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Is COVID-19 a Sign of the End?
By Clinton Wahlen

In several places the gospels record Jesus’ Oliv-
et discourse in which He describes events lead-
ing up to the destruction of Jerusalem and the 
signs that will precede His coming (Matt 24; 
Mark 13; Luke 21; cf. Matt 17:20–37). Political 

and religious turmoil, earthquakes, and famines appear 
in the first part of the discourse—troubles that culmi-
nate with the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70 (Matt 
24:4–8; Mark 13:5–8; Luke 21:8–11). Among the trou-
bles mentioned by Jesus, one stands out in light of the 
recent COVID-19 pandemic: pestilences. “And there 
will be great earthquakes in various places, and famines 
and pestilences” (Luke 21:11).1 The Greek word trans-
lated “pestilences” (loimoi) refers to “a widespread con-
tagious disease.”2 Interestingly, this warning of Jesus is 
the only clear reference to pestilences in the entire New 
Testament.3 A similar mention in Matthew 24:7 does 
not appear in the earliest manuscripts,4 but is parallel 
to this passage in Luke and is classed there among “the 
beginning of sorrows” (Matt 24:8). Jesus, in fact, clear-
ly indicates that “the end will not come immediately” 
(Luke 21:9; cf. Matt 24:8). Therefore, the specific refer-
ence to pestilences would seem to refer not to the end-
time, but to the period leading up to the destruction 
of Jerusalem and, in fact, Josephus describes a “pes-
tilential destruction” in connection with that event.5 
Nevertheless, before excluding pestilences from among 
the troubles or “sorrows” that might characterize the 
time just prior to the second coming of Christ, it will be 
helpful to look at some additional biblical references. 
	 Generally in Scripture, pestilences are seen as one 
of the ways by which God brings judgment. Often it is 
brought upon His people for their disobedience and/
or failure to render Him the worship He is due as Cre-
ator and Deliverer (Exod 5:3; Lev 26:25; Deut 32:24; 1 
Chr 21:14). At other times it is a judgment on various 
nations for their rebellious attitude toward God (Exod 
9:1–7). Such divine judgments could lead to widespread 
death (Exod 9:15; Ps 91:7; cf. Ps 91:3) and even total 
annihilation (Num 14:12). Significantly, pestilences as 
a divine judgment in the Old Testament appear most 
frequently in connection with the prophesied destruc-
tion of Jerusalem by Babylon.6 Such warnings are given 
in order to draw God’s people to think more seriously 
about their situation and turn back to God in heartfelt 

repentance (see esp. 2 Chr 7:13–14).
	 Jesus specifically mentions only a few things that 
immediately precede His second advent. The most im-
portant of these is the gospel being given as a witness 
“to all the nations, and then the end will come” (Matt 
24:14; cf. Rev 14:6; 18:1). In Luke, several additional 
indicators are given and are specifically referred to as 
“signs” (sēmeia), linking them with the disciples’ ques-
tion at the beginning (Luke 21:7).7 There will be signs 
in the heavens (in the sun, moon, and stars; cf. Isa 13:9–
10; Rev 6:12–14) as well as “on the earth” (Luke 21:25). 
The latter signs fall into three specific categories: 

1.	 “distress of nations, with perplexity,” which could 
be applicable to the world wars of the twentieth 
century; 

2.	 “the sea and the waves roaring,” possibly referring 
to sea-based natural disasters that are growing in 
intensity (tsunamis, typhoons, and hurricanes); and

3.	 “men’s hearts failing them from fear and the ex-
pectation of those things which are coming on the 
earth” (Luke 21:25–26),8 which fittingly describes 
the rise of terrorism and other global worries. 

