News of the Hour (Mark 13:1-35)

Preached by Pastor Chris Chia to Adam Road Presbyterian Centre on 28-29 April 2001.

1 As he was leaving the temple, one of his disciples said to him, "Look, Teacher! What massive stones! What magnificent buildings!" 

2 "Do you see all these great buildings?" replied Jesus. "Not one stone here will be left on another; every one will be thrown down." 

3 As Jesus was sitting on the Mount of Olives opposite the temple, Peter, James, John and Andrew asked him privately, 

4 "Tell us, when will these things happen? And what will be the sign that they are all about to be fulfilled?" 

5 Jesus said to them: "Watch out that no one deceives you. 

6 Many will come in my name, claiming, `I am he,' and will deceive many. 

7 When you hear of wars and rumours of wars, do not be alarmed. Such things must happen, but the end is still to come. 

8 Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. There will be earthquakes in various places, and famines. These are the beginning of birth pains. 

9 "You must be on your guard. You will be handed over to the local councils and flogged in the synagogues. On account of me you will stand before governors and kings as witnesses to them. 

10 And the gospel must first be preached to all nations. 

11 Whenever you are arrested and brought to trial, do not worry beforehand about what to say. Just say whatever is given you at the time, for it is not you speaking, but the Holy Spirit. 

12 "Brother will betray brother to death, and a father his child. Children will rebel against their parents and have them put to death. 

13 All men will hate you because of me, but he who stands firm to the end will be saved. 

14 "When you see `the abomination that causes desolation' standing where it does not belong--let the reader understand--then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains. 

15 Let no one on the roof of his house go down or enter the house to take anything out. 

16 Let no one in the field go back to get his cloak. 

17 How dreadful it will be in those days for pregnant women and nursing mothers! 

18 Pray that this will not take place in winter, 

19 because those will be days of distress unequalled from the beginning, when God created the world, until now--and never to be equalled again. 

20 If the Lord had not cut short those days, no one would survive. But for the sake of the elect, whom he has chosen, he has shortened them. 

21 At that time if anyone says to you, `Look, here is the Christ!' or, `Look, there he is!' do not believe it. 

22 For false Christs and false prophets will appear and perform signs and miracles to deceive the elect--if that were possible. 

23 So be on your guard; I have told you everything ahead of time. 

24 "But in those days, following that distress, "`the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light; 

25 the stars will fall from the sky, and the heavenly bodies will be shaken.'

26 "At that time men will see the Son of Man coming in clouds with great power and glory. 

27 And he will send his angels and gather his elect from the four winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends of the heavens. 

28 "Now learn this lesson from the fig tree: As soon as its twigs get tender and its leaves come out, you know that summer is near. 

29 Even so, when you see these things happening, you know that it is near, right at the door. 

30 I tell you the truth, this generation will certainly not pass away until all these things have happened. 

31 Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will never pass away. 

32 "No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. 

33 Be on guard! Be alert! You do not know when that time will come. 

34 It's like a man going away: He leaves his house and puts his servants in charge, each with his assigned task, and tells the one at the door to keep watch. 

35 "Therefore keep watch because you do not know when the owner of the house will come back--whether in the evening, or at midnight, or when the rooster crows, or at dawn. 

36 If he comes suddenly, do not let him find you sleeping. 

37 What I say to you, I say to everyone: `Watch!'"

A Spanish priest, Juan Arias, wrote a book called "The God I Don't Believe In". In his reflections about God's anger, he writes: "No, I shall never believe in the God who catches man by surprise in a sin of weakness, who loves pain, who makes himself feared, incapable of smiling at man's awkward mistakes, who plays at condemning, who sends people to hell, who always demands 100% per cent in his examinations, who says: 'you will pay for that', who prefers purity to love."

