carried
on his work, until the power of the movement was broken at Masada in A.D. 73.

Josephus gives us only a sampling of some of the larger insurrectionist

movements in Palestine; he does not mention, for example, the one with which

'Luke’s mention of this census (2:2) has long been a difficult problem in the
NT, as the conventional translation makes it appear that Jesus was born during the
census of Quirinius in A.D. 6, when He should have been about ten years old. A
solution has been proposed by William Temple, Readings in St. John’s Gospel
(London: Macmillan, 1945), 17; John Nolland, Luke 1-9:20 (Dallas: Word Books,
1989), 101f.; and N. T. Wright, Who Was Jesus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992),
89: Luke 2:2 should probably be translated "This census took place before the time
when Quirinius was governor of Syria." The Greek word protos, when followed by
the genitive, can mean "before," as in John 1:15, 1:30, 15:18; see standard lexicons.

*Josephus Wars 2.8.1; paralleled by Antiquities 18.1.1, 6, 20.5.2.
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Barabbas was associated. Barabbas had committed murder in connection with one of
these uprisings.! The text does not say Barabbas was the ringleader, or that he made
messianic claims, although his name ("Son of the Father") is suggestive. However,
the name may mean nothing more than son of a teacher, or son of a rabbi.

The controversial paragraph in which Josephus mentions Jesus has been altered
by Christian editors. Josephus’s statement is discussed at length by John P. Meier and
by James H. Charlesworth.? Though we cannot yet recover the exact wording of the
Greek original, the recent discovery of an Arabic version in which several of the
obvious Christian interpolations are missing moves us closer to that goal. I cite below
S. Pines’s translation of the Arabic as provided by Charlesworth, who concludes,
"We can now be as certain as historical research will presently allow that Josephus
did refer to Jesus in Antiquities 18."*

At this time there was a wise man who was called Jesus. His conduct

was good, and he was known to be virtuous. And many people from

among the Jews and the other nations became his disciples. Pilate

condemned him to be crucified and to die. But those who had become
his disciples did not abandon his discipleship. They reported that he had

"Mark 15:7, Luke 23:19, John 18:40.

*Meier, 1:56-88; James H. Charlesworth, Jesus Within Judaism: New Light
JSrom Exciting Archaeological Discoveries (New York: Doubleday, 1988), 90-98.

*Charlesworth, Jesus Within Judaism, 96. Charlesworth is still skeptical about
the last third of this Arabic passage—the report of the resurrection—but the weight of
evidence is now in favor of its authenticity, since even the Arabic, which omits
obvious Christian interpolations, retains it. Regarding the final phrase, Charlesworth
quibbles, "How could a Jew claim that anyone ‘was perhaps the Messiah’?" but it is
even less likely that a Christian editor would have invented such a statement, as
Charlesworth admits. In a later reference (Antiquities 20), Josephus speaks of "James,
the brother of Jesus, said to be Christ." This implies an earlier reference to Jesus as
the Christ, so the Arabic "He was perhaps the Messiah" rings true.
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appeared to them three days after his crucifixion, and that he was alive;
accordingly he was perhaps the Messiah, concerning whom the
prophets have recounted wonders.

Jesus of Nazareth was not the only charismatic leader put to death under
Pilate. Several years later Pilate condemned a Samaritan "messiah" to death:

But the nation of the Samaritans did not escape without tumults. The
man who excited them to it, was one who thought lying a thing of little
consequence, and who contrived everything so, that the multitude might
be pleased; so he bade them get together upon mount Gerizim, which is
by them looked upon as the most holy of all mountains, and assured
them that, when they were come thither, he would shew them those
sacred vessels which were laid under that place, because Moses put
them there. So they came thither armed, and thought the discourse of
the man probable; and as they abode at a certain village, which was
called Tirathaba, they got the rest together to them, and desired to go
up the mountain in a great multitude together. But Pilate prevented
their going up, by seizing upon the roads with a great band of
horsemen and footmen, who fell upon those that were gotten together in
the village; and when they came to an action, some of them they slew,
and others of them they put to flight, and took a great many alive, the
principal of whom, and also the most potent of those that fled away,
Pilate ordered to be slain.!

This action, the culmination of a ten-year reign of cruelty, proved Pilate’s undoing.
Josephus records that the Samaritans complained to Vitellius, the governor of Syria,
who ordered Pilate to Rome to answer for his deed.

Sometime in the mid-forties another procurator, Cuspius Fadus, was forced to
deal with a certain Theudas:

Now it came to pass that while Fadus was procurator of Judea, that a

certain magician whose name was Theudas, persuaded a great part of

the people to take their effects with them, and follow him to the river

Jordan; for he told them he was a prophet, and that he would, by his
own command, divide the river and afford them an easy passage over

'Josephus Antiquities 18.4.1.
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it; and many were deluded by his words. However, Fadus did not

permit them to make any advantage of his wild attempt, but sent a

troop of horsemen out against them; who falling upon them unexpected-

ly, slew many of them, and took many of them alive. They also took

Theudas alive, and cut off his head, and carried it to Jerusalem.!

The fate of these messianic figures sheds light on Mark’s so-called "messianic
secret,” a sort of anti-advertising campaign on Jesus’ part.? Anyone making
messianic claims was setting himself up as a target of Roman wrath, for the Romans
knew that the Jews were looking for someone to lead them in revolt against Rome. So
the Romans burned, crucified, or beheaded messianic aspirants along with their
followers. According to Josephus, John the Baptist was imprisoned on the mere
suspicion that he might eventually lead a rebellion.® But I do not think self-

preservation was the main reason Jesus did not want people proclaiming that He was

the Messiah. He knew that their well-intentioned efforts might have aroused an ill-

'Ibid., 20.5.1. Theudas was proposing to imitate the miracle of Moses (Exod
14:16) and Elijah (2 Kgs 2:8). When the Pharisees asked Jesus for a sign, something
like this was what they had in mind. Notice that all the messianic aspirants after Jesus
offered to display signs and wonders. Could it be that Jesus set the standard with His
miracles?

*Mark 1:25, 34, 43-45, 3:12, 5:43, 7:36, 8:30, 9:9, etc., but contrast 5:19, to
a non-Jew. No doubt one factor in the "messianic secret" was Jesus’ need for privacy.
Mark 1:43-45 and 9:30-31 suggest that Jesus demanded secrecy to avoid being
mobbed, and to protect His time alone with His disciples. As any successful modern
exorcist or faith healer knows, unless some limitations are imposed on the seemingly
endless supply of desperate clientele, there will be no time to eat or sleep. So Jesus
discouraged over-eager followers by inviting them to take up their cross (Mark 8:34,
Matt 10:38, 16:24). His audience, familiar with the bloody history of messianic
movements, must have suspected that one possible outcome of following Him was
their crucifixion. -

*Ibid., 18.5.2. The mere accusation of messianic claims was enough to get a
man condemned to death (Luke 23:2, Acts 17:7).
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conceived mass movement that, besides shortening Jesus’ ministry, would have
endangered thousands of lives. It is to Jesus’ credit that, when He did finally allow
Himself to be taken, none of His followers lost their lives. He had to work a miracle
to ensure this: the healing of the servant’s ear (Luke 22:50-51).

In the fifties the number of messianic "impostors" swelled to epidemic
proportions.

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 multitude. Yet did Felix catch and put to
death many of those impostors every day. . . . And now these
impostors and deceivers persuaded the multitude to follow them into the
wilderness, and pretended that they would exhibit manifest wonders and
signs, that should be performed by the providence of God. And many
that were prevailed on by them suffered the punishment of their folly;
for Felix brought them back, and then punished them.!

Josephus has a parallel account in Wars that sheds additional light on the motivation
of these "wicked men" who

deceived and deluded the people under pretence of divine inspiration,
but were for procuring innovations and changes of the government; and
these prevailed with the multitude to act like madmen, and went before
them into the wilderness, as pretending that God would there shew
them the signal of liberty; but Felix thought this procedure was to be
the beginning of a revolt; so he sent some horsemen and footmen, both
armed, who destroyed a great number of them.

But there was an Egyptian false prophet that did the Jews more
mischief than the former; for he was a cheat, and pretended to be a
prophet also, and got together thirty thousand men that were deluded by
him; these he led round about from the wilderness to the mount which
is called the Mount of Olives, and was ready to break into Jerusalem
by force from that place; and if he could but once conquer the Roman
garrison and the people, he intended to domineer over them by the
assistance of those guards of his who were to break into the city with

'bid., 20.8.5-6; there is a parallel account in Wars 2.13.4-5.
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him; but Felix prevented his attempt, and met him with his Roman
soldiers, while all the people assisted him in his attack upon him,
insomuch that when it came to a battle, the Egyptian ran away with a
few others, while the greatest part of those that were with him were
either destroyed or taken alive, but the rest of the multitude were
dispersed every one to their own homes, and there concealed
themselves.!

This incident occurred about A.D. 55 and is mentioned briefly in Acts 21:38.

When this same Felix later sat in judgment upon Paul, it is interesting to note
that the charge was rabble-rousing, which Paul denied.? Felix’s successor, Festus,
faced another messianic imposter around A.D. 62:

Festus also sent a force of cavalry and infantry against the dupes of a

certain imposter who had promised them salvation and rest from

troubles, if they chose to follow him into the wilderness. The force

which Festus dispatched destroyed both the deceiver himself and those

who followed him.>

Only a few months after this Paul predicted that these "impostors" would "go

from bad to worse, deceiving and being deceived."* Paul seems to have expected the

‘Josephus Wars 2.13.4-5. The parallel account in Antiquities adds: "He [the
Egyptian] said further, that he would shew them from hence, how, at his command,
the walls of Jerusalem would fall down; and he promised them that he would procure
them an entrance into the city through those walls, when they were fallen
down"—i.e., posing as the new Joshua.

2Acts 24:5, 12, 18; cf. 17:7. Felix was evidently well acquainted with
Christianity, and, according to Luke, one of his conversations with Paul brought him
under temporary conviction (Acts 24:22-26). In A.D. 59/60 Felix was recalled to
Rome to answer Jewish accusations of partiality in his handling of such uprisings.

3Josephus Antiquities 20.8.10, but for this quotation I am using the superior
Loeb translation (20.188).

“2 Tim 3:13. "Imposter" and "deceiver" were the terms commonly applied to
these false messiahs; one of these terms was applied to Jesus by the Jewish leaders
after His death (Matt 27:63). This assumes an early date for the pastorals.
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problem to intensify right up to the coming of the ultimate false messiah (2 Thess 2),
followed by the Parousia.

Why did most of these pretenders lead their followers into the desert? As part
of the eschatological gathering of Israel, God had promised to purge Israel by
bringing them into the desert (Ezek 20:34-38). With this encouragement, these
pretenders were attempting to reenact the Exodus saga and pose as the new Moses, in
fulfillment of Deut 18:15, leading the Jews in revolt against Rome as Moses led them
in revolt against Egypt, or as the Maccabees in the desert led the Jews in revolt
against the Seleucids. When Jesus warned against going into the desert to find the
Messiah (Matt 24:26), He was talking about things that would happen in the near
future. These sad tales bear out the wisdom of His warning. Jesus, too, journeyed
into the desert (Matt 4:1).! But He went alone.

Around A.D. 69, a Sabbatical year, during the Jewish war with Rome, six
thousand people were trapped and slaughtered when the Romans set fire to the outer
compartments of the temple. The victims had gathered there at the instigation of a
false prophet:

A false prophet was the occasion of these people’s destruction, who had

made a public proclamation in the city that very day, that God

commanded them to get up upon the temple, and that there they should

receive miraculous signs of their deliverance. Now, there was then a

great number of false prophets suborned by the tyrants to impose upon

the people, who denounced [proclaimed] this to them, that they should
wait for deliverance from God; and this was in order to keep them

'On the idea of a pilgrimage into the desert or wilderness, see Exod 5:1, 3, Isa
40:3, Jer 2:2, 31:2, Ezek 20:10, Hos 2:14, 1 Macc 2:29, 2 Macc 5:27, Ps Sol 17:15-
17, Matt 11:7, Gal 1:17, Rev 12:6, 14.
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from deserting.!
Not even the destruction of Jerusalem ended the madness. The last incident

recorded in Josephus took place in the seventies:

And now did the madness of the Sicarii, like a disease, reach as far as
the cities of Cyrene; for one Jonathan, a vile person, and by trade a
weaver, came thither, and prevailed with no small number of the
poorer sort to give ear to him; he also led them into the desert, upon
promising them that he would shew them signs and apparitions; and as
for the other Jews at Cyrene, he concealed his knavery from them, and
put tricks upon them; but those of the greatest dignity among them
informed Catullus, the governor of the Libyan Pentapolis, of his march
into the desert, and of the preparations he had made for it. So he sent
out after him both horsemen and footmen, and easily overcame them,
because they were unarmed men: of these, many were slain in the
fight, but some were taken alive, and brought to Catullus.?

Jonathan himself escaped, but was eventually captured and brought to Rome, tortured,
then burned alive. There were further rebellions, culminating in that of Bar Kokhba,
"Son of the Star," in A.D. 132-5. His chief supporter, Rabbi Akiba, whose status in
Jewish tradition is on a par with Moses and Maimonides, was martyred for his
participation in the revolt.

As far as I know, no one seems to have noticed that these messianic uprisings
tend to occur in Sabbatical years.? Jewish peasants who made a livelihood raising

crops would have had more free time on their hands in a Sabbatical year, which

'Josephus Wars 6.5.2. These prophets would have appealed to OT promises that
Jerusalem would be delivered from its eschatological siege in Isa 29:1-8, 31:4-9,
17:12-14, Ezek 38:18-23, Joel 3:11-17, Zech 12:1-9, 14:1-9.

Ibid., 7.11.1-3.

*Sabbatical years in this period fell in A.D. 6, 13, 20, 27, 34, 41, 48, 55, 62,
69, 76; see chapter 5 for a full discussion.
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explains how these messianic figures could have so easily gotten large crowds of
people to follow them into the desert. The reigns of Herod the Great and Vespasian,
both of whom had messianic aspirations, also began in Sabbatical years. So did the
revolt of Bar Kokhba. And so did the public ministry of Jesus.

The book of Acts mentions two other impostors who, like Theudas above,
were magicians: Elymas Bar-Jesus (Acts 13:6-12), and Simon Magus (Acts 8:9-24).!
According to Justin Martyr, Eusebius, and other early Christian literature, Simon
Magus enjoyed quite a sensational career as a magician and eventually ended up in
Rome.? Simon Magus was succeeded by Menander, another Samaritan, who
pretended to be

the Savior, once sent from the invisible worlds for the salvation of

men; teaching also, that no one could overcome even the very angels

that formed the heavens in any other way, than by being first initiated

into the magic discipline imparted by him, and by the baptism

conferred by him for this purpose. Of which, those who were deemed

worthy would obtain perpetual immortality in this very life, being no

more subject to death, but continuing here the same, would be exempt

from old age, and be in fact immortal. . . . [He] deceived many by his

magic arts. He persuaded those that followed him that they should
never die. And there are now some of his followers that make a

'See Robert P. Casey, "Simon Magus," and Arthur Darby Nock, "Paul and the
Magus," quoted in F. J. Foakes Jackson and Kirsopp Lake, The Beginnings of
Christianity, Part I, The Acts of the Apostles (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1966),
5:151-187.

*Eusebius Hist., 2:13-15. Simon features prominently in the Acts of Peter,
written ¢. A.D. 180-190 and the Clementine literature. If the tradition is reliable,
Simon Magus and Simon Peter had later confrontations in Rome. Joseph B. Mayor,
The Epistle of Saint Jude and the Second Epistle of Saint Peter (Macmillan, 1907;
repr. Baker, 1965), clxxvii-clxxx, suggests that Simon is the source of the heretical
teachings which are attacked in Jude.
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profession of the same thing.!

Other prophets and miracle workers could be listed.? The epidemic of
impostors did not finally subside until after the Bar Kokhba rebellion was crushed by
the Romans in A.D. 135, and the Jews were finally banished from Jerusalem.

In short, the first century saw the rise and fall of scores of ambitious men who
aspired to be the Messiah, men whose names today are merely obscure footnotes to
history. But there was One who resisted the title, who disdained the way of the sword
and chose the way of the cross.® Like the rest, He suffered a violent death at the
hands of the Romans. Unlike the rest, that was not the end of the matter. Jesus had
some unfinished business, for He had promised to return, very soon, in glory on the

clouds of heaven.

'Eusebius Hist., 3:26. Cf. the claims of Jesus in John 8:51, 11:25-6.

’See David R. Cartlidge and David L. Dungan, Documents for the Study of the
Gospels (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1980), 151-165. Essene prophets are mentioned
approvingly by Josephus in Antiguities 15.10.5 and 17.12.3; Wars 2.8.12 implies that
the Essenes were known for their prophetic ability. Jesus never denied that others
could work miracles, and recognized other exorcists (Matt 12:27/Luke 11:19, Matt
7:22, Mark 9:38-40/Luke 9:49-50) besides His own followers (Matt 10:8, Mark 3:15,
16:17). But note Jesus’ warning against miracle-working false prophets in Matt 7:15-
23. There is a curious story of a magician by the name of Aod in Pseudo-Philo 34
(first century A.D.), who allegedly seduced Israel in the time of the Judges by
causing the sun to rise at night—something the Antichrist will do according to Asc Isa
4:5.

