Luke 21:1-11

Signs of Christ’s Coming

Warm-up Question: Tell us about your leanest time financially. 

Alternative Warm-up question: Have you ever been on the end of some act of generosity? Tell us about it.

The Widow's Offering 

1As he looked up, Jesus saw the rich putting their gifts into the temple treasury. 2He also saw a poor widow put in two very small copper coins. 3"I tell you the truth," he said, "this poor widow has put in more than all the others. 4All these people gave their gifts out of their wealth; but she out of her poverty put in all she had to live on." 

It is hard being poor! I remember being in a difficult place financially when times were so dire that to make a box of matches go further I would separate each match into four with a razor! When dead people’s clothes have been passed on to you and you receive them gratefully, you know that you have hit some rough times! I would say, however, that times like these can be good for your soul. There are good spiritual lessons to be learned by being in a hard place financially, lessons of dependence upon God and other people. It is much easier to discern the things that are important, as opposed to that which is trivial, the necessities of life from luxuries, having been in a place of need and dependence. There are some blessings that come out of that experience.
We have been following Jesus over the last few chapters in the book of Luke as He has walked to the city of Jerusalem knowing what will befall Him over the Passover Celebration. We have seen him heal the blind beggar (18:35-43). We have listened to His words of wisdom as He has answered the questions of the chief priests, teachers of the law and Sadducees up on the Temple Mount (Luke 20:1-47). We have seen His passion for God as He upturned the money tables in His Father’s house, desiring it to be a house of prayer as opposed to the den of robbers that it was (19:45-48). What shocks us the most was to hear Jesus oppose and condemn the teachers of the law at the end of chapter 20:
45While all the people were listening, Jesus said to his disciples, 46"Beware of the teachers of the law. They like to walk around in flowing robes and love to be greeted in the marketplaces and have the most important seats in the synagogues and the places of honor at banquets. 47They devour widows' houses and for a show make lengthy prayers. Such men will be punished most severely" (Luke 20:45-47).
The people thought of as the most likely to enter the Kingdom of Heaven were the very ones Jesus singled out for a warning of the direst consequences. Instead of being kind to the poor and lending to the Lord (Proverbs 19:17), these religious men were robbing those who were the most vulnerable of society, the widows. It seems to me that Luke is using this example of the widow’s offering to illustrate the difference of heart between what He saw in the religious establishment and the common people. Perhaps this widow was one whose house had been “devoured.” 
Mark tells us that Jesus deliberately sat down in a place which was opposite to the spot where the offering boxes and was watching what was being given:

41Jesus sat down opposite the place where the offerings were put and watched the crowd putting their money into the temple treasury. Many rich people threw in large amounts (Mark 12:41). 

What possible reason would Jesus have for sitting down unobserved and watching people as they gave? 

