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Abstract. Discourses concerning the Second Coming of Jesus Christ
have for a long time generated heated controversies among scholars.
In the light of the alarming surge in global violence, especially
religious fanaticism and terrorism, the exegesis of Matthew 24 with
implications for the doctrine of the Parousia becomes essentially
expedient. Employing a grammatic-historical method of research, this
paper exegetes the focal passage in a traditional preterist-futurist mold
which allows for an alternation between the immediate and
eschatological fulfillment of scriptural prophecies in line with the
double reference principle of biblical hermeneutics. It was discovered
that while substantial portions of Matthew 24 already found
immediate fulfillment in the events which preceded the destruction of
Jerusalem and the city’s eventual destruction in AD 70 by the Roman
army, the entire periscope awaits a future eschatological fulfillment in
the event of the Parousia. In the light of this, the paper advocates that
believers should live in justice and righteousness; being engaged in
fruitful ministry to the praise, glory, and honor of the Lord.
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INTRODUCTION

Discourses centered on the subject of the second coming of Jesus into
the world, technically referred to by the term Parousia, have
dominated and continue to dominate scholarly gatherings in recent
times. Discussions, both from the devotional and the academic
standpoints, have become hyped and rife on the return of Jesus. For
example, the Nigerian society was thrown into religious frenzy when
on 4th November 2016, a news web site called PeopleMagazine.co.za
posted a strange story claiming that a baby girl had been born
at General Hospital Kubwa, Abuja, with her hands clasped together as
though in prayer. The report reads:

The doctors dealing with this special case informed the parents of the
child that they would conduct an operation on the hands of their baby
girl. Their little one would also be given an antistatic. The operation
went smoothly with no complications whatsoever because it seemed
like the little girl’s hands were simply glued together by a single layer
of light skin. Nothing prepared the medical team for what was hidden
in the baby girl’s hands. As her hands were separated, it is claimed
that the message “JESUS IS COMING BACK!” was written on the
inside of her hands.!

This report created a lot of excitement in the Christian circle but also
generated a lot of cynicism and criticism from other religious
quarters. Since this report went viral, it has reappeared several times
and on different social media platforms though not without some
variations.?

Earlier in the early 1990s, a prophet had predicted that the world
would come to an end on the 8th of December. This prediction
created no small pandemonium as people made frantic efforts at
renewing their relationships with God while others sold off their
businesses, investments, and properties, and lavished the proceeds
from the sales on feeding well and living big before the world would
end. This was probably with the intent that if the world eventually
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came to an end as predicted, their toils would not have been in vain as
they would have consumed whatever they made from the sales on
themselves. The period also witnessed an unprecedented rate of road
accidents as people travelled hastily to their places of origin with the
thought that the end of the world should at least meet them amidst
their kiths and kin.

On the global scene, several other predictions, both mystical and
scientific, have been made concerning the end of the world and the
second coming of Jesus Christ. These included, among others, Harold
Camping’s predictions of 1994, 1995, and more recently 2011; the
1999-2000 millennium fuss promoted by various individuals and
groups including Christian ministers like Lester Sumrall, James
Gordon Lindsay, Tim LaHaye, Jerry B Jenkins, and James Harmston
among others, Ronald Weinland’s prediction of September 2011 and
May 2012, and the much publicized Mayan calendar believed to have
predicted 21 December, 2012 as the end of the world. More recently,
David Meade who had earlier predicted that the rapture would take
place in September 2017, came out with another prediction when his
2017 prediction failed. He predicted that the rapture would take place
on 23 April, 20183 It is quite remarkable that none of these
predictions ever came to pass, thus lending credence to the saying of
Jesus that no mortal being knows the time of the Parousia.

As noted by C. P. Ceroke, the reason for the kind of attention that
issues of the Second Coming have attracted and the fuss it has created
may not be unconnected with the Christological and Pauline
presentation of the Parousia as an imminent event, one which is very
proximate.* Oepke Albrecht asserts that the word Parousia is a Greek
word introduced into primitive Christianity by Apostle Paul to
describe the OT concept of the Day of the Lord. While Albrecht
submits that the whole thinking of Jesus was permeated by the ideas
of eschatology,® Akangbe opines that the Parousia is the heart and
central focus of the entire New Testament.® The argument of this
paper is that a contextual exegesis of Matthew 24 bears significantly
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on the NT postulations of the Parousia and carries enormous
significance for contemporary Christians especially in the face of
global violence. The paper employs a grammatic-historical approach
and addresses the concept of the Parousia, exegesis of Matthew 24,
and the implications of Matthew 24 for the church in its teachings
about, and its preparations for the Parousia.