I suspect Juan Arias is not alone. Why? This is what many of us find unbelievable about God. And what's unbelievable about God? That God can be angry. That God can and will judge us. That God can and will destroy us. In our modern world, we rather prefer a different image of God. So we find ourselves saying: "I like to think of God as Santa Claus." Or "I think God does not act that way any more. In the past, in the Old Testament God got angry. God judged. He destroyed nations, destroyed his own people. But now in the New Testament God has matured. He has progressed. God now thinks otherwise and acts differently. Why? We do find it unbelievable that God should judge and act in judgement.   

1. Unbelievable: Jesus and the Temple (13:1-4)  

a. Disciples: Unbelievable!

In Mark 13, Jesus teaches his disciples about the unbelievable, unthinkable, unfathomable. Read 13:1-2. The unbelievable revolves around the temple in Jerusalem. Jerusalem is the city of God. Why? God's presence will be there among his people in the temple. In that sense, the temple is the locus or meeting place between God and his chosen people. 

The Temple was built by king Solomon. Then it was destroyed in 586 BC as Israel was taken into Exile in Babylon by God. It was later rebuilt by the remnant who returned after the Exile. The main work was done by Zerubbabel. But it was no comparison. It was Herod who built the second Temple to match the original in majesty. It was twice its original size - about 400 metres by 500 metres. Work started in 19 BC and was still in progress when Jesus spoke. It was only completed after 80 years - in AD 63-64. It was huge. It was magnificent. In architectural terms, it was a wonder of the ancient world. In religious terms, there was popular belief amongst the Jews that the temple was indestructible. This sprang from and gave rise to the theology of indestructibility or inviolability. In short, the temple - and us as God's people - will never be destroyed. The temple and us are inviolable. The temple became a symbol of God's unconditional insurance cover. As long we have the temple, no matter how we live, we are safe. 

b. Jesus: Unbelievable ending! 

Jesus then pronounces the unbelievable. Read 13:2. He does not mean that every stone will be overturned literally, because we will find portions of the temple not destroyed. But what Jesus does mean is this: This temple will be no more! It looks magnificent now, it will soon be dust. It looks like it will last for eternity, it will soon meet its end. In short, don't judge the temple by its (good) looks. Don't judge the temple's place and purpose in God's plan by what the temple does to you but what God will do to it. The disciples then ask Jesus two questions any true-blooded Jew will ask upon hearing this sad news: WHEN will this inglorious end of the temple be? What is the sign? Notice the disciples do not ask: when will "this thing" (singular) happen? The exact question is plural: when will "these things" (Greek word is "tauta") happen? The disciples' question was wider: Tell us about the events related to the temple's collapse. 

Jesus - as usual - does not really answer them in regards to the timing and the sign of the temple's end. But Jesus' answer would be wider and deeper: I won't tell you about the events related to the temple's collapse. But I will tell you about the MEANING related to the temple's collapse. And the meaning is this: what will happen to the temple is what will happen to the world. The end of the temple is a visual display of the end of the world. The temple is a picture of how God will judge his people soon and how God will judge the world finally. So instead of answering two questions - when will the temple end and what is the sign - Jesus will answer four questions: When will the temple end and what is the sign? When will the WORLD end and what is the sign? The hardest thing about understanding Jesus' teaching in Mark 13 - and in all the parallel Gospel accounts - is understanding which ending Jesus is talking about. There is still much debate and hard to be sure. But the key to unlock its meaning is this: Think of it like a camera zooming in and out. 

Illustration: We went to this resort in Port Dickson for church camp. I went into the bathroom. Unusual. It had one huge full-sized mirror and a small mirror. I'd never seen this type of small mirror before. It was hung on one side. When you look into it you see all the microscopic and gory details of your face! I asked my wife - what's the purpose of such a mirror when we have this big mirror? She said: For women to pluck eyebrows, for men to examine how clean their shave is, for all to press out blackheads! And then there's the full-sized telescopic mirror that puts everything - microscopic view of your face - into perspective. This is what's happening here. At times, Jesus gives us a microscopic view of what will happen to the temple soon (13:14-23). It zooms in. And other times, Jesus gives you the telescopic view of what's going to happen to the world in the End (13:24-34). It zooms out. Jesus begins with what NOT to look for. Three things.     

