
“Christ’s Warning to the Church, Part 5” 
(Matthew 24:32-44) 

 
 
 

 This morning, we are continuing to look at Jesus’ prophecy in Matthew chapter 
24, which, as we’ve seen, is primarily about the destruction of Jerusalem and of the 
Temple in A. D. 70.  Jesus told His disciples what the signs would be that Jerusalem’s 
destruction was approaching.  He told them what the signs would be that it had arrived, 
and He said what would happen immediately following that destruction.  Now He 
impresses upon them even more fully the reason He is revealing all these things to them:  
He wants them to be ready to escape, because this judgment was going to come at a time 
when they would least expect it.  This is what we’ll want to look at this morning.  We’ll 
also want to look at what comes after this as we see a strong transition to language that 
foreshadows Christ’s Second Coming in judgment.  As you know from last week, several 
of the things Jesus said appear to be referring to His final coming in judgment at the end 
of human history, rather than His coming in judgment in A. D. 70.  But as we saw from 
the Old Testament this wasn’t necessarily the case.  This same language was used to 
predict judgment on other nations, such Babylon and Egypt, as well as upon Israel 
herself.  What Jesus has said so far must refer primarily at least to A. D. 70, especially 
because of what He says in verse 34, “Truly I say to you, this generation will not pass 
away until all these things take place.”  But after He says this, and after He rounds off 
that idea with some concluding remarks that end in verse 44, we see a strong transition to 
things which appear to refer more to the Second Coming than to the A. D. 70 judgment 
on Jerusalem.  What I would like to do this morning is finish off what He says about 
Jerusalem in this last section, and then show you some of the things that show His move 
more towards the Second Coming.   
 Jesus continued by saying to His disciples, “Now learn the parable from the fig 
tree:  when its branch has already become tender, and puts forth its leaves, you know that 
summer is near; even so you too, when you see all these things, recognize that He is near, 
right at the door” (vv. 32-33).  There doesn’t seem to be any special spiritual significance 
to this parable, except what it simply says on the surface.  When the leaves begin to 
sprout on the fig trees, you know that summer is approaching.  We see the same thing 
happening all around us.  Spring has come, bringing with it new growth.  And we know 
that since summer follows spring, that summer is just around the corner.  “So too,” Jesus 
said to His disciples, when you see all these things, “recognize that I am near, right at the 
door.”  First, I want you to notice again that Jesus said, “When you see all these things.”  
Obviously, He was warning His disciples about these things because He knew they would 
see them – not all of them would, but many of them.  The fact that He said next, “Truly I 
say to you, this generation will not pass away until all these things take place” (v. 34), is 
His final reminder to them that this is the case.  Jesus uses the phrase “this generation” 
several times in the book of Matthew, and in each case it refers to the generation then 
living (Cf. Matt. 11:16; 12:41, 42; and 23:36).  Matthew 23:36 is especially significant, 
where Jesus says, “Truly I say to you, all these things shall come upon this generation.”  
A generation, remember, is roughly forty years.  Jesus said this in A. D. 30, almost 
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exactly forty years before the destruction of Jerusalem in A. D. 70.  Jesus was warning 
them that some of them would live to see it, therefore, they needed to be ready.   

I think we can safely say that Jesus was not talking about some far distant 
generation, as many believe in the church today.  There are many who teach that the 
sprouting of the fig tree was symbolic of the rebirth of Israel as a nation, which in their 
view occurred in 1948.  The generation which would see this happen, they believe, would 
not pass away until Christ returned at His Second Coming.  This is why so many in the 
church were expecting Christ’s return back in 1981.  It’s just a matter of simple 
mathematics.  If Israel became a nation again in 1948, and a biblical generation is about 
forty years, then Jesus was due to come in 1988.  But since His coming was to be 
preceded by a seven-year tribulation, He had to return for His church in 1981 to take 
them out of the world before it happened.  If you were in one of those churches before 
1981, you probably remember the excitement and the concern.  Jesus was coming soon!  
What a glorious thing.  But what about our family members and friends who were lost?  
What would happen to them?  They would be left to endure the seven-year Tribulation.  
Now Jesus didn’t come.  He didn’t come because it wasn’t time.  We should see this 
further delay as God’s mercy and do what we can to bring our loved ones and friends to 
Christ before it’s too late.  But again, He didn’t come because this isn’t what Jesus meant 
by the fig tree.  He was talking about what was going to happen to that generation only a 
few years in the future.  It was so near that James used it as an incentive to the early 
Christians to settle their differences quickly.  He said, “Do not complain, brethren, 
against one another, that you yourselves may not be judged; behold, the Judge is standing 
right at the door” (James 5:9).  Jesus said that when they saw these things happening, 
they were to know that His coming in judgment was just around the corner.  To enforce 
this truth even further, He said, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words will not 
pass away” (v. 35), which is the strongest way of saying that it will surely come to pass.  
It’s the same language Jesus uses in Matthew 5:18 to emphasize the fact that His Law 
would endure as long as the heavens and the earth endured, which in the Jewish mind 
meant forever.   

