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They will fall by the sword and will be taken
as prisoners to all the nations. Jerusalem will
be trampled on by the Gentiles, until the times
of the Gentiles are fulfilled. Luke 21:24,
NIV.

A. THE IMMEDIATE CONTEXT OF LUKE 21:24

IN TRYING TO understand the phrase “times of the Gentiles,” or “appointed times of the
nations” (NW) at Luke 21:24, it is important to consider the context of this prophecy.
Does the context really indicate that “Jerusalem” in this text is not just a reference to the
city of Jerusalem but stands for “the kingdom of the dynasty of Davidic rulers,” so that
the “trampling on” Jerusalem primarily relates, not to the literal city of Jerusalem but to
God’s kingdom, as functioning through David’s house”? (1)

The immediate context of Luke 21:24 gives no support to this view. The terms used in
the context, such as “Jerusalem” and “gentiles” (or “nations”), are clearly meant to be
understood literally. For example, when it is predicted at verse 20 that “Jerusalem” will
be “surrounded by encamped armies,” were these armies in some way to surround, not
just the literal city of Jerusalem, but “the kingdom of the dynasty of Davidic rulers”? As
Jesus Christ was the last and eternal ruler of the dynasty of King David, who (as shown in
the previous chapter) began his universal rule from “heavenly Jerusalem” at his
resurrection and exaltation, how could the beleaguering of the earthly city of Jerusalem
constitute any threat against “the kingdom of the dynasty of King David”?

Further, as the siege of “Jerusalem” would forewarn the disciples that “the desolating
of her has drawn near,” telling them to “withdraw” from Jerusalem and not “enter into
her” (verse 21), would this siege in reality signify that the desolating of “the kingdom of
the dynasty of King David” had drawn near, telling the disciples to withdraw from “God’s
kingdom, as functioning through David’s house”? Obviously, a consistent application of
the Watch Tower Society’s understanding of the term “Jerusalem” in this passage leads to
absurd consequences.

The “Jerusalem” of Luke 21:20-21 evidently means the /iteral city of Jerusalem. As
predicted, this city was “surrounded by encamped armies,” namely, by the Roman armies
under the Syrian legate Cestius Gallus in 66 C.E. And when verse 24 goes on to foretell
that “Jerusalem” would be “trampled on by the nations,” this could scarcely be any other
than the Jerusalem that would be surrounded by encamped armies, namely, the literal city
of Jerusalem. It could not have been the “the kingdom of the dynasty of Davidic rulers”
that was besieged and finally desolated by the Roman armies under Titus in 70 C.E.



The Watch Tower Society agrees that “the term ‘nations’ or ‘Gentiles’ was used by the
Bible writers to refer specifically to the non-Jewish nations.” (2) Therefore, when it is
stated in Luke 21:24 that the Jews would “fall by the edge of the sword and be led captive
into all the nations (éthné)” (NW), and that Jerusalem would be “trampled on by the
nations (éthné)” (NW), these “nations” could not mean other than [literal non-Jewish
nations.

The context of Luke 21:24, then, clearly demands a /iteral Jerusalem surrounded by
literal armies (verse 20) in a literal Judea (verse 21), trampled on and desolated by /iteral
non-Jewish nations (verse 24). The claim that Jerusalem in this passage stands for “God’s
kingdom, as functioning through David’s house” finds no support whatever in the
immediate context.

B. THE EXPLANATORY FEATURES OF LUKE 21:20-24

The phrase “times of the Gentiles” occurs in the lengthy prophecy of Jesus known as the
Olivet discourse. This discourse is recorded by all the three Synoptics (Matthew 24, Mark
13, and Luke 21). However, some formulations used by Luke in the prophecy of the
desolation of Jerusalem at 21:20-24 are peculiar to his version of the speech. One of them
is the statement in verse 20 that “Jerusalem” would be “surrounded by encamped armies.”
Another is the phrase “times of the Gentiles” in verse 24.

The historical setting of the discourse was Jesus’ public teaching in or close to the
temple precinct during the last days of his earthly ministry. One of these days “certain
ones were speaking concerning the temple (hieron), how it was adorned with fine stones
and dedicated things.” (Luke 21:5, NW) On hearing this, Jesus stated:

As for these things that you are beholding, the days will come in which not a stone upon a
stone will be left here and not be thrown down. — Luke 21:6, NW.

According to this statement the impressive temple structure with its central sanctuary
was to be utterly ruined. In reaction to this shocking prediction, some of Jesus’ disciples
later, when they had retreated to the Mount of Olives (compare Mark 13:3), approached
him privately, asking:

Teacher, when will these things actually be, and what will be the sign when these things are
destined to occur? — Luke 21:7, NW.

In Luke’s version of the speech, the two questions of the disciples both pertained to the
desolation of the temple. They wanted to know (1) when this destruction would take
place, and (2) what kind of sign they were to look for to know that this event was close at
hand.

Jesus first, in Luke 21:8-19, foretold a number of events that would precede the final
destruction, things that “must occur first” (verse 9) and which might be mistaken for
signs of the nearness of the foretold destruction.

Then, in verse 20, Jesus directly pointed to the sign that would tell the disciples that the
catastrophe was near. According to Luke’s version of the discourse, Jesus now extended
the area of the coming destruction to include, not only the temple, but the whole city of
Jerusalem:



When you see Jerusalem being surrounded by armies, you will know that its desolation is
near. 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. — Luke 21:20, NIV.

Instead of “Jerusalem being surrounded by armies,” however, the parallel accounts of
Matthew and Mark both speak of “the abomination of desolation (bdélygma tés
erémoseos) standing where it should not be” or “in the holy place™:

But when you see the abomination of desolation standing where it should not be (let the
reader understand), then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains. — Mark 13:14,
NASB.

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), then let those who
are in Judea flee to the mountains. — Matthew 24:15-16, NASB.

