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Wow what a year we have had so far! For me it started off with a 7.0 Richter earthquake and Category 3 cyclone in Vanuatu. Kaylene and I returned home to see the tail end of the Brisbane floods, one of the biggest natural disasters ever to hit the state of Queensland. Then we had Cyclone Yasi, a category 4 cyclone that ripped through North Queensland and continued as a rain depression causing destruction and devastation up north and even bringing floods down south. 

Next it was the Christchurch earthquake, then the Japanese earthquake, the 5th highest on record. That led to an amazing Tsunami and possible nuclear meltdown. Meanwhile over in the Middle East and North Africa there has been civil disobedience, civil war, some long term rulers falling and others digging in by further persecution of their people. 2011 has been amazing, absolutely amazing.

It has to be a sign of the end times, doesn’t it? This can’t just be a fluke, can it? Jesus must be readying himself to come! The earthquakes, the Tsunami’s, the wars, the persecution are all a sign that the earth is decaying, that the fabric of society is fraying and that one day soon, Jesus will come and end it all and bring in a new heaven and a new earth, aren’t they? That’s what we as Christians believe, isn’t it?

Well how timely that we come to Mark 13 today. For here, in the week before Jesus dies he talks about the future. He talks about the end times. He talks about coming again. 

1. The Temple. But funnily enough this discussion all starts with the Temple, the Jerusalem Temple. The disciples are leaving the Temple and they make a comment to Jesus. “Wow, these stones are massive. This is the most amazing building!”
Have you ever stood at the bottom of the Eithel Towel and looked upward? Or seen the Taj Mahal? Well if you have you have the idea of where the disciples were. You see the Jerusalem Temple was a spectacular building. In fact it was one of the seven wonders of the ancient world. It was the size of 12 football fields in area. When full, it held some 250,000 people. Even the smallest stones weighed 2 to 3 tons and the biggest were around 50 tons! 

This was an impressive building. This was the meeting place between God and man. And the disciples thought to themselves that this building would stand the test of time, it would be there until the very end of the world. But... but Jesus knew better. It was going to be so utterly destroyed, no stone will be left on another but everyone would be thrown down. 

Now that rocked the disciples. They couldn’t come to grips with the fact that God’s house would be treated like that. So they asked Jesus about it. When will this happen? And what signs will there be prior to the destruction of such a key element of the Jewish faith? 

Now let’s take those questions in order shall we? When will it happen Jesus? Now I don’t know about you but when I ask God when questions, I rarely get an answer. When God will this suffering end? When will you change my friend’s situation? When will there be no more war, or poverty or persecution? When will I see a light at the end of the tunnel?

I’m interested in knowing when and God wants me to know how. I want my suffering to end and God wants me to know how to live while I suffer.  I want to know when the war will end and God wants me to know how I will bring peace. I want to know when I will get to the light at the end of the tunnel and God wants to know whether I will take the light of the world, Jesus and bring it into every part of the world’s darkness.

So when the disciples ask when, Jesus says when it won’t! There will be false Christs with a false gospel, so don’t be deceived. There will be wars and rumours of wards, don’t be alarmed.  Nations will rise up against nation, kingdom against kingdom, this is not a sign it will happen, they are just the beginning of the birth pains. 

Now trust me I am no expert on birth pains. But what I know is that they start off as painful and at longish intervals and as the birth gets closer, they become more and more painful and more and more regular. So Jesus is saying to his disciples, that the destruction of the temple is not imminent. Before it happens there will be apostasy, war, earthquake and persecution. The Christians will be handed over to the governors. They will be persecuted. But the gospel needs to be proclaimed to all the earth. 

So don’t worry about what is happening all around you, just get on with the task of being my witnesses. Don’t be put off by the false prophets, just keep trusting in the true word of God. So keep your eyes open. Watch what is going on around you. Don’t get scared.

Especially when the abomination that causes destruction appears where it should not belong, in the Temple. Then you know that the Temple is just about to go down, right down. Then you should flee. Don’t go back and get your coat or your belongings. This will be a terrible, terrible time so just get out of there! And if any other false teachers or false Christs tell you otherwise, don’t listen to them because I have told you everything ahead of time.

