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A Note about This Session:  Chapter 13 of Mark (along with the parallel passages in Matthew 24 and Luke 
21) contains what many see as the most complicated words of Jesus. For sure, other parts of Mark have had 
material that is difficult to obey – challenging words to live out. Still other texts may have had concepts that 
are hard for us to grasp and recognize what the lasting significance might be for us. This entire chapter has a 
message that is rather complex for us even to understand … as “prophecy” type texts often are. It makes this 
session a bit more intricate for us as we navigate our way through.  

In light of that, here’s how we’re handling this chapter. Prior to reading the text itself, we have provided 
below some important principles – a few key guidelines about prophecy passages more generally and related 
specifically to this text – to guide the reading … 2 pages from us. We’ve also included material on Mark 13 
from an outside resource (available through what Life Church calls their “Open Network”) that handles this 
chapter well … the 4 additional pages. It’s a good tool for us to have when it comes to this session. Because 
of this, there is more content altogether than normal with this week’s guide. 

Some Basic Principles for Reading Prophecy: 

 Recognize the presence of figurative language. It’s true of Revelation as well as the Old Testament 
prophets, plus here in Mark 13 too. It’s common for such passages to use metaphors and other 
figurative language in communicating their messages. For example, in verse 24, we might anticipate 
that the fulfillment of such celestial events would actually occur in the sky. And yet, on the day of 
Pentecost in Acts 2, Peter uses a text with very similar language from the prophet Joel to describe 
what was happening during that very stage of history in the 1st century world (see 2:16ff – it’s not 
about what will happen, Peter says it’s about what is happening even then!). Sometimes, our 
struggle with prophecy is that we’re expecting a fulfillment that is literalistic (i.e. exactly what the 
text says will happen) when the text is intended to be read figuratively (a real event described in a 
figurative way). To interpret something as figurative – when that’s what the author means – is not 
somehow being unfaithful to the text, but actually far more respectful of it. 

 Pay attention to the specific event being described in the talk about the future. Here’s a big part 
of the challenge with this section (this is highlighted in the supplemental material as well): while we 
read it as Jesus’ description of what will happen at His return, that’s not really the question He’s 
asked in v. 4. In fact, as Jesus and the disciples are discussing the destruction of the Temple, as Mark 
records it, the question is simply about when that event would happen – in addition to what “signs” 
would indicate it was about to happen. Now, in Matthew 24:1-3, the disciples also specifically bring 
up the issue of Jesus’ return … as if they are packaging everything together as a single event. Yet, as 
much as it has become commonplace for us to take Jesus’ words as referring to the “end times” (e.g. 
if your Bible has heading labels, it will likely use one that focuses on the “end”), there is another 



event that is really the primary focus: the destruction of the Temple at the Fall of Jerusalem in 70 
A.D. There are parts of this text that seem far more naturally connected to Jesus’ return, but the 
basic context needs to determine the focus first and foremost. Besides, as much as some language 
here seems to fit with Jesus’ return, other parts make the clearest sense in connection to the events 
of 70 A.D. (e.g. 13:14ff or 13:30).  

As part of this issue, we also need to recognize that, in many instances, words from a prophet can 
have fulfillment in multiple phases. From his vantage point, a future event may seem to be all one; 
yet, as things unfold, what appeared to be a single event can actually be unfolding in two separate 
stages. It’s like approaching two mountain peaks; while they seem connected from a distance, after 
passing the first, there’s a realization of how much distance there truly is in-between. This idea of 
“telescoping” is a helpful reminder for OT prophetic texts anticipating the Messiah (what is fulfilled 
with two separate comings) and a text like Mark 13. 

 The purpose of prophecy is far more motivational (using the future to influence people in the 
present) than predictive. Without a doubt, any prophecy text has some degree of anticipation about 
what is to unfold in the future. But the point is far less about laying out a timeline and far more 
about challenging God’s people to faithfulness. In fact, many times, the OT prophets spoke about 
the future in “conditional” terms – what would happen IF the people did not repent and return to 
God in faithfulness. Here in Mark 13, there is not that conditional nature; and yet, we want to grasp 
the real intention of such a text: Jesus is far more concerned about encouraging a right response 
from His followers than He is in providing a detailed script. In fact, as you read through the text, 
perhaps it would be good to note the very specific instructions Jesus provides in the midst of His 
description of what would happen in the future. 

 

The Broader Section – Mark 13:1-37 

READ Mark 13:1-37 
In general, what questions and/or observations do you have from reading this text? 

 

 

 

What does this section teach us about Jesus and His identity? 

 

 

 

APPLICATION-Centered … what does this overall section teach us about following Jesus? For example, what 
are some of the instructions or commands we should live out (note if these are specific to an individual or 
more broadly for any follower of Jesus)?  



Jesus Teaches About the Temple 
 

 

Prophecy is a controversial topic for a variety of reasons. Some people love talking about it. Some avoid the 

subject altogether. I think I tend towards avoidance. The reason is that there always seems to be someone 

new popping up who thinks they have figured out how and when and where something will happen. When it 

doesn’t, everyone shrugs their shoulders and moves on, until the next prediction. 