Pandemics
	 Certainly the COVID-19 pandemic has instilled 
fear in the hearts of many all over the world and, while 
not specifically highlighted by Jesus, it may certainly be 
considered as among the kind of troubles described as 
preceding the end. Looking back in history, three pan-
demics were actually, based on the number of deaths, 
much worse than the current one: 

1.	 the Plague of Justinian in AD 541–542, which has-
tened the demise of what remained of the Roman 
Empire (between thirty and fifty million dead);

2.	 the Spanish flu of 1918–1920 (30 million dead);
3.	 the Black Death of 1347–1352, which killed by far 

the most in recorded history (between seventy-five 
and two hundred million dead).9 

	 Arguably, though, very few events in history have led 
to such immediate worldwide consequences as has the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Who could have imagined it even 
possible that virtually all travel and economic activity on a 



Reflections 70, April 2020 adventistbiblicalresearch.org2

global scale would come to a sudden halt? Even the world 
wars of the twentieth century, despite the huge loss of life, 
were more gradual in their global impact and could not be 
said to have affected the daily routine of practically every-
one on the planet as drastically as this pandemic has. 
	 Could God be allowing such events to get our atten-
tion? In light of current events, the following statement 
seems prescient:

The present is a time of overwhelming interest 
to all living. Rulers and statesmen, men who 
occupy positions of trust and authority, think-
ing men and women of all classes, have their 
attention fixed upon the events taking place 
about us. They are watching the strained, rest-
less relations that exist among the nations. 
They observe the intensity that is taking pos-
session of every earthly element, and they 
realize that something great and decisive is 
about to take place—that the world is on the 
verge of a stupendous crisis.
Angels are now restraining the winds of strife, 
until the world shall be warned of its coming 
doom; but a storm is gathering, ready to burst 
upon the earth, and when God shall bid His 
angels loose the winds, there will be such a 
scene of strife as no pen can picture. . . .
A moment of respite has been graciously giv-
en us of God. Every power lent us of heaven 
is to be used in doing the work assigned us by 
the Lord for those who are perishing in igno-
rance. The warning message is to be sounded 
in all parts of the world. . . . A great work is 
to be done, and this work has been entrusted 
to those who know the truth for this time.10 

Signs of the End
	 Considering that pestilences were frequently con-
nected in Scripture with Babylon’s attacks on God’s 
people and that end-time Babylon is rapidly gaining 
strength as predicted in Revelation 17,11 it is certainly 
possible that the COVID-19 crisis constitutes one of 
the “sorrows” referred to in Matthew 24 as a sign of the 
end. God uses such signs just before the coming of Je-
sus to arouse His church and signal that their redemp-
tion is near (Luke 21:28).12 While this pandemic will in 
all likelihood pass, other earth-shaking events—some 
even more momentous—are ahead of us. In the midst 
of it all, we are called to be God’s messengers to people 
with nowhere else to turn, symbolized by the angel giv-
ing the final “loud cry” (Rev 18:1–4; cf. Isa 60:1–3). 
	 As we near the end, the winds of strife that have 
been held back (see Rev 7:1, 3) will ultimately be re-
leased. The “seven last plagues” (Rev 15:1; 21:9)—
which these troubles are not—will have an even big-
ger global impact (see Rev 16) but, by then, everyone 
will have sealed their eternal destiny and no one will 
choose to repent (Rev 16:9, 11). Unlike those who have 
no hope (cf. Eph 2:12; 1 Thess 4:13), Seventh-day Ad-
ventists have a special privilege to be the beacons of 
light and hope to a lost world. God has revealed all that 

is necessary for His people to know. It is left for us to 
study these things and keep in mind Jesus’ words to His 
disciples just before His ascension: “It is not for you to 
know the times or the seasons, which the Father hath 
put in his own power” (Acts 1:8). He has not given any 
time prophecies that tell exactly when the coming of 
Christ will be, but only when it is “near.”13 Jesus said, 
“Now when these things begin to happen, look up and 
lift up your heads, because your redemption draws 
near” (Luke 21:28). The prophecy of Jesus given on the 
Mount of Olives has never seemed more timely.
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