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Ready or Not 

Matthew 24:32-51 

21 August 2022 | Grace Bible Church Corinda | Ben Shannon 

Big Idea:  Be ready because God alone knows when the end of the world will be. 

Big Question:  When will Jesus return and the end come? 

Prayer 

God Almighty, please use the preaching of your word to ready our minds and prepare our 

hearts so that we would be Christians who are alert and level-headed.  Set our hope on the 

grace to be brought to us when our Lord Jesus Christ is revealed at his coming.  As obedient 

children, aid us not to be conformed to the evil desires we had when we lived in ignorance, 

but to be holy, just as you are holy.  In the name of Jesus Christ our Lord, Amen. 

Introduction 

The Maya Long Count calendar says that the end of the first “Great Cycle” is 21 December 

2012. 

Many people took that to be a prediction of the end of the world. 

That’s an impressive prediction since it was made over five millennia in advance. 

Or at least it would’ve been if it was right! 

 

It’s not just other societies that’ve had a crack at forecasting the end of the world though. 

Harold Camping was a Christian radio broadcaster for Family Radio in the US. 

In 1992, he published a book titled ‘1994?’ 

He told anyone who was willing to listen that he’d done the Bible study and the maths, and 

the world would end sometime in 1994. 

Hint:  It didn’t and I doubt his book sold many copies after that either. 

Knocked down but by no means deterred, he had no less than twelve guesses of when the 

world would end and they were all wrong. 

 

Camping’s most famous prediction was that the world would end on 21 May 2011 or 

apparently 7,000 years after the Flood. 

The world knew about it and took notice because he ran a large advertising campaign telling 

everyone. 

As that date sailed by, old Harold doubled down and predicted that he was off by five 

months. 

Well, we’re still here and Harold Camping was written off as just another religious fruitcake 

crying wolf.  
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There’ve been plenty of others who’ve done the same thing. 

Do a quick online search and you’ll find lots and lots more stories… just don’t fall down the 

rabbit hole. 

Joanna Southcott said she’d give birth to the Messiah in 1814. 

William Miller predicted the coming of Jesus in 1843. 

One of the more bizarre ones is the case of a laying hen from Leeds in England. 

In 1806 she lay an egg inscribed with the message “Christ is coming.” 

 

As human beings, we seem to have either an unhealthy obsession or an equally unhealthy 

lack of concern about the end of the world. 

That’s been the case for a very long time. 

It’s not the end of the world if we don’t know all the details and have our curiosity fulfilled 

about end times… actually it is still the end of the world. 

We need to remember that Jesus speaks to our hopes, concerns and wondering by telling 

us all that we need to know about the end of the world. 

Outline 

Over the last few weeks, we’ve been looking at the Olivet Discourse in the gospel of 

Matthew. 

Jesus is telling his disciples what’ll happen in the future so that they’ll be warned and 

prepared. 

It’s easy for us to forget the context for what Jesus says here. 

He didn’t just rock up one day and say to his disciples, “Hey fellas, there’s a few things I’ve 

been meaning to get around to telling you about the future and end times.” 

 

No, Jesus has been in the temple for a long time, talking to the religious leaders. 

They’ve revealed their rejection of God’s chosen one and so Jesus has condemned them in 

chapter 23. 

Now, God himself has left the temple to stand on the Mount of Olives where he declares that 

the temple will be destroyed. 

The consequence of their rejection of him will be that not a single stone of the temple will be 

left standing. 

 

There are a number of vastly different ways people read these chapters. 

We’ve covered that the last few weeks, so we’re not going to rehash it all again today. 
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I think that I could make a case for any of them, but some definitely fit better than others. 

You mightn’t understand it this way, but I think that understanding it as speaking about the 

past and the future makes the best sense of the questions the disciples ask. 

 

The destruction of the temple would’ve sounded like the end of the world to those first 

disciples. 

So, it’s no wonder that they’ve got a few questions they’d like Jesus to answer. 

You can find them back in verse three: 

Matthew 24:3 NIV11  3 As Jesus was sitting on the Mount of Olives, the disciples 

came to him privately. “Tell us,” they said, “when will this happen, and what will be 

the sign of your coming and of the end of the age?” 

 

Jesus has answered the first question about when the temple will be destroyed. 

