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Introduction

The “Olivet Discourse” is often interpreted by some people to apply to the tribulations mentioned in Revelation.  Jesus is indeed addressing the question concerning the sign of His return and the end of the age, but by letting Scripture interpret Scripture we see that He is describing events after His resurrection and continuing into the future.  These two chapters are called the Olivet Discourse because the discussion took place on the Mount of Olives.  Parallels are in Mark 13 and Luke 21.  Out of this discussion and other prophetic passages in Scripture people have developed many different eschatological scenarios.  The main divisions are the following:
Amillennial -- a belief that there is no literal thousand year time of peace, but that the Biblical reference is just to a long, indefinite time period between the ascension and ultimate return of Christ. 

Post-millennial -- a belief that near the end of time the gospel will have produced a time of great peace which will last for 1000 years and then Christ will return. To have this view one must believe that man is becoming a better person as time proceeds. 

Pre-millennial -- a belief that the world will not produce a peaceful time, but that Christ will return and rule for 1000 years with His saints (Rev 20:4-6). During this time period Satan will be locked away (Rev 20:2-3). At the end of the 1000 year rule of Christ Satan will be released and gather many with him to fight Christ. Satan is again defeated and judgment comes (Rev 20:7-15). At the end of this there will be a new heaven and a new earth (2Peter 3:10, Rev 21:1-2). 

Within the group of pre-millennial acceptors there are also three possibilities for further subdivision based upon 1 Thess 4:16-17 for the rapture and Daniel 12:7-11 for the seven year tribulation period divided into two groups of 3.5 years: 

Pre-tribulation is a belief that the church will be raptured before tribulation begins. 

Mid-tribulation is a belief that the church will be raptured after 3.5 years of tribulation. 

Post-tribulation is a belief that the church will not be raptured during the tribulation but will rise to meet Christ as He comes back to rule after the tribulation period. 

In addition to the above there also is historical premillennialism and a newer scheme called preterism that has become popular in some Reformed communities.  Preterism is basically the system that states that all or nearly all of the prophetic events in Matthew 24 and 25, as well as other passages such as the Book of Revelation have already come to pass and what is waiting for us now is the end of the current world and the final judgment.  

At least a basic understanding of numerology is an important component for a proper understanding of the material relating to eschatology.  This subject is controversial and certainly of little respect among mathematicians but it was used a lot in the time period in which John wrote.  I certainly do not support any use of numerology for making predictions or for any type of “spiritual” purpose.  However understanding how numbers are expressed in other languages is very useful in understanding material that uses such terminology, so I will give some basics. 

Neither Greek nor Hebrew had numbers in their writings.  The situation is much like in the rather common use of Roman numerals such as X for 10, L for 50, M is for 1000, D for 500, and C for 100.  When a letter is placed to the left of a number that is itself of greater numerical value than the first letter, the new letter subtracts from the value of the first number.  For example, XL represents 40 because L is 50 and X to the left subtracts ten from the value of L.  When a letter is placed to the right of a number that is itself of greater numerical value than the first letter, the new letter adds to the value of the first number.  For example XI is 11 and LII is 52.  When two letters of the same value are placed side by side the value of the product is the sum of the values for the letters.  For example XX has the numerical value of 20.  Building upon this methodology, we then can write 2008 as MMVIII.  What is the numerical value of DCCCXC?  D represents 500, C represents 100 and the three C’s to the right add to the total so DCCC is 800.  The value of X is 10 so it subtracts from the C value so that the total value is 890.  Easy!  Ok, you learned that in high school and you see the Roman numeral method used in dating movies and some books so this is not terribly strange or new to most of you.

The use of numerical equivalents in Greek and Hebrew may be new to most people but the system is very similar to that of the Roman system.  Since they use letters to express words and to write numbers, context of the writings determines when they were using the letters for numbers rather than for words.  Another interesting aspect of the use of Greek letters is that words had numerical equivalents.  For example, the Greek name for Jesus is “iasous”.  The numerical equivalents of the letters is i = 10, a = 8, s = 200, o = 70, and u = 400.  Rather than having some adding or subtracting scheme as used with Roman numerals, we just add the number equivalents of all the letters and we arrive at the total 888.  

I will not try to make this gammatria (the number equivalent of a name or word) have any spiritual significance.  However some people have tried to make the number totals have some deep meanings and that is what people usually have in mind when they discuss numerology.  Here are the basic interpretations of many commonly used numbers in some writings.  
1 represents unity; 2 represents division such as there are two types of people: sheep and goats; 3 is the number of divine perfection such as the Trinity.  There are three qualities of the universe: space, time, and matter; 4 is the number of creation; 5 is the number for grace; 6 is the number for man; 7 is the number for spiritual perfection; 8 is the number for new beginnings; 9 is the number for judgment; 10 is the number for divine perfection or completion; 12 is the number for government; 40 is the number for probation or trial.

Matthew 24

Matt 24:1-8 And Jesus came out from the temple and was going away when His disciples came up to point out the temple buildings to Him. 2 And He answered and said to them, "Do you not see all these things? Truly I say to you, not one stone here shall be left upon another, which will not be torn down." 3 And as He was sitting on the Mount of Olives, the disciples came to Him privately, saying, "Tell us, when will these things be, and what will be the sign of Your coming, and of the end of the age?" 4 And Jesus answered and said to them, "See to it that no one misleads you. 5 For many will come in My name, saying, 'I am the Christ,' and will mislead many. 6 And you will be hearing of wars and rumors of wars; see that you are not frightened, for those things must take place, but that is not yet the end. 7 For nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom, and in various places there will be famines and earthquakes. 8 But all these things are merely the beginning of birth pangs.

