THINKING ABOUT THE PAROUSIA
Introduction
Apocalyptic prophecy was designed to create a keen awareness of what God will do in the
future and was meant to have a profound influence on Christian living. The dramatic climax of
the eschaton with Christ’s Second Coming and its judicial implications is meant to inspire hope
and warn against indifference.
•

Sensitivity to that higher purpose has been blunted.

•

Regrettably, scholars today tend to emphasize the “fact of the end” but minimize any
imminent expectation.1

Though long ago Paul urgently focused on the pointed awareness of Christ’s coming when he
noted: “… not giving up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but encouraging
one another –and all the more as you see the Day approaching…. For, ‘In just a little while,
he who is coming will come and will not delay’” (Hebrews 10:25, 37 – NIV).
•

That “Day” is known in the New Testament as the “Day of the Lord” (Acts 2:20,
I Corinthians 3:13, I Thessalonians 5:2, II Thessalonians 2:2, Jude 6, Revelation 6:17).
It is the eschatological day, when Christ comes the second time.

•

The intimation? There are distinguishing signs that herald that parousia. Encourage one
another in that elevated hope.

Jesus addressed the arrival of His kingdom as being associated with that Second Coming
(Matthew 16:28), using the transfiguration as a metaphor.
•

“For the Son of man shall come in the glory of his Father with his angels; and then he
shall reward every man according to his works. Verily I say unto you, There be some
standing here, which shall not taste of death, till they see the Son of man coming in
his kingdom” (Matthew 16:27-28).

•

The heavenly host will soon have this reaction: “And the seventh angel sounded; and
there were great voices in heaven, saying, The kingdoms of this world are become
the kingdoms of our Lord, and of his Christ; and he shall reign for ever and ever”
(Revelation 11:15). This occurs at the eschaton.

•

The disciples could have – should have – understood the kingdom–parousia
association, but they didn’t. Immediately before Christ ascension they asked: “Lord, wilt
thou at this time restore again the kingdom to Israel?” (Acts 1:6).

God deemed it necessary and vital to detail, with anticipatory clarity, the events related to the
eschaton! Great insight can now be mined from Daniel, as Christ urged in Matthew 24:15, and
the penetrating narratives of Paul and John’s apocalypse. The stunning events immediately
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preceding and associated with Christ’s Second Coming are numerous and wonderful in their
minutiae.2
What are we to “see” that convinces us that the “Day” is near?
Matthew Introduces Interesting Particulars
Celestial signs must be seen within a sequence:
“Immediately after the tribulation of those days shall the sun be darkened, and the
moon shall not give her light, and the stars shall fall from heaven, and the powers of the
heavens shall be shaken” (Matthew 24:29).
The event-driven sequences reveal that these celestial “signs” follow the great tribulation.
Daniel said that tribulation would follow “Michael,” that is Christ, standing up (12:1). Christ’s
intercession work would have then ceased. A major transition in redemptive history occurs:
•

These “heavenly” events are associated with the sixth seal. When Christ breaks that
seal a great earthquake occurs – then those signs follow.

•

The breaking of that seal means that He has complete control of when to intervene
and culminate history.3

The word “immediately” suggests that the signs in the sun, moon and stars bring the tribulation
to an end. This is a fascinating saga. God’s glory is revealed in the heavens through these
bodies. They now cease in that appointed task.4
•

It is like the when lights in an auditorium or theater are suddenly turned out.

•

The curtain is about to open.

•

The staged drama is expected – the Second Coming of Jesus Christ in all His glory!

Greek, Roman and Jewish writers recognized heavenly events as major turning points in
history. The Old Testament also speaks of cosmic signs heralding the very end of time (Isaiah
13:10, 24:23; Ezekiel 32:7-8; Joel 3:14; Zechariah 14:6).5
•

There is to be nothing “secret” regarding this time.