Our giving is an exhibition to God of our faith and trust in Him. He watches over those who walk with Him looking for opened empty hands to fill. The scripture tells us that: “The eyes of the Lord range throughout the earth to strengthen those whose hearts are fully committed to Him” (2 Chronicles 16:9). God is continually watching our expressions of faith and trust in Him. These expressions of trust are evidences to Him of us releasing ourselves from the grip of self into His shepherding care and provision. It is an outward sign that we are freeing ourselves from the I, me, and mine syndrome. Self preservation lays a strong hold on each of us.
The widow, we are told, put in two very small copper coins into one of the 13 offering boxes shaped like trumpets there in the Temple Courts. 
If she had two coins why did she not keep one for herself? What do you think would have been her reasoning for giving both?
Could it have been an issue of faith and obedience? Perhaps she felt that God had spoken to her to give both. It may also have been an issue of complete abandonment and dependence on the providence of God. Two very small copper coins would not have bought much, perhaps just one piece of bread. There seems to be no worry of where she will get her next meal. She casts her all into the hands of God. I feel confident that God sent someone along to meet her needs after such a display of trust and faith. I shall look forward in heaven to hearing her story of God’s provision after her gift of giving all she had. Don’t you think she will have a great story of God’s miraculous provision? She was quite oblivious to the fact that she was being watched by the Lord. It is an encouragement to know that when we make sacrifices to our God, He is watching and sees everything that we give and do to further the eternal welfare of those around us.  Jesus promises, "Your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you" (Matthew 6:4). Great will be the reward of the poor for their gifts of love toward God and their investments in His kingdom.
What is it about the widow’s gift that makes her gift “more than all the others?” (Verse 3).
We shouldn’t think that God despises generous gifts from those God has blessed with finances in this world. What we are talking about here is what pleases God the most concerning our giving. This poor widow gave sacrificially with a pure motive. Out of her poverty she put in all she had to live on. “We ask how much a man gives; Christ asks how much he keeps” (Andrew Murray). The value of a gift, as seen by God, depends on what one has remaining after he or she has given. Have we given sacrificially? What have we gone without due to our giving? When King David wanted to stop a plague that had broken out in Jerusalem, God directed him to build an altar and offer sacrifice to stop the plague. The owner of the hill was quite pleased to give up ownership of the hill freely to David, but David responded:
“No, I insist on paying the full price. I will not take for the Lord what is yours, or sacrifice a burnt offering that costs me nothing.” (1 Chronicles 21:24).
The kind of sacrificial giving which drew the attention of Jesus stood out from the other gifts that were presented that day.  There were many, no doubt, that came bearing gifts and I am sure that all of them exceeded hers, but her gift touched His heart more than the others because she gave in spite of her need. We saw in earlier passages how Jesus had been verbally attacked by those who had financial gain as their motive. He had cut into their income by not permitting money changing in the temple courts. It was refreshing for Him to see one who gave her all. She will have great reward at the resurrection!

Signs of the End of the Age 

 5Some of his disciples were remarking about how the temple was adorned with beautiful stones and with gifts dedicated to God. But Jesus said,6"As for what you see here, the time will come when not one stone will be left on another; every one of them will be thrown down." 7"Teacher," they asked, "when will these things happen? And what will be the sign that they are about to take place?" 8He replied: "Watch out that you are not deceived. For many will come in my name, claiming, 'I am he,' and, 'The time is near.' Do not follow them. 9When you hear of wars and revolutions, do not be frightened. These things must happen first, but the end will not come right away." 10Then he said to them: "Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. 11There will be great earthquakes, famines and pestilences in various places, and fearful events and great signs from heaven. 
Jesus, at this point, had only a matter of hours left to Him before he would face the cross. What would you do with the remaining 48 hours of your life if you knew the time of your death?

Luke 21:37-38 tells us that Jesus spent from early morning till nighttime teaching in the temple and sleeping on the hill called the Mount of Olives just across the Kidron Valley, only a few hundred yards from the temple. It is more than likely He slept in the Garden of Gethsemane. The word Gethsemane means the olive press.  It was here that Jesus was pressed Himself, as the burden of His mission weighed heavy on Him. Everything in His life had led up to this time when He would  lay down His life willingly. 
As they were returning to sleep on the Mount of Olives, one of the disciples remarked to Jesus how beautiful the temple looked as the sun got low behind them. His reply was quite staggering to them. To hear that every stone of the temple would be thrown down had to be the end of the world as they knew it! Matthew, upon remembering this talk with Jesus, recalled that the disciples waited until they were seated together on the side of the Mount of Olives before they questioned Him (Matthew 24:3). Three of the gospel writers give us snippets of the same talk by Jesus, they are found in Matthew 24, Mark 13, and Luke 21. Matthew and Mark record that there were two questions that they asked Him: “Tell us,” they said, “When will this happen, and what will be the sign of your coming and of the end of the age?” (Matthew 24:3). It is my belief that Jesus, in Luke 21, is answering both questions but Luke in writing his gospel doesn’t have the insight of history that we now have to discern that there are two separate things going on. These two separate events are the destruction of Jerusalem which happened in AD 70, and the time leading up to the return of Christ, which is partly underway but which I believe mostly still lies ahead for us. Remember that Luke had not heard Jesus teach the Olivet Discourse first hand; he was not one of the twelve apostles. His gospel was written from interviews with the apostles and other early leaders that had personally heard Christ teach.
What things that are written in verses 6-11 have already happened in your opinion, and what is still ahead?