Now remember that Jesus is not talking specifically about the end of the world here but the end of the Jerusalem Temple. So it would be easy for us to switch off and think this has no relevance for us today but it does and I will tell you about that in a moment or two. But before I do that, let me tell you that in 70 AD within a generation of this teaching that all these things did actually happen. 

The Jewish people had rebelled against Caesar and so the Roman Emperor Titus threw the full might of the Imperial army at Jerusalem. On August 30, he captured the Temple and the Emperor himself even went in the Holy of Holies, the place that only the high priest could go, once a year on the day of Atonement and set up the Roman Standard actually in there. The power of man, the abomination that caused destruction was there where it should not be. But if that wasn’t bad enough, The Temple was then completely and utterly destroyed!

The historian Josephus says the temple hill flowed with fire and blood. If you've seen the movie MASADA, it tells the story of one of the other fortress cities of Israel that falls around the same time. The siege. The starvation. The massacre. In Jerusalem, a prophet says, YOU'LL BE SAFE IN THE TEMPLE. And 6000 women and children crowd in there. And the Roman soldiers put it to the torch. Josephus is terrible reading. As he spells it out in detail... it happens exactly as Jesus said. 
Now historians have agreed there have been incidents with greater numbers of death than the destruction of Jerusalem. But never has there been such a high percentage of the population been so thoroughly and painfully exterminated and enslaved as during the fall of Jerusalem. But the historian Josephus also points out one more interesting fact. That just prior to this happening, almost the entire Christian population escaped to the safety of Pella and missed the massacre, due to a prophecy they received, this very prophecy! 

2. The End. But Jesus doesn’t finish his answer there though. Because in the destruction of the Temple, Jesus also sees the destruction of the end of the world. What happens in 70AD is actually a sign of what will happen at the end of the world. If God can judge his people, his holy city in such a way, watch out for what will happen when he judge all people and every city with the same level of justice. You see this prophecy, in Mark 13, is like the layers of an onion. There is another level to it. And that is why Jesus continues on in verses 24 to 27 to talk about the end of all things!
Because the only thing that you can compare the destruction of the Temple to will be the destruction of the whole world. And so following this distress, the sun will be darkened and the moon will no longer give off its light. The heavenly bodies will be shaken because the world is about to end. Jesus will come again with all his power and glory and he will send his angels to gather up his elect, those who are saved from all corners of the earth.

Just as the Temple will not last forever, so our world will not last forever either. And by telling us the signs that will come, Jesus is showing his disciples that God is in control of the future. None of us will know when it will happen. No one will accurately predict the day or the hour, why not even Jesus knows that information and if he doesn’t know the day or the hour then don’t trust your minister, your guru to know it! They will be deceiving you!

Yes there will be false Christs and false teachers but God’s word will never let you down. God will ensure that the elect that Christians will never be permanently deceived. Yes there will be wars and rumours of wars but God is ultimately in control. There will be persecutions of God’s people but God’s Holy Spirit will come to you and enable you to say the right thing and to live the right way. Yes your earthly family may turn against you but your heavenly Father will always stick by you.

One person has described what is going on in Mark 13 as like a fireworks display or a finale of a piece of classical music. Usually the finale of a musical piece is foreshadowed several times throughout the piece. Only the finale is grander, louder, more complex and more impressive. Sometimes as Christians we get so excited about the minor displays, the wars and the Tsunamis and the persecutions and we think that the end must come. And it might be but it might well get much worse before the end! 

So is what has happened in 2011 a sign that the end is imminent? Many, many people throughout the last 2000 years have looked at current events and made that call. And all of them were wrong. So you and I have to careful not to make the same mistake. But what we can say is that Jesus predicted there would be war, and earthquake and persecution before the fall of the Temple and there was. And he said that these things would get worse and worse throughout the end times. And that should be to us a warning and a challenge.