3Jesus told his followers to take up their cross (Matt 10:38, 16:24), not their
sword (Luke 22:49-52).



CHAPTER THREE

IMMINENCY STATEMENTS IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

Imminency Statements on the Lips of Jesus
There are about six statements on the lips of Jesus which would probably have
been interpreted by His first century Jewish audience as implying an imminent

Parousia.

Matt 10:23
The first of Jesus’ three promises occurs just after Jesus sent His disciples on a
mission confined to the borders of Israel: "Do not go among the Gentiles or enter any
town of the Samaritans. Go rather to the lost sheep of Israel" (Matt 10:5-6). Even
before they had a chance to complete this limited mission, Jesus promised, "I tell you
the truth, you will not finish going through the cities of Israel before the Son of Man

comes" (Matt 10:23).!

‘Why does Jesus need to come when He is already here? Because "the time will
come when the bridegroom will be taken from them" (Matt 9:15).

G. C. Berkouwer (The Return of Christ [Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1972],
89) dismisses this text with a single sentence: "Whereas many understand Matthew
10:23 as a direct reference to time, Christ is actually talking about the hate and
persecution to be faced by believers." But rewriting the text ("the Jews shall not stop
persecuting you until the Son of Man comes") does not solve the problem. G. E.
Ladd also dismisses Matt 10:23 with the assertion that it "says no more than that the
mission of Jesus’ disciples to Israel will last until the coming of the Son of Man" (4

29
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When Jesus talked about the coming of the Son of Man, what would that have
meant to His audience? And what concepts did this phrase evoke in the minds of
Matthew’s readers? Scholars are generally agreed that this is an allusion to Dan 7:13-

14:

In my vision at night I looked, and there before me was one like a son

of man, coming with the clouds of heaven. He approached the Ancient

of Days and was led into his presence. He was given authority, glory

and sovereign power; all peoples, nations and men of every language

worshiped him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not

pass away, and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed.

Dan 7 provides the source of both Jesus’ self-title, the Son of Man, and His
kingdom terminology. The concept of a kingdom that belongs to God is mentioned
only in passing in the OT' outside of Daniel, where it is developed at length.? Jesus
never defined the kingdom He proclaimed because it was not necessary; when He
came preaching, "The time has come; the kingdom of God is near" (Mark 1:15), His
audience would have understood the allusion to Dan 7:22, "the time had come for the

saints to receive the kingdom." The kingdom Jesus proclaimed was the kingdom of

Dan 7, informed by the eschatology of Isaiah.®* When He promised His interrogators

Theology of the New Testament [Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1974], 200).
This is closer to the mark; but Jesus is speaking of a very limited mission; and I find
it difficult to reduce Jesus’ "I will come before you are able to cover all the cities of
Israel" to Ladd’s "You’ll always have a ministry to the Jews until I come."

'1 Chr 17:14, 28:5, 29:11, 2 Chr 13:8, Ps 45:6, 103:19, 145:10-13, Isa 9:6-7,
Obad 1:21.

Dan 2:44, 4:3, 34, 6:26, 7:13-27.

>This kingdom is described in florid detail in Sib Or 3:767-795, written around
150 B.C., one of the sources of Rev 21.
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that they would see the Son of Man return with the clouds of heaven, or when He
said "You shall not finish going through the cities of Israel before the Son of Man
comes," His listeners would have understood Him to refer to the great event
described in Dan 7:13. Jesus’ electrifying announcement in Matt 10:23 must be
understood against the first-century background of eager expectation for the messianic
kingdom of Daniel, whose prophecies even Roman emperors took seriously.

Dan 7 is a prophecy of the last times. If Jesus applied the prophecy to
Himself, it can only mean that He believed He was living in the last times.! This has
far-reaching implications. NT eschatology is not, as sometimes claimed, a jumble of
contradictory strands of tradition. The NT data can be adequately accounted for by
the simple thesis that Jesus taught that the prophecies of Dan 7, 9, and 11-12 were
about to be fulfilled,* and by later apostolic reaction to the fact that this was not
happening as expected. Moreover, this thesis is a conclusion, not a presupposition,
for I did not at first believe this.

In Dan 7:13 the Son of Man comes in the clouds to the Ancient of Days. If

'So Dale C. Allison, Jr., The End of the Ages Has Come: An Early
Interpretation of the Passion and Resurrection of Jesus. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1985), 137. Cf. 90: "The early church believed Jesus to be the Messiah. This is
crucial. The coming of the Messiah was bound up with the last things, and to claim
that the Messiah had come was to claim that the prophetic promises of the Tanach
[OT] had begun to meet their fulfillment. It entailed that the messianic age or the age
to come was near and thus that the terrors or wonders of eschatological expectation
must be present or very near to hand. The implication is unavoidable."

*But not Dan 8, which is largely ignored in the NT and intertestamental
literature. Jesus also expected the fulfillment of the eschatological scenario of Isaiah
and the rest of the prophets.



32

Jesus based His teaching on Dan 7, then why does the NT speak of the Son of Man
coming on the clouds ro earth?' One possibility is that Jesus understood Dan 7:13 as
a coronation (as in Ps 110); a temporary trip to heaven to receive the kingdom (as in
Luke 19:12), which kingdom is then immediately given to the saints. Or perhaps
Jesus simply borrowed the terminology of the passage without regard to its original
context. We are not concerned about what Dan 7:13-14 "really means," only how it
was interpreted in the first century.

There is one first-century interpretation of Dan 7, however, that is particularly
intriguing. Some sources interpreted Dan 7 as depicting an earthly judgment.? This
was no doubt suggested by Dan 7:22, "As I watched, this horn was waging war
against the saints and defeating them, until the Ancient of Days came [to where the
saints were] and pronounced judgment in favor of the saints." This would explain why
portable thrones had to be put in place (Dan 7:9); like a travelling circuit judge or a
conquering king, God visits His realm in judgment, and sets up His throne there.>

The first eleven chapters of Ezekiel describe another judgment visit by God to earth

'Matt 24:30/Mark 13:26, Matt 26:64/Mark 14:62, Acts 1:11, 1 Thes 4:17, Rev
1:7.

*This is the interpretation of 1 Enoch 90:20, 25:3 (pre-Christian), and perhaps
also Sib Or 2:241-2, 4 Ezr 6:20 (post-Christian, ca. A.D. 100). See Maurice Casey,
Son of Man: The Interpretation and Influence of Daniel 7 (London: S.P.C.K, 1979).
Cf. the idea in Ap Mos 22 (OTP 2:281) that when God came into Eden to judge
Adam, He was seated on a chariot of cherubim and placed His throne near the tree of
life. A NT parallel is found in Matt 25:31.

3Cf. Dan 11:45, Jer 1:15, 43:10, 49:38. Biblical allusions to this practice are
found only in passages dating from around the time of the exile, which supports an
early date for Daniel. Notice the terminology of "setting thrones" in the last two
passages which matches Dan 7:9.
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on His wheeled throne, and a third instance of this is found in Jer 49:38. This would
make Dan 7 congruous with all the other OT Parousia passages, in which God comes
to earth (see Appendix C). In the OT, eschatological judgment always takes place on
earth.! These are some possible reasons why some first-century interpreters saw an
earthly judgment in Dan 7; and this might explain why the NT portrays the Son of
Man as coming on the clouds to earth.

Matt 10:17-23 contains what might be called a proto-apocalypse of events
leading up to the end, which appears to be based on Mark 13. A comparison of

Matthew and Mark provides us with a tantalizing clue to Matthew’s thinking:?

Ps 50:1-6, 96:13, 98:9, Ezek 21:30, Joel 3:2, Mic 4:2-3, Mal 3:1-5. It is
appropriate that the judgment take place on earth, because that is where the kingdom
is—even in Daniel (2:35, 7:27).

I accept the traditional consensus of NT scholars that Mark was the first gospel
written and served as one of the sources for Matthew and Luke; see Appendix A.
Probably the best book to date on the synoptic problem from a conservative viewpoint
is Robert H. Stein, The Synoptic Problem: An Introduction (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker,
1987).
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You must be on your guard. You will Be on your guard against men; they will
be handed over to the local councils hand you over to the local councils and
and flogged in the synagogues. On flog you in their synagogues. On my
account of me you will stand before ~ account you will be brought before
governors and kings as witnesses to governors and kings as witnesses to them

them. And the gospel must first be and to the gentiles [ethne]. But when

preached to all nations [ethne]. they arrest you, do not worry about what
Whenever you are arrested and to say or how to say it. At that time you
brought to trial, do not worry will be given what to say, for it will not

beforehand about what to say. Just say be you speaking, but the Spirit of your
whatever is given you at the time, for Father speaking through you. Brother
it is not you speaking, but the Holy will betray brother to death, and a father
Spirit. Brother will betray brother to  his child; children will rebel against their
death, and a father his child. Children parents and have them put to death. All
will rebel against their parents and men will hate you because of me, but he
have them put to death. All men will who stands firm to the end will be saved.
hate you because of me, but he who =~ When you are persecuted in one place,
stands firm to the end will be saved. flee to another. I tell you the truth, you
(Mark 13:9-13) will not finish going through the cities of
Israel before the Son of Man comes.
(Matt 10:17-23)

The parallels with Mark 13 make it clear that the events of Matt 10 are those
leading up to the"end of the age, and that the coming of the Son of Man is not any
lesser event than the promised kingdom of glory of Dan 7. There can be no question
about the meaning of this terminology in the Synoptics: it refers to the Parousia.!
Curiously, Matthew follows Mark 13:9-13 very closely here—even more closely than
in Matt 24:9-14, which should be the parallel passage. But there is one revealing

alteration, italicized above. Matthew may have seen a potential conflict between

'All references to the future coming of the Son of Man in the NT refer to the
Parousia: Matt 10:23, 16:27/Mark 8:38, Matt 16:28/Mark 9:1, Matt 24:27/Luke
17:24, Matt 24:30/Mark 13:26/Luke 21:27, Matt 24:37, 24:39, 24:44/Luke 12:40,
Matt 25:31, 26:64/Mark 14:62, Luke 9:26, 18:8. There are no exceptions. Mark
10:45/Matt 20:28 and Luke 19:10, which speak of a more mundane coming, are in
the past tense.
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Jesus’ promise to come before the apostles had canvassed the cities of Israel and the
statement that the gospel would be preached to the whole world before the end.
Therefore, Matthew downplays the gentile mission by rewording "the gospel must
first be preached to all nations" (Mark 13:10) to a vague "witness . . . to the
gentiles. "

There is one more issue in regard to Matt 10:23 that must be addressed. It is
standard fare among liberal scholars to claim that the early church invented many of
the sayings of Jesus in the Gospels. The infamous "Jesus Seminar" group claims only
one out of six sayings is indisputably genuine. Most scholars regard this as extreme,
but some still question the authenticity of Jesus’ promises to come back in His
generation, or the authenticity of the Son of Man sayings, claiming they are a creation
of the early church.

In the case of the Son of Man sayings, this is highly unlikely. The early
church called Jesus "Christ," something He rarely called Himself. Jesus called himself
"The Son of Man," something the early church rarely called Him. In other words, if
the early church invented this terminology, we would expect to find it used often
outside the Synoptics. But it is not. This implies that "Son of Man" terminology is a
fossil, not an implant. The startling reason why it fell out of use in the early church is
discussed below.

In the case of Matt 10:23, even moderate scholars, finding no other way to
escape the implications of the passage, have resorted to the claim that Matt 10 is

"composite” or "redactional." The passage may be composite and redactional in the
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sense that Matthew has borrowed material from Mark 13, but it is not redactional in
the sense that Matthew fabricated the event, for Matt 10:23 is the one passage where
such an argument clearly will not work. Scholars who reject the possibility of
predictive prophecy date Matthew after A.D. 70; but by then it would have been
evident that the prophecy had proved false. Why would Matthew invent a false
prophecy? Was Matthew so inept that he would make Jesus appear to be predicting
something that never happened? The liberal position self-destructs.

On the contrary, this saying is evidence for an early date for Matthew, while
the Jewish mission was still in progress. I suspect that this is something Matthew
actually heard Jesus say, whether in a missionary context or an eschatological context.
The other Synoptics omit it because in Mark 6 and Luke 9 the initial missionary
journey was soon over. In Matthew, however, this mission is open-ended; the
disciples never "come back." Because of this, Jesus’ commission in Matt 10 is
relevant to the entire career of the disciples, so Matthew imports into his narrative the
warnings about later persecution from Mark 13. Perhaps Matthew is opposing a
movement within an increasingly gentile Christianity to completely abandon the
Jewish mission. At any rate, Matthew believed the Jewish mission would soon be cut
short by the tribulation and Parousia, so for him the saying of Jesus in Matt 10:23
posed no problem.

Unfortunately, one cannot defend the authenticity of the "this generation"
sayings discussed below in this same way, for they would not have proved false by

the time the Gospels were written. But there are other arguments that tend to
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authenticate those statements which also apply to Matt 10:23. Jesus said He did not
know the exact time of the Parousia (Mark 13:32/Matt 24:36). All parties agree that
this saying is genuine, because no Christian would have invented a statement that
ascribes ignorance to the Lord. But then it is unlikely that any Christian would have
invented any sort of timesetting statements which might appear to contradict Jesus’
disclaimer. And it is also unlikely that some obscure and anonymous Christian editor,
or even Matthew, was more bold and original and startling than Jesus. If the
forerunner of Jesus, John the Baptist, and the successors of Jesus, the apostles, taught

an imminent Parousia, then it is very likely that Jesus did too.!

Matt 16:28

Jesus’ second promise is found in Matt 16:27-28:

For the Son of Man is going to come in his Father’s glory with his

angels, and then he will reward each person according to what he has

done. I tell you the truth, some who are standing here will not taste

death before they see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom.

This saying is followed in all three Synoptic Gospels by the story of the
transfiguration. In the light of this placement of the material and in light of 2 Pet

1:16-18, it is probable that the evangelists regarded the transfiguration as a foretaste

of the coming in glory. But this inference should not be pressed too far. As F. F.

!So Dale C. Allison, "A Plea for Thoroughgoing Eschatology," JBL 113/4
(1994): 651-668; Idem, "The Eschatological Jesus," BR, Oct. 1976, 34-41, 54-55.
The use of the word "imminent" or "imminence" in this study is unrelated to the pre-
tribulational belief that Christians are taken out of the world via secret rapture prior to

the tribulation. By "imminent" I simply mean "very soon," not that no other event
will come first.
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Bruce observed, one would not normally use such language to refer to something that
is to take place in a week’s time.! Jesus’ words in Matthew are a clear allusion to the
Second Coming. It goes without saying that the coming of the Son of Man in vs. 28
means the same thing as the coming of the Son of Man in vs. 27.

Attempts to solve this problem often appeal to the parallel in Mark 9:1
because, at first glance, it seems easier to apply Mark’s phraseology ("the kingdom of
God come with power") to something other than the Parousia, such as the resurrection
or Pentecost.? This is usually accomplished by the trick of ignoring the preceding
verse (8:38) which, though part of a continuous narrative, has been unfortunately
separated by a chapter break. But Mark’s statement is not so easily disposed of. Let
us accept for the sake of argument that Mark’s version is indeed the earliest (see
Appendix A)—the most likely Gospel to retain Jesus’ entire speech "in situ,” as He
originally gave it:

"If anyone is ashamed of me and my words in this adulterous and sinful

generation, the Son of Man will be ashamed of him when he comes in

his Father’s glory with the holy angels." And he said to them, "I tell

you the truth, some who are standing here will not taste death before

they see the kingdom of God come with power." After six days Jesus

took Peter, James and John with him and led them up a high mountain,
where they were all alone. There he was transfigured before them.?

'F. F. Bruce, The Hard Sayings of Jesus (Downer’s Grove, IL: Intervarsity
Press, 1983), 155.

2So F. F. Bruce, (Ibid.), also William Barclay, who maintains Matthew
mistakenly edited Mark’s statement to make it predict the Second Coming in his
lifetime (The Gospel of Matthew, rev. ed. [Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1975],
382).

*Mark 8:38-9:2, emphasis supplied. All emphasis in quotations in this paper is
supplied unless otherwise noted.
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"Coming with power" is an unambiguous allusion to the Parousia; the relevant
parallel is "They will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of the sky, with
power" which occurs in the Olivet discourse in all three Synoptics.! The OT source
of this expression is Isa 40:10:

A voice of one calling: "In the desert prepare the way for the Lord,;
make straight in the wilderness a highway for our God. Every valley
shall be raised up, every mountain and hill made low; the rough ground
shall become level, the rugged places a plain. And the glory of the
Lord will be revealed, and all mankind together will see it. For the
mouth of the Lord has spoken.” . . . You who bring good tidings to
Zion, go up on a high mountain. You who bring good tidings to
Jerusalem, lift up your voice with a shout, lift it up, do not be afraid;
say to the towns of Judah, "Here is your God!" See, the Sovereign
Lord comes with power, and his arm rules for him. See, his reward is
with him, and his recompense accompanies him. (Isa 40:3-10)

This passage is of fundamental importance for understanding NT eschatology;
virtually every phrase of it is reflected in the NT, and it seems John the Baptist took

it as his charter.? Because the transfiguration accounts in Matthew and Luke obscure

'The partial parallels at Rom 1:4 and 1 Cor 15:43 are irrelevant, as they
mention "power” but no "coming." The only other passage that mentions a coming
with power is 2 Pet 1:16. Joseph B. Mayor, 195, maintains that the word parousia in
this verse is a reference to the Second Coming, not the first, and the transfiguration is
portrayed here as a foretaste of that event. At any rate, 2 Pet 1:16 naturally borrows
from the Petrine tradition, as found in Mark 9:1, in describing the transfiguration;
hence the use of the "coming with power" terminology.

