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Jesus continues to answer the second question posed by the disciples in Matthew 24:3: “What will be 

the sign of Your coming, and of the end of the age?”  

It should be noted that Jesus is not intending to set the time of His return, but to indicate the certainty 

of it. Jesus said that He does not know the day of His return but guarantees that His words will not pass 

away until all these things take place (24:35, 36).  

24:32 “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;  

24:33 so, you too, when you see all these things, recognize that He is near, right at the door.  

24:34 Truly I say to you, this generation will not pass away until all these things take place.  

24:35 Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words will not pass away. 

The fig tree loses its leaves in the winter, but then, prior to summer, sends forth new leaves once again. 

The sending forth of leaves is a harbinger of summer. Just as the disciples could see that summer was 

near by observing the fig, they should also realize that “all these things” are the harbingers of Jesus’ 

return: “When you see all these things, recognize that He is near, right at the door” (24:33). 

What are “all these things” that Jesus is speaking about?  

If they include the cosmic upheavals and Jesus’ return in the clouds (24:29-32), then the distinction 

between “all these things” and “it is near” (or, “He is near”) is lost. In other words, it doesn’t make sense 

to say, “When you see that Jesus has returned you know He is near.” It is more natural to see “all these 

things” as a reference to the distress in verses 4-26, the tribulation that comes upon all believers 

between Jesus’ ascension and His return. The Second Coming will not happen until the tribulation that 

Jesus had spoken about in these verses happens first (Carson, 507).  

This does not mean that the period of distress pinpoints the Second Advent, for the length of the period 

of distress is unspecified. No one knows the day or hour of the Lord’s return (24:42). Signs can suggest 

that the end is near, but they will never be able to calculate the time of its arrival.  

Verses 32-35 are similar to what Jesus had said in Matthew 16 when the leaders came to test Him by 

asking for a sign. Jesus replied to them,  

“When it is evening, you say, ‘It will be fair weather, for the sky is red.’ And in the morning, 

‘There will be a storm today, for the sky is red and threatening.’ Do you know how to discern the 

appearance of the sky, but cannot discern the signs of the times? (Matt. 16:2-3). 

The leaders could read the weather, but they could not discern that the Messiah had come and the 

messianic kingdom was dawning. God’s redemptive purpose was coming to pass right in front of their 

faces, but they were oblivious to it. In Matthew 24 Jesus admonishes us not to be like them. The time of 

distress that we presently live in is “the fig tree putting forth it leaves”. The events will intensify until the 

end. We should understand what we see as a sign that the return of Christ is approaching and be 

prepared for it.  

“This generation will not pass away until all these things take place.” (24:34) 

As mentioned above, “all these things” speaks of the period of distress between Jesus’ ascension and His 

return. There are two viable options relative to whom “this generation” refers: 
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1. “This generation” is the generation living as Jesus spoke. If our interpretation of the chapter is correct, 

then all that is demanded is they live to see the time of distress (which began after Jesus ascended and 

was highlighted by the fall of Jerusalem). It does not mean that the period of distress must end during 

their lifetime, but only that it occurs while they are still alive (Carson, 507). In other words, the things 

that Jesus predicted took place while that generation was alive, but they continue to take place even to 

this day. The period of distress will not end until Christ returns. 

2.  Others point out that the word “generation” has a qualitative meaning rather than a temporal one. 

That is, “generation” denotes a particular kind of person. The Bible speaks of “an evil generation” 

(Matt.12:45), or “an evil and adulterous generation” (Matt. 12:39; 16:4), or “an unbelieving and 

perverse generation” (Matt. 17:17).  

It is perhaps relevant to notice that a little earlier in Matthew 23:35–36 Jesus told the unbelieving Jews 

in His day that the guilt of all the righteous blood shed on earth would fall upon “this generation.” “This 

generation” cannot be restricted to the Jews living at the time Jesus was speaking, for the context refers 

both to the past sins of Israel (23: 35) and future sins (23:34).  

