
  
MATTHEW 24:36-44 
 
36 "But of that day and hour no one knows, 

  
 

 
 
 
37 As were the days of Noah, 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 when Noah entered the ark,  
 
39 and they did not know until the flood came and swept them all away,  

so will be the      coming of the Son of man.  

 
42 Watch therefore,  

for you do not know on what day    your Lord is coming.  
 
43 But know this, that if the householder had known in what part of the night the 
thief was coming, he would have watched and would not have let his house be 
broken into.  
 
44 Therefore you also must be [become] ready; for the     Son of man is coming  
 
at an hour you do not expect. 
 
 

40 Then two men will be in the field;   one is taken and one is left.  
 
41 Two women will be grinding at the mill;  one is taken and one is left.  
 

not even the angels of heaven,  
nor the Son,  
but the Father only. 
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COMPOSITION 
 

The passage is part of the greater eschatological sequence beginning at the start of 
Chapter 24.  It is introduced by the phrase “But of that day and hour” (36a) – a 
reference to the time of tribulation mentioned in Mt 24:29-31. Everything that 
follows is a commentary on knowing when the “day and hour” of tribulation will 
come and what exactly will occur. This passage is made up of two major and 
rhetorically complex parts that have a chiastic structure ABC /Cʹ′Bʹ′Aʹ′. The repetition 
of the word “hour” (36a and 44c) serves to delineate the boundaries of the passage.   
 
The passage shows a diversity of form and function in the literary technique of 
repetition.1  The axis of the chiastic structure occurs between 40 and 41 where we 
find a substitution repetition, “two men…one is taken and one is left behind” (40) 
versus “two women…one is taken ad one is left” (41). 2  These two sentences 
constitute the C/Cʹ′ segment of the chiastic structure. The substitution is intended to 
concretize that all flesh will be subject to the consequences of the final judgment as 
well as have a chance at salvation as in the story of deluge (cf. Gen 7:16).3  
 
The passage also contains a changing of order repetition: “coming [Gk. parousia] of 
the Son of Man” (37b, 39b) versus “the Son of Man is coming” (44b)4. The subject 
of the phrase is of course shifted. It should be noted that in Greek two different 
words are used for “coming.” These are parousia (37b and 39b) and erxomai (44b). 
The former is a noun serving as a direct object while the latter is a verb. The 
changing of order and changing of word and function serves to increase the 
dissimilarity of the repeated phrase illuminating the fact that the “coming” of the 
Son of Man is both and event (in kairos time) as well as a dynamic movement in 
history (in chronos time).  
 
Verses 38, 39, 40 and verses 42, 43, 44 make up the B/Bʹ′ construction of the 
chiastic structure. These three verses each form a single unit that parallels each 
other. In this unit the phrase “your Lord” (42c) is substituted for “Son of Man” (37b, 
39c, 44b) as a synonymic equivalent. This substitution repetition identifies Jesus as 
                                            
1 The structure of synonymy or repetition is one of the most common rhetorical methods found in 
Hebrew poetry. This technique (also known as analogy) became part of biblical literary 
consciousness and carried over into the 1st Century and into the Greek language of the New 
Testament.  For an in-depth analysis on how repetition works as a basis for spatial linage through 
the confrontation of the analogical elements, and how dissimilarity makes for mutual illumination of 
the repeated terms cf. M. STERNBERG, The Poetics of Biblical Narratives, 365-431; see also L. ALONSO 

– SCHÖKEL, A Manual of Hebrew Poetics, 87-91.  
2 Cf. M. STERNBERG, The Poetics of Biblical Narratives, 392. 
3 The mention of men and women is intentional given the allusion to Noah and the flood where 
“…they that entered, male and female of all flesh, went in [the ark] as God had commanded him; 
and the Lord shut him in” (Gen 7:16). 
4 Cf. M. STERNBERG, The Poetics of Biblical Narratives, 391. 
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both the OT apocalyptic figure “Son of Man” (cf. Dan 7:14) and the personal “your 
Lord” of Israel (see comment below on this phrase).  The meaning is that the Son of 
Man = Your Lord. This idea is found only implicitly in the OT but is now presented 
explicitly by Matthew.  
 
The word “know” (Gk. oidos) is repeated five times in the overall passage making it 
an important theme. The consequence of not knowing is placed at the very center 
and repeated twice as “one is taken and one is left.” In 42a the imperative “watch” 
(to be ready) is presented as a solution to the problem of not knowing the “day and 
hour” yet there still remains a troubling sense of uncertainty remaining.    
 