%(1) the "coming with power" is applied to the Parousia in Matt 24:30/Mark
13:26/Luke 21:27, and Mark 9:1. (2) vss. 3-5 form the basis of the message of John
the Baptist and are cited in all four gospels (Matt 3:3, Mark 1:3, Luke 3:4, John
1:23). (3) vs. 5 is probably the source of Rev 1:7, "every eye will see him" (with Isa
18:3, 52:8-10). (4) vss. 6-8 (ellipses) is quoted in 1 Pet 1:24-5. (5) vs. 8 may
influence Matt 24:35/Mark 13:31. (6) the "good tidings" of vs. 9 (repeated in Isa
41:27, 52:7), resurfaces in the NT as the "gospel." (7) vs. 10b is reflected in Rev
22:12. Thus 5, 10a, and 10b, at least, are applied to the Parousia in the NT. This
passage is cited at Qumran in 1QS 8:12-14: "And when these things come to pass for
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Mark’s allusion to Isa 40, it usually escapes notice that Isa 40:9, "Go up on a high
mountain," is reflected in the trip up the "high mountain" of the transfiguration. What
does this mean? Did John the Baptist and Jesus understand Isa 40:3-10 as a
programmatic prophecy leading up to the Parousia? Is Jesus predicting that the events
proclaimed by John the Baptist are about to take place? How does the transfiguration
relate to the Eschaton? Can this prophecy shed any light on Jesus’ instructions to the
disciples to meet Him on a mountain in Galilee after the resurrection?' Clearly, there
are still gaps in our understanding of Jesus’ understanding of the Eschaton.

Jesus’ use of a prophecy that mentions a trip up a high mountain confirms that
there is a legitimate connection between His prediction and the transfiguration; the
connection is not an after-the-fact invention of the evangelists. Still, Jesus’ words
imply something more than what happened on the mountain. As has already been
pointed out, all references to the future coming of the Son of Man in the NT refer to

the Parousia; and this is doubly certain in this case because of the verses which

the Community in Israel at these appointed times, they shall be separated from the
midst of the habitation of perverse men to go into the desert to prepare the way of
Him as it is written, ‘In the wilderness prepare the way of . . . Make straight in the

desert a highway for our God’" (translated by A. Depont-Sommer, The Essene
Writings, 92).

'Mark 14:28, 16:7/Matt 28:7, 28:10, 16; and John 21 indicate that Jesus met
His disciples in Galilee after the resurrection. Why, then, does Luke alter this
tradition by saying that Jesus told the disciples not to leave Jerusalem (Luke 24:49,
Acts 1:4)? This is an unsolved mystery. And what is the connection between this
mount of rendezvous (Matt 28:16) with other mountains mentioned in the Gospels: the
mount of temptation (Matt 4:8), the mount of commission (Mark 3:13/Luke 6:12), the
mount of blessing (Matt 5:1, 8:1), the mount of miracles (Matt 15:29, John 6:3), the
mount of prayer (Matt 14:23/Mark 6:46/John 6:15), and the mount of transfiguration
(Matt 17:1/Mark 9:2/Luke 9:28)?
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immediately precede Matt 16:28/Mark 9:1.

Those who claim that Jesus” words in Matt 16:28/Mark 9:1 were wholly
fulfilled at the transfiguration do not seem to fully realize the implications of their
position. This interpretation, it seems to me, places us on a trajectory which ends in
the denial of a literal Parousia, for if such a clear prophecy of the Second Coming can
be fulfilled by a local earthly event, then perhaps this is true of all such prophecies,
and the "coming on the clouds" is merely a figure of speech.

Let us examine this possibility for a moment. Is the astronomical language of
Matt 24 mere metaphor? N. T. Wright, in his book Who Was Jesus?,' argues that
biblical sayings about sun, moon, and stars being darkened are simply a metaphorical
way of talking about earth-shattering events; they are not meant to be taken any more
literally than our expression "earth-shattering. "

When Jewish writers spoke of the sun and moon being darkened; when

they spoke of angels gathering people from the four winds of heaven;

when, in particular, they spoke of a Son of Man who would come on

the clouds of heaven—in each of these cases they were using language

in this metaphorical way. It is flagrantly absurd to think that Jesus, in

saying that sort of thing, envisaged himself or anyone else literally

flying around in mid-air on an actual cloud.

This is an admirable attempt to cut the Gordian knot and dispose at once of the
whole problem of the Parousia. Wright’s position might be supported from many of
the passages listed in Appendix C, such as Isa 19:1. But whatever this language meant

in the OT, the NT authors clearly understand the coming in glory as a literal, future

event. In Acts 1:9-11 Luke records that Jesus rose and disappeared into a literal

N. T. Wright, 55.
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cloud, and two angelic figures predict that He would return in just the same way. The
darkening of the sun and moon are also literal descriptions of historical events, as
shown below; so there is no reason to consider this language metaphorical. Finally, if
this is metaphorical language, why does it gradually diminish in the later NT writings,
as the time passes with no Parousia (see discussion below). Why not, instead,
elaborate and re-emphasize the metaphor?

The evidence does not support the thesis that the authors of the NT understood

the Parousia as mere metaphor.

Matt 24:34

The third and best-known of the promises of Jesus to return in His generation
is found in Matt 24:34-36:

I tell you the truth, this generation will certainly not pass away until all

these things have happened. Heaven and earth will pass away, but my

words will never pass away. No one knows about that day or hour, not

even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.

This statement comes after the description of the Parousia, so Jesus seems to
be saying that "all these things" mentioned in the narrative up to that point—including
the Second Coming—would occur in the lifetime of some of Jesus’ listeners.!

First, "My words will never pass away" does not necessarily mean "My words

will never fail of timely fulfillment." The words "pass away" must have their normal

meaning, as in the previous verse. This may mean no more than that Jesus’ prophecy

'Among Seventh-day Adventists this interpretation was first(?) suggested by
Don F. Neufeld, 6. Neufeld maintained that "this generation" was to be interpreted
literally and that the prophecy was conditional.
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will remain extant to the end; it will not be lost or suppressed, which has proved to
be the case. Jesus is claiming that His words are equal to OT Scripture, since earlier
He had said, "It is easier for heaven and earth to disappear than for the least stroke of
a pen to drop out of the Law."!

This does not, of course, solve the problem of this prophecy. None of the
suggested solutions to the problem posed in Matt 24 have proven satisfactory. One
proposed solution is to deny the ordinary meaning of genea, "generation" in favor of
the unusual meaning "race.” But why would Jesus say, in this context, "The Jews will
not pass away until all these things have happened"? Imagine a contemporary prophet
who predicts the imminent destruction of Washington, D.C., by a foreign power.
Suppose this prophet were to announce, "God has shown me that Americans will still
be living on earth when Washington is destroyed.” This would be a good way to
make the point that the event foretold was not something to be concerned about any
time soon. But in the NT, with the single exception of Luke 16:8, genea has a
temporal rather than a racial connotation.

A similar solution would give this phrase a "theological" meaning: not those
now living, but unbelievers of all time, so that Jesus is saying, "Unbelievers will not
pass away before I come." I am wary of claims that certain NT expressions—"near,"
"this generation," "last days"—have special "theological" meanings that bear little

connection with the literal meaning. Does the fact that Jesus often speaks of "this

Matt 5:18/Luke 16:17. See also Gen 14:22, Deut 4:26, 30:19, 31:28, Ps
146:6, Jer 33:25.
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generation” in a derogatory way' imply that it means "all bad people everywhere"?
Let us apply the contemporary prophet test: "God has shown me that evil people will
still be living on earth when Washington is destroyed." But this is pointless, even
laughable. Jesus might as well have said, "Verily I say unto you, trees shall not
perish before I come."

We must not confuse connotation with denotation. In the OT, the term
"generation" must be preceded by pejorative adjectives such as warped and crooked,
stubborn and rebellious, or perverse, in order to convey a negative sense. This
indicates that the word by itself is basically neutral in meaning, as in Judg 2:10,
"After that whole generation had been gathered to their fathers, another generation
grew up, who knew neither the Lord nor what he had done for Israel"; or Ps 24:6,
"Such is the generation of those who seek him." The same thing is true in the NT,
where the current generation is described as perverse, sinful, adulterous, crooked,
depraved, wicked, corrupt, and unbelieving. These adjectives are necessary because
the word "generation" by itself is neutral, as in Luke 1:50, "His mercy extends to
those who fear him, from generation to generation"; or Acts 13:36, "For when David
had served God’s purpose in his own generation, he fell asleep." The fact that the NT
writers (and Josephus as well!) have nothing good to say about their own generation,

just as the OT writers had nothing good to say about the generation of the flood, the

'As did Josephus, but he was clearly referring to his own generation: "Neither
did any other city ever suffer such miseries, nor did any age ever breed a generation
more fruitful in wickedness than this was, from the beginning of the world (Wars
5.10.5).
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wilderness, or the exile, does not mean that "this generation" without a modifier is a
pejorative term for the wicked in general. Whatever connotations genea may have
acquired, its denotation is a contemporary group living at a certain time in history,
except when it is followed by the genitive.!

A few moments with a concordance will provide convincing evidence that
whenever the phrase "this generation" occurs in the NT, the obvious meaning is the
generation then living.? In many of these passages Jesus mentions local events that
took place in His lifetime, and "this generation" clearly refers to the participants in
those events.’ It is significant that Jesus never spoke of "that generation" that would
be living when He returned—only "this generation." Yet Jesus always spoke of the
day of His coming as "that" day or time, never "this" day, since it was still future.*
Had the generation also been future, He would have spoken of "that" generation.

"This generation" means the same thing in the NT that it did in the Old: the
speaker’s contemporaries whom God will punish in their lifetime because of their sin.
The phrase occurs twice in the Pentateuch and twice in the prophets. "The Lord then
said to Noah, ‘Go into the ark, you and your whole family, because I have found you

righteous in this generation’" (Gen 7:1); "Not a man of this evil generation shall see

1.e., the generation of something or other; as in Luke 16:8, Ps 14:5, 49:20,
73:15, 112:2, etc.

’Cf. Matt 11:16, 12:39-45, 16:4, 17:17, 23:36, 24:34, Mark 8:12, 38, 9:19,
13:30, Luke 1:50, 7:31, 9:41, 11:29-32, 11:50-51, 17:25, 21:32, Acts 2:40, 13:36,
Phil 2:15, Heb 3:10.

*Matt 11:16-19, Mark 8:12, Luke 11:29-32, 17:25.

‘Matt 7:22, 10:19, 13:30, 24:10, 23, 30, 36, 26:69.
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the good land I swore to give your forefathers” (Deut 1:35).! Jeremiah’s
contemporaries who ultimately went into exile are addressed in Jer 2:31, "You of this
generation, consider the word of the Lord"; and this is followed by condemnation,
"The Lord has rejected and abandoned this generation that is under his wrath" (Jer
7:29). In each case, the phrase refers to the prophet’s contemporaries, and the implied
threat materialized in their lifetime. The Olivet discourse follows this prophetic
tradition which, in times of severe apostasy, pronounced doom on "this generation."

There is a fifth case in Ps 95:10, LXX. The Hebrew reads, "For forty years I
was angry with that generation," while the LXX reads "this generation." Again, the
members of "this generation" of Ps 95:10 (LXX) met their doom (death in the
wilderness) in their lifetime.? Finally, the phrase is used in a conventional way in the
pseudepigrapha.? In short, the obvious meaning of "this generation" is the correct
one.

"This generation" in Matthew is best understood in the light of Matt 1:17,

'The OT makes a point that this generation died: Deut 2:14, Num 32:13, Ps
95:10/Heb 3:10; see also Exod 1:6, Judg 2:10.

?Ps 95:10 (Matt) should be compared with the three other OT texts which speak
of "that generation." Exod 1:6 says that Joseph’s generation died; Deut 2:14 says that
the wilderness generation died; and Judg 2:10 says that Joshua’s generation died.
Obviously, "that generation," like "this generation," is a group of contemporaries that
live and die within a limited timespan.

’In Pseudo-Philo 40:4 "this generation” is associated with "the wise men of my
people.” 1 Enoch claims that his Parousia prophecy (the one quoted by Jude) is "not
for this generation but for the distant one that is coming" (1:2, cf. 92:1)—exactly the
opposite of what Jesus said. 2 Enoch uses this terminology in speculation about a
latter-day "Melchizedek" to be born in the "last generation" (2 Enoch 71:34) which is
termed "this generation" in 71:29, 37; cf. 72:6.
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"Thus there were fourteen generations in all from Abraham to David, fourteen from
David to the exile to Babylon, and fourteen from the exile to the Christ."' And while
the OT speaks of bearing witness of God’s redemptive acts to future generations, the
NT says nothing about a future generation.? All of this evidence points in the same
direction. We must not attempt to solve theological problems by creative redefinition
of well-defined NT terms.

Another attempt to solve the problem of Matt 24 focuses on the change of
pronouns. In His description of the great persecution leading up to the end (24:4-28),
Jesus uses the second person—saying all these things would happen to "you"; i.e., the
disciples to whom He was speaking. But when Jesus describes the Second Coming
itself (24:29-31) He switches to the third person: "They will see the Son of Man
coming . . ." It is tempting to see here an indication that Jesus knew the disciples
themselves would not live to see the Second Coming.

However, "they" in Matt 24:30 is dictated by its antecedent, the nations (". . .
all the nations of the earth will mourn. They will see . . ."). The subject has changed
from the disciples to unbelievers, requiring a change in pronoun. Jesus soon reverts to
the second person in Matt 24:42, 44: "Therefore keep watch, because you do not
know on what day your Lord will come. . . . So you also must be ready, because the

Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him." If Jesus had intended

'Whether Matthew’s matching fourteens here are artificial or not, clearly one
generation involves only a limited period of time. Cf. Col 1:26, Eph 3:5.

’Ps 22:30-31, 48:13, 71:18, 78:4-6, 102:18, 109:13, 145:4, Joel 1:3, Es 9:28.
The "all generations" of Luke 1:48 and Eph 3:21 are simply formulaic.
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chronological distinctions with His pronouns, it seems likely He would have said,
"The Son of Man will come at an hour when men do not expect him" in vs. 44. Also,
the pronoun changes in this same way in Luke 21:23-24 but at a different place in the
chronological narrative, back in the description of the destruction of Jerusalem
(21:21).

Although it does not work well in Matthew or Luke, this theory is more
plausible in Mark: "At that time men will see the Son of Man coming in clouds”
(13:26). However, "men" here is not a neutral term; in the preceding chapters it is a
pejorative term with the connotation of "unbelievers."! So Mark 13:26, like Matt
24:30, emphasizes the shock that will overtake the wicked. Also, Mark 13:36 allows
for the possibility of the Parousia happening in the lifetimes of the disciples: "If he
comes suddenly, do not let him find you sleeping." Furthermore, the fact that Jesus
shortly thereafter told the Jewish leaders "You will see the Son of Man . . . coming
on the clouds of heaven" (Mark 14:62) seems to contradict this theory (see discussion
below). I find it difficult to see any clear chronological significance in the way Jesus

alternates between the second and third persons in this and other discourses.? At any

'Cf. Mark 7.7, 8, 8:33, 9:31, 11:30, 32, 12:14, 40, 13:13.

*The changes of person in Mark 13 are somewhat haphazard: Mark 13:5-14 is
second person, 15-20 is third, 20-23 is second, 24-27 is third, 28-37 is second again.
Notice a similar pattern in Luke 12 where Jesus is discussing a similar subject: Luke
12:32-35 is second person, 36-39 is third person, and 40 is second again, but this is
dictated by the needs of the subject and has no chronological significance. The
discourses of Jesus sometimes exhibit random changes of person. For example, the
beatitudes are in the third person ("Blessed are they") up through Matt 5:10, then
Jesus inexplicably switches to the second ("Blessed are you") in vs. 11. In Matt 23
"you" is Jesus’ sympathetic audience and "they" are the Pharisees, up until vs. 13;
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rate, if this was Jesus’ intent, the disciples seem to have missed it, judging by their
statements in the rest of the NT.

A more promising line of defense is based on Matt 24:33, "Even so, when you
see all these things, you know that it [the Second Coming] is near, right at the door."
It seems obvious that "all these things" in this sentence cannot include the Second
Coming, but only the signs leading up to it. The exact same phrase, then, should
mean the same thing in vs. 34: "This generation shall not pass away until all these
things [the signs leading up to the end] are fulfilled." If so, then Jesus did not
necessarily promise a first century return; He only promised that events would
progress up to the point where the kingdom was "right at the door" (vs. 33). Jesus
was simply answering the first of the two questions the disciples had asked in Matt
24:3, "When will these things [the destruction of Jerusalem] be?"!