•

It is a global drama. The audience? The whole world.
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The stars of heaven will then be falling to the ground like unripe figs dropping in a wind
(Revelation 6:13). Then follows this event: “And the heaven departed as a scroll when it is
rolled together” (Revelation 6:14a).
•

Matthew embellishes this further: “the powers of the heavens shall be shaken” (Matthew
24:29).

•

Paul even notes: “Whose voice then shook the earth: but now he hath promised, saying,
Yet once more I shake not the earth only, but also heaven” (Hebrews 12:26).

The “movement of the heaven” is noted in Joel 2:10, “the heavens will be shaken; ” predicted
in Isaiah 34:4, “the heavens will be rolled up like a scroll” and Haggai 2:6, “I will shake the
heavens.”
•

From the Trumpets, Vials and now earthquakes, the earth is being de-created.

•

Now the sky gets in on that drama. The “lights go out” and the very heavens shudder in
anticipation of a celestial display of God’s glory as Christ approaches earth!

There is one additional issue that now occurs that only Luke suggests. There is distress on the
earth with great perplexity and the sea and waves are roaring (Luke 21:25; cf. Psalm 65:8,
Isaiah 5:30). This picture is of utter anguish and torment of the wicked. Creation joins in the cry
of its end.6 This occurs during the sixth Trumpet and the sixth Vial when everything is in
turmoil, including within the evil spirit world!
Expositor White observed:
“An earthquake marked the hour when Christ laid down His life, and another earthquake
witnessed the moment when He took it up in triumph. He who had vanquished death and the
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grave came forth from the tomb with the tread of a conqueror, amid the reeling of the earth, the
flashing of lightning, and the roaring of thunder. When He shall come to the earth again, He will
shake ‘not the earth only, but also heaven.’ ‘The earth shall reel to and fro like a drunkard, and
shall be removed like a cottage.’ ‘The heavens shall be rolled together as a scroll’ Hebrews
12:26; Isaiah 24:20; 34:4).”7
“Now in regard to the coming of the Son of man, this will not take place until after the mighty
earthquake shakes the earth after the people have heard the voice of God. They are in despair
and trouble such as never was since there was a nation, and in this the people of God will
suffer affliction. The clouds of heaven will clash and there will be darkness. Then that voice
comes from heaven and the clouds begin to roll back like a scroll, and there is the bright, clear
sign of the Son of man. The children of God know what that cloud means.”8
From Matthew 24:29, with associated references, we learn:
1. There is a sequence of events that precede Christ’s Second Coming:
a. Great Tribulation (“Jacob’s Trouble”)
b. Celestial signs
2. As the de-creation of the earth proceeds, God begins to “turn the heavenly lights off.”
3. These celestial events occur during the sixth seal. They Biblically represent a “turning
point” in history.
4. Since Christ is breaking open the seals of the seven-sealed scroll, He determines when
these events occur.
5. Finally, the heavens are in chaos. Without any precedence, it becomes obvious that a
supernatural extra-terrestrial incident is occurring.
6. The stage has been set for a glorious divine summation to redemption.
7. With Luke’s insight, all this occurs at a time when the earth’s inhabitants are in utter
anguish.
The tribulation and celestial signs with world chaos, is a stunning preface to what now occurs.
Christ’s Second Coming
“And then shall appear the sign of the Son of man in heaven: and then shall all the
tribes of the earth mourn, and they shall see the Son of man coming in the clouds of
heaven with power and great glory” (Matthew 24:30).
There is much confusion as to what the word “sign” means. A sign refers to something that can
be observed and signals or clarifies reality.
•

7
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•

But – He’s coming in the clouds of heaven with power and great glory.

•

John notes in Revelation 1:7: “Look, He is coming with clouds.” This attention-getting
sign is the clouds.

Note that the sign must appear in the heavens. It must be visible, comprehended and
dramatic. This was alluded to in verse 27: “For as the lightning cometh out of the east, and
shineth even unto the west; so shall also the coming of the Son of man be” (Matthew 24:27).
•

Though many expositors relate this phenomenon to Daniel 7:13-14, that is very
different!

