The Signs of Christ’s Coming - Part 8

Matthew 24:32-35

I hope that as we come to God’s Word on each Lord’s day there is in your heart a sense of anticipation, a sense of joy, a sense of separation from the world and the things around so that you can concentrate with all your heart on the things that the Spirit of God would say through the Word of God. This is a high and holy and sacred privilege for us and is no less the Word of God than if the Lord Himself were here to speak or if an Apostle or a prophet were here giving the message. This is God’s Word to us and we hear it with great joy and thankful hearts.

Matthew 24:32-35 (NIV)

32“Now learn this lesson from the fig tree: As soon as its twigs get tender and its leaves come out, you know that summer is near. 33Even so, when you see all these things, you know that it is near, right at the door. 34I tell you the truth, this generation will certainly not pass away until all these things have happened. 35Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will never pass away.

Pray
The hope of every Christian is the Second Coming of the Lord Jesus Christ. The Bible says we are those who love His appearing. We are those who are looking for that blessed hope and the glorious appearing of the great God and our Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ. We are those who are eagerly waiting for, Paul says, the glory which shall be revealed in us. We are waiting for the manifestation of the sons of God, the glorious liberation of the children of God. We are waiting for the redemption of the body. We are those who wait for the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. The day when the saints shall judge the world, when we shall all be changed, when death will forever be defeated along with sin. And we will enter in to the presence of Christ, as Paul says, like a chaste virgin presented to a bridegroom. We long for the day when we shall be absent from the body and present with the Lord. The day when He shall appear and we shall be like Him, for we shall see Him as He is.

The theme of the Second Coming fills the New Testament. It is the great reality of Christian living. We look back to the cross where our souls were redeemed. We look forward to the Second Coming where our bodies will be redeemed and we will enter into the fullness of our salvation. And we as Christians long for the day when Jesus comes because it is in that day that Satan will be defeated. It is in that day that the curse will be lifted. It is in that day that saints will be glorified, that Christ will be worshiped, that creation will be liberated, that sin and death will be eliminated. And so with great anticipation do we look for the Second Coming of Jesus Christ. And we believe it is a real event that will happen as historically as did His first coming with just as far-reaching and glorious impact.

First, we have an uncomplicated analogy

Matthew 24:32-35 (NIV)

32“Now learn this lesson <parable> from the fig tree: As soon as its twigs get tender and its leaves come out, you know that summer is near.
Now there is an uncomplicated analogy. 

Parables have a two-fold purpose. Parables unexplained, hid the truth. Parables explained, made the truth clear. That was the two-fold purpose of a parable. When Jesus gave a parable to the multitude or to the religious leaders and never explained it, it was a riddle to them. When He gave it to the disciples and explained it, it was an illustration that made things all that much more clear. And so, Jesus now speaks to the disciples and explains what He means exactly so that for them the parable becomes a living illustration making the truth very, very clear. It is an uncomplicated analogy.

Now when you understand that parables for the disciples were for the sake of understanding, not confusing, then you will understand a very important thing about parables. They are not difficult to understand. They are not complex. They are uncomplicated analogies to illustrate a simple truth. And so you do not have to have a Ryrie Study Bible to understand this parable, or a Scoffield Bible or have gone to seminary, or have looked at a dispensational chart. You basically can stand on the same turf the disciples did with about as much understand as they had and accept and understand the simplicity of an uncomplicated analogy.

So it is a simple natural analogy that they should understand. It is an analogy of a fig tree that they would easily understand. The place was covered with fig trees.

Now our Lord wants them to understand what He says. Would you notice the word “learn”? He says, “Learn this lesson.” In other words, don’t just listen but get the message.

And here’s the story: “As soon as its twigs get tender and its leaves come out, you know that summer is near.” Now nobody can misunderstand that. When you see a fig tree put forth leaves, you know that summer is near. What does that mean? It’s time for fruit and harvest. In other words, when the tree buds, it’s spring, right? It’s really not very complex. What does He mean “As soon as its twigs get tender?” In this time of year when the sap begins to flow through those branches they become somewhat swelled and tender, as that life begins to pulsate and pour through and push out the end of the branch in the form of a leaf. There is a tenderness to the tree. There is a need to care carefully for that tree in that period of time. And so, that’s what He’s referring to. When its branch is tender because it’s soft with swelling sap and it pushes out its leaves, you know its spring and spring means summer is near and summer means harvest. Summer means harvest.

