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It’s good to come together this morning, and to once again open up our hearts and minds up to what God wants to say to us about the GOSPEL, and how God longs wants the GOSPEL to make real differences in our lives and in the world.  This morning we’ll finish up this final part of MARK 13 … a chapter of Scripture often referred to as the Mount Olivet Discourse … and we’ll look into some verses that carry on with the theme Jesus started teaching about earlier in MARK 13 … more eschatology – which is the study of the last times, or the end of days.

And along the way, as we move through MARK 13:24-37, the meta-narrative, the over-arching picture, or major theme I believe Jesus wants to talk with us about is about that God was there in our PASTS, and that God with in the PRESENT, and that God will be with us in our FUTURES … and then what it means to trust God in all three of these “time zones” of life we so often find ourselves wrestling with.  Oh friends, what joy we experience when we make the choice to let go of the pain (and the successes) of the PAST, and when we make the choice to turn over the anxiety, the worry, and the “what ifs” of the FUTURE, and when we make the choice to settle into the PRESENT, into the HERE AND NOW of our life with Jesus Christ.

Please welcome the 2nd Street drama team as they share a piece with us called “TIED TO THE PAST” … 

MARK 13:24-26 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

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 that are in the heavens will be shaken.
26 Then they will see THE SON OF MAN COMING IN CLOUDS with great power and glory.

Jesus is using words spoken by The Old Testament prophets like Joel (cf., JOEL 2:28-32), and Isaiah (cf., ISAIAH 13:10; 34:4) in vv. 24-26.  And when Jesus says in vv. 24-25 … But in those days, after that tribulation, THE SUN WILL BE DARKENED AND THE MOON WILL NOT GIVE ITS LIGHT, AND THE STARS WILL BE FALLING … He’s setting a time-span between the times He described in vv. 14-23 and the cosmic catastrophes He begins describing here – events that will happen out in space and here on earth in the days that are somehow connected to the tribulation He makes reference to here.

This reminds me of the “groaning of creation” the Apostle Paul writes about in ROMANS 8:18-25 that will continue happening as the heavens and the earth anxiously await the coming of Christ in the clouds with power and glory like Jesus talks about in v. 26.  This theme of the groaning of the world is described in many passages throughout The Old Testament (cf., ISAIAH 13:9-11, EZEKIEL 32:7-9, JOEL 2:30-31, AMOS 8:9-10, ZEPHANIAH 1:14-15).

Reading through the Bible annually shows us the whole counsel of God (ACTS 20:27), and opens our eyes to themes like these that are described with regularity from GENESIS to REVELATION.  If you haven’t read through your Bible annually, or if you’ve tried to do it, but gave up, let me encourage you to commit this morning that in 2012 you’re going to do it.  1 January is right around the corner.

We have a two excellent Annual Bible Reading Plans listed on the Bible Teaching section of our 2nd Street website at www.2ndstreet.org, and you can download one of those plans and begin using them on 1 January 2012.  We also include a BIBLE BOOK MARK in our Sunday bulletins for your use, listing the Bible readings for that week.

If God is nudging you toward doing this, then let me encourage you to talk with someone, a spouse, a friend, a child, somebody from your Missional Community Group … and commit to DOING THIS TOGETHER in the coming year.  If you do this I know you’ll be blessed in ways you can’t even imagine as you discover the themes God repeats all the way through His Word – themes that reveal His heart and plans to us.  And I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON here … and it’s one that you’ve heard me share with you many times before …

FAITH LESSON
 
Maturing followers of Jesus Christ get into God’s Word and invite God’s Word to get into them … for this is the pathway to wisdom and stability that God has provided for us as His children.

MARK 13:27 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

27 And then He will send forth the angels, and will gather together His elect from the four winds, from the farthest end of the earth to the farthest end of heaven.

The word elect Jesus uses here refers to two different but related truths:  FIRST, the elect refers to those who’ve been chosen by God to follow Him … AND SECOND, the elect refers to those who, themselves, have chosen to follow God.  And gang, these two great MYSTERIES, PARADOXES, and CONUNDRUMS of the Christian faith are realities that are tightly bound together and can’t be understood apart from one another.  There are two sides to this theological coin.  On one side is GOD’S ELECTION OF US … which is taught and emphasized from the beginning to the end of God’s Word.  And on the other side of this theological coin is OUR FREE WILL … OUR GOD-GIVEN ABILITY TO CHOOSE OR REJECT GOD … which is also taught and emphasized throughout God’s Word.

ILLUSTRATION … I love how pastor-teacher and author Tim Keller, of Redeemer Presbyterian Church in Manhattan, NY, helps us see the two sides of this PARADOXICAL doctrinal coin.  Keller says, that when we walk through the doorway of faith into a relationship with God, we see a FREE-WILL SIGN handing over the door quoting the words of Jesus found in MATTHEW 11:28, “Come to Me, all who are weak and heavy laden”.