•

In the Danelic picture there is horizontal movement. Here there is vertical imagery. The
former relates to the “marriage of the Lamb.” The latter to His Second Coming.

In Matthew 16:27 it states that the Son of Man will come in His Father’s glory and with all of
His angels. In 25:31 He is coming in glory with all the angels with Him. The evidence points to
a cloud-like sign that is made up of the angels, exuding the “light” of God’s glory. His glorious
coming in or on the clouds alludes to a “cloud theophany” (Matthew 16:27, 25:31; Acts 1:9-11;
Revelation 1:7).9
•

Clouds also are a recurrent setting for the parousia (cf. Revelation 11:12, 14:14).

•

Paul rivets this firmly in I Thessalonians 4:17, where the saints rise to meet Christ in the
clouds at His coming.10

•

“Jesus rides forth as a mighty conqueror. Not now a ‘Man of Sorrows,’ to drink the bitter
cup of shame and woe, He comes, victor in heaven and earth, to judge the living and
the dead. ‘Faithful and True,’ ‘in righteousness He doth judge and make war.’ And ‘the
armies which were in heaven’ (Revelation 19:11, 14) follow Him. With anthems of
celestial melody the holy angels, a vast unnumbered throng, attend Him on His way.
The firmament seems filled with radiant forms – ‘then thousand times ten thousand, and
thousands of thousands.’ No human pen can portray the scene; no mortal mind is
adequate to conceive its splendor. ‘His glory covered the heavens, and the earth was
full of His praise. And His brightness was as the light.’ Habakkuk 3:3, 4. As the living
cloud comes still nearer, every eye beholds the Prince of life. No crowns of thorns now
mars that sacred head; but a diadem of glory rests on His holy brow. His countenance
outshines the dazzling brightness of the noonday sun. ‘And He hath on His vesture and
on His thigh a name written, King of kings, and Lord of lords.’ Revelation 19:16.”11

“and then shall all the tribes of the earth mourn” (Matthew 24:30b).
•

This echoes the text of Zechariah 14:17, referencing the tribes/families of the earth.

•

This alludes to the whole wicked world.12
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The Greek word “mourn” is kopto (root) and means “beating one’s breast”13 with wailing and
laments.14 What does this mean? The unregenerate recognize that they are lost. The
execution of justice is now anticipated.15 They know it.
It is nearly impossible to perceive what horrors the unsaved will experience that Matthew is
alluding to. One can reflect on similar messages:
1. “Howl ye; for the day of the LORD is at hand; it shall come as a destruction from the
Almighty” (Isaiah 13:6; cf. 2:10-12, 20-21).
2. “And the kings of the earth, and the great men, and the rich men, and the chief captains,
and the mighty men, and every bondman, and every free man, hid themselves in the
dens and in the rocks of the mountains; And said to the mountains and rocks, Fall on
us, and hide us from the face of him that sitteth on the throne, and from the wrath
of the Lamb: For the great day of his wrath is come; and who shall be able to stand?
(Revelation 6:15-17).
3. “Behold, he cometh with clouds; and every eye shall see him, and they also which
pierced him: and all kindreds of the earth shall wail because of him. Even so, Amen”
(Revelation 1:7).
4. “The heart melteth, and the knees smite together.” “The faces of them all gather
darkness.” (Jeremiah 30:6, Nahum 2:10).
This is a time of executive judgment. Justice finally addresses the heart of rebellion:
•

“Our God shall come, and shall not keep silence: a fire shall devour before him, and it
shall be very tempestuous round about him. He shall call to the heavens from above,
and to the earth, that he may judge his people” (Psalm 50:3-4).

•

“But ye have set at nought all my counsel, and would none of my reproof: I also will
laugh at your calamity; I will mock when your fear cometh” (Proverbs 1:25-26).

