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The ‘little Apocalypse’ (13:1–37) 

i. The doom on the temple (13:1–4) 

With chapter 13 we come to the so-called ‘little Apocalypse’, the gospel core of the material which is amplified 
in the book of Revelation (cf. 1 Thess. 4:13–17 for a similar passage). It is noteworthy that Jesus makes no 
attempt to gratify mere curiosity here; instead, his aim is practical and ethical. Indeed, wherever the disciples 
expressed such idle curiosity, he at once heartily discouraged them (verse 4). As it stands, the chapter is a fitting 
introduction to the passion narrative (Lightfoot). On the whole section see David Wenham, The Rediscovery of 
Jesus’ Eschatological Discourse, quoted in the footnote below. 

This opening section deals with the destruction of the temple. The whole of the ‘little Apocalypse’ seems 
designed to warn the disciples against four great spiritual dangers. The first danger is that of reliance upon the 
outward symbols of religion, venerable and loved though they may be (verse 2). The second danger (verses 5, 
6) is that of deception by false Messiahs; the third (verses 7, 8) is that of distraction by world turmoil around us; 
the fourth (verses 9ff.) is that of being ‘tripped’ because of the unexpected severity of the persecution for our 
faith. To be forewarned, in each case, is to be forearmed: we must take heed (verse 5). From now on, we move 
into a climate of increasing violence, and a sense of impending catastrophe (Lightfoot). 

1–2. There is a ring of patriotic pride in the words of the unnamed disciple here. Built by the hated Herod it 
might be, but the ‘third temple’ was one of the architectural wonders of the Roman world, unfinished at the 
date of its destruction. The ‘fox’ (Luke 13:32) built well, with the help of his borrowed Roman engineers: 
Herodian masonry is noted for its excellence everywhere in Palestine. So, too, there is a note of sadness in the 
reply of Jesus: for nothing in all Jerusalem could match the temple for splendour and apparent permanence 
(Minear). Jesus was here preparing his disciples for the days when every familiar and outward religious help 
would be taken away from them, in the expulsion of the Christian ‘sect’ from the parent body of Judaism, when 
the danger was so great that the infant church would waver or even go back to the well-loved institutions of 
Judaism (see Heb. 6:4–6). Later still, the sack and burning of the earthly temple, while almost a death-knell to 
Palestinian Judaism (the final blow came later, after Bar-Cochba’s revolt in AD 135), must have had a great 



‘evidential’ value to the Christian church as fulfilling the word of Jesus. After that, there was little danger of 
going back to the outward forms of Judaism, for there was nothing to which to go. No sacrifice has since been 
offered in Israel; how could there be sacrifice, without a temple? Some rabbis found the answer in Hosea 14:2, 
presumably in the sacrifice of praise, but a Christian could offer this as readily as a Jew: there was no temptation 
to return here. 

3. This is an interesting verse, unique in Mark, in that Andrew is joined to the usual three who receive special 
instruction from Jesus. The real problem is not why Andrew was joined with the others on this occasion (when 
the four of them sought Jesus out), but why he was omitted on other occasions. John’s Gospel makes more 
mention of Andrew than Mark does (see John 1:40; 12:22), and so, if we want to know more of Andrew’s 
attractive personality, we must learn it from John, not Mark. He seems to have been a less forceful character 
than his brother Peter, just as James seems to have been less forceful than John, to judge from the scantiness 
of reference to him. But all alike played their part in the purpose of God, and all alike were called by Jesus. 

4. Perhaps this question of the four disciples as to the date of the coming judgment is an example of that 
somewhat unhealthy spiritual curiosity mentioned above. The chapter that follows is an example of the way in 
which Jesus at once translated all such abstract enquiries into the personal and moral realm. No theological 
problem can be considered in isolation, for it does not exist in isolation; it has immediate practical relevance to 
our present position, beliefs and conduct. Interest in God’s ways which is purely intellectual becomes morbid in 
that it is unnatural and divorced from reality. 

ii. The signs of the end (13:5–8) 

In reply, Jesus does indeed give to the disciples some signs of the end, although they are not signs that enable 
either them or us to give detailed chronological predictions. Nevertheless, some of them were precise enough 
to assure the survival of the Jerusalem church, if, according to tradition, it took warning and fled to Pella in 
Transjordan before the Roman ring of steel had tightened round the doomed city in AD 70. So, as a sign of the 
times, Jesus gives the second warning, against false spiritual leaders, whether or no they call themselves by the 
actual name of Christ (in my name). Of course, there were literal fulfilments enough of this in the next century; 
Bar-Cochba at least claimed full Messiahship. But in a wider sense and in a later age, to worship Christ with false 
beliefs about him is to worship a false Christ, by whatever name we call him; the disciples must not be led astray 
by this. Even before the close of the New Testament period, the wave of Gnostic heresy, with its false teaching 
about Christ, had struck the church, threatening to engulf it. 