One weakness of this defense is that it does not work well for the parallel
passages in Mark 13:29-30 and Luke 21:31-32, which use the preliminary phrase
"these things" for the events leading up to the Parousia, and "all these things" to
include the Parousia itself.> However, since I have already argued that the "coming

of the Son of Man" must mean the same thing in Matt 16:28 as in 16:27, in the

after which Jesus addresses the Pharisees directly in the second person. In Matt
12:31-37 Jesus alternates randomly between second and third person.

'Among others, this the solution of George Eldon Ladd, The Presence of the
Future (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1974), 321.

’I suggest that the terminology "these things"/"all these things" comes from
Dan 12:6-7.
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interest of consistency I will ignore Mark and Luke for now and allow the strength of
the same argument here regarding the phrase "all these things" in Matt 24:33, 34.

A second weakness is that the worldwide preaching of the gospel (vs. 14)
would still have to be included in "all these things" to occur in Jesus’ generation, thus
depriving us of one potential rationale for the delay.

A third weakness is Jesus’ statement about standing firm to the end. "The end"
in the Olivet discourse (and everywhere in Matthew) means the end of the age.! Jesus
assumes that His audience—"this generation"—would experience that event: "All men
will hate you because of me, but he who stands firm to the end will be saved."? It
was probably this statement that worried the Thessalonian believers (1 Thess 4:13).

A fourth, probably fatal, weakness of this defense is the absurdity of an at-the-
door stage that lasts for 2,000 years, for Matt 24:29 says that the astronomical signs
and Second Coming will occur "immediately after the distress of those days"—i.e.,
immediately after the unprecedented tribulation associated with the abomination of

desolation (24:15-22).% "Those days" of vs. 29 clearly refers back to the same time

Notice the instances just above and below v. 13: "the end is not yet" (vs. 6),
and "then the end will come" (vs. 14). See also Matt 10:22, 13:39, 40, 49, 24:3, 6,
14, 20, 1 Cor 1:8, 15:24, Heb 3:14, 6:8, 11, 9:26, 1 Pet 4:7. Only in Revelation
does being faithful "to the end" (2:26) mean "until death" (2:10).

’Mark 24:13/Matt 24:13. Cf. Dan 12:12, "Blessed is the one who waits for and
reaches the end of the 1,335 days;" 4 Ezra 6:25, "It shall be that whoever remains
after all that I have foretold to you shall be saved and shall see my salvation and the
end of the world."

*The parallel in Mark 13:24, though it lacks the word "immediately," has the
same meaning: "In [not after] those days, following that distress." Timothy J.
Geddert, Warchwords: Mark 13 in Markan Eschatology (Sheffield, England: Sheffield
Academic Press, 1989), p. 227-9, argues that Mark 13:24 allows for a gap between
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as "those days" of vss. 19 and 22. Any attempt to break Jesus’ description of the
woes following the abomination of desolation into two time periods, an early one
(vss. 15-20), and a later one (vss. 21ff.), is doomed in light of the linkage provided
by the phrase "those days," and in light of the parallel to vs. 21 in Mark 13:19,
where the unprecedented tribulation is linked unambiguously with the destruction of
Jerusalem. And a later, greater tribulation is ruled out by Jesus’ statement that this
tribulation would never be equalled again.! Objections that this is mere hyperbole are
beside the point; this tribulation is the one following the standing up of Michael (Dan
12:1) and leading up to the Parousia, for Jesus is following Dan 12:1-3, where the
time of unprecedented tribulation is immediately followed by the resurrection:

At that time Michael, the great prince who protects your people, will

arise. There will be a time of distress such as has not happened from

the beginning of nations until then. But at that time your

people—everyone whose name is found written in the book—will be

delivered. Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth will awake:
some to everlasting life, others to shame and everlasting contempt.

the destruction of Jerusalem and the final events. This might be true if Mark 13:24
had said "after those days, following that distress," but Geddert’s interpretation is
impossible with the text as it stands, particularly in light of the parallel in Matt 24:29.

This passage is sometimes explained by the analogy of a man looking at one
end of a chain of distant mountains and seeing only the nearest peak. This analogy
does not arise out of Scripture, and it ignores Jesus’ "this generation" statements. It
seems to me that the "prophetic telescoping” argument, at least as applied to this
passage, is a non-falsifiable rationalization to circumvent the plain meaning of
"immediately. "

'Matt 24:21/Mark 13:19; cf. Exod 10:14, Ezek 5:9, Dan 12:1, Joel 2:2.
Josephus uses this language three times of the destruction of Jerusalem: "Neither did
any other city ever suffer such miseries . . . from the beginning of the world" (Wars

5.10.5; cf. 6.9.4; Proem. 4); and it is unlikely that Josephus was influenced by our
Gospels.
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Dan 12:1-7 exercised a strong influence on the eschatology of Jesus. Not only
is Dan 12:1 the source for the unprecedented tribulation of Mark 13:19/Matt 24:21,
but 12:2 is the source for Jesus’ description of the resurrection in John 5:28-29; Dan
12:3 is the source for Matt 13:43, "Then the righteous will shine like the sun in the
kingdom of their Father"; and Dan 12:7, "When the power of the holy people has
been finally broken, all these things will be completed," is a source for both Mark
13:4 and Mark 13:30b/Matt 24:34b! This provides yet a fourth reason for rejecting
the argument that Jesus’ "all these things" need not include the resurrection, for in
Jesus’ source it clearly does.!

When Jesus cited Dan 12:1 he made one crucial change. Daniel wrote, "There
will be a time of distress such as has not happened from the beginning of nations until
then," but Jesus said, ". . . until now" (Matt 24:21/Mark 13:19). If Jesus had been
thinking of a distant event, Daniel’s wording would have been more appropriate. This
telltale change suggests expectations of an imminent tribulation, in Jesus’ own time.

Another OT passage with a similar scenario (destruction of Jerusalem
immediately followed by the end of the age) is Zech 14:

A day of the Lord is coming when your plunder will be divided among

you. I will gather all the nations to Jerusalem to fight against it; the

city will be captured, the houses ransacked, and the women raped. Half

of the city will go into exile, but the rest of the people will not be

taken from the city. Then the Lord will go out and fight against those

nations, as he fights in the day of battle. On that day his feet will stand
on the Mount of Olives, east of Jerusalem, and the Mount of Olives

'Dan 12:13, like 12:2, indicates that the resurrection will occur "at the end of
the days"—i.e., the days of persecution that begin when the daily sacrifice is
abolished (12:11).
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will be split in two from east to west, forming a great valley, with half
of the mountain moving north and half moving south. You will flee by
my mountain valley, for it will extend to Azel. You will flee as you
fled from the earthquake in the days of Uzziah king of Judah. Then the
Lord my God will come, and all the holy ones with him. On that day
there will be no light, no cold or frost. It will be a unique day, without
daytime or nighttime—a day known to the Lord. When evening comes,
there will be light. On that day living water will flow out from
Jerusalem, half to the eastern sea and half to the western sea, in
summer and in winter. The Lord will be king over the whole earth. On
that day there will be one Lord, and his name the only name. (Zech
14:1-9)!

This passage, like Dan 12:1-7 and Isa 40:3-10,2 played a crucial role in Jesus’
eschatology. Whereas Dan 7 is the source of Jesus’ statements about the Son of Man
coming in the clouds, vs. 5 of this passage provides the rest of the NT scenario:
"with all his holy angels."? It is possible that vs. 5 is one source of Jesus’ command

for His disciples to flee to the mountains when they saw Jerusalem surrounded:* vss.

'This prophecy is rather remarkable in that it fits in with recent geological
discoveries that the ancients had no knowledge of. On July 11, 1927, there was an
earthquake which shook Palestine from the Sea of Galilee to the border of Egypt and,
after the tremors, geologists discovered a fault in Olivet, running from east to west.
Dr. Bailey Willis, of Stanford University, said that the area around Jerusalem was a
region of potential danger, a fault line, along which slippage might occur, passing
directly under the Mount of Olives. In other words, what Zechariah described is
precisely what geologists would expect to occur. See Bailey Willis, "Earthquakes in

the Holy Land," Bulletin of the Seismological Society of America 18, no. 2 (June
1928): 92.

*The prophecy of Zech 14:4-5 (cf. 4:7) about mountains becoming valleys is
probably based on Isa 40:4-5, just as the living water of Zech 14:8 (and Ezek 47) is
probably based on Isa 41:18 (cf. Isa 30:25, 35:6-7), and the raising of Jerusalem in
Zech 14:10 is probably based on Mic 4:1.

3Matt 16:27, 25:31, Mark 8:38, 1 Thess 3:13, Jude 1:14. Zech 14:5 is a
reenactment of Deut 33:2.

*Along with Ps 11:1, Jer 6:1, Ezek 7:16, Gen 19:17; Cf. Ps. Sol. 17:16-17.
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6-7 are one source of the idea that there will be no night in the kingdom (Rev 21:23-
25); and vs. 7 is probably the source of the idea that the day of the Lord is known
only to God (Matt 24:36). In addition, Dale Allison finds allusions to this chapter in
Matt 27:51b-53, Mark 11, and John 2:16.!

An early version of the eschatological battle of Zech 14 is found in Isa 29:1-8.
After Jerusalem is besieged and brought low, "suddenly, in an instant," the Lord
comes and destroys the attackers. Other passages likewise stress God’s timely
intervention.? In other words, the idea that the Parousia of God would immediately
Jollow the great end-time artack on Jerusalem is the standard OT prophetic scenario.
Jesus was only passing on that which He found in Scripture.

It is difficult to escape the conclusion that Matt 24:29 maintains the OT
scenario of a Parousia which immediately follows the destruction of Jerusalem.
Fortunately, Jesus stated that even He did not know the exact time of the Second

Coming (Matt 24:36).%> The fact that Jesus would admit ignorance on this point is a

'Allison, The End of the Ages, 33-35. The larger passage of Zech 12-14 is an
important source for NT eschatology; notable borrowings include Zech 12:10-
14 > Matt 24:30, Rev 1:7; Zech 13:7>Mark 14:27, Matt 26:31.

*Isa 29:1-8, 31:4-9, 17:12-14 (the basis for Luke 21:25), 66:6-18, Ezek 38:18-
23, Dan 12:1-3, 5-7, 11-13 (seems to imply that the total lapse of time between the
abomination of desolation and the resurrection was to be 1260 days, or at most 1335),
Joel 3:11-17, Zeph 3:8-9, Zech 12:1-9, 14:1-9. The survivors in Jerusalem of the
eschatological battle are described in Isa 4:2-6; vs. 4 of this passage is probably the
basis for Matt 3:11.

*Evidently Jesus’ omniscience, like His omnipresence, was not operative during
the incarnation. John 7:8-10 may be another example of this. Textual evidence
suggests that "yet" in 7:8 is a scribal addition. Perhaps Jesus changed His mind, or
perhaps He did not want word to get out that He was coming.

If Jesus had surrendered His omniscience, and spent hours in prayer to discern
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strong argument for the authenticity of the record and its claims. How many
messianic pretenders, from Bar Kokhba to David Koresh, are known for saying "I
don’t know?"

In light of this uncertainty, however, Jesus’ confident assurance in vs. 35
might at first seem puzzling. Yet Jesus’ words are no more strange or contradictory
than it would be to say "I don’t know the day or hour, but there will be nuclear war
in your lifetime." The precise date is unknown, but the event is near. It would be
foolish to adopt any interpretation that makes Jesus contradict Himself in the space of
two or three sentences. The simplest way to understand Matt 24:34-36/Mark 13:30-32
is that Jesus announced the proximate time (that generation) on the basis of prophetic
interpretation, but He did not know the exact time (day or hour) on the basis of
revelation. Therefore, the argument is invalid that Jesus could not have promised to
return in His generation since He did not know the day or the hour.

Even Jesus’ limited declaration of ignorance is stated in terms that imply that
the Coming is very soon: It is the day and hour, not the year, that is in question, as
the following verses continually reemphasize.' One way to understand His point is
that no span of years is contemplated; none should think of the coming as years away.
By way of contrast, OT references to coming judgment refer to the day and the

year.* But now that "the year of the Lord’s favor" is already here (Luke 4:19), only

His Father’s will, then is it not possible that His understanding of His mission and
who He was grew and evolved over time?

'Matt 24:38, 42, 44, 50, and 25:13.

“Isa 34:8, 61:2, 63:4, Jer 11:23, 23:12, 48:44, 51:46.
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the exact date is in question.

The "You’ll See Me Again Soon" Statements

Matt 24:34 is the second time in one day that Jesus said "all this" would
happen to His generation; earlier on He had made this statement to the Jewish
leaders:

Therefore I am sending you prophets and wise men and teachers. Some

of them you will kill and crucify; others you will flog in your

synagogues and pursue from town to town. And so upon you will come

all the righteous blood that has been shed on earth, from the blood of

righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah son of Berekiah, whom you

murdered between the temple and the altar.! I tell you the truth, all

this will come upon this generation. . . . Look, your house is left to

you desolate. For I tell you, you will not see me again until you say,

"Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord." (Matt 23:34-39).

How would Jesus’ generation pay for all the righteous blood ever shed by their
forefathers? The penalty for bloodshed was the blood of the offender.? Jesus’
malediction implies both the destruction of Jerusalem® as well as the final judgment,
when "the Lord is coming out of his dwelling to punish the people of the earth for

their sins. The earth will disclose the blood shed upon her; she will conceal her slain

no longer" (Isa 26:21). This occurs at the resurrection (26:19), when God will avenge

'Here Zechariah the son of Jehoida, the last martyr in the Jewish canon (2 Chr
24:17-22), is confused with Zechariah the Son of Berekiah, the author of the OT book
of prophecy (Zech 1:1, 7). This confusion was widespread; see the discussion by S.
A. Blank, "The Death of Zechariah in Rabbinic Literature," Hebrew Union College
Annual, 12/13 (1937-38): 327-46. Matthew makes a similar slip in 27:9, where a
quotation from Zech 11:12-13 is ascribed to Jeremiah.

’Gen 9:5-6, Num 35:33, 2 Kgs 9:7-8.

*Lam 4:11-14, Jer 19:3-9, Ezek 11:5-10, 16:37-41, 22:1-16.
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the blood of His saints.!

Both of these events are further implied by what Jesus said next: "Look, your
house is left unto you desolate" (23:38)—implying the destruction of Jerusalem>—and
"For I tell you, you will not see me again until you say, ‘Blessed is he who comes in
the name of the Lord’" (23:39)—the same phrase spoken earlier by the crowd at the
triumphal entry (Matt 21:9). This phrase from Ps 118 was associated with "the
coming kingdom of our father David" (Mark 11:9-10), and was customarily recited at
the Jewish festival of booths.? Jesus’ announcement of His Parousia in Matt 23:39 is
the last thing He ever said in the temple. How the disciples understood this is
indicated by the question they asked as soon as they were alone with Jesus, "What
will be the sign of your coming?" (Matt 24:3).

However, Jesus’ enemies did see Him again at His trial a few days later, and
they were in no mood to bless Him. There in the courtyard of the high priest Jesus
repeated His promise: "I say to all of you: In the future you will see the Son of Man
sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the clouds of heaven"

(Matt 26:64/Mark 14:62).* This again implies that Jesus expected to return in the

'Rev 6:9-11, 18:24; cf. 4 Ezra 1:32.

?An allusion to the desolation which resulted from the desolating abomination,
Dan 9:17, 18, 26, 27; see also Isa 1:7-8, 5:9, 13:9, 24:10, 27:10, Jer 6:8, 7:34 (cf.
vs. 29), 10:22, 12:7-11, 26:9, 44:22, Lam 5:18, Ezek 12:20, 35:15, Zech 7:14, etc.

*Mishnah, Sukkah 3:9.

*A clear allusion to Dan 7:13-14. The Greek which the NIV translates "in the
future" is usually translated "from now on"; cf. the same expression in (LXX) Num
18:22, 2 Sam 19:13, 2 Chr 16:9, Isa 9:7, 48:6, 59:21, Mic 4:7, Matt 26:29, Luke
1:48, 5:10, 12:52, 22:18, 22:69, John 8:11, 13:19, 14:7, Acts 18:6, 2 Cor 5:16, Rev
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lifetime of His hearers; this is a simpler explanation (Occam’s Razor) than the
hypothesis of a special resurrection just before the Second Coming, possibly implied
by Rev 1:7. I do not question that such a resurrection may take place; but then, by
the same token, Jesus’ Matt 23 audience would have to be added to the special
resurrection list. The point is that the original plan was an imminent return, not a
special resurrection—at least that seems to be how Luke understood it, as we will see.

Note that both of these "I’ll be back!" statements (Matt 23:39, 26:64) were
made to the Jewish leaders. The full implication of Jesus’ words becomes startlingly
clear in the light of a more-or-less contemporary description of the judgment of the
rulers by the Elect One:

Thus the Lord commanded the kings, the governors, and the high
officials, and the landlords, and said, ‘Open your eyes and lift up your

eyebrows—if you are able to recognize the Elect One!’ . . . On the day
of judgment, all the kings, the governors, the high officials, and the
landlords shall see and recognize him. . . . They shall be terrified and

dejected; and pain shall seize them when they see that Son of Man
sitting on the throne of his glory. These kings, governors, and all the
landlords shall try to bless, glorify, and extol him who rules over
everything, him who has been concealed. For the Son of Man was
concealed from the beginning, and the Most High One preserved him in
the presence of his power; then he revealed him to the holy and the
elect ones. The congregation of the holy ones shall be planted, and all
the elect ones shall stand before him. On that day, all the kings, the
governors, the high officials, and those who rule the earth shall fall
down before him on their faces, and worship and raise their hopes in
that Son of Man; they shall beg and plead for mercy.!

