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We begin this morning a four-part series in Mark 13 known as the Olivet Discourse.  This discourse is the longest of Jesus’ teachings in the gospel of Mark and it contains the bulk of Jesus’ teaching concerning last things.  The doctrine of eschatology has and always will befuddle the best of theologians and the rest of us who seek to know and live God’s truth.  All sorts of questions flow from our understanding, or misunderstanding, of these things: preterism, partial-preterism, full-preterism and hyper-preterism concerning which if any of the prophecies of Scripture concerning the end times have been fulfilled; pre-tribulation, mid-tribulation, or post-tribulation concerning the timing of the Lord’s return; whether the rapture and the Second Coming are separate events or one; whether His return, whether it be one or separate events, is before the millennium, pre-millennial, after the millennium, post-millennial, or if there is a literal thousand year millennium at all, amillennial.  These are just a few of the questions that flow from this doctrine and have caused consternation and all sorts of specualtion in the church since its inception.  These questions have been heightened in recent years due to events in the world, which some would say fulfill some of the things in this chapter, as well as the popular Left Behind series of novels by Tim Lahaye and Jerry Jenkins which have their own particular eschatological slant.  


It is with all of these things in mind that we embark on the fullest of Jesus’ teachings on these things this morning.  However, I want to offer a disclaimer at the outset.  First, please do not think that our study in Mark 13 will answer all of your questions or that my approach will fit all of the preconceived notions that we have which, I would venture to say, are not the same across the congregation.  My first concern is what Christ’s concern was in speaking these things to these men, which was pastoral.  Second, and this is of utmost importance, this is not an area over which we should break fellowship.  This doctrine, perhaps more than any other, presents the opportunity for believers to agree to disagree and continue in Christian fellowship simply because we cannot be dogmatic concerning certain aspects of eschatology.


With these things in mind, let’s look at Mark Chapter 13. 

I.  Introductory Matters


Before looking at the text itself, we would do well to lay the foundation for the entire chapter.



1.  The context


As one writer correctly asserts, “The most important hermeneutical key to the chapter is the placement of the discourse.”
  In other words, the key to our understanding this chapter and all it says pertaining to last things must be taken in its proper context.  Many an interpreter has gone awry in jumping in and treating this chapter as entirely apocalyptic.  However, without going into detail, Mark 13 is not presented in typical Jewish apocalyptic fashion like that found in the book of Revelation.  When taken as entirely apocalyptical literature, this chapter is often sort of forced into one’s interpretation of other apocalyptic texts and the straightforward teaching is often lost.  This does not mean that some of the chapter is not apocalyptic.  It is, but only in a limited way.  Nor does this mean that all of chapter 13 is straightforward.  It is not.  But we want to at least set out on a solid foundation in approaching this chapter, and this is where its placement, or context, is of utmost importance.


This discourse is also known as Jesus’ farewell discourse.  It is Jesus’ last pointed teaching to His disciples before the events of His arrest, trials, death and burial.  In other words, this is what Jesus wanted to leave them with concerning future things.  It serves as the conclusion of the temple material that began all the way back in chapter 11 following Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem during this Passover week.  From that point forward, the temple has served as Jesus’ main point of emphasis because of the place it held in Jewish religion.  It was the centerpiece of their worship, the place where they gathered to worship Yahweh.  And yet, by the time Jesus rides in on the back of a colt, this place could well have had ‘Ichabod’ written across it.  It was here that the fig tree was cursed (11:12-14); the moneychangers were driven out (11:15-19); the Pharisees, Sadducees, chief priests and scribes were challenged (11:27-12:40); and the religious elite were rebuked for their treatment of widows and their meager offerings (12:41-44).  And now, Jesus departs the temple for the last time (13:1).  


In all of these narratives we saw Jesus’ judgment concerning the temple.  It is this context of judgment that serves as the springboard for what takes place in chapter 13.


2.  The format


Another important aspect in rightly interpreting this chapter is to recognize the structure that Jesus uses in the discourse.  There are two different events that Jesus is speaking of in this chapter.  The first, which we begin to look at this morning, is the destruction of the temple.  The second is the actual end of the world ushered in at the Lord’s return.  We must remember this distinction as we work our way through the chapter.  


However, these two events, while distinct, complement one another in Jesus’ teaching.  The destruction of the temple serves to enhance the teaching of those things that will take place at the end of world.  The signs that we will look at next week that point to the destruction of the temple will be the same signs present for all to see prior to the Lord’s return.  Geoff Thomas puts it like this:

The first mini-judgment is a foretaste of the second maxi-judgment… We could say it like this, that the Lord was speaking here to his apostles about the next forty years in their lives, and he was describing the circumstances in which they would have to work for Christ and glorify God. The coming of the kingdom of God was not going to set up a Utopia. Since the year 70 AD there have been almost 50 periods of forty years, and every single one of those periods has been characterised by the kinds of troubles he talks about in this chapter. However, there is going to be an intensification of these same troubles in the time building up to the end of the world… So the Lord is giving to these fellows and to all his church a realistic picture of what lies ahead.


