The Signs of Christ's Coming - Part 9

Matthew 24:36-42

We open our Bibles this evening to Matthew chapter 24, looking again at the signs of the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ, the signs of the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ.

I don't know about your childhood, but my childhood was filled with lots of games with other kids in the neighborhood. When I look back, I think of myself outdoors, and that’s even growing up in Pennsylvania. And one of the ones that we often played, and you did too, was Hide and Seek. And somebody was “it” and everybody ran and hid and the game was sort of triggered when the person who was “it” said, “Here I come, <what's the rest> “ready or not.” You played it, too. Here I come ready or not.

Well, that statement, if referred to the Lord Jesus Christ, has great and profound implications. And the text in Matthew 24 that we'll be looking at this evening really could be titled “Here I come, ready or not” because that's exactly what it teaches. It is a text that deals with the suddenness and the unexpectedness of the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ. We're going to be looking at verses 36 through 42 of Matthew 24.

Now, I want you to remember the setting so that you understand where we are in this tremendous gospel and in the life of our Lord. He is only a few hours now from betrayal and execution on the cross. He sits on the Mount of Olives and His disciples approach Him with a very important question that's on their minds and it's given us in verse 3. They say, “Tell us, when shall these things be and what shall be the sign of Thy coming and of the end of the age?” 

They have this feeling inside that the end of the age of man is very near, that the Kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ is coming very soon. They have been led to believe that because He is, after all, the King and He is there. He has done signs and wonders to prove His Kingdom power. He has recently denounced the false religious leaders of Israel. He has cleansed out the temple of all of the godless enterprises that were being done in that place. He has also announced that there will come soon a desolation of the whole temple complex and He even has pronounced the truth that He would come in glory.

Now their question has two parts. It has a “what shall be the sign of Thy coming” part and a “when shall these things be.” What are the signs and when will it happen? Now our Lord began by answering the what are the signs question. And the answer we've already studied from verse 4 through 35. In that section, He tells them the sign of His coming. And it's particularly given in verse 29 where it says the moon doesn't give its light, the sun is dark, the stars fall, the powers of the heavens are shaken and then shall appear the sign. And the sign is the Son of Man in heaven. That's the sign of His coming to earth, when they see Him in heaven.

Now it will be preceded by some other general signs described from verse 4 through 28. So there will be some general signs. By the way, those general signs are triggered by a very particular event in verse 15, the abomination of desolation when the Antichrist sets up the idol of himself in the Holy of Holies in the temple of Jerusalem and demands that the whole world worship him. That triggers the birth pains. That triggers the signs, the general signs. So you start with the abomination of desolation, that's the first of the signs. Then there are general signs described in the rest of that portion we looked at which culminate in THE sign which is the appearance of the Son of Man in heaven. That's the sign.

Now, all of these signs, beginning with the abomination of desolation until the sign of the Son of Man in heaven, are very rapid signs. They come in a very brief period of time. The Bible tells us three and a half years, or 42 months or 1260 days. And that's why they're called birth pains, they are rapidly increasing, intensified as they come toward the Kingdom. They are general indicators and finally a specific indicator of the coming of the Lord Jesus.

Now beginning in verse 36, He discusses the when question.

Matthew 24:36-42 (NIV)
36“No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. 37As it was in the days of Noah, so it will be at the coming of the Son of Man. 38For in the days before the flood, people were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, up to the day Noah entered the ark; 39and they knew nothing about what would happen until the flood came and took them all away. That is how it will be at the coming of the Son of Man. 40Two men will be in the field; one will be taken and the other left. 41Two women will be grinding with a hand mill; one will be taken and the other left. 42“Therefore keep watch, because you do not know on what day your Lord will come.
Look at verse 36. Here's the key to the rest of that section. 36“No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.” The signs that precede the Second Coming have been clearly given. They are unmistakably detailed here in Matthew 24 and also in Revelation chapters 6 through 18. You can't miss those. And the generation that is alive during that period will see those signs. They will be observable signs. They will be worldwide signs. They will be unmistakable indications of the collapse of the world and its systems as well as the universe. But the specific moment, that is, notice it in verse 36, the day and hour are not known. They're not known. And we must remind ourselves that He is speaking of a day and an hour.

Matthew 24:44 (NIV)
44So you also must be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him.

Matthew 24:50 (NIV)
50The master of that servant will come on a day when he does not expect him and at an hour he is not aware of.
Matthew 25:13 (NIV)
13“Therefore keep watch, because you do not know the day or the hour.

