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“Eschatology 201”      Text – Mark 13       Readings – Daniel 9:24-27; Matthew 23:36-39

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,

On the 29th of June, last year, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi was proclaimed Caliph of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, which we know as ISIS.  And a Caliph is the commander of all Muslims.

· ISIS believes that there will be 12 Caliphs before the end of time, and that there have been 7 legitimate Caliphs so far and that Baghdadi is the 8th.  

· And ISIS believes that its task is to call all Muslims to come to Arabia, to institute Sharia law, and to usher in the time of the Apocalypse.  And the events of the Apocalypse begin when the armies of ‘Rome,’ which are the armies of the West, come to Arabia and are defeated at Dabiq, in Syria.  This is why Dabiq was one of the first cities in Syria that ISIS captured.  

· The defeat of the armies of ‘Rome’ at Dabiq will bring about the growth of Islam and an eventual conflict with the Anti-Messiah, whom Muslims call Dajjal.  But Dajjal will be defeated in?  Yip, you guessed it, Jerusalem; just as Dajjal looks like he is about to win, the second most revered prophet in Islam, Jesus, will return and lead the Muslims to victory.  

· And it is because of these beliefs that tens of thousands of foreign Muslims from all over the world have immigrated to the region to join the fight, prepared even to die for the cause.   

And if you turn your TV on early in the morning, you will find Christian ministers telling their congregations that this is it folks; get ready because the End is near.  ISIS is the little horn of Daniel’s visions, or the second beast of Revelation, or the Gog and Magog that the prophet Ezekiel speaks about, and it is just a matter of time before the battle of Armageddon takes place in Jerusalem and Jesus comes back to rule there from a rebuilt temple for 1000 years.  

And if you have any familiarity with the Bible, you will have read passages like the ones we have read today that seem to speak about pretty horrifying world events before Jesus’ return and you might have heard these TV preachers and be wondering if, perhaps, they might be right.  Maybe ISIS is the crisis?

Now, if you are a student of history and especially church history, you will know that this is not the first time that preachers have been telling us that the end is surely nigh.  Just recently, communism, the threat of nuclear holocaust, and the year 2000 were all been spoken of as the event or the ideology of the Last Days.  So, what are we to make of all this?  Could it be that they were wrong with all those things but they are right with ISIS?  Again, is ISIS the crisis?  Can we put the newspapers next to the Bible and work out the Who and What and When of the End-times?  

Well, Mark 13 is one of those chapters of the Bible that is a part of what are called End-times debates.  After all, the disciples ask Jesus about the sign that all these things are to be accomplished and Jesus, in His response, talks about “the end,” and “tribulation,” etc.  But perhaps you also noticed that He uses sentences like “this generation shall not pass away until all these things take place,” which seem to locate the events He describes to the days of the disciples.  So what is Jesus saying here?  

Well, often times when we are a little confused about how to understand a passage of the Bible, we can be helped by commentaries.  But anyone who has read a commentary on the Book of Mark will know one of the largest chapters in it, if not the largest chapter, is the one on Mark 13.  It is discussed and debated backwards and forwards and inside out, with a number of different interpretations offered.  Basically though, there are three interpretive groups that commentators fall into.  

· Some believe that Mark 13 speaks only about the events surrounding and leading up to the Second Coming of Jesus.  They focus on phrases like the gospel being preached to all nations and The Son of man coming in the clouds to suggest that everything in the chapter is still to come.  So they are called futurists, for obvious reasons.  

· Others believe that Mark 13 speaks only about events that have already happened in the life-time of the disciples Jesus spoke to.  They focus on a verse like v30 which says that this generation shall not pass away until all these things have happened to suggest that everything in the chapter happened in the lifetime of the disciples.  So they are called preterists, which is a term referring to those who favour the past.  