As stated by Jesus at Matthew 24:15, this “abomination of desolation” had “been
spoken of through Daniel the prophet.” Obviously because of the obscurity of this phrase
Jesus added, “let the reader [of Daniel] understand.” Luke, however, who primarily wrote
for a non-Jewish public, gives an explanation of the phrase. This is evidently the reason
why he leaves out the words, “let the reader understand.” His explanation was plain
enough. But from where did he get it?

Many modern New Testament scholars claim that Luke wrote his gospel several years
after the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans in 70 C.E., and that his reformulation of
Jesus’ prediction reflects his attempts at conforming it to the historical reality. (3)

However, a number of well-known scholars, who have thoroughly examined the
special vocabulary used by Luke, find this theory problematic. A much simplier
explanation is that Luke, in addition to the material found in Mattthew 24 and Mark 13,
also used other sources available to him. (4) It should be recalled that Luke introduces his
gospel by explaining that he had “traced all things from the start with accuracy, to write
them in logical order.” (Luke 1:3, NW) As none of the Synoptic writers were present
themselves during Jesus’ discourse, they all, directly or indirectly, were dependent on
accounts given by the disciples who had been present as listeners (Mark. 13:3). The
explanatory language of Luke, then, could very well reach back to Jesus himself via one
or more of the disciples present and thus reflect Jesus’ own words, although preserved
only by Luke. (5)

Another circumstance that to a great extent explains the vocabulary used by Luke is the
relation of the Olivet discourse to the Old Testament, and especially to the prophecies of
Daniel. Jesus in his prophecy not only quoted directly from Daniel when he spoke of the
“abomination of desolation” (Dan. 9:27; 11:31; 12:11), “the great tribulation” (Dan.
12:1), and the “Son of Man” coming “with the clouds of heaven” (Dan. 7:13-14), but his
discourse also contains a number of allusions to other passages in Daniel. (6)

Further, as the Gospels are written in Greek, the citations from and allusions to the
book of Daniel and other parts of the Old Testament are often based on the Greek
Septuagint (LXX) version of the Old Testament. This is also true of some of the phrases
and terms peculiar to Luke at Luke 21:20-24.

The dependence of Luke on the Septuagint in this section was examined back in 1947
by Professor Charles H. Dodd. In a careful study of the two passages in Luke that deal
with the destruction of Jerusalem (Luke 19:42-44 and 21:20-24), he states:



The fact is that the whole significant vocabulary of both Lucan passages belongs to the
Septuagint, and is for the most part characteristic of the prophetical books. ...

It appears, then, that not only are the two Lucan oracles composed entirely from the
language of the Old Testament, but the conception of the coming disaster which the author
has in mind is a generalized picture of the fall of Jerusalem as imaginatively presented by the
prophets. So far as any historical event has coloured the picture, it is not Titus’s capture of
Jerusalem in A.D. 70, but Nebuchadrezzar’s capture in 586 B.C. There is no single trait of the
forecast which cannot be documented directly out of the Old Testament. (7)

Although some of the parallels from the LXX given by Dodd may as well have been
translated directly from the Hebrew text, the fact remains that the vocabulary of Luke
21:20-24 mainly is based on the Old Testament, and in particular on the book of Daniel.
Thus, when the “abomination of desolation ... standing in the holy place” is replaced by
the expression “Jerusalem being surrounded by armies,” it may be demonstrated that
Luke is not freely rephrasing it after his own mind. As will immediately be shown, his
explanation, whether it reaches back to Jesus himself or not, seems clearly to be based on
the same passage in Daniel from which Jesus quoted, namely, Daniel 9:26-27.

C. THE DESTRUCTION OF JERUSALEM AT DANIEL 9:26-27

In speaking of the “abomination of desolation,” Jesus, as we saw, referred his listeners to
the prophecy of Daniel and added, “Let the reader understand.” Therefore, when the
disciples later on pondered over Jesus prediction, a natural thing for them to do would be
to take a closer look at the relevant passage in Daniel to see what the context indicated as
to the meaning of the phrase.

There are three passages in the Greek LXX version of the book of Daniel containing
the phrase bdélygma tés érémoseos (“‘abomination of desolation’), namely, Daniel 9:27;
11:31 and 12:11. Daniel 8:13 1is also referred to sometimes, but instead of the
“abomination of desolation” that text speaks of the “sin (Greek, hamartia; the Hebrew
text has pesha’, “transgression”) of desolation.” However, that text seems to be a clear
parallel of Daniel 11:31 and 12:11, both of which do use the phrase bdélygma tés
érémoseos. Most expositors today (except for most Adventist scholars) agree that Daniel
8:13; 11:31, and 12:11 all refer to the desecration of the Jewish temple by the Syrian king
Antiochus IV Epiphanes, who in the autumn of 167 B.C.E. put an end to the Jewish
temple rituals and later, on December 6 that year, had an illicit altar (called “the
abomination of desolation” in the book of 1 Maccabees) built upon the altar of burnt
offering. (8)

Because some expressions similar to those found in Daniel 8:13 and 11:31 also occur
in Daniel 9:26-27, many modern scholars believe that this passage, too, deals with the
time and acts of Antiochus IV. But this application creates problems. For example, verse
26 of Daniel 9 predicts that “the people of the prince who is to come will destroy the city
and the sanctuary.” This did not happen at the time of Antiochus IV. (9) But it closely
corresponds to Jesus’ prediction of the destruction of the temple. His disciples, therefore,
undoubtedly recognized that this was the passage Jesus first of all had in mind. In fact,
after the Roman destruction of Jerusalem and its temple in 70 C.E., Jews and Christians
alike saw in that event the fulfilment of the destruction predicted at Daniel 9:26-27. (10)



Thus, when Jesus referred to the “abomination of desolation, spoken of through Daniel
the prophet,” he was clearly referring to the prediction at Daniel 9:26-27. (11) Albert
Barnes, in his careful examination of Daniel 9:27, concludes:

