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Particularly since the 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission1, State and Federal Governments have 
more intentionally organised bushfire awareness campaigns such as “Prepare. Act. Survive.”2 We are all 
encouraged to have a ‘Bushfire Survival Plan’ and to discuss plans to evacuate or ‘stay and defend’, before 
any fire occurs. No longer can anyone say, “it will never happen to me.” In Mark 13, Jesus forewarned that 
a major calamity would occur in Jerusalem within the lifetime of the disciples. It would be destructive. It 
would be brutal. And they would need to evacuate without even a coat, let alone an overnight bag. Like in 
a bushfire, they would only have a short time to recognise the signs and get out. Staying was not an option. 
 
GETTING STARTED: Wherever we live, natural disasters, (eg fires, flood, cyclones) may require us to 
quickly leave our homes or workplaces. Many organisations regularly conduct a fire drill. In some countries, 
political unrest creates instability, so many mission agencies have a formal contingency plan. How do you 
feel when you hear a fire alarm or get directions to evacuate? What first concerns do you have? 
 
READ: MARK 13:1-37 
 

• What initial questions and comments do you have about this passage?  
 

When we read parts of Scripture that contain prophesy, we may be tempted to superimpose that prophesy 
onto the present-day context. We sometimes forget that the text had an original audience who possibly 
interpreted the text quite differently to the way we do. It is important for us to – firstly – try to read the text 
in context and through the lens of the original listeners and readers.  

• In Mk 13:1-4: What comment by Jesus sparked this dialogue? What were the two questions that 
the disciples posed to Jesus? What were their key concerns? Were their concerns reasonable? 

 
In Book 5, Chapter 5 of The Jewish War; or The History of the Destruction of Jerusalem3, the first Century 
historian Josephus gives a detailed description of the temple.  In Mark 13:3, we are told that Jesus and his 
disciples were “sitting on the Mount of Olives, opposite the Temple.” Try to imagine the following picture: 

“Now the outward face of the temple in its front wanted nothing that was likely to surprize either 
men’s minds, or their eyes. For it was covered all over with plates of gold, of great weight: and at the 
first rising of the sun reflected back a very fiery splendour, and made those who forced themselves 
to look upon it, to turn their eyes away: just as they would have done at the sun’s own rays. But this 
temple appeared to strangers, when they were coming to it at a distance, like a mountain covered 
with snow. For as to those parts of it that were not gilt, they were exceeding white.” 

The temple was perched on Mount Zion; it was a glorious sight to behold and it should have been 
impenetrable. However, Josephus gives a graphic account of the siege of Jerusalem by Roman General 
Titus and the destruction of the temple in 70AD. “On 14 April 70, during Passover, Titus laid siege to 
Jerusalem.”4 Jerusalem was packed with pilgrims who became trapped in the city; the carnage was great. 

• What do the disciple’s comments in Mk 13:1-2 tell us about how the disciples viewed the temple?  
 

• List the circumstances that Jesus mentions in Mk 13:5-13. Which of these were unique to the first 
century? Which of these continue to be an issue today? 

 
In Mk 13:14-23, directions are given to “those in Judea”. They were not to ‘stay and defend’ the temple. At 
a time when pilgrims were heading into Jerusalem, the believers were to go in the opposite direction to 
the crowd: they were to leave Jerusalem quickly and head into the mountains. Commentators differ about 
what or who the “desolating sacrilege” was (in this particular context). For our purposes we’ll say: 
something abominable occurred in the temple – and everyone knew about it when it happened. 

• When certain events occurred in the temple, these signs acted like an ‘evacuation’ alert? What 
types of hardships might they face, depending on the (climate) season and their circumstances? 
What does it say about the nature of their suffering and the reason for God’s intervention in that? 
 

Before we go too far, here is a quick historical background: 
- The book of Mark was written somewhere between 66-70AD. If it had been written after 70AD, we 

would more likely have more detail about the destruction of the temple, including the fire.  
- The first temple in Jerusalem was built by King Solomon around 10thC BC and destroyed by 

Nebuchadnezzar II of Babylon in 586BC.  

                                                           
1 http://royalcommission.vic.gov.au/finaldocuments/summary/PF/VBRC_Summary_PF.pdf 
2 https://www.rfs.nsw.gov.au/plan-and-prepare/building-in-a-bush-fire-area/planning-for-bush-fire-protection/bush-fire-prone-land?a=9433  
3 http://penelope.uchicago.edu/josephus/war-5.html Book 5, Chapter 5, Paragraph 6.  
4 http://www.livius.org/articles/concept/roman-jewish-wars/roman-jewish-wars-4/?  
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- The second temple started to be rebuilt around 530BC and was destroyed by the Romans in 70AD. 
Between 37BC-4BC, King Herod the Great extravagantly upgraded and refurbished the temple.  

