The Most Important Day of Your Life
Text: Mark 13:24-37
Readings: 
	Isaiah 13:1-16 

Mark 13:1-37 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, Hebrews 9:27 tells us that "it is appointed unto man once to die and after that the judgement." 
Do we realise that people of God? We will all one day die - like the possum on the road, or the old man in the nursing home, or the young girl in the car accident, or the child from some incurable sickness. It comes to us all and we have absolutely no idea when it will be. And after that comes judgement. 
We die because we are sinners and we will be judged because we are sinners. And whether we have turned from our sin in sorrow and repentance and have placed our faith in the Lord Jesus Christ will determine the outcome of that judgement for us. 
Yet, because of our fascination with the future, it is very easy to get taken up trying discover when Christ will come again as if we will certainly be around when He does. But we have no certainty about that at all. Even if, somehow, we knew we lived in the very last century, we could never be certain we would be alive on this earth when Christ comes. We might die. And in any case, the Lord is coming on a day we know not when; no one knows; only God in heaven. 
But for that day, whether we die before it comes or whether we live to see it, we must be prepared for that is the one day in our lives that really matters. When it is coming we cannot know for there will be no signs. But it is coming. Is your heart ready for that day? 
We are working our way through this chapter in which Jesus is answering the disciples' questions about the destruction of the Temple and of Jerusalem. They are so dumb-founded by the thought that the Temple could be destroyed, they think it will mean the end of the whole world (so Matthew tells us explicitly). 
Jesus answers their questions very carefully and He says, No, the end of Jerusalem is not the end of the world. In fact, the end of Jerusalem is actually a new beginning, the beginning of a new age of grace to the whole world. 
So Jesus speaks about the end of two ages: 
	He speaks of the end of an age in which God's saving grace was almost completely restricted to the Jewish nation; 

He then speaks of the end of the world after a new age in which God's saving grace is offered to the whole world, which age will be ended by the second coming of the Lord Jesus Christ. 
	He speaks of the end of the Jewish age which is near and can be known, for you will see the signs of it. And you must flee the destruction of Jerusalem. 

He then speaks of the end of an international age. We have no idea when that is and it cannot be known for there will be no signs; and there is, of course, no fleeing from the end of whole world! 
	He speaks of the end of the Jewish age which is, if you like, the coming of winter upon Israel and the beginning of summer for all other nations. 

The end of the international age is quite different. If you like, it is High Noon - Crunch Time for all of us, Jew and Gentile. 
In vv.24-27 Jesus speaks about some great event in terrifying language. It sounds like a horrendous upheaval of the whole physical universe. But let us not jump to conclusions either about what it describes or when it will happen. 
We will look, firstly, at vv.28-32 for they are much easier. Jesus tells a parable; obviously, therefore, He intends to clarify things - that's what parables are for. So let us get what He clearly says first. 

	WHEN DOES this SUMMER COME to the WHOLE WORLD? 

Whatever it was that Jesus was talking about with those strange and extravagant words of vv.24-27, He wanted the disciples to be very clear about when it was going to happen, so He told the parable about the fig tree. Now the fig tree, so I am told, is one of the few deciduous trees in Palestine. Furthermore, it is the last to bloom. So when the sap starts flowing in the fig and its leaves begin to sprout, you know that summer is near. 
Even so, says Jesus, when you see these things happening - all these great and terrible events He had been talking about since v.8 and which climax in vv.24-27 - recognise that He is near, right at the door. 
The old translation and the NIV has: recognise that it is at door. Grammatically it could be either and I think the AV and NIV have it right. Recognise that the great event described in vv.14-27 is very, very near. In fact, Jesus goes on, it is so near, it is going happen within your lifetime. "Truly I say to you, this generation will not pass away until all these things take place." (v.30) And Jesus wants them to be so sure about this, He says, "Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words will not pass away." (v.31) 
These great and terrible events will happen in this generation. But of that day or hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but the Father only. That day or hour is the end of the world and Jesus tells us we know nothing about that. So whatever these great and terrible events that will happen in this generation - the people to whom Jesus was speaking right then and there - whatever these are, they are not, apparently, the coming of Christ at the end of the world. 
When, then, is this summer that the parable of the fig tree tells us was about to come? 
For that matter, what is that summer? 
Let me put it this way - it just helps to catch the joyful idea of summer that Jesus has raised in the parable of the fig tree, and also the terror that seems be implied in the language of vv.24-27 