There can be no reasonable doubt that the Saviour refers to this passage in Daniel (see
Notes on Matt. xxiv. 15) or that events occurred in the attack on Jerusalem and the temple
that would fully correspond with the language used here. (12)

It seems reasonable to conclude that the interpretation of the ‘“abomination of
desolation” as armies that would surround and desolate Jerusalem is based upon Daniel
9:26-27. As noted above, this text not only speaks of the “abomination of desolations”
(LXX), but also predicts that “the people” (“troups,” NRSV) of a coming prince will
“destroy the city and the temple.” This destruction of Jerusalem by foreign armies, of
course, had to be preceded by their appearance outside the city walls. Luke’s version of
Jesus’ prophecy in the light of Daniel 9:26-27, therefore, is quite logical:

When you see Jerusalem being surrounded by armies, you will know that its desolation is
near. — Luke 21:20, NIV.

D. THE “TRAMPLING DOWN” OF JERUSALEM

The statement that “Jerusalem will be trampled on [ASV: ‘trampled down’] by the
nations” (Luke 21:24, NW) is another phrase unique to Luke. Like his other distinctive
formulations in this section, this one, too, is taken from the Old Testament. The picture of
Jerusalem or the sanctuary being trodden down by foreigners is found at Isaiah 63:18,
Lamentations 1:15, Daniel 8:13, and Zechariah 12:3 (LXX). What did this “trampling” on
Jerusalem and/or the sanctuary imply?

D-1: The Greek verb patéo, “trample”

The word “trample” translates the Greek verb patéo. As explained by Dr. Giinther Ebel in
Colin Brown’s The New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology, this verb
denotes “a stepping movement of the feet.” When used intransitively, he says, the verb
may simply mean “to go” or “to walk.” But when used fransitively (as is the case at Luke
21:24), it means “to tread or tread on something, to set foot on or in, to trample under
foot, to trample down; frequently also figuratively to treat contemptuously, to maltreat, to
plunder.” (13)

The word patéo is found five times in the New Testament. In Revelation 14:20 and
19:15 it is used figuratively of treading “the winepress” of the wrath of God. The other
three occurrences are at Luke 10:19; 21:24, and Revelation 11:2, “in each case with
overtones of judgement and power, for invading armies or the Gentiles trampling over
Jerusalem or the temple, or the Seventy trampling upon serpents and scorpions.” (14)

At Luke 21:24 the trampling on Jerusalem by gentiles is often understood as referring
to the period of gentile domination or control of the city, reckoned from its capture and
desolation by the Romans in 70 C.E. Although this understanding of the text is possible,
some expositors, who take patéo in this sense, hold that the period of “trampling” was in
effect already at the time Jesus uttered this prophecy, arguing that the gentile control of
Jerusalem began at the time of Nebuchadnezzar’s conquest of Judah. After the Neo-



Babylonian period Jerusalem continued to be “trampled on” by Persians, Greeks and
Romans. The independent Maccabean rule (142 to 63 B.C.E.) is ignored in this reasoning.

It should be noticed, however, that Luke 21:24 uses the future tense: “Jerusalem will be
(éstai) trampled on by the nations.” This seems clearly to indicate that the predicted
“trampling” was something that would take place in the future. It had not started yet. (15)
Further, if this “trampling” was something that would take place in the future, it can
hardly be understood as referring merely to the gentiles’ control of Jerusalem, as such
control (by the Roman empire) existed also at the time the prophecy was uttered.

Evidently in an attempt to get round this difficulty, the Watch Tower Society, on
quoting Luke 21:24 in the November 1, 1986 issue of The Watchtower, inserted within
square brackets the words “continue to” into the text: “Jerusalem will [continue to] be
trampled on by the nations.” (Page 6) This parenthetic addition subtly adds a meaning to
the sentence that cannot be derived from its grammatical structure.

The meaning of the transitive use of patéo, of course, also depends on the context in
which it is used. In the LXX version of the Old Testament it may sometimes be used
simply of treading “a path” (Job 28:7-8), in a “court” (Isaiah 1:12), or on “the earth”
(Isaiah 42:5). More often, however, it is used in a negative sense. It may be used
figuratively of mistreatment, or treating disparagingly. At Amos 2:7; 4:1, and 5:12, for
example, it is used of the “treading down” of or oppressing the poor and the just in Israel.
Time and again we find patéo (and katapatéo, “trample down”) used transitively of
treading down and destroying enemies, their lands and cities, as an expression of God’s
judgements. (Isaiah 5:5; 10:5-6; 25:10; 26:6; Micah 7:10) Repeatedly such destructions
are likened to the “treading” (patéd) of a winepress, in which the enemies are crushed like
grapes. — Isaiah 63:3, 6; Lamentations 1:15; Joel 3:13.

Luke 21:20-24 deals with the execution of God’s judgement upon Jerusalem and the
Jewish nation. As stated in verse 22, “these are days for meeting out justice, that all things
written may be fulfilled” (NW). (16) Verse 23 goes on to speak of “great distress in the
land, and wrath upon this people” (ASV). (17) The ways in which this divine “wrath”
would be vented on the people is then explained in verse 24: (1) They would fall by the
sword, (2) they would be led captive into all the nations, and (3) Jerusalem would be
trampled down by the nations, until the times of the nations were fulfilled. (18)

The “trampling” in our text, then, is closely connected with the execution of the divine
judgement upon Jerusalem and the Jewish nation in the years 67-70 C.E. Evidently for
this reason Thayer’s Lexicon states that patéé at Luke 21:24 (and Revelation 11:2) means
“to desecrate the holy city by devastation and outrage.” (19)

D-2: The “trampling down” of Jerusalem on earlier occasions

Very interestingly, patéo is also used in the Old Testament (LXX) in connection with the
desecration and/or destruction of Jerusalem and its temple on earlier occasions, namely,
by Nebuchadnezzar in 587 B.C.E. and by the Syrian king Antiochus IV Epiphanes in 167-
164 B.C.E.