· A third group, however, believe that Mark 13 is a mixture of events that have already happened and that will happen.  And I trust that as we consider this chapter together we will see that this is the correct interpretation of what the Lord Jesus reveals here.  He speaks words that were very important for the believers of those days and for believers of all ages.  And again, the chief purpose of what He says is to encourage believers, as we shall see.  

Here in Mark 13 then, let’s see that Jesus Speaks About the Destruction of Jerusalem and His Second Coming to Encourage Believers.  And to see this, we first have to consider the context and the content of this chapter, and then the known and the unknown of this chapter.  And I will explain a little more of what I mean about those sub-headings when we get there.  But once we have done that we will then be ready to hear the encouragements and  the exhortations of this chapter.  

So let’s begin with the context and the content of this chapter.  

1. It is usual for us to spend at least a few moments considering the context of a sermon passage.  But we must take some time to do this today to better aid our understanding of what Jesus says here.  

i. If you turn back to 8:11, you will see there that at that time the Pharisees asked Jesus for a sign from heaven to test Him.  But Jesus said, “No sign will be given this generation.”  But as we come to ch. 13 and v4, for example, the disciples are asking Jesus for a sign.  And as we have noted, the Lord Jesus reveals that at least some of the events He has told them about are significant for “this generation.”  So from this we see that Jesus is clearly distinguishing between the Pharisees and His disciples or believers in general.  He does want His people to know something about what is to take place in the future.  

ii. But note also that what we read here takes place between the events of ch’s 11 and 12 and the events of ch’s 14-16.  In ch’s 11-12, Jesus has been in the temple area and engaged in a series of challenges and tests by the Jewish leaders and in ch’s 14-16 He will be arrested and handed over to death by the Jewish leaders.  The Jewish leaders and the temple then, and what they represent, are the focus of much of what Jesus says here in ch. 13.  

a. And we saw this in what we read earlier from Matthew 23 where we read something Jesus said that Mark did not record.  Jesus pronounced seven woes on the leaders of the Jews and He told them that they would be judged for killing the prophets.  And He said in v36, “Truly I say to you, all these things will come upon this generation.”  And then He went on to speak about the ‘desolate house.’  And His meaning was plain: The severe and intense judgment of God is about to come upon Jerusalem and the temple and these Jewish leaders in their lifetime.  And it will come because in addition to what previous generations of Jewish leaders did to the prophets of the OT, this generation ‘takes the cake,’ as it were, for having challenged and tested Jesus, THE prophet, as we saw in Mark 11-12, and for soon killing Him, as we shall see in ch’s 14-16.  

iii. So the context helps us see that what Jesus says in ch. 13 has to do with judgment that is soon to come on Jerusalem and the Jewish leaders.

B. But as we move from the context to the content of ch.13, and especially vv1-4, we see that what Jesus says is about more than just the destruction of Jerusalem.  

i. Again, back in Matt. 23, Jesus said to Jerusalem, Your house is left desolate and “you will not see me again, until you say, ‘Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord.’”  And one of the things that HIs words indicate is that some time is going to pass between the destruction of Jerusalem and when He comes again.  And the disciples heard Jesus say this.  

ii. So now, as we come to verse 1, Jesus and the disciples exit the temple and one of the disciples points to the massive stones that were used to build the temple (11m by 4m by 5.5m!) and admires them out loud, “Look, Teacher, what wonderful stones…”  But with His response in v2, Jesus explains that a great destruction is to come upon the temple such that not one stone will be left on another.  

a. And what Jesus said here is exactly what happened in AD 70.  Perhaps the most well-known Jewish historian of this time was Josephus.  He has a book about the wars of the Jews.  And in that book he writes about the destruction of Jerusalem in AD70.  He says that Jerusalem was so upheaved it was difficult to tell that it had ever been inhabited.  