Finally, there are no less than three allusions in the passage that qualitatively help 
illuminate the central question of the “hour and the day.”5 The first allusion is that 
of Noah and the flood. It is a traditional biblical story that the hearer would be 
familiar with. This allusion brings in some interesting interpretative elements to the 
parousia (for more see below).  
 
The second bi-part allusion is that of the daily tasks of working “in the field” (40a) 
and “grinding at the mill” (41a).  The men are in charge of harvesting the wheat 
while the women are in charge of grinding the wheat into flower. Both activities 
are allusions to daily repetitive work that would be very familiar to Matthew’s 
readers. This allusion  gives the impression that the parousia will come 
unexpectedly in the midst of our daily labors.  
 
The third allusion is that of the thief coming in the night to break into a 
householder’s domicile (43). Here the allusion brings in the elements of danger, the 
necessity of watchfulness (43b), and the surprise of an attack during the night (43b).  
 
BIBLICAL CONTEXT 
 

“in the Days of Noah” 
 

Two allusions are brought into the passage to illustrate the unexpected arrival of 
the “Son of Man.” The first is the allusion of Noah and the flood; the other is a thief 
who comes at an unexpected hour of the night. The context of the great deluge “in 
the days of Noah” and the break-in of the thief at night give ominous overtones to 
the eschatological event of the “coming of the Son of Man.” In both cases the 
results are unexpected and produces death (a thief does not just come to rob a 
house but murders whoever is found inside).    
                                            
5 “The allusion points from a distance to a known fact, a shared tradition, a well-known text; the 
allusion makes these things present in a discrete kind of way. More so than with the citation, the 
allusion needs the intelligent collaboration of the reader; sometimes it can be a showing off of 
culture, on other occasions a challenge to the sharpness of the reader. Reminiscences can be 
unconscious, brought about by association” (L. ALONSO – SCHÖKEL, A Manual of Hebrew Poetics, 
143).  
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The allusion to the flood in the context of eschatology is not new. The great 
apocalyptic oracle of Isaiah Chapter 24 contains an allusion to the flood - “For the 
windows of heaven are opened” (24:18b)6; as well as Dan 9:26c – “its end 
[Jerusalem] shall come with a flood, and to the end there shall be war; desolations 
are decreed.”7 The allusion to Noah also brings into the context the condemnation 
of Noah’s generation where – “the wickedness of man was great in the earth, 
and…his heart was only evil continuously” (Gen 6:5). Yet Noah “found favor in the 
eye of the Lord” (Gen 6:8). The archetype of Noah is brought into the text to 
communicate a parallel between the wicked during the time of Noah and the 
wicked during the time of the “coming of the Son of Man.”  
 
 
“Your Lord” 
 

The term “your Lord” is an unusual construct. There is a similar phrase “Lord Your 
God” that is very common but not “your Lord.” This can be explained because of 
the substitution repetition would not allow the longer phrase of “Lord Your God” 
without making the sentence awkward and creating a dissonance in the parallelism 
between (39c) and (42c). The substitution repetition as stated above makes a 
rhetorical connection between Son of Man and Your Lord that is interpretive. The 
Jesus identifies himself as the apocalyptic figure of the Son of Man and personal 
(“your”) Lord. The “Your Lord” convey the same personal connection that the OT 
phrase “Lord your God” conveyed.  
 
INTERPRETATION 
 

Only the Father knows 
 

The phrase in 36c, “nor the Son, but the Father”, has presented some doctrinal 
difficulties with regards to Jesus’ apparent ignorance of the “day and the hour.” As 
it has been pointed out, however, this statement has to be understood as an 
anthropomorphic hyperbole common in Hebrew literature (including the Talmud).8 
Given the overwhelming textual support for Jesus sharing everything, including 

                                            
6 According to C. WESTERMAN “What was catastrophic about the opening of the windows of the 
heavens was, …that the waters flowed down without the intermediary function of the clouds. This, 
together with the eruption of the waters of the deep, meant an invasion of chaos into the created 
order; the flood assumed cosmic proportions” (cf. C. WESTERMAN, Genesis 1-11, A Commentary, 
434).  
7 The vision of Daniel 9:2-27 in particular has great echoes in Jesus’ eschatological discourse in 
Matthew 24 since this vision includes an “anointed one” who will come and later be “cut off” after 
which the city of Jerusalem will be destroyed.   
8 “The employment of metaphor prevails throughout Hebrew literature. Imagination is the most 
vigorous and predominant in its pages, and even where we should expect the most philosophical 
precision, the fire of enthusiasm breaks forth in figurative and picturesque language, as well as in 
imagination and hyperbole” (S. SELLES, The Poetry of the Talmud, 102; cf. 101-116). 
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divine knowledge, with the Father (cf. 11:27; Jn 3:35; 10:15; 17:25) this can only 
be interpreted a literary device. The most obvious of which is the typical polarized 
expression called a merismus. In support of this interpretation the following 
observations can made:  
 

a) The use of “the Son” without “of Man” following it is highly unusual and 
occurs only in (36c) in all of Matthew.  
 

