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I. The Abomination of Desolation, 70 A.D. 

 

The abomination of desolation. It’s mentioned in Daniel, Matthew and Mark as something that 

comes before the Last Day. And with a name that implies such terror and grief, it must be a wicked 

thing indeed. For many years, it struck me as some plague that would sweep through like an 

invading army, leaving nothing but destruction in its wake. It would be something you couldn’t 

possibly miss, a kick in the gut to tell you that the end is near. But just to be sure, what does it mean, 

this “abomination of desolation”? Let’s break it down. An abomination is something detestable, 

reprehensible to God. It is something inimical to His presence and grace, something that He 

condemns. Desolation is a lack, an absence, a wasteland brought about because something important 

for life isn’t there. So, an abomination of desolation would be an absence that is detestable to God. 

 

And what would be more abominable than the absence of God Himself? 

 

Jesus spoke this warning between Palm Sunday and Good Friday: His suffering and death were very 

near at hand. He had entered into Jerusalem to the shouts of “Hosanna!”—“Save now!,” because He 

had come to save. The crowds rejoiced that the Christ had come, but not all were happy to see Him. 

The Pharisees and chief priests gathered together, conspiring against Jesus. Among their scare tactics 

was this: they feared that Jesus would spark a grass-roots religious movement that would rebel 

against Rome until Roman armies marched in and destroyed Jerusalem (Jn. 11:48). It was an odd 

concern for them to voice, since Jesus was the One who told the people to “Render to Caesar the 

things that are Caesar’s” (Matt. 22:21), to obey the Roman authorities. Nevertheless, the chief 

priests’ theory gave them a good excuse to put Jesus to death; and thus the high priest said, “it is 

expedient for us that one man should die for the people, and not that the whole nation should perish" 

(Jn. 11:50). 

 

There you go. To the chief priests, the correct political calculation was to kill Jesus to save the 

nation. You appreciate the irony, I’m sure, since they wanted to kill the One who had come to save 

all nations. But the irony grows more bitter than that: who is it who gave them all good things, 

including their nation and land and life itself? It was none other than the incarnate Son of God, Jesus 

Christ—whom they were plotting to kill! Behold! The Son of God was present with them! He was 

present with them in flesh and blood in order to be their Savior. He was present to heal diseases, 

raise the dead, even forgive sins. If you think killing the goose that laid golden eggs was stupid, this 

is far worse. Yet as the chief priests looked at the state of the world, they decided that they had a 

better chance of staying alive if they got rid of Jesus. 

 

See how we’re getting back to the abomination of desolation? They figured that they’d live longer if 

the Lord of life was dead. They determined that life would be better if they were desolate, lacking 
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the Son of God and His forgiveness. So they betrayed Jesus, put on a sham trial and had Him 

crucified. Once rid of Jesus, they figured that all of their problems would go away: so they thought, 

but Jesus knew better. If they rejected Him, they rejected God. If they rejected God, destruction was 

only a matter of time. Therefore, in our text, He warned the crowds: “when you see the 'abomination 

of desolation,' spoken of by Daniel the prophet, standing in the holy place (whoever reads, let him 

understand), then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains.” In other words, He warned them 

of the danger of a place that would not tolerate the Lord and His gifts of forgiveness and life. Ruin 

could not be far away. 

 

How did this play out? This desolation, this lack of God’s gracious presence, was an abomination; 

for without grace, no sins were forgiven. However, with Jesus gone and those pesky Christians on 

the run, things seemed to be looking up for the chief priests. But nature abhors a vacuum; and with 

Jesus’ teachings absent, other voices informed the crowds. Where Jesus commanded them to obey 

Caesar, many of those voices declared that the only way to please God was to rebel against Rome 

and reject Caesar as emperor. Having already rejected Jesus, many bought into this and turned 

against the empire. All the while, the Romans weren’t acting like saints: as they were also desolate 

of Jesus’ presence and grace, they were more than willing to inflame the Jews and drive them 

towards treason. Roman armies started the long, merciless march to Jerusalem. The Jewish leaders 

knew this, and they marshaled their armies; but since each Jewish commander had a different idea 

about the future of Jerusalem, they spent quite of bit of time and lives fighting each other.  

