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The Gospel of Mark

Sermon 59 — Sermon Notes

Title: “The signs that signal the end”
Scripture: Mark 13:1-13

Date preached: October 22nd 2023

Scripture: Mark 13:1-13

1 Then as He went out of the temple, one of His disciples said to Him, “Teacher, see what
manner of stones and what buildings are here!”

2 And Jesus answered and said to him, “Do you see these great buildings? Not one stone shall
be left upon another, that shall not be thrown down.

3 Now as He sat on the Mount of Olives opposite the temple, Peter, James, John, and Andrew
asked Him privately, 4 “Tell us, when will these things be? And what will be the sign when all
these things will be fulfilled?”

5 And Jesus, answering them, began to say: “Take heed that no one deceives you. 6 For many
will come in My name, saying, ‘I am He,’” and will deceive many. 7 But when you hear of
wars and rumors of wars, do not be troubled; for such things must happen, but the end is not
yet. 8 For nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. And there will be
earthquakes in various places, and there will be famines and troubles. These are the
beginnings of sorrows.

9 “But watch out for yourselves, for they will deliver you up to councils, and you will be
beaten in the synagogues. You will be brought before rulers and kings for My sake, for a
testimony to them. 10 And the gospel must first be preached to all the nations. 11 But when
they arrest you and deliver you up, do not worry beforehand, or premeditate what you will
speak. But whatever is given you in that hour, speak that; for it is not you who speak, but the
Holy Spirit. 12 Now brother will betray brother to death, and a father his child; and children
will rise up against parents and cause them to be put to death. 13 And you will be hated by
all for My name’s sake. But he who endures to the end shall be saved.
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Before we look at today's passage of scripture let us briefly review what we spoke about last time.
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We concluded chapter number 12. We find ourselves on the Tuesday of passion week and once
again within the temple complex. On this occasion we find Jesus and the disciples in the court of
the women. This was where the temple treasury was located. It comprised 13 trumpet shaped chests
into which people dropped their voluntary donations. As Jesus watched he witnessed many rich
people come and deposit large sums into the offering boxes. No doubt this was done in a rather
showy way as they wanted to be seen making their offering. Then along came a poor widow. She
approached in a humble almost embarrassed way. This was because in her hand she clutched just
two mites (Greek lepton). The lepton was the smallest and lowest value coin in circulation at that
time. Compared to what others had offered it was a tiny, insignificant sum of money.

Turning to the disciples the Lord Jesus told them that she had put in more than all the others who
had donated. The disciples were no doubt gobsmacked by Jesus' words. How can two mites be
compared to the many denarius others offered. Jesus answer is illuminating. The rich gave out of
their excess. They could afford what they gave and giving it came at no real personal cost. The
widow by contrast gave out of her poverty. She gave all she had, and giving it would come at great
personal cost. But it is this kind of truly sacrificial giving that God desires. He wants us to be
grateful for what He has given us and joyfully give back to Him. This is why this poor widow will
always be remembered for her “small” offering, whilst the rich who gave a great deal have all long
been forgotten.

Today we begin chapter number 13.
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We arrive today at chapter 13. Mark devotes this entire chapter to Jesus' teaching on what will be
the fate of Jerusalem, and what will be the signs that signal His second coming. Today we refer to
this as the “Olivet Discourse.” This rather fancy title just indicates that it was a discussion or talk
that took place on the Mount of Olives. It appears in all three synoptic gospels, and Matthew
provides the fullest account. It is not mentioned in John's gospel. There is a very good reason for
this. John's gospel was the last to be written, probably between 80 and 95 AD. The destruction of
the temple in Jerusalem took place in 70 AD. So John obviously did not need to include this
prediction which had already come to pass.

The Olivet discourse is a very challenging and difficult section of the New Testament. Part of the
problem comes from the very “Jewish atmosphere” of the discourse.

It is important for us to remember that what we are reading stemmed from questions asked of a
Jewish rabbi by four Jewish men, about the future of the Jewish temple.

Remembering this helps a little in helping us distinguish what is intended for His original Jewish
hearers and what is meant for those living at the end times (possibly us). It is obvious I hope that
when the disciples asked Jesus about what would happen they meant in the near future. They were
concerned with how this might impact them.

