“Be Ready!”
Mark 13
Message #15 in the series

“Mark: The Gospel Of The Servant”
Pastor Rainer Kunz
7-3-11
As we dive into Mark 13 this morning, I want you to think about how Jesus told His followers to stay on mission, carry out their assigned tasks, and handle themselves in the midst of persecution and deception while they are waiting for His return.  Consider two word pictures that have to do with readiness. 
Think about what parents do for their children when they know a big storm is coming.  Think back to our last big snow storm here in western Washington.  A parent is usually the one who is tuned into the current weather report and news stations.  A loving parent let’s their child know what to wear in light of a coming storm, what to expect if school gets out early, what time they will arrive at school or the bus stop to pick them up.  Parents do this because they love their children.  Parents say “My child, be ready, be watchful, be alert.  Oh and by the way, as you keep an eye on the sky and the storm clouds, obey your teacher, do your homework, complete the tasks given to you.”  Loving parents say “Be ready.”  Smart children listen to their parents.
Now I want you to think about our nation since 9-11-2001.  We have  learned a great deal about preparation—on both a personal and a national level. The Department of Homeland Security has released levels of terrorism anticipation as evidence of their extensive preparation:

1. Low Condition (Green). This condition is declared when there is a low risk of terrorist attacks. 

2. Guarded Condition (Blue). This condition is declared when there is a general risk of terrorist attacks. 

3. Elevated Condition (Yellow). An Elevated Condition is declared when there is a significant risk of terrorist attacks. 

4. High Condition (Orange). A High Condition is declared when there is a high risk of terrorist attacks. 

5. Severe Condition (Red). A Severe Condition reflects a severe risk of terrorist attacks. 
For every genuine sign of terrorism, however, there are scores of false ones. 
And so there are two opposite and equally harmful extremes that exist among the general population pertaining to preparation for terrorism. The first is complete lack of preparation, to abandon any state of readiness, and to go about our days with the nave illusion of invulnerability. This was our general condition on September 10th, 2001. 
The opposite extreme associates virtually anything out-of-the-ordinary with terrorist activity: plane crashes, fires, power outages, car wrecks, milk expiring before expiration date, etc. (you get the point). This was our general condition on September 12th 2001, the day after the terrorist attacks. Balance is necessary.
Just as there are two negative extremes regarding preparation for terrorism, there are also two opposite and equally wrong views Christians can hold on the end times: The first is complete lack of preparation, and failure to give any thought to the return of Christ. 
History is loaded with examples of a lack of preparation.  For instance on September 6, 1941 journalist Clarke Beach recorded these words:

“A Japanese attack on Hawaii is regarded as the most unlikely thing in the world, with one chance in a million of being successful. Besides having more powerful defenses than any other post under the American flag, it is protected by distance.”

The opposite extreme interprets too many events as “signs” of the end: earthquakes, the United Nations, the Eurodollar, a meteor shower, near miss of Mars, the internet, flooding, el nino, etc. Balance is called for.
For centuries, well-meaning Christians have spent lots of time and energy attempting to do something the Bible never asks them to do: Predict the end times.  We are not told to predict.
But the Scriptures are loaded with instructions exhorting believers to do one thing pertaining to the end times: Prepare. 
Mark in chapter 13 is not as concerned about revealing signs of the end times as he is with promoting faith and obedience in light of such events. This message was of profound significance for the Christians of Rome, harassed by persecution and disturbed by the rumors of the developments in Palestine in the sixties. Jesus through Mark is making the point that these preliminary events must not be mistaken as evidence that the end has come.  
The passage could almost be summarized this way: “Dear Christian, don’t freak out!  The end has not come yet. You focus on carrying out your God given assignment and let God handle the end of the world.” 
Over the last 2000 years, many have instilled fear in their listeners by wrongly teaching the Lord’s return and prophecy in the Bible.  But the primary goal of biblical prophecy has never been to evoke fear, but obedience.
So let’s look at this passage which is the longest discourse in Mark’s Gospel. It is called the “Olivet Discourse” because it is a discourse that takes place on the Mount of Olives. The message was delivered by Jesus on either Tuesday or Wednesday before His Friday execution. 
So, what I’m going to do is explain this passage verse by verse and then we’re all going to apply this teaching to our lives at the end. 

The first thing that Jesus wants his followers to know is . . .  
1. Be ready for deception (13:1-8)
1 As he was leaving the temple, one of his disciples said to him, “Look, Teacher! What massive stones! What magnificent buildings!” 
The disciples seem like tourists amazed at the sites of the city of Jerusalem. They had good reason to be amazed, because the temple compound, as remodeled by Herod the Great, was one of the most magnificent structures of the ancient world. 
SHOW TEMPLE SLIDE

The Jewish people were justifiably proud of this great building.

