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Matthew 24: 36-44 The Necessity for Watchfulness 
36 “But about that day and hour no one knows, neither the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but 
only the Father. 37 For as the days of Noah were, so will be the coming of the Son of Man. 38 For as 
in those days before the flood they were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, 
until the day Noah entered the ark, 39 and they knew nothing until the flood came and swept 
them all away, so too will be the coming of the Son of Man. 40 Then two will be in the field; one 
will be taken and one will be left. 41 Two women will be grinding meal together; one will be taken 
and one will be left. 42 Keep awake therefore, for you do not know on what day your Lord is 
coming. 43 But understand this: if the owner of the house had known in what part of the night the 
thief was coming, he would have stayed awake and would not have let his house be broken 
into. 44 Therefore you also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour. 
 
 
I have an addition to our Gospel reading this morning. “Two will be in the field; one will be taken 
and one will be left. Two women will be grinding meal together; one will be taken and one will 
be left.” Two pastors will be ready for Sunday, one will have a grandbaby and one will be left. 
Keep awake therefore, for you do know on what day the Senior Pastor’s daughter will have a 
baby. Apparently that day is Saturday, mere hours before Sunday worship, which means I have 
to be ready to preach in a moment’s notice. I have had to be ready for two weeks now! I 
actually remember that moment in my preaching class in seminary when we were told one day 
that we had to learn to be ready to preach at a moment’s notice. With that, our professor said, 
“You have 10 minutes to prepare a five minute sermon for the class on this Scripture verse,” a 
verse I don’t remember. It was hard, as you can imagine. I didn’t have the experience, I didn’t 
have the knowledge, and I certainly didn’t have the time. Yet, somehow I preached a five 
minute sermon with ten minutes on the clock. I didn’t say it made sense or it was good, but I did 
it! 
  
Be ready. The Boy Scouts say “Be Prepared.” Someone during our weekly staff meeting joked to 
me that I better be like a Boy Scout in the coming weeks, “Be Prepared.” Upon hearing the 
Scout motto, someone asked Scouting founder Robert Baden-Powell the inevitable follow-up 
question. “Prepared for what?” “Why, for any old thing,” he replied. In 1907, Baden-Powell, an 
English soldier, devised the Scout motto: Be Prepared. He published it in Scouting for Boys in 1908. 
Two years later, in 1910, the Boy Scouts of America was founded.  In Scouting for Boys, Baden-
Powell wrote that to Be Prepared means “you are always in a state of readiness in mind and 
body to do your duty.” 
 
Be prepared. Be ready, but you might ask like Robert Baden Powell was asked, “Ready for 
what?” Jesus said in the Gospel of Matthew that we have to be ready for the Son of Man is 
coming at an unexpected hour. Jesus is referring to his second coming, the end of the age, the 
final judgment. Jesus’ disciples were trying to predict when Jesus would rule on earth, become 
king, and conquer the Romans. They were ready for him to rule. Yet Jesus said he will die and will 



return. It’s what we proclaim in the Communion liturgy, “Christ has died, Christ is risen, Christ will 
come again.” It’s a topic that is often misunderstood in the church and one that is often 
misused. There have been too many televangelists and others who have tried to predict the 
second coming of Jesus or the end times, so apparently they didn’t read this section from 
Matthew. 
 
While this seems like a challenging claim, the second coming of Christ, if we long for the 
Kingdom of God to reign fully on earth, then that’s what we pray and work for. While it’s often 
misunderstood, I usually try to sum it up by saying Jesus will fully reign on earth when he returns. 
It’s what the disciples were looking toward when Jesus was with them and it’s what they were 
waiting for after his resurrection and ascension. Most modern Christians, except those 
televangelists, have lost sight of the second coming and final judgment, but what if we started 
to realize that the final judgment isn’t just something that will happen way down the road, but 
it’s something that happens every day? How would that change things? Like Albert Camus 
wrote, “I shall tell you a great secret, my friend. Do not wait for the Last Judgment. It takes place 
every day.” That begs a question then, “Are you ready?” 
 
This is the context that Matthew writes his Gospel in. There is a clear distinction between the ages 
or times, the current one of sin and injustice and the new age to come, which will be completely 
ruled by Christ. This Gospel was all about showing how God was bringing about this change in 
the life and person of Jesus. His birth, life, death, and resurrection began this movement, this 
transition into the new age with the new age coming to completion in the return or second 
coming of Christ. Matthew’s task then, was to write in a way to instruct the faithful to live the 
model of Jesus day in and day out while they wait for Jesus to return. 
 
As Ron Allen, professor of New Testament from Christian Theological Seminary wrote, “Some 
scholars affirm that many in Matthew’s congregation were losing confidence in the coming of 
the Realm (or the coming of God’s Kingdom in Christ). The return was delayed. Their witness was 
fading. Matthew wrote to encourage them to continue to live their faith.” 
 
Many people during Jesus’ time were looking for the appropriate signs of the end of the age. 
Yet Jesus reminds them that no one knows; only God knows. Apparently not the angels, not 
even Jesus himself knows. The disciples longed for Jesus to be king and so did those in Matthew’s 
community, so Matthew writes to encourage the church to be ready to live the faith every single 
day, because we never know when Jesus will return or even when our lives will end, so we have 
to live our faith today. 
 
