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Watchfulness 
Mark 13:14-37 
July 26, 2020 

 
Read Mark 13:14-37 
This is the Word of the LORD. 
Prayer of Invocation. 
 
If this is your first week joining us, welcome aboard.  We have been traveling through the gospel of 
Mark, chapter by chapter and verse by verse, and this is where we are today.  So, again, welcome 
aboard. 
 
This is the second week of Jesus’ Olivet Discourse in which we read verses that are terrifying to most of 
us.  Given the state of the world right now, you might be wondering, “Is he talking about us?”  I don’t 
know that it is suffering such as not been seen since the beginning of creation, but things are not good 
and they certainly are not how they are supposed to be.  We have not yet seen the sun darkened and 
the moon not giving light.  The stars are not falling from heaven, though there is a comet through the 
end of this month.  
 
It is a text about judgment.  Sermons about God’s judgment often have elements of fire and brimstone.  
Preachers faces get red, there is a lot of animation, people get anxious and often miss the ultimate 
point.  
 
Let me cut to the chase for you:  
 

Being right about when God has appointed the time to come is not nearly as important as being 
right with God when the time comes.  
 

The point is to be in relationship with Jesus now and grow through the time we have until he comes 
again.  All of the speculation and energy put into trying to predict when and how Jesus will return is not 
nearly as important as being right with Jesus now.  
 
There are four parts to our text today.  I am going to summarize because this is thick and it is deep – and 
we could end up here for a long time if we tried to plumb all the way down.  
 
First, there is the declaration of the coming judgment on Jerusalem.  Israel’s rejection of the Messiah – 
of God’s anointed – will lead to a destruction greater than Israel had experienced at the hands of the 
Babylonians in 587 B.C.  There, Jerusalem was destroyed and the Jews were carted off into exile and 
slavery.  That is what Jeremiah 44 was describing.  Here, Jesus was telling believers to flee Jerusalem 
when they saw this judgment coming because it was going to be worse, swift, and unstoppable.  
Ultimately, as Mark’s readers knew, that is exactly what happened with Jerusalem was sacked and the 
temple destroyed in 70 A.D.  
 
The second part is the poetic description of the coming of the Son of Man.  Fearful things will happen.  
The judgment will be cataclysmic.  It will look really bad.  Even so, believers have reason to hold onto 
hope through those hard times.  The Son of Man will come – not “might come” – will come to gather his 
elect.  But it will not happen prior to the time that judgment was rendered against Jerusalem. 
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The third part is the lesson or parable of the fig tree.  As you might suspect, because Jesus said that 
“this generation will not pass away until all these things take place,” there is a lot of debate about what 
he meant and what he was describing as “all these things.”   Further, because this is a parable combined 
with really complicated translation issues, it is a difficult passage to pin down to chronological historical 
markers.  That said, these verses are in a section describing the judgment on Israel and Jerusalem for 
failing to abide by God’s covenant and for rejection God’s anointed one – and that judgment did fully 
take place within that generation.  I am summarizing (for sure) but it continues to be true that the lesson 
of the gift tree remains watchfulness because the Son of Man described here is still to come.  
 
Finally, the fourth part deals with specific timing of the judgment.  Among the really interesting parts of 
this fourth part are the word choices Jesus made.  Ron Kernaghan noted this: 
 

The time to expect the owner is at evening, midnight, cockcrow and dawn, and the distinctive 
meaning of hour in this prophecy is a time of testing or trial.  As it turns out, evening, midnight, 
cockcrow and dawn correspond to the times when Jesus’ disciples were put to the test.  This 
parable then directs the disciples’ attention away from speculations about when this age will 
end.  They are instead to look for God to be present with them in the moments of testing, as 
the Holy Spirit, according to Jesus’ promise in 13:11, would be with them when they go to trial.  
For the disciples the day is not as important as the hour.  The implication of the parable is that 
if the disciples are not ready for the hour of their testing, they will certainly not be ready for 
the day of his return.1 

 
The big point is to be about the master’s business.  It is to pay heed to the master’s instructions.  If you 
are doing that, then you need not be anxious about the master’s return.  Keep awake.  
 