EXEGESIS OF MATTHEW 24

The NT as a whole and the Gospels in particular, especially the
Synoptics, presents Jesus as a great teacher among many others
portrait. Among the Synoptics, the Book of Matthew probably stands
out as one in which Jesus’ teachings are clearly presented and
generously accorded time and space. The Book presents five great
discourses (or sermons) by Jesus as contained in chapters 5-7, 10, 13,
18, and 24-25. All of these discourses, according to Neil D. Nelson,
are of utmost significance to Jesus’ followers.” Of all these sermons,
however, the Olivet (or Eschatological) Discourse in Matthew 24-25
IS given a unique importance for two reasons: first, it contains the
fullest record of Jesus’ prophetic teaching during his earthly ministry;
and second, Matthew at its conclusion adds the word “all” to the
formula by which he ends the previous discourses.®® By implication,
Matthew 24-25 forms the zenith and grand climax of the teachings in
Matthew; and as observed by Nelson, it is Jesus’ Farewell Discourse
or Testament in Matthew’s Gospel.°

This particular discourse, like most known farewell discourses, was
laced with warnings concerning false teachers, appeals to remain
faithful and to exercise loving behavior toward one another,
predictions of woes and tribulations, warnings of judgment against
those who persecute his followers or who do not carry out his
commands, and blessings to come to faithful followers. Nelson argues
that like other biblical leaders before him such as Jacob (Genesis
47:29-49:33); Moses (Deuteronomy 31:1-34:38); Joshua (Joshua
23:1-24:30); Samuel (1 Samuel 12:1-25), and David (1 Chronicles 28-
29) who all gave farewell or death bed speeches to their children,



AJBT Vol. 19(52). December 30, 2018

followers, or successors as the case may be, Jesus prepared his
followers to face the future without his physical presence as he drew
closer to the occasion of his death.!

Some Common Interpretations of Matthew 24

Matthew 24 has lent itself to varying dispositions of interpretation by
scholars of different persuasions. All of these have in one form or the
other influenced the application of the passage especially with
reference to the time of the actual coming of the Lord. There are two
major positions on the eschatological interpretation of Matthew 24,
namely preterism and futurism.!? Preterism holds that the entire
pericope of Matthew 24, with the exception of 36-41 has already been
fulfilled in the AD 70 destruction of Jerusalem. It has the current age
in view and emphasizes the destruction of Jerusalem®® as against the
futurist position which stresses the age-ending return of Jesus Christ
and establishes little, if any, connection between the Matthew 24
prophecies and the destruction of Jerusalem or the current age.* This
latter view is held by most evangelicals, especially
Dispensationalists.'®

In between these two main positions, there is the traditional preterist-
futurist view, which sees a portion of the passage (usually 24:4-14) as
a general description of the course of the present age, and another
portion as a “double reference” prophecy of Jerusalem’s destruction
and the end of the age.'® There is also the revised preterist-futurist
view, which sees alternating reference in these verses to the course of
the age, the destruction of Jerusalem, and the coming of Christ.}’
From the above positions, a number of interpretations have emanated
which are briefly discussed below.

The first opinion which tows a futurist path and which is very
common today is that Matthew 24 has nothing to say about the
destruction of the Jewish Temple in A.D. 70, but rather speaks solely
of signs that portend the Second Advent. This view is popular among
dispensationalists who argue that the Olivet Discourse is directed to
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Jewish disciples who are representatives of the converted Israel of the
last days. In other words, the prophecy targets Jewish converts who
will live in the far distant future. Adherents of this view maintain that
only the Lukan discourse of Luke 21 (written to a Gentile audience)
addresses the A.D. 70 destruction of the temple and Jerusalem.'®
However, critical consideration of this passage shows that such an
interpretation is arbitrary and seeks to impose the interpreter’s biases
on the text of the scripture. It amounts more to eisegesis than
exegesis, and it expressly violates the perspicuity of Scripture as well
as standard Protestant methods of interpretation.

