The Trouble with Disasters
Text: Mark 13:1-8
Readings: 
	Mark 13:1-37 

The poor disciples could hardly believe their ears. "Look at these beautiful buildings, Lord," they said. The Temple and the buildings associated with it covered about one-sixth of the area of old Jerusalem. It was one of the architectural wonders of the ancient world. The Jews had no love for Herod, but he had built them a Temple of unparalleled grandeur and they were very proud of it. 
"Look at the beautiful stones with which it is built, Lord," they continued. They were white marble, each stone twelve metres long by six metres deep by two and a half metres high, decorated with pure gold. But not only did the Temple appear beautiful, all Herod's buildings are known to have been very well built; they were quality. They were not just built for show. 
But Jesus said, "Do you see these great buildings? Not one stone shall be left upon another which will not be torn down." The disciples could not comprehend it. "We thought Jesus was He who was going restore Israel," they were later to say. And here He is talking about its complete destruction, for without the Temple, Israel was nothing. 
They made their way across the Kidron Valley in stunned silence (we might imagine). The disciples turned this over in their minds as they climbed the Mount of Olives on the other side and sat down under the beautiful, gnarled old olive trees and looked across to the other side and feasted their eyes on one of the most awe-inspiring sights in the world: that magnificent Temple with its golden dome glistening in the sunlight. To borrow the words of Hebrews 1, speaking about the Lord Jesus Christ, the Temple was "the express image of (Israel) and the radiance of its glory." 
Peter and James and John and Andrew could hold it in no longer. For it could only mean one thing - the end of the Temple: the end of the world! So they came up to Jesus and said, "Tell us, when will these things be, and what will be the sign when all these things are going to be fulfillled (v.4)?" Matthew gives us a bit more. Those men actually added: "and what will be the sign of the end of the age?" 
Jesus answers their question and I want to take three or four Sundays to work through His answer. But in essence His answer is this. 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; not even the destruction of the Temple means that. 
That's the trouble with disasters. We're apt to misinterpret them - in any number of ways. 
	We can misinterpret them in this parochial and small-minded way that the disciples did. So, for instance, when Rome fell, some people then also thought it must be the end of the world and Augustine had to write his City of God to refute that idea and encourage Christians. 

Neither, believe it or not, did the dissolution of the British Empire bring the end of the world. And nor, since we have many ex-South Africans here, is the dissolution of the old South Africa. That is not even the end of Christianity in Southern Africa. 
I am not saying that these things are not difficult to accept. But perhaps it is that the Lord destroys our little worlds down here, in part, precisely to remind us that, as His children, our real citizenship is not here; it is in heaven. 
	We can also misinterpret disasters by thinking they are mere disasters. That is not seeing history through the eyes of God. "Is there trouble in the city and God has not done it?" asks the OT prophet. So also to Judah, Isaiah said once (Ch.10), "Don't waste your breath getting angry with Babylon for destroying you for Babylon is only God's tool to chastise you for your sins." 

Perhaps that is what is going on in Serbia and Kosovo and other places right now. In which case, it might pay the United States and Great Britain and NATO to bear in mind that God later punished Babylon; for certainly it was not Babylon's intention to do the will of God with all its great military power! (And us too if we are going to continue hanging on to Uncle Sam's coat-tail like good little lap-dogs who can't think for ourselves and so find ourselves also in all this business.) 
	But even though all that is true, we can also misinterpret disasters by much too quickly jumping to conclusions about how sinful are those upon whom they fall. As Jesus said to the disciples once, "Do not think that those eighteen on whom the tower in Siloam fell and killed were more guilty than all who live in Jerusalem for they were not." (Luke 13:4) 

How then shall we rightly look at the troubles and terrors the world suffers and has suffered for years? For it is patently obvious that none yet have proved to be the end of the world, not even the destruction of the great Temple of Jahweh in Jerusalem. Let me say three things about that. First of all, 

	WE MUST LISTEN CAREFULLY TO THE WORD OF THE LORD 

We live in, what are in many ways, confusing times. Therefore, we need to read the Bible before we read history and current events. It is far too easy to get caught up in the vortex of our own circumstances and lose historical perspective. The disciples thought the end of the Temple meant the end of the world. Jesus says they were mistaken. Whereas they had in mind only one great event, Jesus speaks of two. 
	He speaks of one era whose end is clearly forewarned by certain events. Verse 28: "Now learn the parable of the fig tree: when its branch has already become tender, and puts forth its leaves, you know that the summer is near. Even so you too, when you see these things happening, recognise that He is near, right at the door. Truly I say to you, this generation will not pass away until all these things take place." 

But then He speaks of another age whose end we have no forewarning about at all. Not even He, as the divine-human Messiah, knew it. Verse 32: "But of that day or hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but the Father alone. Take heed, keep on the alert; for you do not know when the appointed time is." 
	That first era that was going to end was going to end in a great disaster and the Lord's people were told to escape that disaster by fleeing from Jerusalem when they saw those sign events happening. Verse 14: "But when you see the abomination of desolation standing where it should not be (let the reader understand), then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains." That was the end of the Jewish age of the Church (as we might call it) in 70AD. 