It is important to pay close attention to the two questions of the disciples for what follows in the sermon are the answers to those questions.  The first question was “When will these things be?”  The second question was “What will be the sign of Your coming and of the end of the age?”  Certainly all of the above events have happened many times in the past two thousand years and Jesus even modified His predictions by saying that the above are just the beginnings of the pangs of the birth of the end times.  We are accustomed to thinking of the birth process taking nine months but such happens in many different time spans among earth’s animals.  Since a birth does take some time, Jesus is telling us that the “birth” of the end times will also take some unstated period of time.  Paul also wrote of the pains of the birth of the new age: 

Rom 8:22 For we know that the whole creation groans and suffers the pains of childbirth together until now.
Matt 24:9-11 "Then they will deliver you to tribulation, and will kill you, and you will be hated by all nations on account of My name. 10 And at that time many will fall away and will deliver up one another and hate one another. 11 And many false prophets will arise, and will mislead many.

Certainly the tribulation to Christians has been occurring since the time of Jesus on earth and the hatred of Christians has been rampant.  The falling away was spoken of by John:

1 John 2:19 “They went out from us, but they were not really of us; for if they had been of us, they would have remained with us; but they went out, in order that it might be shown that they all are not of us.”

Of course he is not speaking of people who rejected their membership in the Family of God but of people who were not really born again but had been associated with churches.  Paul and Peter also warned of false apostles who had been appearing in his time on earth.  Peter told of false prophets in the Old Testament time period and warned of such that would appear early in the church period:

2 Peter 1:20-2:1 “But know this first of all, that no prophecy of Scripture is a matter of one's own interpretation, 21for no prophecy was ever made by an act of human will, but men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God. 2:1But false prophets also arose among the people, just as there will also be false teachers among you, who will secretly introduce destructive heresies, even denying the Master who bought them, bringing swift destruction upon themselves.”

Jesus also told of times past when there were false prophets:

Luke 6:26 “Woe to you when all men speak well of you, for in the same way their fathers used to treat the false prophets.”

John also told us to use our gift of discernment to properly recognize such false ones:

1 John 4:1 “Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God; because many false prophets have gone out into the world.”

Paul warned the people of people preaching about a false Jesus, a false spirit, a false gospel, and false apostles and deceitful workers.  He also warned of false brethren that had caused him dangers.

2 Cor 11:4 For if one comes and preaches another Jesus whom we have not preached, or you receive a different spirit which you have not received, or a different gospel which you have not accepted, you bear this beautifully.

2 Cor 11:13 For such men are false apostles, deceitful workers, disguising themselves as apostles of Christ.

2 Cor 11:26 I have been on frequent journeys, in dangers from rivers, dangers from robbers, dangers from my countrymen, dangers from the Gentiles, dangers in the city, dangers in the wilderness, dangers on the sea, dangers among false brethren;

My point is that tribulations and dangers as told by Jesus that would be present in the end times were present also in times before His time on earth and very much present against Christians beginning shortly after His resurrection and continuing as we live in 2009.  

John also stated that they were all in the last hour at his time on earth.

1 John 2:18 “Children, it is the last hour; and just as you heard that antichrist is coming, even now many antichrists have arisen; from this we know that it is the last hour.”

Being in the last hour reminds me of the atomic clock that received much attention during times when dangers of nuclear war seemed eminent.  The time of 12:00 was representative of the time of nuclear war and people were moving the hands closer to that time as dangers became more evident.  Only God the Father knows the precise time of the true end:

Matt 24:36 “But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the Father alone.”

It is certainly foolish then for any mere human to attempt to date the time of the second coming of Jesus.  Many have made attempts over the years but they were all wrong.  

Matt 24:12-13 "And because lawlessness is increased, most people's love will grow cold. 13 But the one who endures to the end, he shall be saved.

The lawlessness predicted by Jesus is the lack of obedience to the Law of God, which may take its form in many different ways including a church time when true worship is not practiced.  We see many forms of this in the last ten years and increasingly now as church leaders are giving people more “comfortable” churches and a social gospel that is devoid of dying to self and living for Jesus.  The love of people growing cold reminds me of the letter of Jesus to the church at Laodicea in Rev 3:14-22.  I think His warning to that church as stated below is particularly applicable to many churches today:

Rev 3:17 “Because you say, "I am rich, and have become wealthy, and have need of nothing," and you do not know that you are wretched and miserable and poor and blind and naked,”

Many churches today preach a prosperity gospel, which is certainly a false gospel, and messages just on self-worth and self-gratification, which is also not the teaching of the true Jesus.  Jesus encourages us by saying that those who persevere will be saved.  We only have to read the eleventh chapter of Hebrews to learn of many Christians who faced horrible persecution but yet persevered.  We can also read of many horrible tribulations that have already occurred such as the following obtained from various historical resources:

