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      “This series is a tremendous resource for those wanting to study and teach the Bible with an understanding of how the gospel is woven throughout Scripture. Here are gospel-minded pastors and scholars doing gospel business from all the Scriptures. This is a biblical and theological feast preparing God’s people to apply the entire Bible to all of life with heart and mind wholly committed to Christ’s priorities.”

      BRYAN CHAPELL, pastor; author, Christ-Centered Preaching and Christ-Centered Worship

      “Mark Twain may have smiled when he wrote to a friend, ‘I didn’t have time to write you a short letter, so I wrote you a long letter.’ But the truth of Twain’s remark remains serious and universal, because well-reasoned, compact writing requires extra time and extra hard work. And this is what we have in the Crossway Bible study series Knowing the Bible. The skilled authors and notable editors provide the contours of each book of the Bible as well as the grand theological themes that bind them together as one Book. Here, in a 12-week format, are carefully wrought studies that will ignite the mind and the heart.”

      R. KENT HUGHES, Senior Pastor Emeritus, College Church, Wheaton, Illinois

      “Knowing the Bible brings together a gifted team of Bible teachers to produce a high-quality series of study guides. The coordinated focus of these materials is unique: biblical content, provocative questions, systematic theology, practical application, and the gospel story of God’s grace presented all the way through Scripture.”

      PHILIP G. RYKEN, President, Wheaton College

      “These Knowing the Bible volumes provide a significant and very welcome variation on the general run of inductive Bible studies. This series provides substantial instruction, as well as teaching through the very questions that are asked. Knowing the Bible then goes even further by showing how any given text links with the gospel, the whole Bible, and the formation of theology. I heartily endorse this orientation of individual books to the whole Bible and the gospel, and I applaud the demonstration that sound theology was not something invented later by Christians, but is right there in the pages of Scripture.”

      GRAEME L. GOLDSWORTHY, former lecturer in Old Testament, Biblical Theology, and Hermeneutics, Moore Theological College

      “What a gift to earnest, Bible-loving, Bible-searching believers! The organization and structure of the Bible study format presented through the Knowing the Bible series is so well conceived. Students of the Word are led to understand the content of passages through perceptive, guided questions, and they are given rich insights and application all along the way in the brief but illuminating sections that conclude each study. What potential growth in depth and breadth of understanding these studies offer! One can only pray that vast numbers of believers will discover more of God and the beauty of his Word through these rich studies.”

      BRUCE A. WARE, T. Rupert and Lucille Coleman Professor of Christian Theology, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
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      Series Preface

      KNOWING THE BIBLE, as the title indicates, was created to help readers know and understand the meaning, the message, and the God of the Bible. This series was created and edited by Lane Dennis and Dane Ortlund, and J. I. Packer served as the theological editor. Dr. Packer has gone to be with the Lord, Lane has retired as CEO and president of Crossway, and Dane now serves as senior pastor of Naperville (Illinois) Presbyterian Church. We are so grateful for their labors in overseeing the first forty-plus volumes of this series! To honor and expand upon their idea, we are continuing the series, focusing on key sections from Scripture, such as the Ten Commandments and the Sermon on the Mount.

      Each volume in the series consists of twelve units that progressively take the reader through a clear, concise, and deep study of certain portions of Scripture. The material works best for a small group, as the questions are designed for good interactive group discussion. Even so, an individual could easily use the material for a personal Bible study as well.

      Week 1 provides an overview of the section or sections of Scripture to be studied, which includes placing the text into its larger context (e.g., the Sermon on the Mount within the Gospel of Matthew), providing key historical background, and offering some questions to get started. Weeks 2–12 each have the following features: a summary of how the text fits into the rest of Scripture (“The Place of the Passage”), a summary sentence on the main theme (“The Big Picture”), and ten or so questions (“Reflection and Discussion Questions”). Moreover, each unit highlights the role of the gospel of grace in each text (“Gospel Glimpses”), identifies whole-Bible themes (“Whole-Bible Connections”), pinpoints Christian doctrines (“Theological Soundings”), defines key terms (“Definitions”), and allows space to respond (“Personal Implications”).

