The Abomination of Desolation
Text: Mark 13:9-23
Readings: 
	Mark 13:1-37 


Jesus had just told the disciples that their beautiful temple would one day be completely destroyed. They asked Him, "Tell us, when will these things be, and what will be the sign when all these things are going to be fulfilled (v.4)." And behind their question was also the idea that the end of the Temple would be the end of the world. Matthew tells us that that is part of their question. But Jesus says that that is not so and, as He answers their question, He separates these two great events from one another. 
	The end of the Temple would be clearly forewarned by certain dramatic events. On the other hand, about the end of the world, there would be no warning at all (v.28ff. cf. v.32f.). 

The age of the Temple would end with a great disaster which the Lord's people are told to flee from when they see these dramatic events happening. But from the end of the world there is, of course, no escape at all (v.14). 
Near the end of the Temple would be a time when there is a ferment of expectation and all sorts of people would be claiming to be Christ. When the real Christ does come again at the end of the world, He will come completely unannounced and it will be an age like the time of Noah. There may well be widespread unbelief, but not necessarily a time of huge upheaval. 
So Jesus tells His disciples that things like wars and rumours of wars, earthquakes and famines are simply par for the course in a world ruined by sin. And, although there will be an outbreak of them soon, that is not end of world. It is, in fact, only the beginning of birthpains. 
So, if you like, the troubles of this world in days since the Lord Jesus Christ walked upon the earth - and they have gone on more or less unabated but sometimes worse, sometimes less - are simply labour pains. The Lord is bringing to birth out of this old world a new world in which peace and righteousness will rule over the people He has saved out of this old world. And the devil will not allow his vicegrip on nations of mankind to be broken easily. 
Our text this morning is the verses 9-23. And in this passage Jesus is speaking of the time leading up to the destruction of the Temple and Jerusalem and the end of the Jewish Church age. What does He say about that? The thing that really stands out is the abomination of desolation He speaks of in v.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." And whatever that is, it is going to result in a time of tribulation. V.19 tells us about that: "For those days will be a time of tribulation such as has not occurred since the beginning of the creation which God created, until now, and never shall." 
What is that abomination of desolation? Let us look first at what will lead up to it for that may even help us identify what it is. 

	WHAT LEADS UP to the ABOMINATION of DESOLATION and the TIME of TRIBULATION? 

In vv.7-8, Jesus had spoken of times of trouble - wars and earthquakes and famine - in the world at large; they are things that you will hear of, He says. 
But in v.9, He brings it much closer to home than just hearing about it. You be on your guard, He says. There are going to be terrible things happening in the midst of the Jewish people. And it is going to bring persecution on you. You will be dragged before the courts - Jewish courts! You're going to be scourged in synagogues, which were actually not just in Palestine. They were found in many, if not most, cities right throughout the Roman Empire. And after your own countrymen have scourged you, they will hand you over to governors and kings, Gentile rulers - for my sake, as testimony before them. 
But then Jesus says in v.10, "And the gospel must first be preached in all the nations." See, He is warning them of terrible suffering to come upon them, for the sake of the Gospel. Some of them would be martyrs at the hands of fellow Jews, both in Jerusalem and Judea and all over the world. "And the gospel must first be preached to all nations." (v.10) 
When many people read that, they immediately think, Ah well, this abomination of desolation in Jerusalem is not going to happen until near the end of the world and, in fact, it is one of the signs that the end of the world is near, for "the gospel must first be preached to all nations" - including as far as Down-under, the whole globe! If you have read many books on prophecy over the years, that is what you will have be taught. 
But remember what I said last time about understanding disasters? To understand them rightly, we need to listen very carefully to the Word of the Lord. We must compare Scripture with Scripture to understand it rightly. Matthew says this a little differently. He has it: "The gospel must first be preached in the whole world" - but he uses a different word for world than that which Mark uses; he uses the Greek word oikumene, from which we get our word, ecumenical. It means the known world; the Roman empire, in other words. 
In Romans chapter 1, Paul tells us that that had actually happened in his lifetime and he speaks about it in both the way Matthew says it and in the way Mark says it. In v.5 he says that God had used him to "bring about the obedience of faith among all the nations." But in v.8 of the same chapter, he says that the faith of the Roman Christians was "being proclaimed throughout the whole world." In other words, what Jesus had said must happen, had happened: the Gospel had gone, not totally but in principle, to the Gentile nations, the world. 
You see, Jesus is encouraging the disciples. He says to them; 
	Yes, you are going to face persecution, but it will not be in vain. The Gospel must first be preached to all nations and you are going to achieve that with your persecution and martyrdom. And, 

