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“STAY AWAKE!”
(Mark 13:14-37)

SUBJECT: 
F.C.F.: 

PROPOSITION: 
INTRODUCTION

A. I have a brother and a sister who live among the western slopes of Colorado. I have been there many times. It’s a great place to visit, but I wouldn’t want to live there. I like the flat lands. I like to know what’s coming: too many hiding places among those mountains. 


B. The image of successive mountain peaks is often employed to explain biblical prophecy. The prophets like Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, and Zechariah and others all foretell future events. What’s interesting is that some of those events were in the near future, while others would appear much later, most at the coming of Christ, some at his return in the end. And the picture we get is that the prophets were looking at a series of mountain peaks in sequence. They spoke of what they saw on the close peak and also of those in the distance, sometimes at the same time. So, for the reader, we can distinguish between those different events and their fulfilments. 


C. For example, in Isaiah 7 we find the familiar verse: “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign. Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and shall call his name Immanuel.”  But there was a close and distant fulfilment of this promise. Isaiah addressed this promise to the wicked king Ahaz urging him to trust the Lord in time of grave national threat. The fulfillment came when the “young woman,” Isaiah’s own wife conceived and bore him the son “Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz. The point was that God would help his people soon, within those nine months. But you know that the distant peak-fulfilment arrived with the “virgin Mary” conceiving and bearing the Son, Jesus, our Savior. 

D. And that helps to unravel the puzzle we find in our text in Mark 13. In most of this chapter Jesus is clearly speaking of the close event, the coming destruction of Jerusalem, about 40 years after Christ’s resurrection. But there is one short section, verses 24-27, where Jesus also quite clearly speaks of the cataclysmic event of his return. 


All through this chapter, though, there is a common theme that runs through, the call to “stay awake and not be misled or distracted from God’s work. The title of this sermon, “Stay Awake!” is not an exhortation to try to make it through the message without nodding off. It simply quotes the last words of our text, our Lord’s warning to his disciples in every age. 


It’s hard to overestimate the horror of those dreadful days when the Roman legions came and destroyed Jerusalem, starving and then slaughtering between six hundred thousand and a million Jews who had fled to the city for safety. And remarkably, not one Christian died there, for Jesus had warned them about this coming time of trouble. And God’s call to us as well is to stay alert in this age known as the “last days,” the days between Christ’s resurrection and his return. 
I. STAY ALERT TO FALSE DISTRACTIONS.

A. Last time we considered the first part of this chapter and noted that Jesus announced that “wars and rumors of wars,” “earthquakes and famines” would come, but that was not the end, but only the beginning of “birth pangs.” They should not be distracted by these events. He also warned about times of severe persecution for his followers, including betrayal by members of their own families. As one writer noted, this reads like the book of Acts, for all of these troubles were experienced before the destruction of the magnificent temple in 70 A.D. 


B. And we must beware the many distractions around us. These distractions have been amplified by the twenty-four-hour news cycle on cable news. Every scandal and development must be examined under a microscope complete with video and graphics to keep people glued to the latest development. Meanwhile, the matters of true, eternal significance are mostly ignored. So, while everybody knows what the latest diva wore to the latest gala, biblical knowledge in our land is at an all-time low. The “wars and rumors of wars” between Hollywood celebrities, the “earthquakes” that reverberate out of Washington capture all the attention, while every day thousands in our land slip into eternity without Christ, facing eternal judgment before the holy, holy, holy Judge who sees even the motives and intentions of our hearts. And our Lord says, “Stay awake!” Stay alert to the greater reality, the unending judgment that is coming. But there is a further warning.

II. STAY ALERT TO FALSE HOPES.


A. It is a fact of history that when the Romans marched against Jerusalem, many false prophets and false messiahs did appear and promise victory and salvation. 


“14 “But when you see the abomination of desolation standing where he ought not to be (let the reader understand), then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains.” What was the readers supposed to understand? Well, in 167 BC, the Greek king Antiochus IV Epiphanes had invaded Jerusalem and captured the city. He marched into the Jewish temple, erected a statue of the Greek god Zeus, and sacrificed a pig on the altar. This act was foretold in Daniel 9:27 which reads, in part: “And on the wing of abominations shall come one who makes desolate….” This is what they were to understand: someone would again come to desecrate the temple. And that event would be a signal to them to flee the city. “15 Let the one who is on the housetop not go down, nor enter his house, to take anything out, 16 and let the one who is in the field not turn back to take his cloak. 17 And alas for women who are pregnant and for those who are nursing infants in those days! 18 Pray that it may not happen in winter.” What’s remarkable is that no Christians perished in Jerusalem, for they took heed to Jesus’ warning here and were not trapped in the city. 


And the tribulation of those days would be terrible: “19 For in those days there will be such tribulation as has not been from the beginning of the creation that God created until now, and never will be. 20 And if the Lord had not cut short the days, no human being would be saved. But for the sake of the elect, whom he chose, he shortened the days.” Many Jews stayed in the city, though, because they believed the promises of false prophets who assured them of God’s help and victory over the invading Roman hordes: “21 And then if anyone says to you, ‘Look, here is the Christ!’ or ‘Look, there he is!’ do not believe it. 22 For false christs and false prophets will arise and perform signs and wonders, to lead astray, if possible, the elect. 23 But be on guard; I have told you all things beforehand.” 