Broadly, then, a crop of false teachers will be one sign of the end, as will be a steady worsening of the political 
world situation. This introduces the third danger, and also the third warning; we must not be alarmed over 
international crises, as the non-Christian may be. The Christian’s heart must not be troubled (see John 14:1), for 
these troubles are only a necessary stage. All this is the beginning of the world’s labour pains; the telos, the end, 
the goal and aim of history which is the final establishment of God’s rule, is yet to come. Paul has a similar 
concept when he describes all creation as moaning in labour, waiting for God’s consummation (Rom. 8:22). Paul 
apparently sees these birth pangs as a continuous, present, this-worldly experience, though aimed at one future 
point of time, an interpretation which may help in the understanding of this passage. 

8. If a local and temporary ‘primary’ fulfilment is to be sought, as distinct from a continuous or even final 
one, then the ‘year of the four emperors’ (AD 69), as the imperial throne at Rome changed hands with 
astonishing rapidity, while all the time the fortified cities of Galilee were falling, would fit well. In a wider sense, 
this is a continual picture of the present age of turmoil, in the midst of which the church must live and witness. 
It is to be noted that neither the ‘primary’ nor ‘continuous’ interpretation rules out a final eschatological 
fulfilment in addition. If Mark’s original readers were situated largely in Rome, these references would be very 
meaningful and indeed encouraging. 

iii. The beginning of the troubles (13:9–13) 



The greatest danger is lest any Christian should be led astray (verses 5 and 22) or ‘tripped up’ by the bitter 
persecution they will assuredly suffer for their faith: again, this would be a special word for a Roman church in 
the first century. At this time, as the disciples saw the mounting tide of hostility against their Master, they must 
have begun to understand what was to come, although the full force of persecution did not strike the church 
until the days of Acts (Acts 8:1). Each of these ‘testings’ cuts closer to the bone than the testing before it, for 
such is God’s way of dealing with his children (Job 1:9 to 2:7). This last test is no exception; the persecution is 
now to be so bitter that it destroys the closest natural ties known to humans (verse 12). But even this must not 
make us stumble, for Jesus has warned us beforehand just so that this stumbling on our part may be avoided 
(13:23). 

9. The mention of councils and synagogues must have struck a responsive note in early Christians, who 
remembered the bitter persecution of the church by Saul of Tarsus (Acts 8:1–3). It was doubly fitting that Paul, 
who had already unconsciously fulfilled the first half of the verse by his hostility, should also consciously fulfil 
the second by his witness before men in authority, like Felix, Festus, Agrippa and perhaps even Caesar himself 
(2 Tim. 4:16, 17). It would however be absurd to think that this passage was written on the basis of Paul’s career: 
it is too general for that. The Greek hēgemonōn, rulers, is a technical term in the New Testament, used of Roman 
officials ranging from provincial governors to Pontius Pilate, the lowly procurator (or prefect, in one inscription) 
of Judea. Basileōn, kings, covers all royal rulers from local petty tetrarch to emperor. Typically Marcan is the 
injunction given here to ‘watch out’ (Schweizer). 

The wording to all nations does not convey the full meaning: ‘to all the non-Jewish peoples’ would be better. 
Once again comes the axe-blow at Israel’s position of ‘most favoured nation’: the worldwide proclamation is of 
primary importance to Mark (Schweizer), and here he finds its justification in the words of Jesus himself. All 
nations must have the opportunity of hearing the good news of the kingdom. 

11. It is not you who speak, but the Holy Spirit. There are numerous instances of extempore Christian defence 
in Acts, although naturally none in Mark: the speech of Peter before the Sanhedrin is only one example among 
many (Acts 4:8ff.). But we may not trade on this, and put God to the test (Luke 4:12). This promise is specifically 
given for those who are dragged unexpectedly into courts by their persecutors, not for those who have time to 
pray and prepare for some known Christian opportunity lying ahead. 