iii. But from v3 we see that Jesus and the disciples continue on and sit down opposite the temple and look back at it.  And the three disciples mentioned ask Him a question, “Tell us, when will these things be, and what will be the sign when all these things are about to be accomplished?”  And their question is vitally important to how we understand Jesus' response.  
a. Remember what Jesus has just said about the temple stones and that they are now seated where they can look across at the temple.  So the temple and what Jesus has just said about it is clearly in view in their question.  
b. But what we have learned from the context and how this question is phrased in Matthew’s Gospel reveals that there is more to their question than just the destruction of the temple.  
1) Again, remember that they have heard Jesus’ speak of a soon-to-come judgment on Jerusalem and that some time will pass until He comes again.  So it makes sense that their question has both things in view – the destruction of Jerusalem and His Second Coming.  When they ask, "When will these things be and what will be the sign when all these things are about to be accomplished?", they have both of those events in view.
2) And Matthew makes this very plain for us in his record of this conversation, which we read earlier; listen to their question as Matthew has it: “Tell us, when will these things be (that part is about the destruction of the temple), and what will be the sign of your coming and of the close of the age?”
So from the context and the content of the beginning of this chapter, we learn that the question that the disciples ask Jesus has to do with two events – the destruction of the temple and the coming again of Jesus.  And the specifics of their question have to do with the when and the what; they want to know when these things will happen and they want to know what the sign is.  So now we are ready to consider the answer of Jesus.

And we do so by turning our thoughts to the known and the unknown of this chapter.

1. And what I mean by describing this point in this way is that as we work through the verses of this chapter, it soon becomes plain that Jesus is not simply answering the two-part question of the disciples by telling them when Jerusalem will be destroyed and WHEN He will come again.  Look again, for example, at the question the disciples ask in v4; note that they ask Him about THE sign when all these things are to be accomplished.  In their minds, the destruction of Jerusalem or maybe one other sign will be the event that signals the return of Jesus.  But Jesus’ answer refers to many signs with none of them being THE ONE that means He is about to come.  So there are some things He wants them to know but WHEN He will return must remain unknown.  

A. Look how plain He is about this in verse 32, “No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father … You do not know when that time will come.”  

i. Now before we complete this thought, you might be surprised by the fact that Jesus says that not even He knows when that date will be.  Well people of God, all I can say is that there is a wonderful mystery here – Jesus, in His human nature, does not know the date of His return.  He has a divine nature, which is one with the Father and surely knows the date, but as a man He does not know when it will be.  So we simply scratch our little heads and echo Paul in Romans 11 who said in response to another wonderful mystery of the godhead, “Oh the depths of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God!  How unsearchable are His judgments and how inscrutable His ways.  For who has known the mind of the Lord, or who has been his counselor? … To him be the glory forever.”  
ii. But let me tell you this: If Jesus does not know the date of His return, how dare anyone down here tell you that He or she does!  That is a horrible blasphemy.  The date of the return of Jesus is unknown.  And that is a very important principle in this whole discussion that we shall return to soon.  

2. But let’s look now at the known and the unknown is Jesus’ response, first of all, from vv5-8: Jesus speaks there about many coming and saying, ‘I am He, and hearing about wars and rumours of wars, and nation rising against nation, and kingdom rising against kingdom, and earthquakes and famines.  So do events like these reveal when the temple was to be destroyed and/or the coming of the end of the age?  No.  Look what Jesus says in v7, “This must take place, but the end is not yet,” and in v8, “These are but the beginning of birth pains.”  

A. And every mother sitting here today will surely tell us that that first contraction does not mean it is time to dash off to the hospital because baby will be here any minute!  It means that what is typically a very long process has just begun.  Right?  

B. Well, all the things Jesus described here occurred before AD 70, but they did not reveal when the temple was to be destroyed.  

C. And events like this have occurred and will continue to occur until Jesus comes again.  That can be known.  There “will be earthquakes in various places.”  And everyone from Christchurch goes – uh uh!  But Jesus has not yet returned.  And returning to our introduction, because “there will be wars” and because “nation will rise against nation,” don’t listen to anyone who tells you that ISIS is the crisis.  “Do not be alarmed,” as Jesus says.  When Jesus will return is unknown.