Another popularly held opinion is that this Discourse weaves
together, predictions concerning two completely different events: the
devastation of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 and the eschatological return of
Christ. According to Godet, “Matthew combines in the answer of
Jesus the two subjects indicated in the question as Matthew has
expressed it, and he unites them in so intimate a way that all attempts
to separate them in the text from Chrysostom to Ebrard and Meyer
have broken down.”*® Similarly, Hendriksen writes,

The prophetic material found in this sixth discourse has reference not
only to events near at hand (see, for example, verse 16) but also to
those stretching far into the future, as is clear from 24:14, 29-31....By
the process of prophetic foreshortening, by means of which before
one’s eyes the widely separated mountain peaks of historic events
merge and are seen as one..two momentous events are here
intertwined, namely, a. the judgment upon Jerusalem (its fall in the
year A.D. 70), and b. the final judgment at the close of world’s
history.?

This view is held by the vast majority of commentators including
John Calvin, David Dickson, Matthew Henry, James Moffat, William
Manson, R. C. H. Lenski, William Hendriksen, R. V. G. Tasker, and
David Hill among others. Schwertly notes that this view is so
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common that it could be referred to as the standard evangelical
interpretation.?

Some modern interpreters also argue for the evidence of a three-
pronged prediction in Matthew 24. They argue that Christ predicted
the destruction of Jerusalem, the second coming and the end of the
world. The general consensus of this school of thought is that Jesus
taught and believed that all these three events would take place within
one generation. This is based on the statement “this generation shall
not pass away” in Matthew 24:34. They thus conclude that Christ was
wrong when He predicted the second coming and the end of the
world. This view, however, is not in tandem with the spirit of biblical
interpretation, especially with regards to biblical numerology and
symbolism; and as a result, must be rejected.

Interpreters who argue from the preterist disposition maintain that
Jesus did indeed predict that the second coming and end of the world
would occur within the generation then living. On this assertion, they
claim that the rapture, second coming, bodily resurrection and final
judgment have already taken place.?? Schwertly however, argues that
“since this view involves an unbiblical view of the timing and nature
of such crucial doctrines as the second coming, the general
resurrection, the last judgment, the glorified bodies of believers and
the final state, it properly has been designated as heretical and
dangerous.”?

Another view which has come to be widely accepted, especially
among Reformed theologians, is the argument that every prediction in
the Olivet discourse up to verse 34 concerns the destruction of
Jerusalem and the close of the Jewish age. This view is held by
Schwertly who describes it as “partial preterism” in order to
distinguish it from “hyper-preterism.” Schwertly argues that “this
interpretation respects the clear teaching of Scripture regarding the
rapture, second coming, general resurrection, final judgment and
nature of glorified bodies, yet takes literally the various time
indicators within the discourse (e.g., verse 34).”%
7



Matthew 24 and its Relevance to the Parousia

The stand of this paper is in support of the second position above.
This paper interprets Matthew 24 from the perspective that the text
intertwines two major events, and thus subjects itself to double
interpretation. This is in tandem with the hermeneutical principle
employed in interpreting prophetic texts, and which allows for both an
immediate fulfillment as well as an eschatological or futuristic
fulfillment. In this discourse, this prophecy finds its immediate
fulfillment in the destruction of Jerusalem and its Temple in AD 70. It
however awaits its eschatological fulfillment in the second coming of
Jesus and the end of the world.

In the light of the above, the exegesis of Matthew 24 presented in this
paper adopts the following structure:

The imminent end of Judaism and destruction of the Temple (v1-2):
The text opens with the statement “Jesus left the temple and was
walking away (1a).” The exegetical import of this statement is that
Jesus would no longer physically enter the temple and within a matter
of three decades, the entire structure would come to complete ruin.
This symbolizes Jesus’ abandonment of Judaism and its entire
sacrificial system which the temple stood for. His imminent death and
resurrection would put an end to the old order of sacrifices and rituals
and usher in a new era of grace.