b) Rhetorically speaking the segment (36c) has no chiastic parallel with the 
end of the passage (44c). That is, “the Son” is not repeated at the end (44c) and 
therefore it is clear that rhetorically it is functioning syntactically and logically 
within the confines of segment36b.  
 

c) We can see that the phrase “not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, 
but the Father” is made up of three smaller segments:  

 
a: Not even the angels of heaven, 
b: nor the Son, 
c: but the Father 

 
that together work as a merismus.  
 
Given this composition we can see the expression “the Son” as the opposite of 
“angels in heaven.” The expression “Son of Man” would not be appropriate here 
for the merismus since this title points to the heavenly realm. The phrase “the Son” 
however carries with it the humbled status of the pre-glorified Incarnate Son in the 
flesh who “offered up prayers and supplications, with loud cries and tears, to him 
who was able to save him from death, and he was heard for his godly fear” (Heb 
5:7-10).  
 
The Book of Hebrews uses a similar expression “a Son” for Jesus solely when 
referring to the pre-glorified Incarnate Son who “learned obedience through what 
he suffered” (Heb 5:8b). Having said this, the expression “the Son” carries with it 
the meaning “on earth” providing the required apposition with “angels in heaven.”  
 
One is taken one is left behind 
 

The image of Noah in the allusion of verse (37-39) brings the unconscious 
reminiscence of the ark by association.9 In a similar way, those who have faith in 
the Son of Man will be saved of the final tribulation by being “taken” as if in an ark. 
Those that were “left” to drown in the waters of the deluge by not being “taken” 

                                            
9 Reminiscences are often unconscious and generated by association when a biblical tradition has 
been built up through allusion or citation (cf. L. ALONSO – SCHÖKEL, A Manual of Hebrew Poetics, 
143). 
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into the ark suffered the just punishment for their wickedness. By analogy, so will it 
be in the parousia (Second Coming) – the righteous will be taken away and the 
wicked will be left behind.  
 
There is a difference, however, in comparing the association of the wicked and 
righteous at the end times and at the time of Noah. Contrary to Noah who had no 
association with the wicked, the righteous and wicked will be working side-by-side 
with no apparent division or distinction between the two when the “hour” of 
judgment comes. The righteous and wicked will be involved in the same economic 
activity yet “one is taken, and one is left” (40b, 41b). The disciple is called to 
“watch” (42a) and be vigilant (43b) for the “hour” (36b, 44a).   
 
Day gives way to night 
 

Within the passage there is a progression from the “day” (repeated five times) of the 
“coming of the Son of Man” and the one word “night” that comes at the end of the 
second allusion of the thief coming at night.  Noah entered the ark during the “day” 
while the thief enters the house during the “night.” Night is understood as a time of 
moral evil and judgment. It gives the meaning that those who foolishly do not 
watch vigilantly and live upright lives obedient to the Son of Man out of love for 
your Lord, will at the time of judgment have their day turn into a night.  
 
You must “become” ready  
 

At 44a the more literal translation from the Greek is “therefore, you also must 
become ready” rather than “be ready.” The Greek word used here is ginesthe 
(imperative) whose root is ginomai (“to become”). It is taking the place of the 2nd 
person plural imperative of eimi (“to be”) but in doing so it gives the understanding 
that there is a process of becoming ready or complete for the coming of the Son of 
Man.  This implies a process of maturation or the idea of teleology – of reaching 
our ‘end’ (teleos) as human beings.10 The more we mature spiritually the closer we 
arrive to meeting our end (life goal) and therefore the more attentive we will be to 
the signs of the times and the parousia.   

                                            
10 The concept of becoming ready for the parousia is in line with the teleology evident in Hebrews 
5:8b-9 – “…he learned obedience through what he suffered; and being made perfect he became the 
source of eternal salvation to all who obey him.” A similar idea is found in Luke 1:80 – “And the 
child grew and became strong in spirit, and he was in the wilderness till the day of his manifestation 
to Israel.”  


