BE WATCHFUL - MATT. 24:36-44

Being Prepared for Christ's Coming #1

(Video Clip from the movie “Castaway”)

In the 20th Century Fox Movie “Castaway”, Tom Hanks is marooned on a deserted island having survived a shipwreck.  He knows this island is not his home and longs to return back to his wife and family.  So he watches carefully for any hope of rescue.  In the brief clip that we just saw, he sees a ship out on the horizon and desperately tries to make contact with it so that he might be rescued from his lost condition and returned to the home that he loves.

Tom Hanks is a picture of every true believer in the Lord Jesus Christ.  The Bible clearly tells every true Christian that this world is not his or her final home.  Terms like stranger, pilgrim, sojourner and alien are used to describe our tenure here upon this earth.  Our citizenship is in heaven.  Just as Tom Hanks was watchful for any hope of rescue from his deserted island, so we as Christians are commanded in the Bible to be watchful for the Lord’s return.

Too often, we when study the subject of eschatology or the events that are going to happen in the  last times, the emphasis is upon the sequence or order of the events.  Will the Lord Jesus Christ return before, in the middle or after the tribulation period?  With the Lord personally set up his kingdom here on this earth or is the kingdom that is spoken of in the Bible only spiritual in nature?  While I certainly have my personal convictions being pre-trib and pre-mill, I don’t believe that God revealed eschatological truths in his word so that we could set up charts and have good arguments.  No, it is clear from Biblical teaching that God has given us just a glimpse of what He plans for the future so that we would be filled with hope and anticipation.  Just before the Lord Jesus Christ left this earth, He gave some instructions to his followers concerning His return.  In these instructions, our Savior emphasized 4 characteristics that were to be dominant in his followers because of the promise of his coming.  We are to be watchful, we are to be faithful, we are to be prepared, and we are to be fruitful.  We want to look at these 4 characteristics during these next 4 Sunday mornings, the Lord willing. 

Let me just begin by saying that if there ever was a time for these 4 characteristics to be found in Christ’s followers, it is today.  For the fruit of the coming of the Lord is more ripe today than it has ever been in the history of the human race.  The world situation is more consistent with Christ's predictions concerning the end times today than it was a generation ago.  But in addition to the times and seasons being right, there is also the lack of anticipation that Christ predicted.  Whereas Christians a generation ago were thinking about Christ's return and preaching about it every week and literally counting the days, having prophetic Bible conferences continually, few today are really anticipating the Lord's coming.  And Jesus said, "The son of man will come at an hour when you do not expect him."  Matt. 24:44.

I would like to take the next 4 Sunday mornings and speak with you about 4 essential truths which we must know and be living if we are to be ready for the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ.  We find these truths from the lips of Christ himself in Matthew 24 and 25.  This prophetic lesson was given by Jesus to his disciples in response to their question, "Tell us, what will be the sign of your coming and the end of the age?"  (Matt. 24:3).  Jesus then gave the disciples many signs including:

*many coming claiming to be the Christ (24:4).  There have been more people who have claimed to be God's Messiah in the past 50 years than in all the 2,000 years before put together.  Just a few weeks ago, I received a letter from a person right here in Michigan signed Lord Jehovah Senior Christ Malcom of the Divine Order of Melchizadek.  His letterhead and card gives the phone number for "the office of the Christ Jesus, Lord and Savior".  Some people are believing and following this person in Michigan as the reincarnate Jesus Christ.  This was almost unheard of in past generations.

*wars and rumors of wars (24:6).  There has always been national unrest in the world.  But with the rise of terrorism throughout the world, there seems to be more and more battles and conflict in nations springing up like brushfires all throughout the world.

*famines and earthquakes - increase in the number of natural calamities.  According to a study of experts that I read recently, in the 9th century there was 1 major earthquake that we know of from literature.  Of course we don't know the exact size of the tremor for we didn't have the rictor scale back then.  But we do have accounts from historical documents of this one.  In the 11th century -2 major quakes; in the 12th century - none; in the 13th century - 3; in the 14th and 15th centuries - none; in the 16th century - 2; in the 17th century - 2; in the 18th century - 5 ; in the 19th century - 9 major earthquakes; in the 20th century - over 40 major earthquakes.  And just look at how the 21st century has started.  Just 5 years into it and in addition to all of the minor earthquakes throughout the world, we have already had a gigantic earthquake creating a tsunami and wiped out over a hundred thousand people and another huge earthquake in the Indonesian Ocean just this past week.  Now you might be thinking, we might be more aware of some of these from our world-wide communications today and sensitive recording devises.  And that certainly is true.  But earthquakes have always been viewed as divine signs by people and have been carefully recorded.  And all geologists agree that there is certainly an increase in the shifting movements of the earth in recent years.  And many magazines and papers that we read are dotted with pictures of children starving in some portion of the world.  Jesus said these would be acute problems right before his coming.