      Lastly, to help readers understand the Bible better, we urge readers to use the ESV Bible and the ESV Study Bible, which are available in various print and digital formats, including online editions at esv.org. The Knowing the Bible series is also available online.

      May our gracious God, who has generously given his Spirit and his Word, use this study to grow his people in their knowledge and love of the Father, Son, and Spirit.

      Douglas Sean O’Donnell

      Series Editor

    

  
    
      Week 1: Overview

      Getting Acquainted

      In his speech on the Mount of Olives our Lord looks to the future to give his people hope. He speaks prophetically of events that will occur within a generation and—beyond that—promises his own return in glory at the end of the age. The speech is often called the “Olivet Discourse” because Jesus “sat on the Mount of Olives” when he spoke these words (Matt. 24:3 // Mark 13:3). It appears in each of the three Synoptic Gospels1, toward the end of Jesus’ life (Matt. 24–25; Mark 13; Luke 21). Knowing that his death, resurrection, and ascension are near (Matt. 16:21; Mark 8:31; Luke 9:22), Jesus now prepares his disciples for the end. In this speech he teaches them—and us—how to live faithfully in the period between his resurrection and his return.

      In these studies we will focus on Jesus’ speech as recorded in the Gospel of Matthew. In Weeks 2–9 we will work our way through each section of the speech in Matthew 24–25. In Weeks 10–11 we will study Jesus’ speech in the Gospels of Mark (Mark 13) and Luke (Luke 21). In Week 12 we will see how the apostles apply Jesus’ speech in their letters and in the book of Revelation.

      In this first study our goal is to gain an overview of Jesus’ speech. You will undoubtedly still have questions at the end, but we ought to avoid getting bogged down in the details at this point. Our goal for now is to take in the big picture as Jesus lifts our eyes to God’s promised future.

      Placing It in the Larger Story

      Jesus’ speech on the Mount of Olives is a crucial and encouraging part of God’s Word, but it is also complex and controversial. The speech has been interpreted in three main ways.

      Preterist: Preterist interpreters (from the Latin praeter = “past”) hold that the whole of Jesus’ speech in Matthew 24:4–35 refers to events in the first century. Jesus especially warns his disciples of God’s judgment coming on Jerusalem and its temple (24:15–28). His prophecy of the “coming Son of Man” (24:29–31) is not about a different future event (his second coming) but refers metaphorically to the same “earth-shattering” events of the first century.

      Partial Preterists recognize that Jesus does speak of his second coming in Matthew 24:36–25:46 and that the New Testament elsewhere promises his return. Full Preterism, which denies the second coming altogether, is an unbiblical heresy.

      Futurist: Futurist interpreters hold that the whole of Jesus’ speech refers to events that even now remain in the future. On this view Jesus prophesies events that will follow the future “rapture” of the church, although most futurists believe that he does not speak of that event here. His focus is on the people of national/ethnic Israel, who will suffer increased difficulty and persecution before and/or during the “great tribulation” (24:21). The nations will gather for battle against Jerusalem, leading to the destruction of the rebuilt temple (24:15–28). Finally, the Lord himself will come from heaven with power and great glory (24:29–31).

      Inaugurated: The most common interpretation, and the one followed here, sees that Jesus speaks both of events facing his disciples in the first century and also of the whole period of gospel mission to the nations before his final return in glory at the end. This recognizes that Jesus’ speech holds out an inaugurated eschatology.2 In Jesus’ life, death, resurrection, and gift of the Spirit, God has inaugurated the final stage of redemptive history. We are living now, already, in “the last days” (Acts 2:17; Heb. 1:2), while we also wait in hope for the “end of the age” (Matt. 13:39–40, 49; 24:3; 28:20) when Jesus will return (10:23; 16:27; 19:28; 24:30; 25:31; 26:64).

