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  There has been no shortage of end time predictions in my lifetime.  In 1988 Edgar Whisenant published the rather faddish 88 Reasons Why the Rapture Could Be in 1988.  I say rather faddish because we have history to look back upon.  Whisenant based his predictions upon what he considered to be an accurate interpretation of the numbers and days named in the Old Testament coupled with significant Jewish celebrations that were prescribed by God for His people.  From these Whisenant predicted that the pre-tribulation rapture of the Church would occur on Rosh Hashana 1988.  He was so sure of his formula that he was quoted as saying, “Only if the Bible is in error am I wrong; and I say that to every preacher in town,” and “[I]f there were a king in this country and I could gamble with my life, I would stake my life on Rosh Hashana 88.”
  Religious broadcasting networks went so far as to interrupt their regular programming schedules to provide special instructions on preparing for the rapture.
  Of course, the hype quickly faded when the Lord did not return in 1988.  Whisenant continued applying his mathematical shrewdness to the Scriptures, predicting the rapture again for 1989, 93, and 94, though with much less fanfare.


Then there were the misguided notions of Harold Camping.  Many who are students of the Scriptures have rejected Camping’s teachings as he advocates that God’s wrath is upon the visible church, that is the Church today, and that He has withdrawn His Spirit from operating among them.  Camping has gone as far as to claim that in 1988 (there was something about that year!) God installed Satan as the leader of the Church in an effort to destroy it.  He also claims that no one was “saved” between the years 1988 and 1994, when he initially predicted the world would end in his book entitled 1994? published in 1992.  According to his current interpretation of the Bible, the end will be 2011.  Camping’s claim that the “Church Age” ended in 1988 conveniently coincides with the year in which he was, in his own words in his Open Forum radio broadcasts, “chased out of the church.”


These men, Whisenant and Camping, are not alone.  We have had our fair share of speculators when it comes to predicting the end of the age.  Interestingly, those who give themselves to these predictions are often labeled as “doomsdayers” or “doomsayers.”  What we learn this morning in Jesus’ conclusion to the Olivet Discourse with His Apostles is that none of this is necessary, nor is it biblical.  Predictions are futile and to associate the end of the age with doom is true only so far as it relates to those who have rejected the good news of Jesus Christ.  The heart of Jesus’ message to the Apostles and to us concerning the end of the age is, “Be on the alert!”  


What did Jesus mean by this exhortation?  Are we, like Whisenant, Camping, and I could add Jack Van Impe and others, to invest an inordinate amount of time and effort in these predictions, analyzing over and again world events that might point to the end of time as given in the prophecies of Scripture?  Is that what it means to “Be on the alert”?  Or is it possible that Jesus is simply saying that we are to live every moment of every day by His glory and for His glory in anticipation of His return?  Is Jesus calling us to some type of super hyperprophetic faith, or is He calling us to a consistent faith in light of His return in glory?  

I.   The Urgency in Christ’s Proclamation (13:28-30) 


In v. 28, Jesus encouraged the Apostles to “learn the parable from the fig tree.”  “Now” is a transitional word, marking the concluding remarks of Jesus in this discourse.  “The fig tree,” you might remember from our earlier teaching in Mark 11 where Jesus pronounced a curse, often refers to the nation of Israel.  However, that does not seem to be the case here but likely refers the class of tree itself as one that would be familiar to the Apostles.  Luke’s account reinforces this interpretation when he adds, “The fig tree and all the trees” (Lk. 21:29).  So rather than serve as a symbol for Israel, Jesus is simply using the fig tree, a familiar tree to the Apostles, to illustrate His teaching.  What was it that the Apostles were to learn from the fig tree?


In the springtime, the branch of the fig tree becomes soft and tender because of the sap within.  The swelling is a sign that the branch is about to put forth its leaves.  In God’s creation providence, this is a sign that summer is approaching.  Similarly, when the Apostles in their lifetime saw “these things happening,” they should understand what was soon coming.  “These things” refers not to what immediately precedes in vv. 24-27, the event itself of the coming of the Son of Man after the time of tribulation, but to the signs that precede that event.  Just as the swelling of the branch on the fig tree pointed to the springing forth of leaves and bearing fruit in the summer, so the signs that we saw in verses 5-23 would indicate that the day, in this case the fruit, was close at hand.  That is how they could “recognize” that the day was near, “right at the door.”  The NAS translates this, “He is near,” with the alternate translation “it” in the margin.  I believe “it” to be the correct rendering, referring to the day itself, though “He” is also correct because we cannot disassociate Jesus return from the day itself.


So what we see in these words is another reminder for the Apostles to watch for and recognize the signs.  When these signs began to become more prevalent, just like the budding fig tree, the time of consummation was close at hand.  This seems simple enough.  But then Jesus continued in v. 30, “Truly I say to you, this generation will not pass away until all these things take place.”  What did He mean by “this generation?”  This is where one’s view of last things might skew what Jesus meant by what He said when He said it to His Apostles.  These words have perplexed many a commentator.
  Hyperpreterists, those who believe that all of the prophecies of Scripture have been completely fulfilled, argue that Jesus’ Second Coming actually occurred in the first century and maintain that this is the only interpretation that maintains integrity.  Now before you shake your heads, understand that this is not as far out as it sounds.  