Hoekema concludes,  

This unbelieving and evil generation, though they reject Christ now, will continue to exist until 

the day of His return, and will then receive the judgment which is their due. Interpreted in this 

way, Jesus’ statement comes as a logical conclusion to a discourse which began with the 

proclamation of the destruction of Jerusalem, and a punishment for Israel’s obduracy 

(Hoekema, The Bible and the Future, 117). 

In sum, “this generation” could be those who saw the starting of the time of distress predicted in verses 

4-26. Or, it could mean that the same kind of people would continue until Jesus comes.  

24:36 “But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, 

but the Father alone.  

24:37 For the coming of the Son of Man will be just like the days of Noah.  

24:38 For as in those days before the flood they were eating and drinking, marrying and giving 

in marriage, until the day that Noah entered the ark,  

24:39 and they did not understand until the flood came and took them all away; so will the 

coming of the Son of Man be.  

24:40 Then there will be two men in the field; one will be taken and one will be left.  

24:41 Two women will be grinding at the mill; one will be taken and one will be left. 

The fact that no one knows the day and hour of Christ’s return becomes the thesis of the next sections.  

We should see that we are in the time of distress that precedes Christ’s return (24:32-34) and we can 

have confidence that Christ’s words will come to pass (24:35), but we cannot know when He will come.  

There has been a lot of discussion about the Christological implications of verse 36. If Jesus is God, how 

could He not know something, for God is omniscient?  

When placed in the context of NT teaching, Jesus is the God-man and as such is fully divine and fully 

human. But there were limitations in His incarnate state. Although we cannot understand all the 

mysteries of the incarnation, we do know that Jesus’ knowledge was dependent upon what the Father 
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revealed. When Jesus walked upon the earth, He didn’t enlist His divine attributes and live like a super-

human; He lived as we live, as a man empowered by the Spirit who submitted to the revealed will of His 

Father. Therefore, it is not surprising that He did not know everything, for He could not know what the 

Father had not revealed. 

As Bruce Ware says,  

Because Jesus lived His life as a man and limited the expression of many of His divine attributes 

required for such integral human life, there were many things that He had to learn as He grew, 

and somethings were never revealed to Him. So the limitation in knowledge that Jesus 

experienced was real, but it was a function of His human nature. As God He knew (and knows) 

everything there is to know. So we would be right to say (a) the human nature in Jesus was 

ignorant of the time of the second coming or (b) Jesus, the God-man, was ignorant of the time 

of the second coming. But we would err were we to say (c) the divine nature in Jesus was 

ignorant of the time of the second coming. (Ware, The Man Christ Jesus, 126) 

In verses 37-41 Jesus said that His return will be like the days of Noah.  

In the days before the flood there were people “eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage.” 

That is, they were living life as they always did, having no awareness that a flood was coming. They did 

this all the way until the day that Noah entered the ark. They “did not understand until the flood came 

and took them all away.”  

Note the following: 

• The flood is a well-known image of judgment.  

• Jewish literature understands the people in Noah’s day as exemplifying sinners who did not 

foresee the coming wrath of God (Osborne, 904).  

• The focus is on the unexpected nature of the event (the flood).  The people were not 

anticipating or preparing for a flood. When the flood came, it hit quickly.  

• The ones “taken away” were the ones “eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage” 

who “did not understand” that judgment was impending. That is, it was the unbeliever who was 

taken off guard and taken away by the flood waters.  

• What was true then is true with respect to the coming of Christ: “so will the coming of the Son 

of Man be” (24:39). 

If a strict parallelism is maintained, Jesus is saying that the unbelieving will be unprepared for God’s 

judgment when He comes, just as they were in the days of Noah. He illustrates this in verses 40 and 41: 

“Then 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.”   

Many good people see the ones taken as believers being taken up to be with Christ (cf. 24:31). This is 

possible, but it seems to miss the point of the comparison to the days of Noah (24:39). Those taken by 

the flood were the ones who were clueless about what was going to happen. They were caught 

unaware. They were living life as usual and did not understand that God’s judgment was upon them 

until it was too late.  
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In a nutshell, just as the unbeliever was taken in judgment by the flood, so the unbeliever will be taken 

in the judgment that accompanies Christ’s return. For this reason, people should be alert. He will come 

unexpectedly, and when He comes those who are unaware will be swept away.  