But now what about the exact time of Christ’s coming in judgment?  When would 
it be?  Jesus said they would know the time and the seasons – the signs would show them 
that it was near – but the exact time was hidden.  As a matter of fact, even Jesus didn’t 
know.  He said, “But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, 
nor the Son, but the Father alone” (v. 36).  Now the Jehovah’s Witnesses like to use this 
verse to prove that Jesus isn’t God, because if He was, He would have known the day and 
the hour.  After all, if God knows all things, and Jesus is God, then Jesus must know all 
things.  But if Jesus didn’t know the time, then He doesn’t know all things, and if He 
doesn’t know all things, He must not be God.  Sounds logical, doesn’t it?  It would be, if 
it were that simple.  But we mustn’t forget that Jesus is man, as well as God, and man, by 
definition, is limited.  He doesn’t have unlimited knowledge.  He can’t have unlimited 
knowledge.  Therefore, Jesus didn’t have unlimited knowledge.  He did in His divine 
nature, but not in His human nature.  In other words, His human mind did not and could 
not carry all the knowledge of His divine mind, but only those things the Spirit of God 
revealed to Him.  This is why He didn’t know.  But the more important thing to see here 
is that since the Father didn’t reveal the time of this judgment to the Son so that He could 
tell His disciples, they didn’t know either.  It was going to come unexpectedly.  He said it 
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would be just like in the days of Noah.  In those days they were eating and drinking, 
marrying and giving in marriage – life was going on as usual –, until the day that Noah 
entered the ark.  They didn’t really understand what was happening until the flood came 
and swept them all away (vv. 37-39).  This is the same way it would be when Jesus came.  
Now didn’t anyone in Noah’s day know that the flood was coming?  Yes.  Noah knew, 
and his sons knew.  This is why they were building the ark.  They knew that it wouldn’t 
come until they finished the ark.  But they didn’t know the exact day or hour.  The people 
who lived around Noah also knew, or at least they heard Noah preaching about it.  But 
they didn’t believe him, at least they didn’t until it came upon them.  They didn’t believe 
and so they weren’t expecting it.  But when it came, suddenly they became believers, but 
it was too late – God’s judgment swept them all away.  Jesus said it would be the same in 
A. D. 70.  They didn’t know the day or the hour, but they did know it was coming, and so 
they were to be ready for it, because if they weren’t, they would be trapped.   

“Then,” or when this judgment came, Jesus said, “there will be two men in the 
field; one will be taken and one will be left.  Two women will be grinding at the mill; one 
will be taken and one will be left” (vv. 40-41).  Again, Jesus isn’t be referring to the 
rapture here, because when that happens at his Second Coming, everyone will be taken to 
judgment and no one will be left behind.  What He means is that one will be taken for 
judgment by the Romans and the other spared, perhaps by some merciful Providence on 
the part of God, or more likely by their having been ready to get out of the city and 
escaping that judgment altogether.  Again, His point is that there was the possibility of 
escaping it.  “Therefore,” Jesus said, “be on the alert, for you do not know which day 
your Lord is coming” (v. 42).  They knew the signs and seasons, but they didn’t know the 
day or hour.  Therefore, they were to be on the alert so that day didn’t come upon them 
unexpectedly.   