This was how Jesus understood and then answered their questions.

Or let me put it another way, as we read the Olivet discourse we should be thinking and trying to
discern what is “near” and what is “far” future. When the Lord Jesus spoke of the events
surrounding the destruction of the temple He spoke about the near future. Events that would take
place around 37 years later. To His Jewish hearers such a climatic event would indicate the end of
the world. But this is not the case, it is just the beginning of the end. It would be hard for His Jewish
listeners to see beyond this catastrophe but it was essential that they did. So Jesus goes on to talk
about the far future. Events that would occur at a time far removed from His original hearers. The
disciples and those living in 70 AD would see Jesus words fulfilled. We, hopefully, or those that
follow us will also see His words fulfilled as our Lord and Saviour makes His dramatic second
coming. With that being said let us begin our study.
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1 Then as He went out of the temple, one of His disciples said to Him, “Teacher, see what
manner of stones and what buildings are here!”

Following the incident with the widow and her two mites the Lord Jesus leaves the temple.
Probably they exited through the east gate (Golden gate) and began their ascent of the Mount of
Olives. As they climbed they would have had the most amazing view of the temple complex.

It was, as I have said before one of the wonders of the ancient world. Even the Romans recognized
the Jewish temple for its stunning beauty. The walls were constructed of huge stones (some forty to
sixty feet long) and weighing up to 72 tonnes. The top was adorned by white marble with gold
plates on the facade. It literally sparkled in the sun. The disciples awed by the spectacle are moved
to point it out to Jesus, “Look Rabbi, what an amazing building this is!” Let us see how the Lord
Jesus responds.
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2 And Jesus answered and said to him, “Do you see these great buildings? Not one stone shall
be left upon another, that shall not be thrown down.

It's hard for us today to imagine just how shocking Jesus prediction regarding the destruction of all
they surveyed would have been to the disciples. As Jews the temple was the pride and centre-piece
of the nation. They imagined that it would stand glorious and unblemished forever. In fact, it would
not be wrong to say that for many Jews the temple itself had become an idol. The temple building
itself had replaced God in their thoughts and affections. So to imagine a world without the temple
was to imagine the end of the world. What kind of existence could they have without the temple?

Although in the Old Testament similar warnings had had been given (Jer 7:14; 26:6; Mic 3:12) what
Jesus says will happen here seems preposterous. Not simply that the temple will suffer some
damage or partial destruction. But that it will dismantled massive stone by massive stone. This is
exactly what took place between April 11 and September 7 of the year 70 AD. The Roman general
Titus and his forces utterly destroyed Jerusalem and the temple complex. They even broke apart
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many of the stones to get at the gold embedded in them. Today only one part of the wall is
preserved. You can visit just a small section of the Western or “Wailing wall.”

How will the disciples react to this shocking revelation?
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3 Now as He sat on the Mount of Olives opposite the temple, Peter, James, John, and Andrew
asked Him privately, 4 “Tell us, when will these things be? And what will be the sign when all
these things will be fulfilled?”

The Lord Jesus and the disciples find a suitable place on the Mount of Olives opposite the temple
and sit down. It is at this point that four of the twelve come to Jesus privately to ask Him to give
them more information. They rightly sensed that something this catastrophic had to have
significance, so they wanted more precise details.

The four are the inner core group of Peter, James and John. They are joined here by Peter's brother
Andrew. I'm sure that you remember that they were the first four disciples called by Jesus. They
have two important questions to ask Jesus regarding what He has just said about the destruction of
the temple. The two questions are as follows.

1 When will these things take place?

One's success in life often depends on being properly prepared. Part of being prepared includes
knowing an approximate date for when something will take place. Imagine for example if you are
asked by your boss to write, and present a report. You need to know the reports focus or interest,
and more importantly the time frame in which you have to complete it. Is it expected in a week, a
month or in six months time? So the disciples here are seeking an approximate time for when this
destruction will take place. Their correct assumption was that these events will be coming to
fruition quite soon. Knowing this will allow them to be properly prepared. Let's look at their second
question.