"when they arrest you and deliver you up, do not be anxious beforehand about what you are to say, but say whatever is given you in that hour; for it is not you who speak, but it is the Holy Spirit." (v.11) Jesus is saying to them, If you stand fast in persecution, I will be with you and give you the very words to speal so as to be a faithful witness even before governors and kings." 
And then, after He has encouraged them, He also warns them. Members of your own family, even, will betray you. (12) Even as I am about to be betrayed by one of you! no doubt He had in mind. And even though the Holy Spirit will be with you and give you the very words to say, that will not necessarily save you, but if you endure to the end, you will be saved eternally. That is, their attitude should be like that of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego before Nebuchadnezzar's furnace: 
Our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the furnace of blazing fire; and He will deliver us out of your hand, O king. But even if He does not, let it be known to you, O king, that we are not going to serve your gods or worship the golden image that you have set up. 
So then, those are the things that were going to lead up to this great abomination of desolation. And all those things happened right there in Palestine in the 40yrs after the death of our Lord Jesus Christ. You only have to read the book of Acts to see that the greatest persecutors of the early Church were the Jews. It was not till later that Rome really got into gear persecuting Christians. And not just in Judea either; Christians were persecuted by Jews all over the Roman world. (Cf. Acts 9:1f., 4f.) 
Well then, what is this terrible event that these things were leading up to? Let's look at that. 

	WHAT is the ABOMINATION of DESOLATION? 

You will notice from the margin in your Bibles that the phrase, abomination of desolation, comes from the book of Daniel (9:27; 11:31; 12:11). It refers to a time when the temple sacrifices would be stopped and somehow the temple would be desecrated and finally destroyed. 
It almost looked as though Daniel's prophecy was going to be fulfilled in 168BC when the Seleucid ruler, Antiochus IV, also called Epiphanes, forbad sacrifices and circumcision on pain of death. He set up a statue of Zeus in the temple and offered pigs on God's altar. You can read about that in the first book of Maccabees 1:54-59 and 6:7. 
But he did not destroy the temple and it was later rededicated by the Maccabbees. And Jesus says here that the prophecy still had to be fulfilled. And any who believed in him, as soon as saw it beginning to happen, then they should flee Judea and run to the mountains for safety. 
	They were to be very urgent about that flight. Don't worry about any possessions at all. Wherever you are, maybe get your wife and children, but as soon as you see the sign, run! 

