
WHAT ABOUT THE FUTURE? 
Matthew 24:36-51 

 
 As Yogi Berra said, “The future ain’t what it used to be.”  He also said, “It's tough to 
make predictions, especially about the future.”  While this is not a statement about the future, 
there is a connection with another “profound” statement of his, “You can observe a lot just by 
watching.”  What can we learn from this profundity?  Do these observations agree with 
Scriptural truths?   
 Many people will argue that the future is what it is and what it has always been.  In a 
broad, sweeping, general sense that is true.  However, the future as viewed from today is 
certainly different from the future as viewed from yesterday since what is happening now has 
moved from the future to the present and will soon be in the past.  Is it possible to change the 
future?   
 Most of us are familiar with the motto of the Boy Scouts: “Be prepared.”  The problem is 
that by the time we are in the midst of an overwhelming situation it is too late to get ready for it 
if you haven’t made preparations in advance.  It is what you do when you don’t have to that 
makes all the difference when it is too late.  Advanced preparation and planning ahead can 
certainly influence the future outcome.  
 Since it is “tough to make predictions, especially about the future,” how do you get ready 
if you don’t know what is coming?  There is another saying that tells us that being forewarned is 
being forearmed.  That’s all well and good, but how can we figure out what it is that we are to 
prepare for?  In a broad, sweeping, general sense we may already know some things that are 
going to happen.  We may not know when or the exact details of the events, but we can predict 
that certain general things will occur.  Instead of wringing our hands about what we don’t know, 
we can certainly prepare for the future using what we do know.   
 That would raise the question of “how to know more than just the broad, sweeping, 
general picture of the future.”  As Yogi said, “We can observe a lot just by watching.”  It seems 
obvious that he meant that we can “learn” a lot by observing and being watchful.  The prudent 
person would then take action appropriate to what he or she learned.   
 There are many examples that all of us observe and prepare for to some extent.  From 
what we have observed we can “predict” when the winter season is coming and we prepare for 
what we know will likely happen.  While we don’t know the specific details of when, where and 
how much we do know enough to prepare.  Another thing we know is going to occur is that we 
are going to age.  How do you prepare for that?  Eat healthy foods, find a house all on one level, 
buy good health insurance, make a will, exercise, etc.   
 Most of us take care of such things because we know how important being prepared is for 
those situations that can be overwhelming especially when we can’t predict the times and the 
extent of the situations that will happen.  Some people neglect such things and they may find 
themselves overwhelmed by the difficulties of life and everything seems to be falling apart all 
around them.   
 In the final week of the earthly ministry of Jesus, He gave His disciples a forewarning of 
hard times that would be coming in the next few decades.  Perhaps we can find some general 
principles of how to prepare for the future so that when the predictable things happen we are 
ready and prepared.  
 
Be Reminded – 24:36-41 
36 “But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the Father alone. 37 “For 