It’ll be destroyed when they see the destruction of the temple that Daniel expected and 

foretold, most likely in AD 70. 

Jesus also told them about the sign of his coming. 

When the Son of Man comes in glory and power, they’re going to know about it. 

The outstanding question about the sign of the end of the age is related to the sign of his 

coming. 

The disciples ask it as a package deal and I think that’s how Jesus answers it. 

And mixed up in all of this is the question of when. 

When’s it going to be the end of the world? 

 

What we need to see is we need to be ready because God alone knows when the end of 

the world will be. 

There are three things that we do know about the end of the world though.  It will be: 

• UNKNOWN (vv32-36) 

• UNEXPECTED (vv37-44) 

• UNCONCERNED (vv45-51) 

UNKNOWN (vv32-36) 

The first thing that we need to know is that the timing of the end of the world is unknown. 

 

Jesus tells his disciples to learn a lesson from the fig tree. 

This isn’t the first time Jesus has used a fig tree to make his point. 
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It’s hard to forget the scalding rebuke he gave to the fig tree just before he entered the 

temple. 

The tree that didn’t produce fruit withered at his words. 

 

This time, Jesus uses the fig tree as an example of how to tell the signs of the times. 

Figs were very common in Palestine and they’re also one of the few trees that lost their 

leaves over winter. 

It was well-known that when spring comes, the twigs on the trees would get tender and new 

leaves start to come out. 

The fig trees don’t cause summer to come, but losing their leaves is a clear sign that the 

warm and glorious days of summer were just around the corner. 

 

We look for signs of the times too, don’t we? 

The purple leaves of the Jacaranda are a sure sign to students in Brisbane that exams are 

just around the corner. 

In the last few days we’ve had beautiful warm days that make it feel like spring is finally 

coming after centuries of winter in Narnia. 

You see blokes start to wear shorts instead of long pants. 

 

Jesus applies this to what he’s talking about verse 33. 

Only it isn’t as clear as you might think at first. 

Matthew 24:33 NIV11  33 “Even so, when you see all these things, you know that it is 

near, right at the door.” 

The first question is what is the fig tree – the thing giving the sign? 

Jesus says it’ll be seeing “all these things.” 

Whatever it is, I think it’s got to be the same “all these things as in verse 34. 

 

The related question is, “What are these things a sign of?” 

It’s not clear whether that it should be ‘it’ or ‘he’ in verse 33 because it could really be either. 

I think it’s most likely ‘he’, referring to the coming of the Son of Man. 

All of “these things” are a sign that the return of Jesus is just around the corner, it’s near. 

 

It’s been two thousand years of waiting, two thousand years of these signs and so it might 

feel like it’s pushing the friendship to call that near. 
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When I was growing up, “just around the next corner” could mean anything from 2 minutes to 

another six hours of walking. 

It’s near in that it’s the next thing to happen. 

Jesus’ return can’t happen until all the things before it do. 

 

When my kids ask if we’re almost there, they usually get told, “No, we’ve got a long way to 

go.” 

Even if it’s 5 minutes down the road, it kills the sense of immediate expectation and sets the 

expectation that they need to buckle in for a long ride. 

Although that’s ruined by the fact that now they’re getting old enough and smart enough to 

look at the mapping software on my phone. 

Jesus is building a sense of expectation that all these other things we’ve talked about – while 

they’re not signs of the end – they’re signs that the end is near. 

 

In fact, he tells us in verse 34 that all these things will happen by the time this generation 

passes away. 

This’s probably the hardest verse in these chapters and so people have been really creative 

in attempting to make sense of it. 

One solution is to say that generation means everyone who’s a descendent of the first 

disciples. 

Possible, but not convincing. 

Or that this generation has to be a generation in the future. 

The big problem with that is it means that ‘this generation’ can’t possibly mean the people 

that Jesus is talking to and whose questions he’s answering. 

And it’s not how Jesus uses the phrase anywhere else in his gospel.1 

I think the simplest and best answer is that it’s the people standing in front of Jesus. 

 

Which brings us back to the question of what “these things” are. 

If “all these things” are everything that Jesus has been talking about in chapter 24, some 

people think that’s a bit embarrassing, and Jesus must’ve got it wrong because the Son of 

Man didn’t come back before AD 70. 

