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Working our way through Matthew 24

The overall context: Jesus is responding to questions posed by the disciples in verse 3

concerning three events yet future to their day

The destruction of the Jewish temple.1.

The sign of his coming.2.

And of the end of the age.3.

Jesus responded in verses 4-8 by describing general characteristics of the inter-advent age,

and emphasized that these were not reliable indicators of His coming or the end of the

age. Jesus calls this period, “the beginning of sorrows.”

In verses 9-11, Jesus describes what general conditions will be like at the end of the age.

In verses 15-22, Jesus tells us the first sure sign of the end of the age: the Abomination of

Desolation, which has relevance for all Jews and Christians, especially those living in Israel at

that time.

It is this event which marks the arrival of the end of the age and triggers a historically

unique period of global persecution and danger.

In verses 23-31, Jesus addressed the question, “what will be the sign of your coming?” by

describing cataclysmic events immediately preceding His coming along with the unmistakable

“sign of the Son of Man” which will appear in heaven causing a global mourning by those who

have rejected Him.

Today’s passage (Mathew 24:32-36)

Now learn this parable from the fig tree: When its branch has already become tender

and puts forth leaves, you know that summer is near. So you also, when you see all

these things, know that it is near--at the doors! Assuredly, I say to you, this generation

will by no means pass away till all these things take place. Heaven and earth will pass

away, but My words will by no means pass away. But of that day and hour no one

knows, not even the angels of heaven, but My Father only.
1

A simple passage?

Three common errors which have been made in association with this passage.

Misreading the parable such that the fig tree “itself” is taken as a sign1.

Forcing 'this generation' to denote those alive then2.

Ignoring or reinterpreting Jesus' warning that “no man knows the day or hour.”3.

1.

Highlight these errors as we move through the text.2.

A parable of a fig tree

“Now learn this parable from the fig tree: When its branch has already become tender and puts

forth leaves, you know that summer is near” (Matthew 24:32).
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Learn this parable

The English word parable is almost a direct transliteration of the term found here in the

Greek: παραβολη [parabolē]

A compound word made up of two underlying Greek terms

παρα [para] = alongside, next to

βαλλω [ballō] = to throw

para ballo, to throw alongside: something familiar is used to illustrate something

unfamiliar.

1.

The challenge posed by parables

Helpful as illustrations, teaching aids.

Relevance of details varies with context.

Failure to appreciate details in some cases can lead to an incomplete understanding.

Placing too much stock on the details can force the parable to carry a payload it was

never intended to bear.

Pushing a parable to its extreme will always lead to a departure from its intended

meaning because a parable is always an approximation of that which it represents.

Parables are almost always abused by false or sensational teachers.

2.

Safely interpreting parables

Pay attention to the context, especially the motivation for the parable.

Remain constantly aware of the wider safety net of the rest of Scripture.

Avoiding placing undo emphasis on subtle aspects, always remember that a parable is

an approximation of that which it represents.

3.

Interpreting the parable

“So you also, when you see all these things, know that it is near--at the doors!” (Matthew 24:33)

Correlation

How does the parable correlate to what is being taught?

Identify the main elements and what they are intended to represent.

This parable spans verses 32-33

“So you also” is the fulcrum or hinge which joins the familiar illustration to the unfamiliar

concept which is the subject of the parable. This is where the two parts of the parable or

“thrown alongside”.

Could also be thought of as saying, “in the same way.”

Condition Connection Result

when branch becomes tender and puts forth leaves you know that summer is near

when you see all these things know that it is near--at the doors!

1.

What is the parable of the fig tree teaching?

How does the parable shed light upon what the teacher intends to convey?

2.
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In the same way that development of leaves on a fig tree are a reliable indicator of the

soon arrival of summer, so will seeing “these things” be a reliable indicator of His

coming and the end of the age.

Never has a fig tree put out leaves as winter approaches!

As long as winter continues, the fig tree remains dormant: no leaves are seen.

In the same way that God as Creator programs the timing of the fig tree’s response to

the approach of summer, so too He controls when the signs come forth indicating the

end of the age.

Common error #1: making the fig tree “itself a sign”

Taking the fig tree to be Israel

Matthew 21:19, Mark 11:13

Jesus comes to a fig tree having leaves which appeared to promise fruit.