This temple was originally rebuilt by Zerubbabel and Ezra (Ezra 6:15), but greatly expanded and improved by Herod.  After Herod's work, the temple was huge - nearly 500 yards long and 400 yards wide. Herod's rebuilding started in 19 B.C., and was not completed until 63 A.D., taking more than eighty years. The magnificent temple compound was finished only seven years before it was destroyed.
Now the beauty of the ancient temple is well documented. The Jewish historian Josephus says that the temple was covered on the outside with gold plates that were so brilliant that when the sun shone on them it blinded any observer. Where there wasn't gold, there were blocks of marble of such a pure white that strangers, from a distance, thought there was snow on the temple.
Today, tourists can see some of these massive stones, at least the ones used to build merely the retaining wall for the temple compound. These cut, quarried blocks of limestone are so big - some are 50 feet wide, 25 feet high, and 15 feet deep - that modern construction cranes could not lift them. Archaeologists are still not completely certain how these stones were cut, transported, and placed with such precision that they don't even need mortar.

2 “Do you see all these great buildings?” replied Jesus. “Not one stone here will be left on another; every one will be thrown down.” 
And that’s exactly what happened.  Some 40 years after Jesus said this, there was a widespread Jewish revolution against the Romans in Palestine, and the rebels enjoyed many early successes. But ultimately, Rome crushed the Jews. Jerusalem was leveled in 70 AD, including the temple - just as Jesus said.
It is said that at the fall of Jerusalem, the last surviving Jews of the city fled to the temple, because it was the strongest, most secure building in the city. Roman soldiers surrounded it, and one drunken soldier started a fire that soon engulfed the whole building. Ornate gold detail work in the roof melted down in the cracks between the stone walls of the temple, and to retrieve the gold, the Roman commander ordered that the temple be dismantled stone by stone. The destruction was so complete that today, archeologists have difficulty learning exactly where the temple was.
Jesus' prediction brings up two questions in the minds of His disciples.
3 As Jesus was sitting on the Mount of Olives opposite the temple, Peter, James, John and Andrew asked him privately, 4 “Tell us, when will these things happen? And what will be the sign that they are all about to be fulfilled?” 
The Mount of Olives is a hill that rises above the temple mount. In between the temple mount and the Mount of Olives there is a small valley, the Kidron Valley. You can stand on the Mount of Olives and see a dramatic view of the temple mount.
As Jesus sat with His disciples on the Mount of Olives, they could see the majestic structure of the temple. 

When the disciples ask for the sign that will indicate when “these things” will take place, Jesus responds by listing the false signs.
5 Jesus said to them: “Watch out that no one deceives you. 6 Many will come in my name, claiming, ‘I am he,’ and will deceive many. 7 When you hear of wars and rumors of wars, do not be alarmed. Such things must happen, but the end is still to come. 8 Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. There will be earthquakes in various places, and famines. These are the beginning of birth pains

In other words, when Jesus is asked about the end, He begins His answer by saying when it will not be. His first comment is to say “watch out!” Yet many over the centuries have ignored this warning. Countless Christians have been misled by false predictions of pinpoint accuracy.
Jesus reminds us that before He returns, there will be many wars and threats of war on the earth. In troubled times, many people assume that the end of the age is near but Jesus said that wars and rumors of wars are not signs of the end.
So it is plain that Jesus intended His followers to endure through such times. 
Let me ask you “Could they shake your faith? Would a war, a famine, a earthquake, or some other catastrophe shake your faith?”
Jesus said these calamites were not specific signs of the end, but that they were the beginning of sorrows, which is literally the beginning of labor pains. The idea is both of giving birth to a new age, and perhaps implying an increase of intensity and frequency in these calamities.

Jesus warns against confidence in identifying modern phenomenon with biblical prediction. We are to wrestle with such deception.
Don’t get spun up and conned by false teachers like Harold Camping who say that this war or famine or nation is proof that Jesus is about to return on such and such a date.  
And then in verses 9-13 Jesus warns believers to . . . 

2. Be ready for persecution (13:9-13)
9 “You must be on your guard. You will be handed over to the local councils and flogged in the synagogues. On account of me you will stand before governors and kings as witnesses to them. 
Jesus tells His disciples to be prepared for the persecution that will come against them before the end comes. This persecution is not the sign of the end, but simply should be expected. It goes with the territory. 
10 And the gospel must first be preached to all nations. 
The kingdom of God cannot be impeded by any local persecution.  Despite all opposition, the gospel must be preached throughout the world.
11 Whenever you are arrested and brought to trial, do not worry beforehand about what to say. Just say whatever is given you at the time, for it is not you speaking, but the Holy Spirit. 
Jesus tells His followers to not worry about what to say when they are "put on the spot" for being a follower of Jesus. At that moment, the Holy Spirit will give them words to say.

