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he Olivet Discourse stands as one of the most
important and exegetically perplexing portions of Jesus’ teachings. All of the Synoptic Gospel writers recount a discourse during Jesus’ final
days in Jerusalem where he followed the prophetic
lineage of Jeremiah by predicting God’s judgment
upon the temple and unrepentant Israel.1 Indeed
this was an emotionally charged statement in the
ears of his disciples. They were possibly troubled,
definitely bewildered, but at the same time
intrigued. And Jesus’ response to their question
about the timeline of his prophecy has left biblical
scholarship with a theological
minefield of questions. Many of
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we research to discover which Gospel writer may
have depended upon the other(s) and/or whether
outside sources were used. 3 Reasons for these concerns include the fact that Mark’s account appears
to be more straightforward while Matthew retains
some significant variances including a longer section on his parabolic warnings to his disciples to
be ready for his return.4 Also while Luke is more
detailed about Jesus’ descriptions of the temple’s
fate, many of his comments, which Matthew and
Mark mention, are omitted in Luke’s version but
are alluded to earlier in his Gospel (e.g., Luke
13:35; 17:20-37; 19:42-44).
Second, its linguistic structure and literary
style are subject to scrutiny. Here one must examine the individual presentations intrinsic to each
Gospel as well as discern how each one harmonizes to encapsulate the whole scope of the Olivet
Discourse. These endeavors must consider the
literary nature of prophetic discourse, especially
regarding numerous Old Testament allusions and
dificult apocalyptic imagery. 5
Third, several major referents require careful
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attention. For example, what or who exactly is the
abomination of desolation? Is it (he) simply Titus
and his armies which at first glance would seem to
be the case, or is it referring to an eschatological
figure—or both? Also how should the concept of
the Tribulation or the imagery of the Son of Man be
understood? Are they prophetic metaphors alluding
only to God judging Jerusalem, or are they cosmic
language describing events that literally affect the
natural realm at the end of time?6
Fourth, there is the difficult task of deciphering
a chronology of events. At first glance, a prima facie
reading shows that Jesus elaborates upon his prediction about the temple. But do his subsequent
comments about returning as the Son of Man refer
to a first-century event or an end of time finale?
This is difficult exegetically speaking because
while Jesus claims that his predictions will be fulfilled within the time frame of the present generation (Matt 24:34; Mark 13:30; Luke 21:32),
he also states that no one knows the hour of his
return (Matt 24:36; Mark 13:32). So somehow,
either the Olivet Discourse is only referring to
Jerusalem’s fate or it must be transposing predictions of events that end history over a description
of first-century events within history.7
Recognizing, then, that these challenges continue to elicit discussion among evangelical scholars, this essay will hope to achieve three modest
objectives: (1) to summarize briefly a basic outline
of the Olivet Discourse in Luke’s Gospel; (2) to provide a survey of interpretive options that evangelicals typically consider when engaging the meaning
of the Olivet Discourse—namely, dispensational
futurism, proleptic futurism, and preterism; and
(3) to mention a few observations about the general
continuity of the Olivet Discourse in Luke.
Surveying Luk e’s Version of
the Olivet Discourse
In each of the Synoptics Gospels, Jesus’ prediction about the temple is a crescendo moment.
Matthew highlights its importance by first documenting Jesus’ indictment of the Pharisees (Matt

23:1-36) and his lament over Jerusalem’s unrepentant condition (Matt 23:37-24:2). Similarly Mark
emphasizes the mounting tensions between the
Jerusalem leaders and Jesus to the extent that some
scholars think his Gospel presents the strongest
case for Jesus replacing the temple. 8 As for Luke,
while there is debate about how his view of the
temple coincides with the other Synoptics, it does
supply unique contours to the overall flow of his
Gospel.9 The temple is the place where Gabriel
announced the birth of John, Jesus’ forerunner
(Luke 1:9, 21-22); Simeon praised the Lord at
Jesus’ circumcision (Luke 2:27); and where Jesus
as a child was found talking to Jerusalem’s teachers (2:46). The temple was a historical marker of
Israel’s heritage (11:51); it was the central place
of worship where Jesus confronted apostate Israel
(19:45) and offered the message of his kingdom
to the outcasts (19:47-20:1). Yet now in the Olivet
Discourse, it is the target of judgment along with
Jerusalem and its destruction is somehow indicative of the Son of Man whose coming will bring
distress to all the nations (21:25).