Prophecy can become a distraction. Instead of wondering how to love their neighbor, people become 

consumed in geo political world events wondering if this or that is a sign of the end times. Prophecy can 

become divisive. When one person disagrees with another about some detail, tempers can flare, names can 

be called, and friendships can be damaged. 

If the previous paragraphs sound inflammatory, please forgive. For years, I have avoided teaching or writing 

on prophecy because the only thing that ever happened was that people would argue with me, with each 

other, or with random strangers who disagreed with them. I assumed that perhaps I wasn’t gifted or called or 

trained to teach on the subject, and so I should leave it alone. 

But talking about prophecy is unavoidable when talking about the last week of Jesus’ life. A whole chapter of 

Mark is devoted to the prophecy of Jesus. 1/16th of Mark’s entire gospel. Our consideration of this book would 

be incomplete if we didn’t look closely at this topic that both Jesus and Mark thought important. 

There comes a time that we have to face the passages of the Bible that we find uncomfortable and deal with 

issues we sometimes try to skirt or avoid altogether. We have to humbly submit ourselves to read those 

passage and be open to the possibility that our previously held positions need to be modified. We should 

never equate our theories of how things may work with the things themselves. We follow Jesus first, theories 

second. 

So as we read this pivotal passage in Mark, try to do so with an open mind, an eager mind. Try to see if you 

can’t try to hear it again for the first time. Try to imagine yourself listening to Jesus speak it for the first time. 

What did it mean to the first hearers? What was Jesus trying to teach them? What can we learn to help us 

follow Him better? 

 
The Question Jesus is Answering … vv. 1-4 

 
In the last week before Jesus was crucified, He and His disciples came and went from the city each day. One 

day, as He was going out of the temple, His disciples were marveling at the amazing architecture of the 

Temple, which had been beautifully and painstakingly restored by Herod the Great in a renovation that 

according to John 2:20 took 46 years to complete. Jesus startles them by prophesying the temple’s complete 

destruction in verse 2: “’Do you see these great buildings? Not one stone will be left upon another which will 

not be torn down.’” 

The Temple is built on a mountain called Mt. Moriah. Just east of it is a steep valley called the Kidron Valley. 

On the other side of the Kidron Valley is the Mount of Olives. If you keep traveling east over the Mount of 

Olives is Bethany, where Jesus was staying. 

Mark 13:1- 37 



The disciples continue out of the city down into the Kidron Valley, then stop on the 

Mount of Olives and, perhaps, while taking a rest, look back over the valley and 

the temple. Four disciples pull Jesus aside and ask Him privately to explain His 

statement back in the temple. Mark 13:4 contains an important but often overlooked 

verse: “’Tell us, when will these things be, and what will be the sign when all these 

things are going to be fulfilled?’” Because of the location of this sermon, it is 

sometimes referred to as “The Olivet Discourse.” 

The disciples ask Jesus to tell them when the Temple will be destroyed. What follows is the answer Jesus 

gave to that question. It cannot be underlined enough times. Most (but not all) of what follows is about the 

destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem, which occurred in 70 AD. 

 
The Promise of Problems … vv. 5-23 

 

The first thing Jesus tells is that the run-up to the destruction of the Temple will be characterized by all kinds 

of terrible things. He focuses specifically on three trials: deception, persecution, and tribulation. In verse 23, 

the last verse of this section, Jesus tells His disciples the point “’But take heed; behold, I have told you 

everything in advance.’” He doesn’t want his followers caught off guard by the difficulties they will experience. 

1. Deception, vv. 5-8 – The disciples are told to be on their guard against deception. People will try to 

convince them of things that aren’t true in an attempt to mislead them. He actually commands his 

disciples in v. 5, “’See to it that no one misleads you.’” He gives His disciples a similar warning in 

Matthew 7:15 “’Beware of the false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly are 

ravenous wolves.’” We must be on our guard. We sometimes think that bad guys will be easy to spot 

like they are in movies. Jesus promises us that they will be deceptive. We must realize that this is an 

issue and be ready. 

2. Persecution, vv. 9-13 – He then tells them that in addition to being attacked from within by deceivers, 

they will be attacked from without by persecution. Jesus didn’t promise us an easy life. In fact, He 

promised us the opposite. In John 16:33, during the Last Supper, He tells His disciples, “’These 

things I have spoken to you, so that in Me you may have peace. In the world you have tribulation, 

but take courage; I have overcome the world.’” Peace comes from Jesus, not from circumstances. 

That seems to be what is going on here. Jesus tells his disciples to realize that they will have trouble. 

He doesn’t want them anxious or worrying. He wants them to be aware so that they aren’t caught off 

guard. It is all part of the plan. Persecution will spread the gospel throughout the world (v.10). The 

Holy Spirit will be with them and help them as they defend themselves (v.13). 