Others have concluded that Jesus was simply wrong.  Jesus Himself said that He did not even know the day or the hour of His return, and these would say that when He did not return in the generation to which He spoke, or soon after this discourse, He proved He did not know the time or the hour.  This would be the view of those with more liberal leanings.  However, for those of us who accept the authority and sufficiency of Jesus Christ and of Scripture, we know this is not a viable option.  Perhaps the liberals misinterpreted what Jesus meant.  


So we have the two extreme views of the hyperpreterist and the liberal.  But what about those in between?  Many have suggested that the words “this generation” may not refer specifically to the generation to whom Jesus was speaking but to the Jewish people or nation.  Others understand “this generation” to mark the beginning of these signs.  In other words, whatever future generation sees these signs will not pass away until the Son of Man comes.  Both of these suggestions, that of a national view or of Jewish people and the view of the beginning of the signs, both relegate Jesus’ words solely to His Second Coming at the end of the age.


However, most commentators believe, as do I, that “this generation” refers in some sense to the generation who heard Jesus’ words.  Again, many variations exist within this view.  One suggestion is that “this generation” refers to the generation to whom Jesus was speaking, but they argue that “all these things” does not include the coming of the Son of Man.  If this is the case, then Jesus’ words are simply a prediction of the destruction of the Temple and Jerusalem in A.D. 70.  Another view says that all of this should be understood in terms of double fulfillment.  Now if you have paid any attention at all over the past few weeks, you would know that this would be the view that I hold concerning the entirety of this discourse.  I have stated in each of the sermons my understanding that Jesus speaks of two separate but complementary events in Mark 13, the destruction of the Temple in A.D. 70 and His return at the end of the age.  The view that Jesus in these verses speaks of a double fulfillment fits with this understanding.  “These things,” again referring to the signs, were fulfilled to a certain degree in the first century, but the ultimate fulfillment to which like signs point is still to come, both in the signs themselves and the end of the age of which they mark the beginning.  


With this understanding, we, like the Apostles, are to “recognize” signs as well.  Of course, this would require that we rightly interpret what a sign really is.  And I admit, this is where the difficulty comes.  We must not look at every catastrophic event on the world’s stage as somehow ushering in that great day.  We must not think that every politico or religious leader that claims more for themselves than Scripture warrants is the antichrist come to usurp the throne of Christ.  But we must take care that we do not so overreact to those like a Whisenant or a Camping that we do not watch at all.  As J.C. Ryle pointed out, “It becomes all true Christians to observe carefully the public events of their own day.  It is not only a duty to do this, but a sin to neglect it.  Our Lord reproved the Jews for ‘not discerning the signs of the times’ (Matt. xvi. 3).”
  


So we too are to discern the times.  We are not to have an unhealthy interest in these things, but we are to be watchful because we are uncertain of the time of His return – just as He was.
II.  The Certainty in Christ’s Uncertainty (13:31-32)

Jesus makes two specific claims concerning His return to reinforce His teaching.  In these two claims, we see something of the nature of Christ.  First, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words will not pass away.”  Obviously, this refers to some future event that we have yet to experience.  The passing away of heaven and earth, to which Jesus refers, does not mean total annihilation but a glorious renewal.
  According to Isaiah, this time will be marked by a harmony of things unknown in this world:

Isaiah 11:6-9 – 6 And the wolf will dwell with the lamb, and the leopard will lie down with the young goat, and the calf and the young lion and the fatling together; and a little boy will lead them.  7 Also the cow and the bear will graze, their young will lie down together, and the lion will eat straw like the ox.  8 The nursing child will play by the hole of the cobra, and the weaned child will put his hand on the viper’s den.  9 They will not hurt or destroy in all My holy mountain, for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the LORD as the waters cover the sea.

That day is described in the Revelation:

Revelation 21:1-5 – Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth passed away, and there is no longer any sea.  2 And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, made ready as a bride adorned for her husband.  3 And I heard a loud voice from the throne, saying, “Behold, the tabernacle of God is among men, and He will dwell among them, and they shall be His people, and God Himself will be among them, 4 and He will wipe away every tear from their eyes; and there will no longer be any death; there will no longer be any mourning, or crying, or pain; the first things have passed away.”  5 And He who sits on the throne said, “Behold, I am making all things new.” And He said, “Write, for these words are faithful and true.”


And what does Jesus promise His Apostles here concerning His Word?  His Word endures forever!  This is a claim of authority that can be ascribed to God alone.  Isaiah 51:6 makes this connection to the end of the age and the eternality of God and Christ,  “Lift up your eyes to the sky, then look to the earth beneath; for the sky will vanish like smoke, and the earth will wear out like a garment and its inhabitants will die in like manner; but My salvation will be forever, and My righteousness will not wane.”  The events surrounding the end of the age are certain because His Word is certain!