14:13.

'1 Enoch 62. Note the phrase "the Son of Man sitting on the throne of his
glory"; Cf. Matt 19:28, 25:31, Mark 10:37, Luke 24:26. Cf. Enoch’s invective
against the upper-class to that of Jas 5:1-6.
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This passage goes on to describe the punishment of the rulers and the reward of the
righteous, and the rulers’ fruitless attempt to curry favor by blessing the Lord, which
reminds us of the hallel blessing mentioned in Matt 23:39. In His two "I’ll be back"
statements, then, Jesus is warning those in authority that the next time they see him

the tables will be turned, and He will be judging them.!

Lukan Redaction of the Olivet Discourse

Before going any further a discussion of the dating and sequence of the
Gospels is in order. The scholarly consensus for the past century has held that Mark
was the first Gospel written (see Appendix A), followed by Matthew, then Luke, then
John, though the priority of Matthew continues to have lively champions.

Robert Gundry makes a very convincing case, based on a wide variety of
internal evidence, that Matthew was written prior to A.D. 70.2 Detractors who hold
to a post-70 date appeal mainly to Matt 22:7, "The king was enraged. He sent his
army and destroyed those murderers and burned their city." If this is the strongest
evidence for a post-70 date for Matthew, then the case is extremely weak. Even if we
were to entertain the gratuitous prejudice against predictive prophecy, any astute

observer of the political currents who believed the prophecy of Deut 28:49-57 might

'Could this also be the intent of Luke 12:58, spoken in an apocalyptic context:
"As you [Pharisees] are going with your adversary [Jesus] to the magistrate, try hard
to be reconciled to him on the way, or he may drag you off to the judge [God], and
the judge turn you over to the officer [cf. Matt 18:34], and the officer throw you into
prison."

?See Robert H. Gundry, Matthew: A Commentary on His Handbook for a Mixed
Church under Persecution, 2d ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1994), 599-609.
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plausibly anticipate a replay of what happened in the days of Jeremiah (cf. Jer 34:2).

The a priori assumption that predictive prophecy is impossible can be
discredited by modern evidence alone apart from Scripture. However, predictive
prophecy is usually more cryptic than historical description after the fact; it is not
always an exact "photograph” of the future.! Jesus’ prophecy in Matt 24/Mark 13
makes use of the cryptic prophecy of Daniel about the abomination of desolation
standing in the holy place. In fact, the prophecy does not exactly conform to the
event, for, according to Eusebius (Hist., 3:5), the Christians did not flee Jerusalem
after the Roman soldiers had invaded the holy place, but after they had surrounded

the city. This implies that Mark and Matthew were written prior to A.D. 70.

'For example: the prophecy of the fall of Babylon in Jer 51, written c. 593
B.C. (see vs. 59), describes Babylon’s imminent (vs. 33) destruction and burning
(vss. 30-32) by the Medes (vs. 28), leaving the city desolate and uninhabited (vss. 29,
37, 43, 62; cf. Jer 25:12). What actually happened was that Cyrus the Great took the
city in 539 B.C. without violence, keeping it intact. It survived partial destruction by
Xerxes ca. 480 B.C. After Seleucus I Nicator built Seleucia in 312, using bricks from
old Babylon, the inhabitants gradually moved from Babylon to Seleucia, leaving only
a small community of priestly astronomers and mathematicians by the first century
A.D.

Another example: In 587 or 586 (Ezek 26:1) Ezekiel gave a series of
prophecies against Tyre (chaps. 26-28), in which he predicted that Nebuchadnezzar
(26:7) would destroy Tyre and make her a bare rock (26:4). Tyre would never be
rebuilt (vs. 14). The prophecy of destruction pertained to the island fortress itself,
which was "out in the sea" (26:5), as distinguished from Tyre’s settlements on the
mainland mentioned in vss. 6 and 8. Nebuchadnezzar besieged Tyre from 586 to 571
B.C., but he only partially fulfilled the prophecy by taking the mainland settlements;
he was unable to breach the defenses of Tyre itself. Nebuchadnezzar’s failure is
recognized in Ezek 29:17-19, a prophecy given on Apr 26, 571, when God promised
to give Egypt to Nebuchadnezzar as compensation for his hard work, since "he and
his army got no reward from the campaign he led against Tyre." Later on Alexander
the Great completely destroyed Tyre, but even then the city was rebuilt and was
thriving in the time of Jesus; the name occurs 12 times in the NT.



61

In contrast, the parallel passage in Luke 21 describes plainly what happened
(21:24): "When you see Jerusalem being surrounded by armies, you will know that its
desolation is near. . . . They will fall by the sword and will be taken as prisoners to
all the nations." Another passage that sounds like eyewitness history is Luke 19:43-4,
with no parallel in Matthew and Mark. Also, Luke omits the cryptic "Let the reader
understand" of Matthew and Mark as no longer necessary. All of this suggests that
Luke was written, or at least revised, after A.D. 70.

The traditional conservative dating of Luke/Acts is around A.D. 60, because
Acts ends abruptly at the point of Paul’s first Roman imprisonment and says nothing
about the deaths of Peter, Paul, or James in the sixties. This is a fairly strong
argument. However, an alternative explanation is that Luke, writing after A.D. 70,
was interrupted by death or some other event, preventing him from finishing his
narrative as he intended. Or it may have been politically inexpedient for Luke to
mention that his heroes, Peter and Paul, had been condemned to death by Rome,
which would seem to vindicate Jewish opposition. At any rate, whether Luke wrote

before or after A.D. 70 is not as significant as the fact that he wrote after Mark.! But

'Could our later date for Luke be motivated by a prior agenda of discrediting
those passages which do not support our thesis? Suppose that we ignore all evidence
of development over time and assume an early date for Luke (pre-70), and simply
count witnesses. In that case Matthew/Mark agree against Luke in regards to the
Olivet tradition, and so we would still have accept the majority witness. There is no
reason to choose Luke over Matthew/Mark except for the comfort of choosing that
which is closer to later Christian tradition—unless we were asking the question "What
is present truth?" In that case, we might choose Luke over Matthew/Mark on the
basis of progressive revelation, as long as we concede that Luke is the latest of the
Synoptics. However, as stated in the introduction, my concern here is not present
truth, but which text best reflects what Jesus actually said on Olivet. It is possible that
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there is still more evidence that he wrote after A.D. 70. So clearly does it teach an
imminent Parousia that Luke found it necessary—apparently after the time had
passed—to edit parts of it out.

Luke revises the material of Mark 13/Matt 24 to allow for an indefinite lapse
of time between the destruction of Jerusalem and the Parousia.! For example, Mark
says the wars, earthquakes, and famines "are the beginning birth pains" (13:8)—i.e.,
the beginning of the final tribulation that gives birth to the age to come. Luke omits
this. Mark speaks of believers standing firm "to the end [of the age]" (13:13); Luke
(21:19) deletes this now that it is obvious that the end will not come that soon. Luke
21:25 contains no parallel to Matthew’s statement that Jesus would return
"immediately after the distress of those days" (Matt 24:29) or the equivalent statement
("in those days") in Mark 13:24. The false messiahs in Mark 13:6 say, "I am he,"
but in Luke 21:8 they also say, "The time is near"—proclaiming the nearness of the
Parousia is now one of the signs of false prophecy! This implies a date after 70, when
Luke had seen the damage that certain types of apocalyptic enthusiasm could do.

Whereas the parable of the talents/servants/minas is found in Matthew and

Luke is pre-70, but it is highly unlikely that Luke is prior to Mark, for if the
alterations (listed below and in Appendix A) go in that direction, they are very
difficult to explain. The bottom line is that Matthew/Mark provide the most accurate
record of the Olivet discourse.

'Many of the following points are from James D. G. Dunn, Unity and Diversity
in the NT: An Enquiry into the Character of Earliest Christianity, 2d ed. (London:
SCM Press, 1990), 346-9.
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Mark in a context that stresses that Jesus’ return should be expected momentarily,’
Luke not only transplants the parable into a different context, he creates a new
rationale for the parable that puts it in opposition to imminency: Jesus told the parable
because "the people thought that the kingdom of God was going to appear at once"
(Luke 19:11). Luke also modifies the unprecedented tribulation to "great distress in
the land and wrath against this people" (Luke 21:23), and omits Jesus’ words about
the time being cut short (Mark 13:20/Matt 24:22); for by now, after the three-and-a-
half year Jewish war leading up to the fall of Jerusalem, it was obvious that the time
had been lengthened, not shortened.

One very crucial change is found in Luke’s revision of Mark 14:62/Matt
26:64, "From now on you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the
Mighty One and ‘coming on the clouds of heaven." Luke edits out the italicized
portions to leave no mention of the Second Coming: "But from now on, the Son of
Man will be seated at the right hand of the mighty God" (Luke 22:69). By the time
Luke wrote, all of the Jewish leaders to whom Jesus addressed this saying just before
His crucifixion were probably dead (they would have been from an older generation
than Jesus), and Luke’s editing removes the difficulty of the unfulfilled prophecy.

Luke de-eschatologizes Jesus’ Parousia promise that precedes the transfi-
guration: "Some who are standing here will not taste death before they see the

kingdom of God" (Luke 9:27); in Luke, this kingdom had in some sense already come

(Luke 11:20, 17:21). More clearly, he also de-eschatologizes another Parousia saying,

Mark 13:33-37, Matt 25:14ff.
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"You will not see me again until you say, ‘Blessed is he who comes in the name of
the Lord’" (Matt 23:39) by taking it out of passion week and putting it earlier in the
narrative (Luke 13:35), making it appear that it was fulfilled at the triumphal entry
(Luke 19:38).

We also see the beginning of a transition toward a realized eschatology.! Luke
records a series of metaphorical statements about God’s "coming" that have no close
parallel in the other Gospels:

"Praise be to the Lord, the God of Israel, because he has come and has
redeemed his people. (1:68)

They were all filled with awe and praised God. "A great prophet has
appeared among us," they said. "God has come to help his people."
(7:16)

'A brief history of this term: Albert Schweitzer, in his groundbreaking work,
The Quest for the Historical Jesus (1906), portrayed Jesus as a heroic but tragic and
deluded figure who mistakenly expected the kingdom to come within months from
when He sent the disciples on their first missionary tour. When the kingdom did not
arrive as expected, Jesus attempted to force the matter by His death on the cross.
Schweitzer’s position has been called "consistent eschatology." Recent defenders of
this position include R. H. Hiers, Jesus and the Future (Atlanta: John Knox, 1981),
and C. Sullivan, Rethinking Realized Eschatology (Macon, GA: Mercer University
Press, 1988).

One of the leading critics of Schweitzer’s position was C. H. Dodd. Dodd
proposed that Jesus never actually promised to return soon in the clouds of heaven;
the early church invented these sayings. Instead, Jesus’ kingdom and all that went
with it was a present reality, needing only to be recognized; this is known as
"realized eschatology." There is but one Coming, and Jesus is "always the coming
One" who comes again in every historical judgment and revival and individual
conversion. The position that Jesus never spoke of His Parousia is defended in T. F.
Glasson, The Second Advent, 3d ed. (London: Epworth Press, 1963), and J. A. T.
Robinson, Jesus and His Coming (London: SCM, 1957).

Both Schweitzer and Dodd denied any future, literal, visible coming in glory.
Dodd’s terminology is widely used of prophecy that is at least partly fulfilled, or
realized, even by those who do not accept his thesis.
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[Jesus predicts that Jerusalem will be destroyed] because you did not
recognize the time of God’s coming to you. (19:43-44)!

It appears that while Matthew, in borrowing material from Mark, tends to
slightly enhance its imminency, Luke tends to reduce it.> But even if Matthew and
Mark did not exist and we had only the Gospel of Luke, we would still have Jesus’
promise to return in His generation. The older generation of Jewish leaders may have
passed, but Jesus’ generation had not, so Luke had no reason to alter this prophecy.

Indeed, Luke is slightly clearer than Matthew that the Parousia would take place in

his generation:

"At that time they will see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with
power and great glory. When these things [i.e., this sequence of events
ending with the Parousia] begin to take place, stand up and lift up your
heads, because your redemption is drawing near." He told them this
parable: "Look at the fig tree and all the trees. When they sprout
leaves, you can see for yourselves and know that summer is near. Even
so, when you see these things [this sequence of events] happening, you
know that the kingdom of God is near. I tell you the truth, this
generation will certainly not pass away until all these things [this entire
sequence of events] have happened." (Luke 21:27-32)

'All of these statements follow the OT tradition which speaks of God’s
"coming" to Israel. See Appendix C. Another related passage is Mark 12:9, "What
therefore will the Lord of the vineyard do? He will come and destroy the
husbandman, and will give the vineyard unto others" (Mark 12:9/Luke 20:16). Note
that this is prospective, whereas Luke’s statements are retrospective. Some have
argued on the basis of Mark 12:9 that Jesus did, in fact, "come" in fulfillment of His
promise at the destruction of Jerusalem. But this assumes what is to be proven;

namely, that Mark 12:9 is not speaking of a literal coming after the destruction of
Jerusalem in the OT sense.

Ben Witherington III, The Jesus Quest: The Third Search for the Jew of
Nazareth (Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 1995), 54, makes this comment: "I
would argue, as do Lukan specialists [Joseph A. Fitzmyer is cited], that Luke . . .
tends to deeschatologize his source material or focus on realized eschatological aspects
in accord with his salvation-historical perspective" (emphasis in original).
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Usually Matthew and Mark agree against Luke in the Olivet discourse, but in regard
to "these things/all these things" Mark and Luke agree against Matthew. And even
though the wording is less clear in Matthew (24:33 adds an "all" to the first "these
things" and drops the verb "happening"), the intent is the same: When you see the
early eschatological events happening, you know the final events in the sequence are
near (cp. 4 Ezra 9:1-2, 13:31), and it will all be over in a generation.

Luke still holds to a not-very-distant Parousia.! In fact, Luke even includes
one possible imminence passage which is unique to his Gospel. Recall Jesus’
statement, "How dreadful it will be in those days for pregnant women and nursing
mothers!" (Matt 24:19/Luke 21:23). Notice, then, what Jesus told the women on the
way to His crucifixion:

Jesus turned and said to them, "Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep

for me; weep for yourselves and for your children. For the time will

come when you will say, ‘Blessed are the barren women, the wombs

that never bore and the breasts that never nursed!” Then they will say

to the mountains, ‘Fall on us!” and to the hills, ‘Cover us!’ For if men

do these things when the tree is green, what will happen when it is

dry?" (Luke 23:28-31)

This is a threat of judgment, specifically on Jerusalem.? Vs. 30 is a quotation
from Hos 10:8.° This phrase had acquired an eschatological connotation in the light

of Isa 2:10-21 and 22:5. This would appear to be a prediction that the women at the

cross (some of whom were evidently still living in Luke’s day) would experience the

"Luke 10:9, 18:7-8.
2With vs. 31 cf. Ezek 15:2-7, 20:45-21:5; also Matt 3:10, 1 Pet 4:17.

*The change from second to third person is in the OT source.
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destruction of Jerusalem followed by the end of the age. I suppose that detractors
could argue that Luke 23:30 merely expresses a desire for a speedy death. But in the
first century this language was associated with the end of the age:

Then [Elijah] the Thesbite, driving a heavenly chariot at full stretch
from heaven, will come on earth and then display three signs to the
whole world, as life perishes. Alas, for as many as are found bearing
in the womb on that day, for as many as suckle infant children, for as
many as dwell upon the wave; alas, for as many as will see that day.
For a dark mist will cover the boundless world, east and west and
south and north. And then a great river of blazing fire will flow from
heaven, and will consume every place. . . . For all the stars will fall
together from heaven. (Sib Or 2:187-202)

In those days, when he hurls out against you terror of fire, where shall
you flee? and where shall you find safety? . . . All the luminaries shall
faint with great fear; the whole earth shall faint and tremble and panic.
All the angels shall fulfill their orders. The children of the earth will
seek to hide themselves from the presence of the Great Glory, trembling
and confounded. (1 Enoch 102:1-3)

I watched as he opened the sixth seal. There was a great earthquake.
The sun turned black like sackcloth made of goat hair, the whole moon
turned blood red, and the stars in the sky fell to earth, as late figs drop
from a fig tree when shaken by a strong wind. The sky receded like a
scroll, rolling up, and every mountain and island was removed from its
place. Then the kings of the earth, the princes, the generals, the rich,
the mighty, and every slave and every free man hid in caves and among
the rocks of the mountains. They called to the mountains and the rocks,
"Fall on us and hide us from the face of him who sits on the throne
and from the wrath of the Lamb! For the great day of their wrath has
come, and who can stand?" (Rev 6:12-17)

As the first century drew to a close it became increasingly apparent that the
"this generation" scenario might not work out. John omits the entire Olivet discourse
from his Gospel—even though he was one of only four disciples who were privileged
to hear it (Mark 13:3)—and places increased emphasis on realized eschatology. The

even later Gospel of Thomas is totally devoid of eschatology. John does, however,
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add another piece to the puzzle. After His resurrection, according to John, Jesus
revealed to Peter that he would be martyred when he was old, implying a delayed
Parousia. On the other hand, He also mentioned the possibility that John might live
until He returned (John 21:18-23). These statements are missing from the Synoptics;
perhaps Peter kept them to himself until near the end of his life. It is important to
keep in mind that Jesus said this only after He had been to heaven and back, where
He may have learned more about God’s timetable than He knew before the cross. At
any rate, this prophecy would not be evidence against a "this generation" scenario
even if it were pre-ascension.