Some years after the Babylonian conquest of Judah in 587 B.C.E. Jeremiah, in the
book of Lamentations, bewailed the destruction of Jerusalem and the desolation of the
country. At Lamentations 1:15 (LXX) he likened this destruction to the treading of a
wine-press:



The Lord has cut off all my strong men from the midst of me: he has summoned against me
a time for crushing my choice men: The Lord has trodden [epdtése, the past tense of patéd] a
wine-press for the virgin daughter [= Jerusalem] of Judah: for these things I weep.

It is to be noticed that patéo here is used figuratively of the crushing of Jerusalem and
its defenders as in a “wine-press”. Although Jerusalem was still desolate at the time this
was written, the text does not say that the “trampling” was still going on. It was a past
event, limited to the period of the siege, capture, and destruction of the city in the period
589-587 B.C. The “trampling” was over, only its tragic results remained. Clearly, the
Lord’s “treading” of Jerusalem and its defenders as in a wine-press, through the
Babylonian armies, refers to the destruction of the city and the killing of its defenders, not
to the subsequent Babylonian control of the area.

Similarly, at Daniel 8:13 the “trampling down” (LXX has katapatéo, “trample down”)
of the “holy (place)” in the time of Antiochus IV Epiphanes was limited to a brief period
of time, “two thousand three hundred evenings and mornings,” according to verse 14.
This strange way of stating the time period is explained by its relation to the “daily
offering” mentioned in the preceding verses (11-13). As this ritual was performed twice a
day, in the evening and in the morning (Numbers 28:3-8), the statement that it was
stopped for 2,300 “evenings and mornings” evidently has these offering occasions in
view. Commentators, therefore, often interpret the statement as referring to 2,300 offering
occasions, covering 1,150 days.

This would roughly correspond to the period from 167 B.C.E., when—probably late in
the autumn that year—Antiochus’ forces desecrated the temple in Jerusalem and removed
the daily offering (compare Daniel 11:31), until the Jews, after having gained control of
Jerusalem, purified the temple and resumed the offering ceremonies there late in 164
B.C.E. Although Jerusalem and Judah had been under the control of Syria since the year
200 B.C.E., Daniel 8:13 limits the “trampling” of the “holy (place)” to this brief period
(167-164) of desecration. 1 Maccabees, too, refers to this period as the time of trampling
on the sanctuary by gentiles:

The temple was trampled, as foreigners were in the Akra, lodging place of the gentiles. ...
Your sanctuary has been trampled and profaned, and your priests are in mourning and
affliction. — 1 Maccabees 3:45, 51.

This trampling of the temple by gentiles had involved much plundering, destruction,
and killing (1 Macc. 1:29-64), requiring repairs of the damaged temple buildings and the
building of a new altar of burnt offerings (1 Macc. 4:36-60). After the purification of the
temple, the Jews “fortified Mount Zion, surrounding it with a high wall and strong towers
to prevent the gentiles [ta éthné] from ever coming and trampling [katapatésosin] it as
they had done before.” — 1 Macc. 4:60.

At none of the two occasions discussed above did the trampling extend over a long
period of time. On both occasions it was confined to a brief period of desecration,
plundering and destruction. This use of the word patéé in situations similar to that in
Luke 21:24 certainly should have some bearing upon the meaning of the word in that text,

too. (20)



D-3: The “trampling” on “the holy city” at Revelation 11:2

A few words should also be said about the trampling on the holy city at Revelation 11:2b,
as there are obvious affinities in language and thought between this passage and the
saying in Luke 21:24b. The first two verses of Revelation 11 read:

(1) I was given a reed like a measuring rod and was told, ‘Go and measure the temple of
God and the altar, and count the worshipers there. (2) But exclude the outer court; do not
measure it, because it has been given to the Gentiles. They will trample on the holy city for 42
months.” — Revelation 11:1-2, NIV.

Like Luke 21:24, this text predicts that the “Gentiles ... will trample on the holy city
[Jerusalem],” the only difference being that the period of trampling is here specified as
“42 months,” that is, three and a half years, while at Luke 21:24 the period of trampling is
vaguely referred to as the “times of Gentiles.”

Do the two texts, then, speak of the same event? Many well-known commentators on
the book of Revelation have drawn this conclusion. Dr. R. H. Charles, for example, states
that the period of 42 months “is referred to as the kairoi éthnon in Luke xxi.24.” (21)
Some commentators are even more specific. Dr. John M. Court says:

In 11.2 the trampling of the holy city is said to last forty-two months; as S. Giet pointed
out, this is approximately the period of the Flavian war, from the spring of A.D. 67 to 29
August 70, during which time Jerusalem was ‘profaned’, but in the sanctuary the sacrifices
continued uninterrupted, until at the end the sanctuary was destroyed by fire. (22)

Similarly Professor Moses Stuart, the “Father of Biblical Science in America,” after a
careful examination of the “42 months,” concludes:

After all the investigation which I have been able to make I feel compelled to believe that
the writer refers to a literal and definite period, although not so exact that a single day, or
even a few days, of variation from it would interfere with the object he has in view. It is
certain that the invasion of the Romans lasted just about the length of the period named, until
Jerusalem was taken. And although the city was not besieged so long, yet the metropolis in
this case, as in innumerable others in both Testaments, appears to stand for the country of
Judea. (23)

This tying together of the two passages, however, presupposes that “the holy city” of
Revelation 11:2 is the actual city of Jerusalem, and that the prophecy was given prior to
the destruction of the city in 70 C.E. This evokes a number of questions on which there
are wide disagreement among scholars, such as the date of Revelation, the approach to
the book, the meaning of the “measuring” in verse one, the identity of the “two
witnesses” in verses 3-6, and the meaning of their experiences in verses 7-13. (24) It
would take us too far to go into an examination of all these problems here. A few
comments on the “42 months” of trampling on the city will have to suffice.