24:42 “Therefore be on the alert, for you do not know which day your Lord is coming.  

Therefore, do not be like the unbeliever in Noah’s day, oblivious to what is coming. Know that the fig 

tree is budding. Be on the alert for Christ could come at any time. We don’t know when He will come. 

Verses 43 and 44 illustrate the need for constant watchfulness.  

24:43 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.  

24:44 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. 

The brief parable in verses 43 and 44 states the need for vigilance in a different way. It also emphasizes 

the unexpectedness of Christ’s return. 

Burglars do not announce when they will break into a home. Rather, they choose a time when they are 

not expected.  If a homeowner were aware that a thief was going to break into his home, he would be 

ready and would stop the burglary from happening. However, because people don’t know when the thief 

is coming, they must watch their home continuously. The Lord’s coming will be like a thief in the night. 

We will not be given any announcements as to when it will happen so we need to always be ready.  

Based on the preceding comments, verse 45 asks a question:  

24:45 “Who then is the faithful and sensible slave whom his master put in charge of his 

household to give them their food at the proper time?  

From the question we understand that the following parable focuses on identifying the faithful and 

sensible servant.  

24:46 Blessed is that slave whom his master finds so doing when he comes.  

24:47 Truly I say to you that he will put him in charge of all his possessions.  

24:48 But if that evil slave says in his heart, ‘My master is not coming for a long time,’  

24:49 and begins to beat his fellow slaves and eat and drink with drunkards;  

24:50 the master of that slave will come on a day when he does not expect him and at an hour 

which he does not know,  

24:51 and will cut him in pieces and assign him a place with the hypocrites; in that place there 

will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 

The answer to the question in verse 45 comes in verse 46 and 47: the faithful and sensible slave whom 

his master put in charge of his household is the servant who is faithfully serving the master while he is 

away. He is the one who is found doing what he was told to do when the master returns. He is the one 

whose behavior reflected the fact that the master could return at any moment.   

By contrast, the servant who “says in his heart, ‘My master is not coming for a long time,’ and begins 

to beat his fellow slaves and eat and drink with drunkards” (24:48, 49) is called evil. That servant will 
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be stunned when the master returns unexpectedly. He will be cut in pieces and assigned to a place with 

the hypocrites; in that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 

“This same lively expectation of Christ’s return should mark the Church of Jesus Christ today. If this 

expectation is no longer present, there is something radically wrong” (Hoekema, 111). It is the unfaithful 

servant in Jesus’ parable who says in his heart, ‘My master is not coming for a long time” (24:48). 

“Though there may be differences between us on various aspects of eschatology, all Christians should 

eagerly look forward to Christ’s return, and should live in the light of that expectation every day anew” 

(Hoekema, 109–111). 

 

ADDITIONAL NOTE ON THE RETURN OF CHRIST: 

When we think about the return of Christ, three groups of passages must be taken into consideration. 

The first group teaches that Christ could return at any moment; the second group indicates there will be 

a delay in His return, and the third group emphasizes the unexpectedness of His Coming. No matter how 

you view the Second Coming and how it fits into other events of the end times, you should not deny any 

of these truths.  

Passages that teach that Christ could return at any time.  

There is little doubt that the ancient Christian church, including Paul, anticipated Christ to return soon. It 

is safe to say that they did not imagine a delay of thousands of years.  

• Romans 13:11–12: “Do this, knowing the time, that it is already the hour for you to awaken from 

sleep; for salvation is now nearer to us than when we believed. The night is almost gone, and the 

day is near. Therefore, let us lay aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light.” 

• Hebrews 10:37: “For yet in a very little while, He who is coming will come, and will not delay.” 

• James 5:8: “You too be patient; strengthen your hearts, for the coming of the Lord is near.” 

• James 5:9: “Do not complain, brethren, against one another, so that you yourselves may not be 

judged; behold, the Judge is standing right at the door.” 