12–13. Here, in outline, is the great biblical doctrine of hypomonē, sometimes called in theology ‘the 
perseverance of the saints’: the one who endures to the end will be saved (13). By saved cannot be meant merely 
‘will be rescued from physical death’, for there has already been warning of possible death in verse 12, suffered 
in Christ’s cause. The ‘salvation’ promised here must mean something deeper, reaching beyond the grave. There 
is therefore the same eschatological paradox as in Revelation 2:10, ‘Be faithful unto death, and I will give you 
the crown of life.’ The disciple, says Jesus, must hold fast right to the end in order to be saved: but, as Paul says, 
true Christians will in fact hold fast, because God will hold them fast (Rom. 14:4). Here is another biblical paradox 
which we do well to hold reverently. Its solution, like that of similar theological paradoxes, is to be found not, 
as with mathematical problems, at infinity, but at eternity, and in God. Matthew 10:22 gives this same saying of 
Jesus in another context; it was therefore not merely a casual utterance on one particular occasion, but 
represented an integral part of his teaching. 

iv. The ‘desolating sacrilege’ (13:14–20) 

Now comes the reference to the desolating sacrilege (14), better, if more loosely, to be paraphrased ‘the idol 
that profanes’. As in all apocalyptic, particularly that produced in troubled times (as most apocalyptic naturally 
is), the wording was deliberately guarded, lest it fall into the wrong hands; the book of Revelation provides 
numerous instances of this. Daniel (9:27; 11:31; 12:11) shows the Old Testament background to the phrase. 
Initially, the word probably referred to the statue set up in the temple by Antiochus, so profaning it, and the 
sacrifice of swine’s flesh on the altar. In this passage, it fairly certainly refers to the encirclement of Jerusalem 
by Roman armies (so Luke 21:20 understands it). The Roman ‘eagles’, the standards of the legions, were held 
by the Zealots to be sacrilegious ‘abominations’, being ‘idols’, and as such forbidden in the ten commandments. 



In AD 70, Roman standards, often bearing images of Caesar, stood on the site of the ruined temple. Later, of 
course, after the revolt of AD 135, when a statue and temple of Zeus stood on the ruined site of the temple in 
Aelia Capitolina, as rebuilt Gentile Jerusalem was called, the horror was complete: for the orthodox Jew, the 
ultimate desolation had come. 

The phrase let the reader understand cannot, by definition, be part of the original spoken saying of Jesus. 
Contrast the frequent ‘he who has ears to hear, let him hear’ (4:9, etc.), which by its form as well as by its 
rabbinic ring, must belong to the original spoken words of Jesus. But the words ‘the reader’ certainly suggest an 
editorial comment made in some early written collection, perhaps made by Mark himself. It was necessary to 
add some such explanatory phrase, for Mark is the most cryptic of the gospels, in saying set up where it ought 
not to be, in place of Matthew’s blunt ‘standing in the holy place’, i.e. in the temple itself (Matt. 24:15). If the 
gospel is early, and written at Rome, this secrecy is understandable, particularly if the Jewish war is still under 
way. 

These verses supply a good illustration of prophetic ‘foreshortening’ of history. Prophecy is basically 
proclamation or a ‘forth-telling’ of God’s ways and mind, as we are constantly reminded by modern scholars. 
But it undoubtedly included in addition a foretelling of God’s purposes, even if this is a stumbling-block to 
scientific antisupernaturalism today. This foretelling is done in a ‘two dimensional’ manner, in that the 
perspective of time is usually either lacking or vague. This may well be because time has no independent 
existence outside our temporal order; but to argue this would take us into philosophy. This prophetic 
‘foreshortening’ often passes over in silence, in the sequence of the several events, the vast stretches of time 
that separate them, and so joins closely events which are actually far apart. 

Here God’s immediate judgment on his people at one particular point in history is almost imperceptibly 
dovetailed into his universal judgment on all humanity at the last day. Since both are manifestations of God’s 
continual ongoing judgment on human sin and rebellion, the whole makes sense. Here, then, in the first place 
are portrayed the devastations of the Roman armies. Here, too, is pictured the flight of the Jerusalem church to 
Pella, as the Roman legions purposely delayed their attack on Jerusalem, hoping to persuade this great 
stronghold to surrender voluntarily. It must indeed have seemed, in the final mopping-up operations of the war, 
as if the entire population of Palestine was to be extirpated; but God, for the sake of the elect (20), would cut 
short those days. Imperial Rome had greater interests now, in the form of the sudden scramble to establish the 
new Flavian dynasty at Rome: many of the troops would be hastily withdrawn. The Christian church would now 
see a new and deep meaning in the use of whom he chose (20), for the word could not now refer to Israel, 
coming as it does in the context announcing God’s judgment on the nation. The infant church at Pella, in 
Transjordan, had survived: here are God’s new chosen people, Jew and Gentile alike. 