In World War I the death toll was approximately: 1.4 M French, 2 M Germans, 116,500 Americans, >6 M civilians and ~ 2 M soldiers were missing from all sides.  Ten million Christians and 1,900 Catholic priests were murdered, massacred, raped, starved, burned and humiliated during World War II.  Approximately 5.4 million people were killed in the Vietnam War including 58,148 Americans.   During World War II the Allies lost about 61 million people, and the Axis lost 11 million for a total number of human deaths of about 72 million including about 416,800 Americans.  Many people have also been killed by infectious agents.  Overall, the Spanish flu of 1918-1919 killed between 20 million and 40 million people.  The effect of the influenza epidemic was so severe that the average life span in the US was depressed by 10 years.  So from 1918 until 1944, more than 150 million people have been killed by major wars and epidemics.  More than 1 million Jews and Romans were killed during the Jerusalem War of AD 70.  Many millions more have been killed in other wars and calamities.  
Despite suffering many mental and physical tribulations, Christians are promised not to suffer the wrath of God:

John 3:36 “He who believes in the Son has eternal life; but he who does not obey the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God abides on him.”

Rom 5:9 “Much more then, having now been justified by His blood, we shall be saved from the wrath of God through Him.”

Rom 8:1 “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”

However we are not promised freedom from the wrath of man and many Scripture verses and history stated above testify to the huge number of Christians who have suffered from the wrath of man, including Jesus Christ.  None of these many millions were certainly Christians and there was no “rapture” for them so it is unbelievable to me than many people think such an event will keep them from tribulations. 
Jesus ends His teaching on the end times with the statement that the end will not come until:

Matt 24:14 "And this gospel of the kingdom shall be preached in the whole world for a witness to all the nations, and then the end shall come.

Many people have tried to determine exactly what He meant and to try to tie efforts in world evangelism to predict that end time.  Some have said that the church has already reached that goal and so the end can come at any time now.  But only God can determine when that goal has been reached.  I then repeat

Matt 24:36 “But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the Father alone.”

I will repeat that, although studying Revelation is rewarding, the main goal of the Christian is his own sanctification.

1 Thess 4:3-4 “For this is the will of God, your sanctification; that is, that you abstain from sexual immorality; 4 that each of you know how to possess his own vessel in sanctification and honor,”

Satan has lost Christians from his kingdom but he does not cease working to try to keep them from being effective workers in God’s Kingdom now.  Therefore we must not become obsessed with the End Times and spend an inordinate amount of time reading books, seeing movies, and having discussions about the Rapture and the End Times.  As part of our sanctification process we look forward to the time when Jesus will come again but we must be ready to meet Him at any time for we also do not know when we will physically die.  

Matt 24:15-22 "Therefore when you see the abomination of desolation which was spoken of through Daniel the prophet, standing in the holy place (let the reader understand), 16 then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains; 17 let him who is on the housetop not go down to get the things out that are in his house; 18 and let him who is in the field not turn back to get his cloak. 19 But woe to those who are with child and to those who nurse babes in those days! 20 But pray that your flight may not be in the winter, or on a Sabbath; 21 for then there will be a great tribulation, such as has not occurred since the beginning of the world until now, nor ever shall. 22 And unless those days had been cut short, no life would have been saved; but for the sake of the elect those days shall be cut short.

Jesus is now referring to a specific event that would occur in their future, the destruction of Jerusalem.  The reference to Daniel is to “the abomination that causes desolation” mentioned by Daniel in Dan 8:13; 9:27; 11:31; and 12:11.  These references in Daniel are probably to the desecration of the Temple by Antiochus Epiphanes in 168 BC.  He installed an altar to Zeus over the altar of burnt offering and sacrificed a pig on it, which was a true abomination to Judaism.  Of course Jesus was not referring to this particular event that had already occurred but to one like it that would occur in about 40 years.  We can get a better understanding of what Matthew was relating by comparing this to the Luke verses:
Luke 21:20-22 "But when you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies, then recognize that her desolation is at hand. 21 Then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains, and let those who are in the midst of the city depart, and let not those who are in the country enter the city,  22 because these are days of vengeance, in order that all things which are written may be fulfilled.

