THE COMING OF THE SON OF MAN





Luke 21:5-38


Key Verse: 21:27





“At that time they will see the Son of Man


coming in a cloud with power and great glory.”





	Luke 19:45-21:38 is about Jesus’ teaching at the temple during the last few days of his earthly ministry. Jesus was soon going to be betrayed, arrested and crucified. But during his last days teaching at the temple, we learn what he saw as he went to the cross. In this passage the disciples were concerned about the end. Jesus opened their eyes to see the glory of the Son of Man. 





I.  You Know that the Kingdom of God is Near (5-31)





Verse 5a says, “Some of his disciples were remarking about how the temple was adorned with beautiful stones and with gifts dedicated to God.” The temple was beautiful. It is unclear whether the disciples were inside the temple or outside at this time. But the temple was a wonder both inside and out. The outside stones made it a work of architectural beauty, while the inside stones made it a work of artistic beauty. But the temple was also adorned with gifts dedicated to God. Maybe these were gifts like the rich people and the widow brought in verses 1-4. Even Jesus remarked about the gift of the poor widow. Such dedication was truly a beautiful thing. The temple building and the temple worship—these things described the hope of the Jews living in Jesus’ time, including his disciples. It was the symbol of the nation and the religion and the God of the people of Israel. At this time the nation was ruled by the Romans. They ruled through various governors and kings, and it was one of those—Herod, who was an Edomite—that was actually responsible for building this temple. But when people saw the magnificent temple, they could forget about the Romans and Herod, and have hope in God.





But Jesus said, “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.” (5b-6) What? Jesus is talking about the absolute destruction of the temple building. But it is also the absolute destruction of the temple worship, the religion, even the nation. The disciples and the people had lived with the hope that the nation of Israel would flourish and be restored like it was in David’s time. But here Jesus threw down every stone of their hopes and dashed them to the ground. To Jesus’ disciples, the temple was a glorious thing. Jesus is preparing them to see God’s glory.





Look at the disciples’ questions in verse 7. “Teacher,” they asked, “when will these things happen? And what will be the sign that they are about to take place?” The disciples addressed Jesus as “Teacher” here. They had specific questions about when all these things would happen, and if there would be a sign. Their attentiveness shows that they had become very serious. Based on Jesus’ response in this passage (9) it meant they were concerned about the coming of the end. People become serious when they think about the end, so their concern is understandable. It would be one thing if all these things happened in their lifetime—“Apocalypse Now”—and something else if what Jesus described was going to happen hundreds or thousands of years later. The question reveals their understanding of the end. The end would be a matter of a time and a sign. But it also reveals their limitation to comprehend “the end.” What is “the end” anyway? That is the question they brought now to Jesus, their teacher.





How did Jesus reply to the question? From verse 8 down, Jesus spoke about the end. But when Jesus spoke, the end was not a matter of time, it was a matter of God. Jesus spoke in relation to the world (8-11), the disciples (12-19), Jerusalem (20-24) and the universe (25-28). Jesus brought his disciples to see the glory of the Son of Man in all these things. 





First, these things must happen. (8-11) Jesus told his disciples, “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. When you hear of wars and revolutions, do not be frightened. These things must happen first, but the end will not come right away.” (8-9) Maybe the disciples thought the end would be sudden, like one great earthquake or explosion—boom!—and that would be it. But Jesus described wars and revolutions, and things that would make any man frightened. He said, “Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. There will be great earthquakes, famines and pestilences in various places, and fearful events and great signs from heaven.” During such frightening times people would be easily deceived into following the many who were making big claims, like: “I…am he!” Jesus told his disciples, “Do not follow them.” When the fearful times would come, Jesus said, “Do not be frightened.” Jesus is talking to those who are always deceived and he says, “Watch out that you are not deceived.” To those who are always fearful he says, “Do not be frightened.” Jesus helped his disciples at this time not to be ruled by fear or deceived. He guides those who are susceptible to fear and easily deceived to follow him by his persistent command, “Do not follow them…do not be frightened.”





