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Scripture Text:  Mark 13:1-37 
  
 
 
Start with an Earthquake, Then Build to a Climax 
 
The title of this sermon comes from a statement made by the epic movie director Cecil B. De 
Mille in response to a question about how to make a successful movie – Start with an earthquake, 
then build to a climax.  Today’s text certainly seems to follow his advice. 
 
Often called the “Little Apocalypse” the thirteenth chapter of the Gospel of Mark has a long and 
checkered history of interpretation and use.  New Testament scholar Lamar Williamson has 
captured a bit of that history in his opening remarks on this chapter that he called, “a happy 
hunting ground for persons fascinated by the end of the world;” and “[a] chapter [that] is largely 
ignored by pragmatists, activists, believers in progress, and all who dismiss preoccupation with 
the end of the world as a juvenile state of human development or an aberration of unbalanced 
minds.” 1  
 
And yet, here it is the Lectionary Reading for the First Sunday of Advent.  A Sunday that often, 
as it does this year, comes in the middle of the long Thanksgiving Holiday weekend where we as 
a nation pause to gather with family and friends for one or a series of large communal meals put 
on for the purpose of counting our many blessings and stopping to say a word or two of thanks 
before we head out to the stores to join the vast throngs of shoppers on Black Friday who will 
“officially” kick off the Christmas Season by searching out the best deals on all of those gifts we 
will share with each other in less than a month.   
 
What a disconnect it seems to be.  Out there it is a festive atmosphere of twenty four hours a day, 
seven days a week non-stop Christmas music radio, television ads that proclaim that it is the 
most wonderful time of the year – to buy a Nissan, and parades and festivals that breathlessly 
celebrate and eagerly anticipate the coming of Christmas; while in here and in sanctuaries all 
across the world on this first Sunday of Advent we are treated to wars and pestilence, famine and 
false prophets, a darkened sun, falling stars and the powers of heaven shaken, and the command 
to keep awake for the second coming of Christ.  Is it any wonder that we who proclaim faith in 
Christ as Messiah and who call ourselves disciples of this Messiah are often looked at as though 
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we are either out of touch with the rest of the world at best or simply crazy for hanging on to 
such ancient and frightening texts as if they had some meaning in our modern world at worst?      
 
But, before we all sink into some pit of despair over the fact that we seem to be out of touch or 
because we are faced with having to deal with such a text as the thirteenth chapter of the Gospel 
of Mark, let us take some time to explore what is being said in today’s reading and what insight, 
if any, we might be able to gain for ourselves and our lives right here and now.   
 
The basic structure of this text is that there are three distinct segments to this chapter.  The first 
segment encompasses the first four verses of the chapter and is to be seen as a transition for it 
marks the final time in the Gospel of Mark that Jesus and the disciples will set foot in the temple.  
While the focal point of this section is the temple – its stated structural magnificence and the 
prediction of its destruction – the overall purpose of this short segment is to draw the attention of 
the hearer or reader away from the temple as the current, for the time of Jesus, focus of God’s 
presence in the world and toward the coming, but not yet arrived, reality of God’s presence in the 
world in the person of the risen and royal Messiah who will come at the end of time to 
consummate God’s original purpose for creation.  Included in this portion of the chapter are the 
questions posed by a few of the disciples about when this destruction will occur and what signs 
will there be to proclaim that all of this has come to pass.  The remaining thirty-three verses of 
the chapter then become Jesus’ longest discourse in the Gospel of Mark and become the 
response, if obliquely so, to those questions.   
 
Broken into two segments, the first a series of warnings against deceptive signs of the end time 
and the second a series of three definitive statements about the second coming of Christ, this 
remaining large portion of Mark’s thirteenth chapter proclaims two distinct statements in 
response to the disciples questions of when this will all happen and what signs there will be.  As 
to when, the response is not yet; and as to what signs will be offered, the response is that 
focusing on signs as a means of predicting when this will all happen is inappropriate but being 
alert to the ultimate coming of Christ is.   
 