 

Long story short: Jerusalem rebelled and the Romans marched. General Titus waited until Passover 

was well underway in 70A.D. before he laid siege to Jerusalem: with all the extra people in town, 

they’d starve faster. What followed is one of the most gruesome sieges in military history. Over a 

hundred-thousand are thought to have starved to death. Many more would die before it was over and 

the city was destroyed. Titus led a ruthless, bloody campaign and cared nothing for the lives of those 

in the city.  

 

But note: Titus was not the abomination of desolation, for many have died horribly in war. The 

desolation was the lack of forgiveness and eternal life, because Jerusalem had stoned her prophets 

and rejected the Savior. 

 

Looking back, many have seen the destruction of Jerusalem as a picture of the Final Judgment. 

Those who believed in Jesus heeded His words; and since Jerusalem had obviously rejected the 

Savior and His Gospel to the point of killing Christians, they left before the Romans arrived. Those 

who didn’t believe in Jesus stuck around because they thought they were better off without the 

Savior. They lived in that abominable desolation, that horrible absence of grace; and they died in the 

same. 

 

II. The Final Judgment 

 

The abomination of desolation is not a onetime occurrence long ago. As a church, we do not believe, 

teach and confess that it is a horrible plague that destroys cities and ends human life. It is not a 

noticeable horror that is recognized by the world. No, we believe, teach and confess that the 

abomination of desolation is “namely, ignorance of the Gospel” (Apology XXIV, 45).  

 

Think of it. The Gospel is the Good News that Christ has died for the sins of the world. It is more 

than news: the Gospel is the power of salvation to all who believe. By that Gospel, Jesus is present 
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and giving forgiveness. Therefore, where the Gospel is not proclaimed, Jesus is not present with 

forgiveness. He is absent. Where the Gospel is not proclaimed, there is no Jesus or forgiveness to be 

found. There is no salvation there. There is only sin and desolation…an abomination of desolation. 

 

Remember what Jesus says next in our text:  

 

"For then there will be great tribulation, such as has not been since the beginning of the world until 

this time, no, nor ever shall be. And unless those days were shortened, no flesh would be saved; but 

for the elect's sake those days will be shortened. Then if anyone says to you, 'Look, here is the 

Christ!' or 'There!' do not believe it. For false christs and false prophets will rise and show great 

signs and wonders to deceive, if possible, even the elect. See, I have told you beforehand. Therefore 

if they say to you, 'Look, He is in the desert!' do not go out; or 'Look, He is in the inner rooms!' do 

not believe it. For as the lightning comes from the east and flashes to the west, so also will the 

coming of the Son of Man be. For wherever the carcass is, there the eagles will be gathered 

together.” 

 

As the world draws closer to an end, of what does Jesus warn? Tribulation. What sort? Namely, false 

christs—false religions and teachings. All over the place, people will claim that they have found the 

true savior, but a different savior from Jesus. Or they will claim to follow Jesus, but rewrite who He 

is and what He says. Or they will claim to have found Jesus, but in a different place than He 

promises to be. Be on guard, says Jesus: these false teachers will be slick. They’ll have signs and 

wonders to deceive. They’ll have numbers and gimmicks and better hair. They’ll point to other 

books, to works, to human achievement and material goods. They’ll point to emotions and 

psychology and their “ministries.” They’ll claim salvation for you. For you!—they won’t just be 

looking to deceive unbelievers: they’ll be looking to deceive the elect, the people of God. All this 

won’t look like an abomination. It will look progressive, exciting, effective, fun. But if Jesus isn’t 

there, it’s desolate indeed. 

