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Focus: Mark sought to provide comfort to his community experiencing the destruction of 
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joy and confidence as we trust in God’s promises and God’s mercy as revealed in 
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Mark 13:1-8 

13As [Jesus] came out of the temple, one of his disciples said to him, “Look, Teacher, 
what large stones and what large buildings!” 2Then Jesus asked him, “Do you see these 
great buildings? Not one stone will be left here upon another; all will be thrown down.” 

3When he was sitting on the Mount of Olives opposite the temple, Peter, James, John, 
and Andrew asked him privately, 4“Tell us, when will this be, and what will be the sign 
that all these things are about to be accomplished?” 5Then Jesus began to say to them, 
“Beware that no one leads you astray. 6Many will come in my name and say, ‘I am he!’ 
and they will lead many astray. 7When you hear of wars and rumors of wars, do not be 
alarmed; this must take place, but the end is still to come. 8For nation will rise against 
nation, and kingdom against kingdom; there will be earthquakes in various places; there 
will be famines. This is but the beginning of the birthpangs.  

 

Opening: What’s a “Non-sequitur?” 

 

What do you do when you’re having a conversation with someone, and you think 

that you’re understanding each other but then you ask a question or you say something 

and the thing that that person says does not follow at all with what you just said? 

• “What's it like outside?”  

o "It's 2:00 o’clock."  

That’s weird, right?  

Did they just not hear you? Should you repeat yourself? You are confused 

because you think that you two have been understanding each other. 

Or maybe it was intentional—this thing that they said that does not follow. Maybe 

this person did not answer your question on purpose. Maybe it was because you are the 

one who is off track or not following. Maybe this person, by not responding directly to 

your comment or question is wanting to redirect you to where they want the 

conversation to go or what they think is most important. 

This kind of gap in a conversation is called a “non-sequitur.” The term or 

phrase is from Latin and literally means “It does not follow.” It’s from the verb for to 
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follow; non, of course, means “not,” so non-sequitur is something does not follow. It 

occurs when one thing in a conversation doesn’t seem to follow the thing before it. (It 

can also describe a fallacy or an illogical conclusion.)  

As we said, there can be more than one reason why this occurs—from a person 

simply not hearing what was said to something more intentional to redirect the 

conversation. Maybe it’s intentional.  

There are two gaps in the conversation with Jesus and his disciples in this 

passage from Mark that we could describe as non-sequiturs. One disciple makes a 

remark about the temple: 

• “Look, Teacher, what large stones and what large buildings!” (Mark 

13:1). 

Given the comment about the grandeur of the temple, wouldn’t you expect a 

comment in reply acknowledging something about their size? For instance, that could 

be. . .“Oh my goodness—you’re right—this is amazing!”  

First of all, that would be entirely fitting because the size and construction of the 

temple are a marvel. Today, tourists can see some of these massive stones, at least the 

ones used to build merely the retaining wall for the temple compound. These cut, 

quarried blocks of limestone are so big - some are 50 feet wide, 25 feet high, and 15 

feet deep – that modern construction cranes could not lift them. Archaeologists are still 

not completely certain how these stones were cut, transported, and placed with such 

precision that they don't even need mortar. There’s nothing holding the stones together 

except for their own weight.1   

Instead, there’s sort of an odd response from Jesus:  

• “Do you see these great buildings? Not one stone will be left here upon 

another; all will be thrown down” (Mark 13:2).  

That comment doesn’t really seem to follow; the unnamed disciple is talking 

about the grandeur of the temple, while Jesus says it’s coming down. 

 

I wonder how this must have sounded to the disciples. At the very least, it didn’t 

make sense—it was confusing. It must have been shocking. It must have been so hard 

to hear--so unimaginable. If the temple was truly this grand and had been the center of 

religious and community life for so long, it must have been so hard to hear.  

 
1 David Guzik, Mark 13 Olivet Discourses.  
http://biblehub.com/commentaries/guzik/commentaries/4113.htm 
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 That seems like a non-sequitur—like the comment does not follow. The 

comment doesn’t seem to make sense.  

 

But as striking or as nonsensical as Jesus’ response may have been, let’s 

suppose he did her the comment and did reply intentionally. What would that suggest?  

Jesus uses a disciple's awe at the temple as a prompt for reminding them that 

even these amazing buildings are temporary.  

 

There’s another non-sequitur in the passage. The conversation continues (in vv. 

3-8), shifting to the Mount of Olives opposite the temple, this time including Peter, 

James, John and Andrew. They ask him privately about when to expect these things 

and what to expect,  

• “Well, when will this be?” and what sign shall we look for? (v. 4) 

First of all, by their question, not even the disciples understand what Jesus 

means. They do not have access to insiders’ knowledge or special information. 

 Secondly, and here’s where the second non-sequitur occurs, they ask a “when” 

question, but Jesus doesn’t give a “When” sort of answer. He gives a warning:  

• “Beware that no one leads you astray” (v. 5b). 

 

How does a when question get answered with a warning? And what does that 

mean or what conclusions might we draw from that?  