2 What signs should we look out for to tell us that they about to be completed.

The second question is most pertinent. They no doubt remembered the historic events surrounding
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the destruction of the first temple (586 BC by the Babylonians). The first temple was destroyed in
the context of national judgment and exile. So the disciples probably wonder if the temple is again
to be destroyed what will become of Israel and the Jews?

Sign seeking was a particular interest or concern of the Jews. They understood that significant
events in history were typically accompanied by signs. This will also be the case here. But, as we
will shortly see the Lord Jesus first warns them about the false signs that may mislead many. Let us
read on.
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5 And Jesus, answering them, began to say: “Take heed that no one deceives you. 6 For many
will come in My name, saying, ‘I am He,” and will deceive many.
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The first warning that the Lord Jesus gives them is to take heed so that they are not deceived or
taken in. It would be easy for the disciples to ascribe chaotic or negative events that were taking
place to this terrible event prophesied by Jesus. We see a similar mindset at play today. Is an
earthquake in Turkey a sign that the Lord Jesus is soon to return? Well, maybe but it could also just
be an earthquake in Turkey and nothing more.

One of the false signs that the end is nigh is the presence of false of fake Messiahs (Christ's). Such
men would arise and through lies deceive many. In the first century there were many false, self-
proclaimed messiahs. Theudas and Judas the Galilean are mentioned in the book of Acts (5:36-37).
They were far from the only ones in the first century. Other notable men claiming to be the Messiah,
or come from the Messiah include Dositheos the Samaritan, Simon of Peraea and Athronges.

Some of these claimed they were actually the Messiah, whilst others claimed to come “in the
name” meaning that they came representing the Christ.

They claimed that people should listen and follow them because they came with the authority of the
Messiah or with a divine message.

How deceptive false Messiahs were and sadly still continue to be. Many even living today are
fooled and taken in by the lies and deceptions of false teachers. The simple test for anyone claiming
to come from God, or bring a message from God is to take what they say and compare it to
scripture. Any deviation from the bible or any minimisation of the person and work of the Lord
Jesus Christ is a red flag. Flee from such people. Let us read on.
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7 But when you hear of wars and rumors of wars, do not be troubled; for such things must
happen, but the end is not yet. 8 For nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against
kingdom. And there will be earthquakes in various places, and there will be famines and
troubles. These are the beginnings of sorrows.

The next thing the Lord Jesus says are not to be taken as a sign of the end are wars and rumours of
wars. This should probably not surprise us. One sad and terrible reality of life is that human beings
are constantly fighting and killing one another. In 2003 there was an article published in the New
York Times. The article made the claim that in the previous 3,400 years of human history only 268
had been years of total peace. So just 8% of that vast chunk of time was spent in peace and 92%
was taken up by wars and battles of one kind or another. So the prospect of war, or war itself is a
very vague indicator of the end times.

Jesus then goes on to talk about natural disasters. Israel, Syria, Greece, and Italy all lie in an active
earthquake zone. This meant that earthquakes of varying magnitudes are a common occurrence in
this region. During the New Testament period there were a number of major earthquakes. Such
natural cataclysms were often associated with apocalyptic events, but Jesus says that they do not
signify the arrival of the end.

The Lord also mentions famines. In the ancient world famines were a constant threat to human life.
Life was precarious. Anything that disrupted the production of food; war, earthquakes or other
natural disasters could result in disastrous famines. But Jesus warns, these things are not the end
itself but are the beginning of sorrows. Jesus uses this expression here to convey the idea of labour
pains. When a woman is about to give birth she experiences labour pains (birth pains). The baby is
on the way, it's “coming soon,” but sometimes this take a considerable amount of times. The woman
may have to endure a lengthy period of labour. So the Lord Jesus uses this term to explain how
these things happening (war, natural disasters) are signs that something significant is about to take
place, but are not the thing itself. So the disciples need to be aware that chaotic events will precede
the temple’s destruction, but are not to assume that every instance of a chaotic event signals the end
time.

One question often asked is whether we are seeing an increase in natural disasters today. Should we
be concerned? Well according to some we are seeing an increase. Data captured between 1900 and
2019 by the Institute for Economics and Peace reveal an increase from 39 incidents of natural in
1960 to 396 in 2019. What are we to make of this? I like what Sinclair Ferguson writes in his
commentary on Mark.