The temple had been in the building process all the lives of the disciples. John, the apostle, tells us that it had been 46 years in building before the crucifixion (John 2:20). It was still many years from being fully completed. (It was finished 7 years before it was destroyed in 70AD). The Temple and its courts were considered to be one of the wonders of the world. To view the temple from the Mount of Olives would have been spectacular. The Mount of Olives where Jesus and the disciples were now sitting stood 150 feet higher than Mount Moriah on which the temple was built. R. Kent Hughes in his commentary on Luke tells us what Josephus, the Jewish historian who lived in the time of the temple, wrote: 
The exterior of the building wanted nothing that could astound either mind or eye. For, being covered on all sides with massive plates of gold, the sun was no soon up that it radiated so fiery a flash that persons straining to look at it we compelled to avert their eyes, as from the solar rays. To approaching strangers it appeared from a distance like a snow-clad mountain; for all that was not overlaid with gold was of purest white. From its summit protruded sharp golden spikes to prevent birds from settling upon and polluting the roof. Some of the stones in the building were forty five cubits in length, five in height and six in breadth.

Luke perhaps believes that the destruction of the temple and the return of Christ is all one event. From his various sources he records for us all that Jesus talked about, describing first the things that I and many others believe is yet to come in the future.
Early Warning Signs of the End.
His first warning is that there will come many proclaiming that they are the Christ. This is certainly a characteristic of the age in which we live. 
If deception is one of the early signs of the coming of Jesus, what things have you seen or presently see happening that is of a deceptive nature, leading us away from the truth of God’s word?
Many have already come proclaiming themselves as the savior leading many into deception and sometimes death by suicide. I am convinced that more are ahead. We have yet to see one who will come proclaiming himself to be a lamb but inwardly has the nature of a dragon.

11Then I saw another beast, coming out of the earth. He had two horns like a lamb, but he spoke like a dragon. 12He exercised all the authority of the first beast on his behalf, and made the earth and its inhabitants worship the first beast, whose fatal wound had been healed. 13And he performed great and miraculous signs, even causing fire to come down from heaven to earth in full view of men. 14Because of the signs he was given power to do on behalf of the first beast, he deceived the inhabitants of the earth. (Revelation 13:11-14).

It is written that this particular man will perform great and miraculous signs, even causing fire to come down from heaven to earth. We must not be deceived! On account of his power and miracles he will expect the whole world to follow him.
Even though we will have men seeking to deceive us into following them, Jesus tells us that this is still an early sign, that the end will not come right away: “These things must happen first, but the end will not come right away" (Verse 9). Deception wars and revolutions are all early warning signs. The word revolutions is translated from the Greek word “Akatastatos.” It means: 
“a fixed or settled condition, the establishing or settling of something. Commotion, tumult, unruliness, disruption, disorder. It is used of political or social revolution, insurrection, sedition; riot, uprising, and disturbance”.
 