Luke begins the Olivet Discourse differently
than Matthew and Mark. They claim that Jesus
made his prediction as he was leaving the temple
and then the disciples, specifically Peter, James,
and John asked for further elaboration when they
reached the Mount of Olives (cf., Matt 24:1-3;
Mark 13:1-3). Luke, on the other hand, keeps the
audience unspecified and does not locate Jesus at
the Mount of Olives per se. Possibly he is delineating between the crowd in general (Luke 21:5),
and the disciples, who were the main recipients
of Jesus’ comments (Cf., Luke 20:45; 21:6). Or
perhaps Luke is simply abbreviating the details of
Jesus’ locale.10 In any case, Jesus’ declaration elicits
questions about the timing of fulfillment. Here
Luke is very similar to Mark in that Jesus seems to
be questioned only about the time of Jerusalem’s
fall and what sign will precede it. However their
use of the phrase “these things” (Mark 13:3; Luke
21:7) combined with Matthew’s rendition show
that the thought of the temple’s end was linked to
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deeper concerns about the end of the age and final
restoration (Matt 24:3). So the explicit message of
judgment against Jerusalem cannot be divorced
from the underlying expectation that the nations
will be as well.
After the fulfillment question, Luke structures
his account accordingly. He begins, like Matthew
and Mark, with references to impending turmoil that will be created by false teachers, social
upheaval, and natural disasters (Cf., Matt 24:46; Mark 13:5-8; Luke 21:8-11). What is distinct
is that while Matthew and Mark categorize these
events as merely birth pangs, which lead to fulfillment of Jesus’ Jerusalem prediction, Luke does
not. Instead he inserts, “before all these things”
(21:12) before the next section about persecution.
In 21:12, Luke states that “before all these things,”
(i.e., birth pangs), there will be immediate persecution for the disciples to face. The description
here ref lects the basic content of Matthew and
Mark though Luke omits the comments about the
gospel being preached to all the nations (See Matt
24:14; Mark 13:10 and cf., Luke 21:13-19). Subsequently, Luke records Jesus’ commentary on the
destruction of Jerusalem which is very specific.
While Matthew and Mark quote Jesus’ reference
to Daniel’s prophecy about the Abomination of
Desolation, Luke records Jesus’ interpretation
of the quotation as referring to Jerusalem being
surrounded and desolated by the soon invading
armies (Cf., Matt 24:15; Mark 13:14; Luke 21:20).
Also, Luke describes Jerusalem’s judgment as
being indicative of the “days of vengeance” (Luke
21:22) which normally is an Old Testament phrase
indicating punishment for covenantal unfaithfulness.11 And coupled with this point, Luke mentions that Jesus says this time of judgment occurs
during the times of the Gentiles (Luke 21:24),
which at the very least indicates that this time will
end with something else to follow.
The final segment of Luke’s recounting follows
in the footsteps of many Old Testament prophets who would describe upcoming events without explicit reference to the time the events would
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take place. On the heels of describing the horrors
to befall Jerusalem, Luke abruptly transitions to
Jesus’ references to the coming of the Son of Man
in a shorter form than Matthew and Mark (Cf.,
Matt 24:29-31; Mark 13:24-27; Luke 21:25-28).
Part of the reason for this is that Luke records
some of these omissions in an earlier discourse
(e.g., Matt 24:25-28; Luke 17:20-37). After summarizing the apocalyptic imagery that is intrinsic
to the Son of Man prophecy in Daniel, Luke concludes the account with Jesus’ use of the fig tree
illustration to teach his disciples about eschatological discernment (21:29-31); Jesus’ admonition
that all these things would take place within “this
generation” (21:32) as well as his promise that his
claims would outlast heaven and earth (21:33);
and finally a concise summary of his exhortations to his disciples to be ready for the coming
troubles and stand before him on the last day
(21:34-36). At this juncture, however, the questions that remain are how Luke’s record should be
interpreted. And this leads to our next section on
surveying interpretive options that evangelicals
propose for reading the Olivet Discourse.
