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Dear Pastor David:

Thank you for your very thoughtful response. | have read everything you sent me
carefully. | appreciate the chance to discuss these issues with someone who has studied them
in depth. It makes the discussion useful and in line with the Berean example in Act 17:11.

The key difference between our positions is whether all the servants/virgins/stewards
are Christians. If one takes the view that the Olivet Discourse is intended for, and applied to,
the church, then one would naturally conclude that they are all Christians. Additionally one
must interpret the ending of the wicked servant/unprepared virgins/third steward to be
something other than eternal damnation. However, if one takes the view that the Olivet
Discourse aims at Jews -- not just church-age Jews but, more importantly, Tribulation-age Jews,
then it is possible to accept that the wicked servant/unprepared virgins/third steward are non-
Christians who face the eternal judgment of separation from God.

First, the huge problems you identified

Allow me to first address the reasoning in your papers. You have identified the “huge
problems” with making the third servant a non-believer.

The first problem you cited is “using the end to justify the means” — if we don’t think
Christians would go to a place of “weeping and gnashing of teeth” then the third servant must
be a non-Christian. While | do agree that the conclusion alone should not always validate the
premise; there are nevertheless legitimate cause-effect relationships. Matthew 12:33 is a prime
example:  {RITECLLRRGF ~ Ry-tdr - i~ R - NAEERT - Bt LLRIE
it - Here by looking at the fruit (the “end”) one can draw conclusion about the tree (the
“means”), because a good tree would invariably give out good fruit. Cause-effect relationship
cannot be automatically ignored. The terrible fate awaiting the third servant shows this servant
is rejected by Christ. And Jesus made it clear why he is to be rejected: his lack of action is a
reflection of the wickedness in his heart (25:26). Such wickedness gave him a warped view of
the master. His action shows he does not believe, or even care about, the master’s returning.
He has no real relationship with the master despite his position as a steward.

Then you discuss the context of the passage, which you think is the disciples. You also
explained that the key here is what the stewards do while waiting for the master’s return, and
non-believers can’t be vigilant and can’t do anything for the Lord. While | agree that this
parable admonishes Christians to use the talents given by the master to the fullest extent, the
fact that the third servant is expected to apply his talent does not automatically make him a
believer. The prerequisite for applying the master’s talent fully is, first and foremost, believing
in the master’s goodness and his eventual return. There is a loving relationship between the
faithful/good servant and the master which the third servant lacks. That is the reason the third



servant was afraid — he ought to be afraid, because as a non-believer he will face eternal
damnation.

Your third point is they are all servants and are all given talents. Then you asked: does
God give non-believers talents? | would submit that God does give the same basic talents
(resources) to everyone in terms of a life time, basic intellect to understand the gospel
message, and the opportunity to enter into relationship with the master and become a faithful
servant. Sure non-Christians are not given any spiritual talents with which they serve the Lord
with. The question here is whether we must interpret talents to mean only spiritual talents
which are exclusively for Christians. And | question whether the talents given to the third
servant is sufficient to conclude that he must be a Christian.

You also bring up the argument of similarity and proximity — they are all servants, and
the virgins are all waiting for the bridegroom, ready or not, make them all believers. But the
parable of the Wheat and Tares (Matthew 13) clearly shows being similar or close in proximity
does not guarantee that they are all believers. Even the non-believers can do similar work as
believers (Matthew 7:22-23).

Second, the target audience of the Olivet Discourse

While you agree that the original audience when Jesus preached it was Jewish, you
expanded the audience to include Jews in the 50’s when there was widespread persecution.
Because the church has already been established by that time, you also extended the target
audience to the church. | do agree with the concept that biblical teachings should not be
narrowly confined to only a contemporary audience, and that is why | think the letters to the 7
churches in Revelation 2-3 are intended for all churches in all ages.

However, there are biblical passages which are specifically intended for a certain
audience. The OIld Testament is a prime example. For sure that is addressed primarily to a
Jewish audience, even though we gentile Christians do benefit from an understanding of God’s
redemptive plan which comes out of the Jews. But the Old Testament has to be understood in
the Jewish context as they are the original intended audience.

The Olivet Discourse’s Jewish emphasis is so overwhelmingly strong that it is not difficult
to conclude that it is primarily intended for the Jews — mainly Jews in the future Tribulation.
Even the final verses of the previous chapter (23:37-39) are about Israel’s future restoration.
And then 24:31 reiterates such sure Israeli restoration by mentioning the elect: {7 227 3& (i &

- HSRERYRE - BAtAVEERS ~ U5 ~ IEREE -~ FIRAE - BIET 72K -
Besides, the many Jewish references make the target audience abundantly clear: destruction of
the Second Temple (24:1-2), Daniel’s prophecies of the Great Tribulation (24:15); the flight into
the Judean wilderness by the Jewish believers in the Tribulation (24:16); the mention of
Sabbath (24:20), the mention of the elect (24:22), the mention of the Davidic Throne (25:31),
etc. That is why | think Jesus was speaking to the Jews in the future Tribulation, urging them not
to reject him anymore but to come to Himself for ultimate salvation. This would be their last

4



chance to be saved from eternal damnation. But the reality is that even in the Tribulation, when
many Jews do realize that Jesus is the Messiah and become believers, many would still reject
Him to the end (people who accepted the Beast’s 666 mark). The message of separating the
believers from believers is clear even outside of these parables -- & & E B EAE M E AT -

i FHEA M 2 A 2K~ S AE R o RIS LS — i - (25:32)

| do not disagree that the church would benefit from studying the Olivet Discourse,
which is precisely why you and | are studying it diligently. But if we accept the real target
audience is the Jews in the Tribulation, then we need not make the church the primary target
audience.