Matthew later describes in a parable-like message this time:
•

“And before him shall be gathered all nations: and he shall separate them one from
another, as a shepherd divideth his sheep from the goats: And he shall set the sheep on
his right hand, but the goats on the left” (Matthew 25:32-33).

•

Man’s reward relates to his life and how he reached out to others (16:27).

“Before His presence ‘all faces are turned into paleness;’ upon the rejecters of God’s mercy
falls the terror of eternal despair. ‘The heart melteth, and the knees smite together, … and the
faces of them all gather blackness.’ Jeremiah 30:6; Nahum 2:10.”16
“For six thousand years the great controversy has been in progress; the Son of God and His
heavenly messengers have been in conflict with the power of the evil one to warn, enlighten,
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and save the children of men. Now all have made their decisions; the wicked have fully united
with Satan in his warfare against God. The time has come for God to vindicate the authority of
His downtrodden law. Now the controversy is not alone with Satan, but with men. ‘The Lord
hath a controversy with the nations;’ ‘He will give them that are wicked to the sword.’”17
“At the coming of Christ the wicked are blotted from the face of the whole earth--consumed
with the spirit of His mouth and destroyed by the brightness of His glory. Christ takes His
people to the City of God, and the earth is emptied of its inhabitants. ‘Behold, the Lord maketh
the earth empty, and maketh it waste, and turneth it upside down, and scattereth abroad the
inhabitants thereof.’ ‘The land shall be utterly emptied, and utterly spoiled: for the Lord hath
spoken this word.’ ‘Because they have transgressed the laws, changed the ordinance, broken
the everlasting covenant. Therefore hath the curse devoured the earth, and they that dwell
therein are desolate: therefore the inhabitants of the earth are burned.’ Isaiah 24:1, 3, 5, 6.”18
A most intriguing expose of this time is given by Paul:
•

“God is just: He will pay back trouble to those who trouble you and give relief to you who
are troubled, and to us as well. This will happen when the Lord Jesus is revealed from
heaven in blazing fire with his powerful angels. He will punish those who do not know
God and do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. They will be punished with
everlasting destruction and shut out from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of
his might on the day he comes” (II Thessalonians 1:6-10 – NIV).

Matthew’s Narrative Moves into Positive Territory
“And he shall send his angels with a great sound of a trumpet, and they shall gather together
his elect from the four winds, from one end of heaven to the other” (Matthew 24:31).
In anticipatory language after the dispersion of Israel were promises of a regathering from the
four corners of the earth (Deuteronomy 30:4; Isaiah 60:4; Jeremiah 32:37; Ezekiel 34:13,
36:24; cf. Zechariah 2:6, 10). This became a prophecy of the universality of the gathering of
the saints, both Jews and Gentiles at the end.19
These are the saints of the eschatological “tradition” (II Thessalonians 2:13; cf. Romans 8:33;
Colossians 3:12; II Timothy 2:10; Titus 1:1; I Peter 1:1, 2:9). The belief by some that God’s
people will be raptured before this time is not founded in Scripture.20
“And they shall come from the east, and from the west, and from the north, and from the
south, and shall sit down in the kingdom of God” (Luke 13:29).
These saints have been chosen and will be “gathered” at the end of time (Isaiah 11:12, 43:5,
49:5, 56:8). This “gathering” refers to the true “rapture to heaven” at Christ’s Second Coming.21
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This trumpet blast is coming from the “trump of God” (I Thessalonians 4:16), which initiates
several prophetic events (I Corinthians 15:51-55):
1. The “change” of the living saints from having mortality to immortality.
2. The raising of the deceased saints.
3. A signal for the angels to begin marshalling the saved. (Though the Son of Man is
depicted as the assembling agent in Mark 13:27, the collective text suggests that the
angels fulfill this at His direction.)
The cue for the elect to be brought together comes from the sound of that trumpet. Anciently,
this was sounded for “gathering” people together for religious or military purposes (cf. Isaiah
27:13, Exodus 19:16, Ezekiel 33:3-6, Joel 2:1). God’s people are gathered together in their
eschatological salvation. This will be the greatest “religious event” in celestial history.
Those angels who accompany Him are depicted as the “harvesters” (Matthew 13:39, 41, 49;
16:27).
•

Christ’s exposé suggests that heaven is emptied of angels to accompany Jesus to
planet earth.