The advent and proliferation of false messiahs (4-5, 23-25): Jesus’
answer to the disciples’ question begins with a word of caution. The
disciples are to be on their guard against deceptions that will be
peddled by false prophets and false christs who will appear and be
extremely multiplied before the end comes. Not only will they claim
to be Christ, they will back up their claims with great signs and
wonders, all in a bid to deceive the elects (vv 5, 24).

Wars and Rumors of Wars (6-8): Also to precede the end of age and
the coming of the Christ is the multiplicity of wars and rumors of
wars. This means that there would be actual wars happening across
international and local scales; they would also hear talks of wars and
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conflicts that people feared was about to take place. While this may
have applied to the conflicts that would precede the fall of Jerusalem,
it also applies to the contemporary widespread conflicts and
impending conflicts world over.

Natural Disasters (7): In addition to the ravaging of societies by wars,
there would also be devastation caused by natural disasters such as
famine and earthquakes. An immediate fulfillment of this portion is
the famine prophesied by Agabus before the fall of Jerusalem.
Contemporary time also has its own share of fulfilling this prediction
as most conflicts have always left behind tales of famine, epidemics,
and other natural disasters. Also, at no time in history has there been
the occurrence of natural disasters like earthquake, volcano eruptions,
tsunami, ocean surge etc. as the present age.

Persecution (9): The text talks of persecutions of varying degrees. The
disciples of the early church had their fair share of severe persecutions
under different emperors and kings for the sake of the gospel. There
are still societies in the 21st century where being a Christian is an
offense attracting the death penalty. In Nigeria, several churches have
been destroyed and several lives lost in conflicts induced by Islamic
fanatics especially in the North-east of the country. The most recent
of such is the Boko-Haram insurgency that has ravaged the North-east
for more than a decade now.

Betrayal, Apostasy, and Lawlessness (10-13): Schwertly notes that
“there was an incredible hatred of Christ and the gospel among Jews
in that first generation of the church.”® It got to the point of Jews
betraying their own family members over to prison and execution
under the impression that they were doing a service to the Lord. In
contemporary times, one of the teachings of fanatic Islam is that
anyone who kills a Christian (an infidel) is doing a service to Allah
and stands to gain great rewards in Al-jannah. Hence, believers are
not only persecuted but also betrayed. This gross persecution is
followed by apostasy, a denial of the faith, by many Christians. Also,
many Christians have backslidden into a life of lawlessness and
9
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reckless living. The love of many has waxed cold; all in fulfillment of
the prediction by Jesus.

Worldwide Evangelization (14): This sign has generated heated
controversy between scholars of the preterist persuasion and those of
the futurist disposition. While the preterist argue that the Greek word
“oikoumene” translated “world” refers only to the then known world,
that is, the Greco-Roman world of the 1st century, especially before
AD 70, futurists have posited that the word must be seen in respect of
the world as it is known today. However, both translations have a
strong import for this prediction and its fulfillment: the preterist
approach fits the immediate fulfillment which climaxed with the AD
70 destruction of Jerusalem and its temple; the futurist position on the
other hand awaits its fulfillment as believers take the gospel of the
Kingdom to all nations and communities of the world as it is now
known.

The Abomination of Desolation (15-16): The reference to the
abomination of desolation is a direct quote from Daniel 9:27 in the
Old Testament. Hitherto, the preceding instructions to the disciples
have been in form of general signs. This particular warning is
however more specific because it refers to a direct prophecy from the
Old Testament. It has been argued that this particular prediction
initially found its immediate fulfillment in the 63 BC desecration of
the Temple by the Roman general Pompey who slaughtered a swine
for sacrifice on the temple altar.?® In the context of this passage
however, this statement refers to the destruction of Jerusalem in AD
70 by the armies of Rome. It also refers to a future antichrist who will
bring desecration and defilement to true worship. Contemporary
Christianity is witnessing a form of abomination and desecration
which is making the witness of the gospel to unbelievers an uphill
task.