2. The End (13:5-13)

a. What NOT to look for

When you hear of false Messiahs, messianic pretenders mimicking Jesus - who he is and what he has come to do - don't be deceived. That's not the sign. These confident claims have nothing to do with God's plan. Discernment is needed. When you hear of manmade disasters - wars, rumours of wars, nation against nation, kingdom against kingdom - do not be alarmed. They are not the signs. When you hear of natural disasters - earthquakes and famines - they are not the signs. They are the beginning of birth pains - showing that birth is coming but not yet. This is the normal case of our fallen world under stress. This is the case of our fallen world labouring towards God's ending. Convincing conmen, alarming manmade wars and frightening natural disasters - these are not the signs we are to look for about the end. So what should we look for?

b. What to look for 

We should look out for persecution! Read 13:9-13. Persecution is the short-term sign. This is most strange for the disciples. You know why. The disciples were following Jesus as the Christ. They were now in Jerusalem. They expected that Jesus would be finally be installed and rightly recognized as the Messiah in Jerusalem. And when Jesus is installed and recognised, they (his disciples) would come into positions of power on his right and left hand. Jesus stuns the disciples. They were expecting reward for their discipleship. Jesus warns them of rejection for discipleship. Why? Jerusalem will not be the glorious climax of Jesus' life and mission but the gory end to his life and mission. The lesson the disciples do not understand yet is this: If Jesus is the suffering Christ, they will be the suffering church. If He is the rejected Messiah, they will be his rejected messengers.  

And the sources for this persecution? Three sources. Read 13:9. Religious authorities - local councils and synagogues. Political authorities - governors and kings. Finally, read 13:12-13, family rejection or betrayal. Jesus' teaching for disciples: To love Christ may mean being hated by family. Commitment to Jesus - and his way of salvation - brings hatred from all men. The phrases "on account of me" and "because of me" - shows the centrality of Jesus in God's plan for the end which includes our persecution. 

Illustration: One of my wife's friend. She was from another religion. She became a Christian. You know what her family tried to do? They tried to poison her to death. If your colleague or boss tries to poison you to death - there's understandable! But when your family tries to poison you - who else can you trust? 

What can we do and what must we do in the midst of persecution? Persecution is an opportunity to preach and witness to Jesus (13:10-12). We must "stand firm" or persevere to the end. True faith or trust does not reject Jesus. True faith or trust will reject everything or everyone else who stands in the way of trusting Jesus. This is the faith that gains - gains not position or reward - but gains salvation.   

3. Unbelievable: The End of the Temple (13:14-23): 

Jesus moves from "when you hear" to "when you see". This is the microscopic view of the end of the temple in Jerusalem. "Abomination that causes desolation" means desecration - the temple being insulted, violated and sacked. This "abomination" or "desecration" is the sign of the end of the temple. Most think this is the future - AD 70 (about 30 years after) when the Romans will march in and attack the city and temple for rebelling against Rome. When you see the temple being insulted, violated, sacked - sudden, sure and unequalled. Then "let reader/let no one" think otherwise. This is happening. Let them just flee. This city is under God's judgement! Avoid this city at all costs! It shows the severity and irreversibility of God's judgement upon his people. This "abomination" is not simply man's attack upon the temple. This is God's attack and God's judgement upon his temple and people. The place of security becomes a place of insecurity. Run from the mountains to the city to seek security. Now the reverse. In such a time, pregnancy and small children of nursing mothers - will not be a blessing - but a handicap. This is the unbelievable ending of the temple. God is judging it. And if God himself did not cut short his judgement, it would have been the End. But God has cut it short. Why? To give time for the sake of the elect - for the gospel to be preached and the elect to repent and believe. Again during this time, there will be false prophets but Jesus has given us all we need to know in his Word. 

4. Unbelievable: The End of the World (13:24-37)

The end of the temple will be the sign of the End of the world. There will be a time following this distress - the sun will be darkened, the moon will not give light, the stars will fall and heavenly bodies shaken. This means creation itself will signal it is time for God's judgement of the world. How do we know? 13:26-27 - "The Son of Man comes in the clouds with great power and glory." 

