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“But concerning that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but 
the Father only.’ (Matt 24:36)

The Gospel passage is part of what is known as the ‘Olivet Discourse’. Jesus, takes the best part 
of a day to talk with the Pharissees, Saducees and teachers of the Law and here, we are over 
half-way through the discussion. It is evident that his words to them have not pleased them. If 
pointed parables were not enough, the Scribes and Pharissees, ‘the hypocrites’, were left reeling 
from seven woes.  

And now in chapter 24 we have an apocalyptic vision of the closing age. False claims to messiah-
hood, wars between the nations, famines, earthquakes, being put to death for the name, false 
prophets, the darkening of the sun and moon and the falling of stars from heaven, it is all there. 
Also there, just before the start of our passage is the coming of the Son of Man on clouds of 
heaven, with power and great glory and the great declaration that his words will not pass away.  

All this is heady stuff, and many a theory of the end of the world is put about to concentrate the 
minds of the listener. Every age has resonated with it and ours is no exception. So what does 
Jesus mean when he says: 

“Concerning that day and hour, no-one knows’.  

Are we to expect apocalypse now, or at some time soon, or much later? We must be careful in our
response. Jewish thought and writing had a habit of expressing things beyond comprehension in 
displays of fantastic imagery. One only needs to look at the book of Daniel, some of the stories of 
the prophets and later, in the New Testament, the Revelation to St John to see that. Making the 
incomprehensible comprehensible to hard-bitten lawyers, only interested in hard facts, or to simple
Jewish folk, only understanding their lives in the present moment, demanded the fantastic to catch
the imagination. So, what is it all about?  

Jesus here, is not talking about getting ready for a physical death, as some think will happen when
the Lord returns in glory. Scripture though does point to the raising of souls who have already 
died. This is important. We don’t always know when to expect our physical death, though we might
expect it of the elderly, ill or frail person, or someone doing a risky job, for example. Like the return
of the Lord, we know neither the time nor the hour of it, only that that comes to all of us eventually.

Therefore, when Jesus says:

“Therefore stay awake, for you do not know on what day your Lord is coming.”  

We must treat his coming again in the same way we regard the timing of a person’s death, ours or 
someone else. We do not know when it will happen; we cannot know. Even the angels don’t know;
Even the Son himself doesn’t know, so you certainly won’t. Nor will anyone else. All we can do is 
look for the signs.

In any case, Jesus was not concerned here with the physical life that ends in death, as much as 
that the spiritual life of a person should not die. Spiritual life, if it is encouraged and nurtured, 
doesn’t end in death. For when the physical dies, the spiritual life, if it is a life lived in Christ, 
continues to live; it does not die.  

An example of the sometimes sudden or unexpected sudden nature of death is given of two men 
working in the same field at the same time; one will be taken, the other left. Or, just to show that 
the Lord is not taking sides, that of two women, grinding at a mill; one will be taken, the other left. 
Where though, will the one be taken? Where will the other be left?   



Jesus mentions what happened in the days of Noah. In those days people were unaware that 
God’s judgement was near. So pre-occupied were they with the mundanities of life, that they were 
too busy to concern themselves with God. Noah and his family on the other hand did pay attention
to God and heeded his warnings by building a boat as directed by him and filling it with God’s 
creatures, including themselves.

In the ensuing flood, those who had scoffed and mocked Noah, and his boat, were taken away in 
the flood, never to be seen again. Noah and his family were the only ones to be left behind when 
the Ark finally came to rest and they repopulated the earth from there.

Now, in this passage, Jesus reiterates the point. The Day of the Lord will come. Judgement will 
come with it and there will be those like Noah, who will be left behind to enjoy the new heaven and
new earth, while the ungodly, non-believers will be taken away to another place.

All will still live through their renewed spiritual lives and bodies, but some will enjoy the experience 
living with, and in the presence of the Lord, while others will most surely not do so; they will be in 
another place.

The lesson of this is that there are two types of people; the spiritually aware, who enjoy their life of 
faith in Christ and the spiritually dead, those who are ignorant of God. All will face judgement; 
judgement of their spiritual health or otherwise. Those who are spiritually alive in the Lord Jesus 
Christ and repentant of any sin that taints them, will be left behind to enter the Kingdom and enjoy 
eternal life with their Lord and saviour, Jesus Christ. The spiritually dead however will not receive 
the same benefit. They will be taken away, somewhere else.

This dramatic assessment is confirmed even more vividly in the latter chapters of the Book of 
Revelation, where the wicked are taken to the burning lake of sulphur, while the people who 
together form the bride of Christ, remain to inhabit the holy city. The fortunate thing is that the 
judgement itself is made by a righteous God and not the responsibility of flawed people, like 
myself. How could I make a judgement on another as to their fitness to enter the Kingdom of 
Heaven, or otherwise, imperfect as I am?

No, the judge is the one who knows all the secrets of our hearts, both the good things and the bad 
things and then makes his decision on our faithfulness of heart. The Lord can ‘fix’ a willing 
believer’s heart that is tainted by sin. He cannot and will not fix a heart that has set itself against 
him. To do so would interfere with our free will and he will not meddle with that. Our God is not a 
God who courts the back-scratching toady. If the heart is against God, then there is no place for it 
in the kingdom. 

Jesus’ call is not a call to do what they did in Noah’s time, eating, drinking, getting married. 
Nothing wrong with that of course, these things are necessary and hopefully fruitful; but beware if 
such things take over, and become the be all and end all of existence, to the exclusion of a 
spiritual encounter and a relationship with God. That is when you risk spiritual death.

In many respects this reading is the one, for those who have ears to hear, that the people of 
today’s culture, more than most, need to hear and understand. The consumerist culture and the 
culture of the self is one we, generally, have been living in for some time now. It is obsessed with 
doing, accumulating and self-congratulating, often to the exclusion of the less fortunate.

There is little time or inclination to ‘be’, to think about things that we do not see. ‘I’ has become the 
most important thing to focus on and the value of any relationships had, depends on how much ‘I’ 
get out of it. Material things are the things that show others how well ‘I’ have done. It has no time 
for those who cannot ‘keep up’. Who needs the spiritual when the physical and material is doing 
so well?  



The spiritually aware Christian knows their need to develop that relationship with God as life goes 
on. They are aware of the need to confess their sins, hear God’s holy word, try, as well as they 
can, to live the gospel, and sing God’s praises. Their ultimate reward is not of this earthly life, but 
beyond the physical.

Such as pay no attention to their spiritual well-being will find that the material and perishable is all 
they are left with and they will perish with it. This is their reward for a life poorly lived in spiritual 
terms, when the Son of Man comes at an hour they do not expect.


