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There was a time in the church where many had an appetite 

for the apocalyptic biblical genre. In fact, at one-point 

apocalyptic talk became a multimillion-dollar, with books 

such as that of Hal Lee Lindsey, “The Great Late Planet 

Earth,” selling millions of copies.  

In those churches today’s Gospel passage and others like it 

conjured fear, was used to call people to repentance, and 

even lead congregants to conversion. At the same time, this 

apocalyptic literature brought a sense of peace and security. 

Why would a passage that stirs such fear, also convey peace 

and security? I believe that the peace and security gleaned 

from this apocalyptic literature resulted from the 

assumption that there was something better in the future 

than the present hardship lived by so many.  

 

For many us now we would distance ourselves from such 

teaching, often embarrassed at this so called ‘religious 

fanaticism.  

Today’s passage fits the bill on apocalyptic literature.  It 

introduces us to a fully apocalyptic Jesus, providing a vision 

of the world that today, we might find uncomfortable. 

Yet, this is the Jesus which the writer of Mark wants to 

show us, a Jesus who pronounced from the very beginning 

that God’s reign would come to earth, who grapples with 

demons and countless challenges of spiritual and demonic 

origin throughout his ministry. The same Jesus who in 

chapter 13 gives us his most detailed and lengthy teaching 

of the entire gospel all focused on the so called apocalypse.  

2. Two principle aspects of this apocalyptic vision in the 

Gospel today are immediately apparent here in the opening 

verses. First, the entire conversation begins through a series 

of questions asked by the disciples. Initially they comment 

on how large the stones of the Temple are, marvelling over 

their stunning engineering, and enormous stature. However, 

we get a Jesus who is not impressed. He instead declares 

that they will all end up being toppled down and destroyed. 

To which the disciples Peter, Andrew, and James privately 

offer a follow up question: When will this happen? If they 

are hoping for a response, Jesus does not give one.  

And so we are faced with something that happens 

throughout Mark’s Gospel, Jesus not responding to 



 

questions about his identity or his future. And so answers 

must be sought.  

And we get a somewhat of hint at what the answer to the 

disciples “when will this happen? In verse 32.  When Jesus 

finally admits that no one know actually knows when this 

will happen. Jesus, however, uses their question as an 

opportunity to teach them as he often does. But about what? 

The content of Jesus' teaching suggests that things are about 

to get really bad. Being led astray will be a danger, there 

will be war, earthquakes, famine. And, this will only be the 

beginning.  

3. And we are left with what is stock standard apocalyptic 

talk at the time. For there had been centuries of predictions 

and prophecies concerning the end of the world by the time 

Jesus would have spoken these words. The Jewish 

apocalyptic literature had been working with such themes, 

imagery, and ideas for several centuries leading up to the 

time of Jesus and Mark in the first century.  

Conservative biblical literalists, who look for the specific 

fulfilment of Jesus' prophecies in our modern age, 

unfortunately completely misunderstand this type of 

literature. Many scholars have found Mark 13 as the best 

place to try to locate Mark's gospel in a specific time and 

place. The reference to false messiahs in 13:5 and to a 

desolating sacrilege (13:14) seem to locate the gospel in the 

midst of the turmoil of the war between Jews and Rome in 

Judaea between 66-70 C.E.  

And, some of these specifics in Mark can be coordinated 

from events that can be verified outside of the New 

Testament in the historical record (especially in the Jewish 

historian Josephus). The idea behind this type of 

interpretation is that Mark has provided his readers enough 

of a clue as to when they should flee to the mountains 

(13:14-23). One wonders, then, why Jesus couldn't just say 

that. Why is a full apocalyptic discussion needed? 

4. The fact that Jesus doesn't answer their question should 

be taken more seriously. More to the point, when he does 

answer it, eventually, the answer is completely in the 

negative: nobody knows when this will happen. This leaves 

us to then ponder the whole discussion in detail. Perhaps the 

disciples had asked the wrong question. When they ask: 

"When?" Jesus responds with a description of a world that 

has gone off the rails, full of danger and betrayal, an 

upheaval of society.   

The most significant word throughout the discussion is then 

"Watch out."  It starts the discussion in verse 5, and is 

repeated in verses 9, 23, and 33. The discussion ends with a 

parable about a man who leaves on a journey. Jesus' charge 



 

to his disciples is the same to those in charge of the house 

while the man is away: wakefulness and watchfulness. The 

discourse closes with the charge: Stay awake! 

What is the theological principle behind such a discussion? 

Why, in Mark 13:1-8, does Jesus refuse to answer the 

disciples' question? How does is have any relevancy to us 

today here at All Saints Birkenhead? 

5. Well if today’s passage was directed at a community that 

had lost its way or become comfortable, the discussion of 

the apocalypse would certainly become a powerful teaching 

tool. It suggests that God is up to stuff that may be beyond 

human understanding, and the community's job is simply to 

stay awake for it. It functions like one of the many speed 

bumps on Maritime Terrace, it is designed, to jar the 

community and remind it to keep at the right speed.  

In other words, Jesus' vague and non-responsive answer to 

the disciples is that God's activity is not limited to the 

human domain. We often do not know what God is up to in 

the world, and very often, when we see tragedies like in 

Paris yesterday, we may frankly think God is not in control 

at all.  

But today’s message challenges us, It is strangely a message 

of hope, that despite what happens around us, the horrors 

we witness, the pain we suffer, somehow, God will be with 

us, perhaps not now, but sometime, when, we do not know. 

However we are not to be alarmed (though that will be our 

natural reaction), for God is with us always, we must then 

simply ‘stay awake’.   

Amen 

  

 