All these things are everything Jesus has talked about up to this point:  the general signs of 

the times in verses 4-14 and the destruction of the temple in 15-22, people coming up with 

false messiahs in 23-28. 

Jesus is saying that within this generation you’ll see all these things. 

Wars, famine, persecution, false Messiahs and the destruction of the temple by AD 70 all 

seem to fit. 
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If that’s the case, then you might wonder about the coming of the Son of Man in verses 29-

31. 

Well, I think it’s legitimate to exclude that because his return isn’t going to be a sign of his 

return and the end of the world. 

It’s not going to be a sign of something to come but the actual event itself. 

The coming of the Son of Man won’t be a sign of the coming of the Son of Man. 

 

It also fits with what Jesus said at the end of chapter 23. 

In verse 36, he says that this generation will ignore the prophets and have blood on their 

hands. 

This doesn’t mean that the disciples’ generation would see the limit or the completeness of 

tribulation or God’s judgment. 

Other generations will see it too, but the disciples and their contemporaries will these things 

in their fullness. 

 

To summarise then, I think that Jesus is making the point that he’s been making the whole 

way through. 

What we see are signs of the current times, not signs of the end. 

The first disciples saw them in their generation and so do we. 

The signs of the current times aren’t a sign of the end, but that the end is near. 

 

Jesus says something important in verse 35. 

Heaven and earth are some of the most permanent things that we know. 

They’re constant, having been there from the beginning and they’ll be there until the end. 

Jesus compares his own words to them, saying that his words are more sure, more certain 

and will outlast even the heavens and the earth. 

 

That’s a really important point to remember in all of the confusion about eschatology. 

There’s so much that we just don’t know because God hasn’t told us. 

And even a lot of what he has told us seems unclear. 

But don’t let that rattle you into thinking that what Jesus has said is untrue. 

 

I think it’s also easy to miss the point that Jesus is also saying here that heaven and earth 

will pass away. 
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You can be sure of it. 

There was a beginning to the world being created and there’ll be an end to it as well. 

Sometimes we can fall into the trap of thinking that it’ll go on forever. 

Because that’s been our experience – it’s always been there in the past and so we expect 

that it will in the future too. 

 

But we don’t know when this will happen, verse 36. 

No one knows the day or hour. 

The angels in heaven don’t know. 

Even the Son – Jesus himself – doesn’t know. 

Only the Father knows. 

 

It seems a little bit rough, if not downright wrong, that the Son doesn’t know. 

Isn’t Jesus meant to be God and know these things? 

He knows in detail how so many things are going to happen in the future, but he doesn’t 

know this! 

That seems at least a little bit strange. 

 

And yet on the other hand, not really. 

When be entered the world as a human being, Jesus limited himself to being in one place 

instead of being able to be everywhere. 

It seems that he was also limited in what he knew when he was with the disciples. 

Did he find out when he got taken back up to heaven or will he only find out exactly when 

just before it happens?  Who knows? 

 

That’s why it’s foolish to follow people – anyone – who says they know when the end will 

come or worse, be the fool who peddles that stuff. 

However unclear the when is, Jesus clearly says that we don’t need to know. 

That’s why we need to gently correct and warn those who say they’ve got it worked out. 

At best it’s a distraction and at worse it leads people astray. 

We don’t know, we can’t know and we don’t need to know. 

 

Apparently Harold Camping, he did eventually recant his views. 

He quietly pulled back from the public scene during 2012. 
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So it’s a shame that his denial wasn’t proclaimed as loudly as the false things he taught in 

the first place. 

But he did agree that the Bible is, in fact, correct in saying that no one knows the time or the 

hour. 

 

The signs of the times we’re in tell us what’s going to come next. 

Jesus’ return and the end of the world are just around the corner. 

But exactly when that’ll be is unknown. 

UNEXPECTED (vv37-44) 

The second thing to see is that Jesus’ return will be unexpected. 

Jesus uses two different examples to show this. 

 

He says that that the return of the Son of Man will be like the days of Noah, verse 37. 

The account of what happened to Noah can be found at the very beginning of the Bible – 

Genesis 6-9. 

God sends a flood to judge the world for its wickedness, but one man and his family are 

saved from the flood because God tells them to build a massive boat. 