Finding the tree had no actual fruit, He cursed it.

The tree was not serving the purpose for which it had been raised up.

It had an external appearance of fruitfulness, but was barren.

This parable may apply to the religious establishment within Israel, but it is

not definite.
2
 Moreover it is a different parable in a different context.{N At

most, the cursing of the fig tree parallels the cursing of that generation in

Israel, but cannot represent the permanent rejection of the nation (Rom.

11:1,26).

Luke 13:6

Jesus teaches a parable concerning a fruitless fig tree which some have

taken to represent Israel (e.g., the man’s cultivation of it). “Israel, as the

visible witness of God in the world . . .”
3

But this identification is uncertain. The context of the parable would seem

have in mind God’s expectation and forbearance in dealing with individual

lack of repentance and fruitlessness. “In this case, however, the parable’s

lesson about fruitlessness applies equally to the whole nation, and to each

individual soul.”
4

Hal Lindsey in The Late Great Planet Earth
b
, published in 1970

The best-selling nonfiction book of the 1970s.

Understood the fig tree as representing Israel.

Putting forth leaves was equated with the establishment of Israel as a nation in

1948.

One generation as 40 years.

Strongly implied the return of Christ should not be later than about 1948 + 40

years, or 1988.
5

Like pointing out something to a cat: focusing on the wrong aspect of the parable.

The structure of the parable clearly emphasizes a different truth.

“Look at the fig tree, and all the trees” (Luke 21:29).

3.

Two questions to resolve

What are “these things” which are seen?1.

What is the “it” which inexorably follows?2.

Luke 21

“Now when these things begin to happen [events], look up and lift up your heads,

4.
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because your redemption draws near” (Luke 21:28).

“So you also, when you see these things happening [events], know that the

kingdom of God is near” (Luke 21:31).

these things

NOT the signs which characterize the beginning of sorrows and which mark the

interadvent age in general.

“These things” happen - objective visible events which Jesus has just described.
6

it

“your redemption”, ἀπολύτρωσις [apolytrōsis] which could be translated

“release”, “deliverance” or “freedom”

Rescue from what?

The context tells us:

Rescue of Jewish believers from the time of persecution triggered by

the “Abomination of Desolation” which Jesus mentioned in verse 15.

Rescue of believers in general from the unique time of global Christian

persecution which Jesus mentioned in verse 22 and elaborated on in

the book of Revelation (e.g., Rev. 13).

Rescue is associated with “the kingdom of God” - the arrival of the king followed

by the establishment of the thousand year millennial kingdom on earth.

This matches the overall context of Matthew 24 which concerns the Second

Coming, not the catching away of believers at the Rapture of the Church.

This generation

“Assuredly, I say to you, this generation will by no means pass away till all these things take place”

(Matthew 24:34).

Common error #2: forcing 'this generation' to mean people alive at the time when

Jesus spoke this parable in the first century A.D.

Requires that all the signs spoken of by Jesus in the preceding passages occurred

within one generation of when He spoke of them.

Places all the signs of the end of the age--including those which serve as a precursor to

His Second Coming -- has having already transpired historically.

But the abomination of desolation, which Jesus referred to as a unambiguous sign

when the Jews should flee, and which other passages seem to indicate involve a

man literally sitting in the temple of God and showing himself to be God (2Th. 2:4)

have never occurred.

Nor have the cataclysmic signs mentioned in this passage.

Nor has the visible sign of the son of Man appeared in heaven.

Nor have the tribes of the earth mourned over the return of Jesus -- not even the

Jews did so in 70 A.D. at the fall of Jerusalem.

Clearly, to force “this generation” to mean exclusively those living at the time of Jesus

requires either an interpretation of the passage as complete symbolism (extreme literary

hyperbole) or a denial of reality: neither of which are sensible.

As one commentator observes, “How could Jesus on the one hand assert that his own

contemporary generation would see the fulfillment of all his prophecy and on the other

hand assert just two verses later that no man, not even himself, could know the time of

fulfillment?”
7

1.

No One Knows the Hour (Mat. 24:32-36)

http://www.spiritandtruth.org/teaching/Matthe... (c) 2012 Tony Garland 4 of 9



This is the flawed interpretation of Preterists who posit fulfillment in an invisible "cloud

coming" of Jesus in judgment corresponding to the fall of Jerusalem in 70 A.D.