And then after we’ve passed through the doorway of faith, and have entered into a relationship with Jesus Christ, we look back over our shoulder and see the SIGN OF GOD’S ELECTION OF US hanging over the door – and it quotes the words of Jesus Christ found in JOHN 15:16 where He said, “You did not choose me, I chose You.”

Friends, don’t tell me that you fall squarely onto one side of this centuries-old Christian debate.  Because if you tell me that, you clearly haven’t thought through all the implications of the side you say you’ve solely landed on.  Like the MYSTERY, the PARADOX, and the CONUNDRUM of Jesus Christ being fully God AND fully human, this theological coin of GOD’S ELECTION and OUR FREE-WILL has two sides that must be accepted without complete understanding, using human reasoning alone.

Listen to me, as followers of Jesus Christ we let’s not cop out and make the choice to run away from certain Christian truths just because they create a level of PARADOX, that makes us squirm.  And I see our SECOND FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON
 
There are some things about God and about our faith as Christ followers that we’re going to have to live within the tension of until we get to heaven.  

Now in vv. 28-31 Jesus tells us more things regarding the beginning of and the timing of these end time events … and again, His focus, as earlier in MARK 13, and in the other prophetic teachings He gives in MATTHEW, LUKE, and JOHN … His focus IS NOT ON PREDICTIONS OR ON SETTING DATES, BUT ON KEEPING OUR EYES ON THE SIGNS OF THE TIMES ONLY AFTER WE’RE FIRST-AND-FOREMOST KEEPING OUR EYES FOCUSED ON HIM.  And as an illustration of this instruction, Jesus comes back to something He’s talked about before in MARK 11 … the fig tree.

MARK 13:28-29 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

28 “Now learn the parable from the fig tree: when its branch has already become tender and puts forth its leaves, you know that summer is near.
29 Even so, you too, when you see these things happening, recognize that He is near, right at the door.

The fig tree, like most living things has a regular growth pattern - the leaves appear in the SPRING, and when that happens then you know SUMMER is coming.  If you’re ever in doubt about what season it is … like if some of your normal markers aren’t in place, like NBA games, or a certain kind of weather, you can look at the fig tree, and know that when you see new leaves, summer is indeed near.  Jesus is telling us here that the trials and agonies of the great time of Tribulation won’t last indefinitely, but that just as they’ll have a beginning and an end.
 
MARK 13:30-31 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

30 Truly I say to you, this generation will not pass away until all these things take place.
31 Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words will not pass away.

The generation Jesus is referring to here can’t be the first generation of disciples actually hearing this teaching on this day, because they didn’t see the end times come to pass.  In a few days they’ll see Jesus die, be resurrected, and eventually return to heaven – but they WOULDN’T see Jesus return to earth in their lifetime.  And none of them would live to see the ABOMINATION OF DESOLATION Jesus speaks of, and that we looked at extensively into two weeks ago now.

When Jesus uses the word generation here, it’s possible that He might be referring to the Jews as a race, or as a people.  And if that’s how He’s using the word generation, then Jesus is saying that the Jews, as a race, or as a people, will not perish or be abolished before the Jesus-story comes to completion in time and place.

v. 31 … Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words will not pass away … Many teachers of end times theology teach that after the Rapture of the Church, and after the Great Tribulation, and after the 1,000 year Millennial rule of Jesus Christ here on earth, God will wipe out the current heavens and earth, and begin again from scratch, and that this will be the new heaven and the new earth where the people God has chosen to walk with Him, and the people who’ve chosen to walk with God, will spend eternity with Him.  In fact, King David writes about these same things in PSALM 102:25-26, and The Old Testament prophet Isaiah talks about these same things in ISAIAH 65:17, and in The New Testament … in SECOND PETER 3:5-13, the Apostle Peter also writes about them.

As I’ve told you in our two previous studies of MARK 13, I’m not an end times scholar … but I want to encourage us, as maturing followers of Jesus Christ, to not get caught up in end times charts, formulas, and in end times projections and predictions … but again, let me pound this wisdom of God into your hearts and into your minds by challenging you to make the choice to KEEP YOUR EYES STEADILY FOCUSED ON JESUS CHRIST … TO GET READY AND STAY READY.  Because, listen to me … these events leading up to and then following Jesus Christ’s return won’t be on some kind of a predictable timetable – BUT THEY WILL HAPPEN IN SUCCESSION.  Do you see it?