So chapter 13 is structured according to a twofold scheme, alternating between the immediate future of the disciples in His presence and the distant future of all believers related to the end of time, with the destruction of the temple and the consequent fall of Jerusalem functioning as a prefigurement or paradigm for the Lord’s return, His Parousia.
  The two events, while separate, serve this dual teaching concerning the judgment of Christ.


3.  The purpose


Geoff Thomas wrote, “If you don’t know what you're getting into when you start something you’re very liable to discouragement when you meet a pattern of difficulties.”
  The possible discouragement that these disciples might encounter prior to the temple destruction, and the discouragement we might face as believers prior to His return, is the very reason that Jesus spoke these words.  The emphasis of Jesus in the Olivet Discourse is not entirely on the future age, though that is certainly a part, but on the present age, present to these disciples who had not yet experienced any of its fulfillment.  It was all still future to them.  Yet the warnings and encouragement that Jesus gave to them concerning their immediate future speaks to the watchfulness and faithfulness we are to have in our present age, especially in times of trial and suffering.  Mark chapter 13 is an encouragement for the true disciple of Christ to trust in the outworking of God’s sovereign purpose in history and His overarching providence in and through all things.  Jesus’ words, “do not be frightened” (v. 7), “ be on your guard” (v. 9), “pray” (v. 18), “take heed” (v. 23), and “keep on alert” (vv. 33-37) are exhortations for the believer to lean wholly on God, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, in and through all things.  It is a call to stand firm and persevere with the promise of v. 13, “the one who endures to the end, he will be saved.”


With these things in mind, let’s look at chapter 13, Jesus’ farewell discourse.  This morning we will look at the first four verses and Jesus’ prediction of the destruction of the temple.  Next week we will look at the signs that accompany the destruction and the end of time in verses 5-23.  The following week we will focus on what Jesus shares concerning His return in verses 24-27 and we will conclude our study with the pointed exhortations of our Lord concerning His return in the closing verses.

II.   The Prediction of the Destruction of the Temple (13:1-4) 


The first four verses of chapter 13 serve as a segue between the temple narrative and the discourse that follows as Jesus and His disciples leave the temple.  It contains the catalyst for Jesus’ teaching concerning the judgment.


1.  The wonder of the temple itself (v. 1)


As they depart, one of the disciples, who Mark does not identify, excitedly says to Jesus, “Teacher, behold what wonderful stones and what wonderful buildings!”  As a sort of side note, we might expect that Peter would be the one who makes this exclamation since he is usually the spokesperson for the twelve.  However, this is unlikely because Peter is identified by Mark as one of the ones asking the questions in v. 4.  Unless some amount of time passed between v. 1 and v. 4, it seems more likely that this observation concerning the magnificence of the temple probably came from one of the others.  Some try and pin it on Judas, the materialistic one who was in charge of the treasury.  They say this ties in with what soon follows at the betrayal.  But this is speculation at best.  Mark does not name him and perhaps we should leave it there.


But regardless of who said it, the wonder and magnificence of the temple is exclaimed for Jesus to consider.  We have spoken of the grandeur of this temple in previous sermons.  Herod the Great had made it one of his great obsessions to build this temple and he did so in a grand way.  It took nearly fifty years to complete.  It was one of the most impressive buildings known in that day and perhaps any day, called one of the great wonders of the Roman architectural world.  All told, the entire temple courtyard was thirty-five acres with a circumference of nearly a mile.  The temple itself took up a nearly a quarter of this space and a great altar stood outside it.  It is this that Jesus and His disciples would have gazed upon as they departed the temple that day.  Josephus, the Jewish historian from the first century, described the building this way:

The outward face of the temple in its front lacked nothing that was likely to surprise either men’s minds or their eyes, for it was covered all over with plates of gold of great weight, and, at the first rising of the sun, reflected back a very fiery splendour, and made those who forced themselves to look upon it to turn their eyes away, just as they would have done at the sun’s own rays. This temple appeared to strangers when they were at a distance, like a mountain covered with snow, for, as to those parts of it that were not of gold, they were exceedingly white.


Concerning the “wonderful stones” that the disciple mentions, Josephus noted that the temple was built with strong white stones each measuring twenty-five cubits long, eight high, and twelve in breadth (37½’x12’x18’).  These stones were massive, weighing more than one hundred tons apiece!  The disciple encourages Jesus to take it all in, the enormity of the stones and the beauty of the temple with all of its surrounding buildings.