What could “this generation” mean?

“Generation” is γενεά [genea], a word whose meaning is determined by the context.
8

People living in the same time (Luke 11:51).1.

People of the same kind or ethnic group, descendants of a common ancestor, a

race (Luke 16:8).

2.

A nation (possibly in Mat. 23:36). 
9

3.

An indefinite time period about the length of a generation (Acts 14:16).4.

“will no means pass away (παρέλθη [parelthē]) until all these things take place ”

The clear inference of this verse is that whatever “this generation” represents will

be present when all these things take place, but thereafter would end or perish.
10

This makes it unlikely that “this generation” refers to an ethnic group, as in the

Jewish race or Israel.

Moreover, Jesus consistently uses the phrase “this generation” throughout the

gospels to describe those who refuse to respond to what God has revealed. The

term does not include those who respond in faith (i.e., believing Jews).

Reference to a God-rejecting group of people living at a time of great revelation

concerning the reality of God, but remain unrepentant triggering a time of judgment.
11

The generation at the time of Noah who were subsequently destroyed by the

flood. “Then the LORD said to Noah, 'Come into the ark, you and all your

household, because I have seen that you are righteous before Me in this

generation’” (Ge 7:1).

1.

The generation of the Exodus and wilderness wandering who were barred from

entering the promised land and died in the wilderness (Deu. 32:5,20).

2.

The generation living at the time of Christ’s presentation to Israel at the first

coming (who suffer the overthrow of Jerusalem at the hand of Titus).

3.

The generation living at the time of the end who perish at Jesus' Second

Coming.
12

4.

“Hence “a perverse generation” is essentially an epithet for “unfaithful sons” (Deu.

20:20). . . . a class of people who in this world stand over against the children of light.”
13

It seems best to understand “this generation” to either refer to

A timeless reference to the godless who will continue in their opposition to God

throughout the entire age (Rev. 22:11) until they are dispatched at the return of

Jesus (Rev. 22:11). These then, represent the family group who are “genealogical

offspring” of the seed of the serpent (Gen. 3:15; Mat. 23:31-32).
14

1.

The faithless unbelieving rejectors of God who are alive at the time of the signs

which usher in the time of the end.
15
 If this is the meaning, then this verse may

also indicate that the sequence of events which unambiguously indicate the end of

the age will culminate in Jesus' return in a relatively short span of time (those who

see the beginning of the signs marking the end of the age will also witness the

end).

2.

2.

Heaven and earth will pass away
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“Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words will by no means pass away” (Matthew 24:35).

The only sure thing for believers to cling to is God’s Word.

It is more fundamental and enduring than physical reality because it represents God’s

immutable will.

Indeed, Biblical teaching and prophecy indicate that heaven and earth will pass away as the

course of history progresses.
16

During the time of awful cataclysms which Jesus Has described, when the very heavens and

earth are shaken, the only enduring thing will be His Word.

When it looks as if the world is coming apart at the seams, believers can rest assured

knowing that the dawn of world redemption is just over the horizon.

No one knows

“But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, but My Father only”

(Matthew 24:36).

No one knows the day or hour

Variation in the Greek texts evident by reading the NASB, “But of that day and hour no

one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the Father alone” (Matthew

24:36).

Also unknown to the son in the Greek text followed by the NKJV in Mark 13:32.

In His incarnation, Jesus emptied Himself of the independent use of His divine attributes

(Php. 2:5-8).

Here we are faced with one of puzzles of Jesus as the God-man

Luke informs us of the boyhood development of Jesus, that “Jesus increased in

wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men” (Luke 2:52).

The author of Hebrews writes that, “though He was a Son, yet He learned

obedience by the things which He suffered” (Hebrews 5:8).

This, it appears that in His humanity, even Jesus did not know at the exact timing

of the end of the age. This must remain a mystery.

More importantly, why does Jesus inform us of these things?

To indicate that an attitude of continued watchfulness should characterize those

who remain faithful: whether believers in our time who watching for His return for

the church or believers at the time Jesus describes in this context who are

watching for His Second Coming.

1.