That is a summary.  If you go home and really spend some time studying these verses, you are going to 
find all sorts of reasons and interpretations to find my summary here incomplete.  It is.  But for our 
purposes today – and in our context today – I want to use that summary as the starting point for 
understanding what we should take from these verses.  
 
 1. We do not know when. 
 
Let me return to my opening statement: Being right about when God has appointed the time to come is 
not nearly as important as being right with God when the time comes.  
It is really important to know that we do not know when Jesus’ return will take place.  We should 
approach this text with a great deal of humility because Jesus spoke these words with a great deal of 
humility.  “About that day or hour no one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the 
Father.”  
 
Does anyone remember a few years ago when a guy by the name of Harold Camping was in the national 
news because he said that judgment day was May 21, 2011?  Ten months after that did not happen, 
Camping wrote a letter to “Family Radio” in which he "humbly acknowledged" that he had been 
mistaken, that his attempt to predict a date was "sinful," and that his critics had been right in pointing to 
the scriptural text "of that day and hour knoweth no man."  He said he is now searching the Bible "even 

                                                 
1
 Ron Kernaghan, Mark, IVP NT Commentary, p. 273-274. 
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more fervently... not to find dates, but to be more faithful in our understanding."2  Trying to know more 
than Jesus will always lead to a humbling.  
 
 2. Look: where is God at work? 
 
It is because we do not know when all of this will take place that Jesus told the disciples (and us) to be 
watchful. Keep awake. 
 
But what is it we are watching to see?  Even if we do not try to predict the specific dates and times, what 
is it we are supposed to keep alert and see?  We are supposed to be looking to see God’s hand at work 
in our midst fulfilling the promises made throughout Scripture.  In other words, we ought to be looking 
to bear witness to how God is moving in our own time, doing the things that he promised to do.  
 
Jesus was describing the things that would take place prior to his return.  However, he was not putting 
together a storyboard for a movie.  He was acting in a prophetic manner, which includes immediate 
interpretation, short-term interpretation, and long term interpretation.  We need to read his words with 
the realization that he was speaking much more deeply than one simple meaning. 
 
To illustrate, let me use something we have covered several times in the recent months.  You may recall 
that we have referred to Psalm 118 several times.  Psalm 118 was a Psalm celebrating God’s kingship.  
“Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the LORD.”  Psalm 118 remembered David’s triumphant 
entry in Jerusalem.  It foretold Jesus triumphant entry on Palm Sunday.  Jesus cited it as the litany that 
will be used upon his return.  Remember, predict, ultimate. 
 
The point here is that reading prophecy in Scripture is not a simple, linear, chronological thing.  Here, 
Jesus foretold the destruction and desecration of the sanctuary.  What was he talking about?  The most 
jolting words he used were, “the desolating sacrilege standing in the holy place.”  Other translations 
have it “the abomination of desolation.”  Whatever – it was going to be bad.  
 
But here’s what I want you to see – look at it with the eyes of prophesy: remember, something 
immediate, something in the indefinite future.  
 
Remember: Mark was pointing readers back to Daniel to remember the source of the phrase.  “The 
desolating sacrilege” and overwhelming tribulation for Jerusalem were described in Daniel 9:27, 11:31, 
and 12:11.  Those verses talk about conquering armies and the destruction of the temple.  
 
The people of Jerusalem were familiar with those verses.  They had already been fulfilled in 167 B.C. 
when Antiochus IV (Epiphanes) installed an altar of Zeus on the altar of Yahweh.  It was a horrific event 
that embodied the horrific destruction that had taken place.  When I say embodied, I mean how it came 
to be seen as a shorthand understanding of a much larger reality – kind of like the symbolism and 
meaning when the statute of Saddam Hussein was pulled down.  For us, it was akin to the images of the 
towers falling on 9/11 – except for Israel it was even worse.  The desolating sacrilege meant they had 
been conquered.  The identity of the people was shattered and their lives were thrown into utter chaos. 
 