Much has been made, over the years, about all of the scary language that is contained in this 
portion of Mark’s Gospel.  And much of what has been said is, in my opinion, either misguided 
in its attempts to downplay the severity of the language or misinformed about what is actually 
being said.  The important thing to notice is that all of the language about wars, earthquakes, 
famines, family turning against family, and the commands to flee to the hills to avoid the horrible 
suffering that is to come is all bracketed in front and back by two clear warnings – “Beware that 
no one leads you astray; and do not believe the claims of those coming as false Messiahs but be 
alert.”  This means that this entire section is not to be read and understood as a laundry list of 
particular signs that indicate that we are in the last days or that Christ is about to come but rather 
it is to be read in the context of when the Gospel of Mark was written  and understand that at that 
time, as is still the case today, all sorts of bad events were and would occur and all sorts of 
people would proclaim that they had special knowledge about those events that indicated without 
a doubt that the end was coming.  In other words the important point to gain from this portion of 
the gospel of Mark is that anyone who claims to know when and how the end will come is 
wrong and that we as disciples of Christ are to be wary of all such claims just as has been the 
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case since Jesus told the disciples this very same message on the Mount of Olives so many years 
ago.   
 
But, as if in complete contradiction to this strong statement to be wary of those who claim to 
know when because of this sign or that event, the very next thing out of Jesus’ mouth to the 
disciples is to learn the lesson of the fig tree.   But the lesson of the fig tree is not about 
predicting the coming of Summer any more than any particular war in any particular portion of 
this world is the predictor of the end of the world; rather the lesson of the fig tree is simply that 
something is about to happen and our response is not to fret about when but be about the task of 
preparation.   
 
Years ago, when Kate and I lived in the Sonoma wine region of Northern California, we had 
many opportunities to travel around the many hills and valleys of that area and explore its large 
array of vineyards and wineries.  One particular favorite spot of ours, at that time, was a small 
winery call Hop Kiln.  It was so named because the main part of the winery was situated in a 
former kiln that was used in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century to dry hops, a crop 
once as prevalent to that area as grape vines are now.  While the wine was decent and the 
building fascinating, one of my favorite parts of that particular winery was the ancient fig tree 
that seemed to dwarf this old hop kiln.  So large was this tree that it was possible during the 
hottest of summer days to have a picnic at one of the tables that sat beneath the tree and that was 
entirely shaded by the giant limbs of this ancient fig and thus remained quite a bit cooler than the 
surrounding sunny area.   But for all of its size and for all of its many years the great tangle of 
branches that made up its canopy were quite supple and tender, but only during the spring and 
summer months when they were either preparing for or growing the wonderful figs that it 
produced year after year.  Starting in mid fall around this time of year until about mid April the 
nature of the branches of the fig tree changed from supple tender limbs to hard and rigid 
branches that would droop down a just enough to make it almost impossible to get to the shaded 
picnic tables at its base.  The lesson of the fig tree was that when the weather turned from Fall 
and Winter to Spring and Summer the branches of the fig trees would once again reclaim their 
tender feel as the sap began to run through them and this change would announce the coming of 
summer and the emergence of the sweet figs that would enliven the diets of people who had for 
half the year been deprived of their taste.  And so the softening of the branches was expectantly 
waited for as a sign of new life and the return, once again of a time of warmth and harvest.  And 
none could predict the exact time of the first fruit or the exact moment of the first harvest of figs; 
but all could have faith that that time was near, that it would come, and that they needed to be 
watchful and ready lest they miss the opportunity to savor this delicacy that would come and go 
whether they were ready or not.  
 
And that at its very core is the message of this text.  As scary as it sounds, as off tempo to the 
times as it seems on the First Sunday of Advent the clear message of this text is neither scary nor 
off tempo, rather it is a message of profound comfort, a message of profound faith, and a 
message of profound challenge.  While there is no way to predict and claim when Christ will 
come in glory the profound comfort of our faith is that Christ will come in glory.  But while we 
may rely on that message we are not to relax, but in the same way that the people of Jesus’ time 
would expectantly and vigilantly await the first figs of the season to brighten their meals the first 
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hearers of this gospel and we right here and now are called to do the same in preparation for 
Christ’s second coming.  
 
So on this First Sunday of Advent when we begin a journey toward Bethlehem and the 
welcoming of an infant we do so by reminding ourselves that the journey to Bethlehem was not 
the end but only a waypoint along a much longer journey of faith.   A journey that will take us 
not only to a cross but also to the time when Christ will come again.  Our task along the way is to 
keep alert to all that God through Christ is doing so that at the end we can celebrate one with 
another the never ending love of our creator, redeemer and sustainer.   
 
 
Amen. 
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