But we notice a second thing concerning the nature of Christ in v. 32, “But of that day or hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but the Father alone.”  These are familiar words to us in defending the veracity of Scripture against the speculations of men like Whisenant and Camping.  We remember that Jesus said that no man or angel knows the day or the hour.  The Father alone knows the time.  But do we not get a bit uncomfortable with the truth that the Son, Jesus Christ, does not know the time?  It is here that we come face-to-face with the mystery of the Godhead, the uniqueness of the triunity of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit.  Where Jesus in the verse prior makes a statement concerning His deity, here we see a claim of His humanity.  He was certain of His return because He the Father had revealed to Him in His humanity.  But He was uncertain as any man or angel concerning the time of His return.  He really did not know.  Jesus as man was limited in His knowledge.  Luke tells us that Jesus “grew in wisdom and stature” (Lk. 2:52).  This indicates to us that Jesus’ knowledge was somehow limited.  However, He was not ignorant of anything He ought to have known.  But limited does not mean fallible.  Because Jesus did not know does not mean that He was capable of making a mistake.  What He spoke He spoke with full authority from the Father.  Of course, the mystery remains in that in His deity, He knows all things.  So in these verses we see a testimony of the nature of Christ, His deity and His humanity,  the Son of God and the Son of man.

III.  The Challenge of Christ’s Exhortation (13:33-37)


Given the certainty of the signs and the event that they point to, Jesus exhorts the Apostles, and us as well, to “take heed, keep on the alert,” for we do not know the time that has been appointed by the Father.  Three times the exhortation is, “Be alert!”  He then offered a parable to illustrate the urgency of the exhortation.


In this story, authority was given to the servants, and every man was left to his work. The servant was commanded to watch for his return. The message here implies that each servant and every man was to work until the master’s return, for he might come in the evening, or at midnight, or maybe at dawn at the cockcrowing, or in the morning. They would not know the time of His coming, so their work had to be done. The warning was that He might come and find them sleeping and their business undone. Only those who had their work done would find peace. Here Jesus was stating that He would depart and leave the work of the ministry in the hands of His servants until His return. But when He would return He wanted to find us so doing His will. We are commanded to watch, but this does not mean that we should quit our jobs, or close our businesses, and go on a mountaintop and look into the Heavens for His return.  The watching here refers to an attitude of heart, a heart that is ready to meet its Lord.  A person with such a heart is doing the will of God and is promised blessing when the Lord returns.


Noah left us a good example, for God warned Noah of the coming flood and commanded him to build an ark.  The Word of God declares, in Hebrews 11:7, “By faith Noah, being warned by God about things not yet seen, in reverence prepared an ark for the salvation of his household, by which he condemned the world, and became an heir of the righteousness which is according to faith.”  Here we see that after Noah was warned, he began to prepare the ark.  Noah didn’t know when God would send him into the ark, so he kept busy working.  Noah had to be ready with the ark of God.   Noah had respect and reverence for God’s judgment; this is what kept Noah working on the ark all those years.  Only eight souls were ready for that day.  


Matthew’s account of the Olivet Discourse includes this sign of Noah concerning the end of the age.   As it was in Noah’s day, so shall it be at the time of Christ’s return (Matthew 24:36-39).

Matthew 24:34-39 – 34 “Truly I say to you, this generation will not pass away until all these things take place.  35 Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words will not pass away.  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.”
When the flood came, it fell on those who were not ready.  Only those who were obedient to God’s will were saved (1 Peter 3:20).

1 Peter 3:20 – When the patience of God kept waiting in the days of Noah, during the construction of the ark, in which a few, that is, eight persons, were brought safely through the water.

In light of this parable given by our Lord and these other truths set forth in Scripture, how are we to “be on the alert”?  Just like God told Noah that the end was coming, He has told us of the end as well.  Just as He called Noah to live in obedience to His will, so He has called us to live in obedience.  The entire discourse is a call to live by faith in the midst of a perverse generation with the promise that the one who perseveres to the end will be saved (v. 13), just like in the days of Noah.  Noah was a type of Christ, pointing to the work that Christ would accomplish in providing the ark of deliverance from the wrath of God for us in His death on the Cross.  So how do we “take heed”?  We begin by trusting in Him to save us from the wrath that will be poured out on that last day.  We are then “alert” as we continue to live by faith in Him in obedience to the Word.  Christ in this discourse calls for a consistent faith, not a faith that is sporadic.  It is a call to live your life day-by-day, moment-by-moment centered on God, saturated with Christ, empowered and enabled by the Holy Spirit, in joyful obedience to the entirety of His Word.  

Conclusion

How would you spend tomorrow if you knew Jesus was going to return in the evening?  Sinclair Ferguson shares a story about John Wesley.  Wesley was once asked that question as he made his way from one preaching event to another.  He took out his diary, read the list of engagements he had for the following day, and said, “These are the things I would do tomorrow if I knew the Lord was returning then.”


Often people look to Jesus’ teaching about the future as an excuse for controversy in the church or laziness in the Christian life.  However, we must read these words as a summons to practical obedience to the Lord.  If you were to take out your calendars, could you say like Wesley that you are exhibiting that consistent a faith?  Are you watching?  Are you alert?
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