Something immediate: So, when Jesus picked up this language to talk about what was going to happen 
before the kingdom of heaven would be fully manifest, it was an indication that things were going to be 
really tough.  He said it would happen within the generation of those who were hearing him.  Indeed it 

                                                 
2
 http://www.charismanews.com/us/32958-harold-camping-admits-rapture-prediction-was-sinful-statement  
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did. In 40 A.D., the Roman emperor Caligula proposed setting up his own image in the temple.  Then, in 
70 A.D., the temple was destroyed.  
 
Something in the indefinite future: Because Jesus has not returned, and because there are other places 
(think Paul’s exhortation to Timothy in the second letter as an example) that talk about how bad things 
will get before the end time, there is a judgment remaining.  We do not know when.  
 
Because we do not know when all of this will take place, remember: all of the speculation and energy 
put into trying to predict when Jesus will return is not nearly as important as being right with Jesus now.  
 
 2. See: Antichrists are real 
 
To further that point a bit, it is important to recognize that Jesus specifically declares that false messiahs 
and false prophets – both plural – will appear.  They have, they are, and they will.  
 
A week ago Saturday, this headline appeared on the Christian Post site, “China orders Christians to take 
down crosses, images of Jesus; worship communist leaders, not God.”3  The article reported, “poor 
Christian villagers in China have been ordered to renounce their faith and replace displays of Jesus with 
portraits of Chairman Mao and President Xi Jinping or risk losing their welfare benefits. …  If Christians 
resisted the order, officials annulled their subsidies.” 
 
I picked that illustration because it was a headline within the last 10 days.  Last week, I gave several 
other illustrations of false messiah’s here in the United States – Marshall Applewhite of the Heaven’s 
Gate cult; David Koresh of the Branch Davidians; and Jim Jones.  They come often enough that we 
should recognize that Jesus was not exaggerating.  
 

3. Understand: God’s Judgment Is Real. 
 
Jesus’ Olivet Discourse in Mark 13 is about judgment.  In these verses it is very clear that God is 
sovereign.  God is in control.  God is the one who will have the final say.  It is God who will sit in 
judgment of humankind, and not humankind sitting in judgment of God.  Jesus was stating the proper 
order of the relationship: God is God, we are not.  We are created to serve God, not the other way 
around.  It matters that we understand that hierarchy.   
 
This is the very antithesis of the prosperity gospel – the “if you believe enough, God wants to bless you 
with material wealth and fulfill all your wishes here and now.”  Instead, Jesus was declaring in straight-
forward terms: be prepared for hard times, persecution, and abominations.  Be prepared for times – 
plural – of great tribulation; but the last one will be a doozy.  
 
Why would there be judgment?  Remember where we are in Mark: Jesus had proclaimed the coming 
kingdom, shown signs of the coming kingdom, had fulfilled the prophetic promises of the kingdom, and 
he had been the personal revelation of the coming kingdom – and yet the religious authorities of the 
Temple refused to recognize him.  Rejecting Jesus has consequences.  As we look at our world today, 
what do we see?  Jesus has risen from the dead and ascended into heaven, and our culture stills act as if 
we are in charge and can tell God how we want things.  How true today are Paul’s words to the 
Corinthians: 
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 For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are 
being saved it is the power of God. 19  For it is written, 
 “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, 
  and the discernment of the discerning I will thwart.” 
20 Where is the one who is wise?  Where is the scribe?  Where is the debater of this age?  Has 
not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? 21  For since, in the wisdom of God, the world 
did not know God through wisdom, God decided, through the foolishness of our proclamation, 
to save those who believe.  22 For Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, 23 but we 
proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, 24 but to those 
who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. 25 
For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than 
human strength. 