Gang, let’s take seriously the truth that God is being patient with us, and in fact, that God is being patient with everyone on the earth right now … with you and with the person sitting next to you … because He wants as many people as possible to come into relationship and into fellowship with Him.  But we need to also know, and hold onto as truth, the reality that A DAY IS COMING when God’s patience is going to come to an end, and like the door eventually closed on Noah’s ark and nobody else could get in, and then the rains began … that someday, when God’s patience and longsuffering with this world has run it’s course, we need to believe with all of our hearts and minds that there will be an end of days … and that at a time appointed and known only to God the Father, a line will be drawn in the sand of history and every person alive at that point in time will either chosen to spend eternity with God, or choose to spend eternity separated from God.

And so with this perspective, when Jesus says in v. 31 … Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words will not pass away … I see another place where Jesus is saying that He’s part of the eternal reality of the Triunity … GOD THE FATHER, GOD THE SON, JESUS CHRIST, AND GOD THE HOLY SPIRIT … the God Who, in eternity, transcends the PAST, Who in eternity transcends the PRESENT, and Who in eternity transcends the FUTURE.  And I see our THIRD FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON
 
Because our God is the God of eternity, He’s involved in every dimension of time.  Maturing followers of Jesus Christ … CHOOSE to allow God heal their PASTS, CHOOSE to live with God moment-by-moment in their PRESENTS, and CHOOSE to trust God with their FUTURES. 

And now in vv. 32-33 Jesus tells us, one more time, as His followers to stay alert, and to watch for His activity, and for His return.

MARK 13:32-33 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

32 But of that day or hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but the Father alone.
33 “Take heed, keep on the alert; for you do not know when the appointed time will come.
 
Since Jesus Christ is the Son of God, how could He not know the day and the hour that all of these things will happen?  I mean, as God, doesn’t Jesus Christ know all things?  Friends, here’s the deal … the reason Jesus says He doesn’t know these details of the end times, isn’t because He gave up His OMNISCIENCE, or His ability to know all things.  The reason Jesus says He doesn’t know these details of end times is because He voluntarily, in submission to the plans and the workings of God the Father, restricted His knowledge of the end time events.

So instead of laying out all the specific details of what is going to happen, Jesus calls us as His followers to take heed and to stay alert because if we choose to live any other way we’ll be unprepared when the cosmic shifts of the end times happen.  Oh, some things will happen that even the person who takes heed and stays alert won’t be expecting … none of us has a crystal ball.  But the people who get overtaken when the end times begin, will be the same people who fail to take heed and stay alert … they’ll be the people who live like there’s a today, but no tomorrow.
  
ILLUSTRATION … Do you know what you name means?  I remember looking my name up in a book when I was in grade school and seeing that my name Gregg, and it’s root word, the name Gregory, comes from the ancient Greek word gregoruo … which means “to watch.”  So I’ve got this built-in reminder to stay alert, eager, watchful, and ready for Jesus Christ’s coming.

So whenever you think of me, or of anyone else named Greg, Gregg, or Gregory (ie., 2nd Street’s Greg Taylor or James or Sylvia Gregory) be reminded that Jesus Christ calls His followers to watch.

Here’s the ATTITUDE, POSTURE, and the FOUNDATION Jesus is calling you and me as His followers to have … a place where we’re able to say with all CONFIDENCE, with all TRUST, with all FAITH, and with all HOPE, “I don’t know WHEN Jesus Christ is coming back, but I’m going to STAY ALERT, AND WATCHFUL for His coming … I’m going TO GET READY AND STAY READY.”

Now, in vv. 34-37 Jesus tells us a parable about a Master and his servants to SHOW US what He’s been TELLING US.  The PARABLE OF THE FIG TREE Jesus told earlier instructed us as His followers to watch and to know the signs of the times.  And in this parable, often referred to as the PARABLE OF THE HOUSEHOLDER, Jesus challenges us to be concerned with how we’re living in the here and now until He returns.

MARK 13:34-37 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

34 It is like a man away on a journey, who upon leaving his house and putting his slaves in charge, assigning to each one his task, also commanded the doorkeeper to stay on the alert.
35-36 Therefore, be on the alert – for you do not know when the master of the house is coming, whether in the evening, at midnight, or when the rooster crows, or in the morning – in case he should come suddenly and find you asleep.
37 What I say to you I say to all, ‘Be on the alert!’”

The PARABLE OF THE HOUSEHOLDER is totally unique to MARK.  Jesus is about to die, be resurrected, and then return to heaven … and in this parable He likens Himself to a man going away on a journey — and before he leaves he gives some important things over to the watchful eyes and the trusted care of his servants … even appoint-ing a doorkeeper to stay on the alert, so that no one, not even the doorkeeper would be surprised by his return.