Jesus then ends with this warning, “But be sure of this, that if the head of the 
house had known at what time of the night the thief was coming, he would have been on 
the alert and would not have allowed his house to be broken into.  For this reason you 
also must be ready; for the Son of Man is coming at an hour when you do not think He 
will” (vv. 43-44).  If you knew that a thief was coming to break into your house and steal 
your possessions, you would be prepared to stop him.  If you didn’t know the exact time, 
you would be ready at all times.  Jesus tells them in the same way they were to be 
constantly watching, because He was coming at a time when they did not think He 
would.   

But now there’s a very interesting transition in what Jesus says.  Even though 
He’s still speaking about His coming in judgment in A. D. 70, He begins to move away 
from that event and to focus more on His Second Coming.  Virtually every reformed 
student of the Bible agrees that Jesus begins by speaking about the destruction of 
Jerusalem, and then somewhere shifts to the Second Coming, but there is a lot of debate 
as to where this “shift” actually takes place.  Some say it takes place in verse 36 where 
Jesus tells us that He doesn’t know the day or the hour.  Some say Jesus really alternates 
throughout chapter 24 between the two judgments, saying some things about one and 
then the other.  Others say that since the two events are so closely related, all of these 
things really apply to both.  And still others, who take a far more radical approach, 
believe that it all refers to A. D. 70, and that therefore all of prophecy has been fulfilled.  
Now there’s no doubt that Jesus begins by speaking about A. D. 70 and that by the time 
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He gets to the end of chapter 25, He is clearly speaking about the final judgment.  But 
where in between does He move from the one to the other?  It appears to me that verse 45 
and following may be that transition.  If He really intended to continue to focus on the 
destruction of Jerusalem, He might have made that clearer by putting verse 34 of chapter 
24 (the verse about this generation not passing away until all these things took place) at 
the end of chapter 25.  But He didn’t.  Instead, He rounded off that idea at the end of 
verse 44, as we’ve just seen.  It appears now as though Jesus is taking up a different 
theme, one that still has reference to A. D. 70, but which tends to focus more on His final 
coming in judgment.   

The first thing that signals this shift is the fact that Jesus does not apply what 
follows as intensely to His disciples, as what He said before.  In chapter 24, in those first 
44 verses, He applied what He said to them at least 19 times (e.g., “See to it that no one 
misleads you,” “You will be hearing of wars and rumors of wars; see that you are not 
frightened,” etc.; 24:2, 4, 6, 9, 15, 23, 25, 26, 32, 33, 34, 42, 44).  But from verse 45 
through the end of chapter 25, He applies what He says to them personally only once, and 
that comes at the end of the parable of the Ten Virgins, “Be on the alert then, for you do 
not know the day or the hour” (25:13).  Jesus also seems to begin to talk about longer 
periods of time before He comes (e.g., “After a long time the master of those slaves came 
and settled accounts with them” 25:19, “When the Son of Man comes in His glory, and 
all the angels with Him” v. 31), He talks about a public judgment that follows His return 
(e.g. “Now after a long time the master of those slaves came and settled accounts with 
them” 25:19, “And all the nations will be gathered before Him; and He will separate them 
from one another, as the shepherd separates the sheep from the goats” v. 32), He talks 
about a punishment the wicked will receive that goes well beyond what the Romans can 
inflict (e.g., “And [He] shall cut him in pieces and assign him a place with the hypocrites; 
weeping shall be there and the gnashing of teeth” 24:51, “Truly I say to you, I do not 
know you” 25:12, “Cast the worthless slave into the outer darkness; in that place there 
shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth” v. 30, “Depart from Me, accursed ones, into the 
eternal fire which has been prepared for the devil and his angels v. 41); and He talks 
about the reward the righteous will receive which is greater than anything they can have 
on earth (e.g., “Blessed is that slave whom his master finds so doing when he comes.  
Truly I say to you, that he will put him in charge of all his possessions” 24:46-47, “Well 
done, good and faithful slave; you were faithful with a few things, I will put you in 
charge of many things, enter into the joy of your master” (25:21, 23), “Come, you who 
are blessed of My Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of 
the world,” “And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into 
eternal life” (25:34, 46).  These things clearly show that Jesus is moving now to speak 
more of His Second Coming.  So next week we will look at what follows mainly in that 
light, as we see what Jesus wants us to do to prepare ourselves for His Coming for us at 
the end of time – either at the end of our lives, or when He comes again in glory.  Amen.   