	Jesus also said, “These things must happen first, but the end will not come right away.” When the airplanes of the terrorists hit the twin towers, what were people thinking about? The end. Who can blame them? Who can see beyond the end? Jesus’ disciples were also concerned about the end because at least they could imagine something like the end. But Jesus said, “These things must happen.” There is something like the end. But besides the end there is something we can’t comprehend, but Jesus introduces us to. “These things must happen first.” There is something like the end. But beyond the end Jesus teaches us that there is God. Jesus teaches us to “watch out.” This is Jesus. To those who are always consumed with the end, who are easily deceived and fall into fear, Jesus comes and says, “Watch out!” Jesus awakens us to keep watch for our God who is beyond the end.





Second, you will gain life. (13-19) Besides the nations being shaken, the disciples themselves would undergo trials. Jesus told them, “But before all this, they will lay hands on you and persecute you. They will deliver you to synagogues and prisons, and you will be brought before kings and governors, and all on account of my name. This will result in your being witnesses to them. But make up your mind not to worry beforehand how you will defend yourselves. For I will give you words and wisdom that none of your adversaries will be able to resist or contradict. You will be betrayed even by parents, brothers, relatives and friends, and they will put some of you to death. All men will hate you because of me. But not a hair of your head will perish. By standing firm you will gain life.” When the disciples began to follow Jesus, they did so because they were convinced that he was, as Peter confessed, “the Christ of God.” (Lk 9:20) But that would not be a benefit to them in the world. Instead everyone would hate them because of Jesus. They would be persecuted even to death for following Jesus. Simply because of the name of Jesus they would be hated, persecuted and even betrayed by their own family members to death. 





There are many paradoxes in this passage. They would be judged by their adversaries because of Jesus, but at the same time they would be witnesses to them. The word of Jesus that would not save them from persecution would be proclaimed so that no one could resist or contradict it. Finally, the name of Jesus would not save them from death, but not a hair of their head would perish, rather by standing firm they will gain life. This is the testimony of Jesus the crucified, yet the raised. Paul described this truth in the book of Romans: “Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? As it is written, ‘For your sake we face death all day long; we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered.’ No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.” (Ro 8:35-37) Jesus himself was about to be crucified. But right here he is teaching that death is not the end. Who can see beyond death? Jesus teaches us that death is not the end. And he gives that to us in his name. In the truth of the suffering because of the name of Jesus is the seed of the truth of the resurrection and life.





Third, the time of fulfillment. (20-24) In verses 20-24 Jesus talked about the destruction of Jerusalem. Jesus told his disciples, “When you see Jerusalem being surrounded by armies, you will know that its desolation is near. Then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains, let those in the city get out, and let those in the country not enter the city. For this is the time of punishment in fulfillment of all that has been written. How dreadful it will be in those days for pregnant women and nursing mothers! There will be great distress in the land and wrath against this people. They will fall by the sword and will be taken as prisoners to all the nations. Jerusalem will be trampled on by the Gentiles until the times of the Gentiles are fulfilled.” Jesus spoke of the desolation of Jerusalem, the city of God, the city of David. He gave very explicit instructions as if this would happen soon. In fact, this describes the conquering of Jerusalem by the Romans in 70 A.D. At that time those who didn’t flee before the Roman armies surrounded the city were completely destroyed. The Romans did such a good job of destroying the temple that not one stone was left on another. Those who fled met mercenary soldiers who cut some people open thinking they had swallowed precious stones. The distress was unimaginable. For the disciples, to think of the absolute desolation of Jerusalem, the imprisonment and deportation of her citizens and the rule of the Gentiles—a rule that would last close to two thousand years—was to think of the time of the end. But the time of desolation was not the time of the end, but rather the time of punishment in fulfillment of all that has been written. The time when the Holy City was trampled by Gentiles was also the time of the Gentiles being fulfilled. The destruction and desolation of Jerusalem was not the end. We might say that nobody loved Jerusalem more than Jesus. Jesus wept over Jerusalem, and he longed to gather his people under his wings. Jesus suffered because the people were not willing. They would conspire to crucify him. What did Jesus see in all these things? He saw beyond even the desolation and trampling of the city of God to the fulfillment, that is, he saw God who was fulfilling all that has been written. At such a time, Jesus led his disciples to get out of the hope of the temple or Jerusalem, to God who is the fulfillment of all these things, in fact of all things. In a few days Jesus would be crucified. Was this Jesus’ death the desolation or the fulfillment? Thank God for Jesus, who guides us who can never see beyond this desolation, to glimpse God there.





