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Mark 13:1-8

(Last Sunday of Year B, except for Christ the King)

 

Mark 13:1-8 

1As he came out of the temple, one of his disciples said to him, "Look, Teacher, what large stones and what large buildings!" 2Then Jesus asked him, "Do you see these great buildings? Not one stone will be left here upon another; all will be thrown down." 

3When he was sitting on the Mount of Olives opposite the temple, Peter, James, John, and Andrew asked him privately, 4"Tell us, when will this be, and what will be the sign that all these things are about to be accomplished?" 5Then Jesus began to say to them, "Beware that no one leads you astray. 6Many will come in my name and say, 'I am he!' and they will lead many astray. 7When you hear of wars and rumors of wars, do not be alarmed; this must take place, but the end is still to come. 8For nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom; there will be earthquakes in various places; there will be famines. This is but the beginning of the birthpangs. 

 

I’ll admit I had second thoughts preaching on this troubling text from Mark about the end of the world.  The story of Hannah’sprayer to God to give her a son held a lot of appeal.  It’s a beautiful story, there’s a lot of sermon material there, and I think the one and only time I preached on Hannah’s story was for a seminary class.  At the last minute I almost switched course, but then the movie 2012 came out on Friday so I figured “what the heck”-if Hollywood can do the apocalypse, certainly we can, too.

 

We rarely get to hear stories about the Apocalypse.  About the only time we do hear stories like this one is on the 1st Sunday of Advent which focuses on Jesus’ Second Coming.  So I figured, why not try something new and different for a change, you know what I mean?  Why not have a little fun with all this apocalyptic doom and gloom?  Also, we’ve been making our way through the Book of Mark all year-since last year’s 1st Sunday of Advent when we heard the last half of chapter 13 of Mark.   So, since we’ve been trudging our way through Mark all year, I figured we might as well come full circle and end where we started.

 

Last year around that 1st Sunday of Advent Barack Obama had recently been elected, Hillary Clinton was about to be named Secretary of State, the Dow Jones was around 8400 points, and the terrorist attacks in Mumbai had just occurred killing over 170 people.  Depending on your political perspective things could have either been looking up or down, but the state of everyone’s pocketbooks was down and the Mumbai attacks brought terrorism (once again) front and center.

 

Almost a year later the Dow is up, Obama-mania is barely noticeable, and the horror of the Mumbai attacks has been replaced by the shootings at Fort Hood.  Is it really the end of the world as we know it?  Are these the signs Jesus was talking about when he sat with the disciples all those years ago?

Before we get to that and try to grasp an understanding of what exactly Jesus is trying to teach those darn disciples, you need to know something about apocalyptic literature.  Apocalyptic literature is what the Book of Revelation is and these stories in the Gospels about Jesus’ Second Coming are.  Daniel in the Old Testament is apocalyptic literature.  

 

Apocalyptic literature is bizarre stuff to modern readers, but for the people who read Mark it would have been quite ordinary.  Stories of angels, beasts, heavenly streets and fiery pits were fairly common back then.  So was numerology-the belief that some numbers-such 4, 7, and 12 have special meanings, or that the number 666 is synonymous with Satan.  

 

Another feature of apocalyptic literature is that the world is black and white.  Good is pitted against evil, truth against falsehood, lightness against darkness, God against Satan, and so on.  All issues are black and white; there’s no gray; no middle way.  You’re either in or out and the only response to God is yes or no.

 

In apocalyptic literature, the reigning expectation is that the end is near.  The world’s coming to an end, but at its end, the kingdom of God will triumph.  God will prevail.  No matter how difficult your life may be now, now matter how much you may suffer now, God will be faithful and just and good will prevail.  All this evil that is happening in the world now or that you’re experiencing now is just a prelude to God’s final victory.

 

In extreme times, this difficulty was referred to as labor pains.  Or, as Jesus puts it in Mark, the beginning of birth pangs.  
 

Now, Mark’s readers-as I mentioned before-wouldn’t have thought twice about what Jesus was talking about because they were living through those birth pains.  When Mark wrote this story, the temple may already have been destroyed.  The birth pains had more than begun.  BUT, despite the current doom and gloom, the people believed with all their heart that God was in control, that God would rescue the world from evil, and that God would establish a new world order where righteousness (decency) prevailed.

 

Now, I need to point out that even though the people believed whole-heartedly that God is in control, and that one of the purposes of apocalyptic literature is to communicate that that God is in control, this doesn’t mean that God is making all that bad stuff happen.  God’s not sending calamities.  Rather, God is engaged in this big cosmic struggle of good versus evil in which good will win.  

 

Remember, everything is very black and white in Apocalyptic literature.  You either believe that God will win or you don’t.  And if you believe that God is going to win, you can endure the present labor pains and hold fast to hope.  

 

Which is what the people who heard Mark’s words did.  They held fast to hope.  Believing that God would prevail gave the people hope to endure the labor pains they were experiencing.  It gave them hope to endure the present suffering and destruction of their beloved temple.  

 

But where do we, who don’t live in the ancient city of Jerusalem, who don’t live just a generation away from Jesus where it seemed plausible that he may just return and make everything right-where do we find hope.  Where do we, who are far removed from that world, find hope.  There have been a lot of generations since Jesus spoke of the temple’s destruction.  A lot of wars have been waged.  Earthquakes have happened-many of them.  Famines have happened.  Tsunamis have happened.  Nations have fought nations.  Holocausts have happened.  Towering buildings have crumbled to the ground.  A lot has happened.  So where do we find hope?

 

We find hope in the same place that the followers of Christ all those many years ago, who heard Mark’s words and lived in the shadow of the temple’s destruction found hope: in the belief that on the cross something happened.  And not only did something happen, Something happened to Jesus, an itinerant rabbi who preached a crazy message about the first being last; who did some crazy things like sit with tax collectors and have dinner with nobodies; who held up a poor widow as a person of great faith; who healed a blind beggar and told his disciples if they want to be great they need to be a servant.

 

Something happened on the cross to a man named Jesus and because of that, the world changed.  The world became a more hopeful place.  Not a safe place, or a perfect place, but a hopeful place.  

 

For all we know, when Jesus sat with his disciples that day and pointed to the destruction of the temple, he may as well have been point to his own destruction just a couple of days away.  He may as well have said, “You now what?  There will be suffering.  Don’t imagine for a minute that the cross is going to remake the world into a safe place.  The world will still be imperfect.  But this is not the end.  This is the beginning.  This is beginning of something good.  Yes, labor pains are difficult.  But out of that labor will come a new life where good will triumph over evil.”

 

The thought that God would prevail gave the people hope to endure.  That belief should give us hope and encouragement today-now-and not to start the clock ticking on the end of the world, but to do something now.

 

A car company once had a phrase emblazoned on trucks that would carry its automobiles from one place to another that said, “Faith in the present comes from a belief in the future.” “Faith in the present comes from a belief in the future.”

 

In other words, even with all of the bad things that swirl around us, we can look to the future with hope.

 

Some time ago, the New York Times ran a story on the many ministries of Abyssinian Baptist Church in Harlem, such as a bank for the neighborhood poor, latchkey programs, neighborhood development programs, and Bible studies in the housing projects. In recounting these ministries, the reporter for The New York Times asked the pastor, Calvin Butts, what enables the church to continue this work even in the face of all the struggles and problems of the inner city. Butts replied, “We’ve read the Bible and we know how it ends.” 

 

“We’ve read the Bible and we know how it ends.” And that is why we continue on, because we know how it ends:  it ends with God.

 

Amen.

 