It would be a desperate flight, so pray now that it will not be in winter when flooded rivers might prevent you getting to the safety of the mountains. And pray God you won't be pregnant or nursing little babies. 
For it will be a time of trouble for Israel such as it had never suffered before and never shall again. And unless the Lord would make it a short time, no one would be saved. But for the sake of His elect, God made it short, even though it was very terrible. 
And by the way, Jesus continues, don't get taken in. There will be people around saying, "Don't flee, this person here is the Christ; what are you fleeing for?" There will be imposters at this time who will even be doing great signs and wonders. Beware; I've told you all this in advance; don't be deceived. Run! 
So what exactly is this abomination of desolation? - this time of great trouble? 
There are Christians who believe it is a time of Great Tribulation that is to come upon the world just before Christ comes again. Or maybe it is coming only on Israel just before Christ comes again to rule over Israel in Jerusalem. But once again, we must remember that when Christ comes again, He will come suddenly, without warning. 
This time of great trouble, however, will be warned about by the abomination of desolation. "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." 
This was going to happen in a time when those disciples would still be living. "This generation will not pass away until all these things take place." (v.30) And we should just let the word generation mean what it means everywhere else in the Bible. 
Luke gives us a very clear clue. He tells us that "when you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies, then know that its desolation is near." (Luke 21:20) It happened, of course, when the Roman armies surrounded Jerusalem in 70AD. And the abominable desolation was the eagles on the Roman banners, which the soldiers worshipped, being carried into the very temple itself. And so God's temple was desecrated by the sign of another god. And then later it was destroyed by the Romans. 
That is all historical fact and it certainly would fulfil the prophecy. But the truth might even be sadder still. The Jewish historian, Josephus, tells us that there was an ancient saying that the first to defile the Temple would be the Jews themselves. And he goes on to tell us that that actually happened. In November of 66, Jewish forces won a remarkable victory over the Romans. But many people knew that, while they might have won that battle, they could not win a war against Rome. So people began leaving Jerusalem in droves. 
War broke out again in 68. And during late 67 and into 68 the Jewish Zealots ran riot in Jerusalem and in the Temple. Josephus tells us they allowed criminals to roam freely in the Holy of Holies; they committed murder in the Temple; they made a clown by the name of Phanni high priest. So devastated was the retired high priest, Ananus, that he lamented in tears; "It would have been far better for me to have died before I had seen the house of God laden with such abominations." 
Perhaps that was "the desolation of abomination standing where it should not be;" or: "standing where he should not be." The relative pronoun there can equally as well be translated he as it. Interpretation is never very far away from translation and this is one of those occasions. 
And how much more terrible it would be that the Temple should be desecrated by God's own people themselves than by the Romans. Well, whichever way, the Christians fled then just as Jesus had said. They fled North-East over the Jordan to a town in the 
But people always ask, and maybe you do too: worse than the Holocaust? I would say, Yes. In two ways. 
	Worse because of the spiritual nature of it. The abomination of the Temple brought desolation. When Jesus left the Temple for last time, He said, "Behold, I leave your house to you desolate." God was turning His back on Israel, at least for a time. 

And it was worse also because of the moral nature of it. There was no doubt that God had left Jerusalem. 
About the holocaust, you read those beautiful stories of how each helped his fellow in the most dire circumstances and at great personal sacrifice. I am sure that also happened in Jerusalem in 68-70, but we read many terrible stories of terrible, bestial crimes committed on one another by those who had been God's people - even to the point of mothers eating their own children. 

	WHAT DOES THIS all MEAN for US? 

Let me say three things about this. 
	Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, never underestimate the power of sin and the depravity of human nature. We sometimes read the Newspaper and say, How could people do such things? You can read about the destruction of Jerusalem in 70AD and say, How could they do such things? But they did - they who once were the people of God! 

Paul warns us that we stand by faith only - by faith, not works. We stand as the children of God by faith in what God through Christ has done for us and not at all by anything we have done for Him. We are saved by grace, people of God. Let us never presume we are above falling into gross sin. 
	Let us not get carried away, consumed almost, as some Christians do, trying to read the signs of the times. That great event, the end of Jerusalem and its Temple, that was signified so that Christ's people could escape, has already happened. There is no Great Tribulation to come to fear or to give us a pointer to the second coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. Nor any other particular signs. When Christ comes again, no one will know anything about it until it has happened. Let us not waste our time looking for it. 

That does not mean to say we may not have to bear persecution sometime. Jesus and the apostles, numerous times, says we will. So some of those things that led up to the Fall of Jerusalem are just part of this age in which the devil does not give up his own easily. It is going on in the world right now and Christians may even be betrayed by their own families. Jesus said that a man's enemies shall be they of his own house. 
But the promise that the Holy Spirit will give us the words to say when we suffer persecution is still with us. And so is the promise that he who endures to the end will be saved. 
Yes, we must endure, but that too is by grace. By constant confession and repentance and looking again to Christ. As Jeremiah said in the book of Lamentations; 
It is of the Lord's mercies that we are not consumed.
We fail and we fall, but the Lord's compassions fail not.
they are new every morning; great is His faithfulness.
Congregation, let us take our eyes off the world and keep them fixed, at all times, on our Lord Jesus Christ.
Amen. 