“We must always live in readiness and expectation. But we must not allow ourselves to be led into
panic by a wrong diagnosis of the contractions of the universe.”

(Ferguson — Let's Study Mark p.213)

I will speak more on this later. Let us move on.
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9 “But watch out for yourselves, for they will deliver you up to councils, and you will be
beaten in the synagogues. You will be brought before rulers and kings for My sake, for a
testimony to them. 10 And the gospel must first be preached to all the nations.

The next warning is of a more personal nature. The disciple's, who of course were greatly loved by
the Lord Jesus should watch out for themselves. They are going to be living in perilous times.
Therefore the disciples must steel themselves in anticipation This is because the followers of Christ
will face persecution for their faith.

Once again this persecution was not the sign of the end, but simply should be expected. They will
be delivered or handed over to various authorities. This persecution will come from four specific
areas.

1 From councils

2 Synagogues

3 Rulers / Governors
4 Kings

Councils is a reference to local councils of elders and leaders who oversaw village life in both
Jewish and Gentile areas. Synagogues also functioned in Israel as law courts. So Christians would
be called to defend their beliefs in official law courts. Appearing before “governors and kings” is a
reference to Roman persecution. As the overseers of this region they would try and determine the
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fate of many followers of Christ. Interestingly the Lord Jesus (in His passion) and Paul (Acts 22-28)
experienced all four.

Naturally this form of persecution is not desirable or sought after. But it does serve an important
purpose. When Christians are dragged before these various authorities what will they do? They will
serve as witnesses for the amazing person and work of the Lord Jesus Christ. These venues will
serve as forums where the gospel message will be proclaimed. People who in ordinary
circumstances would be unwilling to hear Christ preached will have no choice but to hear Christ
preached. Jesus also adds here an important caveat designed to encourage those facing tough times.
It is that the gospel must first be preached to all nations. How you might ask is this an
encouragement? Well simply because persecution cannot stop the gospel from spreading. The light
of the good news message will never be extinguished. So whilst an individual Christian may suffer
and even die for the cause the light of the gospel message will never go out. It is God's plan,
therefore it cannot be thwarted for all the world to hear of His Son. This is the mission of the
church. That means it is our mission. Let us read on.
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11 But when they arrest you and deliver you up, do not worry beforehand, or premeditate
what you will speak. But whatever is given you in that hour, speak that; for it is not you who
speak, but the Holy Spirit.

A big fear that many Christians have is the fear of not properly being able to explain the hope they
have within them. It is a failing of both the church in general, and of individuals that they cannot
adequately explain what they believe and why. I think we should always have a good answer for
people who question us. I don't think we serve the Kingdom well if our defence of the faith rests on
us simply “feeling it to be right.” Therefore to have a good answer may require a little study and
practice. So we should not misapply what is being said here and assume it means we should remain
ignorant or unable to give good answers.

In order to be able to answer people well it requires that we read and study God's word. The Holy
Spirit will I believe help us in such situations, but we too are expected to contribute to our own
learning and understanding. We are not always to be craving milk, we need to mature and move
onto meat. However that is not what is being addressed here.

Jesus is speaking here to the disciples about trials or legal proceedings. They will face arrest and
inquisition. At such times they may understandably worry about what to say. They may fret about
what the proper defence should be. We should not forget that most of the disciples were simple
working men. They would be being tried by highly educated and sophisticated lawyers. It is
understandable that they would have concerns. The Lord Jesus tells them not to worry. At such
times the Holy Spirit will be with them to guide them in what to say. What a wonderful promise that
1s. This would have been a great comfort to these men knowing that they would not face such
difficult times alone. Let us continue.
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12 Now brother will betray brother to death, and a father his child; and children will rise up
against parents and cause them to be put to death. 13 And you will be hated by all for My
name’s sake. But he who endures to the end shall be saved.

We think of the family as being a safe and supportive space. We assume that those closest to us will
share our beliefs or convictions. Or that even if they disagree with us the bond of love will remain
strong, and they will continue to love and respect us even if they don't accept our position.