Both of the flood and coming events will bring about judgment, yet that doesn’t really seem 

to be the focus of what Jesus is saying. 

 

The emphasis seems to be on people’s expectations. 

Before the flood came, what were the people doing? 

They were eating and they were drinking – the kinds of things that you’d expect to be 

happening in everyday life. 

They were still holding marriages in the expectation of starting families and raising up the 

next generation. 

Even though Moses building his boat was a witness to them, life was going along as it 

always had. 

They were going about their normal lives with their normal routines. 

That is, until the day that Noah entered the ark. 

 

There was no expectation that a flood was going to come bearing down on them. 

When the doors of the ark were closed, then it was too late. 

They didn’t know what hit them until the rain came down. 
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By the time they saw the signs and opened up their minds, it was too late. 

 

We’re being told that we’re going to be in another La Niña pattern over summer. 

Near endless rain that just doesn’t stop. 

Can you imagine everyone in Noah’s day looking at their BoM app and seeing nothing but 

rainy days all week? 

Week after week after week. 

The water rose and it kept on rising until the people living in the low-lying places lost their 

homes. 

And then it kept rising until those living in the mountains lost their homes as well. 

To the point that there simply was no higher ground and they were swept away. 

That’s what the coming of the Son of Man’s going to be like, verse 39. 

 

People will be going about their business when they get a rude shock they’re not expecting. 

Grinding grain and working in the paddock were normal, regular activities. 

People will be going about their normal lives – even as families – and one will be taken and 

another left. 

That’s unexpected, verse 40: 

Matthew 24:40–41 NIV11  40 “Two men will be in the field; one will be taken and the 

other left. 41 Two women will be grinding with a hand mill; one will be taken and the 

other left.” 

 

That sounds like someone being left behind and so you might be thinking of a rapture here. 

One person is taken and the other is left behind. 

I’ve been told before – in all seriousness – that this’s the reason that two Christian pilots 

aren’t allowed to fly together otherwise there mightn’t be anyone to land the plane. 

You might’ve heard the same thing before but the reality is that it’s hokum. 

 

It could be that this’s describing someone being taken to be with Christ, but most people 

take it as being taken away in judgement. 

What’s in favour of this is the flood of judgment in Noah’s day. 

If that’s the case, it’s the Christian who’s left and the unbeliever who’s taken away in 

judgment. 

In other words, you’d want to be left behind. 
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We don’t need to work that hard to find what the application is because Jesus gives it to us: 

be constantly vigilant. 

Keep watch for the Lord’s return because not only can you not know when he’ll come back in 

advance, it’ll be unexpected. 

Ignorance isn’t an excuse. 

“I was washing my hair,” isn’t going to cut it. 

Matthew 24:42 NIV11 42 ““Therefore keep watch, because you do not know on what 

day your Lord will come.” 

And he repeats almost the exact same thing in verse 44. 

 

It’s just like the homeowner expecting a visit from a thief. 

If you’re expecting a thief might try to rob you, then you’re going to take precautions. 

You’ll lock the doors and close the windows. 

If the homeowner knows that the thief’s coming in the night, she’d be foolish to leave all of 

her valuables out. 

 

In the 90s, family friends of ours were robbed. 

It was disconcerting because they didn’t really expect it given where they lived. 

Apart from feeling violated, it was largely okay because insurance covered most of the things 

that were stolen. 

They actually did quite well out of it because they ended up with newer and better models of 

everything that was taken. 

 

Except that a couple of months later, the thieves struck again. 

Our friends were told that this is what they do. 

They wait for you to replace everything and then come back for the brand new goodies a few 

months later. 

Our friends weren’t going to let the same thing happen again. 

Expecting to be burgled, they took precautions. 

They put locks on every window and door, gates that could be locked when they weren’t 

home and a back to base alarm system. 

This time they were ready so that they wouldn’t get caught out again. 

 

We know that Jesus is coming back. 

We can be sure of that. 
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We don’t know when, but we must expect his return and be ready. 

 

So, my question for you is:  “Are you ready?” 

Or are you just going on with life as you’ve always done? 

Are you expecting Jesus to return and the end to come. 

Perhaps you’re thinking that you’ve been okay in the past, so you’ll be okay in the future. 

There’ll be time later to do business with God. 