      The outline below shows how Jesus first answers the disciples’ question (24:3) by telling them what to expect: he surveys the whole period between his present and the end (24:4–31) and prophesies both God’s judgment on Jerusalem (24:15–21) and his own return in glory (24:29–31). Jesus next clarifies when these events will occur: Jerusalem will be destroyed within a generation (24:32–35), but no one knows when he will return (24:36–44). In the final part of the speech Jesus poses the question, “Who will be ready when he comes?” (24:45–25:46).

      Throughout the whole speech Jesus is preparing his disciples—including us—to live for him in the present, to bear witness to him in all the world, and to be ready to meet him on the great final day.

      Key Verse

      “Therefore you also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an hour you do not expect” (Matt. 24:44).

      Date and Historical Background

      The Gospel of Matthew was most likely written by Matthew (also known as Levi), a former tax collector who became one of the twelve apostles (see Matt. 9:9; 10:3). Matthew probably wrote his Gospel before the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70. As a Galilean Jewish Christian and an apostle taught by Jesus (see 13:52; 28:20), he knew the Old Testament Scriptures well and was able to show how Jesus’ words, actions, death, and resurrection “fulfill” them (e.g. 1:22–23; 12:17–21; 21:4–5).

      Matthew wrote the Gospel to present Jesus as the Christ3 and Son of God (1:1; 16:16), who came to establish God’s kingdom and “save his people from their sins” (1:21; 4:17; 26:28). The Gospel has a Jewish flavor but shows concern for both the “lost sheep of the house of Israel” (10:6; 15:24) and all nations (24:14; 28:19). With its orderly presentation of Christ’s ministry and breadth of ethical teaching (5:1–7:29), the Gospel serves as a basic course in discipleship for everyone who reads it (28:18–20).

      Outline of Matthew 24–25

        I.   The Disciples’ Question (24:1–3)

        II.   Jesus’ Answer (24:4–25:46)

        A.   What? (24:4–31)

        1.   From Now Until the End: Tribulation and Gospel Mission (24:4–28)

        a.   From Now Until the End: Falsehood, Falling Away, and Faithful Witness (24:4–14)

        b.   The Great Tribulation: Destruction of Jerusalem (24:15–21)

        c.   From Now until the End: Falsehood, Falling Away, Until the Son of Man Comes (24:22–28)

        2.   The End Itself: The Coming of the Son of Man (24:29–31)

        B.   When? (24:32–44)

        1.   Jerusalem Will Be Destroyed: Within a Generation! (24:32–35)

        2.   The Coming of the Son of Man: No One Knows! (24:36–44)

        C.   Who Will Be Ready? (24:45–25:46)

        1.   Faithful or Wicked Servants? (24:45–51)

        2.   Wise or Foolish Virgins? (25:1–13)

        3.   Shrewd or Slothful Servants? (25:14–30)

        4.   Sheep or Goats? (25:31–46)

      As You Get Started

      After reading read the whole of Matthew 24–25, what general impressions do you have? Choose three words to summarize Jesus’ teaching in this speech.

       

       

       

       

       

       

      Jesus’ location “on the Mount of Olives” (Matt. 24:3) recalls Zechariah’s prophecy that the Lord will manifest his presence on the “Mount of Olives” when he comes to judge the nations and establish himself as “king over all the earth” (Zech. 14:1–9). How does this allusion to Zechariah shape our expectations for what Jesus’ speech will be about?

       

       

       

       

       

       

      In Matthew 24:3 the disciples come to Jesus as he sits on the mount overlooking the temple and ask him, “When will these things be, and what will be the sign of your coming and of the end of the age?” These questions provide a key to understanding the structure of Jesus’ speech. In the immediate context (24:1–2), what are “these things”? When is the “end of the age”? (Look for this phrase in Matt. 13:36–43, 47–50; 28:18–20). How are “these things” and the “end of the age” distinguished from each other?
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