3. Tribulation, vv.14-23 – Jesus then describes a terrible tribulation. The main points of this section are 

that it will be very bad; it is okay to seek safety, and even in the midst of it, God hasn’t forgotten you. 

Sometimes we think that God calls us to march headlong into trouble. That is not the case. He calls 

us to be faithful and to trust Him in the midst of trials. But He also calls us to be wise. One of the 

ways persecution spreads the gospel is by people leaving who are able to leave. If you have a way 

out of a difficult situation, you are not being a coward for taking it. Perhaps God has a different plan 

for you. One famous example of this is an early Christian named Origen. During a persecution of 

Christians in Egypt around 200 BC, he was planning on turning himself in to demonstrate that He 

wasn’t ashamed of the gospel. His mother prevented him from carrying out his plan by hiding all his 

clothes. He ended up staying at home and going on to be a great early Christian writer and teacher. 



The Promise of Victory … vv. 24-27 

 
Jesus doesn’t end his answer to the disciples with tribulation. After telling them the evil that will follow, He 

prophesies that He will return and gather His people from all over the earth. The prophecy concludes with 

confirmation that the story of God ends in victory not defeat. 

This is where the interpretation becomes complex. If verses 5-23 were about the destruction of the Temple 

in 70 AD, then don’t verses 24-27 refer to the same thing? Is Jesus saying that His return will come on the 

heels of that event? If that is the case, He was clearly wrong. 

Many Christians try to resolve the issue because by making everything starting in verse 5 only about the 

return of Jesus (which hasn’t happened yet) and not the Destruction of the Temple (which has, in 70 AD). 

The problem with this approach is verse 4. Jesus is answering the disciples’ question about when the Temple 

will be destroyed. 

One possible solution is that this an example of “telescoping,” which refers to the way in which a more distant 

event in prophecy is merged with a nearer event so as to become closely connected with it. Jesus does this 

with the prophecies of the fall of Jerusalem and of his second coming in order to give confidence and hope 

to the disciples. The destruction of the Temple would seem like a cataclysmic event to the Jews of Jesus’s 

day. It would have seemed like the end of the world. Jesus is saying the destruction of the Temple won’t be 

the end of the world: His return will be. The world won’t end in defeat but in victory. 

 
A Couple of Concluding Cautions, vv. 28-37 

 
Jesus ends his prophecy with a couple warnings: 

 
• Don’t Focus on Timing, vv. 28-32 – This first caution is about focusing on the timing of when 

everything will happen. He makes it very clear that you can’t figure it out. Some people are confused. 

Why does Jesus say not to focus on the time after giving a pretty detailed road map of what was 

going to happen? One possible solution is to see his statements as referring to the two events that 

have been telescoped together in this discourse. Verses 28-31 refer to the destruction of the temple. 

It did happen within a generation of when Jesus spoke it. Verse 32, however, refers to the coming of 

Jesus, a separate event that has become telescoped with it. Verse 30 says “all these things” will 

come to pass in a generation. The phrase “all these things” calls to mind the question the disciples 

asked Jesus in verse 4. “What will be the sign when ‘all these things’ will be fulfilled?” Verse 32 

changes the subject: “but of that day (i.e. the return of Jesus) or hour no one knows.” 

• Be on the Alert, vv. 33-37 – Jesus ends His discourse by telling His disciples that our focus should 

not be on trying to unravel the mystery. Not even He knows the answer. Our focus should be on 

obedience. This is an important note to end on. Though the reconstructions offered above are one 

possible way to make sense of a very difficult passage, we misstep when we allow disagreements 

over these issues to divide us or to distract us from obedience. The main point remains: Jesus is 

Lord and He is calling us to continue His work whether He comes now or in ten thousand years. 



APPLICATION 

 
Whatever the correct interpretation of these verses turns out to be, the primary function of this passage 

isn’t to disclose secret clues to a hidden mystery but to promote faith and obedience in a time of distress 

and upheaval. With that in mind, let’s end by considering the main points of the previous sections. I talk 

about them in each section, but perhaps it will be helpful to see them together so that we can remind 

ourselves of the opportunities of obedience provided in the midst of this prophecy. 

 Be Careful Who You Follow 

 Be Steadfast in Persecution 

 Be Wise in Tribulation 

 Be Confident in Victory 

 Be Focused on Following 
 
 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

1. Why is prophecy such a controversial topic? Have you ever been tempted to avoid the subject? 

Why? What are some ways we can study prophecy without making it divisive or distracting? 

2. What is the main question that Jesus is answering? What event is He referring to? When did it 
happen? 

3. How does Jesus tell us to handle deception? How can we be ready for persecution without being 

worried? What does it mean to be wise in the midst of tribulation? 

4. What does prophetic “telescoping” mean? How does it apply in this situation? How does the 

promise of the return of Jesus give us confidence? 

5. How can we learn to head Jesus’s commands and focus on obedience? How can we learn to 

be on the alert? 
 