 Jesus speaks here of the inspiration that comes at a moment of persecution, not teaching in the church. "There is no excuse for the lazy preacher who fails to prepare his sermon out of the mistaken reliance upon the Holy Spirit." 

12 “Brother will betray brother to death, and a father his child. Children will rebel against their parents and have them put to death. 13 All men will hate you because of me, but he who stands firm to the end will be saved. 

The followers of Jesus should expect the most painful kinds of rejection and betrayal as they seek to stand strong for Jesus.

It is easy for us to underestimate how difficult a time of persecution can be. Inside this building, I can easily say, "Jesus Christ is Lord." But in many parts of the world, it is not so easy.
It is estimated that as many as 160,000 Christians die for their faith each year. Christians die for their faith every day. They are sold into slavery and buried alive in Sudan. They are raped and executed in Central America and the Balkans. They are burned alive, beaten and stoned in India, Indonesia and the East Timor. They are imprisoned and abandoned by their families in the Middle East.
Today violence against Christians is widespread primarily on the continents of Africa and Asia, but Christian persecution exists in every country on the planet every day of the year. When you and I are challenged about our faith, we are to speak boldly by the Spirit in our answer. 
The demand for radical commitment is the inherent in passage.  It takes precedence over other loyalties and may disrupt even family ties.  The abuse heaped upon the disciples is really intended for Jesus.  The disciples are persecuted only because they are identified with him.
3. Be ready for days of distress (13:14-23)
14 “When you see ‘the abomination that causes desolation’a standing where itb does not belong—let the reader understand—then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains. 
What is the “abomination of desolation” (see also Dan. 9:27; 11:31; 12:11)? It seemingly had a partial fulfillment in 167 b.c. when Antiochus IV Epiphanes erected an altar to the pagan Greek god Zeus over the altar of burnt offering and sacrificed a pig on it. 
Jesus is probably looking ahead to the destruction of Herod’s Temple in a.d. 70, and perhaps using both of these events to foreshadow the end times, when the antichrist will stand where he does not belong—presumably in the temple. 
Paul elaborates on the future fulfillment of this in 2 Thessalonians 2:3-4: 
3 Don’t let anyone deceive you in any way, for [that day will not come] until the rebellion occurs and the man of lawlessnessa is revealed, the man doomed to destruction. 4 He will oppose and will exalt himself over everything that is called God or is worshiped, so that he sets himself up in God’s temple, proclaiming himself to be God.
Daniel 12:11 gives additional insight: “From the time that the daily sacrifice is abolished and the abomination that causes desolation is set up, there will be 1,290 days.
When this sign is set up, the end may be determined - almost three and one-half years to go before the triumphant return of Jesus to this earth.
Jesus warns what should be done when the abomination of desolation appears: get out of there!

15 Let no one on the roof of his house go down or enter the house to take anything out. 16 Let no one in the field go back to get his cloak. 17 How dreadful it will be in those days for pregnant women and nursing mothers! 18 Pray that this will not take place in winter, 19 because those will be days of distress unequaled from the beginning, when God created the world, until now—and never to be equaled again. 
Jesus said that this will be the most awful time in all of human history. When we consider the massive calamities humanity has suffered through the centuries, this is a terribly sobering statement. The Book of Revelation describes this terrible time when God pours out His wrath on a God-rejecting world.

20 If the Lord had not cut short those days, no one would survive. But for the sake of the elect, whom he has chosen, he has shortened them. 
If the terrors of the great tribulation were to continue indefinitely, mankind could not survive - so, for the elect's sake, the days will be limited.

21 At that time if anyone says to you, ‘Look, here is the Christc!’ or, ‘Look, there he is!’ do not believe it. 
No one should be deceived about the nature of Jesus' coming. It will not be secret or private, and it won't be a "different" Jesus. In the midst of such tribulation, men will be tempted to fall for false messiahs.

22 For false Christs and false prophets will appear and perform signs and miracles to deceive the elect—if that were possible. 23 So be on your guard; I have told you everything ahead of time. 

