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“SEE THAT NO ONE LEADS YOU ASTRAY”
(Mark 13:1-13)
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A. When I was in seminary, I worked as a housepainter during the summers. One morning, I was riding my bicycle to a worksite and stopped for a moment at a gas station to pump up a tire. The attendant struck up a conversation, a young man in his twenties. I told him I was attending seminary, and, in almost whispered tones, he said, “I know who the little horn of Daniel is.” I realized he was speaking about a reference from Daniel 7, a text that many thought was speaking of the end times. 


I asked him where he attended church. He said, “Oh, I don’t go to church. I do meet with others for Bible study sometimes, but I’m not a part of any church.” And I realized that his young man was clearly majoring on the minors. He had been enthralled by some small, disputed detail about the last things, about eschatology, but had missed our Lord’s clear statement that he had come to build his church. 

B. Sadly, there have been many who have become so fascinated by various aspects of the end of the world and the second coming of Christ, that they have neglected the weightier matters. And one of the major texts thought to be addressing the end of the world is here in Mark 13, the so-called “Olivet Discourse” because it took place on the Mount of Olives. Both Matthew and Luke record the same discourse highlighting different details. John’s gospel does not record it. 


C. At this point we could become lost in a discussion of the doctrine of the last things, about which version of millennialism is the right one, the place of the so-called “rapture,” and more. Many TV preachers have seemingly centered their ministry and teaching on the end times. In 1988, a woman from our community brought in her young daughter who had trouble sleeping at night. She had been reading a booklet, “Eighty-eight Reasons why Christ will Return in 1988.” Now, quite frankly, non-Christians should always be afraid to go to sleep in view of the triumphant and decisive return of Christ which will seal them forever in their unbelief. Christians, however, as I told this girl, should be deeply excited about Christ’s return, for things will be so very much better! (By the way, Jesus did not come back in 1988. The same man published another booklet in 1989. Guess the title: “Eighty-nine Reasons why Christ will Return in 1989!” Still wrong.)


While I certainly believe in Christ’s return, his Second Advent, which all Christians must believe, I’m not so sure that Mark 13 is talking primarily about that event. It addresses a different concern, no less important, of course, but more revealing and challenging to believers, if possible. The point is that following Christ will be costly, but not nearly as costly as not following Christ. First…
I. KNOW THAT GOD KNOWS THE FUTURE.


A. We should not miss the big point of this text, and that is that God knows the future. He knows the end from the beginning. God’s knowledge is complete, knowing all. He not only knows whatever is happening at this moment everywhere in his universe, he also knows what has happened and what will happen in his universe, even all contingencies and possibilities. In fact, God cannot learn anything because he already knows everything, because he has already determined everything. And here’s an example of his infinite knowledge.  

“13 And as he came out of the temple, one of his disciples said to him, “Look, Teacher, what wonderful stones and what wonderful buildings!” 2 And Jesus said to him, “Do you see these great buildings? There will not be left here one stone upon another that will not be thrown down.” The disciples were not being boastful. The temple truly was magnificent, one of the great wonders of the ancient world. And Jesus’ response strayed into the realm of the unthinkable. That marvelous temple would be utterly destroyed! That had happened before, of course. Solomon’s temple was burned by the invading Babylonians in 586 B.C. The relentless idolatry of the Jews had finally caught up with them. They had wanted to live and worship like the pagans. So, God deported them to live among the pagans, subject to their rule, for seventy years. 

B. This report of the temple’s destruction would have shocked the disciples, so when they got alone in private, they pressed for more details. “3 And as he sat on the Mount of Olives opposite the temple, Peter and James and John and Andrew asked him privately, 4 “Tell us, when will these things be, and what will be the sign when all these things are about to be accomplished?” Jesus answers their question, but we must be sure that we understand their question before we jump to the answer. They did not ask Jesus when the rapture would take place, or the battle of Armageddon, or when Jesus would come back, or whether the Bible taught Postmillennialism or Amillennialism, or who the little horn of Daniel was. They asked when the temple would be destroyed. They did not know the year, but we do. This prophecy by the Greatest Prophet of all took place 1,956 years ago, in 70 A.D. Look it up! 