Difficulties in Making the Church the Target Audience

Putting the church as the primary target audience does pose a number of serious
difficulties. When you apply the Olivet Discourse to the church, yet the church is raptured
before the Tribulation, then most of the content would not matter to believers. Even Ignoring a
pre-tribulation rapture, applying it to the church necessarily makes 24:40-41 the rapture of the
church, not to mention that it would lead to a mid-trib or post-trib stance. Another troubling
thought is the emphasis on work being the single most important task before the return of
Christ. Is the whole purpose of the Olivet Discourse to encourage Christians to work hard, or is
it about the critical decision to put one’s faith in Christ or reject Him? | would argue it is the
latter, because the last part of the Discourse is the Judgement of the Nations when the sheep
(believers) and the goats (nonbelievers) are separated. Why end with this separation warning if
the Discourse is for believers only? Finally, it becomes necessary to explain all the terrible
ending of the wicked servant/unprepared virgins/third servant as not the loss of salvation, but a
lack of rewards for these lazy Christians. But the words Jesus used to described these terrible
results seem too horrible for even the lazy Christians: /K2 T ~ M2 &R E (24:39),
HEMNRAM - [ EFEREAER 7 ) EMERE HEIAFSE - FEELZERIRY]
BT o (24:51), WEAESTHRMT ~ TARFRM - (25:12), EFESMAEFEE - [
IRV T -

Sau-Wing Lam
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Dear Sau Wing,

| benefit much from your careful exposition. | believe that we would end up agreeing to disagree. |
believe it is OK.

There are many fine points of argument. Let me respond to two major points.

1. Target audience — | agree that Jesus meant the message for His disciples and their
contemporary Jews. Based on this premise, then | would also come away with the same conclusions.
However, | maintain that the Gospel authors’ intention should take precedent over Jesus’. Hermeneutic
principle demands that | take the author’s (as written down in the text) meaning over the speaker’s in
the event (when Jesus spoke).

For example, take a look at the parallel passage in Luke 19:11-27. There the servants are clearly
distinguished from the “Z= i EARLEALEL, b2 AR EBAEEFIAMAYP, ~ both in their identities
(servants vs. enemy) as well as final disposition (robbed of the opportunity to rule vs. being killed.)
Also, in Luke’s rendering, the Jews are alluded to as “fti. K[ \” and they are one and the same as
those who are the King’s enemy. (compare v.14 and v.27).

While the church is already raptured prior to the tribulation, Jews and Gentiles who remain will
turn to Jesus in large numbers. So on this point, | agree with you some portion of the text is used to
describe the suffering of converts during the tribulation. As such, it is still applicable to this age for we
do not know who will believe before or after the rapture.

By the way, | do not take “talent” in Matthew 25 to mean “spiritual gifts.” Rather, | believe it is the
“abilities” of the servants that means “spiritual gifts and perhaps also natural talents.”

2. Basis of judgment and judgment itself — One major difficulty for me to take the ‘foolish virgins,
third servant, etc. to mean non-believers is the basis of judgment. It appears that all these characters
are judged on works as well as preparedness for the master’s return. How does it jive with salvation by
faith alone?

Regarding the judgment itself, if “outside darkness” is one and the same as “eternal fire” (25:41)
and “eternal punishment” (25:46) why the different languages? Moreover, the setting and occasion in
25:31ff, describing Jesus’ physical return, is clearly different than those in the preceding parables. |
would contend that the parables refer to ZE FIZE I Z i for believers (cf. 2 Cor.5:10) which precedes
the judgment for non-believers (Matt. 25:31ff) chronologically.

[N

| know that the term “#MEAYEERT, TESRYIEE” makes most Christians very uncomfortable if that is the
fate that awaits some of them. (Yet it is interesting to note that on at least two occasions when | polled
the audience, they all think that all the servants are Christians. One time it was during a 33l given to &®
EEZLE pastors in China, and the second time was at the workshop you invite me to give last year. By
the way, | heard it first taught by Dr. Lin during Winter Conference in 1973.) | surveyed all references to
this term in Matthew, not all meant “hell.” If the term clearly indicates hell, they all have “fire” in the
same context. So here in Matthew 24-25, it can mean a state of remorse of loss opportunities or
something of high value. For the unfaithful Christians, it means that they regret as find out due to their
inaction in this life, they miss out on “f7EFE HR AR A FAT L EAFHIEEE” (cf. Phil.3:14).

Blessings, David