B. False Christs and false prophets abound today. What’s remarkable is that there has been a growing movement among certain radical Pentecostals in recent decades sometimes called the “New Apostolic Reformation.” This group claims that we have entered into the “last days” now, and so God has restored the offices of prophet and apostle to the church to help us in these troubled times. The premise is nonsense, of course, since God’s Word clearly tells us that the whole age between Christ’s resurrection and his return is the “last days.” We have been in the “last days” for almost 2,000 years. We need no new revelation: God has said all we need in the Bible. But we should think about these supposed new “apostles” and “prophets” in terms of verses 22-23: “22 For false christs and false prophets will arise and perform signs and wonders, to lead astray, if possible, the elect. 23 But be on guard; I have told you all things beforehand.” 


God has already spoken clearly and sufficiently in Scripture. We, we ourselves, must beware those claiming to be new apostles and prophets and utterly reject them as imposters. 
III. STAY ALERT TO GOD’S PROMISES.

A. But the news is not only bad news. The word translated “gospel” literally means “good news.” And we are to stay alert and hopeful in the truth, in the stunning, world-changing message of eternal salvation in Christ. 


Still speaking of the invasion by the Romans in 70 AD culminating in the horrific destruction of Jerusalem and the slaughter of hundreds of thousands of Jews, Jesus warns his people to be watching. 
28 “From the fig tree learn its lesson: as soon as its branch becomes tender and puts out its leaves, you know that summer is near. 29 So also, when you see these things taking place, you know that he is near, at the very gates.” We know when spring has sprung when the earth turns green and the trees bud out. We can easily read the signs of the times and seasons. And now, with these signs of the frightful invasion drawing near, the followers of Jesus would know when it was time literally to “head for the hills” and abandon that doomed city. 


B. And what we should note is that it would not be long, certainly within the lifetime of those present there. “30 Truly, I say to you, this generation will not pass away until all these things take place.” And then Jesus gives this reminder of the certainty of his word. “31 Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.”

So, now we can look for this specific time. As you woke up this morning and made your way to church, did you notice if heaven and earth had passed away yet? Well, has it? (NO) Then neither have Jesus’ words passed away yet. 

C. I find it a bit remarkable, but some professing Christians seem to be restless, bored with the biblical faith. “Not much is happening,” they think. “It’s the same old same old.” This may help to explain the popularity of that New Apostolic Reformation movement we just talked about. So many are eagerly looking for the next big thing. But honestly, honestly, when you consider the promises in the gospel: full forgiveness of sins (that’s enough right there!), complete reconciliation with God, the indwelling Holy Spirit making us new, overcoming our wicked desires and passions and replacing them with the character of Christ: these are the greatest realities in life! Christ risen from the dead and our hope of resurrection in him, that we are in every real sense already risen with Christ: there is nothing in the history of the world to compare with these absolutely sure and certain promises! And you just told me that heaven and earth have not yet passed away. 


I love that line in that modern hymn: “I know that while in heaven He stands, no tongue can bid me thence depart.” So, stay alert to God’s promises. Cling to them with unquenchable hope. The are almost too good to be true: but they are true! And…

IV. STAY ALERT TO CHRIST’S RETURN.


A. Yes, Jesus will come back. Jesus points to that distant mountain peak in verses 24-27: 
24 “But in those days, after that tribulation, the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light, 25 and the stars will be falling from heaven, and the powers in the heavens will be shaken. 26 And then they will see the Son of Man coming in clouds with great power and glory. 27 And then he will send out the angels and gather his elect from the four winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends of heaven.” This clearly points to an event that is yet in our future, when Jesus, the Son of Man, comes in the clouds, from heaven, where all will see, in power and glory.

The Apostle Paul’s last words are most likely recorded in 2 Timothy 4. And here they are in part. “Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will award to me on that Day….” That’s great, but it’s not all: “and not only to me but also to all who have loved his appearing.” (4:8) A “crown of righteousness” “laid up” for “all who have loved his appearing.” That is a clear directive to look for and to long for his appearing. Much, much of our focus should be on that “blessed hope.” There is great, great wisdom in loving his appearing.

Now you would be right to note the hundreds of generations of those who have gone before us, fellow believers who may have longed for his appearing, but who did not see his appearing. Were they disappointed? Can we say that the Apostle Paul was disappointed that he did not personally witness Christ’s appearing? 

I think not, for one simple fact. Christ appears, he returns, in both an ultimate sense and in a personal sense. At the death of every believer Christ returns for them. The Old Testament often referred to the deaths of the faithful as his being “gathered to his fathers.” The New Testament speaks of the deaths of believers as their “falling asleep.” Yes, some will be alive to witness Christ’s ultimate return. But many generations, I will probably be among them, will witness Christ’s personal return as he escorts us to his Father’s house and to our eternal dwellings. 


No one can stay here indefinitely. All will appear before Christ one way or another, either as our Savior or our Judge, at either his personal return or his final return. 


Sadly, very few professing believers give any thought to Christ’s return when we should be loving his appearing. The main reason is that we have forgotten our Lord’s warning against the distractions: either “the wars and rumors of wars” that shout for our attention or the cares and pleasures of life that lull us into an utterly earth-bound, this life only existence. 

CONCLUSION 


So, listen to our Lord’s urgent appeal: “32 “But concerning that day or that hour, no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. 33 Be on guard, keep awake. For you do not know when the time will come. 34 It is like a man going on a journey, when he leaves home and puts his servants in charge, each with his work, and commands the doorkeeper to stay awake. 35 Therefore stay awake—for you do not know when the master of the house will come, [ultimately or personally] in the evening, or at midnight, or when the rooster crows, or in the morning— 36 lest he come suddenly and find you asleep. 37 And what I say to you I say to all: Stay awake.” J
____________________________________________________________________________________________