3. But look secondly at vv9-13, where Jesus continues to talk about signs that do not answer the When of the disciples’ question.  And what His words amount to is that followers of Jesus are not to worry about things they cannot control, like the events spoken of in vv5-8, but that instead they must prepare themselves for the persecution that always comes to Christians.  

A. And while much of vv9-13 sounds quite specific to the disciples, because we read of being beaten in synagogues and handed over to councils, one verse in this section helps us see that believers of all times are also in view.  And that is v10, which tells us that “the gospel must first be preached to all nations.”  

i. Now, many commentators including some of our very own RCNZ ministers believe that this verse is specific to the time of the disciples and fulfilled in their mission work to the known world of that time.  But the plain reading of this verse, the way the words of this verse are used elsewhere in Scripture, and a very common theme of Scripture, which is that all the nations of the world will be blessed in and through the gospel of Jesus Christ, suggest that we cannot limit this verse to just the time leading up to AD 70.  

ii. So again, the disciples will be persecuted and the gospel will begin to be preached to the nations, but that is not THE sign that Jerusalem is about to be destroyed.  And believers in all ages will be persecuted and the gospel has to go out to the nations.  That can be known.  But that is not the sign that the return of Jesus is near, for the day of His coming is unknown. 

4. But look also now at vv14-23 where Jesus says something different and something the same.  For in v14 we see Jesus speak very clearly about the WHEN of the first part of the disciples’ question.  He says, “But when you see the abomination of desolation standing where he ought not to be (let the reader understand), then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains, etc.”  And then He continues with a detailed and graphic description of the tribulation of those days.  
A. And congregation, if you get a chance to read historical descriptions of the destruction of Jerusalem, it will put you off your food for several days.  It is awful.  It is harrowing.  It reveals the extent of what human depravity is capable of in wartime.  
B. The disciples had asked about when Jerusalem would be destroyed and Jesus wanted them to know exactly when that event would happen so that believers could flee from it.  So he told them to watch out for the abomination of desolation.  
i. And this is the language of our earlier reading from Daniel, isn’t it.  For he too spoke of “a prince who would come and destroy the city and the sanctuary” and “put an end to sacrifice and offering.  And on the wing of abominations shall come one who makes desolate.”  
ii. In Luke’s parallel account, he says, “But when you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies, then know that its desolation has come near.”  
iii. Well, in the days and months leading up to AD 70, the Roman armies surrounded Jerusalem.  And the abominable of desolation was the eagles on the Roman banners, which the soldiers worshipped, being carried into the very temple of God itself.  And so God's temple was desecrated by the sign of another god.  But in addition to that, the Jews themselves defiled the temple.  Jewish Zealots ran riot in Jerusalem and even in the Temple.  They even allowed criminals to roam freely in the Holy of Holies; murder was committed in the Temple; and they made an insane clown of a man named Phanni the high priest.  

iv. So in v14, we have those words in parenthesis, “(Let the reader understand).”  If you were a reader of Mark’s Gospel from those times, and you saw the Roman armies arriving around Jerusalem and what was going in Jerusalem, it was not difficult to put 2 and 2 together and come up with 4.  Time to go!  Get out of Jerusalem before it is too late!  And this is exactly what happened as Christians fled Jerusalem and escaped the slaughter.

C. Well, we shall say more about vv19-20 later on, but Jesus continues on in vv21-22 to say, “And then if anyone says to you, 'Look, here is the Christ!' or 'Look, there he is!' do not believe it.  For false christs and false prophets will arise and perform signs and wonders, to lead astray, if possible, the elect.”  Again, remember that the disciples wanted to know what single sign in connection with the destruction of Jerusalem would signal His return.  So Jesus says, If after Jerusalem is destroyed, you hear people say that I have returned, don’t believe them because the time of my coming cannot be known!  
i. One commentator summarizes Jesus’ words this way: “A terrible thing is about to happen, that is true.  But don't get carried away and jump to conclusions about what it means.  Actually, many terrible things are going to happen and you might think they will bring the end of the world, but that is not so.”