Dispensational Futurism &
the Olivet Discourse
To begin, many evangelicals believe that most of
Jesus’ claims in the Olivet Discourse will transpire
in the future at the end of history. The reason being
that they focus mainly upon a period of time known
as the Great Tribulation which will take place just
prior to Jesus’ return to establish his earthly kingdom. So the Olivet Discourse initially recaps Jesus’
prediction about Jerusalem’s temple, which was fulfilled in the first century, and then projects to the
eschatological future by describing a severe time
of tribulation that culminates with the parousia.
Today this reading is most commonly advocated by
believers who embrace some form of dispensationalism. Historically this tradition has had tremendous
influence in many conservative Christian circles.12
In recent decades, though, it has encountered significant divergences between more traditional dis-

pensationalists and those who are labeled today as
progressive dispensationalists.13
But despite these variances, there are some
common aspects intrinsic to all shades of dispensational futurism. The first and most important
factor is that in the outworking of biblical dispensations, or epochs of time in redemptive history,
God has established a covenantal relationship
with the people of Israel that sets the trajectory for
how history will unfold. Specifically when Israel
became the chosen conduit through whom the
Messiah would come, part of the net result was
that the nation was promised an eschatological
future as a divinely restored people.14 Then from
this commitment comes the derivative idea that
the body of Christ, the church, marks a dispensational shift wherein the Old Testament theocracy
is nullified and Israel’s final restoration now awaits
a deferred literal fulfillment. This means that the
church marks a new dispensational period and its
identity is unique because it is a pneumaticallyformed assembly made up of all nations as opposed
to the exclusive descendants of Jacob. And while
dispensationalists vary on how they nuance this
redemptive-historical dynamic, all agree that the
church is not a New Covenant version of Israel.15
Finally dispensationalists believe the return of
Christ will transpire in stages that coincide with
the dispensational outworking of God’s plans for
both groups. The first occurs at some unknown
point in the future when the church is raptured to
heaven prior to the commencement of the Tribulation period. Typically in the pretribulational view
the church is exempted from this period because
it is a time when God judges the earth and brings
Israel to a point of national repentance. Then after
the Tribulation, Christ returns to redeem Israel
and establish his kingdom over the nations.16
Now dovetailing with the present topic, dispensationalists interpret the Olivet Discourse within
the perceived context of a dispensation where God
is dealing with Israel prior to the establishment
of the Church. The point is made that when Jesus
was questioned about his prophecy, his answers

did not exceed the Jewish horizons of interest. The
disciples only had a remote conception of what
the church might be. But they were well aware of
the theological centricity of the temple in Jerusalem as well as Israel’s hope in the coming Messiah. This is why Jesus’ comment about the temple
was so jarring because it was indicative of the end
of the age. Dispensationalists contend that to
be consistent one must see the Olivet Discourse
against the backdrop of these Jewish eschatological expectations.17
There is difference of opinion, however, as
to whether Jesus’ comments were only futureoriented or if they somehow described the firstcentury destruction of the temple in a typological
fashion that looked forward to the end of history.
The former perspective is advocated by many classical/traditional dispensationalists while the latter
view is defended by some traditional and all progressive dispensationalists.18 That aside, all dispensationalists maintain two features about Jesus’
comments. One is his description of the Tribulation events. Including Luke’s focus on the Roman
armies, Jesus weaves a tapestry of OT imagery referencing the iconic Day of the Lord and the general components of Daniel’s prophecy of the 70
weeks wherein a figure is described as betraying
Israel and desecrating the temple (Dan 9:24-27).19
The other common theme is that Jesus’ comments
are geared toward describing God’s judgment
upon the earth just prior to his final deliverance of
Israel. According to Luke, it will occur when the
time of the Gentiles has been completed, which
is essentially prophetic code for the church age. 20
This means Jesus does not give any information
about the rapture because it is a biblical truth to
be revealed later after Christ’s ascension. 21 Also
Jesus’ claim that all of “these things” would happen within “this generation” is interpreted so as
to allow for a future fulfillment. Some traditional
dispensationalists interpret “this generation” as
a reference to the Jewish people as a whole while
others opt for seeing it as alluding to the perpetual
generation of unbelievers throughout history. Still
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others think the phrase refers to the idea that the many other biblical scholars who are convinced that
generation seeing the beginning of the tribulation inaugurated eschatology solidifies their readings of
Scripture. The problem is that these positions can
will also witness the return of Christ.22
be antithetical to one another, especially when it
Inaugur ated Eschatology & the comes to certain questions about the kingdom of
God, the return of Christ, or the millennium. So
Olivet Discourse
A second approach prominent on the spectrum the diversity of opinions that exists regarding these
of evangelical options—which might fairly be larger theological categories creates an atmosphere
called approaches, given the number of theologi- for the perfect exegetical storm when it comes to
cal backgrounds represented by the people who interpreting the Olivet Discourse.