	WINTER in ONE HEMISPHERE is SUMMER in the OTHER 

Jesus had just spoken about something happening in the Temple that was so abominable that it would bring about great desolation on the Jewish nation. As we looked at that last week, we saw it could be one of two things. It could be either the Roman eagle on the banners of the Roman troops as they destroyed the Temple - which amounted to setting up an idol in God's temple; or, and perhaps more likely, it referred to murders being perpetrated by Jewish Zealots in the Temple, Jewish criminals roaming freely through the Holy Place, and the scurrilous Phanni being ordained high priest. 
All that desecrated the Temple; it was an abomination. And that brought desolation and unparalleled tribulation on the Jewish people: the complete destruction of Judah as a nation and the great dispersion of the Jews throughout the whole world. And then we read, "But in those days, after that tribulation, the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light, and the stars will be falling from heaven, and the powers that are in the heavens will be shaken." (vv.24-25) 
Now, and perhaps partly because of so much prophetic writing in the last 150 years, we almost immediately think that such terrible events must refer to the end of the whole world. How could the world survive things like this - the sun and the moon being darkened, stars falling from heaven, and so forth? 
I can understand that, but remember what I said in the first sermon on this chapter about jumping to conclusions and about the need to read the Bible carefully to see what the text is really saying? And about comparing one part of the Bible with others? This is a classic example of that. For sometimes the Bible speaks in ways that quite surprise us. God does use what we call hyperbole; He overstates things for dramatic effect. 
Let us look first at this bit about the sun being darkened and the moon not giving its light and stars falling from heaven and the powers in the heavens being shaken (v.24f.). 
We read nearly every one of those phrases in Isaiah 13, which we read earlier. And there God was only talking about the fall of Babylon under Darius the Mede. We could have read six other OT passages in which such or similar phrases are used.* For example, in Isaiah 34, they speak of the destruction of Edom. Or in Ezekiel 32, they speak of the destruction of Pharaoh and Egypt "by the sword of the king of Babylon." (Many of these are mentioned in your cross references; they are a very useful Bible study tool.) 
But why does God speak so extravagantly sometimes? In the end, you'll have to ask Him, but there it is; He does. He speaks in that way to make us see that such events are crucial events in which the course of history is changed. And we still speak a bit like that too sometimes. One writer I read on this subject this week remembers when it was said at the beginning of World War II that "the lights went out in Europe" - as the lights went out in Babylon and Egypt and Edom and Judah. 
Certainly the destruction of Jerusalem was a great turning point in history. It was the great event that underlined, in double bold, the teaching of the parable of the tenants in the vineyard and the meaning of Pentecost; that the age of Israel as almost exclusively the people of God was over and the Gospel was now going to go out to the whole world. And the world has never been the same since; that event divides the calendar of the world's history to this day and not even the French Revolution could change that (even though they tried). 
But then you might ask, what about v.26? "And then they shall see the Son of Man coming in the clouds with great power and glory." Well again, you will notice that it is a quotation. The New American Standard Bible has it in capitals, but look again at your cross references. It comes from Daniel 7:13-14. Those verses follow the prophecy about four great empires - Babylon, Medo-Persia, Greece, and Rome. We are then told that their dominion will be taken from them and given to the Son of Man. That is said in these words; 
I kept looking in the night visions, and behold, with the clouds of heaven one like a Son of Man was coming, and He came up to the Ancient of Days and was presented before Him. And to Him was given dominion, glory and a kingdom, that all the peoples, nations, and men of every language might serve Him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion which will not pass away; and His kingdom is one which will not be destroyed.
But Mark says, "They shall see the Son of Man coming ...." Who are these ones who shall see this event? Possibly Daniel and those who were standing with him when he had the vision (see Daniel 7:16). But probably it does actually mean the Jewish people. 
Therefore, what it is saying is that the event that is spoken of in Daniel "as the Son of Man coming in the clouds," they shall see. They shall see - not Christ coming on the clouds of heaven; in fact they could not see that because He was "coming, and He came up to the Ancient of days and was presented before Him." He was not coming to the earth! - but they shall see that Christ had come to His Father in heaven and been given His kingdom. That happened, of course, when He ascended into heaven. In Acts 2:33, Peter says of the Ascension, "... having been exalted to the right hand of God ... therefore, let all Israel know for certain that God has made Him both Lord and Christ." And does He not now have "all authority in heaven and on earth"? Is not Jesus' kingdom the "stone cut without hands that will crush all other kingdoms"? Has He not "made us to be a kingdom, and priests to His God and Father"? Is He not now "reigning until he has put all His enemies under His feet" (1 Cor.15:25)? 
So v.27 goes on to tell us that, after having received the universal kingdom from His Father, He now sends "forth His angels to gather together His elect from the four winds, from the farthest end of the earth to the farthest end of heaven." And is that not what this age of the international Church is all about? when God's messengers (that is what an angel is, in the first instance) take the Gospel to the whole world? - even to right down-under? 
But there is one last question. How did people see that the event described by Daniel as Jesus "coming ... to the Ancient of Days" on the clouds, to receive that kingdom, had taken place? How did they see that the Son of Man had received His kingdom? They knew it had happened when they saw the lights go out on their own nation. The destruction of Jerusalem was a visible sign that the age of the Jewish Church was finished. The destruction of Jerusalem was a visible sign that the day of the full harvest, which is what the Feast of Pentecost is all about, had come, the day when God was going to gather His harvest - and the fields are white and ready, remember - from the whole earth. 
As Paul says in Romans 11, in different words, the winter of judgement came upon Israel for a time that the summer of grace might come upon the rest of the world. And so we come to the last paragraph, which speaks of; 