Luke writes “Jerusalem surrounded by armies” rather than the “abomination of desolation”.  When Rome invaded Jerusalem they surrounded the city and placed their standards in the area, which bore emblems of the legions and images of the emperor who was worshiped by the soldiers.  The standards were then erected in the Temple area after the city had been taken.  Jesus is then saying that when the Roman armies begin to surround Jerusalem the Jewish inhabitants should flee the city immediately.  This was an awful war.  Nero sent his famous general, Vespasian, with an army of sixty thousand men to Palestine in AD 67 against a strong resistance.  The war took longer than it might have because of other events such as Nero’s suicide.  Vespasian was proclaimed emperor in AD 69 and his son, Titus, began the war against the Jews as God then used him to destroy the holy city and the Temple.  He had an army of 80,000 men and set up his camp near Mount Olivet.  The siege began in AD 70 immediately after the Passover when Jerusalem was filled with people.  The Jews fought bravely and inflicted considerable loss of Roman soldiers.  They also crucified hundreds of prisoners (possibly 500 each day), which infuriated the Roman army.  There was a siege of five months before the city was completely in the hands of the Roman soldiers.  The famine of the siege resulted in some mothers roasting their own children.  The last and bloodiest sacrifice at the altar in the Temple was the slaughter of thousands of Jews who had crowded around it.  The Temple was burned on August 10, 70 perhaps on the same day of the year when the first temple was destroyed by Nebuchadnezzar.  The ground was nowhere visible as it was covered with corpses and blood.  The Romans planted their eagles on the shapeless ruins over the eastern gate and offered their sacrifices as they proclaimed Titus Emperor with great shouts of joy.  This final act fulfilled the prophecy of Matt 24:15 and Luke 21:20.  The total time of oppression of the Jewish people during this war was 42 months or seven half-years.  The total number of Jews killed is stated by Josephus as over one million but the exact number is not known.  Approximately 97,000 Jews were carried away and sold as slaves or sacrificed in gladiatorial events at Caesarea, Antioch and other cities.  The Jews were then left without a Temple and without a country.  A renewal of Jewish revolt under the false Messiah, Bar-Cocheba, led to a more complete destruction of Jerusalem and Palestine.  
The Christians of Jerusalem remembered the warnings of Jesus and left the doomed city before the war.  They fled to Pella beyond the Jordan where King Herod Agrippa II, before whom Paul once stood, gave them safe asylum.  There the church was redeveloped in a mainly Gentile population.  An important consequence of this war and relocation by Christians was that nobody could any longer look upon Christianity as a sect of Judaism.  Peter and Paul did their work before the destruction of Jerusalem and the work of union after the Jewish War was up to the Apostle John who lived until the end of the first century.  John was probably 10 years younger than Jesus and the youngest of the Apostles.  
Matt 24:23-28 "Then if anyone says to you, 'Behold, here is the Christ,' or 'There He is,' do not believe him. 24 For false Christs and false prophets will arise and will show great signs and wonders, so as to mislead, if possible, even the elect. 25 Behold, I have told you in advance. 26 If therefore they say to you, 'Behold, He is in the wilderness,' do not go forth, or, 'Behold, He is in the inner rooms,' do not believe them. 27 For just as the lightning comes from the east, and flashes even to the west, so shall the coming of the Son of Man be.  28 Wherever the corpse is, there the vultures will gather.

These statements come immediately after His telling them of what will be the horrible Jewish War and the destruction of the Temple.  The “then” refers to after that event when there would be many false prophets trying to mislead people.  He concludes this section by saying that His second coming will be very obvious and not like the sneaking onto the stage by the false prophets.  The last sentence is a proverb that many have tried to interpret.  It seems to be from Job 39:30 where God is saying that nobody can predict or make an animal do what it does.  In context then Jesus just seems to be saying that events will occur at the timing of the Father in accordance with His directives.  Just as vultures know where to find a corpse, the Parousia (Second Coming) will occur in its proper time.  
Matt 24:29-31 But immediately after the tribulation of those days the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light, and the stars will fall from the sky, and the powers of the heavens will be shaken, 30 and then the sign of the Son of Man will appear in the sky, and then all the tribes of the earth will mourn, and they will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of the sky with power and great glory. 31 And He will send forth His angels with a great trumpet and they will gather together His elect from the four winds, from one end of the sky to the other.

Jesus is now directly answering their question: “What will be the sign of Your coming and of the end of the age?” Now we begin the section of the sermon that is difficult to interpret.  Matthew’s discussion is much like that of Mark 13:24-27 and Luke 21:25-28 but he adds mourning and the trumpet call.  Some have used dispensationalist fundamentals and others have used preterist schemes.  The tribulation to which Jesus refers is probably the general tribulation of the appearance of false Christs and prophets immediately before these verses and not the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple.  As mentioned after verses 12-13, there have been many horrible tribulations since the resurrection of Jesus Christ and such continue today.  But one day there will be an end to such tribulations and even the groaning of all creation:
Rom 8:22 For we know that the whole creation groans and suffers the pains of childbirth together until now.

The changes in the heavenly bodies are a reference to significant astronomical events told in the form of O.T. judgment language (Psalm 18:6-19; Isa. 13:10; 24:23; 34:4; Jer. 4:20-28; Ezek. 32:7-8; Joel 3:14; Zech. 14:6).  Since there will be a new heaven and a new earth for the new creation to be inhabited by the children of God, the old will be destroyed (or renewed) so the old will no longer be there for light (or faded away as they are renewed):
2 Peter 3:10-13 But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, in which the heavens will pass away with a roar and the elements will be destroyed with intense heat, and the earth and its works will be burned up. 11 Since all these things are to be destroyed in this way, what sort of people ought you to be in holy conduct and godliness, 12 looking for and hastening the coming of the day of God, on account of which the heavens will be destroyed by burning, and the elements will melt with intense heat! 13 But according to His promise we are looking for new heavens and a new earth, in which righteousness dwells.

 I prefer to agree with Dr. Boice in that we do not know what will be the sign of the Son of Man.  Certainly there will be no time for repentance for judgment comes at the time of this sign.  The tribes of the earth refer to the powers of the world and they will mourn at this time of their judgment.  The return on the clouds was foretold to the disciples:
Acts 1:9-11 And after He had said these things, He was lifted up while they were looking on, and a cloud received Him out of their sight. 10 And as they were gazing intently into the sky while He was departing, behold, two men in white clothing stood beside them; 11 and they also said, "Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking into the sky? This Jesus, who has been taken up from you into heaven, will come in just the same way as you have watched Him go into heaven."
This second coming will be in power and glory instead of as a lowly baby and His appearance will bring fear:
Rev 1:17-18 And when I saw Him, I fell at His feet as a dead man. And He laid His right hand upon me, saying, "Do not be afraid; I am the first and the last, 18and the living One; and I was dead, and behold, I am alive forevermore, and I have the keys of death and of Hades.