C. In explaining, warning about this cataclysmic event, the Great Prophet did also tell us one thing about the true end of all things, not just the end of the temple. But, by and large, Jesus’ response was in regards to the event in 70 A.D. And the fact is that Jesus does not really answer their direct question. Instead, he describes the difficult events that would precede the destruction of the temple. And he assures them (and us) that God not only knows the future…

II. KNOW THAT GOD OWNS THE FUTURE. 


A. God knows all things because he is all-knowing, omniscient. And God rules all things because he is all-powerful, omnipotent. Beloved, that truth is so vital to cling to, for in this fallen world we will face terrible times. And our Lord Jesus, the Greatest Prophet, was warning his apostles of the coming tribulation that they would endure, so that they might not be disturbed by it. In fact, Jesus gave explicit details.    

B. There would be general troubles which should not alarm them: “5 And Jesus began to say to them, “See that no one leads you astray. 6 Many will come in my name, saying, ‘I am he!’ and they will lead many astray. 7 And when you hear of wars and rumors of wars, do not be alarmed. This must take place, but the end is not yet. 8 For nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. There will be earthquakes in various places; there will be famines. These are but the beginning of the birth pains.”

You can see from this, I think, the mistake of scouring the headlines for reports of “wars and rumors of wars,” of “earthquakes,” of “famines.” These tumultuous events may lead some to conclude that the end of the world is right around the corner! Or the proliferation of false religions, of this or that Jim Jones or David Koresh or other false Messiah—neither is this a harbinger of the end. No, our Lord’s clear point is that none of these things should distract us or direct us away from our calling. 5 And Jesus began to say to them, “See that no one leads you astray.” It would be a serious error to be led astray into useless speculations about the end of the world or when Christ will return or other clear wastes of time like these. 

C. Along with general troubles, Jesus said, there would be specific, targeted acts of opposition and persecution. And we must be very sure that our God who knows the future to the last heartbeat of every person who will ever live is also in control of all things. For Jesus warns that for his disciples it will sometimes appear that God is not in control, that things are terribly wrong and out of control. 

“9 “But be on your guard. For they will deliver you over to councils, and you will be beaten in synagogues, and you will stand before governors and kings for my sake, to bear witness before them. 10 And the gospel must first be proclaimed to all nations. 11 And when they bring you to trial and deliver you over, do not be anxious beforehand what you are to say, but say whatever is given you in that hour, for it is not you who speak, but the Holy Spirit. 12 And brother will deliver brother over to death, and the father his child, and children will rise against parents and have them put to death. 13 And you will be hated by all for my name’s sake. But the one who endures to the end will be saved.” Thank you, and have a nice day!

You know that everyone of those prophesied events took place before the destruction of the temple and the entire city of Jerusalem in 70 A.D. Many of them were recorded in the book of Acts. Shortly after Christ’s ascension, his apostles were delivered to the Sanhedrin (council) and beaten in the synagogues. The Apostle Paul stood before both governors and kings, even Caesar! God’s people were persecuted by all the authorities, by the Jews and by the Romans alike, hated for the sake of the name of Christ. 


And that gives us insight into why Jesus described these coming events and why Mark included them in his gospel. Most likely, Mark wrote about five years before the destruction of Jerusalem. Peter, Mark’s teacher and mentor, had already been put to death in Rome by the Roman emperor Nero. And already a widespread persecution of Christians was breaking out or would soon spread to the empire.  


D. I want to address one line in Jesus’ message that is often taken out of context and declared to say what I think it does not say. It is verse ten: “10 And the gospel must first be proclaimed to all nations.” Some suggest that Christ will not return until the church has finished the work of world evangelism, the Great Commission task of “making disciples of all nations.” So, the argument goes, before the events in Mark 13 take place, the gospel must first be proclaimed to all nations. 


But the event in view here is not the end of the world and the return of Christ. No, the event being described HAS ALREADY taken place in 70 A.D. The misunderstanding arises from the word translated “first” in verse 10. The Greek term “protos” can mean either chronology or sequence: “first this event, second this event, third this event, and so forth.” Or it can mean not chronology but priority. We found an example of this in the question posed by the scribe in 12:28: “Which commandment is the most important of all?” What he literally asked was, “Which commandment is FIRST of all?” And Jesus answered “First is, love the Lord….” 