	THE DAY THAT WILL be HIGH NOON FOR ALL 

Here Jesus draws a sharp contrast with almost everything else in the chapter, especially verses 9-31. He now comes back to the end of everything, which the disciples thought would happen when Jerusalem and the Temple were destroyed. 
No, says Jesus, in contrast to "those days" and "these things" which you will see and by which you will know that Jerusalem and the Temple are about to be destroyed, "of that day or hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but the Father only (v.32)." 
In those thirty or forty years after Jesus went to heaven, they did not need to be on the lookout lest the end of the world overtake them suddenly. For Jesus had told them the end of the world would not come upon them unawares. Sure, there was a great disaster coming - the destruction of Jerusalem. But they didn't need to worry about that either because, although events would move pretty quickly once they got underway, He would give them clear warnings so they could escape. 
But now everything changes. The time of the end they do not know, therefore you need to be constantly ready. And He tells the parable of the man who leaves his estate to go to Rome or somewhere on business and leaves his servants to their tasks, including telling the doorkeeper to be ready to receive him at any time! For He could return any time: evening, midnight, 5am with the rooster, or any other time in the morning. 
Don't let him find you asleep. A soldier asleep on watch gets shot for his comrades' lives are in his hands. And in this sense, people of God, your lives are in your hands too. Are you ready for the return of the Lord Jesus Christ? For tonight, even,God might require your soul and take your life. And at any time, for all any but God knows, Christ might return. And He returns to judge the world in righteousness (Acts 17). How will you stand before Him when He comes? Will you have any righteousness for which He will acquit you when He judges you? 
Because, in ourselves, we are sheep gone astray and turned everyone of us to our own way. All have sinned and come short of the glory of God. All of us, born in the Church or out of it, are born in sin. Baptised or not, we need to be born again; we need to repent; we need to turn from our sin in sorrow over it for we have offended God who gave us so much - a God who is so holy He cannot bear to look on sin; His eyes are too holy to allow it in His presence. 
How do you stand before a holy God congregation - brothers and sisters, young people, children, visitors? All these other things about Jerusalem and history are all very interesting, but this is the real point for us today: there is one day coming that will be High Noon for Jew and Gentile - for Jew, Afrikaner, Dutchie, Kiwi, Maori, Filipino, Korean and whatever else we might have here this morning. 
In God's eyes we're all the same. And for us all He sent His only beloved Son not at the present time to judge the world, but that the world through Him might be saved. Do you know you are saved? For there is only one way we can be ready for Him when He comes. And that is to have repented of our sin and to have received the free gift of the righteousness of the Lord Jesus Christ. 
People of God, now is the day of salvation. Use it to prepare for the most important day of your life. Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ so you may meet Him on that day not as your judge, but as your Saviour.
Amen. 