The PARABLE OF THE HOUSEHOLDER reminds me of the words Jesus used to wrap up another teaching, this one, NOT AT THE END of His life and ministry here on earth, BUT AT THE BEGINNING.  It’s often referred to as THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT … it’s Jesus Christ’s longest recorded teaching, and it’s found in MATTHEW 5-6-7.  Here are the words Jesus uses to end THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT … 

MATTHEW 7:24-27 (CONTEMPORARY ENGLISH VERSION)

24 Anyone who hears and obeys these teachings of Mine is like a wise person who built a house on solid rock.
25 Rain poured down, rivers flooded, and winds beat against that house.  But it did not fall, because it was built on solid rock. 
26 Anyone who hears My teachings and doesn’t obey them is like a foolish person who built a house on sand.
27 The rain poured down, the rivers flooded, and the winds blew and beat against that house.  Finally, it fell with a crash. 

Jesus is telling us here that every single one of us will make choices about how and on what we’re going to build our lives.  We can build our lives on something permanent … or something that will give way when the rough winds of life come our way.

I believe that most of us gathered here this morning are looking for help in this life.  We may not admit it to themselves, or to another person, but I believe most of us are wondering “What’s my life all about?  How can I make sense of the hard things going on in my life right now?  What’s the actual purpose of my life?”  And there are lots of different PEOPLE, and lots of different PLACES, and lots of different THINGS we can go to in this quest to try and find answers to these questions.

Some of us try to find fulfillment or temporary happiness in things like drugs, alcohol, or food, gambling, or sex.  Other people try to find fulfillment by taking classes, joining gyms … doing things to try and expand their horizons.

Other of us, wanting to escape the pain, the monotony, and the challenges of life, try to find peace and answers to the pressing answers of life by doing harmless things like going to movies, or by watching sports, or by spending hours and hours surfing the Internet.

Some of us look for fulfillment in our families.  We get married, or start having kids … all with the hope that somehow, other people and our connection with them will bring us the life of self-actualization we’re looking for, longing for, hoping for, or maybe even praying for.  And again, these things can be good … but they don’t hold the answers to life and purpose we’re looking for.

Others of us try to find purpose, meaning, and fulfillment in belief systems like Islam, Buddhism, or Hinduism … or by connecting with self-help gurus like Deepak Chopra or Tony Robbins.

But it doesn’t take long before we find out that when we choose to build our lives on ANYTHING other than on the Jesus Christ and on the truths of God’s Word, all these other things will always turn out to be what Jesus calls here, shifting sand.  Because the only thing that will last and will carry us through is faith in Jesus Christ and building our lives on God and on the rock-solid truths of God’s Word.

And friends, THIS IS THE REALITY OF THE GOSPEL … that Jesus Christ stepped out of heaven and stepped into the world, so that He could step into our lives.  Will you open yourself up to the claims of the Gospel in new ways, in deeper ways, in more complete ways, in more surrendered ways here this morning?

At the beginning of this morning’s teaching I told you that as we move through these final fourteen verses of MARK 13, the meta-narrative, and the over-arching theme I believe Jesus Christ wants to talk with each of us about is about the PAST, the PRESENT, and the FUTURE, and what it means to trust God in all three of these “time zones” of our lives that we so often find ourselves wrestling with.  What joy and peace we experience when we let go of the pain, the shame, the losses, the guilt, and even the successes of the PAST … and what joy and peace we experience when we let go of the anxiety, the worry, the fears, and the “what ifs” of the FUTURE … and what joy and peace we experience when we settle into, really settle into, the PRESENT, into the HERE AND NOW of our life with Jesus Christ.

I love how The Old Testament prophet Jeremiah talks about God holding all the dimensions of our lives in His hands …

JEREMIAH 29:11-13 (THE MESSAGE)

11-13 [God says] I know what I'm doing.  I have it all planned out-plans to take care of you, not abandon you, plans to give you the future you hope for.  When you call on Me, when you come and pray to Me, I'll listen.  When you come looking for Me, you'll find Me. [emphasis added]

Let’s close our time together this morning by surrendering all three of these time-periods of our lives to God …

1. AN UNRESOLVED PAST … relationships, shame, suffering, loss, guilt, abandonment, abuse, more …

2. AN UNSETTLED PRESENT … relationships, addictions, economic uncertainty, change, transition, health issues, jobs, kids, grandkids, parents, unanswered prayers, and more …

3. [bookmark: _GoBack]AN UNCERTAIN FUTURE … anxiety, relationships, fear, health issues, “end times”, kids, grandkids, parents, and more …

Blessed be the Word of the Lord.

NEXT SUNDAY Gregg Lamm will teach from MARK 14:1-21 … INVITE A FRIEND WHO DOESN’T ALREADY HAVE A CHURCH HOME TO COME WITH YOU … AND SHOW UP PRAYING AND EXPECTING! 
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