And whenever the Lord in the gospel of Matthew speaks about harvest, He is speaking about the time when He comes to separate the good from the bad. Harvest in the gospel of Matthew speaks of judgment. It speaks of the Lord’s coming to deal with the good and the bad.

Matthew 3:10-12 (NIV)

10The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire. 11“I baptize you with water for repentance. But after me will come one who is more powerful than I, whose sandals I am not fit to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. 12His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor, gathering his wheat into the barn and burning up the chaff with unquenchable fire.”

In other words, here John the Baptist looks to a harvest and he sees the harvest as the time when God separates the evil and burns it and keeps the good and brings it into the barn, as it were, the barn of His own Kingdom. 

Matthew 9:36-38 (NIV)

36When he saw the crowds, he had compassion on them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. 37Then he said to his disciples, “The harvest is plentiful but the workers are few. 38Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out workers into his harvest field.”
In other words, God is going to judge the world and Jesus sees compassionately the whole harvest, as it were, moving toward that judgment. The whole field of men moving toward judgment and desires that some be sent to warn them about the impending judgment when God will separate the righteous from the unrighteous.

Matthew 13:24-30 (NIV)

24Jesus told them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like a man who sowed good seed in his field. 25But while everyone was sleeping, his enemy came and sowed weeds among the wheat, and went away. 26When the wheat sprouted and formed heads, then the weeds also appeared. 27“The owner’s servants came to him and said, ‘Sir, didn’t you sow good seed in your field? Where then did the weeds come from?’ 28“‘An enemy did this,’ he replied. “The servants asked him, ‘Do you want us to go and pull them up?’ 29“‘No,’ he answered, ‘because while you are pulling the weeds, you may root up the wheat with them. 30Let both grow together until the harvest. At that time I will tell the harvesters: First collect the weeds and tie them in bundles to be burned; then gather the wheat and bring it into my barn.’”
Matthew 13:37-43 (NIV)

37He answered, “The one who sowed the good seed is the Son of Man. 38The field is the world, and the good seed stands for the sons of the kingdom. The weeds are the sons of the evil one, 39and the enemy who sows them is the devil. The harvest is the end of the age, and the harvesters are angels. 40“As the weeds are pulled up and burned in the fire, so it will be at the end of the age. 41The Son of Man will send out his angels, and they will weed out of his kingdom everything that causes sin and all who do evil. 42They will throw them into the fiery furnace, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 43Then the righteous will shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father. He who has ears, let him hear.

Now in all of those incidents in the gospel of Matthew where you have the look at a harvest, it is a time of rewarding that which is good and of burning and punishing that which is evil. So what the Lord is saying is very simple in this uncomplicated analogy. When you see the leaves come forth in the spring, you know that the coming of summer is near and there will be soon a harvest. And since they would perceive the harvest to be the Second Coming, the coming of God’s judgment, they would very easily understand the intent of what the Lord is saying. 

So, the uncomplicated analogy leads secondly to an unmistakable application.

Matthew 24:33 (NIV)

33 Even so, when you see all these things, you know that it is near, right at the door. 

Now in saying “Even so” He links the parable or the analogy to the application. When you see all these things. And somebody says, “What are all these things?” And the answer is all these things. 

Well, it’s all the things that He’s just talked about. What are all those things? The birth pains of verses 4 to 14, the abomination of desolation of verse 15, the need to flee because of great tribulation in verses 16 to 28. All these things, He says, when you see all these things, it’s like the tree putting forth leaves, and you know that it is near. 

So, what He is saying is when you see all these things, when you see all the birth pains and all the signs and the ultimate sign of the Son of Man in heaven, know that it is near, so near it’s knocking on the door, is the metaphor that is used. It must be the very end. 

Matthew 24:34 (NIV)

34I tell you the truth <for further emphasis>, this generation will certainly not pass away until all these things have happened.
Now the question comes immediately at this juncture, what generation is He talking about? What generation isn’t going to pass? Well, to pass means to die, to come to an end. The generation will not come to an end until all these things be fulfilled. What generation? This is a very important question. And we’ve had a lot of different answers. Let me see if I can filter you down to the answer that I think is the right answer.

What generation? Here are some of the options. Some suggest that this generation refers directly to the disciples, that what He is saying is, “You disciples will not die before the Second Coming.”