• 1 Peter 4:7: “The end of all things is near; therefore, be of sound judgment and sober spirit for 

the purpose of prayer.” 

• Revelation 1:1: “The Revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave Him to show to His bond-

servants, the things which must soon take place . . . “ 

• Revelation 22:20: “He who testifies to these things says, “Yes, I am coming quickly.” Amen. 

Come, Lord Jesus.” 

There are also some “we” passages where Paul included himself in the expectation that the Lord would 

return soon.  

• 1 Thessalonians 4:17: “Then we who are alive and remain will be caught up together with them 

in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so we shall always be with the Lord.” 

• 1 Corinthians 15:51–52: “Behold, I tell you a mystery; we will not all sleep, but we will all be 

changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet; for the trumpet will 

sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed.” 
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It must be stressed that although Paul and the others expected Christ to return at any moment, they did 

not claim to know it would occur in their lifetime. In other words, the early Christians lived like the 

faithful servant expecting the Master to return soon, but never predicted that Christ would return in a 

certain time frame.  

Many scholars believe that there are events that need to come to pass before Christ returns (i.e., the 

spread of the gospel to the nations [Matt 24:14], the salvation of Israel [Ro. 11:26]; the great Tribulation 

[Matt. 24:29-30]; the great apostacy [2 Thess. 2:1-3]; the coming of the Antichrist [2 Thess 2:3], etc.), yet 

to deny an imminent return of Christ is to deny the New Testament expectation.  

Passages that teach that the Second Coming might be a long way off in time.   

Matthew 24:14 says, “This gospel of the kingdom shall be preached in the whole world as a testimony to 

all the nations, and then the end will come.” The words “and then” imply that a period of time must 

lapse before the Second Coming – possibly a very long period of time. Several parables convey a similar 

thought. The Parable of the Minas in Luke 19 is introduced with these words, “Jesus went on to tell a 

parable, because . . . they supposed that the kingdom of God was going to appear immediately” (Lk. 

19:11). The thrust of the parable is about a nobleman (Christ) who goes to a faraway country and 

entrusts his servants with resources to manage. He then returns after some time to settle account with 

his servants. The purpose of the parable was to dispel the disciples’ false expectations that the kingdom 

was about to come immediately, and to teach faithful stewardship while He was away. The Parable of 

the Talents teaches the same thing. Matthew 25:19 says, “Now after a long time the master of those 

slaves came and settled accounts with them.” The Parable of the Ten Virgins also has this idea: “Now 

while the bridegroom was delaying, they all got drowsy and began to sleep” (Matt. 25:5). Likewise, in 

Matthew chapter 13, the Parable of the Wheat and the Tares suggests that believers will live side-by-

side with unbelievers for a period of time before the end comes. The Parable of the Mustard Seed 

suggests a small group will become a very large group (which implies some time must pass), and the 

Parable of the Leaven suggests that over time the gospel will permeate society. 2 Peter 3:3-4 explicitly 

refers to mockers who mock those claiming that Christ would return soon. Peter says, “. . .  in the last 

days mockers will come with their mocking . . . and saying, ‘Where is the promise of His coming? For 

ever since the fathers fell asleep, all continues just as it was from the beginning of creation.’” Peter’s 

response is significant. He says, “But do not let this one fact escape your notice, beloved, that with the 

Lord one day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years like one day. The Lord is not slow about His 

promise, as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing for any to perish but for all to 

come to repentance” (2 Pet. 3:8-9). Peter recognized there could be a delay but that did not prove that 

God forgot His promise, rather God delays because He is patiently waiting for people to repent. All of 

these verses leave the possibility that the Second Coming might not occur for a considerable period of 

time. 

 

Passages that emphasize the unexpectedness of the Second Coming.  

Not only could Christ return at any moment, when He does come again He will come at a time when 

people are not suspecting it.  

• Mark 13:33-37: “Take heed, keep on the alert; for you do not know when the appointed time will 

come. It is like a man away on a journey, who upon leaving his house and putting his slaves in 
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charge, assigning to each one his task, also commanded the doorkeeper to stay on the alert. 