So, it is a time that no one knows about. Now notice verse 36 and we'll look at some specifics. 36“No one knows <natural man> about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. They don't know. It's not revealed to them. It's also pointed up in Matthew 25:13, as I read a moment ago, “Ye know neither the day nor the hour in which the Son of Man comes.” God has chosen not to reveal that specific moment and to give no specific sign of that specific moment. If the world knew the very moment of the coming of Christ, it would dawdle itself away thinking that in that last and final moment it might take the steps to make things right just in time. And so God has not told us that. So no man knows that. It is hidden from men. 

And then He says, “No, not the angels of heaven.” Even the angels don't know it. The natural world does not know it and neither does the supernatural world. Now angels are the intimates of God. In Isaiah 6 they are hovering around the throne of God doing His bidding. In Matthew 18:10 they are seen constantly face to face with God in intimate communion with Him. They are very close to God. They are around the throne. They commune with Him regularly to do His bidding. 

Now notice that Jesus says, “Even the Son of Man doesn't know, even I don't know.” 

And, of course, this has created all kinds of interesting discussion. How is it that Jesus Christ who is God cannot know something? How is it that Jesus Christ who is God, who is omniscient, which means He knows everything, can't know something or doesn't know something? Well, that's, I believe, rather easily explained if we understand the meaning of His incarnation. Jesus Christ is fully God, very God of very Gods, He is God fully and totally because you can't be part God, is all God. But when He became a man, He voluntarily restricted the use of His Godhood, of His divine attributes. It wasn't that He laid the attributes aside, it wasn't that He set His deity aside, it was that He restricted the use of those things. He had them as instruments but chose not to pick them up and use them. So He lived, as it were, without using His omniscience, unless the Father told Him to use it. 

There are many indications of His great knowledge, of His divine knowledge. But He restricted the use of His omniscience to those things that the Father desired Him to know. That is the design of the incarnation. When the Bible says He became a Son, He took upon Him the form of a servant, it means that He submitted Himself to that which the Father wanted Him to do, that which the Father wanted Him to say and that which the Father wanted Him to know. That's why in John 15:15 you have a very, very important verse in understanding Christ.

John 15:15 (NIV)
15I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his master’s business. Instead, I have called you friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you.
In other words, Jesus' knowledge in His incarnation was qualified by what the Father had revealed to Him. And the Father revealed things to Him through the Old Testament, as He studied the Scripture, through experience as He walked in the world and saw the moving of the power of God, and through direct revelation. But Jesus limited His knowledge to what the Father chose to reveal to Him. He didn't have to do that but He chose to do that to play the role of a servant to accomplish the redemption of mankind.

Luke 2:52 (NIV)
52And Jesus grew in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men.
You'd say, “How could He grow in wisdom if He was God?” Because He grew in wisdom in the sense that He limited His knowledge to what the Father revealed to Him so as long as He lived the Father was constantly revealing things to Him so He was growing in wisdom.

Now it is my own personal feeling that after the resurrection this was revealed to Him. That when He came out of the grave in the glory of His resurrection life

Matthew 28:18 (NIV)
18Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.
And I think what that's saying is nothing is missing, I have authority over all things.

Acts 1:7 (NIV)
7He said to them: “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority.
He doesn't include Himself anymore.

And so, we don't know, and that's, there's a reason for that, because the Lord wants every generation to live in expectancy.

1 Corinthians 1:7-8 (NIV)
7Therefore you do not lack any spiritual gift as you eagerly wait for our Lord Jesus Christ to be revealed. 8He will keep you strong to the end, so that you will be blameless on the day of our Lord Jesus Christ.

Hebrews 10:24-25 (NIV)
24And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds. 25Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another - and all the more as you see the Day approaching.

Philippians 3:20 (NIV)
20But our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ,

James 5:8 (NIV)
8You too, be patient and stand firm, because the Lord’s coming is near.

1 Peter 4:7 (NIV)
7The end of all things is near. Therefore be clear minded and self-controlled so that you can pray.

1 John 2:18 (NIV)
18Dear children, this is the last hour; and as you have heard that the antichrist is coming, even now many antichrists have come. This is how we know it is the last hour.

Revelation 22:20 (NIV)
20He who testifies to these things says, “Yes, I am coming soon.” Amen. Come, Lord Jesus.

So, you see, the writers even in the New Testament time were looking for the Second Coming of Jesus Christ. They didn't fully understand the time that would go by, they lived in expectancy. And every generation should because every generation should live in preparedness.

And so, you ask the question, “Well, why is He waiting?” And I think I can give you an answer. 