2.  The shocking response of Christ (v. 2)


Jesus does not disappoint the unnamed disciple.  His response, “Do you see these great buildings?” is not to question the disciples’ judgment.  Jesus’ question was both a question and an assertion.  As a question, he was asking the disciple, “Is all of your attention focused on the grandness of the building?”  As an assertion, Jesus acknowledged that the disciple was occupied on the grandeur before him.  In this way, Jesus’ words fixed the attention of all of them on the grandness of the temple and the enormity of the stones in preparation for what He said next.


“Do you see these great buildings?  Not one stone will be left upon another which will not be torn down.”  Imagine the reaction of the disciples!  “Say what?”  This was a shocking announcement.  They might have expected some response from Jesus concerning the temple, some sort of word concerning how it had been abused by the masses for years with no reality to their worship.  Perhaps they thought Jesus would rebuke the Jews for making the building a place for their folly.  Or maybe He would chastise the Jews for making it the center of their devotion and not God Himself.  But here Jesus announces the complete destruction of the temple.  It is a predictive prophecy, one that would take place in the near future.  And according to Edmund Hiebert, the use of a double negative, “not… not,” in both clauses in the original stresses the unquestioned certainty of the fulfillment of His words.


Of course, we know the rest of the story that still remained in the future for these disciples.  In A.D. 70, the temple was destroyed when Titus conquered Jerusalem.  Contrary to the order of Titus, who had commanded that the temple be preserved, a fire set by one of his soldiers gutted the temple.  Consequently, according to Josephus, Titus “ordered the whole city and temple to be razed to the ground.”  This task was carefully carried out in respect to the temple as frenzied soldiers pulled the stones apart in an attempt to reclaim the melted gold.
  Josephus went on to say, “All the rest of the wall encompassing the city was so completely leveled to the ground as to leave future visitors to the spot no ground for believing it had ever been inhabited.”
  


Jesus’ prophecy was fulfilled on that day in A.D. 70.  Jerusalem was totally destroyed and there has been no semblance of that temple since.  But this was still future to the disciples, who sat amazed and bewildered at Jesus’ shocking response.


3.  The pertinent questions of the disciples (vv. 3-4)


Sitting down on the Mount of Olives opposite this grand edifice, “Peter and Andrew and James and John” ask Jesus two straightforward questions concerning His response.  First, “Tell us, when will these things be?”    “These things” is a direct correlation to the destruction of the temple, but the plural indicates that they knew that this event was tied to some further event or events.  Their question shows that the shock had worn off and that they accepted what Jesus said as truth.  So they ask, “When is this going to happen?”


Next they ask, “And what will be the sign when all these things are going to be fulfilled?”  While the second question is tied to the first, it is really a separate question.  It assumes again, by the plural “these things,” that the destruction will in fact take place and is tied to the consummation of the age.  The terminology in their questions shows that they saw this immediate prophecy as being tied to something greater.  This is reflected in Matthew’s account, “Tell us, when will these things happen, and what will be the sign of Your coming, and of the end of the age?” (Mt. 24:3).  Edmund Hiebert notes that “end of the age” is the noun form of the verb Mark renders, “going to be fulfilled.”
  In other words, the disciples ask when the immediate destruction of the temple would take place, as well as when the consummation of the ages would take place.  


The word “sign” is one of the most important words in chapter 13.  You might remember that on no less than three occasions the Pharisees asked for a sign and were refused because it marked their disbelief.  Here the disciples used the same word, seeking a “sign,” but their request was not out of a lack of faith but in faith that what Jesus said was true.  Their request was not like the Pharisees who sought a sign to somehow test Jesus.  The disciples really wanted to know.  They understood by Jesus words that their world was about to be rocked and they wanted to be better prepared to defend their faith when these things happened.  Of course, they had no way of knowing the gap that existed between the two occurrences of the destruction of the temple and the consummation of the age.


The remainder of chapter 13 is Jesus answer to their questions.  It is to His answer we will return in the coming weeks.
Conclusion

We just celebrated the glory of Christmas, “the Word became flesh” (Jn. 1:14).  We gather in a moment to celebrate the Lord’s table, to remember what Christ accomplished in that body for a people.  Mark chapter 13 reminds us that Christ is coming again, in that body, though glorified, to receive His people and to judge those who have never trusted in His saving work at Calvary.  As we work our way through the remainder of this chapter, I encourage you to examine yourselves.  Do you know this Christ savingly?


If you do know Him, then be encouraged by this chapter.  Again, the very purpose that Christ spoke these words was to encourage us to be watchful of His return and to remain faithful and endure through times of persecution.  If you are in the midst of a great trial of faith this morning, then remember Him!  That is what we do as we come to the Lord’s Table this morning.  Let’s pray.
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