Fourth, they will see the Son of Man. (25-28) What other signs would there be? “There will be signs in the sun, moon and stars. On the earth, nations will be in anguish and perplexity at the roaring and tossing of the sea. Men will faint from terror, apprehensive of what is coming on the world, for the heavenly bodies will be shaken. At that time they will see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with power and great glory. When these things begin to take place, stand up and lift up your heads, because your redemption is drawing near.” The signs of the end would not be limited to this earth, but even the heavenly bodies would be shaken. Just as God once commanded Abraham to look up and count the stars, Jesus told his disciples of signs in the sun, moon and stars. At the time when strong men would faint from terror, when smart men would be in perplexity, when even the heavenly bodies will be shaken, at that time they will see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with power and great glory. Many people throughout history have proclaimed, “The end is near!” But not Jesus. Even when these things begin to take place, Jesus says to stand up and lift up your head. Why? Because your redemption is drawing near. In relation to this time and place, there will be an end. In relation to God there will be complete redemption.





	Amazingly Jesus taught this truth when he was about to be crucified. But we can learn something about the mind of our Lord. He was not so concerned about his end, or the end, as he was about God’s redemption. He would go to the cross and bear the sins of these disciples so that they may have God’s redemption. He is the Son of Man. There we can see his glory through the lens of his cross. But the glory of the one who comes in a cloud with great power and glory—he is the Son of Man as well. In Acts Luke described him as “this same Jesus.” Whenever we see the Son of Man, we see the glory of God. This Jesus is our redemption and our end. How do we know this? We know this today because he died on the cross for our sins.





Jesus went on to tell them a 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 happening, you know that the kingdom of God is near.” Jesus’ disciples had a question about the end. Their question probably arose out of their apprehension about the end. But Jesus answered ultimately with a parable about a fig tree. Maybe they saw a fig tree in April with a little bud here and a sprout of a leaf there. One month before it was just sticks. Was it dead? One month later it would be in full leaf. The same tree? Yes, and Jesus told them to look at the fig tree. The fig tree says that summer is near. But the truth of life and death and resurrection is abundant. The truth of God’s glory is evident. When we see these things—even the end things—what do we know? Jesus said, “Even so, when you see these things, you know that the kingdom of God is near.” Thank God for Jesus, who is our testimony in all things that the kingdom of God is near.





II.  To Stand Before the Son of Man (32-38)





Verses 32-33 say, “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.” Jesus said that heaven and earth will pass away, but not his word. Jesus’ word is the word of the Lord. It is eternal. Jesus gave his word to his disciples that they may have access to the eternal God. There will be an end to the earth. There will even be an end to heaven. What does that mean? We don’t know. But Jesus said, “My words will never pass away.”





At the same time Jesus’ word was very practical for his disciples. It was not the unreachable star. It literally spoke to their hearts. Look at verses 34-36. “Be careful, or your hearts will be weighed down with dissipation, drunkenness and the anxieties of life, and that day will close on you unexpectedly like a trap. For it will come upon all those who live on the face of the whole earth. Be always on the watch, and pray that you may be able to escape all that is about to happen, and that you may be able to stand before the Son of Man.” Life comes with anxieties. That truth is for all who live on the face of the whole earth. All men are subject to the temptation to be weighed down with those very things that Jesus says will come. We become anxious, maybe we drink a little, and before we know it our life—this precious God-given life for which Jesus gave his eternal word and his life on the cross—it would dissipate into nothing, like a wisp of smoke. How can such a humble existence have a hope to stand before the Son of Man? Jesus teaches us to watch and pray and seek God. Jesus is the Son of Man. He is not unreachable. He came and was subject to the anxieties of this life, even to death on a cross. But he watched and prayed. He did not disappear, but was raised from the dead. This Jesus will not fail anyone who seeks him. By his gospel we will stand before the Son of Man.





	Verses 37-38 say, “Each day Jesus was teaching at the temple, and each evening he went out to spend the night on the hill called the Mount of Olives, and all the people came early in the morning to hear him at the temple.” Jesus taught and Jesus prayed. He was about to go the way of the cross. Was he weighed down? He met the full burden of this life and offered himself as our shepherd. His death was not the end. He is the Son of Man, who is coming with great power and glory. May God bless us to see his glory in the gospel of the Son of Man.