One may quibble about this or that passage, but taken together, the words of
Jesus in Matt 10:23, 16:28, and 24:36, not to mention His "you’ll see me again"
passages in 23:39 and 26:64, form a pattern whose implications are difficult to deny.
The evidence so far indicates that Matthew’s Jesus expected a first-century advent.

But there is more.

The Vow of Abstinence
After having heard Jesus emphasize the nearness of His coming, imagine how
the disciples might have interpreted His vow of abstinence at the Lord’s Supper: "I
tell you, I will not drink of this fruit of the vine from now on until that day when I
drink it anew with you in my Father’s kingdom" (Matt 26:29). This appears to be an
oath of fasting, similar to that of the Jewish assassins in Acts 23:12, taken in view of
the nearness of the kingdom. The parallel passage in Luke 22:15-18 indicates that

Jesus was speaking of the Passover feast. Is it not plausible that this would have been
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interpreted by the disciples to mean that Jesus would return, at the latest, within one
year, by the time of the next Passover?!

This is the fifth passage discussed so far that might be taken as a hint that
Jesus would come back within a year. The first is Matt 10:23 (hearing this, the
disciples probably would not have assumed a mission lasting much longer than a
year); the second is Matt 23:39 (the next time the rulers see Jesus, it will be to hail
Him as the Messiah; one possible interpretation is that Jesus would return by the next
festival where the hallel was recited); the third is Matt 24:34-36 (where the only
uncertainty is the day and hour, as if the year were already present); and the fourth is
Matt 26:62 (the use of the phrase "from now on" might be taken to imply extreme
imminency; cp. Matt 23:39/Luke 13:35, "you will not see me again until . . .").

None of these five passages is very impressive by itself because of what I
think is deliberate obliqueness on the part of Jesus. Since Jesus did not know the day
or the hour, it is very unlikely that He believed that He would come back within a
year, but it is quite possible that, since He did not know exactly when He would
return, He thought that He might come back within a year, so He merely hinted about
the possibility. However, the possibility exists that these statements have been

softened or made more ambiguous by the evangelists writing decades after the fact,

'The apostles may have been inclined to this assumption by the tradition,
current in Jesus’ day, that the Messiah would return on the night of the Passover; see
August Strobel’s reconstructions in "Die Passa-Erwartung als urchristliches Problem
in Lc 17:20f.," ZNW 49 (1958): 157-96; "A. Merx uber Lc 17:20f.," ZNW 51
(1960): 133-34; "In dieser Nacht (Luk 17,34). Zu einer alteren Form der Erwartung
in Luk 17, 20-37," ZTK 58 (1961): 16-29; cited in Meier, 2:425n110. This
interpretation of the passover passage is mine, not Strobel’s.
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just as Luke edited the Olivet discourse (for more examples of such editing, see
Appendix A).

There is even a remarkable OT parallel. Isa 32:10 says that in a little more
than a year Jerusalem would become "a wasteland forever . . . till the Spirit is
poured upon us from on high, and the desert becomes a fertile field" (vss. 14-15).
Isaiah evidently wrote this about the time of Hezekiah’s revolt from Assyria,
expecting that the Assyrians would devastate the land, followed by the kingdom. What
actually happened was the abortive 701 B.C. invasion of Sennacherib, described in Isa
36 and 37. Isaiah’s prophecy of the peaceable kingdom has not been completely
fulfilled to this day. Many more OT examples of this sort are examined in the final
chapter of this study.

Perhaps I am reading too much into these Gospel passages. But if Jesus
thought it possiblé that the Eschaton might come within a year, it would explain His
statement that the time would be shortened (Matt 24:2/Mark 13:20), since the shortest
conventional scenario for the kingdom would require at least three and a half years

(see discussion below). More importantly, it would also explain the following

phenomenon.

Imminency Material Outside the Gospels
While many of the strongest imminency statements are found in the Synoptic
Gospels, the rest of the NT mirrors the note of imminency that Jesus struck during
His last year on earth. The epistles seem to assume a Parousia within the near future,

and this is also the impression left by the behavior of the earliest believers as
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recorded in Acts.

Early Christian Communalism as an Imminency Phenomenon

What did the earliest believers think about the nearness of the Second Coming?
Evidently Jesus had left the impression that He would be back momentarily; otherwise
it is much more difficult to explain their unusual socioeconomic behavior as
documented in Acts. The sudden abandonment of their possessions is most easily
explained on the assumption that they expected Jesus to come back in a matter of
weeks or months. After all, had not the resurrection already begun (Mart 27:51-53),
with Christ as the firstfruits (I Cor 15:20, 23)?—so the believers might have
reasoned.

Shortly after the Lord’s ascension, "all the believers were together and had
everything in common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he
had need"'—much like the 1844 Millerites, who, believing Jesus was coming that
year, left their crops unharvested and gave away their goods. The believers were
simply practicing Jesus’ advice on how to prepare for the Second Coming: Do not
worry about food and clothing (Luke 12:22-31), sell your possessions and give to the

poor (vss. 32-34)', and be ready for the Master to return unexpectedly (vss. 35-40).2

'Acts 2:44-45, 4:32-35.

’Luke 12 suggests that the original context of the passage on worry in the
sermon on the mount (Matt 6:25-34) was the coming tribulation. All other "do not
worry" statements occur in passages dealing with end-time persecution (Matt 10:19,
Mark 13:11, Luke 12:11, 22, 26, 29, 21:14). Jesus’ advice to Christians who worry
about the time of trouble is: Don’t.
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This was in the tradition of the earlier teaching of John the Baptist:

"The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not

produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire." "What

should we do then?" the crowd asked. John answered, "The man with

two tunics should share with him who has none, and the one who has

food should do the same." (Luke 3:9-11)
So, having all things in common, the believers spent their time in communal worship
and fellowship (Acts 2:46)—much like another first-century apocalyptic community,
the Essenes.!

However, tensions soon developed between the Hebrews and the Hellenists
(Acts 6:1). The persecution of A.D. 34 (Acts 8:1) scattered the believers, serving to
spread their lifestyle abroad. Over time the Christian community gradually returned to
a more normal economy, but some years later, when the Thessalonian epistles
(perhaps the earliest NT documents) were written, there were still groups in the
church that refused to work. It seems likely this was either a holdover from the

Jerusalem phenomenon or else a reenactment of it.

By this time church leaders must have found that having all things in common

'Josephus: "Nor is there any one to be found among them [the Essenes] who
hath more than another; for it is a law to let what they have be common to the whole
order—insomuch, that among them all there is no appearance of poverty or excess of
riches, but every one’s possessions are intermingled with every other’s possessions;
and so there is, as it were, one patrimony among all the brethren. . . . They also
have stewards [cf. Acts 6:1-7] appointed to take care of their common affairs, who
every one of them have no separate business for any, but what is for the use of them
all" (Wars 2.8.3; cf. Antiquities 18.1.5). Philo confirms this (Quod. 85-87, Apol.
11:4, 12).

John the Baptist may have been associated with the Qumran Essenes. For a
skeptical survey of the evidence see Walter P. Wink, John the Baptist and the Gospel
(New York: Union Theological Seminary Th.D. thesis, 1963), 75-103.
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did not work well for very long, just as the early American colonists at Jamestown
and Plymouth discovered after initial experiments with communal living failed. The
more lazy members of the community tend to take advantage of the more industrious.
So Paul encouraged the believers to work with their hands and be independent (1
Thess 4:11) and to warn those who were still idle (5:14). It is no coincidence that
these two injunctions bracket a discussion of the Second Coming (4:13-5:11), in
which Paul answers questions about the fate of those believers who, contrary to
expectations, had already died before the Lord came.! Such questions were only
natural; had not Jesus said that only those who stood firm to the end of the age would
be saved (Matt 24:13/Mark 13:13)?

The no-work party was still a serious problem when Paul wrote 2 Thess (ca.
A.D. 52). I suspect this was the motivation for Paul’s statement in 2 Thess 2:3 that
the Parousia was not quite so near as some thought. As long as the Thessalonians felt
that the Second Coming was due any day, the no-work faction would not go back to
work. Finally, Paul commanded that those who still refused to work should be
ostracized (2 Thess 3:6-15); their behavior was now dysfunctional and fanatical. The
spontaneous social experiment in Jerusalem that had managed to wipe out poverty

among the believers (Acts 4:34) was over, and the "poor in Jerusalem" remained an

'An earlier discussion of this same problem is found in 1 Enoch 102 and 103,
which concludes, "Joy and honor are prepared for and written down for the souls of
those who died in righteousness. Many good things shall be given to you—the
offshoot of your labors. Your lot exceeds even that of the living ones. The spirits of
those who died in righteousness shall live and rejoice; their spirits shall not perish" (1
Enoch 103:3-4).
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ongoing concern (Rom 15:26).

Imminency in the Epistles

Although the initial apocalyptic fervor had died down, the believers still had
Jesus’ promise to return in their generation. I believe it was on the basis of these
well-known sayings of the Lord that Paul maintained that some contemporary
believers would live to see the Second Coming:

According to the Lord’s own word, we tell you that we who are still

alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not

precede those who have fallen asleep. (1 Thess 4:15)

Listen, I tell you a mystery: We will not all sleep, but we will all be

changed—in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For

the trumpet will sound, the dead will be raised imperishable, and we

will be changed. (1 Cor 15:51-52)

If Paul were merely saying that some Christians would still be living on earth
when Jesus comes, what would his point be? He was addressing the living, not the
unborn. Paul could have written, "Those who are alive will not precede those who are
asleep,” but he did not. Instead, he included himself among the "we" who live until
the coming of the Lord, as opposed to the "those" who die. By the time he wrote 1
Corinthians Paul is not quite so certain he will live to see the Lord come, and so he
not only identifies with the living in 15:51, "We shall not all sleep" (i.e., not all of us

will die before the Lord comes), but also with the resurrected in 6:14, "By his power

God raised the Lord from the dead, and he will raise us also."! Paul’s assumption

'1 Cor 6:14; cf. 2 Cor 4:14. Not that it mattered (1 Thess 5:10), but Paul
preferred translation over death (this is the meaning of 2 Cor 5:3). Paul’s concern
with the fate of those who had died before the Parousia may reflect a concern with
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that some contemporary believers would live to see the Parousia must have been
based on Jesus well-known "this generation" sayings. Indeed, Paul felt that time was
so short that there was little point in getting married.! Like Matthew and Mark, Paul
still assumes his readers will live right up to the end of time, in harmony with Jesus’
prophecy in Matt 24:13/Mark 13:13.

Therefore you do not lack any spiritual gift as you eagerly wait for our
Lord Jesus Christ to be revealed. He will keep you strong to the end,
so that you will be blameless on the day of our Lord Jesus Christ. (1
Cor 1:7-8)

God is just: He will pay back trouble to those who trouble you and give
relief to you who are troubled, and to us as well. This will happen
when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven in blazing fire with his
powerful angels. (2 Thess 1:6-7)

He who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until
the day of Christ Jesus. . . . And this is my prayer: that . . . you may
be able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless until the
day of Christ. (Phil 1:6-10)?

Jesus’ promise that His generation would not pass, judging by his interest in "those
who sleep” vs. "those who remain" (1 Cor 15:6, 16-20, 51-52, 1 Thess 4:13ff.,
5:10). 1 Cor 11:30 even suggests a reason why some have died. After the writing of
1 Cor, however, there is no further NT interest in this question.

1 Cor 7:26-31; cf. Matt 19:12, "Others have renounced marriage because of
the kingdom of heaven. The one who can accept this should accept it." Later Paul
modified his policy on marriage: younger women should get married and raise a
family (1 Tim 5:14). By this time the Parousia has lost some of its urgency, and Paul
realizes the need to lay down rules governing the ongoing institution of the church.
Hence the Pastoral epistles. This gradual lessening of apocalyptic fervor in the later
writings of the NT is documented in Dunn, 344-351. My own survey indicates that in
Paul’s earliest epistles, the Thessalonians, 38 out of 136 verses are about eschatology
(28%), while in his latest epistles, the pastorals, only 16 out of 242 verses even
mention eschatology (7%). Paul finally decided that God would bring about the
Parousia "in his own time" (1 Tim 6:15).

2Cf. 3:20-21. But as for himself, Paul views death as a real possibility: Phil
1:20-25, 3:10-11. Peter also seems to assume the Second Coming in the lifetime of
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Paul was not the only apostle who believed he was living in the last days of
earth’s history. Indeed, all "last days" texts in the NT are a reference to the writers’
own present time. In Acts 2, Peter claims that the baptism of the Holy Spirit on the
day of Pentecost is the fulfillment of the "last days" prophecy of Joel 2:28-29. Heb
1:2 claims that "in these last days" God "has spoken to us by his Son." Heb 9:26 says
that now Christ has appeared "at the end of the ages." Jas 5:3 accuses the rich: "You
have hoarded wealth in the last days." 1 Pet 1:20 says Jesus was "revealed in these
last times for your sake."

Even those "last days" passages that appear to be formulated as prophecy are
actually realized eschatology. As an example, take the popular passage that has been
applied to our own day in countless evangelistic meetings: 2 Tim 3:1-5. After
describing how terrible people will be in the last days (lovers of pleasure, etc.), Péul
advised Timothy to avoid such people, then went on to describe the problems they
were currently causing in the church (3:6-9). Obviously, he was describing

contemporary realities.! These are essentially the same sins that Paul lists in Rom

his readers: 1 Pet 2:12, 4:7, 17, 5:6, 10.

'Likewise with 1 Tim 4:1-5, 2 Pet 3:3, and Jude 1:18. Of course, we are still
living in the last days, so the modern evangelistic application of these verses to our
own time is perfectly valid. One caution: while NT writers saw themselves as living
in the last days or times (plural), the variant expression "last day" (singular) in the
Gospel of John is a reference to the still future day of the resurrection and final
judgment (John 6:39, 40, 44, 54, 11:24, 12:48). The same thing is true of the
singular "last time" in 1 Pet 1:5, "who through faith are shielded by God’s power
until the coming of the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time." The last
days have arrived, but not the last day; the last times, but not the last time. But John
breaks the rule in 1 John 2:18, "This is the last hour."
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1:18-32 as characteristic of his own day.

Later Imminency Statements

When Jesus did not come immediately after the destruction of Jerusalem, it
became apparent that the Jewish war was not the unprecedented tribulation leading up
to the end of the age of Dan 12:1. Hence Luke softened Jesus’ prophecy of
unprecedented tribulation to "great distress in the land and wrath against this people"
(Luke 21:23). When the book of Revelation was written in the nineties, the great
tribulation (Rev 7:14) was still placed in the near future.! Revelation anticipates the
fulfillment of Daniel’s prophecy and catalogues the events that must take place rapidly
before the end—I say "rapidly" because, in Revelation, things do not happen in years,
but in days or hours, in harmony with Jesus’ expression in Matt 24:38, 42, 44, 50.
Smyrna will suffer ten days of persecution. Philadelphia is warned of "the hour of
trial that is about to come upon the whole world." The two prophets lie dead for three
and a half days. It is the hour of His judgment that has come. The ten kings receive

authority for one hour. Babylon is destroyed in one day, even in one hour. The

'Rev 3:10. Early second-century Christian documents maintain this hope:
Hermas speaks of "the great tribulation which is to come" (Vis 4:2), and writes
"Blessed are ye, as many as endure the great tribulation that cometh" (Vis 2:2). The
last chapter of the Didache (16) describes in some detail the coming Eschaton; and
the Epistle of Barnabas (chap. 4) warns, "The last offense is at hand. . . . Wherefore
take heed in these last days. For the whole time of our faith shall profit us nothing,
unless we now, in the season of lawlessness and in the offenses that shall be, as
becometh sons of God, offer resistance, that the Black One may not affect an
entrance." In the ellipses Barnabas tantalizes us by mentioning Daniel’s ten kings,
three of whom were plucked up, without application or further explanation.



78

longest period mentioned, prior to the Parousia, is 1,260 days.! And, of course,
Revelation opens and closes with an appeal to the momentary imminence of the
Second Coming.?

Unlike Daniel, Revelation clearly does not intend to imply centuries of time
before the fulfillment of its prophecies. Both are written in code; but Daniel claims
that it was not meant to be understood at the time it was written. It was sealed; its
prophecies relating to the distant future. In Daniel, the end is never said to be near.
In contrast, the book of Revelation was intended to be understood by contemporary
readers: "Do not seal up the words of the prophecy of this book, because the time is
near" (Rev 22:10). Daniel is sealed, Revelation is unsealed. The angel in Rev 10:6
says that there will be no more delay of the Eschaton.*

What, then, does "near" mean? John the Baptist preached that the kingdom of

'Rev 2:10, 3:10, 11:9, 14:7, 17:12, 18:8-19, 11:3, 12:6. Months are
mentioned in 9:5,10, 11:2, 13:5.