3. The Warning. Let’s look at the warnings first. Jesus is not telling us when it will happen but how we should live because it is happening. He starts off by telling the disciples not to put their ultimate trust in buildings, in things, even in their teachers or their leaders. The great Temple will be destroyed. Your family will let you down. No matter how secure life seems, nothing is permanent except our life with God.
You might lose your family, your finances might collapse, your health might fail, your kids might turn away from you, your spouse could leave you, your job can fire you. All these things are nothing more than shifting sand. Only Christ is our solid, immovable rock. So be sure you’re rooted in him, that your confidence is solidly placed in him. 
And beware of false teachers and leaders. Satan will send people among you in order to deceive you. Some of them will only want to talk about the end times, they will be so fixated about it. Others will not want to talk about it at all, just get on with your lives and trust in your own goodness, they will say to you and to me. But God is warning us here to remain faithful to God’s word.  To listen to its voice over all the others. To not ignore our teachers because we do need their gifts to encourage us in our faith but not to believe everything they say either. 
Which leads to another of Jesus warnings. Don’t be alarmed by world events. Don’t be deceived by the false teaching. Don’t be distracted by the earthquakes and the wars and the Tsunamis. God has given us this prophecy to remind us that he is in control. Fussing about “the last things” should never take the place of the first things of Jesus: Loving God and Loving our neighbour. Don’t let contemporary events sidetrack you from what God is calling you to do, to live as his representatives in this world.

And lastly it warns us that persecutions will come. Christians throughout every century have be subjected to terrible persecutions. But no time has been worse than the last 100 years where more Christians have been killed for their faith than in the first 19 centuries combined. If we want to follow Jesus we must take up the cross. God is not offering us an easy road here. You may not like the tough times ahead but the alternative is God’s certain judgement. So there are some clear and present warnings to us but there are also some challenges before us with are going to remain faithful in the midst of the end times. 

4. The Challenges We have to be ready! The chorus throughout this passage is watch out! Be on your guard! Learn the lessons! Take care! Keep watch! There is a sense of urgency here. The end may be imminent or not but like a good scout we need to be prepared. Remember 9/11 it came out of nowhere didn’t it? What about the Indonesian Tsunami? Or the Japan earthquake? Be ready for the world to end and that will be keep your focus on doing the most important things that God has left for you to do. 

We are like those servants that the master has put in charge of our world, of our families, of our Church, of our suburb. We have a task to do, to be faithful. To be holy, godly, gracious, compassionate, Christ like lives. If God is to come tonight, let him find us doing what he has called us to do. 

But it is more than just being ready but being watchful. We need to be reading the signs of the times. We need to be aware of what is happening all around us? Yes there is a cluster of amazing things happening in our world. Yes the frequency of wars and earthquakes and disasters is on the increase. Does this mean we need to be even more watchful than before? I think it does. 
And lastly the challenge is to keep preaching the gospel. In the midst of all that is going on Jesus says to his disciples, make sure the gospel goes out to the very ends of the earth. Why is that important? Because that is the only thing that people can trust. Everything else will pass away, only God’s word, only God’s salvation, only God’s ways will continue to the very end. The most effective thing we can do as we wait, is to preach and to live the life changing word of God!

Friends Jesus has not given us this chapter to fill our minds with more information but to promote faith and obedience. He doesn’t want us to be scared about what is happening, he wants us to get off our backsides and do something! Friends, we can’t afford to wait any longer. We must be ready, NOW.

Let me end with a story. A young lady busied herself getting ready for a blind date. Dinner at an exclusive restaurant with live music and dancing. She went out to have her hair done, did her makeup, put on her best dress and was ready for her date’s arrival. His expected arrival time came and went. After waiting an hour, she decided she was stood up. She took of her dress, let down her hair, put on her pyjamas, gathered her favourite junk food and sad down to watch TV. A few minutes later there was a knock at the door. It was her date. He looked at her with a surprised expression and said, “What? I gave you extra time and you’re still not ready to go!”
Jesus has given us extra time. We need to ensure that NOW we are ready to go!