Revelation 14:15-16 (NIV)
15Then another angel came out of the temple and called in a loud voice to him who was sitting on the cloud <the Lord Jesus>, “Take your sickle and reap, because the time to reap has come, for the harvest of the earth is ripe.” 16So he who was seated on the cloud swung his sickle over the earth, and the earth was harvested.

The imagery here is very, very important. You plant and you take care of the planting and the grain grows to its full ripeness and then you harvest. And the picture here is this, the Lord has waited for the ripening of evil. He has waited for the ripening of sin. And God is not going to move in judgment on this world until the harvest is ripe, until sin has run its course, until it has spent itself, if you will. Until all the ungodliness of the mystery of iniquity, that is the evil of evil yet unrevealed, and it's hard to imagine that there could be some evil yet unrevealed, isn't there? It's hard to imagine that in our world, but the unrevealed evil of that future time when sin runs its full rampant course will reach its apex and then the sickle will be put in and the harvest will be accomplished.

There's another reason.

Romans 11:25 (NIV)
25I do not want you to be ignorant of this mystery, brothers, so that you may not be conceited: Israel has experienced a hardening in part until the full number of the Gentiles has come in. <gathering in of the church in this age>
And I believe another reason the Lord waits is for the gathering of the church. I believe He is waiting to gather all the saints whose names are written in the Lamb's book of life. He is waiting to collect the Gentiles who will forever and ever and ever throughout eternity give Him glory, give Him praise, give Him honor, give Him adoration and serve Him. He is gathering together occupants for His eternal heaven to praise and glorify His name.

So there's been a time going on since the first coming. We've waited all this two thousand years and He's not yet come. And the reasons are two-fold. One, that sin may ripen; two, that the redeemed who have been planned for His glory eternally may be brought to that eternal glory. So it is for sin and for salvation.

So, what should be the attitude of every generation? What should be the attitude of every person since we don't know the exact moment? Particularly, what should be the attitude of the people who see the birth pains? What should be the attitude of this generation that's alive in that time? The generation that sees the abomination of desolation, the generation that sees the rise of the Antichrist, the generation that sees the changing of the face of the earth, that sees all the disasters, natural and spiritual and supernatural and whatever, what should be their attitude? 

It should be alertness, verse 37. The unexpectedness of the Second Coming calls for alertness. “But as the days of Noah were, so shall also the coming of the Son of Man be.”

The fact is, they're going to be more-wicked in that time than any time in the history of the world. The Bible tells us in 2 Thessalonians chapter 2 that during the time of the Tribulation, the restrainer is taken away. The Holy Spirit is in the world today restraining evil, holding back evil. It seems as though He's letting a little more out all the time. But finally when the Tribulation comes, He takes His hands off and evil runs its full course. And then Revelation 9 says hell belches out the temporarily bound demons and they overrun the earth. So, the population of demons immediately increases dramatically. And then it tells us that Michael and Satan have a fight and Satan is cast out of heaven to earth, Revelation 12. 

2 Peter 2:5 (NIV)
5if he did not spare the ancient world when he brought the flood on its ungodly people, but protected Noah, a preacher of righteousness, and seven others;

But 2 Peter 2:5 says he was a preacher of righteousness. He wasn't just a boat builder, he was a preacher. Before he was a boat builder he was a preacher. And for 120 years while he built the boat, he must have been asked a million times, “Why are you building the boat?” Right? And that was the trigger for the sermon, “Because God is going to judge the wickedness of this world and only those who put their faith in Him are going to escape. And I'm building the boat as a way of escape, would you like to come on?” And they laughed and they laughed and they mocked. For 120 years they went on with life as usual while he preached judgment, preached judgment, preached judgment and demonstrated it to them by building a great big wooden chest, bigger than the Queen Mary, right in the middle of everywhere so everyone could see it. And they didn't buy it. And I'm sure the first time a raindrop hit somebody's nose, they thought a dinosaur sneezed behind a hill or something. Still wouldn't believe it. They didn't want to believe that. They could have come up with all kinds of excuses not to believe that.

Well, how was it in the days of Noah?

Matthew 24:38-39 (NIV)
38For in the days before the flood, people were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, up to the day Noah entered the ark; 39and they knew nothing about what would happen until the flood came and took them all away. That is how it will be at the coming of the Son of Man.
Unbelievable, 120 years this man preached and preached and preached and preached and preached. And they didn't believe it until they were washed away in the flood. And they're going to be signs and signs and signs for three and a half years, 42 months, 1260 days. There will be worldwide clear signs that the whole thing is coming apart. And there will be preachers of righteousness, the hundred and forty-four thousand, the two witnesses of Revelation 11, the redeemed host of Gentiles from all over the world of Revelation 7. And they will be enhanced by the gospel preached by the angel that preaches the everlasting gospel all over the globe. They will hear the message but they will not believe it, they will not believe it until they are literally washed away in the ultimate holocaust of judgment in the Second Coming. They'll come up with all kinds of reasons to mock and scoff and laugh and ridicule. And if they were that wicked in the day of Noah, they will be more wicked in the day of the coming of the Son of Man. And that's exactly what will happen in the Tribulation.