What wars and revolutions have we seen and what are still seeing now?
The Jewish nation of Israel alone have fought 5 major wars since becoming a nation in 1948. At the end of the Second World War more than 6 million Jewish people were killed by the Nazis (1948, 1956, 1967, 1973, and 1982) they were given back their ancient homeland. At the time of writing, July 20, 2006, Israel is in a state of war with Hezbollah in Lebanon after being bombarded in their cities by rockets provided by Syria and Iran. This is not to infer that Jesus was speaking about signs just in the nation of Israel. The signs spoken about are world events, but Israel would certainly have her share of wars and commotions or revolutions. When Ariel Sharon, the recent Prime minister of Israel controversially visited the Temple Mount on September 28, 2000, the Palestinians rose up against the Israeli’s. The Temple Mount is still in Moslem hands even after the recapture of Jerusalem in 1967. This started what is called the Second Intefada. Some Palestinian representatives dismiss this as the reason for the Intefada, and instead feel that the catalyst for the violence was the breakdown of the Camp David negotiations on July 25, 2000. This uprising or revolution in Israel is only one of many that have been happening in recent years. 
Jesus then warns us that nation will rise against nation and kingdom against kingdom (verse 10). The statistics for those that died in the First World War is 31,508,200. For the Second World War, those that died amounted to 52,199,262.
 Over 83 million people died from just those two world wars in the 20th Century, that’s without the many other wars that were fought by various nations against one another. 
What worries you the most concerning the things written about in verses 9-11?

Earthquakes, famines and pestilences are happening to the human race with increasing frequency. Matthew recalls that Jesus said “all these things are the beginning of birth pains” (Matthew 24:8).
What is Jesus communicating by using the analogy of a woman in her birth pains?

When a pregnant woman begins the birthing process, the pain is not severe, and the birth contractions of the uterus are several minutes apart. The closer she gets to the birth of the child however, the more frequent the contractions are and the level of pain is much higher. In using this analogy Jesus is saying that the closer the world gets to the end, the more frequent will be the wars, revolutions, famines, pestilences and earthquakes. Just as the contractions of a woman get more painful so will the amount of pain, anguish, sickness and death of many on planet earth. The wars and revolutions will be very severe and there will be much loss of life. Matthew tells us that:

“If those days had not been cut short, no one would survive, but for the sake of the elect those days will be shortened” (Matthew 24:22).
There is one war that is still to happen and perhaps is on the near horizon. It has been written about around 2500 years ago in the Book of Ezekiel, chapter 38. I would like to call attention to it, although it is not a part of Jesus’ prophetic word in Luke 21, it relates to the prophecy that there will be wars, revolutions and nations taking up arms against other nations. God told Ezekiel that there would be a number of nations that would attack the Jewish people who would be restored to the land of Israel. This attack would come at a time when the Jewish people would be gathered “from many nations to the mountains of Israel” (Ezekiel 38:8). The Jewish people have been dispersed twice in their history, first to the nation of Babylon in 586BC by Nebuchnezzar, and secondly by the Romans to all nations in 70AD. Historians call this second dispersion the Diaspora. In 1948 after more than 6 million Jews were massacred in the Nazi death camps, miracle of miracles happened, the Jews were allowed to return to their ancient homeland of Israel. This dispersion and regathering of the Jewish people to the land of Israel was also prophesied by Ezekiel in chapter 36 and 37:
19 I dispersed them among the nations, and they were scattered through the countries; I judged them according to their conduct and their actions (Ezekiel 36:19).
24 " 'For I will take you out of the nations; I will gather you from all the countries and bring you back into your own land (Ezekiel 36:24).
Ezekiel further prophesied that when the Jewish people returned to their land, the land would be very fertile for them:

The desolate land will be cultivated instead of lying desolate in the sight of all who pass through it. 35 They will say, "This land that was laid waste has become like the Garden of Eden; the cities that were lying in ruins, desolate and destroyed, are now fortified and inhabited." 36 Then the nations around you that remain will know that I the LORD have rebuilt what was destroyed and have replanted what was desolate. I the LORD have spoken, and I will do it'(Ezekiel 36:35-36).