In this Gospel reading, we find Jesus offering four examples to encourage the disciples to be 
ready. He first uses this example of the flood in Noah’s day. The people carried on in their lives, 
they were eating, drinking, enjoying themselves until the flood waters came. Jesus is referring to 
what’s to come, not the flood, but his return and the coming age that will come as rapidly and 
unexpectedly as flood waters. Next, Jesus shares stories of two people in a field and one is taken 
and the other where two women are grinding meal and one is taken. It will be so sudden and 
unexpected that some people won’t be ready. The Anglican pastor and theologian N.T. Wright 
wrote, “It should be noted that being ‘taken’ in this context means being taken in judgment.” It’s 
about the sudden nature of the return of Christ. The final example that Jesus uses is of a 



homeowner who did not stay awake when a thief broke into his house. If he would have known, 
had the right information, and if he would have responded appropriately, by staying awake, he 
would have been ready. The believers, then, should stay awake. 
 
What’s the point of all of these stories? We have to be prepared to represent and to live the faith 
of Jesus wherever we go and in every moment. It’s true for all people of faith. It’s true for clergy 
too. Wherever I go, I am often aware of how I am a representative of the church and the faith I 
carry with me. There are times when I am not exactly ready to be a pastor and yet, I am called 
to be one in every moment. One time I was getting my hair cut and the woman cutting my hair 
was making small talk. It wasn’t the most enlightening conversation until she asked me, “Do you 
have the day off?” I knew what was coming next, the dreaded question, “And what do you 
do?” “I’m a pastor of a church,” I replied. Now, it’s a dreaded question, not because I’m 
embarrassed of being a pastor, that’s not it at all, I love being a pastor and I couldn’t see myself 
doing anything else; it’s a dreaded question because I never know how people will react. Some 
will become defensive about their lack of church attendance. Others will become almost angry 
at what I represent. Maybe they had a bad church experience or were hurt by a pastor in the 
past. And I’m worried about how my hair will look at the end of the conversation. Either way, this 
woman who was cutting my hair was really pleased to hear that, which lead to quite the 
conversation about her prayer life, her experience of God, and I even heard her confession of 
sins. I was not anticipating having to be a pastor in that moment, I was just a paying customer 
with long hair, yet I had to be ready. My response in an instant had to be one of love, listening, 
and presence. I was representing my faith and had to be present to the opportunity to witness. 
 
I realize this might seem like a trivial example, especially compared to what Matthew is writing 
about in the Gospel. The Gospel story is referring to being prepared for the second coming of 
Jesus, the end of this age and the age to come, and of final judgment, but I believe that the 
way we live our lives on a day to day basis, moment by moment, will tell us if we are ready or 
not. The story I shared with you can easily be changed from pastor to any of us. We all have to 
be ready to be ministers all the time. We are all ministers of the Gospel. 
 
When you are shopping at the grocery store, you are not just a hungry customer wanting to get 
home to make dinner; you are a representative of Jesus. When you are at work, trying your best 
to finish the project on time and no one seems to be prepared, you are still an ambassador for 
your faith. When you are getting your hair cut and someone asks you about where you just were 
that Sunday morning and you say church, remember you are a follower of Christ, no matter how 
they respond. 
 
We all need to be ready to live out our faith in this very moment and until the coming of the new 
age. None of us knows the day and hour, but we do know how to live as Christ followers in this 
life, right now. Jesus tells us just a little earlier in this Gospel, in Matthew 22, when he is asked, 
“Which is the greatest commandment?” Jesus replies, “Love the Lord your God with all your 
heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ 38 This is the first and greatest 
commandment. 39 And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’” It all comes down 
to this: Be ready to love God and love neighbor every moment of every day. Jesus said in 
Matthew 25, “When the Son of Man comes in his glory, he will sit on the throne of his glory.” He 
will rule on earth. Then, Jesus refers to the judgment of nations. Those who will inherit the kingdom 



are those who responded to this call, “I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you 
gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, 36 I was naked and you 
gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.’” 
 
Every single day, may we ask ourselves and each other, “Were we ready to serve, listen, and 
love this day?” If not, may we recognize this, confess it, receive God’s grace, and try again the 
next day. Our task is to: Be prepared. Be awake. Be ready; to love, to care, to be present to the 
Spirit moving in our very midst. You never know when you might have to preach the beautiful, 
hopeful, loving, and grace filled message of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, so embody it, embrace 
it, and live it every single moment not just of this day or this coming week, but throughout our 
entire lives, everyday being ready to follow Jesus. 
 
Let us pray: 
 
Almighty God, the hour of your coming again draws near even though we do not know the day 
or hour. Make us ready in our hearts, in our minds, in our souls, and in our lives to live out and 
represent our faith every moment of every day. 
Give us courage, strength, grace, and hope to be ready to live our faith. We offer this prayer to 
you in the name of Jesus the Christ our Lord. 
Amen. 
 