 

Make no mistake, it’s going to be difficult. All sorts of high-falootin’ teachers out there will have all 

sorts of signs and wonders, flash and sizzle. Meanwhile, the people of God will look foolish. You 

see, they’ll still be gathering in the name of the Triune God, gathering around those things where 

Jesus is. They’ll gather to hear the Gospel, proclaimed to them in the Absolution, the liturgy and the 

preaching of the Word. They rejoice in Baptism, for Jesus is present by His Word to give salvation 

there. They’ll gather at the Lord’s Table for His Supper, because Jesus promises His body and blood. 

It will be the same old thing week after week, because Jesus has promised to be present by His Word 

and Sacraments—present with forgiveness of sins. And where there is forgiveness of sins, there is 

also life and salvation. You will not find Jesus anywhere else than in His means of grace, where He 

has promised to be—not in the wilderness or an inner room. Not in flash and sizzle. Not in numbers 

or really, really practical self-help advice. In fact, says Jesus, the next time He’ll be found apart from 

Word and Sacrament is when He appears to all on the Last Day, as suddenly as lightning flashing 

across the sky. 

 

In the meantime, it’s going to be difficult. Jesus says it will be bad enough that no flesh would be 

saved if the days were not shortened—but for the sake of the elect they are shortened. It’s going to 

be difficult. It already is. It’s not particularly enjoyable holding fast to the Word of God. It’s not fun 

enduring accusations of being old-fashioned, intolerant, divisive or uncaring for holding fast to the 

Gospel. It hurts when it divides families and troubles friendships. If you take the Gospel seriously, 

you’ll encounter all sorts of trouble, and you will want the faith to be easier than it is. There will be 
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times when abominable desolation looks pretty nice and attractive and easy, because the fight goes 

away and you don’t have to struggle anymore. 

 

So why stick with it? Why remain faithful? Simply for this reason: the End is coming. The world 

might end today. You might die today. I might die today. When death is always so near at hand, the 

only safe place to be is with the Resurrection and the Life. And where is He to be found? Exactly 

where He says He is, where He has promised always to be.  

 

It is Jesus Christ, the Son of God, who says to you, “I have died for you, My child, and I have risen 

for you. I have joined you to My death and resurrection so that you might be forgiven and alive. I did 

this when I baptized you in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Here I 

am—at the font!” 

 

It is Jesus Christ, the one true Savior, who says, “I spoke to create the heavens and the earth. I spoke 

to make the blind see and the lame leap. My Word does what it says. And I speak My Word to 

forgive you for all of your sins. Here I am—in the Word!” 

 

It is Jesus Christ, begotten of the Father from eternity and born of the Virgin Mary, who says, “I 

became flesh and blood to go to the cross for you. Now I give you My body and blood in Holy 

Communion, for the forgiveness of sins. Here I am—at the altar!” 

 

Hearing your Savior’s voice, you cling to these means of grace. In them, Jesus is present with grace. 

Because He is with you, your sins are forgiven. Because your sins are forgiven, He will raise you 

from the dead to eternal life. There will be no more death, nor sorrow, nor crying, nor pain, and God 

will wipe every tear from your eye. By these means, the Lord is with you; apart from Him, there is 

only an abominable desolation. 

 

There is little doubt that the number of false religions is climbing steeply: there are false teachers 

and christs everywhere, seeking to lure you away from Jesus. Furthermore, we see tsunami and 

earthquake and hurricane; we see war and rumor of war and all sorts of tragedy. We hear of bird flu 

and the possibility of a pandemic. The end could be near. It could be very near. Or it may be a while 

yet. Your end could be near. Or not. I don’t know. You don’t know. 

 

This you know, because Jesus tells you. You are not far away, lost in sin and desolate. You are the 

Lord’s because He has brought you in. By His death, He has redeemed you from death. By His 

means of grace, He has made you alive and keeps you alive. Instead of desolation, you have the 

Lord’s promise: “Lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age”…because you are forgiven 

for all of your sins. 

 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 