You say, “But that’s not true.” Right, and those people who hold that view say Jesus was wrong. I reject that view totally. Jesus is not wrong. He is not mistaken. He is not uttering ignorance at all. In His incarnation He puts self-imposed limits on elements of His own deity and the expression of His divine knowledge, but at no point in time did He ever utter anything out of His mouth that was not absolutely true. And there’s no reason to believe this generation means this little group of disciples because if that’s what He meant He could have said, “You will not pass away until all these things be fulfilled.”

There’s another view. View number two is that it refers to the disciples but the thing He’s talking about being fulfilled was the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 A.D. In other words, they say this whole chapter is all about 70 A.D., that it doesn’t describe the Second Coming. And by the way, this is a very popular view and many of the commentaries you read will hold this view, that this whole thing is a description of the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 A.D.

That also is an unacceptable view because you cannot confuse the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans in 70 A.D. with the Second Coming of Jesus Christ. And they’re not asking Him about the coming of Romans, they’re asking about the coming of Christ. When they said in verse 3, “What shall be the sign of Thy coming?” they didn’t ask what’s the sign of the Romans coming. And when He answered them, He answered their question. And their question had to do with His coming, plus there is no way under the sun that you can fit all of these events into 70 A.D.

When in 70 A.D., for example, was the sun darkened, the moon not giving its light, the stars all falling out of heaven and the Son of Man appearing in heaven in gathering the elect from the four corners of the earth? No. It’s impossible. It cannot refer to 70 A.D. so that also is an unacceptable view. 

The third view is that it refers to the Jewish race. He could refer to a stock or a kind or a race of people and that’s true. He’s saying this generation of Jews, this Jewish people will not die until all these things come to pass. In other words, He is predicting the survival and continuity of the Jewish race until the Second Coming. 

Now that’s true. The Jews will survive till the Second Coming and I wouldn’t want to go into an alley and fight a guy over this view <ESPECIALLY TONY>. But certainly not over this view. But again, that’s not a good interpretation here for a couple of reasons.

Reason, it comes to my mind is that it doesn’t say Israel. And if the Lord was talking about Israel, it would seem to me He would say that. I mean, He’s not, it would be a rather off-handed way to refer to the covenant people to just call them “this generation” instead of saying “My people.” It would seem to me He would have said “My people shall not pass away till all these things be fulfilled. To call them “this generation” seems to be a rather indifferent way to speak of the covenant people. So it’s possible, that view is possible, it’s possible but it’s not the one that I would choose.

There’s a fourth view. That is “this generation” means God rejecting, Christ rejecting kinds of people. In other words, the kinds of people that rejected Me, the kind of people that we’ve been talking to all day in the temple that hate what I stand for, this kind of God-hating, Christ-rejecting phony religious people are going to be around until the Second Coming. That He’s referring to that.

So don’t expect things to get better, there will always be wretched God-hating, Christ-rejecting people among the Jewish race and elsewhere all the way till the Second Coming. Again, that’s a possible view. That’s a possible view but it’s vague and it seems that it’s not consistent with the context nor with the issue in the hearts and minds of the Apostles. They’re not concerned about whether evil people are going to survive till the Second Coming, they’re concerned about when it’s going to happen and what are the signs.

There’s a fifth view, and this is probably the one you’ve been exposed to, that is this, that the fig tree is Israel. Somebody along the way says the fig tree is Israel. Jesus didn’t say that. So now you have stopped the analogy and you’ve got an allegory. And you have to tell us what the elements of the allegory refer to. So we say then that the fig tree is Israel and when it puts forth its leaves, I’ve heard, that is the statehood of Israel in 1948. Now have you heard that view? Okay, that’s sort of a popular view. That when Israel becomes a state.

Well, in the first place, Jesus didn’t say that and how in the world the disciples would have ever perceived the statehood of Israel in 1948 is pretty far fetched. And you have to remember this, Jesus is illustrating for them the things He’s teaching them. He is trying to make clear what He has taught them. He is not trying to something to them that is so infinitely obscure that it could never be perceived by anybody who lived before 1948. Plus, how can we conclude that the life pulsing through the fig tree and pushing out leaves is the statehood of Israel? So, I think that also is an unacceptable though imaginative view.