ZRev 1:1-3, 3:11, 22:6-7, 10, 12, 20. Cf. 6:11, "a little longer."

Dan 8:17, 26, 10:14, 12:8-13. The same idea is found in 1 Enoch 1:2, which
explains that Enoch’s prophecy of the second coming (quoted in Jude 14) is "not for
this generation but for the distant one that is coming."

‘Rev 10:6, literally, "no more time" (Gr. chronos), but virtually all modern
translations and interpretors render "no more delay." Against this interpretation is the
fact that (1) chronos never means "delay" in any of its other 30 NT occurrences; (2)
there is an unambiguous way of expressing delay in Greek using the verb chronizo,
and (3) 2 Enoch 65:7 would seem to support the rendering "no more time." On the
other hand, Rev 10:6 is probably an allusion to Dan 12:7, where the angel’s solemn
oath is in response to the question, ‘How long?’ It may also be seen as parallel to
Ezek 12:21-28, "The days are near when every vision will be fulfilled. For there will
be no more false visions . . . and it shall be fulfilled without delay. . . . None of my
words will be delayed any longer; whatever I say will be fuifilled, declares the
Sovereign Lord."
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heaven was near (Matt 3:2). Then Jesus took up the same message,! and
commissioned the twelve disciples to preach it.> The NT documents repeatedly state
that the Second Coming is just around the corner: "The night is nearly over; the day
is almost here" (Rom 13:12); "The God of peace will soon crush Satan under your
feet" (Rom 16:20); "The time is short. . . . This world in its present form is passing
away" (1 Cor 7:29-31); "These things . . . were written down as warnings for us, on
whom the fulfillment of the ages has come" (1 Cor 10:11); "The Lord is near" (Phil
4:5); "In just a very little while, He who is coming will come and will not delay"
(Heb 10:37); "The Lord’s coming is near. . . . The Judge is standing at the door"
(Jas 5:8-9), "The end of all things is near. . . . It is time for judgment to begin with
the family of God" (1 Pet 4:7, 17); "This is the last hour" (1 John 2:18).

We must assume that when God communicates with His believing children, He
uses our language in its normal sense; otherwise the intent is not to reveal but to
mislead.? Howevér, not by any stretch of the imagination is an event that is over
2,000 years away "near” or "soon" in any commonly accepted meaning of the term.

When we look at other things said to be "near"* or "soon"® in the NT, the meaning

"Matt 4:17; Mark 1:15.
2Matt 10:7; Luke 10:9, 11.

*God sends a lying Spirit to deceive Ahab (1 Kgs 22:19-23); Jesus speaks in
parables so that unbelievers may not understand (Matt 13:10-17); God sent a spirit of
stupor to unbelieving Israel (Rom 11:7-10); He sends a powerful delusion to those
who have not believed the truth (2 Thess 2:9-12). But does God deceive His own?

‘Matt 26:18, 26:45, John 6:4, 7:2, Acts 7:17, Heb 11:22.
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of the word can hardly be stretched beyond a few months or years at most. In fact,
one could argue that the words "near" and "soon" must at least mean "in this
lifetime"; otherwise they are meaningless.!

Should not the "near" of Matt 24:33 ("When you see all these things, you
know that it is near, right at the door") have the same meaning as the "near" just
above (when fig leaves come out, summer is near, vs. 28)? Should not the "near" of
Luke 21:28 ("your redemption is drawing near") be interpreted like the "near" of vs.
20 just above it ("When you see Jerusalem being surrounded by armies, you will
know that its desolation is near")?

The imminency language of the NT is the language of people who expect the

Second Coming to happen in their lifetime.

51 Cor 4:19, Phil 2:19, 2:23, 24, 1 Tim 3:14, Heb 13:19, 13:23, 2 Pet 1:14, 3
John 1:14, Rev 2:16, 11:14.

'A scholar friend, upon reading this paragraph, mentioned that his small
children made him more aware of the differences between the way adults and children
interpret time. To him, a month is nothing, but to a child, it’s forever. Is there not a
similar difference, he asks, between our perception of time and God’s? It seems to me
that this apt analogy only increases the difficulty. What astute father would tell his
children that the family would be moving to the city "soon," while knowing it would
not happen in their lifetime?



CHAPTER FOUR

OLD TESTAMENT ESCHATOLOGY IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

This chapter attempts to show that there is much more continuity between OT
and NT eschatology than has been realized, and that this may provide an important

key for understanding Jesus’ promise to return in "this generation."

Daniel’s Abomination of Desolation in the NT
Although we have already looked at Jesus’ "this generation" statement in Matt
24/Mark 13, it is important now to go back and take another, broader look at the
entire Olivet discourse, followed by a brief analysis of 2 Thess 2. The evidence
indicates that both of these prophecies were inspired by Daniel’s "abomination of

desolation," and that both of them probably allude to recent events in Jewish history.

The Olivet Discourse Reconsidered
The Jerusalem temple was one of the wonders of the ancient world. Josephus
says that the foundation wall was "the most prodigious work that was ever heard of
by man," and that some of the stones used were 25 cubits by 8 cubits by 12 cubits.!

The Babylonian Talmud calls Jerusalem the perfect example of a splendid city; Pliny

Josephus Antiquities 15.11.3.

81
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the Elder saluted it as the most celebrated metropolis in the East.! These statements
were once dismissed as exaggerations, but recent excavations have confirmed that
Herod’s temple was one of the moét magnificent buildings of antiquity. According to
R. H. Charlesworth, the most massive stone discovered so far—part of the foundation
of the western retaining wall—weighs an incredible 415 tons. By way of comparison,
the heaviest stone in the Pyramids weighs less than 15 tons, and the largest stone at
Stonehenge weighs around 40 tons.? Surely, this building, with God’s blessing,

would survive the great eschatological battle when Jerusalem was attacked by the
nations, as prophesied in Isa 29, Ezek 38-39, Joel 3, Zech 12-14, etc.

But it was not to be. A few days before His crucifixion, Jesus told the
Pharisees, "Your house is left unto you desolate," then announced His Parousia, and
left the temple for the last time. As He walked away, the disciples caught up with him
and pointed out the magnificence of the buildings Jesus had just condemned. At that
point He made a statement that must have startled the disciples: "Do you see all these
things? I tell you the truth, not one stone here will be left on another; every one will
be thrown down" (Matt 24:1-2).

Jesus’ normal route from Jerusalem to Bethany passed over the Mount of
Olives, which provided an excellent view of the temple. The Mount of Olives was to

play a significant role in the Eschaton (Zech 14:4). As Jesus and the disciples paused

Bab. Talmud, Sukkah, 51b; Pliny Natural History 5:15:70; in Charlesworth,
Jesus Within Judaism, 119.

2Charlesworth, Jesus Within Judaism, 119.
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to rest, gazing on the gold and marble gleaming in the late afternoon sun, Jesus
answered their questions about when these things would take place, and what would
be the sign of the coming He had just mentioned (Matt 23:39). As Jesus listed the
signs leading up to His coming, He spoke of contemporary realities; of events that
were taking place in the lives of his hearers. His point was that if the disciples would
only look around them, they would see that the kingdom was very near.! Jesus
succeeded in conveying a sense of urgency which, when coupled with His
resurrection, launched the early Christian church into orbit.

Here is one small piece of evidence that Jesus on Olivet was not looking down
the ages into the twentieth century. If He had been, then I suspect He might have
included signs like these: Lawsuits will spring up like weeds. Men will wear more
jewelry than women. There will be an epidemic of abortions. Men will practice
perverse forms of sex. Women will become increasingly infertile. Such predictions
would have made wonderful evangelistic fodder at the beginning of the 21st century.

I did not make these up. Every one of these signs of the end can be found in

apocalyptic literature that was probably available to Jesus.? But Jesus did not include

'That is Jesus’ point in Matt 24:33/Mark 13:29/Luke 21:31: When you see
these things happening, you should realize that the kingdom is near. Jesus had
elsewhere announced that the kingdom was already near (Matt 4:17/Mark 1:15, Matt
10:7/Luke 10:8-11), therefore "when you see these things happening" must refer to
current events which are mentioned as a way of reinforcing the point. Jesus was
critical of those who were oblivious to the signs of the times (Matt 16:3/Luke 12:56).

Hos 10:4, 1 Enoch 98:2, 99:5, 2 Enoch 34:2, Sib Or 2:161-4. In some ways
Roman society was very much like our own, with public nudity on the part of actors
in the theater (Will Durant, Caesar and Christ: A History of Roman Civilization and
of Christianity from Their Beginnings to A.D. 325 [New York: Simon and Schuster,
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these signs; nor did He mention "machines that make books" (printing), or "conduits
of fire" (electricity), or the ability to talk to someone at a distance (telephone), or
"great flying chariots," or "weapons of thunder and fire,” or a new universal
language (English), or anything that is distinctively modern. Instead, He mentioned
signs familiar to His contemporaries; signs which were, to some extent, timeless.

The Olivet discourse divides logically into two sections, characterized by the
clue words "the end"” and "those days." Matt 24:4-14/Mark 13:5-13 describes events
that anticipate "the end," concluding with the gospel to all the world. Then Matt
24:15ff./Mark 13:14ff. describe "those days" of the tribulation and Parousia. In other
words, as Jesus describes the preliminary events leading up to the Eschaton, He
repeatedly warns His listeners that this is not yet "the end"; then when He gets to the
end events themselves He stops talking about "the end" as a soon-coming event and
starts talking about "those days" of the tribulation. Jesus is using "the end" as it is
used in Dan 11:27, 35, 40, 12:1, 4, where the end events begin in 11:40 and lead up
to the unprecedented tribulation of 12:1.

Matt 24:4-8 lists a number of preliminary signs, all of which originate in the
OT—which suggests that in the Olivet discourse Jesus was not so much predicting the

future based on things he had seen in vision as He was giving an interpretion of OT

1944], 378); running water in every home in some cities, such as Smyrna (Aelius
Aristides, Orat., 17:8, in Durant, 514); and even sex-change operations (Justin
Martyr, Apology, 27; Philo Leg. 3:41)!
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prophecy. There are wars and rumors of wars,' kingdom against kingdom,?

famines,? and earthquakes;* these commonplaces in history are said to be merely the
early, initial signs, the "beginning of birth pains" (24:8), which precede even the
persecution of the first Christian martyrs (vs. 9). All of these signs had happened in
living memory, and Jesus’ hearers would have regarded them as already past. In vs. 8

Jesus is saying, in essence, "The countdown has begun, but the worst is yet to come."

'Matt 24:6. Jesus’ source is Jer 51:46, "Do not lose heart or be afraid when
rumors are heard in the land; one rumor comes this year, another the next, rumors of
violence in the land and of ruler against ruler."

*Matt 24:7. Jesus’ source is Isa 19:2, "I will stir up Egyptian against
Egyptian—brother will fight against brother, neighbor against neighbor, city against
city, kingdom against kingdom." Cf. 2 Chr 15:6, 4 Ezra 9:3, 13:31. Philo states this
was the condition of the world prior to the reign of Caesar Augustus (27 B.C. to
A.D. 14), who brought peace to the world: "All the affairs of state were in disorder
and confusion; for the islands were in a state of war against the continents, and the
continents were contending with the islands. . . . The European and Asiatic nations
rising up from the extremities of the earth, and waging terrible wars against one
another over all the earth, and over every sea, with enormous armaments, so that
very nearly the whole race of mankind would have been destroyed by mutual
slaughter and made utterly to disappear, if it had not been for one man and leader,
Augustus” (Philo Leg. 144 [Yonge, 770]). According to Philo, the peace continued
under Tiberius (who reigned A.D. 14-37), but was shattered by Gaius Caligula, who
demanded divine honors.

*There was a great famine in 24/23 B.C., a Sabbatical year (Josephus
Antiquities 15.9). Several decades after Jesus’ prophecy there was a great famine in
the reign of Claudius (Acts 11:28; Josephus Antiguities 3.15.3, 20.2.5, 20.5.2), and
there was a local famine during the siege of Jerusalem.

“Whenever earthquakes are mentioned in a prophecy of the future in the OT
they are associated with the final Eschaton; see Isa 29:6, Ezek 38:19, Zech 14:5; see
also Job 38:13, Isa 2:19-21, 13:13, 24:18-20, Hag 2:6-7. 21-22. A major earthquake
occurred ca. 30 B.C. according to Josephus Antiquities 15.5.2: "In the seventh year
of the reign of Herod . . . there was an earthquake in Judea, such a one as had not
happened at any other time, and which earthquake brought a great destruction upon
the cattle in that country. About ten thousand men also perished by the fall of
houses. " ‘
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Next on the agenda is apostasy exacerbated by false prophets (24:10-13). False

Christs and false prophets are mentioned three times in the prophecy. As we have
already seen, these prophecies were fulfilled many times over in the first century.
Next Jesus predicts that the gospel of the kingdom would be "preached in the
whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come" (24:14). But
even this does not allow us to assume a long period of time before the advent, for
according to Paul, this had already happened in his day.! The fact that this is placed

prior to the destruction of Jerusalem implies that that destruction is included in "then

'Rom 1:5, 10:18, Col 1:6, 23, 2 Tim 4:17. Cf. Eusebius Hist., 2:3. Even in
OT times the gospel was preached (Heb 4:2, 6) to the entire earth (Ps 98:2-3). Any
exceptions (e.g., Spain, Rom 15:20, 24) do not disprove the rule. Paul’s fulfillment
statements are just as comprehensive as Jesus’ prophecy; in neither case is every
person on earth included, just as Jesus’ statement "All men will hate you" (Mark
13:13/Matt 10:22/Luke 21:17) does not mean all men without exception. Cf. Isa
66:16-19, "For with fire and with his sword the Lord will execute judgment upon all
men, and many will be those slain by the Lord. . . . And I . . . am about to come and
gather all nations and tongues, and they will come and see my glory. . . . I will send
some of those who survive to the nations . . . that have not heard of my fame or seen
my glory. They will proclaim my glory among the nations." I.e., all nations will see,
yet not all. In Scripture, "all nations" sometimes requires qualification: "All the
peoples, nations and men of every language [who were present] fell down and
worshiped the image of gold that King Nebuchadnezzar had set up" (Dan 3:7); "All
the peoples and nations and men of every language [in his domain] dreaded and
feared him [Nebuchadnezzar]" (Dan 5:19).

That Jesus regarded the gospel to all nations as something to happen in the
lifetime of the apostles is suggested by its placement in Mark 13. Notice the context:
"You will be handed over to the local councils and flogged in the synagogues. On
account of me you will stand before governors and kings as witnesses to them. And
the gospel must first be preached to all nations. Whenever you are arrested and
brought to trial, do not worry beforehand about what to say." (Mark 13:9-11). Cf.
Matt 24:9, 14: "You will be hated by all nations because of me. . . . And this gospel
of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all nations."

The idea that the gospel must be preached to the ends of the earth comes from
Isa 24:13-15, 48:20, 49:6, 62:11, 66:16-19.



87

the end will come."!

Following the "gospel to all nations," and preceding "the abomination that
causes desolation," Mark 13:12 says "Brother will betray brother to death, and a
father his child. Children will rebel against their parents and have them put to
death."? The same idea, also in an eschatological context, is found in Luke 12:52-53.
Wthis prophecy may have reference to family schisms caused by Christianity, yet it
also fits the generational rivalry that reached a peak during the Jewish war between
the young radicals and the old conservatives. Will Durant summarizes:

The old or well-to-do Hebrews counseled patience, arguing that revolt
against so powerful an empire would be national suicide; the young or

‘Luke 17:30-31 takes Jesus’ counsel regarding the destruction of Jerusalem
("No one who is on the roof of his house, with his goods inside, should go down to
get them. Likewise, no one in the field should go back for anything") and transplants
it into the context of "the day the Son of Man is revealed." Yet it is hard to make
good sense of this in its new context, since flight of any kind would then be futile.
The fact that Luke can do this implies that the destruction of Jerusalem was
considered to be more or less coterminous with the Parousia, and this warning was
coupled in the minds of early Christians with the Second Coming.

>The source is Mic 7:6, "For a son dishonors his father, a daughter rises up
against her mother, a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law—a man’s enemies are
the members of his own household." Cf. Isa 9:19-21, 1 Enoch 100:1ff.

Jesus said that He had come to turn "a man against his father, a daughter
against her mother" (Matt 10:34-36/Luke 12:53)—just the opposite of the work of
eschatological Elijah who was to reconcile parents with children (Mal 3:24 > Luke
1:17). Similar statements which tend to downplay the child/parent relationship are
found in Mark 10:29, Matt 8:21-22/Luke 9:59-60, and Matt 10:37/Luke 14:26;
contrast with this the filial piety advocated in Sir 3:1-16. If the Pharisees thought
Jesus had a cavalier attitude toward the fourth commandment, what must they have
thought of His attitude toward the fifth?