The Great Tribulation (17-22): This passage apparently reflects a
second fulfillment of Daniel’s prophecy of the 70 weeks.?” Brian
Russell remarks that Jesus’ prediction of the Great Tribulation finds



AJBT Vol. 19(52). December 30, 2018

an immediate fulfillment in the experience of Jerusalem at the hands
of the Romans while its future fulfillment refers to the experience the
church would have for refusing to worship the anti-christ.22 The final
great tribulation is directly connected to the return of Christ at the end
of the world and will be directed primarily at Christians.

The Coming of the Son of Man (26-31): Scholars are divided on the
meaning of this text as they are on the other parts of the chapter.
While some like Schwertly and Brown submit that the “coming of the
son of man” refers to God’s visitation of judgement on the nation of
Israel and her religious system epitomized by the temple, others like
Keener and Russell emphasize its reference to the physical return of
Jesus at the close of the age. This paper argues in support of the latter
view. The coming of the son of man refers expressly to the event of
the Parousia. This is in tandem with the spirit of objective
hermeneutics of scripture.

The timing of his coming (3, 32-51): The response given by Jesus to
the disciples’ question as to when the end would take place indicated
that it is a closely guarded secret revealed to no one. However, when
the time is ripe and right, it will be known to everyone as the Parousia
will not be shrouded in obscurity.

CONCEPT OF THE PAROUSIA

Malherbe is of the opinion that the NT concept of Parousia was
derived from a pagan Greek origin used to depict the ceremonial
arrival of a King or ruler with great pomp and pageantry. It is also
used in the sense of the coming of a deity to help people in need.29
From this Hellenistic background grew the Christian perception of
Parousia. On this premise Bruce submits that “when Christians speak
of the Parousia of the Lord, they probably think of the pomp and
circumstance attending those imperial visits as parodies of the true
glory to be revealed.”® In the New Testament, the word Parousia
occurs twenty-four times, four of which are found in Matthew 24. Of
the remaining twenty, fourteen are found in the Pauline epistles where
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they are used as part of a prepositional phrase, except in 2 Cor.10:10,
while the general epistles account for the remaining six.>!

According to Kittel & Friedrich, the basic meaning of the word is to
be derived from the verb pareimi “be present.” They note that pareimi
can also take on the sense of “come, approach” as typified in the LXX
rendering of Judges 19:3; and that Parousia frequently means “arrival
as the onset of presence.” It is in this sense of active presence that the
word Parousia is used in legal documents.3? Although the word has a
sacral meaning in philosophy, Plato used it in the profane sense as a
synonym of megezij participation.

From the foregoing, it can be inferred that the basic meaning of
Parousia is “presence, arrival, or coming.” This assertion is buttressed
by Paul’s usage of the term in many of his writings including: I
Corinthians 16:17; 2 Corinthians 7:6-7, 10:10; and Philippians 1:26,
2:12. Paul also used the word Parousia in an eschatological sense
primarily in his epistle to the Thessalonians where he used it to denote
the coming of the Lord (I Thessalonians 2:19, 3:13, 4:15, 5:23, 2
Thessalonians 2:1) and of the Lawless One (2 Thess. 2:9).%

Other terms used by Paul to synonymously describe the same event
include the verbal form erchesthai “to come” (I Corinthians 4:5,
11:26; 2 Thessalonians 1:10), the apokalypsis “revelation” of the Lord
(I Corinthians 1:7; 2 Thessalonians 1:7, Romans 2:5), “Day of the
Lord” (I Corinthians 5:5, T Thessalonians 5:2), and “that day” (2
Thessalonians 1:10). On the use of these other terms with
eschatological connotations, Olagunju remarks that they are derived
from Jewish origins, suggesting that the term Parousia was used in
this technical sense in pre-Christian Judaism. It is however
remarkable that the use of Parousia to denote the coming or presence
of the Lord sense is largely confined to | Thessalonians. The Pastoral
Epistles employ the word epiphaneia “appearance” which according
to Malherbe bears more religious affiliation than Parousia.>* Also
worthy of note is the fact that the phrase “Second Coming of Christ”
as a meaning for the Parousia appeared for the first time in the latter



AJBT Vol. 19(52). December 30, 2018

half of the second century, when it describes the second coming of
Christ in contrast to his humble coming in the flesh.*®