The second era that is yet to end will end without any warning at all and will mean disaster for some and from which there will be no escape. But then there are others, for whom the end of the world will not be a disaster - the Lord's people; and they will escape, not by fleeing, but because the Lord Himself will catch us up to Him in the clouds and so shall we ever be with Him. 
	The first era that will come to an end will be characterized by a ferment of expectation. People will be looking for Christ to come and there will be all sorts of people claiming to be Christ. 

The second era that will one day end will end on a business-as-usual basis. People will be marrying and giving in marriage, just like they were in Noah's day. If anything, they will be scoffing at the whole idea of the world coming to an end. So if you were to ask me if Christ were coming soon, I have no word from the Lord about it, so don't bank on it - but I suspect maybe not. Another kind of Victorian age, an age of great peace and prosperity, might be a more likely candidate than ours; an age when again, "God's in His heaven and all's well with the world." For that is when the Lord's warning in v.35 would have even more point: "Therefore, be on the alert - for you do not know when the master of the house is coming, whether in the evening, at midnight, at cockcrowing, or in the morning - lest he come suddenly and find you asleep." 
Mind you, I do not mean you to take any comfort from that, for the Lord may come for you at any moment. We've had a couple of reminders of that lately: my wife's sister in law - alive and fit and well one minute and the next second, dead. And, medically speaking, we don't know why. And then Reuben's best friend - one minute alive and fit and well walking along a quiet country road home and the next minute dead. 
All this silly prophetic speculation is a terrible red herring of the devil. It is utterly beside the point and a deadly blind alley. It is very easy for people to be fascinated with the intricacies of prophetical schemes and yet be utterly unmoved by the holiness and love and severity of God and their guilt as sinners before Him and their need of the Lord Jesus Christ as their Saviour from eternal judgement. 
Congregation, the Bible, and Almighty God Himself, are not interesting. They are not even fascinating. God either inspires awe in us or we are blaspheming Him. "See to it that no one misleads you," says Jesus in v.5. And there are still people coming and proclaiming they have all sorts of words from the Lord and trying desperately to interpret the 'signs of the times'. That day is past, people of God. The end we are now waiting for cannot be predicted. That is one of the very clearest things in the whole Bible. 
Our duty is to watch and pray, to be always on the alert lest our hearts grow cold towards our Lord, for He may come at any moment for all I know. Yet, on the other hand, He may not come for many years and until He comes, we are to pray as Jesus taught us: 
Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy Name.
Thy kingdom come; Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. 
And it is our duty not only to pray that prayer but to be faithful and to work and to do all we can to be the answer to it. 
So again, let us ask, how shall we rightly look at the troubles and terrors that the world suffers and has suffered for years? Since they do not, therefore, necessarily indicate the imminent end of the world. Let me say, secondly, 

	THERE IS SOMETHING NEW COMING 

We read in vv.5-8; 
And Jesus began to say to them, See to it that no one misleads you. Many will come in My name, saying, "I am He!" and will mislead many. And when you hear of wars and rumours of wars, do not be frightened; those things must take place; but that is not yet the end. For nation will arise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom; there will be earthquakes in various places; there will also be famines. These things are merely the beginning of birth pangs. 
All these terrible events that were about to happen are the beginning of birth pangs! Now why are these things called birth pangs? Well, anybody who is at all familiar with the Bible ought to know. 
What happened in the garden of Eden right at the beginning of time? Adam and Eve sinned. But that did not mean that man was no longer going to be able to cultivate the earth and bring out its fruitfulness so as not to be able eat the grain of the field or the fruit of the orchard as God had said right in the very begining before sin came. It just meant that struggling with thorns and thistles, and by hard labour and the sweat of your brow, you shall eat bread. 
Nor did sin mean that Adam and Eve would no longer go forth and multiply and fill the earth as God had said right in the begining before sin entered they were to do. It just meant that in greatly multiplied pain would Eve bring forth children. 
"Sin, when it is accomplished, brings forth death," James tells us. And pain and struggle and things going wrong and all sorts of troubles and disasters in the world are simply death's little brothers and sisters. Since sin came in, that is now the only way anything is achieved in this world. 
And that is why these things - all these terrible things Jesus had just spoken about - must take place. Elsewhere, the Greek word for must here (dei) refers not to something that just must happen, sort of inevitably, but to something that God particularly causes to happen. Even as Jesus had said (in 8:31) that "the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders and the chief priests and scribes and be killed, and after three days rise again." Because the only way there could be a 'new' Jesus, a Jesus with eternal life, a life no longer under the claims of sin, is by this way of suffering and pain. 
So Paul tells us in Romans 8 that God has subjected this creation to the groans and pains of childbirth. It is a process through which this world must go to bring about the new creation that will be completed when Jesus comes again and brings the new heavens and the new earth and we are given new, sinless bodies to live in it. 
God is a faithful Creator and He has not deserted His world. He is renewing it. He is making it into a new creation. And just as you don't get a new baby without birthpains, neither do you get anything else in this world afflicted by sin without birthpains of some sort. Anything new comes to birth with struggle and hard labour and difficulties and pain. And that is a theme in perhaps every book of the Bible. 
Every parent knows that when the labour pains begin, the new baby is about to arrive. Just so, says Jesus, these sufferings are the sign of something new coming. This terrible thing, the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple, is not just going to happen; it is not just that Rome will do a terrible deed. God is going to bring it about so that the old Jewish-dominated Church could give way to the new age when the Gospel will go out to all the world and all nations will be called in to the Church and the kingdom of God. 
But let us ask once more how we should rightly look at the troubles and terrors the world suffers and has suffered for years. For not only do they not necessarily indicate the imminent end of the world; and not only are they actually but labour pains with which God is causing this old world to give birth to a beautiful new world in which peace and righteousness will one day dwell, and therefore they should be welcomed by us, but we need to remember, thirdly, 