Therefore, be on the alert—for you do not know when the master of the house is coming, 

whether in the evening, at midnight, or when the rooster crows, or in the morning—in case he 

should come suddenly and find you asleep. What I say to you I say to all, ‘Be on the alert!’”  

• Luke 12:35-36: “Be dressed in readiness, and keep your lamps lit. Be like men who are waiting 

for their master when he returns from the wedding feast, so that they may immediately open 

the door to him when he comes and knocks.”  

• 2 Thessalonians 5:2: “For you yourselves know full well that the day of the Lord will come just 

like a thief in the night.”  

• In Revelation 3:3 Jesus says, “So remember what you have received and heard; and keep it, and 

repent. Therefore, if you do not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what 

hour I will come to you.”  

• 2 Peter 3:10: “But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, in which the heavens will pass away 

with a roar and the elements will be destroyed with intense heat, and the earth and its works 

will be burned up.” 

Conclusion 

From these three groups of passages, we learn that no one can know the exact time of Jesus’ return. 

Jesus said “of that day and hour no one knows . . .  but the Father alone” (24:36). If Christ Himself, 

according to His own testimony, did not know the hour of His return, no one else does either. We also 

see that the Second Coming will occur at an hour we do not expect it. The very unexpectedness of the 

Second Coming however, means that we must always be watching for the Lord’s return by having a 

moral quality of spiritual readiness. And lastly, we see that there could be a long period of time that 

lapses between Christ’s first and second coming. 

Hoekema explains what our response should be toward the Second Coming: 

. . .  our expectation of the Lord’s return should serve as an incentive to holy living. So we hear 

Paul telling us in Romans 13 that the nearness of that return should motivate us to cast off the 

works of darkness and put on the armor of light, to make no provision for the flesh but to 

conduct ourselves becomingly as in the day (vv. 12-14). In Titus 2:11-13 Paul makes the point 

that our living between Christ’s two comings means that we must renounce worldly passions 

and live sober, upright, and godly lives in this present world. Peter, in his first epistle, tells us 

that setting our hopes fully on the grace that is coming to us at the revelation of Christ means 

for us the diligent pursuit of self-control, obedience, and holiness (1 Pet. 1:13-15). And in his 

second letter he puts it this way: “since all things are thus to be dissolved, what sort of persons 

ought you to be in lives of holiness and godliness, waiting for and hastening (or earnestly 

desiring, mg.) the coming of the Day of God . . .” (2 Pet. 3:11-12). The apostle John, in his first 

epistle, after telling us that when Christ appears in glory we shall be like him, adds “and 

everyone who thus hopes in Him purifies himself as He is pure” (1 Jn. 3:2-3). 

In various other ways our anticipation of the Second Coming should affect the quality of our 

living. The future appearing of our Lord should move us to be faithful to the commission God 

has given us, as it did Timothy (1 Tim. 6:14). If we continue to abide in Christ, we shall be 

confident and unashamed before Him when He appears (1 Jn. 2:28). The realization that when 
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the Lord comes He will disclose the purposes of our hearts implies that we ought not to utter 

premature judgments about people (1 Cor. 4:5). Being faithful and wise managers of whatever 

the Lord has entrusted to our care is another way of showing that we are ready for the Lord’s 

return (Lk. 12:41-48). In the Parables of the Talents and the Pounds the point is made that 

readiness for Christ’s return means working diligently for Him with the gifts and abilities He has 

given us (Matt. 25:14-30; Lk. 19:20-27). And in the light of the portrayal of the last judgment 

found in Matthew 25:31–46, the best way to be prepared for the Second Coming is to be 

continually showing love to those who are Christ’s brothers. 

Our expectation of the Lord’s return, therefore, should be a constant incentive to live for Christ 

and for His kingdom, and to seek the things that are above, not the things that are on the earth. 

But the best way to seek the things above is to be busy for the Lord here and now.  (Hoekema, 

The Bible and the Future, 127, 128).  