v. False Christs and false prophets (13:21–23) 

False Christs and false prophets (22) will appear. This is really a return to the theme of verse 6 and the reference 
to signs may be drawn from Deuteronomy 13:1–3, with its solemn warnings against signs and wonders 
performed by misleading prophets. The primary reference may be to the numerous ‘religions’ and pseudo-
messianic Jewish rebellions that both preceded and followed AD 70. But for the Christian church, the relevance 
here may equally well be to the many Jewish-Christian (especially Gnostic) heresies of the first century, although 
the application could be widened to cover all ages. 

22. Signs and wonders. This is a reminder that, as in the Old Testament, false prophets can perform signs 
and wonders, as well as true prophets (Exod. 7:11). It is important to realize this today, where there is a renewed 
interest in these manifestations. Miracles were undoubtedly performed by the apostles in Acts (see for example 
Acts 2:43). Paul lists them among the gifts of the Spirit, even if not at the top of the list (1 Cor. 12:10). In 
themselves, even if performed by true prophets, ‘signs and wonders’ are ambivalent. They are only ‘signs’ of 
the far greater working by God in Christ which we must accept by faith or not at all. 

To lead astray, if possible, the elect. Once again, as in 20, we have a reference to ‘the chosen ones’, with a 
‘Johannine’ reminder that to succeed in deceiving the elect would be a contradiction in terms (1 John 2:26, 27). 



Equally ‘Johannine’ is the reminder in verse 23 that the Lord has warned his disciples in advance of these things 
(cf. John 13:19). Mark has fewer ‘Johannine’ touches than either of the other synoptists; but enough remains 
even in matter-of-fact Mark to show that he is drawing upon a common ‘bank’ of tradition upon which John 
also drew. 

vi. The coming of the Son of man (13:24–27) 

Next comes a clear foretelling of the coming of the Son of man in a passage which is a veritable jigsaw of 
quotations from the apocalyptic books of the Old Testament, especially in verses 24 and 25. Verse 26 seems to 
mark the break, if there is a break, between the immediate judgment of God on his chosen people and his 
ultimate judgment on all creation. Political stirrings on a world scale are here described in terms of astronomical 
phenomena, a pattern derived particularly from the book of Isaiah (Isa. 13:10; 24:23). This is typical of all 
eschatological usage and might refer just as much to toppling first-century Roman rulers as to a twentieth-
century clash of ‘north’ and ‘south’, ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’. But verse 26, with the clear imagery of the return 
of the Son of man to judgment (Dan. 7:13), can refer only to one event in history, the second coming of Christ. 
In view of Jesus’ constant use of the title ‘Son of man’ as a title for himself, his disciples cannot have failed to 
see that he referred to himself here also, although they may well have failed to understand how such a thing 
could be, or indeed what it meant. 

27. In Daniel 7, the coming of the Son of man immediately follows the description of the sitting in judgment 
of the Ancient One, and initiates the establishment of an everlasting kingdom. Daniel 7:10 has reference to 
countless bands of heavenly ministrants, and so the reference to angelic ‘gatherers’ here in Mark, while owing 
something to other Old Testament passages, also fits the context of Daniel. In 27 comes the third Marcan 
reference in this passage to his elect, the ‘chosen ones’ (cf. verses 20 and 22). From the ‘remnant’ concept of 
the old covenant to the ‘church’ concept of the new covenant is only a short step, for it is a logical development: 
both are God’s elect. 

vii. The parable of the fig tree (13:28–29) 

It is unnecessary to read into the parable of the fig tree in this context a reference to the subsequent earthly 
history of the Jewish nation. It is true that vine and fig are traditional symbols of God’s people in the Old 
Testament, and that the fig tree cursed by Jesus (11:12–14) seems to have been an acted parable of 
contemporary Judaism. Nevertheless that does not prove that every biblical mention of the fig tree conceals a 
reference to Israel, or that we can predict the date of Christ’s second coming from political events in Israel’s life 
today, like the ‘return’ to Palestine. This saying of Jesus seems to be merely a general countryman’s parable; 
compare the shrewd piece of weather-lore in Matthew 16:2, 3. When the trees burst into leaf, summer is 
coming—and very quickly in Palestine, as Schweizer notes. In the same way, says Jesus, these happenings will 
warn us that the second coming is at the very door (verse 29). 