These last verses concern the return of Jesus Christ for judgment as the angels come to gather the elect from the entire world as was promised in an earlier verse:
Matt 13:30 'Allow both to grow together until the harvest; and in the time of the harvest I will say to the reapers, "First gather up the tares and bind them in bundles to burn them up; but gather the wheat into my barn."' "
Matt 24:32-35 "Now learn the parable from the fig tree: when its branch has already become tender, and puts forth its leaves, you know that summer is near; 33 even so you too, when you see all these things, recognize that He is near, right at the door. 34 Truly I say to you, this generation will not pass away until all these things take place. 35 Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words shall not pass away.

Now Jesus is more directly answering their second question: “When will these things be?”  He first gives them an example from nature of when people know that summer is near.  Similarly when we see the things described above (verses 4-28) – except for the judging section of verses 29-31 – they should be sure that then end is near.  When the judging begins there is no longer any doubt about what is happening and it is too late to repent.  In verse 34 “all these things” must refer to verses 4-28 including the fall of Jerusalem and certainly most of the people living at the time of this sermon would still be alive to see all those things occur.  He ends this section by saying that His words are divine and not to be doubted.  
Matt 24:36-39 "But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the Father alone. 37 For the coming of the Son of Man will be just like the days of Noah. 38 For as in those days which were before the flood they were eating and drinking, they were marrying and giving in marriage, until the day that Noah entered the ark, 39 and they did not understand until the flood came and took them all away; so shall the coming of the Son of Man be.

These verses certainly belong together for a proper interpretation since even Jesus did not know the precise timing of the End Times for that timing was only known by the Father.  He then says that all should be alert and ready for that time since it is not known by anyone but the Father.  A similar event occurred regarding the timing when the flood came unexpectedly.  See Mark 13:33 and Luke 17:28-32 (correspondence with days of Lot) for similar writings.  People were just being their normal selves and not expecting such a severe judgment on creation.  There were three signs of the time of Noah: 1.) indifference, 2.) immorality, 3.) ignorance.  Certainly the times of today are a match on all three.  Just as the world at the time of Noah did not expect judgment, the world will one day be just as surprised at the final judgment day:

Gen 6:11-13 Now the earth was corrupt in the sight of God, and the earth was filled with violence. 12 And God looked on the earth, and behold, it was corrupt; for all flesh had corrupted their way upon the earth. 13 Then God said to Noah, "The end of all flesh has come before Me; for the earth is filled with violence because of them; and behold, I am about to destroy them with the earth.
In spite of all of the tribulations seen in the world since the resurrection of Jesus Christ, mankind will continue in general with daily living in indifference, immorality, and ignorance.  Surely sounds familiar!  These verses seem to certainly put an end to any postmillennialism for the world will be very evil at the time of the Second Coming and not reveling in the majesty of the church age.
Matt 24:40 "Then there shall be two men in the field; one will be taken, and one will be left.

Matt 24:41 "Two women will be grinding at the mill; one will be taken, and one will be left.

The meaning here is that the unexpected arrival of Jesus will result in a separation of the sheep from the goats without any time for repentance on the part of the goats.  The coming will be sudden and only those who have eyes to see will understand and not be surprised by the sudden judgment.  

Matt 24:42-44 "Therefore be on the alert, for you do not know which day your Lord is coming. 43 But be sure of this, that if the head of the house had known at what time of the night the thief was coming, he would have been on the alert and would not have allowed his house to be broken into. 44 For this reason you be ready too; for the Son of Man is coming at an hour when you do not think He will.

The correlation between these verses and Mark 13:33-37 is simply that the person in charge of a household has a responsibility for warning the members.  A minister has a responsibility to warn the congregation but not an irresponsible manner.  Remember that nobody knows when this time is coming so all should be ready every hour of every day.  That awareness should be a judge of every thing that we do, say, and think.

Matt 24:45-51 "Who then is the faithful and sensible slave whom his master put in charge of his household to give them their food at the proper time? 46 Blessed is that slave whom his master finds so doing when he comes. 47 Truly I say to you, that he will put him in charge of all his possessions. 48 But if that evil slave says in his heart, 'My master is not coming for a long time,' 49 and shall begin to beat his fellow slaves and eat and drink with drunkards; 50 the master of that slave will come on a day when he does not expect him and at an hour which he does not know, 51 and shall cut him in pieces and assign him a place with the hypocrites; weeping shall be there and the gnashing of teeth.