the coming of the Son of Man will be just like the days of Noah. 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, 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. 40 “Then there will 
be two men in the field; one will be taken and one will be left. 41 “Two women will be grinding at the mill; one will 
be taken and one will be left.  Matthew 24:36-41 (NASB95) 
 Without having reviewed the passage leading up to Jesus’ statement in verse 36, we 
should be asking “what are the ‘events’ that are going to happen?”  After Jesus entered Jerusalem 
on the colt of a donkey, drove out the money changers from the temple, was challenged by those 
in leadership and authority and He told three parables that illustrated their failure (past, present, 
and future) to submit themselves to the leadership and authority of God.  This was followed by 
those who thought they were in power sending various experts to ask Jesus a series of questions 
in an attempt to get Him to say something that was politically incorrect with either the Romans 
or the Jews.  When that failed, they left Him and Jesus resumed teaching the people in the 
Temple area.  
 Jesus then delivered a message to the people that started with contrasting real leadership 
with what the Jewish priests, teachers, scribes, and those who considered themselves to be “the 
elite.”  He completed His comments with a warning to those failed leaders that is commonly 
called the Seven Woes.  Toward the end of this discourse, He stated that all the woes pronounced 
on these leaders would come to pass on the then-present generation of those in power. 
 Jesus and several of His disciples left there and went a short distance to the Mount of 
Olives.  The disciples were impressed with the magnitude and grandeur of the temple and they 
were expressing their awe of the temple when Jesus made a really significant statement that was 
shocking to them.  In 24:2 we see “Do you see all these things?” he asked. “I tell you the truth, 
not one stone here will be left on another; every one will be thrown down.”  That got their 
attention and stimulated some serious questions.  There were at least three questions asked: 
When will this happen?  What will be the evidence that You are here (of your coming)?  What 
will be the evidence that the old order of things has changed (the end of the age [NIV] or end of 
the world [KJV])?   
 If these three questions had been asked of today’s evangelical Christians, most of the 
answers to the first question would be “I don’t know, but it will be sometime in the future.”  The 
answer to the second would be related to the “return of Christ” as in “the rapture” and some 
might include something about the “second coming.”  The third question would have answers 
related to the physical world being destroyed.  Such answers would have totally confused the 
disciples and would have added to the confusion they already had about what the future was 
going to be.  If these answers were given to theologians in the 18th Century, they would have 
classified them as heretical and totally false.  And yet today, these are the prevailing doctrines 
and teachings in most churches and many seminaries.   
 One of the basic rules for interpreting a Scripture passage is to put the various statements 
in their context.  Let’s examine these in the context of the setting and times they were asked and 
answered.  With regard to the first question of when these things were going to happen, the Bible 
is the best commentary.  The first thing we see is Jesus’ statement that the Seven Woes would 
come during the lifetime of those in power at that time.  In addition to this, if we read on in the 
discourse we see in 24:34 “this generation will not pass away until all these things be fulfilled.”  
Basically, the disciples understood Jesus to say that He was talking about what would happen in 
the next forty years.   
 What about “question two” regarding the sign or evidence of His coming or His 
presence?  The Greek word is “parousia” which can mean either “coming” or “presence.”  At 



this point in the learning process for the disciples, they did not know that Jesus was going to “go 
away” and then “come back.”  It would logically seem that the question would simply be “what 
will be the totally convincing evidence that You are the Messiah and that you are present with 
us?”  
 It is highly unlikely that the disciples had ever considered the possibility of the physical 
world (cosmos) being destroyed since the Old Testament Scriptures clearly comments in at least 
three references (1 Chr 16:30, Ps 93:1 and 96:10) regarding the “firm establishment and 
immovability of the world” and another one (Ps 104:5) that says “the earth is firmly established 
and cannot be moved.”  The Greek word used in their question was not “cosmos” but was “aion” 
from which we get the English word “eon.”  It should never be confused with the word cosmos 
since they are not even closely related in their respective meanings.  The use of the term “world” 
in the KJV has introduced a world of misunderstanding among many Christians today.  The 
question asked was related to the “period of time” or the “age” in which they lived.  They 
realized that the age of Roman dominance was going to have to give way to the Kingdom of God 
that John the Baptist and Jesus had been proclaiming.   
 Getting back to the question of “when” (during the present generation) meaning the hour 
and the day, Jesus did not provide an answer other than it was God’s decision.  He gave them 
some general indications that would tell that the time was getting closer and they needed to be 
paying attention rather than just going about life as usual as had happened in Noah’s time before 
the flood.  
 The comment about the unpredictability of what individuals would experience is 
summarized in the remarks regarding “one will be taken and one will be left.”  This comment is 
typically assumed by most Christians today to be a description of what will happen in the future 
“rapture of the church.”  That interpretation cannot be taken to mean the “fulfillment” of the 
prophecy since Jesus clearly stated that all these things would happen (be fulfilled) during the 
ensuing forty years (generation).  Writing in the 18th Century, John Gill referenced this “taking 
and leaving” to actions of the invading army of Rome during the three and a half year siege of 
Jerusalem that occurred from 66 A.D. to 70 A.D.   
 