	THAT NEW WORLD WILL ONLY COME WITH A LONG LABOUR 

Listen again to vv.4-7: 
"Tell us, when will these things be, and what will be the sign when all these things are going to be fulfilled?" And Jesus began to say to them, "See to it that no one misleads you. Many will come in My name, saying, 'I am He!' and will mislead many. And when you hear of wars and rumours of wars, do not be frightened; those things must take place; but that is not yet the end." 
And Jesus continues in v.8: "But nation will arise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom; there will be earthquakes in various places; there will also be famines. These things are merely the beginning of birth pangs." 
Not the end, but the begining - of birth pains, Jesus says. The beginning of a beginning! we could almost say. The beginning of a new life. 
Before the destruction of Jerusalem and its magnificent Temple in 70AD, all these sorts thgs happened. But but they were not the particular signs of Jerusalem's destruction. There were more specific signs than those - and we'll come to those later in the chapter. 
In many respects, these things - false Christs, wars and rumours of wars, earthquakes, famines - are simply characteristics of this age in which we now live; what are called in the OT and the NT the last days, the final great era of history in which God fulfils His promise to Abraham to be a blessing to all nations. And this era is a birth process, a labour. And it is a hard labour with pain and suffering. And because God "is not willing that any should perish," it is a long labour for God "is not being slack concerning His promise." Actually, He is going to very great lengths to fulfil His promise. He is being patient with man in the terrible sin he commits against heaven and his fellow man every day. 
The Bible describes it all in a different way in Haggai Chap.2. Remember that beautiful bass piece near the begining of The Messiah? 
Thus saith the Lord of Hosts: Yet once, a little while, and I will shake the heavens and the earth, the sea and the dry land, and I will shake all nations. 
Is that not a pretty good description of so much of history and of our age today? Hebrews 12 tells us that Haggai is speaking about "the removal of those things which can be shaken, as of created things, in order that those things which cannot be shaken may remain," ie, the kingdom which we and all God's people are receiving. 
You see, along with the Gospel and the Holy Spirit going out into all the world, God also chastens the world and shakes it up, so that His elect come to the end of themselves like the prodigal son and say, "I'll go to my father and say, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven and in your sight and am no longer worthy to be your son. But be gracious to me and I'll be thankful to be as one of your hired servants.'" 
People of God, we of all people should not be shaken - for we are part of the unshakeable kingdom - by the terrible events that swirl like a maelstrom about us. Jesus told us all about this. It should not surprise or dismay us. God is bringing to birth His eternal kingdom out of the womb of this old world. So He says to us, "Let not your heart be troubled for I have told you these things, so that in Me you may have peace. In the world you will have tribulation. But take courage; I have overcome the world." 
Do all these terrible sufferings the world goes through harrow your mind? - the news and the pictures from the Balkans or American high-schools or South Africa and any number of other places in the world? 
Has your world, or what you might have known as your world, come apart, as it were, in some way? Her symbols - her flag, her national anthem, her monuments destroyed? How can that be? For your real world, your real homeland is in heaven! It is the new Jerusalem and it has not yet come down out heaven, for this world has not yet come completely through the birth-canal. And there is more, and worse, to come. Peter tells us it is yet to be consumed by fire and cleansed so as to be fit to receive the new Jerusalem, the bride of Christ to live upon for all eternity. And if this that we see is only the chastisement of God to drive the world to Himself, what will the final and eternal punishment be? 
Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, it is our sin that has wrenched this world off its hinges, that has swung it off-balance so that even our own country seems to teeter on the brink of complete moral decay. And when that comes, who knows what will follow? 
But the Lord Jesus said, "I have overcome the world; I have cast out the prince of this world." So now the message of the Gospel is not confined more or less only to the region of Palestine. It goes to every corner of the globe. Let us remember, then, that God is in all these events and He is working out His plan for history and calling all His people to repentance and faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. 
"Let not your hearts be troubled; you believe in God; believe also in Me."
Amen. 