The Son of Man figure is from Daniel 7:13-14. Four things we need to know: 

- He comes from heaven and walks up to God. 

- God will give him authority, glory and power. 

- All nations will bow down and worship him. 

- His kingdom will never end. Jesus is this Son of Man. 

Even though now Jesus is not seen in all his glory but "this generation" of disciples will see this Son of Man coming in the clouds. Who is this "generation"? Surely not the disciples - they surely have not seen this and surely the end has not come! 14:62 helps us understand this. The high priest asks Jesus: "Are you the Christ, Son of the Blessed One? Jesus said: "I am. And you (the high priest) will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the clouds." Surely the high priest does not see this. But what he will see is this Jesus whom he condemned to be crucified rising from the dead. The suffering Messiah will be the glorified Messiah. The suffering Son of Man will be the glorified Son of Man. This generation of disciples who sees Jesus glorified in his resurrection - in seeing the risen and glorified Jesus - they see the beginning of the end, they actually also see the End. The question that hung on the heads when Jesus was hanging on the Cross was - is this it? Is this the defeat and end of Jesus and us as his disciples. Three days later, Jesus rises as the glorious Son of Man! In seeing the risen and glorified Jesus - they see the beginning of the end, they actually also see the End. The point is: Jesus is who he is - the glorious Messiah and Son of Man - who has been given authority to judge the world and to save the elect. 

The desecration of the temple is the sign of the end of the temple. The end of the temple is a sign of the End of the world. This is the lesson from the trustworthy fig tree. What God will do to the temple is what he will do to the world. It is as certain as fig leaves indicating that summer is near. They who see the beginning of the end, have actually seen the End. But no one knows the End. Only the Father knows. Jesus will be away - after his death, resurrection - leaving us in charge before the End. And he will come back suddenly, surely to judge and save.   

5. Unbelievable: Jesus, The Temple, the End and Us  

a. Watch! How we listen and how we witness  

What did the Jews find hardest to believe? How can such a glorious temple be judged? How can such a privileged people be judged? What do WE find hardest to believe in? How can the world be judged? How can nice people like us be judged? We do not believe we deserve judgement. We do not believe God has the right to judge. We do not believe Jesus has come to judge and to save.  

Illustration: They conducted a survey of 100 mega-churches. The fundamental characteristic is that they all engage in "positive preaching". I quote: "They offer a pragmatic message appealing to self interest with offers of peace, joy, happiness, acceptance and eternity" (Wong and Lowe, 1997:17). There is a minimizing of offensive teaching in Christian circles. This is how modernity - with its excessive narcissism (self love) and me-centeredness - is challenging Christianity. The McBurger culture of the world is becoming the McGospel culture in the church. We now have a Christ who does not judge. A God who is here to answer up to us, not for us to answer up to Him. In the beginning God created us, in the end we have re-created Him to be what we want Him to be. A fuzzy-wuzzy, wishy-washy God who does not judge. Because we do not believe we deserved to be judged. The denial of this is massive. How far will we go with this denial? Far enough to murder the Son of God. Beware, my friends, that we are capable of doing this.  

Juan Arias is wrong. God does not live to catch man by surprise in a sin of weakness. God does not love pain. God does not play at condemning. God does send people to hell. He does says: "You will pay", but not for this or that. We do not meet a God who is fickle and capricious. One day he condemns chocolates, the next he hates ice-cream. God is consistently angered by only one thing - our sin, our rebellion, our unfaithfulness - as seen in his people and the temple. And thank God that He deals with it consistently. After the denial we engage in, we DO know in our hearts that we do deserve to be judged. And someone's got to do something about me. And God's consistency to deal with sin will exhaust itself fully when his judgement falls upon not the temple, not the world - but Jesus' sinless and innocent life. That is when we must understand: He did not deserve this. This is the Messiah and message that we must watch (listen to), that we must proclaim, that we must bear witness to while we wait for the End. Because it is true. Let us pray.
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