One way, though, to trace a path through the
hold this view—is what one could call proleptic
maze
of proposals is to highlight at least three modfuturism. Though highly diverse and nuanced,
those who fit into this category affirm some ver- els that are common today. First there are a growsion of inaugurated eschatology.23 As a theological ing number of scholars, especially among those
idea, the term eschatology (i.e., doctrine of things entrenched in historical Jesus studies, who contend
to come) is combined with the idea of inaugura- that the Olivet Discourse is not referring to the
tion, which essentially refers to an act of ceremo- return of Christ at all. Rather the thrust of Jesus’
nial observance whereby a given party inducts predictions is how the temple’s destruction is the
another newly designated party into a position of historical benchmark that authenticates Jesus as a
authority. The purpose for merging these terms is trustworthy prophet and Israel’s true Messiah. 25
to highlight a perceived tension in the New Tes- Second, there are others who would concede that
tament between the temporary co-existence of much of the Olivet Discourse, especially Luke’s
two mutually exclusive realms. There is the pres- version, is concerned with first-century events. But
ent age marked by all the consequences of sin and depending on the commentator, the argument is
the establishment (or inauguration) of another by also made that at some point that there is a topic
Jesus Christ through his redemptive work. Upon shift wherein Jesus does allude to the final events
his ascension as the victorious king, the pres- surrounding the parousia.26 The key area of debate
ent age is now on a divinely-set stopwatch tick- is whether that transition occurs before or after
ing down the last days until the kingdom of God the Son of Man section. Some today argue that
arrives in its consummate form on the last Day the parousia is only discussed when Jesus warns
when Christ returns. In the meantime, the ages the disciples about the vanity of date setting and
clash because sin and death still exist though the admonishes them to be prepared for his return. 27
signs of their demise permeate history through The third set of interpreters are those who see the
the existence of God’s redeemed people. One Olivet Discourse as using first-century events to
could say that Christ’s first coming to atone for sin set the prophetic backdrop for describing events
and defeat death is a proleptic act that currently that will accumulate throughout the entire age until
displays the power he has to one day raise the dead Christ returns.28 The destruction of Jerusalem is the
point of reference that Jesus establishes in the first
and execute divine justice.24
As it pertains to the Olivet Discourse, advocates half of the Olivet Discourse, and it his “present genof this model propose diverse theories. The main eration” that will see that event. 29 He then moves
reason for this is that there are so many theologi- to describe the increasing intensity of the Messical traditions that implement it. For instance, there anic woes or as Luke says, the times of the Gentiles,
are progressive dispensationalists, historic premi- which are marked by persecution and tribulation.
llennialists, amillennialists, postmillennialists, and Moreover these events come to an eschatological
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head with Christ’s return. 30 It is important to note
that advocates of this basic pattern may or may
not see a unique time of tribulation immediately
preceding Christ’s return though even when they
do acknowledge a future tribulation period it still
does not align with dispensational interpretations
of Daniel’s seventieth week.