Are these “42 months” to be taken more or less literally, as suggested by the scholars
quoted above, or do they symbolize a long period of time, as is held by other interpreters?
Expositors of the so-called “historicist school” apply the “year-day principle” to the
“42 months,” changing them into a period of 1,260 (or 1,290) years. As was shown earlier
in chapter one of this work, this approach has given rise to an astounding series of
expiring dates for the “Gentile times” throughout the centuries. As the validity of the



“year-day principle” has been discussed earlier, this approach requires no further
comments here.

A number of commentators spiritualize the number altogether, arguing that the “42
months” symbolize the entire Christian era. (25)

However, there are reasons to believe that the “42 months” do refer to a brief period of
time. Periods of the same length are mentioned several times in Revelation, namely, in
11:3 (the “two witnesses” prophesying for “1,260 days”), in 12:6, 14 (the “woman in
heaven” finding a refuge in the wilderness for “1,260 days,” or for “a time and times and
half a time”), and in 13:5 (the “wild beast” from the sea being given authority for “42
months”). Although these periods need not refer exactly to one and the same period
everywhere in Revelation, they are all of the same length, namely, three and a half years.
The period is generally traced back to the book of Daniel. The period of “a time, times,
and half a time” is mentioned at Daniel 7:25 and 12:7. Further, the seventieth “week” at
Daniel 9:27 is divided “in the middle” into two equal parts, which also marks off periods
of three and a half years.

It is well known that in the Bible as well as in other ancient Near Eastern literature the
number “seven” is commonly used as a symbol of “fulness, totality.” A period of “seven”
was regarded as a “completed period,” whether it was seven days, seven years, or other
periods of seven or multiples of that number. (26) As the period of “three and a half
years” is a divided “seven,” it seems to refer to a curtailed or abbreviated period rather
than to a long era. Many Biblical scholars equate the period with the “shortened” days of
the “great tribulation” at Matthew 24:22 and Mark 13:20. (27)

On examining the Biblical contexts in which this period of three and a half-years
occurs, it is found that it always refers to a period of severe crisis, either a period of
oppression, persecution, and suffering, or a period of judgement and disaster. This, too,
tells against the idea that the period extends over a long period covering hundreds or
thousands of years. Rather, it seems to refer to a relatively brief, critical period of time.

Revelation 11:1ff. clearly presents a scene of impending judgement, accentuated by the
“two witnesses” prophesying “in sackcloth,” a symbol of their sombre message. The
Gentiles’ trampling on the “holy city” “for 42 months” is a tangible expression of this
judgement. Whether the “measuring” is a symbol of the destruction of the literal temple
or of the preservation of the “spiritual temple” matters little in this regard, because the
scene is still one of judgement and destruction. In view of this, the idea that the “42
months” of trampling on the city refer to a long era of Gentile domination seems difficult
to uphold. As in other passages dealing with the trampling down of Jerusalem and the
temple, here, too, the trampling seems best to be understood as a brief period of
desecration, devastation, killing, and destruction.

E. THE TRAMPLING “GENTILES”

On the assumption that the “trampling down” of Jerusalem by gentiles refers to the long
period of gentile domination or control of the city, many commentators understand the
plural “gentiles” or “nations” as referring to the successive series of nations that would
occupy and control Jerusalem after its destruction in 70 C.E.

It is certainly true that Jerusalem, after the destruction of the city in the year 70 C.E.,
has been controlled by a successive number of non-Jewish nations: Rome (up to 614



C.E.), Persia (up to 628 C.E.), the Byzantine Empire (up to 638 C.E.), the Saracen Empire
(up to 1073 C.E.), the Seljuks (up to 1099), the Christian Crusader Kingdom (up to 1291
C.E., interrupted by brief periods of Egyptian control), Egypt (up to 1517 C.E.), Turkey
(up to 1917 C.E.), Great Britain (up to 1948 C.E.), and Jordan (up to 1967, when Israel
gained control of the old walled city of Jerusalem). (28)

Could this long period of gentile domination be regarded as “the times of the
Gentiles”? Many expositors do so, or at least they regard it as a part of these “Gentile
times”. (29)

Even on the assumption that this application is correct, it does not necessarily follow
that the “times of the Gentiles” ended in 1967. Although the Jews have been in control of
Jerusalem since that year, the most central part of the city, the old temple site, is still in
the hands of the Arabs. The old temple site is still occupied by the Muslim “Dome of the
Rock” edifice. Therefore, if the “trampling down” of Jerusalem is to be understood in the
above-mentioned sense, the central and most important part of the city is still being
“trampled down” by “gentiles.”

E-1: The “gentiles” in the Roman armies

However, the plural “gentiles” used at Luke 21:24 need not be understood as referring to
a successive series of nations. The word “gentiles” (or “nations,” NW) may actually be a
reference to the composite military forces under Vespasian and Titus. The vast Roman
empire consisted of many different ethnical groups of peoples, whose native countries
had been conquered by Rome and incorporated into the empire. Most of them had been
turned into Roman provinces.