*Hatred for the gospel and apostasy (24:9,10).  We all know that this world system is directly opposed to Christianity.  While spirituality is popular today, the truth of God’s word is almost irrationally opposed.  Perhaps you heard just this past week about the verdict that was overturned in Colorado because a juror used a Bible in the deliberation.  One of the jurors who freely admitted that he was a Christian was hesitant to vote for the death penalty even though he admitted that the accused was guilty of brutal murder.  A fellow juror opened a Bible and showed a verse justifying capital punishment for murder.  When the judge heard about the Bible being used, he threw out the jury’s verdict.  The secular humanist of our day is trying to erase anything that is at all connected with Jesus Christ and Christianity from the face of our nation.    We are in the throes of a battle.  A fight against any Christian values or morality.  It shouldn't surprise us, for Christ himself predicted that it would be so.

*Increase in Wickedness (24:12).  Who would have dreamed in past generations that our enlightened, Scientific culture would have degenerated to the point where such heinous and depraved crimes would be committed as we hear about today.  We have heard of so many that we have almost become calloused to them.  Mass murders, mutilations of bodies, children being tortured and burned.  We have even come to the place where we pay to see these crimes committed.  Imagine that.  People pay money to go to a movie to see the worst kinds of sexual crimes committed and bodies mutilated in the worst possible ways.  What does that say about our culture?  What does that say about the escalation of wickedness in our day?

*But amidst all of this darkness, Jesus also predicted that the gospel of God's saving grace would be proclaimed in the whole world (24:14).  There has been an unprecedented alliance of many mission agencies throughout the world to reach every people group with the gospel.  This is certainly an ambitious task.  But it is going forth as we speak.  Such a venture is unprecedented in human history. 

*And we could go on and on giving illustration after illustration, each one giving evidence that the days in which we are living are very similar to those predicted by Jesus Christ in his Olivet discourse.

*But in addition to all of these which could be given, there is the added dimension that most believers are really not expecting the Lord's imminent return in the hearts today.  Oh, yes, there is the doctrinal assent to the rapture of the church and the second coming.  We all believe that these will occur one day.  But not today.  Christ certainly will not return today.

*For the next 4 Sunday mornings, I would like to address these 4 essential truths which Jesus gave to his disciples.  These are 4 essential truths which we must know and be living if we are to be ready for Christ's return.  And do you know what?  These 4 essential truths are not dependent upon whether Christ comes back in our generation or not.  Even if He doesn't return in the next century, God wants us to be living in light of these 4 essential truths.

*Truth #1 is this - we must live our lives watching for the return of the Lord.  

READ MATTHEW 24:42;44
MT 24:42 "Therefore keep watch, because you do not know on what day your Lord will come. . . 44 So you also must be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him.

*Now what does it mean to keep watch?  What does it mean to be ready?  The context certainly explains what Christ meant by these terms.  And the other essential truths are going to amplify on this central command:

*to be watchful is to be faithful - we will see this next week from verses 45-51 - the parable of the faithful servant.

*to be watchful is to be prepared - we will see this 2 weeks from now from the parable of the ten virgins (Matt. 25:1-13)

*and to be watchful is to be fruitful - we will see this 3 weeks from now as we look at the parable of the talents (Matt. 25:14-30)

*But let's ask ourselves the question this morning, why should we be watchful?  Why is this so critically important to God?  And I would direct your attention to 3 reasons that Jesus gives for our watchful attitude in this Olivet discourse.

1.  First, we must be watchful because we don't know the exact time of the Lord's return.  We can know the times, but we cannot know the time.  We can know the seasons, but we cannot know the exact day or hour.  READ MATTHEW 24:36-42
  MT 24:36 "No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. 37 As it was in the days of Noah, so it will be at the coming of the Son of Man. 38 For in the days before the flood, people were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, up to the day Noah entered the ark; 39 and 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. 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.

    MT 24:42 "Therefore keep watch, because you do not know on what day your Lord will come.

Now it is interesting that Jesus uses the days of Noah to compare with the last days before the coming of the Lord.  We do not have time this morning to discuss at length whether  this specific coming which Christ is referring to here is the rapture or the second coming of Christ that takes place at the conclusion of the tribulation period.  There are good arguments given for both positions.  My personal position is that Christ is speaking of the second coming, His coming in power and glory with his bride the church at the conclusion of the tribulation to face the antichrist and his armies at the battle of Armageddon and then to usher in the millenial rule and reign of Christ.  I feel that this is the best interpretation for several reasons:

*In the context, this coming takes place after the tribulation period.  Christ has just described events which can only occur during the tribulation.  The abomination of desolation that is yet future so cannot be speaking of that which occured during the times of Antiochus Epiphanes (24:15) takes place during the tribulation period.  In fact, Christ has just spoken of a time of great tribulation (24:21).  So it would seem natural that this coming would be His second coming not the rapture of the church.