5. Well, that brings us fourthly to vv24-27.  And having explained that the destruction of Jerusalem does not signal the end of the age and His coming again, Jesus says more about this.  For notice that He talks about the time “after that tribulation” or after the destruction of Jerusalem that He has just been talking about.  And he talks about cosmic events involving the Sun and the moon and the stars and then of the coming of the Son of Man to gather the elect.  
A. Now again, many have tried to limit these words to the events of AD 70.  They say the coming of the Son of man spoken of here is not His Second Coming but His coming in judgment on Jerusalem.  But people of God, I think that 99 out of every 100 people who read these words would associate them with the Second Coming of Jesus.   You really have to engage in some biblical contortionism to squeeze these words into something that is just about AD 70 and the destruction of Jerusalem.  
B. Jesus is again speaking here about the known and the unknown.  He wants His people to know that in between the destruction of Jerusalem and His Second Coming there will be cosmic events in the skies.  But none of them are THE sign of my imminent return because that cannot be known.  
i. So very recently, for example, newspaper articles spoke of a blood moon, or several of them, taking place.  Well, some of those articles referred to Christian groups who believed that this surely was THE sign that Jesus was near.  
ii. But while there will be cosmic events that take place, none of these in particular will signal the return of Jesus.  
6. Well, in connection with the known and the unknown of this chapter, we come lastly to the two short parables that close this chapter – vv28-31 and vv32-37.  And remembering that the disciples originally asked Jesus about the destruction of Jerusalem and THE sign of His coming again, each of these parables addresses a different part of their question.  
A. The first has to do with the destruction of Jerusalem.  Jesus has told them that the WHEN of that event can be known.  So He uses appearance of leaves on a fig tree that signal Summer’s approach as a parable of the fact that the approach of Roman armies and the abomination of desolation mean Jerusalem’s end is nigh.  
i. And one little translation details here – while v29 in your Bibles says, “So also, when you see these things taking place, you know that he is near, at the very gates,” the Greek word 'he' can also be translated as 'it' - “you know that it is near."  And other English translations do translate the word as “it.”  
· If it is “he,” we are being pointed back to vv26 & 27 and the Second Coming of Jesus, which makes the parable and especially v30 difficult to understand.  
· But the word “it” points us to the destruction of Jerusalem and makes v30 a lot easier to understand: “Truly I say to you, this generation will not pass away until all these things take place.”  The disciples there with Jesus would see the destruction of Jerusalem in their lifetimes – “it is near.”  
So Jesus has dealt with what can be known in vv28-31.  
B. But the second parable of vv32-37 is about the second part of the disciples’ question and the return of Jesus, which is unknown.  And we have noted this already in relation to v32.  Jesus is like the man going on a journey who has left His home, this planet, and put His servants, you and me, in charge, with instructions to work and stay awake, “For you do not know when the master of the house will come, in the evening, or at midnight, or when the rooster crows, or in the morning.”  So, don’t be found sleeping when He returns; “stay awake.”

So again, by way of summarizing this point, in term's of Mark's original audience, this discourse would answer their questions about whether the disturbing events currently occurring in Judea were the signs of the end of all things.  Mark’s answer to the question is no; it is the end of A world, the world of Temple centred Judaism, because Jerusalem is about to be destroyed.  That you can know.  But this is not to be confused with the day of the return of the Son of man.  For that is unknown.
So finally then, for you and me and believers still to come, we finish by considering the Encouragements and the exhortations of this chapter.  