Although the NT presents Paul as the earliest of its writers to use
Parousia in its technical meaning, the expectation of Christ’s
eschatological coming did not originate with him. Leon Morris argues
that this expectation was already part of the Aramaic speaking church
before Paul and is evident from Paul’s use of the term Maranatha
which literally means “come lord” in | Corinthians 16:22.36 Malherbe
buttresses Morris’ assertion with the argument that the synoptics in
Mark 14: 62, Matthew 26:64, Mark 8:38, Matthew 16:27, and Luke
9:26 reflect that the tradition of the coming of the Son of Man
preceded Paul’s use of Parousia to describe it.*’

Also, the Parousia does not in all cases refer to the coming or
presence of Jesus Christ. Reiterating this line of thought, Craig
Keener remarks that some verses of the New Testament such as |
Corinthians 16:17, 2 Corinthian 10:10, and Philippians 2:12 use
Parousia to speak of the presence of apostle Paul or his fellow
workers. Similarly, the use of Parousia in 2 Thessalonians 2:9 and 2
Peter 3:12, has the antichrist and the Day of the Lord respectively as
the subjects of the coming.*®

According to Olagunju, the New Testament does not attest to any
unified conception or attitude concerning Christ’s Parousia. He notes
that the Parousia is described more specifically in Mark 13: 24-27
parallel in Matthew 24: 29-31, Luke 21: 25-27, | Thessalonians 4:16,
2 Thessalonians 1:7-10, 2:8, Rev. 14:14-16, 19: 11-16.39 Worthy of
note however is that the motifs treated in these texts are derived from
the Old Testament and Jewish salvation expectations which focus on
such earthly personalities as the Messianic king. It can therefore be
adduced from the foregoing that the heart of the New Testament
concept of the Parousia is the advent of Jesus Christ from heaven in
bodily form.

IMPLICATIONS OF MATTHEW 24 TO THE PAROUSIA
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From the exegesis of Matthew 24 above and the discussion on the
New Testament concept of Parousia, a number of inferences can be
drawn for the 21st Century church and believer. First, the exact time
of the coming of the Lord is unknown. As such, any prediction
seeking to pin the Parousia to a specific date is an exercise in futility.
In the light of this, believers are not to entertain any fear whatsoever
in the face of persecutions and the perils they must certainly
experience as they witness to the resurrection of the Lord and await
his return. In the same vein, believers should not concern themselves
with the rumors already making the rounds concerning the date of the
Parousia. Rather, all hands must be on deck to take the gospel across
climes and lands. The African church must not be found wanting in
this respect; she must take her rightful place in world evangelization
as a mission church sending missionaries to every part of the world
and not be content with being a receiving church.

Secondly, the Parousia will not be an event perpetrated in secrecy or
subject to denial. It will be as visible as lightning cutting through the
dark sky; and as undeniable as the gathering of vultures indicating the
presence of carcass (24:27-28). Apart from the visibility and
undeniability of the signs ushering in the Parousia, the event itself
will be so obvious that the possibility of anyone not recognizing it is
will be non-existent.

Another implication of this passage for believers is that since the time
is unknown, it behooves all believers to always be at their duty posts;
living each day as it was the last in order not to live in injustice and
unrighteousness; and being engaged in fruitful ministry to honor of
the Lord so that he would be glad at his appearance to take the
beloved home with him forever.

CONCLUSION

This paper has examined an exegesis of Matthew 24 using the
grammatic-historical approach and pitching tent with the double
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mention principle of biblical interpretation. The paper has also
examined the concept of the Parousia both from the biblical and the
contemporary perspective. From the above, the paper concludes that
Matthew 24 is best interpreted using the principles for interpreting the
prophetic genre which allows for the possibility of double
interpretation, the immediate fulfillment and the future fulfillment. In
this mold, the bulk of the passage finds fulfillment in the destruction
of Jerusalem in AD 70 and the events that preceded it; while it awaits
its future and final fulfillment in the visible, personal coming of the
Lord Jesus to take back the elects home so that they can be with him
forever. Consequently, the implications drawn from this exercise
include that prophecies and predictions nailing the coming of Christ
to a particular date in history are nothing but falsehood hence
believers should shun them as they patiently and faithfully await the
coming of Jesus Christ.
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