*But also the analogy to the days of Noah would favor that interpretation.  The flood was a world-wide judgement.  And when that happened, the wicked, unbelieving generation was removed from this world through drowning, while the only believers (Noah and his family) were left to continue living here on the earth.  That is what will happen at the second coming.  The antichrist and his allies will be defeated by Christ.  The judgment of the sheep and goats spoken of at the end of the 25th chapter of Matthew will remove all unbelievers leaving only believers left to enter the millenial kingdom with Jesus Christ as the ruling king.  If you think about it, just the opposite will occur at the Rapture.  When Christ comes for his bride, the church, all the true believers will be brought up to meet him in the air and so be with the Lord forever, and the unbelievers will be left on the earth to go into the tribulation period.  It would, therefore, seem that the comparision with Noah would favor the second coming of Christ.

*But we would certainly not be dogmatic here for there are many fine Bible expositors which would lean towards the other view.  But in either case, the essential of being watchful for the return of Jesus Christ is appropriate.  Even more urgent if the second coming is being referred to here for the rapture occurs 7 years earlier.  

*Now what were the days of Noah like?  Listen to these words written by Moses found in Genesis 6:

"When men began to increase in numbers on the earth and daughters were born to them, the sons of God saw that the daughters of men were beautiful, and they married any of them they chose. . .The Lord saw how great man's wickedness on the earth had become, and that every inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil all the time."  Gen. 6:1,2,5

*population explosion

*breakdown in the family structure, even in godly families, believers marrying unbelievers resulting in a diluting of godliness and moral conviction

*an obsession with the outward appearance.  The beauty that is only skin deep became much more important than inner character beauty.

*an intensity of wickedness and evil on the earth

*These were the characteristics of Noah's day.  And certainly these are the signs of our day as well.  No, we cannot know the day or the hour.  If someone tells you or if you read about a predicted time for the coming of the Lord, you can be assured that the Lord is not going to come at that moment.  But we can know the times, the seasons of the Lord's coming.  And we are living in those very times today.  So we need to be watchful, to be ready for the Lord's return at any moment.

2.  But secondly, we need to be watchful because it brings understanding to us.  READ MATTHEW 24:43
43 But understand this: If the owner of the house had known at what time of night the thief was coming, he would have kept watch and would not have let his house be broken into.

Now this is just a logical argument that Christ gives here, isn't it?  If you knew for sure that a thief was going to break into your house sometime today, what would you do?  You probably wouldn't be here this morning, would you?  At the very least, you would have had a new alarm system installed, or a neighbor watching the house closely.  You would be alert to the danger of being robbed.

Now we have to realize that the promise of Christ's return is not a conditional or hypothetical statement.  It is not a maybe or a possibility.  Christ's return is a guaranteed pledge based upon the character and word of God himself.  If there is a God, Christ is going to return someday.  The second coming of Jesus Christ is as sure as his first coming was.  The angels who appeared to the disciples who were witnessing the ascension of Jesus into the clouds said to them, "this same Jesus who has been taken from you into heaven will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven."  Acts 1:11.

Who would dispute the reality of the historical Jesus?  Who would dispute the fact that a man named Jesus lived at the beginning of the first century?  Even unbelieving historians would not dare to deny the reality of the existence of Jesus Christ.  Well, as sure as his first coming was- that is how sure his second coming is.  

If we would be sure to protect our homes if we knew for sure that a thief was coming to rob us, how much more should we be watching for the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ.

3.  Yes, we should be watchful because we don't know the exact time, only the times of his coming.  And we should be watchful because he is coming for sure, and our watchful attitude brings understanding.  But finally, we should be watchful for this brings a spiritual readiness to our lives.  READ MATTHEW 24:44
44 So you also must be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him.

It is interesting to note the change in the pattern of life for a couple that is about to have a baby.  The wife has born this developing child for almost 9 months and is getting quite uncomfortable.  The husband seems to always be near a phone now so that he might quickly be reached.  They don't know when the child is going to make his or her appearance, but they can tell by the change in mom's appearance that it is going to happen, and perhaps soon.  So their whole pattern of life is changed, isn't it?  No vacations are planned now.  Shopping is done at the mall near the hospital.  When the lights are turned out at night for sleep, a small suitcase is all packed and ready for action.  The child usually comes at a very unexpected hour- often in the middle of the night.  But the couple is ready because they have been watching for the child's coming.

So it is with the Lord's return.  If we are living our lives being watchful, our very lifestyle will be affected.  Let me conclude by asking each of us a very simple question?  If we knew for sure that Jesus was coming back this week, how would our weekly schedule be affected?  If it would be changed at all, we are not living watchful lives.
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