In the times that Jesus talks about this will not be the case. Because of their love and devotion to
Him Christian persecution will not be limited to the outside world. It will not only be neighbours,
councils or strangers attacking. It will also come from the inside. From people who should love us.
The disciples will face hatred and animosity from close family members. We should note that there
are no examples of this in the pages of the New Testament, but such divisions sadly have taken
place often throughout history.

It may be difficult for us to comprehend this kind of horrific betrayal. How could someone betray a
family member knowing that they are to be taken away and killed? It seems inconceivable that
someone would inform the authorities when their family members only “crime” is that they love
and follow Christ?

I find it interesting today that in the western world almost every religion or cultic practice is
accepted, if not embraced except Christianity. People are free to do and say whatever they like
except when they bring up the name Jesus Christ. Then the hatred and anger begin. Isn't that
interesting. The name of the one who brings life and salvation is suppressed and hated. But the
names of demons who bring enslavement and death are exalted. So persecution is alive and well
today.

You may have it experienced it in some form in your own family. These things Jesus tells the
disciples will be a sign that the end is near. When such things occur it may provoke great fear and a
desire to give up, or fall away. The Lord Jesus cautions against doing this. He tells the disciples that
if they endure this suffering to the end are assured that they will be delivered (saved). Which end is
in view here is much debated. The end of the persecution, the end of life or the end of the age.
Which ever way we see it when our faith rests in Christ we can rest secure knowing we are saved.
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Things to think about
I have just one comment to make on today's passage of scripture.

Q= 47 7ol el 3 A EEe =Elal AE YT

1 The right way to think about the future

Let me make a confession. I'm fascinated by end time predictions and prophecy. I follow a number
of online ministries that focus a great deal of their attention on examining current world events and
hypothesising how these may factor into the end times. There are many things happening that may
point to the prediction of biblical prophecy. A global pandemic, worldwide economic collapse, the
rise of Al and other forms of technology, particular political alliances around the world and the push
for a global currency and a one world government. These ministries are careful not to ever set
precise dates. And when it comes to their beliefs they are orthodox and sound. They preach Christ
and want people to turn to Him in this time of crisis and chaos. They are however of the opinion
that the time is short and Christ's return may be soon. They may or may not be right. The signs may
indeed be pointing to His imminent return. I certainly hope so.

Today the internet provides a forum for all those who see political events or natural disasters as
being signs of the end. Such people and groups are not new. There have always been prophets of
doom. In the past people spoke of visions in which they witnessed the end of the world. Others
wrote books or appeared on the television or radio. People have always wanted to believe that they
were the generation that would see the return of the Lord Jesus. Many gullible people have
followed, sometimes with disastrous results these purveyors of catastrophe.

So the question is, what is the right way to think about the future. There are two dangerous positions
we might take. The first is to think that since the Lord could return tomorrow (He could) that we
should just sit on a mountain top and wait. Why bother doing anything when it will all end soon.
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This is not a good stance to take. Whilst we are waiting we need to go on living. Adopting such a
position means we might neglect the important duties to which we are called. The duty to care for
ourselves and our neighbours. It's basically a selfish approach that dismisses the importance of
making plans and more importantly sharing the gospel.

The second equally dangerous view is to not think about the future at all. To just assume that things
will always go on as they have. I wonder when I meet Christians who have this view whether they
are actually a little too comfortable living here. I also wonder whether they have got their heads
buried in the sand. It's clear to me at least that we are on a downward trajectory. The world is not
getting better, the opposite is the case. Assuming things will just go on forever is also being
dismissive of the wonderful future we have to look forward to. As followers of Christ we ought to
be eager and excited for His return. Adopting such a view is also selfish and neglectful. Why bother
sharing the gospel today when we could do it next week or next month.

So the right way to think about the future is in a state of readiness and anticipation. We must be
aware that Christ could return at any moment, but equally use the time we have been given sensibly.
We are to continue living well and making plans for the future. However we are never to forget that
the next big event to occur is the return of the Lord Jesus. Therefore we must be using the time we
have to ensure that our relationship with God is strong and also in sharing the gospel with others.
We should think that this person to whom we are talking may only have this one chance to hear the
gospel. When we think like this it better helps us put things in perspective. One eye on the here and
now and one looking up for the return of our Saviour. Come Lord Jesus come.
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Come Lord Jesus, come.
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