But will there? 

Jesus is saying to expect his unknown return. 

There might not be a later. 

Today’s the day to come to God in repentance and faith. 

 

Jesus’ return will be unexpected for those who don’t listen. 

Unconcerned (vv45-51) 

Jesus’ return might happen sooner than you think. 

Don’t get caught living like he’s not coming back. 

Being faithful means living as if you’re concerned about Jesus coming back. 

 

Jesus tells a parable about a servant or a slave. 

Slavery was common in the ancient world and a considerable percentage of the population 

would be able to relate to this. 

The kind of slavery was different to what first comes to mind for many of us though. 

They were often well-educated and held important positions like teachers and doctors. 

 

The most important thing about the slave in this passage isn’t so much role as their 

character. 

The master is looking for a ‘faithful and wise’ slave. 

Someone who’s able to pick on the situation, read it correctly and then do the right thing. 

Not only when his master is around, but also when he goes away. 

 

Because that’s exactly what happens in Jesus’ parable – the slave master goes way. 

He’s obviously quite wealthy because he’s got several slaves. 
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So he put one of his servants in charge while he’s gone on a lengthy journey. 

Travelling in the ancient world was a bit like travelling at the moment – you can do it but 

there’s not certainty about when you can get back. 

He was expected to return, but even with the best of plans the timing was unknown. 

 

He chooses this head slave to be in charge while he’s away. 

The focus in this parable isn’t on him having responsibility to take care of the master’s 

property, although that’s probably true. 

Nor is there a focus on the head slave having authority over all of the other servants. 

The point that Jesus makes is that he’s to take care of the other servants and be mindful of 

their welfare. 

Specifically, to give them food and to do so at the right time. 

It’s not good if they’re clothed but can’t eat or if they’re fed for a while and then neglected 

later. 

 

What happens when the master comes home, unannounced? 

I doubt there’s a bloke in this room who hasn’t had that experience of going about their 

business when you hear the garage door start to go up. 

And probably a number of teens as well. 

When I was a teenager, we lived on a hill with only one way in and you could see every car 

that was coming up the road. 

And you see the washing you’d promised to fold or the cups you said you’d put away, which 

you’d been putting off. 

It’s amazing how much you can get done between when you get that first warning and the 

moment your spouse or parent walks into the room. 

 

Well, if the servant was doing what he was meant to be doing, then everything’s going to be 

fine. 

When the master returns and finds him doing his job, verse 36, it’ll be good for him. 

He won’t just avoid being punished, but he’ll be rewarded. 

He’ll be blessed because he’s been faithful. 

 

In fact, the master will put him in charge of all of his possessions. 

There will be even more reward and also more responsibility. 

That might sound like he’s being given more work, but that comes with more honour. 
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The same is true in God’s church. 

 

I think that there’s something deeply counter-cultural going on here. 

We typically take on extra responsibility for the sake of receiving the reward. 

That’s why as you go up the corporate food chain and take on more responsibility, you 

expect to be paid more in return. 

In God’s economy though, more responsibility IS the reward. 

More responsibility is a reward in the here-and-now, not in the future. 

 

What if the servant’s wicked though? 

If he’s wicked, he’s going to beat his fellow slaves. 

Instead of providing them with food, he’s going to be down the pub getting blotto with his 

mates. 

Those are the consequences of being unfaithful. 

We’re going to unpack more of what that means when we get to chapter 25 because I think 

there’s a link there with what Jesus says about caring for others being service to him. 

Yet the unfaithful servant is unconcerned about his master’s return or about how he treats 

others in light of it. 

 

The heart of the matter is that he thinks that his master is taking a long time. 

It’s possible that the word can have the sense of failing to come. 

He doesn’t necessarily deny that the master is going to be returning though. 

But he IS living like he’s not going to be coming back. 

Thinking that his master is going to be staying away just a little bit longer, he doesn’t do his 

job. 

And that if he sees the sign of his master’s return, there’ll be time to make up for it. 

 

You might want to brush off his forgetfulness as if it’s not a big deal. 

But here, forgetfulness is actually a sign of unfaithfulness. 

Verse 48: 

Matthew 24:48–49 NIV11  48 But suppose that servant is wicked and says to himself, 

‘My master is staying away a long time,’ 49 and he then begins to beat his fellow 

servants and to eat and drink with drunkards. 