Jesus is not asking for a name but just relating the different behavior of the two slaves.  The faithful and sensible slave gives the household their proper food at the proper time.  This really seems to refer to local congregations of believers with the master being Jesus (see the letters to the seven churches in Revelation) and the slave being the elder in charge.  The elder is responsible for the spiritual feeding of his people and if he has done so Jesus will be pleased at his efforts to continue to disciple and teach those under his care.  This person will certainly be blessed by God.  This could also refer to anyone in a position to provide for proper care of people.  This person will be rewarded by being put in charge of the Master’s possessions in the new earth.  
The evil slave is described in more detail.  This slave thinks that he has plenty of time to do what he wants to do without any consideration for being faithful and sensible in his service to those under his care.  He is so unconcerned about the possibility of his Master’s imminent arrival that he even beats his fellow slaves.  This behavior of this slave with his fellow slaves (those presumably also in charge of some group) implies that he is putting down the other slaves and lifting up his group as the best.  Perhaps this could be applied to a pastor who criticizes other pastors for their teaching and puts his teaching above any of the other teachers.  Whatever the specific application this person is selfish and cruel and exhibiting none of the characteristics of one who has taken up his cross to follow Jesus.  This person is carousing with drunkards meaning those who are drunk with the world’s offerings and he is participating in that consumption of worldly matters.  This person will not be expecting the arrival of Jesus and will be judged properly.  He will be put with the hypocrites and this could also be an analogy with the false teachers and the false Christs as Jesus has frequently called the teachers of the Jewish law hypocrites.  That evil slave will be cut to pieces, meaning that all of his being is evil and he will live forever in torment knowing that he deserved every second of his weeping and gnashing of teeth.
We should all be ready for Jesus to come at any minute and such awareness should dictate our every thought and action.  It may be another two thousand years or it may be tomorrow.  When He will come is not so important as the fact that He is coming again.  

Matthew 25

Now Jesus presents three parables about people who seem to be believers but not all are prepared.  The first parable warns of the unexpectedness of His coming.  The second parable shows that more than just passive obedience is required for there must be behavior befitting one who has taken up his cross.  The third parable stresses the requirement for being prepared when the length of the delay is unknown.  

Matt 25:1-13 "Then the kingdom of heaven will be comparable to ten virgins, who took their lamps, and went out to meet the bridegroom. 2 And five of them were foolish, and five were prudent. 3 For when the foolish took their lamps, they took no oil with them, 4 but the prudent took oil in flasks along with their lamps. 5 Now while the bridegroom was delaying, they all got drowsy and began to sleep. 6 But at midnight there was a shout, 'Behold, the bridegroom! Come out to meet him.  7 Then all those virgins rose, and trimmed their lamps.

 8 And the foolish said to the prudent, 'Give us some of your oil, for our lamps are going out.' 9 But the prudent answered, saying, 'No, there will not be enough for us and you too; go instead to the dealers and buy some for yourselves.' 10 And while they were going away to make the purchase, the bridegroom came, and those who were ready went in with him to the wedding feast; and the door was shut. 11 And later the other virgins also came, saying, 'Lord, lord, open up for us.' 12 But he answered and said, 'Truly I say to you, I do not know you.' 13 Be on the alert then, for you do not know the day nor the hour.

Jesus and John have portrayed Jesus as the Messiah and the bridegroom (John 3:27-23; Mark 2:19-20) so certainly we must insist that the bridegroom is Jesus Christ.  These women are pictured as virgins in a spiritual sense.  They were all members of what we now call the visible church.  They had heard the gospel message and responded in some manner.  They were waiting for the promised coming of the Messiah unlike those of the world who rejected the Gospel message.  They would all ten appear as wonderful Christians and any pastor would be grateful for having such a congregation.  But there is a difference between the groups.  One group was well prepared to wait as long as was needed and the other group was a bit sloppy in their preparation for the wait.  Both the lost and saved members of the visible church can doze occasionally but the truly saved will always be ready for their Lord’s return.  Midnight is just the symbol for the eschatological climax.  That the wise virgins will not share their oil with the foolish is just a statement that everybody’s spiritual preparation is personal and one person’s preparation cannot help someone who has not prepared.  Having the proper amount of oil is symbolic of the process of sanctification.  Each Christian has received faith to believe and trust and to repent and be sanctified.  Salvation is personal and sanctification is also personal.  Those not willing to submit to sanctification have never been saved.  

We can think back to the parable of the sower and see that only one of the members of the four was a member of the invisible church (those truly saved).  We need not consider the oil as some have done for it is only a symbol of preparation and certainly not a symbol for the Holy Spirit for nobody receives the Spirit and then loses Him.  This reminds me of the following:
Heb 6:4-6 For in the case of those who have once been enlightened and have tasted of the heavenly gift and have been made partakers of the Holy Spirit, 5 and have tasted the good word of God and the powers of the age to come, 6 and then have fallen away, it is impossible to renew them again to repentance, since they again crucify to themselves the Son of God, and put Him to open shame.

2 Peter 2:20-22 For if after they have escaped the defilements of the world by the knowledge of the Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, they are again entangled in them and are overcome, the last state has become worse for them than the first. 21 For it would be better for them not to have known the way of righteousness, than having known it, to turn away from the holy commandment delivered to them. 22 It has happened to them according to the true proverb, "A dog returns to its own vomit," and, "A sow, after washing, returns to wallowing in the mire."
We cannot see the hearts of people and know whether they are prepared to meet the Lord.  Many in the visible church appear to be righteous but yet Jesus will say to many of them the same as in Matt 25:12 above and the following:

Matt 7:21-23 "Not everyone who says to Me, 'Lord, Lord,' will enter the kingdom of heaven; but he who does the will of My Father who is in heaven. 22 Many will say to Me on that day, 'Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in Your name, and in Your name cast out demons, and in Your name perform many miracles?' 23 And then I will declare to them, 'I never knew you; depart from Me, you who practice lawlessness.'