So what’s left? My view. Now my view is, you know, and I went into this pretty open minded because, you know, I’ve thought about a lot of these things and I was just reading and it’s so clear to me what He’s saying. When the branch is tender and puts forth leaves, you know that judgment is near. So, when you see all these things, the birth pains, the signs in the heaven. All the things He’s been describing through the whole chapter. When you see all those things, you know that judgment is near.

And this generation has to be the people who see all those things. This generation that sees all those things will not end until the rest is fulfilled. 

In other words, what He’s saying, they’re wondering how long is that going to take? And when we see the sign, the signal, rather, or the abomination of desolations and start to see the other birth pains and then all of a sudden the sign of the Son of Man in heaven, how long is that going to take? And what He is saying is the generation that sees all these things will not die off till everything’s fulfilled. In other words, He’s emphasizing again the concept of the pushing forth of a leaf. When you see the leaf, you know summer is near, summer is near. That’s the whole point. 

And that I believe is what He’s trying to say. So, He says, those of you who see the signs will see the end. That’s the clearest simplest, I think, unmistakable application of what our Lord said in effort to make things clear. Anything else is unclear, that’s extremely consistent with the context.

So, I believe that this generation refers to the people that are alive at that time that were not taken in the Rapture because they did not know the Savior. And when they start to see them come to pass, this generation of people will not die off till all those things are fulfilled. I think that’s what He’s saying.

Matthew 24:35 (NIV)

35 Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will never pass away.
Now, let’s look at an unprecedented alteration and wrap it up with verse 35. An uncomplicated analogy, an unmistakable application and then an unprecedented alteration, verse 35, “Heaven and earth will pass away,” stop at that point. We’ve already talked the collapse of the stellar bodies, everything is moving into chaos that we already learned, back in verse 22 that God’s going to shorten the daylight hours during the day. The whole calendar goes crazy, the tides will go crazy. And the sum of it is in verse 35, “Heaven and earth shall come to an end,” as we know it, heaven and earth will end. The earth that we know, the heaven that we know will cease.

Now just exactly all that that embodies is very, very difficult for us to perceive. We’ve read much of Revelation and many things written by Isaiah the prophet and others, so we know that heaven and earth are going to pass away as we know them. And in their place is going to come a new creation.

You say, “Well, how are heaven and earth going to pass away?” Jesus said heaven and earth will pass away. Peter also says that heaven and earth will pass away.

2 Peter 3:10-13 (NIV)

10But the day of the Lord will come like a thief <destructively, startlingly, shockingly>. The heavens will disappear <Jesus said heaven and earth will pass away. That’s exactly what Peter says> with a roar <And they’ll do so with a great noise>; the elements will be destroyed by fire <In other words, the whole of the heavens begins to disintegrate with a roar. And it is the roar, I believe, of a nuclear destruction. I believe the world will come apart in a nuclear holocaust. I understand that one of the key indicators of nuclear fallout are hundred-pound hailstones.” And hailstones are described in the book of Revelation. This describes nuclear fallout. So, the heavens pass away, falling apart under intense heat. Then it says the earth also>, and the earth and everything in it will be laid bare. <And the earth and the works that are in it shall be, and the word is discovered, not burned up. The word is discovered. It literally means uncovered. In other words, all of the things that are hidden, in a sense, in creation are going to be exposed> 11Since everything <that is heaven and earth> will be destroyed in this way, what kind of people ought you to be? You ought to live holy and godly lives 12as you look forward to the day of God and speed its coming. That day will bring about the destruction of the heavens by fire, and the elements will melt in the heat. <And what will be the result of all that?> 13But in keeping with his promise we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of righteousness.
Finally, Jesus said this, “Heaven and earth shall pass away, but <what> My words shall not pass away.” This is an unchanging authority. And He closes the parable with an unchanging authority. My Word shall not pass away. And so if we believe the Word of God, we believe this is going to happen, it’s going to happen.

And the question we ask you is are you ready for that? To go with the Lord’s raptured people to be in His presence, or do you find yourself staying for the holocaust that follows? Seeing that you know all these things, what manner of persons ought you to be, Peter said. You ought to be godly and holy. You ought to be looking for the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ. You ought to be growing in grace. You are a redeemed people looking for the Savior.

Pray
Thank You, Father, for our time this morning for this great word to us out of Your truth. Bind to our hearts the things that are divine. May we live knowing this is a passing world and may we live in light of eternity.
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