To underscore just how unpredictable the close of the age will be: if the Son of

God didn’t know and the angels don’t know, then forget trying to predict it! To do

so is either the very height of pride and a clear sign of deception!

2.

1.

Common error #3: ignoring or interpreting this verse so as to predict either the

Rapture or the Second Coming

As clear as this verse would appear to be concerning the fruitlessness of trying to predict the

arrival of Christ, it still has not prevented a multitude of Christian interpreters from attempting

to do just that. Although one could no doubt find predictions of the Second Coming all through

the interadvent age, a few of the more recent should serve to illustrate the foolishness of the

practice.

2.
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Charles Taze Russell - founder of what became to be know as the Jehova's Witnesses1.

1874, 1914 Predicted Christ’s invisible return in 1874, with His Second Coming to

be in 1914.

William Miller2.

March 21, 1843 - March 21, 1844

In the 1840s he began to preach about the world's end, saying Jesus Christ

would return for the long-awaited Second Coming and that Earth would be

engulfed in fire sometime between March 21, 1843, and March 21, 1844.

October 1844

When that end didn't come, Miller changed the date to Oct. 22. When Oct.

23 rolled around, his loyal followers explained it away yet again and went on

to form the Seventh-day Adventist movement.

William Branham3.

1977

Just before sunset on Feb. 28, 1963, residents of northwestern Arizona

watched what the Arizona Republic called a "strikingly beautiful and

mysterious cloud" glide across the desert. That same day, Pentecostal

pastor William Branham "who founded the post-World War II faith-healing

movement" climbed Sunset Mountain and claimed he met with seven angels

who revealed to him the meaning of the seven seals from the Book of

Revelation. Days later, Branham returned to his congregation at the

Branham Tabernacle in Jeffersonville, Ind. He preached seven sermons in

seven nights, explaining the meaning of the seals and the seven visions he

had received, leading him to predict that Jesus would return to Earth in

1977. He did not live to see the day. In December 1965, as Branham was

driving with his family in Texas, a drunk driver smashed into his car.

Branham died six days later, on Christmas Eve.

Hal Lindsey4.

As mentioned earlier, his book titled The Late Great Planet Earth
c
 strongly inferred

that Christ would return before the end of 1988.

Edgar Wisenant5.

September 13, then 15, then October 3,1988

Edgar Whisenant published a book in 1988 called 88 Reasons Why the

Rapture Will Be in 1988, which sold some 4.5 million copies.

1989, 1993, 1994

When 1989 rolled around, he published another book, saying the Rapture

would occur that year instead. It did not sell as well, nor did later titles that

predicted the world would end in 1993 and again in 1994.

Pride is frequently a characteristic of false teachers:
17

"Only if the Bible is in error am I wrong; and I say that to every preacher in

town."

"[I]f there were a king in this country and I could gamble with my life, I would

stake my life on Rosh Hashana [the Jewish New Year] 88."

Harold Camping6.

May 1988

September 1994

In 1992, the evangelist published a book called 1994, which proclaimed that

sometime in mid-September 1994, Christ would return and the world would

end.
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September 27, 29, then October 2, 1994

March 1995

When September 1994 passed without incident, Camping moved his

prediction for the return of Christ to March 31, 1995.

May 21, 2011

May 21, 2011 Jesus Christ would return to Earth, the righteous would fly up

to heaven, and that there would follow five months of fire, brimstone and

plagues on Earth, with millions of people dying each day, culminating on

October 21, 2011 with the end of the world

Oct 21, 2011

After May 21 passed without the predicted incidents, Camping said he

believed that a "spiritual" judgment had occurred on that date, and that the

physical Rapture would occur on October 21, 2011, simultaneously with the

destruction of the universe by God.

Summary

Jesus has provided unambiguous and unmistakable signs which reliably indicate the end of

the age and His pending arrival in the Second Coming.

1.

Once these signs come forth, history will move relatively rapidly to the climax of His Second

Coming in judgment.

2.

Evil rejectors of God will continue until they are purged at His Second Coming.3.

Those living at the time of the end will have nothing to hold onto except God’s Word for even

the heavens and earth will be shaken.

4.

Whenever a teacher or ministry attempts to set dates, either for the Rapture or the Second

Coming, it is a clear sign you are drinking at the wrong watering hole.

5.
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