We can all use Matt 25:13 as a measure for our personal judgment of our own heart for only we can know if we are really submitted totally to Him and that the knowledge that He might come at any moment is the rule of our activities and thoughts.  His rejection of the foolish virgins is just His recognition that they were never of His flock.  
Matt 25:14-18 "For it is just like a man about to go on a journey, who called his own slaves, and entrusted his possessions to them. 15 And to one he gave five talents, to another, two, and to another, one, each according to his own ability; and he went on his journey.  16 Immediately the one who had received the five talents went and traded with them, and gained five more talents. 17 In the same manner the one who had received the two talents gained two more. 18 But he who received the one talent went away and dug in the ground, and hid his master's money. 
This parable is rigidly following the previous one so that the introductions are the same and omitted on this one so that the word “it” refers again to the Kingdom of Heaven.  It is difficult to determine the value of the talent because of the different possible combinations of metal, weight and valuation.  A talent would weigh between 58 and 80 pounds and by today’s currency be valued at about 20 years wages or about $300,000.  The sums are huge and much larger than those in Luke 19:11-27 where a “mina” is close to 100 denarii or one third of a year’s wages.  The amount given was based upon the ability of each slave and not on grace so we cannot try to equate the talents with Holy Spirit gifts or any other such grace.  
In verse 16 we see that the first slave took his talents and immediately invested them in a business to make the currency earn more value.  “Trade with them” means put them to work in a business venture.  By gaining five more talents he made a tremendous profit on his investment.  In verse 17 we see that the next slave treated his talents similarly and gained two more.  Each of these slaves doubled the monetary value of their investment.  The third slave dug a hole and buried his talent so that he neither gained nor lost any of the initial value (depending upon inflation during that time).  

Matt 25:19-23 Now after a long time the master of those slaves came and settled accounts with them. 20 And the one who had received the five talents came up and brought five more talents, saying, 'Master, you entrusted five talents to me; see, I have gained five more talents.' 21 His master said to him, 'Well done, good and faithful slave; you were faithful with a few things, I will put you in charge of many things, enter into the joy of your master.' 22 The one also who had received the two talents came up and said, 'Master, you entrusted to me two talents; see, I have gained two more talents.' 23 His master said to him, 'Well done, good and faithful slave; you were faithful with a few things, I will put you in charge of many things; enter into the joy of your master.'
Since this is a parable about the coming into fulfillment of the Kingdom of Heaven, the phrase “after a long time” means that the coming of the Kingdom is delayed.  Each of the slaves who doubled the value of the initial investment received the same praise and the same reward.  The precise amount of the increase in value is not important but the using of the investment is important.  Note in both cases the master says that they were faithful with a few things and we noted the huge worldly value of the investments.  Compared with the infinity of heaven, any worldly amount is small.  The really important result is that both were entitled to enter into the joy of the master:
Rom 8:16-17 The Spirit Himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God, 17 and if children, heirs also, heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, if indeed we suffer with Him in order that we may also be glorified with Him.

These slaves loved their master and wanted to please him so their hearts were changed from that of a worldly, hard heart.  Persons who really love Jesus will do all that they can to please Him using all of their resources toward that goal.  
Matt 25:24-30 And the one also who had received the one talent came up and said, 'Master, I knew you to be a hard man, reaping where you did not sow, and gathering where you scattered no seed. 25 And I was afraid, and went away and hid your talent in the ground; see, you have what is yours.' 26 But his master answered and said to him, 'You wicked, lazy slave, you knew that I reap where I did not sow, and gather where I scattered no seed.  27 Then you ought to have put my money in the bank, and on my arrival I would have received my money back with interest. 28 Therefore take away the talent from him, and give it to the one who has the ten talents.' 29 "For to everyone who has shall more be given, and he shall have an abundance; but from the one who does not have, even what he does have shall be taken away. 30 And cast out the worthless slave into the outer darkness; in that place there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.

This last slave did not love his master and even slandered him.  The master was not a hard man for he had given the slave a huge amount of “money”.  The master did not reap where he did not sow as witnessed by the giving of talents to the slaves and from that investment expecting some return.  Similarly the master also scattered seed to each of the slaves.  In giving the talent back to the master one can almost hear the snarl in the voice as he says “here is what you gave me, and no more.”  The master properly judges the slave as being wicked because he did not love his master and he was lazy because he refused to invest the talent.  The master took away the talent that he had given the slave and gave it to the slave who had the greatest total value.  We have seen the same sentence in verse 29 before in the context of another parable:
Matt 13:12 For whoever has, to him shall more be given, and he shall have an abundance; but whoever does not have, even what he has shall be taken away from him.

Salvation is not by works but by faith that works.  The person who does not love the Lord has not been given faith and so whatever he does is meaningless in the Kingdom of Heaven.  Those not given faith who produce even huge fortunes on earth will be judged worthless in eternal value because of their lack of the righteousness of Jesus Christ.  There will be rewards in heaven for God’s children and so it is just for God to give the one talent to the person who loved His Lord and earned the most for Him.  For the person who does not love Jesus Christ the “reward” will be the just abandonment into an everlasting hell.  