Jesus told this to all His followers as a warning, so they would take heed. It isn't just for those who come to faith in Jesus during the Great Tribulation. It isn't just for those who live at the end of the age. It is for everyone to take heed.
We live in a cynical age, when people are naturally distrustful and pessimistic when it comes to promises. In the 1970's there was great emphasis on the return of Jesus and being ready for His return. It is easy in our cynical age to think, "I've been waiting for 30 years and Jesus still hasn't come. I don't need to be so ready, and so worked up over something that might not happen for another 30 or 300 years."

It is easy to sympathize with that way of thinking - but Jesus told us take heed; see, I have told you all things beforehand. He has reasons why He wants you to take heed, anticipating and being ready for His soon return:
· It has a purifying effect in our lives

· It gives us a sense of urgency

· It makes us bold in speaking to the lost

· It helps us keep a light touch on the things of this world
4. Be ready for Christ’s return (13:24-37)
24 “But in those days, following that distress,

“‘the sun will be darkened,

and the moon will not give its light; 

25 the stars will fall from the sky,

and the heavenly bodies will be shaken.’d 
Immediately before the return of Jesus, before His coming in the clouds with great power and glory, the world will be wracked by cosmic catastrophes. It will come to one last crescendo before the return of Jesus.
26 “At that time men will see the Son of Man coming in clouds with great power and glory. 27 And he will send his angels and gather his elect from the four winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends of the heavens. 
When Jesus returns to this earth after that tribulation, He will come with the saints in heaven and to gather those who have come to Jesus during the tribulation and have survived.

28 “Now learn this lesson from the fig tree: As soon as its twigs get tender and its leaves come out, you know that summer is near. 29 Even so, when you see these things happening, you know that it is near, right at the door. 
This was the perfect illustration at this time and place. Jesus taught this on the Mount of Olives, and "The Mount of Olives was famous for its fig trees, which sometimes attained a height of 20 or 30 feet." It was also the perfect time, because Jesus taught this right before Passover, when fig trees were in the condition described in the parable - branches tender, leaves sprouting.

30 I tell you the truth, this generatione will certainly not pass away until all these things have happened. 31 Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will never pass away. 

What generation does Jesus refer to? It cannot be the generation of the disciples, because they did not see the triumphant return of Jesus. It is undoubtedly the generation that sees these signs - especially the abomination of desolation. These events and Jesus' return won't be on some 1,000-year timetable, but will happen in succession.

32 “No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. 
How could Jesus not know that day and hour? Did not He, as God, know all things? Jesus did not know this, but it was not because He gave up His omniscience - He is unchanging God. It was because He voluntarily, in submission to the Father, restricted His knowledge of this event.
33 Be on guard! Be alertf! You do not know when that time will come. 
We must watch. Anyone who watches is not caught by surprise. Some people have the idea, "We don't know when Jesus is coming, so it doesn't really matter." Others have the idea, "We don't know when Jesus is coming, so we have to find out and set a date." The right response is, "I don't know when Jesus is coming so I have to be alert, eager, and ready for His coming."

"The more the master is expected, the more diligent ought the servants to be in working, watching, and keeping themselves in readiness.
34 It’s like a man going away: He leaves his house and puts his servants in charge, each with his assigned task, and tells the one at the door to keep watch. 

35 “Therefore keep watch because you do not know when the owner of the house will come back—whether in the evening, or at midnight, or when the rooster crows, or at dawn. 36 If he comes suddenly, do not let him find you sleeping. 37 What I say to you, I say to everyone: ‘Watch!’”

Jesus speaks now to His followers about how they should live until He comes. Jesus is like the man going to a far country, who left three things to his servants: his house, his authority, and his work. The traveling man also appoints a doorkeeper to keep watch. He may return at any time, and does not want to find his servants sleeping. The point of it all: Watch!
Think of what Jesus has left you: Each servant has his work to do. We aren't responsible for someone else's work, but we certainly are responsible for ours

The moral of the story: Be prepared! Be ready for Christ’s return!  How?  By keeping your eye on the ball, on the main thing – your God given assigned task. 

The true servant will want to be actively engaged in his master service when he returns. Each Christian has his work or mission or specific task and by completing it he fulfills the obligation to watch and be ready.

Don’t be distracted by wars, politics, famine, false teachers, deceivers.

Keep your eye on the ball when a recession hits, when an election doesn’t turn out the way you think it should, when people threaten to imprison you, hurt you for being a Christian.  Keep carrying out the Great Commission of making disciples.  Fulfill your unique role in that great endeavor. 
What is your assigned task from God? 
Let me give you an example of how one Christian would answer that – Jessica Brooks and Paul Catt.
If you’re not sure about the task that God has assigned you, then why not explore that with a friend or a coach.  Pastor Ricki and I would like nothing better than to journey with you and help you discover how God has shaped and called you.
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