1. And there is encouragement already in what we have said in relation to Mark’s original readers.  As best as we can tell, Mark wrote His Gospel for believers in Rome who were undergoing persecution by Nero.  And Nero died in AD 68, two years before Jerusalem was destroyed.  So just put yourself in the shoes of one of those persecuted Christians in Rome.  Can you see how encouraging this Gospel must have been for them?  Before it happens, they have heard Jesus say that Jerusalem will soon be completely destroyed because it rejected and killed Him.  And then in AD 70, it happens, just as He said!  Surely then, Jesus must be the Christ, the Son of God!  This Jesus is the sovereign Lord of history!  \

A. So when He says in v13, “And you will be hated by all for my name's sake.  But the one who endures to the end will be saved,” well, that’s a promise with divine substance!  My King reigns in heaven; He will bring me home!  
B. So for believers in the Ukraine and Syria and places like that today, they too have this promise with divine substance: “The one who endures to the end will be saved.”  They can preach to themselves, “My King reigns in heaven; He will bring me home!  
C. And it is a promise with divine substance if you are experiencing the hatred of others today because you love the Lord Jesus or for when the time comes that you do experience the hatred of others because you love the Lord Jesus.  Jesus said, “If they persecuted me, they will also persecute you.”  But you may take these words of Mark 13 and preach to yourself, Jesus is the sovereign Lord of history.  My King reigns in heaven; He will bring me home!  What a wonderful encouragement!
2. But notice also the verses we skipped in vv19-20; Jesus was speaking about the destruction of Jerusalem and He said, “For in those days there will be such tribulation as has not been from the beginning of the creation that God created until now, and never will be.  And if the Lord had not cut short the days, no human being (or no ‘life’ or ‘flesh’ as most other English versions have it) would be saved.  But for the sake of the elect, whom he chose, he shortened the days.”  Brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, the tribulation of the destruction of Jerusalem was horrendous.  But we are being told here that there will never be a tribulation like that one.  That is encouraging.  
A. There will be persecution, and I believe Scripture is plain that there will be what is often spoken of as a time of tribulation before the Lord Jesus comes again, but it will not be as horrendous as what happened in Jerusalem in AD70.  
B. Jesus said in John 16:33, “I have said these things to you, that in me you may have peace.  In the world you will have tribulation. But take heart; I have overcome the world.”   
C. And though Scripture suggests that the final tribulation, if you like, will involve apostasy and unbelief on a large scale, Romans 8 says, “If God is for us, who can be against us? … Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?  Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or danger, or sword?  As it is written, "For your sake we are being killed all the day long; we are regarded as sheep to be slaughtered."  No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.  For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor powers, nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
3. But with those encouragements come also the exhortations of Mark 13.  Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, I hear many people, including many Reformed folk, who say that Jesus couldn’t possibly come back today or tomorrow because this and that first have to happen.  But we have been told by the Lord Jesus that no one, including Himself, knows the date of His return.  And if there is one refrain or chorus we must take away from this chapter, it is the phrase he repeats many times throughout the chapter: 

V9 – be on your guard

V23 – be on your guard

V33 – be on your guard.  Keep awake.  

V35 – stay awake lest He come suddenly and find you asleep.
V37 – stay awake.

And I hope that this point makes a deep impression on your soul.  One of the reasons the Holy Spirit caused Mark to write down these words of Jesus was to discourage end-times speculation that might lull us into the belief that there are still several events that must take place before the end, for then, you see, there is no need for constant vigilance.  

· We are not to speculate as to how much longer it might be until Jesus returns; instead, we are to expect Him today.  We are to be alert and ready.  

· We are to take our experience of God’s grace in Christ Jesus in this service resolved to let that affect how we live each day.  

· And we are to drive home believing that we might hear the angelic trumpet sound and see the Lord coming down from heaven.   
The final words of the whole Bible are these: He who testifies to these things says, "Surely I am coming soon."  Amen.  Come, Lord Jesus!   I am going to repeat the first half of the verse and I invite you to join me in repeating the second half:

He who testifies to these things says, "Surely I am coming soon."  

Amen.  Come, Lord Jesus!