Very interestingly, at the time of the beginning of the Jewish rebellion in 66 C.E. there
were still a number of kingdoms in the eastern empire that had not been turned into
provinces under Roman governors. They had been allowed to exist as kingdoms governed
by local kings, although as vassals to Rome. The total number of such vassal kingdoms
varied somewhat during the decades preceding the Roman war against the Jews, but at the
outbreak of the war there were about ten of them. Palestine was, in fact, surrounded by a
number of such kingdoms—the Nabataecan Kingdom, Chalkis, Arga (the Lebanon), and
Homs. Most of the others lay in the eastern parts of Asia Minor. (30)

The armies headed by Titus at his final march against Jerusalem not only consisted of
Roman legions, but also of “contingents from the allied kings and a considerable body of
auxiliaries from Syria.” (Josephus’ War V, 39-46) The majority of the vassal kingdoms in
the east, in fact, participated on the side of Rome in the war against the Jews. Titus’
forces consisted of four Roman legions of 6,000 men each, or 24,000 in all, but the
contingents provided by the neighbouring vassal kingdoms and the auxiliaries from Syria
more than doubled that number to far above 60,000. (31)

Thus, when Luke 21:24 speaks of “gentiles” in the plural, this is a most appropriate
designation of the composite coalition of armies under Vespasian that invaded Palestine
in the Spring of 67 C.E. to crush the Jewish rebellion, and also of the armies under Titus
that finally besieged, captured and utterly destroyed Jerusalem and its temple in 70 C.E.
The prophetic description of this destruction as a “trampling down” of the city by
“gentiles” or “nations,” then, proved to be a very precise description of what actually
transpired.



This understanding of the plural “gentiles” is, in fact, confirmed by the Bible itself.

E-2: The “gentiles” at Daniel 9:26-27

As argued earlier, Jesus, in his prediction of the desolation of the city of Jerusalem and
the temple, first of all had in mind Daniel 9:26-27. This passage, as we saw, not only
speaks of “the abomination of desolation” referred to by Jesus, but also foretells that “the
people of the prince who is to come will destroy the city and the sanctuary” (verse 26).

As Luke in his version of Jesus’ prediction was found to be phrasing it in terms and
expressions found in the Old Testament and in doing this often depends on the Greek
LXX version, it is of the greatest interest to observe that the LXX version of Daniel 9:26
says that “a kingdom of gentiles (or, ‘of nations,” ethnon) will destroy the city and the
sanctuary.” (32)

Thus the LXX version of Daniel 9:26 and Luke 21:24 both use the plural “gentiles” in
referring to the armies that would destroy Jerusalem and its temple. It seems clear that
Luke’s choice of the plural noun “gentiles” is taken directly from the LXX version of
Daniel 9:26. According to the wording of this version, Jerusalem would be destroyed by a
“kingdom” consisting of many “gentiles” or “nations.” The “gentiles” of the text, of
course, refer to the armies that would destroy Jerusalem and its temple. This, therefore,
seems to be what the “gentiles” of Luke 21:24 mean also. Speaking of the same event, the
coming destruction of Jerusalem, the two texts seem clearly to be saying the same thing:

A kingdom of gentiles will destroy the city. — Daniel 9:26 (LXX).
Jerusalem will be trampled down by gentiles. — Luke 21:24.

If this conclusion is correct, the statement at Luke 21:24 cannot mean that Jerusalem
and its temple would be “trampled down” by a successive series of nations. If the
“gentiles” or “nations” are understood as the Roman armies under Titus, they were all
present at the desolation of Jerusalem. All of them took part in the “trampling down” of
Jerusalem and its temple simultaneously, there and then. (33)

F. THE “TIMES” OF THE GENTILES

Of the three Synoptics, only Luke uses the expression kairoi ethnon, “times of gentiles.”
Most translations render the phrase in the definite form, “the times of the gentiles,” as if a
definite and well-known period is referred to. In the original text of Luke 21:24, however,
the phrase occurs in the indefinite form, “until times of Gentiles are fulfilled.” The phrase,
therefore, is vague and imprecise and does not seem to be a reference to a period that the
readers (or listeners) already were supposed to know about. (34) This vagueness has
allowed for a number of different interpretations of the phrase. All of them may be
assigned to one of three groups:

(a) The “times of Gentiles” as the “fullness of Gentiles” at Romans 11:25

Some expositors refer to Paul’s statement at Romans 11:25 that “a partial hardening has
happened to Israel until the fullness of Gentiles has come in” (NASB), arguing that the
“times of Gentiles” are related to this “fullness of Gentiles” and refer to the period of the
preaching the Gospel to the Gentiles.



It is true that both texts have the two words “until” and “Gentiles” in common. But
aside from this, there is very little resemblance between the two statements. The contexts
are different, and the subjects treated are different. As Dr. Milton Terry remarks:

The ‘times of the Gentiles’ (kairoi ethnon) are assumed to be the times and opportunities of
grace afforded to the Gentiles under the Gospel. But to understand the words in this sense
would be, as Van Oosterzee observes, to interpolate a thought entirely foreign to the context.
... These kairoi are manifestly times of judgement upon Jerusalem, not times of salvation to
the Gentiles. (35)

In the statement, “Jerusalem will be trampled down by Gentiles, until the times of
Gentiles are fulfilled,” there is no indication that the “gentiles” in the second clause are
any others but the “gentiles” just mentioned in the first clause. Further, their “trampling”
was to continue “until the times of Gentiles are fulfilled,” implying that the gentiles’
“trampling” and the gentiles’ “times” would cease at the same time. The “times of
Gentiles,” therefore, would logically refer to the times allotted to these gentiles to
“trample on” Jerusalem.

(b) The “times of Gentiles” as the period of gentile control of Jerusalem

Probably the most common view is that the “times of Gentiles” refer to the long period
of gentile domination of Jerusalem, dating either from 70 C.E. or from an earlier point of
time. The various attempts by prophetic expositors to calculate the length of this period
by the aid of the so called “year-day principle” have already been discussed earlier in this
work and need not be treated again here.

As was argued above, the “trampling down” of Jerusalem “by gentiles” seems best to
be understood as referring to the period of the beleaguering, capture, desecration,
plundering and destruction of the city and its temple by the Roman armies. If so, the
“times of the Gentiles” cannot refer to the long period of gentile control of the city. They
must have ended when the “gentiles”—the Roman armies—had completed their
“trampling down”—their destruction—of the city. To make this explicit, we may
substitute the word “gentiles” in the two clauses for “the Roman armies”:

Jerusalem will be trampled down by the Roman armies,
until the times of the Roman armies are fulfilled.