 

The problem this is speaking to is those who think that Jesus has delayed his return. 
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After all, some people might say, it’s been nearly 2000 years. 

Surely, if Jesus was coming back, he’d be back by now. 

Don’t you feel the weight of that? 

It’s not hard to slip into that thinking, is it? 

 

Peter says that there’s a good reason that God is delay the end and it’s not that he’s 

forgotten. 

It’s not that he lied or got it wrong or didn’t know what he was doing. 

God is being patient with us. 

He’s giving us time to repent, as Peter would go on to write: 

2 Peter 3:9 NIV11  9 The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some 

understand slowness. Instead he is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, 

but everyone to come to repentance. 

 

In this context, I think we need to recognise that for leaders especially, there’s the temptation 

to abuse authority. 

If you think you’re master rather than under-shepherd of Jesus, you’ll abuse your people. 

Which is exactly what the leaders of Israel have done. 

They’ve neglected matters of justice, mercy and faithfulness (23:23). 

It’s no wonder Jesus says to them: 

Matthew 23:33 NIV11 33 “You snakes! You brood of vipers! How will you escape 

being condemned to hell? 

 

One day, the master is going to turn up though. 

Don’t be the servant who doesn’t expect it. 

You don’t want to be the unfaithful servant who harms others because they’re unconcerned 

about their master’s return. 

And just in case we’re in doubt about what Jesus means, it’ll be at an unknown day and 

hour. 

 

There’s something helpful about asking what you’d do differently if you knew that Jesus is 

coming back in one month. 

I think that we all know that we’d change a lot of our priorities. 

But it can be an unhelpful because we don’t know when he will be back. 
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We have to live with the eager anticipation we’d have if he was coming back in a month and 

yet also knowing that he might not return in a month. 

 

How would you live if you were to expect him at any time? 

The wicked slave thought that he’d have plenty of time to set things right. 

As if that would really fool Jesus. 

Remember that Jesus will bring judgment on those who are unprepared. 

 

Jesus will cut him to pieces or more literally cut in two. 

That’s clearly not a fun way to die, but I don’t think that’s the point. 

There are only a few points that someone is cut up in the Bible. 

One of them is – as we saw – at the end of Judges. 

Each time it’s a sign to God’s people that his judgment is coming. 

 

The unfaithful servant will also be assigned a place with the hypocrites. 

Remember the woes from before – chapter 23? 

Jesus spoke woes to the leaders of Israel for being hypocrites. 

The unfaithful servant will be joining the Scribes and Pharisees Jesus condemned to hell. 

They’re going to be in the place where there’s weeping and gnashing of teeth. 

 

When we don’t think we’re going to be held to account, we live as we’d like. 

We’ll do what we like, how we like and when we like. 

But living expectantly for Jesus’ return means not living like hypocrites but being concerned 

for others. 

Conclusion 

“Ready or not, here I come,” are the famous words of hide and seek. 

Usually there’s a countdown in that game, “20, 19, 18…” 

Jesus says that there won’t be a countdown. 

We don’t know when he will return and the end will come. 

But we should live as if we’re expecting that his return is near. 

And that will shape how we live as Christians.

 
1 11:16; 12:39, 41–42, 45; 16:4; 17:17 
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Big Idea:  Be ready because God alone knows when the end of the world will be. 

Big Question:  When will Jesus return and the end come? 

Discussion Questions 

1. How should we make sense of Jesus saying that the coming of the Son of Man is near 

(v33) and that we don’t know the day or hour (v36)? 

2. Why is verse 33 one of the trickiest in this passage to understand?  What are some 

different ways that you could make sense of it? 

3. Why do you think the man and woman are taken away in verses 40 and 41? 

4. How do you think this passage speaks to you if you think there will be time later to do 

business with God? 

5. What's helpful and unhelpful about thinking about how you’d live differently if we knew 

that Jesus is coming back in a month? 

6. What’s the difference between a faithful and unfaithful servant in Jesus’ parable? 

7. What's the relationship between reward and responsibility in God’s kingdom?  How does 

that differ to the kingdom of this world? 

8. Looking at verse 51, what is the connection to what Jesus says here and what he says in 

chapter 23? 