•

“When the Son of man shall come in his glory, and all the holy angels with him, then
shall he sit upon the throne of his glory” (Matthew 25:31).

•

Though there is an angelic harvest, it is, as noted, a time of separation. This is the
implementation of the judicial work inaugurated in Daniel 7:9-10 and consummated in
Revelation 4:2-3, 5:7.

•

“And before him shall be gathered all nations: and he shall separate them one from
another” (Matthew 25:32-33).

The principles that the wheat and tares are together until the end is forwarded in Matthew
13:29-30. It is then that the great segregation occurs. A fascinating and complex rendition of
this occurs in Revelation 14:14-20. There, two harvests are depicted:
1. Believers (14:14-16) – fully ripe grain implied by sharp sickle
2. Unbelievers (14:17-20) – fully ripe grapes, implied by the winepress
This whole narrative is most informative. The inhabitants of the world have reached a point
where there are only two divisions: one perfectly righteous, the other perfectly wicked. Both are
in an irrevocable state. This is suggested by the phrase: “for the time has come for thee to
reap” (Revelation 14:15).
The Summation Separation
The eschatological narrative in Matthew 25 is unique in that Christ is called both the Son of
Man (Matthew 25:31) and King (25:34, 40). This suggests the permanency of His divine and
human nature!
This is beautifully presented in the Desire of Ages:
8

“To assure us of His immutable counsel of peace, God gave His only-begotten Son to become
one of the human family, forever to retain His human nature. This is the pledge that God will
fulfill His word. ‘Unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given: and the government shall be
upon His shoulder.’ God has adopted human nature in the person of His Son, and has carried
the same into the highest heaven. It is the ‘Son of man’ who shares the throne of the universe.
It is the ‘Son of man’ whose name shall be called, ‘Wonderful, Counselor, The mighty God,
The everlasting Father, The Prince of Peace.’ Isaiah 9:6. The I AM is the Daysman between
God and humanity, laying His hand upon both. He who is ‘holy, harmless, undefiled, separate
from sinners,’ is not ashamed to call us brethren. Hebrews 7:26; 2:11. In Christ the family of
earth and the family of heaven are bound together. Christ glorified is our brother. Heaven is
enshrined in humanity, and humanity is enfolded in the bosom of Infinite Love.”22
This amazing imagery is riveted later when Jesus calls those who served and helped others
“my brethren” (vs 40) some translations suggest “the least of my brothers and sisters” (e.g.,
NET and NIV).
Jesus, on His throne, as the Son of Man, is not then choreographing a courtroom trial. This is a
“post-trial” event when the sentences are executed (cf. John 5:22, 27; II Corinthians 5:10).23
•

“This judgment is universal: all nations are gathered on his right and left, just as a
shepherd separates sheep from goats (Matt. 13:41, 49; Ezek. 34:17 – 22). In this
context (unlike Matt. 20:23), the right hand is the place of honor (22:44; 26:64; cf. 1
Kings 2:19), and the left hand is the place of shame (cf. 6:3: 27:38; 1 Kings 22:19).24

•

The Son of Man hands out the eschatological blessings or punishments (16:27, 13:4143; cf. I Thessalonians 1:7).25

A final separation has occurred. In this redemptive summation the Son of Man bids farewell to
6,000 years of history, and as Savior to His people He cries, “Come … inherit the kingdom.” As
a king He renders His first decree.
“He that is unjust, let him be unjust still: and he which is filthy, let him be filthy still: and he that
is righteous, let him be righteous still: and he that is holy, let him be holy still” (Revelation
22:11).
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