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But Be On Guard
As we continue our study in the Olivet Discourse we need to remember the context of Jesus’ words
in Mark 13. After the disciples marvel at the beauty of the Temple, Jesus tells them that there will
come a day when all of it will be destroyed. Later, some of the disciples ask Jesus, “when will these
things be, and what will be the sign when all these things are about to be accomplished? (v. 13:4)”
In His answer Jesus teaches not only about this present age (vv. 1-13), but also about the great
Tribulation and destruction of Jerusalem.
Mark 13:14-23
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. 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. 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. 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.
There are some terms we need to define in order to better understand this passage. The first is
“prophetic foreshortening.” This is a term used to describe how in prophetic passages of Scripture
events far removed in time and events in the near future are spoken of as if they were very close
together. We can look at a mountain range for an illustration of this concept. When one stands far
away from a mountain range, it seems as if each mountain peak follows one after the other, without
gaps in between. Yet, as one walks, or drives, through the range, he realizes that there are quite
large gaps between each particular mountain, maybe even miles.
The second term we need to define is the “abomination of desolation.” This comes from verses in
Daniel 8, 9, and 12 where Daniel prophesies about a coming desecration of the Jewish Temple. The
first fulfillment of this was in 162 BC when Aniochus Epiphanies overran Jerusalem, outlawed the
worship of God, and set up pagan worship in the Temple. But it seems obvious from Jesus’ words in
verse 14 that there is to be a second fulfillment of this prophecy.
The third term we must define is “tribulation.” Used 25 times in the Bible, it usually refers to the
suffering of God’s people, especially as it is connected to the sufferings of Christ. The question
before us is whether this tribulation refers to a 7-year period at the end of time, the destruction of
Jerusalem in 70 AD, or a longer season of time leading up to the return of Christ.
1. We Must Know and Understand God’s Word (vv. 14-18)
These verses seem to coincide perfectly with the events surrounding the siege and destruction
of Jerusalem in 70 AD. Titus and the Roman army surrounded Jerusalem, and in the months
that followed, horrific things took place in the city as a result of infighting, starvation, and great
depravity. The historian Josephus estimates that 1.1 million people died and the remaining
97,000 were taken as slaves.
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Mark adds a parenthesis in the middle of recording Jesus’ words in verse 14 (“let the reader
understand”), and it appears from history that that is exactly what the Christians in Jerusalem
did. Having remembered the words of Christ, understanding the events around them, and acting
on those words, the Christians in Jerusalem fled to Pella and were spared the horrendous
suffering of the siege and destruction. We too must be careful to be “readers” of God’s Word,
who “understand” that the Bible is not simply a book of philosophies and principles, but it is the
redemptive story of God acting in human history.
2. We Must Not be Led Astray (vv. 19-23)
Though some might say that verses 14-23 are only about the destruction of Jerusalem, it seems
to me that we have two “mountains” here, and that verses 19-23 have to do with a coming
season of greater tribulation. During this season of tribulation many will be tempted to seek
other saviors, other “christs.” We must be careful to seek the Lord as our only salvation even as
we face suffering.
Discussion Questions
1. What are the dangers of seeing God’s Word as a collection of philosophical sayings and
principles, instead of the redemptive story of God acting in human history?

2. What are some areas of Scripture you need to know and understand?

3. What are the things that keep us from putting into practice the Scripture we hear and study?
What are the Scriptures that you believe God is calling you to act on today?

4. What are some of the things God’s Word tells us about the “tribulation” His people will face?
(read John 15:18-19; 2 Timothy 3:10-12; 1 Peter 4:12-19)

5. What are some other “saviors” we are tempted to look to when we face economic, political,
emotional, physical, or spiritual suffering?

6. What are some of God’s promises in the midst of our suffering?
(read John 16:33; 2 Corinthians 4:7-18)
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