That’s the same word here. And, I think, it means “priority” here, also. “Sure, they will haul you into court and falsely accuse you. Some will be beaten for my sake, others will be put to death for my sake, and all will be hated for my sake. But that doesn’t matter. Do you know what does matter, what is “first,” the great priority in all of this? ‘10 And the gospel must first be proclaimed to all nations.’ So, don’t get distracted, don’t give up the work, licking your wounds and complaining. No, keep your head in the game, steady the course, fully engaged, with your eye on the prize. And keep on preaching the gospel to all the nations.” 

And, Beloved, we have seen in our lifetime the decline of the prominence and approval of the church and the Christian faith in the popular mind. Because many Christians have stood firm on the truth of God’s Word, and especially on the clear moral commands of God that are so despised today, hatred is mounting. Twenty-five years ago, I heard one PCA pastor say that he had been street preaching on a university campus in the Midwest with some success. Another PCA pastor from the east coast said that if he would try that on the university campus in his town, he would probably be assaulted and beaten. That was twenty-five years ago. Do you think things have improved or gotten worse?


But take heart: God knows the future. God owns the future. And…

III. GOD’S PEOPLE ARE THE FUTURE. 

A. Jesus gives that word of assurance there at the end of verse 13: “But the one who endures to the end will be saved.” That’s really a sobering word. It’s a heartwarming promise to those who endure. At the same time, it’s a solemn admonition to those tempted to quit. The wicked, the unbelievers, the unfaithful, writes the Psalmist in the first Psalm, are like the chaff that the wind blows away. No future! (Unless you call everlasting torment in hell a “future.”)

In the meantime, the righteous will endure like a tree planted by streams of water, bearing its fruit in season, and whose leaf does not wither. This Christian life, this following Jesus with endurance to the end, Jesus warns, will not be a cake walk, but often a hard, uphill, against the stream, perilous journey persevering through “many dangers, toils, and snares.” Only the grace of God will lead us home. 

B. Again, there is nothing yet in the text to suggest that all of this will occur some time in the distant future on the threshold of Christ’s return. One view of the end times suggests that before Christ comes back, suddenly, all true Christians will be taken out of the world in the “rapture.” Then will begin, they say, a seven-year tribulation during which some will become Christians. And it is, this view argues, those few who will have to endure the persecution and hardships of the tribulation period, as described in verses 9-13. Remarkably, then, this warning would have nothing to do with any believer today. For the tribulation is yet in the future, and before that begins, believers will be raptured out of the world! So, Jesus’ teaching here is completely irrelevant to all believers of all ages except for those few who become Christians AFTER the rapture. The rest can all safely dismiss and ignore all of this. 

C. Here’s a more biblical approach. This whole life, this whole age from Christ’s resurrection to his return is the age of tribulation. In John 16:33, Jesus assured his disciples, all of whom died in the first century, “I have said these things to you, that in me you may have peace. In the world you will have tribulation. But take heart; I have overcome the world.” None of them would be alive after the supposed rapture, yet all of them would face tribulation in the world. And his promise was that we can endure to the end, because he himself had overcome the world. God’s people ARE the future!
CONCLUSION


So, Beloved: “See that no one leads you astray!” Don’t let yourself become distracted by idle speculations about the end of world, the time of the millennium, or the little horn of Daniel.

At the same time, do not miss the great truth that God owns the future, and that, as we confess every Sunday, Jesus Christ is coming again to judge the living and the dead. One may think that all this end times stuff is really overblown and that we don’t have to worry about something that took place 1,956 years ago on another continent.

The details may be disputed, but the fact of Christ’s return and of the coming judgment and wrath of almighty God upon the unrepentant who live for themselves is not disputed at all. It is certain according to God’s Word. And only those who repent of their sin and flee to Christ, forsaking the world which is passing away, will find true and everlasting life. Hard times, even opposition and persecution for the sake of Christ will surely come. “And you will be hated by all for my name’s sake. But the one who endures to the end will be saved.” J 
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