 That’s where our earlier reflection about how we make sense of a non-sequitur 

come into play. . . I don’t think that Jesus just didn’t hear the question or didn’t 

understand it. Instead, I think we should pay attention that he doesn’t answer the 

question. Maybe, as we talked about in our hypothetical conversation, Jesus didn’t 

answer that question directly or immediately on purpose.   

 

Maybe the disciples had asked the wrong question. When they ask: "When?" 

Jesus responds with a description of a world that has gone off the rails, full of danger 

and betrayal, an upheaval of society.   

Our designated passage ends at v. 8, but the larger section continues. Jesus’ 

initial response from the section we read today is “Beware” (v. 5) It’s a warning, like 

"Watch out!" This “beware”  in v. 5 is followed by beware, be alert, and beware in verses 

9, 23, and 33, and then the larger passage concludes with “Keep awake” in verses 35 

and 37 at the end of the chapter. As we have talked about in sermons before, repetition 

in a passage, whether you’re reading the Bible or something else, is an indication of 

what’s most important or what the writer is trying to get across. 
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This is a Difficult Passage--The nature of apocalyptic literature 

 Let’s be honest and admit this is a difficult passage. A passage like this—or all of 

chapter 13 of Mark—likely seems to us at least a little weird, somewhat off-putting, and 

unfailingly difficult to read and to preach from. 

If you, like so many, have that kind of reaction to this passage, it’s important to 

recognize that it is a part of a very different genre of literature that is largely unfamiliar to 

us apart from several small sections of the Bible. This kind of writing is called 

apocalyptic literature.  Recognizing the features or the distinctiveness of apocalyptic 

literature will help us get the intent of what Mark’s trying to say.   

 

Apocalyptic literature is highly symbolic and usually written to communities under 

duress and experiencing turmoil, which was true for the community to which Mark wrote 

around the year 70 C.E. Mark is trying to explain the great and cataclysmic event of his 

generation, which was the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple by the Romans. This 

tragedy leaves its indelible mark on both Judaism and the growing movement of 

Christianity.  

And so, when we hear Jesus’ prediction of the destruction of the Temple, what 

would help us to get what Mark is trying to say is to recognize two particular contexts in 

which this was delivered and heard:  

• There is first the story’s function in Mark’s larger story of how Jesus confronts the 

religious powers of his day 

• The second is that when Mark is collecting, collating, and re-telling this story for 

his first-century community that has experienced the destruction of the temple, 

the primary place of connection and worship, he’s trying to help them make 

sense of a recent event that was for his community not unlike the destruction of 

the World Trade Center for twenty-first century believers. 

Mark is focused on responding to questions of how and why and, perhaps most 

importantly, “How does this fit in to God’s larger redemptive purpose and work in 

Jesus?” And haven’t we asked the same thing? Think about how that was for us in 

America 21 years ago—“How did this happen? Why? Where is God in the midst of 

this?” And haven’t we asked the same during this pandemic? 

Where is the Good News in this Passage? 

In our Bible study on this passage on Tuesday, one of the participants asked a 

good question: “Where is the good news in this passage?” 

Amidst the turmoil and upheaval and violence, which are described as things that 

“must take place” (v. 7), seeing or identifying the good news is hard.  

That’s another reason why understanding the genre of apocalyptic literature is 

helpful. As it was addressed to people in times of duress, it casts events in terms of a 
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struggle between good and evil in a larger, cosmic framework. It seeks to give comfort 

to people who are currently suffering or being oppressed. Specifically in this passage, it 

was written to offer comfort to first-century believers struggling to make sense of their 

world and lives. 

The disciples asked the question, “When will this be?” As we said, Jesus doesn’t 

answer that question—or at least not directly or immediately. What he says later in the 

passage—beyond the verses of today’s reading—is that “no one knows”--only God the 

Father (Mark 13:32).  

Jesus’ response, first by not directly answering the “when question” and then by 

later saying “no one knows,” along with the “be alert” or “keep awake” instruction, 

suggests that the time is not as important as the way we live.  

The good news is that God is in charge or God is sovereign or God wins in 

the end. Recognizing that God is revealed in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, 

we are called to live in joy and confidence that God is merciful and gracious. As God’s 

love for us is made known in Jesus, may we continue to joyfully share that love with 

others.   

And the repetition of Jesus’ warning to “beware” or “be alert” or keep watch—let 

us keep alert to what God is doing in the world and participate or share in what God is 

doing. Let us focus our eyes on where God is at work and where we may share in that 

work or activity of God.   

We are called to live now, allowing the promises of God about the future to infuse 

our every present moment. Because when we live looking for the activity of God here 

and now, we can begin to see it. In an act of kindness of a friend, in an opportunity to 

help another, in the outreach ministry of a congregation, in the chance to listen deeply 

to the hurt of another. God shows up in all kinds of places, working with us, for us, 

through us, and in us. That’s part of the “be alert” heads up. We just have to look.2 

In a wacky and hard-to-understand passage, placing our trust in the promises 

and character of God is Good News. Thanks be to God.  

 

 
2 David Lose, reflection on Mark 13:1-4, posted Oct. 6, 2012 under “Daily Bread” at in the Meantime. 
http://www.davidlose.net/2012/10/mark-13-1-4/ 