The next chapter, chapter 37, then goes into a vision of many dry bones, representing the Jewish people (37:11), coming together to be a nation. No longer would they be two nations as in times past, Israel and Judea, but one nation:
'This is what the Sovereign LORD says: I will take the Israelites out of the nations where they have gone. I will gather them from all around and bring them back into their own land. 22 I will make them one nation in the land, on the mountains of Israel. There will be one king over all of them and they will never again be two nations or be divided into two kingdoms (37:22).

It is in this context that we see Ezekiel’s prophecy in chapter 38 described where God says that a group of nations will attack this new nation of Israel:
7 " 'Get ready; be prepared, you and all the hordes gathered about you, and take command of them. 8 After many days you will be called to arms. In future years you will invade a land that has recovered from war, whose people were gathered from many nations to the mountains of Israel, which had long been desolate. They had been brought out from the nations, and now all of them live in safety. 9 You and all your troops and the many nations with you will go up, advancing like a storm; you will be like a cloud covering the land (Ezekiel 38:7-9).

Notice that it is spoken of as happening after many days and in future years. In the New International Version, Ezekiel 38:16 says that this attack will happen “in days to come.” The King James Version says: “it shall be in the latter days.”  We need to watch this area of the world very closely, as it is very possible that this attack upon Israel will happen in the near future from what we see happening in the news continually in that part of the world today.
Gog, the leader of this band of nations (Ezekiel 38:2), leads a country to the far north of Israel: 
15 You will come from your place in the far north, you and many nations with you (Ezekiel 38:15, also 39:2). The 
Most commentators identify Meshech as an ancient name of Moscow and Tubal as Tobolsk, both large cities in modern day Russia. Anyone looking on a map can further see that Russia is to the far north of Israel. It is interesting to note that allied with this nation from the far north is Persia, Cush and Put. Persia is present day Iran with Cush being the areas of the Upper Nile region, present day Sudan and Ethiopia. Put is present day Libya. It seems very interesting that Iran has been provoking war with Israel for many years now, supplying Hezbollah, situated in Lebanon, with many millions of dollars and missiles to fire into Israel. This afternoon I heard on the news that one or more Iranians were in North Korea to witness that nation’s test firing of a long range missile that could reach the United States from the Korean peninsula. It also can reach Europe from Iran. It must be worrisome for the citizens of Israel to know that Iran can fire a nuclear missile into Tel Aviv, potentially killing hundreds of thousands of Israelis.  
God says that when this attack on Israel occurs, He will step in to protect His people and make Himself known in the sight of many nations:
22 I will execute judgment upon him with plague and bloodshed; I will pour down torrents of rain, hailstones and burning sulfur on him and on his troops and on the many nations with him. 23 And so I will show my greatness and my holiness, and I will make myself known in the sight of many nations. Then they will know that I am the LORD' (Ezekiel 38:22-23).

It seems from these words that it is the Lord Himself that will destroy this enemy attack from the north. Some suggest that He will use another nation to destroy this attack from the north. I prefer to believe the literal words that God Himself will take the initiative to destroy the enemy armies.
What does all this mean for you and me? It is time to make sure we belong to Christ so that when He comes we will not be ashamed at His coming. We are living in awesome days, but we do not need to be afraid. We should look forward to the time when He returns.  There is confidence and peace for all who understand that He holds all the world events in His hands, along with our own lives. In the light of this, we do not need to hold tightly to the things of this world. Instead, let’s invest in the Kingdom of God and set our sights on things that will last forever.
Prayer:  Father, as we see the events of this world unfold; help us not to be troubled but instead live each day to the fullest. Help us to take each day as it comes and do our best to follow You. We want to focus on things that are important, those things that have eternal value. We say; “Please come, Lord Jesus!”  Amen.
� R. Kent Hughes, Commentary on Luke, Published by Crossway Books, Page 296.


� Key Word Study Bible, AMG Publishers, Page 192 in the New Testament Lexical Aids.


� Statistics taken from the BBC wesite: http://www.bbc.co.uk/dna/h2g2/A2854730





PAGE  
1