Be Alert – 24:42-44 
42 “Therefore be on the alert, for you do not know which day your Lord is coming. 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. 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.  Matthew 24:42-44 (NASB95) 
 The warning to watch was clearly given to the followers of Christ so that they would not 
get caught up in the destruction that would come upon Jerusalem but would be ready to flee into 
the mountains (then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains 24:16) and to get away from 
what would follow.  Historically, this is what happened during the siege of Jerusalem.  Several 
historians of that time noted that Nero had ordered General Cestius from Syria to attack 
Jerusalem.  Christians at this time understood the invasion of Cestius and his setting up of 
the Roman insignia in the Holy Place to be the fulfilment of Christ’s prophecy in Matthew 
24:15-20 and fled the city during the surprising withdrawal of Cestius for three days 
(which gave all the resident Jewish Christians of Jerusalem time to flee).  Early Christian 
historians Eusebius and Epiphanius claim that prior to the destruction of Jerusalem by the 
Romans in A.D. 70 the Jerusalem Christians fled to the Decapolis city of Pella.    
 It has certainly been the case that many have applied this passage to our present-day 
situation in which being ready would involve having the right spiritual condition in our lives so 



that we will be ready at what is commonly called the “Second Coming” or the parousia.   
 Earlier in our discussion the term parousia had been mentioned as referring to the 
presence of Christ.  We see in both verses 42 and 44 that the word “come” or “coming” is used.  
The Greek word in these two cases is not “parousia” which many today associate with the 
rapture, the second coming, etc.  The word use here is “erchomai” which has (in addition to 
meaning “come”) the meaning of “to make oneself known” and “to show oneself.”  Returning to 
the question of “what would be the evidence that Jesus would use to confirm His being the 
Messiah,” we see that He would make Himself known with these judgments that would fall upon 
Jerusalem and the Temple.  This would be the confirmation judgment for those who had rejected 
the message from the Father (via the prophets ending with John the Baptist), rejected the 
message from the Son (his ministry, miracles, crucifixion, and resurrection), and rejected the 
message from the Holy Spirit given through the early church.  There was nothing left for them 
but judgment.   
 
Be Faithful – 24:45-47 
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? 46 “Blessed is that slave whom his master finds so doing when he comes. 47 “Truly I say to 
you that he will put him in charge of all his possessions.  Matthew 24:45-47 (NASB95) 
 Up to this point in the Gospel accounts of Matthew and Mark, the passages fairly closely 
parallel each other.  Mark’s passage does not include the Matthew 24:45-51 discourse; however, 
we do see many of these same ideas in Luke’s gospel beginning in Luke 12:42 and continuing 
into chapter thirteen of Luke.  Luke is thought to be more chronologically accurate than the other 
three gospels which tended to group events in the life of Christ that seem to be related topics.  
The admonition for the disciples to be alert during this upcoming time of transition, turmoil, and 
tribulation that would end with the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple could be considered 
to be topically similar to the earlier teaching of Jesus as recorded by Luke starting in chapter 
twelve.  Therefore, we do not need to make a directly related association of verses 45-51 of 
Matthew 24 to the time that Jesus referenced in the preceding part of the chapter.  However, 
always being prepared and being faithful to what God has for us to do certainly applies to that 
historical time as well as to today.   
 It is likely that these verses (45-51) were intended to present a sharp contrast between the 
faithfulness that God expected of the religious leaders of Israel (verses 45-47) and their actual 
behavior that is pictured in verses 48-51.    
 None of us should have any trouble in seeing applications of these verses to the church 
today.  Obviously, as members of the Body of Christ we have been given responsibility to do the 
work that Jesus did and to grow more and more to having our lives aligned with and showing the 
character of Christ in all that we do.  There may be a special focus on those who are charged 
with being shepherds or elders in the church since these have a specific assignment to provide 
spiritual food (scriptural truth) to others who are a part of the household of God.   
 
Be Warned – 24:48-51 
48 “But if that evil slave says in his heart, ‘My master is not coming for a long time,’ 49 and begins to beat his fellow 
slaves and eat and drink with drunkards; 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, 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.  Matthew 24:48-51 (NASB95) 
  These verses are clearly a reference to the obvious failure of those in positions of 
leadership throughout much of the history of Israel.  The day that the master would come for a 
time of accounting represented the time when Israel would be judged following multiple 



opportunities to repent and turn back to God for salvation.   
 This should also serve as a warning for all of us in the church if we fail and neglect the 
responsibilities God has given us.   