 
The more you read Scripture, the more clear it becomes that God will not be mocked.  God has patience 
for a season, but the culture and the nations that turn their backs on God’s commands do not last long. 
Look.  See.  Be aware. 
 
 4. We Will Know Because Everyone Will Know 
 
Finally, when Christ returns, there will be no mistake. There will be no confusion.  There will be no 
doubt.  Everyone will know.  Every knee will bow.  Every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to 
the glory of God the Father – whether joyfully or ruefully.  
 
The Word Biblical Commentary sums up these verses rather well: 
 

What must be differentiated … are the signs of the approach of the eschaton [end 
times] and the eschaton itself.  The former can be known with all certainty; the time of 
the latter remains hidden.  Consequently, every generation since the time of Jesus has 
been confronted with the reality of signs pointing to the end, and the Son of Man could 
have come to any of those generations, including the present generation. … Uncertainty 
concerning the time is in a sense a non-issue; the fact of the future return of the Son of 
Man is what counts. …  [W]hat we can know, the signs we can discern – everything that 
points to the apparent imminence of the end – all of this is meant …to motivate us to 
appropriate conduct in the present.  New Testament teaching about eschatology [end 
times] finds its proper outcome in ethical living rather than in the speculations of so-
called prophecy conferences. (Word, Matthew, p. 716-717). 

 
Because we will know, remember: all of the speculation and energy put into trying to predict when Jesus 
will return is not nearly as important as being right with Jesus now.  
 
 5. Being Right With Jesus Now. 
 
I have said it a number of times now, but what does it mean to “be right with Jesus now.”  It means, “be 
a disciple of Jesus.”  
 

 Love God – which is more than simply acknowledging the concept that there is a God – with all 
your heart, soul, mind and strength.  Love your neighbor as yourself. 
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 Proclaim with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord.”  Believe in your heart God raised him from the dead. 
 

 Bear witness to the truth.  In word and in deed – both; not just one or the other – be Jesus’ 
witness to the community to which you have been sent.  

 

 Mature in faith.  
 

o Study Scripture, which is God’s word revealed to you.  
 

o Pray, which is more than giving God a wish list of things you want; it also includes being 
willing to submit to God’s will when you do not want.  

 
o Worship.  Worship in praise to God in private.  Worship in praise to God in your family.  

Worship in praise to God with all whom God has called together in this place.  All three: 
private, in your family, and together as this gathering.  

 
o Serve.  Seek justice and righteousness in Christ’s name.  Seek justice and righteousness 

according to Christ’s command.  Reach out in mission and evangelism.  Give.  Be a good 
steward of all the time, all the resources, all the opportunities that God sets before you. 

 

 Trust.  As I go through this list, I see all the different areas in which I have failed miserably.  I see 
all the different areas in which I continue to fail miserably.  I am left helpless and hopeless – 
except.  Except.  Except I can trust in the mercy of God who convicts me of my failures, draws 
me to repentance, washes me clean in the blood of Christ, and restores me to wholeness and 
hope.  I can trust God because God has – in Jesus Christ – proven to be trust-worthy.  

 
When we read these verses and the prophetic vision of a great tribulation before the final revelation of 
the kingdom of heaven, it causes us anxiety.  But we cannot just ignore these verses.  Scary or not, it is 
important that we try to engage what he said because it is for our benefit.  What is the point?  
 
Watch.  And be aware.  Being right about when God has appointed the time to come is not nearly as 
important as being right with God when the time comes.  
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
Questions: 
 

1. Do these verses scare you? Where and how can you find comfort in them?  

2. Do these verses make you re-evaluate how you understand your days and times? How does it make a 
difference to remember that God is God and we are not? 

3. What do you expect when Jesus returns? What do you hope when Jesus returns? 

 
 