- In Daniel 9:27, 11:31, 12:11, there is a prophesy about an “abomination of desolation”, that would 
desecrate the temple. Some Jews believed this was fulfilled when a Greek/ Seleucid King 
Antiochus IV Epiphanes sacrificed a pig on the Temple altar and erected a statue of Zeus in the 
temple precinct in 167BC. This act led to the Maccabean revolt.  

- After a Jewish revolt in 66AD, Nero sent General Vespasian with three legions to overtake Judea, 
but he failed to take Jerusalem. His son, Titus, with more troop numbers, took Jerusalem in 70AD. 
 

When the first temple was destroyed by the Babylonians, it came after years of warnings by Old Testament 
prophets. The temple had been symbolic of God’s presence and blessing. The destruction was indicative 
of God’s presence/ blessing being taken away. But God continually preserved a remnant who were faithful. 

• The history of Israel is awash with individuals and families who chose to remain faithful and live 
lives that honoured God, even when the religious institution became corrupt. Jesus’ warnings in 
Mk 13, effectively saved the lives of his disciples, and they went on to years of service and witness. 
Leaving Jerusalem was counter-intuitive for the disciples. Why is it important that we commit to 
radical obedience of God’s word, even when the world is doing the opposite?  

 

Tan comments that:  
“this discourse (in Mark 13) is not so much about the ‘signs of the end’ (but rather ‘the Olivet 
discourse’ is about) the discernment and attitudes Jesus’ disciples must have, in order to 
face the ordeal awaiting them. In other words, the discourse is chiefly about discipleship: how 
they are to be discerning when the Jewish world is awash with speculation about the arrival of the 
end, and how they are to have fortitude and commitment to the gospel in spite of persecution. 
Commitment does not mean simply standing firm, it means also actively bearing witness (vv. 
9–11). The twin concerns of discernment and commitment run through the entire discourse. The 
many repetitions of “watch” and “be on your guard” bear this out.5 

• How many times do we find references to ‘watch’, ‘be alert’, “beware”, ‘be on your guard’, ‘stay 
awake’, ‘do not worry’, etc in this passage? Why are these commands still important for us? 

 

• Christians across the globe are dealing with persecution, disasters and wars. False teachers 
abound, especially on the internet. Jesus warned of all of these things. Which of these situations 
would potentially cause you to stop being faithful to Christ and obedient to Scripture? Why? 
 

• If it became illegal for us to talk about religious faith and/ or to proselytise, would you comply? If 
you were arrested and charged by the police and taken before the court for actively witnessing and 
testifying to Christ (Mk 13:9-13), what would you fear most? Why? 

 
A significant part of this chapter is devoted to the issue of the destruction of the temple. However, 
interspersed in this conversation, Jesus also talked about the second coming (or ‘parousia’) of the ‘Son of 
Man’ (Jesus). (Mk 13:24-27, 32-37) It was important for the disciples to remember that Jesus would return 
so that they would remain faithful in all circumstances. What was not obvious to the disciples is that these 
two events are separate events and that there is an undefined time gap between them.  

• Jesus promised us that he is coming back again and he will gather “his elect”. (Mk 13:24-27) How 
do these promises help us to persevere in our faith? How does it encourage us to be faithful in our 
commitment? What difference does it make, the we don’t know ‘when’ Jesus will return?  

 
Jesus warned about false prophets and people claiming to be the Messiah, who might lead people astray. 
Having rejected Jesus, the Jews would continue to look for the coming of the Messiah to fulfil the OT 
prophesies and be misled by “false messiahs and false prophets”. Consider the following words of Jesus: 

“I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. (Jn 14:6)  
“Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.” (Matt 24:35) 

• How should we respond when people – even preachers – make claims about knowing the details 
about the end times – that are not in the Bible? Why is it important that we are aware of what the 
Bible actually teaches on this subject? 

 
In Phil 1:27-28, Paul wrote to the Philippian church which was facing persecution from the Romans: 

“Only, live your life in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that, whether I come and see you 
or am absent and hear about you, I will know that you are standing firm in one spirit, striving side 
by side with one mind for the faith of the gospel, and are in no way intimidated by your opponents. 
For them this is evidence of their destruction, but of your salvation. And this is God’s doing.  

PRAY: for your brothers/ sisters who face daily persecution, to stand firm and maintain faithful witness. 

                                                           
5 Tan, K. H. (2015). Mark: A New Covenant Commentary. (M. F. Bird & C. Keener, Eds.). Eugene, OR: Cascade Books. p173. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/newcovcomm62mk?ref=Bible.Mk13.1-37&off=1941&ctx=+given+only+to+him.%0a~Regarding+its+themes