Pr eterism & the Olivet
Discourse
The third approach to interpreting the Olivet
Discourse, championed mainly by postmillennial
evangelicals, is preterism. Deriving from the Latin
words praeter (beyond) and ire (go), the word
denotes the concept of “being in the past” and historically it has been used to describe a specific way
of interpreting the book of Revelation. 31 The idea
being that the majority of its visions pointed solely
to the events leading up to and culminating in the
destruction of Jerusalem. So while the vast majority of John’s Apocalypse provided descriptions
of impending events that would transpire in the
immediate future of the first-century church, they
are now ancient remnants of our past. This way
of understanding Revelation is essentially how
preterists also interpret the Olivet Discourse. 32
Like Revelation, the Olivet Discourse records the
end of Judaism’s role in redemptive history, not
the end of human history as a whole. That being
said, while there is a general consensus on how the
elements of the Olivet Discourse only referred to
the temple’s destruction, there is sharp disagreement within preterist camps as to whether any
New Testament prophecies beyond the Olivet
Discourse await fulfillment in the future at all. To
clarify these differences, the basic preterist outline
for interpreting the Olivet Discourse will be surveyed first and then a brief discussion will be provided regarding the impasse between those who
consider themselves to be classical/traditional/
partial preterists and those who are known as full
preterists. 33
Regarding preterist readings of the Olivet
Discourse, a well established scholar to act as a

point of reference is Ken Gentry. He argues that
Luke’s version of the Olivet Discourse is critical
because, of the three Gospel accounts, Luke’s
account appears to be the most explicit in limiting Jesus’ predictions to the first century. When
comparing Luke’s version to the other Synoptics,
Gentry views the basic components of the Olivet
Discourse in the following way. 34 When Jesus is
asked to clarify his initial comment about the
temple’s demise and what sign would precede it
(Luke 21:7), Gentry contends that Jesus’ description of the time of tribulation alludes to ongoing
moments of strife leading up to A.D. 70. 35
Up to this point, Luke’s rendition seemingly
falls in place with Gentry’s view quite well. But by
his own admission, the following section regarding the Son of Man (Luke 21:20-36) does present a challenge because it uses cosmic imagery
inherent within Daniel’s prophecy (Dan 7:13-14)
that seems to supersede a first-century timetable.
Gentry’s strategy for escaping the horns of this
dilemma is to argue that actually futurists have
the larger problem because of the standard preterist observation that Jesus claims his predictions would come to pass within the generation
to whom he is speaking (Luke 21:32). This is why
Jesus admonishes his disciples to be ready for his
return because it was about to take place (Luke
21:30-32, 36). And regardless of which Gospel
is being surveyed, Gentry asserts that the only
acceptable way to interpret Jesus’ use of the term
“generation” is with reference to the present generation of Jews with whom he interacted (Cf., Luke
7:31; 9:41; 11:29-32, 50-51; 17:25). 36
So if all of the Olivet Discourse was fulfilled
in the first-century, then to what does the Son
of Man section of the discourse refer? The catastrophic natural disasters (Luke 21:25) is imagery
alluding to the significant change that is about to
take place in history. 37 Prophets in the OT often
embellished with cosmic extremes to highlight the
changes in history that were going to take place
when a national superpower was judged by God
(e.g., Jdg 5:4; Isa 48:13; Jer 31:35; Ezek 32:2-8; Joel
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2:1, 10). Combined with this dynamic is Gentry’s
contention that the description of the Son of Man
coming in the clouds (Luke 21:26) is Jesus’ way
of interpreting Daniel’s vision to mean that when
Jerusalem is destroyed, all will see that though he
was rejected by apostate Israelites, he is now the
risen Lord who is empowered to symbolically ride
the clouds of judgment against them and vindicate his church as his new covenant people. 38
Notwithstanding these interpretive techniques,
preterists like Gentry can be loosely identified as
partial preterists. 39 The reason the adjective “partial” is used is because those who adopt it affirm
that there are certain events which did not occur
in the first century such as the bodily return of
Christ, a final resurrection of all the dead, a final
judgment of all humanity, and an eternal state that
includes eternal judgment for the wicked and a
new creation for God’s people. They concede that
while the Olivet Discourse does not allude to any
of these events, they are mentioned elsewhere in
the New Testament (e.g., Acts 1:11; 1 Cor 15:2028; 1 Thess 4:13-18; 2 Thess 1:5-10; Titus 2:13).40
In recent years however, preterism has been
transformed by the array of preterists identified
as full/hyper/radical preterists. These proponents actually consider themselves to be “consistent preterists” and argue that the content of the
Olivet Discourse encapsulates all of New Testament eschatology. At face value, this statement
would find good company among many futurists
and virtually all partial preterists. The decisive
break comes in how full preterists implement that
deduction. Their basic reasoning is that (1) if all
NT teaching about eschatology is only reiterating what Jesus taught in the Olivet Discourse, (2)
and if all of the predictions of the Olivet Discourse
were fulfilled in A.D. 70, then, (3) all New Testament eschatology has been fulfilled. Another
way to summarize the view would be this: All of
the New Testament teaching about eschatology
culminates in the redemptive-historical shift that
occurred when the Old Covenant was finally terminated at the moment Christ destroyed the tem-
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ple via his providential use of the Roman armies.