One possible interpretation of this evidence: there was a profound generation
gap in first-century Palestine, and Jesus sided with the youth (but not with the
radicals). Keep in mind that Jesus’ disciples were probably in their teens and early
twenties: In Jesus’ day a disciple would not normally be older than his teacher.
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poor accused them of connivance and cowardice. The two factions
divided the city and nearly every family; one seized the upper part of
Jerusalem, the other the lower, and each attacked the other with every
weapon at hand. In 68 a pitched battle was fought between the groups;
the radicals won, and killed 12,000 Jews, including nearly all the rich;
the revolt had become a revolution.!

However, the betrayal by former friends in Mark 13:12/Matt 24:10/Luke
21:16 may have recently become realized eschatology for Matthew as he wrote in the
sixties. 1 Clement 5-6 suggests that the betrayal of Peter and Paul and many other
Christians to Nero in the sixties was due to church rivalry. Perhaps this is why
Matthew changes the focus from family (Mark 13:12) to church (Matt 24:10).

Vss. 15-28 of Matt 24 recapitulate in greater detail the persecution and
apostasy mentioned in vss. 9-13, focusing in on the "abomination of desolation"
period—the Orwellian horror sketched out in the last half of Daniel. Then vss. 29-31
focus in on the actual Second Coming, preceded by astronomical signs. Josephus
speaks of those as well:

Thus were the miserable people persuaded by these deceivers [false
prophets and messiahs] and such as belied God himself; while they did
not attend, nor give credit, to the signs that were so evident, and did so
plainly foretell their future desolation; but, like men infatuated, without
either eyes to see or minds to consider, did not regard the
denunciations that God made to them. Thus there was a star resembling
a sword, which stood over the city, and a comet, that continued a
whole year. Thus also, before the Jews’ rebellion, and before those
commotions which preceded the war, when the people were come in
great crowds to the feast of unleavened bread, on the eighth day of the
month Xanthicus [Nisan], and at the ninth hour of the night, so great a
light shone round the altar and the holy house, that lasted for half an
hour. . . . Besides these, a few days after that feast, on the 21st day of
Artemisius, a certain prodigious and incredible phenomenon appeared;

"Durant, 544.



89

. . . before sunsetting, chariots and troops of soldiers in their armor
were seen running about among the clouds.!

These signs are not the ultimate fulfillment of Jesus’ prophecy, because the
astronomical signs were to come just after, not during, the Jerusalem tribulation (Matt
24:29/Mark 13:24). But if the tongues of fire at Pentecost could be called a
fulfillment of Joel’s prophecy of "blood and fire and billows of smoke," as Peter
seems to affirm (Acts 2:19), then perhaps Josephus’s astronomical signs can be
considered a pre-fulfillment of Jesus’ signs in the heavens, falling stars or no.? The
darkness around the cross (Matt 27:45) would be another pre-fulfillment.

Astronomical anomalies such as daytime darkness are not as rare as we might
think. There have been perhaps a score of them in United States history alone. In the
first century, thefe was a dark day in A.D. 79, along with earthquakes, in connection

with the eruption of Vesuvius.® The catastrophic eruption of Santorini/Thera, which

Josephus Wars 6.5.3.

’Could biblical prophecies about falling stars be fulfilled by a meteor shower?
According to Matt 24:21, 29, the stars fall only after the final tribulation; and in these
prophecies the stars, once fallen, no longer shine (Isa 13:10, 34:4, Ezek 32:7, Joel
2:10, 3:15, Rev 6:13-14; cf. Sib Or 3:88, 5:528-531). In Sib Or 5:513-531 it is the
actual constellations that fall. However, a meteor shower, like Josephus’ signs or the
darkness around the cross, might be considered a semi-fulfillment or "dress rehearsal"
of the real thing which occurs just before the Parousia (Rev 6:13-14).

*This is described vividly by Pliny the younger, who was caught in Campania
at the time with his mother: "We had scarcely sat down when night came upon us;
not such as we have when the sky is cloudy, or when there is no room, but that of a
room when it is shut up, and all the lights put out. You might hear the shrieks of
women, the screams of children, and the shouts of men; some calling for their
children, others for their parents, others for their husbands, and seeking to recognize
each other by the voices that replied; one lamenting his own fate, another that of his
family; some wishing to die, from the very fear of dying; some lifting their hands to
the gods; but the greater part convinced that there were now no gods at all, and that



90

dwarfed the 1883 explosian of Krakatoa and gave rise to the Atlantis myth, probably
produced dark days in Egypt at a time when the Israelites were enslaved there.! Ever
since then such events have evoked primordial memories of cosmic destruction.

In short, there is nothing in the prophecy of Matt 24 that has not met with at
least the same sort of preliminary or proleptic fulfillment as the prophecy of Matt

16:27-28 did on the mount of transfiguration.

The Man of Sin in 2 Thess 2
Outside of the book of Revelation, the only thing mentioned in the NT as a
still-future event that must occur before Jesus can come is the coming of the

Antichrist in 2 Thess 2. But keep in mind this crucial fact: Paul is writing before the

the final endless night of which we have heard had come upon the world. . . . During
all this scene of horror, not a sign, or expression of fear, escaped me, had not my
support been grounded in that miserable, though mighty, consolation, that all mankind
were involved in the same calamity, and that I was perishing with the world itself. At
last this dreadful darkness was dissipated by degrees, like a cloud or smoke; the real
day returned, and even the sun shone out, though with a lurid light, as when an
eclipse is coming on" (Pliny Letter to Cornelius Tacitus, in Harvard Classics: Letters
of Pliny, trans. William Melmoth, rev. F.C.T. Bosanquet [New York: P. F. Collier,
1909], 290-91).

'The explosion in the Aegean devastated the very advanced Minoan civilization,
which featured running water and bathtubs, flush toilets and perhaps even central
heating. See Charles Pellegrino, Return to Sodom and Gomorrah (New York: Avon
Books, 1994). Pellegrino’s 1628 B.C. dating is somewhat controversial. Whether or
not the Ipuwer papyrus from Egypt describes the Thera explosion, as Pellegrino
maintains (p. 214), it certainly describes a dark day: "The Sun is covered and does
not shine to the sight of men. Life is no longer possible when the Sun is concealed
behind the clouds. Ra has turned his face from mankind. If only it would shine even
for one hour! No one knows when it is midday. One’s shadow is not discernable. The
Sun in the heavens resembles the moon." Another Egyptian text of uncertain age
describes a horrible storm with loud noises and says that "for a period of [illegible]
days no light shone in the two lands [Upper and Lower Egypt]" (Ibid., 230).
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destruction of Jerusalem. Both Paul in 2 Thess 2 and Jesus in Matt 24 are reading
from the same script: that of Daniel. Jesus, alluding to Dan 11:31, emphasizes the
Desolation, while Paul, alluding to Dan 11:36, emphasizes the Desolator, or "man of
lawlessness. "' Jesus had said, "False Christs and false prophets will appear and
perform great signs and miracles to deceive even the elect—if that were possible"
(Matt 24:24); Paul narrows the focus down from many false Christs to a single
miracle-working Antichrist who has both an apokalypsis (2 Thess 2:3, 8) and a
parousia (2:9), like the true Christ (1:7, 2:8) that he impersonates.?

In other words, Paul’s prophecy is a variation on the Olivet tradition of temple
desecration: Jesus spoke of the abomination of desolation in the holy place; Paul
speaks of the man of sin who exalts himself as God and sets himself up in God’s
temple. What prompted Paul’s modest development of this tradition? Perhaps Paul’s
man of sin is colored slightly by the recent confrontation between the Jews and the
Roman emperor Gaius Caligula who, unlike his two worthier predecessors (Augustus

and Tiberius), set himself up as a god, in a way that must have seemed to fulfill the

'Cf. Ps Sol 17:11f. and the man who attempts to change times and laws in Dan
7:25.

*Was Paul’s description colored somewhat by the messianic impostors
catalogued by Josephus? Note his mention of a "rebellion" (vs. 3), the fact that "the
secret power of lawlessness is already at work" (vs. 7), and the "counterfeit miracles,
signs and wonders" (vs. 9) that deceive "those who are perishing" (vs. 10). This also
explains the view of the early church fathers that vs. 6 ("you know what is holding
him back") is a reference to the civil government (which at the time was the Roman
Empire), an agency of God (Rom 13), which brutally suppressed such "lawless"
messianic rebellions. But while Paul’s "man of lawlessness" may contain a tincture of
these outlaw messiahs, he also differs in being more successful in his deceptions and
more hostile to Christianity.



92
prediction of Dan 11:36. According to Philo,

The madness and frenzy to which he gave way were so preposterous,

and so utterly insane, that he went even beyond the demigods, and

mounted up to and invaded the veneration and worship paid to those

who are looked upon as greater than they, as the supreme deities of the

world, Mercury, and Apollo, and Mars.!

In August of 38 the citizens of Alexandria, encouraged by Caligula’s disdain
for the Jews, launched a pogrom against them which rivaled that of Germany around
1940. Thousands of Jews were publicly put to death with horrible cruelty, and most
who survived had their possessions seized.? Moreover, "all the synagogues that they
were unable to destroy by burning and razing them to the ground . . . they set up in
every one of them images of Gaius."* In the summer of 40 Caligula finally ordered
the governor of Syria to erect his statue in the Jerusalem temple itself. This prospect
horrified the Jewish nation. Caligula was temporarily dissuaded by Herod Agrippa,
and before he could change his mind, he was murdered on January 24, 41. Paul
probably viewed this incident as an omen of an even worse persecution to come.

The connection between Dan 11-12 and NT eschatology has not been

sufficiently explored. We have already noted that the prophecy of Dan 11-12 provides

'Philo Leg. 93 (Yonge, 765).

>"They openly plundered them of all their furniture and treasures, carrying
them off in broad daylight, and displaying their booty to every one whom they met,
as if they had inherited it or fairly purchased it from the owners" (Philo Leg. 122
[Yonge, 768]). Cf. Heb 10:34, "You . . . joyfully accepted the confiscation of your
property"—not necessarily a reference to this event.

3Philo Leg. 134, cf. 346-7. Cf. Rev 13:14. Keep in mind that Christianity in
A.D. 40 was still regarded as a Jewish sect, so these events would have affected any
Christians in Alexandria.
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the pattern for Jesus’ use of the phrase "the end" in Matt 24/Mark 13, and that Dan
12:1-7 influenced Jesus’ eschatology. Daniel’s prophecy also explains why Jesus cites
the abomination of desolation as a sign to flee Jerusalem (Matt 24:15-16): the
abomination of desolation in Dan 11:31 is a precursor of the great tribulation of 12:1.

The prophecy of Simeon at the dedication of Jesus, "This child is destined to
cause the falling and rising of many in Israel" (Luke 2:34), is probably an allusion to
Dan 11, which repeatedly mentions the "fall" and "rise" of "many,"! including the
"wise," which first fall (11:33-35), then rise (12:2-3). From His birth, Jesus’ destiny
was set by Daniel.

Dan 11 also helps us understand 2 Thess 2. Why does Paul in 2 Thess 2:3 say
the man of lawlessness must precede the Parousia? Probably because the antichrist
figure of Dan 11:21-45 precedes the great tribulation and resurrection of Dan 12:1f.
In fact, the chronology of Dan 11:21-45 provides several intriguing parallels to 2

Thess 2 and Matt 24, including possible parallels to Paul’s cryptic "restrainer:"

Wars and rumors of war  Dan 11:21-45 Matt 24:6-7

Deception Dan 11:23,27,32 Matt 24:4,5,11,23 2 Th 2:3,9-11
Lawless one restrained Dan 11:30,32,40? 2 Th 2:6-7
Faithlessness, apostasy Dan 11:30,32 Matt 24:10 2 Th 2:4?
Abomination in the temple Dan 11:31 Matt 24:15 2 Th2:4
Lawless one exalts himself Dan 11:36-37 2Th2:4

'The fall, Dan 11:19, 26, 33-35, 41; the rise, 11:14, 23, 31, 12:1-3, 13; the
many, 11:14, 26, 33, 34, 39, 40, 41, 42, 44, 12:3, 4, 10.
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Lawless one’s demise Dan 11:45 2 Th 2:3,8
Unprecedented tribulation Dan 12:1 Matt 24:21

Resurrection Dan 12:2 1 Th 4:13-18
“All things completed" Dan 12:7 Matt 24:34

It almost seems as if Paul is filling in the blanks of the Olivet discourse, touching on
some aspects of Dan 11 that Jesus omitted.

Basically, then, Paul in 2 Thess 2 is saying that the Second Coming cannot
occur until the prophecy of Daniel and Jesus about the abomination of desolation is
fulfilled—which had not happened yet when he wrote.! But by the time John wrote
his epistles near the end of the first century, the antichrist, too, had become realized
eschatology:

Dear children, this is the last hour; and as you have heard that the

antichrist is coming, even now many antichrists have come. This is

how we know it is the last hour. (1 John 2:18)

Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see
whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out

»

'Whenever Paul speaks of "God’s temple” in his subsequent writings, it is used
metaphorically (1 Cor 3:16-17, 6:19, 2 Cor 6:16, Eph 2:19-21; cf. Gal 4:25-26).
Since 2 Thess 2:4 is earlier and lies outside of the time frame of the later statements;
and since it is a quotation from Dan 11:36, it is possible that Paul refers to the literal
temple. But this is unlikely: Paul says nothing about its destruction, and he uses not
hieron but naos, which is never unambiguously used for the Jerusalem temple in the
NT. If Paul is talking about the church, then the traditional Protestant understanding
of this passage is, at the very least, a viable interpretation similar to Jesus’ application
of Malachi’s Elijah prophecy to John the Baptist. That inspired writers do not always
fully understand what they write is implied by 1 Pet 1:10-12. The Holy Spirit may
have something more in mind than the human author. Paul himself probably thought
of the "rebellion" as something to occur within the next few years (cf. Acts 20:28-
31).



95

into the world. . . . Every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is not
from God. This is the spirit of the antichrist, which you have heard is
coming and even now is already in the world. (1 John 4:1-3)

The Seventy Weeks of Dan 9 in the NT
The evidence uncovered in this research has led me, like Peter, where I did
not want to go. I now suspect that even the destruction of Jerusalem occurred later
than was expected. This brings us to the heart of the problem. While the foregoing
case is based upon fairly hard evidence, this section is somewhat more conjectural,

for some of the hard evidence no longer exists.

Jesus and the Seventy Weeks
As we have seen, many first-century Jews expected the imminent end of the
age because they believed Rome was the fourth and final kingdom of Dan 7. But the
prophecy of Dan 9 had also attracted attention. Indeed, I believe Dan 9:24-27 lay at
the center of Jesus’ entire eschatological scenario:

Seventy ‘sevens’ are decreed for your people and your holy city to
finish transgression, to put an end to sin, to atone for wickedness, to
bring in everlasting righteousness, to seal up vision and prophecy and
to anoint the most holy. Know and understand this: From the issuing of
the decree to restore and rebuild Jerusalem until the Anointed One, the
ruler, comes, there will be seven ‘sevens,” and sixty-two ‘sevens.’ It
will be rebuilt with streets and a trench, but in times of trouble. After
the sixty-two ‘sevens,’ the Anointed One will be cut off and will have
nothing. The people of the ruler who will come will destroy the city
and the sanctuary. The end will come like a flood: War will continue
until the end, and desolations have been decreed. He will confirm a
covenant with many for one ‘seven.’ In the middle of the ‘seven’ he
will put an end to sacrifice and offering. And on a wing he will set up
an abomination that causes desolation, until the end that is decreed is
poured out on him.
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Jesus must have seen this passage as a thumbnail sketch of His entire career. If
He believed He would be "cut off in the midst of the week," this may explain His
"my time has not yet come" statements.! He knew He had only a little over three
years (half of the seventieth "week") from the commencement of His ministry in
which to work. Luke 13:7, 32 may be a reference to this. And the entire Olivet
discourse about the destruction of Jerusalem is based on Dan 9:26, "The people of the

ruler who will come will destroy the city and the sanctuary."? Jesus explicitly refers

John 2:4, 7:6, 8, 30, 8:20, 12:23, 13:1, 17:1; cf. Matt 26:18, "My appointed
time [to die] is near." If Jesus was crucified in April, A.D. 30—the most likely
date—then He was crucified exactly in the middle of the seven-year sabbatical period
which began three and a half years earlier, in the fall of A.D. 26.

It is possible Dan 9:26 was understood by Josephus as a reference, not to the
Romans, but to the people of the Messiah. "These men, therefore, trampled upon all
the laws of man, and laughed at the laws of God; and for the oracles of the prophets,
they ridiculed them as the tricks of jugglers; yet did these prophets foretell many
things concerning virtue and vice, which when these zealots violated, they occasioned
the fulfilling of those very prophecies belonging to their own country: for there was a
certain ancient oracle of those men, that the city should then be taken and the
sanctuary burnt, by right of war, when a sedition should invade the Jews, and their
own hands should pollute the temple of God" (Josephus Wars 4.6.3). Josephus
believed that it was the Jews, not the Romans, who polluted and defiled the sanctuary;
he quotes the high priest, Ananus, referring to the Zealots: "Certainly it had been a
good thing for me to die before I had seen the house of God full of so many
abominations, or those sacred places that ought not to be trodden on at random, filled
with the feet of these blood-shedding villains" (Wars 4.3.10). "When any of the
zealots were wounded, he went up into the temple and defiled that sacred floor with
his blood, insomuch that one may say it was their blood alone that polluted our
sanctuary” (Wa<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>