And then He gets very specific in verse 40 and 41.

Matthew 24:40-41 (NIV)
40Two men will be in the field; one will be taken and the other left. 41Two women will be grinding with a hand mill; one will be taken and the other left.
One taken and the other left. The man's task in that particular agricultural part of the world in that time was to be in the field and the women were there with the stone to mill, grinding that which was harvested by the men. So, it's just life as usual. And in the midst of the routine of life, one shall be taken.

What do we mean “taken”? I've heard people say this means the Rapture. You can't bring the Rapture in here. This is long after that. This is talking about taken in judgment. Go back to verse 39. 39and they knew nothing about what would happen until the flood came and took them all away.
It's based on that picture of the flood sweeping men away into death. Two are going to be in the field when that final devastating flood of fire comes. And one is taken in judgment. Two at the mill and one is taken in judgment. And the other left, the other left, what are they left for? They're left to go into what? Into the Kingdom. And they become those who populate the Millennial Kingdom. They are the redeemed. So you'll have people on the job. Some will be believers and some will be unbelievers. The unbelievers will be swept away and the believers will be preserved.

Now all of that to say this, verse 42, very important: 42“Therefore keep watch <be alert>, because you do not know on what day your Lord will come.
When the Lord comes, the ungodly will be swept away and the godly will be left, remaining safe to enter the Kingdom. That is the promise. But we don't know, and the generation that's alive at the time won't know the exact moment of that. So there needs to be preparedness. They'll be just going on with life. There will be two in a field and two at a mill. But the world will be going on with its routine and there will come the judgment. And then the door will be shut forever. 

2 Peter 2:4-9 (NIV)
4For if God did not spare angels when they sinned, but sent them to hell, putting them into gloomy dungeons to be held for judgment; 5if he did not spare the ancient world when he brought the flood on its ungodly people, but protected Noah, a preacher of righteousness, and seven others; 6if he condemned the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah by burning them to ashes, and made them an example of what is going to happen to the ungodly; 7and if he rescued Lot, a righteous man, who was distressed by the filthy lives of lawless men 8(for that righteous man, living among them day after day, was tormented in his righteous soul by the lawless deeds he saw and heard) - 9if this is so, then the Lord knows how to rescue godly men from trials and to hold the unrighteous for the day of judgment, while continuing their punishment.

So, when the judgment comes, the Lord will know how to sort out and then reserve the unjust to the day of judgment to be punished, 2 Peter 2:9. So He knows how to separate them. Listen! This is not fiction; this is fact. This is how it will be. Just as the prophets said how it would be in His first coming and He fulfilled every prophecy, so will He in His Second Coming. And if He's not your Lord now, He will be your Lord then. And His Lordship will be made manifest in His right to send you into eternity, into hell, into punishment. He is Lord. And at that moment, every knee will bow, some in loving adoration, some in terror, but every knee will bow. 

Pray
As we close this evening, you, me, all of us could be living in that generation which will see the Rapture of the church, the holocaust of the Tribulation, the sign of the Son of Man and the birth of the Kingdom. It could be this generation. Are you ready? Are you alert? Are you reading the signs of the times? Are you right with the Lord Jesus Christ? That whole end time era, I believe, is initiated by the taking out of the church. And we'll be kept from that hour which comes to try the whole world. And I invite you to come to Jesus Christ and with us be kept from that hour. And while the world is undergoing the terrors of the Tribulation, we shall be rejoicing in the presence of the Savior in heaven, living in the place He's prepared for us. And if you do not know the Lord Jesus Christ, you may know Him by a simple act of faith, inviting Him into your life, the one who lived and died and rose again for you. Confess your sin, embrace Him as your Lord and Savior.

And those of you who are Christians, again may I just speak to my own heart as well, this is a reminder for us that we need to make investments that are eternal. This whole thing is going to burn up. This whole thing is going to be destroyed. And only what we have invested in eternity will be, will survive, will remain. And I just ask God to renew my commitment to make eternal investments with all that I have, all that I have, possessions, resources, abilities, time, everything.