As the newly resurrected Lord, Christ exerted his
authority over death and sin by ending the old
code of Judaism and ratifying the supremacy of
the New Covenant. Consequently, all believers
were spiritually identified with Christ’s resurrection and became partakers of the new creation.41
This more extreme version of preterism gained
initial momentum in the last several decades due
to the revival of interest in the nineteenth-century work The Parousia by James Stuart Russell.42
Over time, a sustained proliferation of books,
pamphlets, magazines, conferences, and internet
websites developed and successfully gained a loyal
readership. 43 One element somewhat unique to
this view is that the majority of work of full preterists is disseminated online rather than through
traditional publishers.44 And upon looking at their
work, one quickly notices that they see the Olivet
Discourse much like partial preterists do. The
difference being that for full preterists, all other
NT discussions about eschatology never speak
of anything beyond it. For instance, the resurrection of the body refers to the believer’s deliverance from the condemnation of death that the
civil authorities of Judaism held over them prior
to A.D. 70 and the promise of the new creation
became a reality with the dawning of a new age
when Christ ascended and exercised his authority
over apostate Israel.45 The most ironic thing about
this view is that they it can foster wholesale unity
among partial preterists and futurists—because
both groups agree that full preterism is unacceptable biblically.46
Final Thoughts
In retrospect, after surveying the landscape of
interpretive options that evangelicals consider viable, I remain convinced that an eclectic approach
is optimal. Therefore I conclude with some select
observations that I think piece together Luke’s
version of the Olivet Discourse, even though they
cannot address all the data nor escape the need for
fine tuning and further debate.

First, with respect to Luke 21:7-11, when Jesus
predicts the initial turmoil caused by social unrest
and natural disasters, nothing in the text clearly
indicates that they are confined to the first century alone or only the end of history. Matthew
and Mark describe them as the birth contractions
which initiate the Messianic woes (Matt 24:8;
Mark 13:8). So while we can say definitively that
these events increased before God used a pagan
nation to judge Jerusalem, it is plausible to expect
that they will continue until the Son of Man
returns to judge all nations.
Second, regarding Luke 21:12-24, theaddition
of a temporal marker at 21:12 (“before all these
things) helps clarify that the initial persecution of
the church will begin before the events of verses
7-11. This is possibly inserted as a precursor to the
book of Acts, which shows how these predictions
unfold. Also when Luke transitions to Jesus’ elaboration about the temple, it is important to take
note of the “fulfilled” language. The implication is
that Jerusalem’s destruction is planned, not arbitrary. This is why Luke also mentions the “Times
of the Gentiles” phrase—because the underlying
assumption is that this immediate judgment does
not preclude future restoration (Cf., Acts 1:6; Rom
11:24-26).
Third, concerning Luke 21:25-28, despite the
current trends, the jury is still out on whether the
Son of Man section should be limited to the first
century. One reason is that the rest of New Testament speaks of the parousia in virtually the same
way the Olivet Discourse describes the coming
Son of Man—thereby making it exegetically difficult to maintain a difference between the two.
Also, the language of the Olivet Discourse reflects
not only the tone of Daniel but also other prophets
like Isaiah and Zechariah who speak of a theophany where Yahweh appears to gather the nations
for final judgment.47
Fourth, as to Luke 21:29-36, the last section of
Luke’s account is where the interpretive rubber
meets the road. Jesus has described the temple’s
end as well as his return to judge the nations and

clearly stated they are different events. But he
only sets a timetable for one, not both. He taught
the disciples that the way they could avoid being
rattled when the temple tragedy occurred within
their own generation (21:31-33) was if they were
always prepared to stand before him when he
returned at an unspecified time (21:29-30, 34-36).
Luke’s Olivet Discourse is a challenge to the
interpreter, but in the end, I am convinced an
eclectic approach is best. As Jesus taught his disciples in the first century, so he teaches us today to
be ready for his return and to stand in the midst of
the trials and difficulties as we await the coming
of the King.
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