Matt 25:31-46 31 But when the Son of Man comes in His glory, and all the angels with Him, then He will sit on His glorious throne. 32 And all the nations will be gathered before Him; and He will separate them from one another, as the shepherd separates the sheep from the goats; 33 and He will put the sheep on His right, and the goats on the left. 34 Then the King will say to those on His right, 'Come, you who are blessed of My Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world. 35 For I was hungry, and you gave Me something to eat; I was thirsty, and you gave Me drink; I was a stranger, and you invited Me in; 36 naked, and you clothed Me; I was sick, and you visited Me; I was in prison, and you came to Me.' 37 Then the righteous will answer Him, saying, 'Lord, when did we see You hungry, and feed You, or thirsty, and give You drink? 38 And when did we see You a stranger, and invite You in, or naked, and clothe You? 39 And when did we see You sick, or in prison, and come to You?' 40 And the King will answer and say to them, 'Truly I say to you, to the extent that you did it to one of these brothers of Mine, even the least of them, you did it to Me.' 41 Then He will also say to those on His left, 'Depart from Me, accursed ones, into the eternal fire which has been prepared for the devil and his angels; 42 for I was hungry, and you gave Me nothing to eat; I was thirsty, and you gave Me nothing to drink; 43 I was a stranger, and you did not invite Me in; naked, and you did not clothe Me; sick, and in prison, and you did not visit Me.' 44 Then they themselves also will answer, saying, 'Lord, when did we see You hungry, or thirsty, or a stranger, or naked, or sick, or in prison, and did not take care of You?' 45 Then He will answer them, saying, 'Truly I say to you, to the extent that you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to Me.' 46 And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life."

The key to a proper interpretation of this parable is to know the identification of the meaning of “these brothers of Mine”. Jesus never referred to the Jews as His brothers but He did refer to His disciples as His brothers and so the interpretation must be based upon how we treat fellow Christians.  Paul was persecuting Jesus when he was persecuting the church members and each Christian should see in other Christians the reflection of our Lord.  All Christians should long to be with other Christians and long to serve them in their needs.  Note that both sets of people were surprised.  The Christians did not see serving other Christians as laborious events but rather as acts of love and not deserving of any credit.  The non-Christians did not have a heart of compassion toward the Christians and so thought their lack of concern for them to not be a problem.  
The setting for this parable is the final judgment concerning not rewards but entrance into heaven.  Entrance into heaven is based only upon the application of the righteousness of Jesus Christ to our accounts and our sins unto the accounts of Jesus who totally paid the penalty for those sins.  

2 Cor 5:21 He made Him who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, that we might become the righteousness of God in Him.

However faith without works is dead.  

Rom 2:5-11 But because of your stubbornness and unrepentant heart you are storing up wrath for yourself in the day of wrath and revelation of the righteous judgment of God 6 who will render to every man according to his deeds: 7 to those who by perseverance in doing good seek for glory and honor and immortality, eternal life; 8 but to those who are selfishly ambitious and do not obey the truth, but obey unrighteousness, wrath and indignation. 9 There will be tribulation and distress for every soul of man who does evil, of the Jew first and also of the Greek, 10 but glory and honor and peace to every man who does good, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. 11 For there is no partiality with God.

James 2:14-17 What use is it, my brethren, if a man says he has faith, but he has no works? Can that faith save him? 15 If a brother or sister is without clothing and in need of daily food, 16 and one of you says to them, "Go in peace, be warmed and be filled," and yet you do not give them what is necessary for their body, what use is that? 17 Even so faith, if it has no works, is dead, being by itself.

So what is being brought to our attention is that those who have received genuine faith and thus have been granted entrance into heaven not based upon any of their thoughts or deeds will exercise that faith in love for other Christians as they love Jesus Christ.  This then is a warning to the self-deceived that Jesus sees our hearts:

Matt 7:21-27 "Not everyone who says to Me, 'Lord, Lord,' will enter the kingdom of heaven; but he who does the will of My Father who is in heaven. 22 Many will say to Me on that day, 'Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in Your name, and in Your name cast out demons, and in Your name perform many miracles?' 23 And then I will declare to them, 'I never knew you; depart from Me, you who practice lawlessness.' 24 Therefore everyone who hears these words of Mine, and acts upon them, may be compared to a wise man, who built his house upon the rock. 25 And the rain descended, and the floods came, and the winds blew, and burst against that house; and yet it did not fall, for it had been founded upon the rock. 26 And everyone who hears these words of Mine, and does not act upon them, will be like a foolish man, who built his house upon the sand. 27 And the rain descended, and the floods came, and the winds blew, and burst against that house; and it fell, and great was its fall."

In the parable of the virgins we saw that only the ones with changed hearts were properly prepared in waiting for the Lord.  In the parable of the talents we saw again that only the ones with the changed hearts will truly love Jesus and work with what He has given them for the Kingdom of Heaven.  In the last parable we saw again that only the ones with a changed heart so that they loved Jesus and saw Him in the lives of other Christians will be fit for the Kingdom of Heaven.
Salvation is never about works, but works show forth the true heart.  

There are degrees of punishment in hell, but it is real and forever:
Matt 11:22 "Nevertheless I say to you, it shall be more tolerable for Tyre and Sidon in the day of judgment, than for you.

Luke 12:47-48 "And that slave who knew his master's will and did not get ready or act in accord with his will, shall receive many lashes, 48 but the one who did not know it, and committed deeds worthy of a flogging, will receive but few. And from everyone who has been given much shall much be required; and to whom they entrusted much, of him they will ask all the more.
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