Obviously, the “times of the Roman armies” cannot refer to a period covering
thousands of years. Within the context of Luke 21:20-24, these “times” may be
understood as the time it took for the Roman armies to conquer and destroy Jerusalem, a
period of about half a year. Or, if these “times of the Roman armies” are seen as a
reference to the total period required for crushing the Jewish rebellion and recapture
Jerusalem, from the beginning of the war until the final destruction of Jerusalem, that is,
from the arrival of Vespasian’s armies in Galilee in the spring of 67 until the autumn of
70 C.E., the “times of the Gentiles” lasted for about three and a half years.

As this view is not as common as the other two and may sound unfamiliar to some of
the readers, a somewhat fuller presentation may be appropriate here.



(c) The “times of Gentiles” as the period of
the capture and destruction of Jerusalem

As just stated, this view implies that the “times of Gentiles” is a relatively brief period
that ended with the complete desolation of Jerusalem in the autumn of 70 C.E.

At first glance, the plural noun “times,” kairoi, may seem to tell against this view. How
can a brief period of time be spoken of as a number of “times™?

Some commentators have pointed out that the use of the plural “times” simply may
result from the plural “gentiles” or “nations.” This explanation is fully possible. But only
on the assumption that the “gentiles” refer to the successive series of nations that have
controlled Jerusalem, can it be argued that the times of the gentiles or nations must refer
to the successive periods or times during which Jerusalem has been under the sway of
these nations.

As was discussed earlier, however, the plural “gentiles” seems clearly to be a reference
to the army of gentiles (composed of forces from various peoples and nations) that would
capture and destroy Jerusalem. The times of these gentiles, therefore, would simply be
their times of trampling down the city.

It should also be observed that the plural “times” are used elsewhere in the Bible of a
brief period of time. One example of this is Nebuchadnezzar’s “seven times” at Daniel,
chapter 4, which, as we saw, may refer to a period of just seven months. (36) Another
example is the “time and times and half a time,” that is, three and a half “times,” at
Revelation 12:14, which according to verse 6 correspond to 1,260 days (3 1/2 years). The
phrase is usually held to be taken from Daniel 7:25 and 12:7, where the expression most
probably refer to a brief period of suffering and distress. These examples clearly show
that the plural form “times” at Luke 21:24 is no indication of a long period of time.

The Greek word for “times” at Luke 21:24, kairoi, is rendered “appointed times” in the
Watch Tower Society’s New World Translation. (37) This rendering is in no way
improbable or farfetched. Greek dictionaries emphasize that in New Testament Greek, the
word kairos often denotes time as quality, in contrast to the word chronos, which usually
denotes time as quantity. Thus while the word chronos is used of time in the
chronological sense, of the stream of time, a period of time, etc., independent of the
events occurring in it, kairds is stated to be used of time as characterized by its contents.
Accordingly, kairds is said to be used of “the fateful or decisive point of time,” “the
opportune time,” “the right, proper, favorable time,” or “the fixed, appointed, or promised
time.” (38)

However, there is reason to use some caution in applying this sense of kairos to the
“times” of the Gentiles, as the stated difference between kairos and chronos was vastly
overstated by some earlier scholars. In a thorough study published in 1962 a leading
Semitist, Professor James Barr, demonstrates that, although kairos was used in the earlier,
classical Greek in the sense of “exact, right, critical, or opportune time,” in later Greek it
began to be used also of “time” or “period” in the general, chronological sense. Thus,
although the original contrast between the two terms often may be demonstrated in the
LXX and the New Testament, the terms may also be shown to overlap and are often used
synonymously to denote a period or periods of time. (39)

The “times of Gentiles” at Luke 21:24 is clearly a reference to a period of time. This
indicates that kairos may here be used in the same sense as chronos. Too much, therefore,
should not be put into the word. James Barr states that, when used “in those theologically



important cases which speak of the ‘time’ or ‘times’ which God has appointed or
promised, the two words [chronos and kairos] are most probably of the same meaning.”
Of the many examples of this, he also lists Luke 21:24. (40)

Actually, Luke’s choice of the plural kairoi may have a very simple explanation. As
was shown earlier, the plural noun “gentiles” in his text is to all appearances taken from
the LXX version of Daniel 9:26-27, the text that above all provided the Scriptural
background of the prophecy of the destruction of Jerusalem and its temple. It is no
surprise, therefore, to find that the plural kairoi, too, is found in the very same passage.
The way the word kairds is used in this passage may, in fact, explain its use at Luke
21:24, too.

In his discussion of the Septuagint (LXX) background of the language used by Luke at
21:20-24, Professor Charles H. Dodd notes that, although the precise phrase kairoi
ethnon, “times of Gentiles,” does not occur in LXX, “the idea is present.” (41) He then
quotes the LXX version of Daniel 9:26-27 to show that both words occur there in a
prophecy of the destruction of Jerusalem, just as at Luke 21:24.

The use of the word éthné, “gentiles” or “nations,” at Daniel 9:26-27 (LXX) has
already been discussed earlier. The word kairos, “time,” occurs more than once in the
same text, both in the singular and the plural forms. These occurrences are included in the
following quotations from the passage:

(26) A kingdom of gentiles [or, “nations,” ethnon]

will destroy the city and the holy (place) ...

and until the completion of time [kairou] war will be fought. ...

(27) and upon completion of times [or, “of time periods,” kairén] ...
and until the completion of time [kairou] of war ...

and on the temple will be an abomination of desolations

until the completion of time [kairou]

and completion will be given on the desolation.