viii. The date of the coming (13:30–32) 

In the midst of many details that are puzzling, two main principles are clear. First, the Christian is to avoid 
unhealthy interest in the actual date, and secondly, we are to see the very uncertainty as to the date as a strong 
stimulant to ceaseless watchfulness. In other words, like every other Christian doctrine, that of the second 
coming has a moral and spiritual goal; we must be watchful, lest our Master, when he returns, finds us sleeping 
(36). As Schweizer says, every description of the end time is also an exhortation to the church. 

30. This generation must surely be the generation of Jesus’ earthly ministry, some of whom would indeed 
have lived to see the awful days of the siege of Jerusalem. But the generation of the ministry would not of course 
see Christ’s second coming, so some have striven, rather unnaturally, to interpret genea as meaning ‘people’, 
and refer it to the whole Jewish nation, which will not pass away before that time. Undoubtedly, the delay in 



the second coming of the Lord (the parousia) was a puzzle to the early church, many of whom seem to have 
expected it in their lifetime, and were therefore saddened and troubled when, one by one, death carried them 
away before it (2 Pet. 3:4). It is therefore better to restrict the reference in these things to the temporal 
judgment of AD 70. But, in anticipating the Lord’s return at any moment, the infant church was making no 
mistake, for every generation should continually be eagerly looking for and expecting the coming (2 Pet. 3:12). 
In the purpose of God, no event now stands between Christ’s ascension and his second coming, and so it is 
eternally near. 

31. Heaven and earth will pass away, presumably in the shaking of all things, which is to introduce the second 
coming: the reference may be to Isaiah 34:4. Pass away is probably the link between this and the previous 
saying. The emphasis here, however, is not on the apocalyptic prediction, but on the permanence of Christ’s 
words (Anderson): that means that they are equated with the words of Yahweh in the Old Testament (Isa. 40:8). 
Revelation 21:1 may be taking up this saying of Jesus: the first heaven and earth (i.e. to the Hebrew, the totality 
of all things) will go, so that the new may come. 

32. No one knows: this is a wise warning that, if we calculate to our own satisfaction the date in time upon 
which Christ will return, we shall certainly be mistaken. This should strike caution into the most daring modern 
exponent of prophecy. At a deeper level, it teaches that there are certain things hidden even from the Son, in 
the omniscience of the Father. Compare the statement of Jesus to James and John (10:40), that to sit on his 
right and left was not in his power to grant. This is the only place in Mark where Jesus refers to himself absolutely 
as ‘the Son’ (Anderson). It has been claimed by some that a familiar later title for Jesus is here being used by the 
evangelist: but such an ‘absolute’ usage is not impossible on the lips of Jesus himself in the light of the use of 
my son in the parable of the tenant farmers (12:6), clearly referring to Jesus. 

ix. The end of the discourse (13:33–37) 

The final verses underline the moral and spiritual incentive provided by the doctrine of the second coming. 
Much of this brief parable appears to be ‘back-cloth’ in the particular context, so that there is no need to press 
the details. Here, it is the watchfulness of the doorkeeper that is the main point of the parable; we must stay 
awake and on duty, a constant emphasis in Mark. 

34. The doorkeeper: some feel that the doorkeeper is only part of the ‘scenery’ of the parable, and therefore 
requires no special exegesis. But there is some evidence to show that the simile of the ‘porter’ was used by the 
early church for those engaged in Christian ministry. The master of the house, when he arrives after his long 
absence, must not find us sleeping, but doing our duty and carrying out the particular task which he has left to 
us. True, the doorkeeper must keep special watch, because that is his special task (Ezek. 3:17), and perhaps 
therefore this has special relevance to those in pastoral positions who are ‘watchmen’ in the church. 

37. I say to all: Watch: this verse nevertheless shows us that the command is generalized, not directed only 
at the Christian ministry or indeed at any group or class within the church. Further, it may be a clear indication 
that Jesus himself did not necessarily expect that his second coming would be in the near future, as many 
modern expositors assume rather than prove. The whole tenor of this parable suggests a long absence. From 
this solemn last word, watch (Greek grēgoreite, ‘be wakeful’), comes the favourite later ‘Gregory’ used as a 
Christian name. 
 