It is clear from these statements that both the plural and singular forms of kairos are
here used in connection with the destruction of Jerusalem and the sanctuary. The
prophecy deals with events at and after the end of the “seventy weeks” mentioned in the
preceding verses. Verses 26 and 27 speak of the “completion” of a specific period of
“time” or “times,” evidently a determined period of time, and of a “war” that would be
fought until the completion of this period.

It is to be noticed that the word “war” in verse 26 is in the singular. The text does not
say, “until the completion of time wars will be fought,” as if a long period characterized
by wars were in view. The “war” spoken of is that fought by the “kingdom of gentiles”
that is to “destroy the city and the sanctuary.” This war would be fought “until the
completion of time,” that is, until the time determined for the destruction is completed.
The “time” or “times” mentioned, therefore, cannot refer to a long period extending over
centuries.

It is of little use to go into a detailed exposition of the LXX version of Daniel 9:26-27,
as there are some textual problems in it. As some clauses are repeated twice, it is
considerably longer that the Hebrew text, and some sentences are differently organized.

The Hebrew text of the passage, like the LXX version, emphasizes the desolating
character and purpose of the war. Dr. Albert Barnes points out that the Hebrew text of



verse 26b literally says, “until the end of the war desolations are decreed.” (42) In his
careful examination of the text, he gives the following comments on the character of the
war:

The things which would, therefore, be anticipated from this passage would be, (a) that
there would be war. This is implied also in the assurance that the people of a foreign prince
would come and take the city. (b) That this war would be of a desolating character, or that it
would in a remarkable manner extend and spread ruin over the land. All wars are thus
characterized; but it would seem that this would do it in a remarkable manner. (c¢) That these
desolations would extend through the war, or to its close. There would be no intermission; no
cessation. It is hardly necessary to say that this was, in fact, precisely the character of the war
which the Romans waged with the Jews after the death of the Saviour, and which ended in the
destruction of the city and the temple; the overthrow of the whole Hebrew polity; and the
removal of great numbers of the people to a distant and perpetual captivity. No war, perhaps,
has been in its progress more marked by desolation; in none has the purpose of destruction
been more perseveringly manifested to its very close. (43)

As the desolation of Jerusalem and the sanctuary had been “decreed” or “decided”
(NW), the destruction could not be left half-completed. Evidently with this prophecy in
mind, Jesus stated that “not a stone upon a stone will be left here and not be thrown
down.” (Luke 21:6, NW) The “kingdom of gentiles” was not to destroy only parts of the
city and the sanctuary. As the prophecy of Daniel shows, a specific “time” or “times” had
been allotted them for completing the destruction. This “time,” or these “times,”
therefore, seems to be the “times of Gentiles” referred to at Luke 21:24. This is also the
conclusion of a number of scholars. One of them, Dr. Milton Terry, concludes:

These ‘times of the Gentiles’ are obviously the period allotted to the Gentiles to tread down
Jerusalem, and those times are fulfilled as soon as the nations shall have accomplished their
work of treading down the holy city. (44)

Summary and conclusion

In this chapter it was first demonstrated that the immediate context of Luke 21:24
strongly demands that the period called “times of Gentiles” applies to the literal city of
Jerusalem, not to “God’s kingdom, as functioning through David’s house.”

It was further shown that the explanatory language peculiar to Luke at 21:20-24 is
composed of terms and phrases taken from the Old Testament, and frequently, then, from
the Septuagint version. It is quite possible that these Old Testament expressions were
used by Jesus himself, although they were preserved only by Luke.

The primary background of Jesus’ prediction, as he himself clearly indicated in his
discourse, is the prophecy of the destruction of Jerusalem and its sanctuary at Daniel
9:26-27. 1t is no coincidence, therefore, that some of the vocabulary used by Luke reflects
the language of this passage. This relationship is not only limited to Luke’s specific
statement—not found in the other Synoptics—that Jerusalem would be surrounded and
desolated by armies (which is directly stated at Daniel 9:26), but the passage also includes
specific terms used by Luke, such as “gentiles (éthné)” and “times (kairor).” The Lucan
expression “times of Gentiles” seems clearly to be based on Daniel’s prophecy.



The subsequent analysis of the Greek word for “trample,” patéd, revealed that this
verb, when used transitively and especially in connection with the trampling down of
enemies, their countries and cities, usually refers, not just to a period of domination and
control, but to a period of desecration, plundering, killing, and destruction. An
examination of passages dealing with the “trampling down” of Jerusalem and/or its
temple on earlier occasions provided strong support for this conclusion.

Next, the plural word “gentiles” or “nations” (éthné) used at Luke 21:24 was discussed.
It was shown that the plural form of the verb need not be understood as a reference to the
successive series of nations that have held sway over Jerusalem. The plural “gentiles”
could very well refer to the composite armies of Vespasian and Titus in 67-70 C.E. This
use of the word in our text was shown to be confirmed by the Bible itself, as the prophecy
at Daniel 9:26 (LXX) uses the very same word in its plural form of the armies that were
to destroy Jerusalem and its temple.

Finally, the various interpretations of the “times” of the gentiles were examined. It was
shown that the word kairos, “time,” even in its plural form, may very well refer to a brief
period. As this word is used at Luke 21:24, not of the “times” of gentiles or nations in
general, but of the “times” of the gentiles that would destroy Jerusalem, the period can
hardly be extended over centuries or millennia. It seems most logical to conclude that
these “times” are used of the period allotted to the Roman armies to crush the Jewish
rebellion and desolate Jerusalem.

This understanding was also found to be supported by the LXX version of Daniel 9:26-
27, which uses the very same word, kairos, both in its singular and plural forms, of the
period that would end with the completion of the gentiles’ desolation of Jerusalem.

The conclusion of this examination, therefore, is that the “times of Gentiles” at Luke
21:24 refer to the period allotted to the gentile armies of Vespasian and Titus to execute
God’s judgement upon Jerusalem and the Jewish nation, until they had accomplished the
work of utterly desolating Jerusalem and its temple.
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