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Mark Chapter 13 -- The Olivet Discourse 

 
Chapter 13 of Mark's Gospel is known as the Olivet Discourse, so named because Jesus was on 
the Mount of Olives when He delivered this message to His disciples (v. 3).  It is the longest 
block of Jesus' teaching that Mark records, and commentators note that it is in the form of a 
final discourse, a farewell address of sorts, similar to that of other biblical figures (Jacob in 
Genesis 49, Moses in Deuteronomy 32-33, Joshua in Joshua 23, Samuel in 1 Samuel 12, and 
Paul in Acts 20:17-35).  In this passage (along with the parallel passages in Matthew 24 and 
Luke 21:5-36) Jesus is addressing matters concerning the future, and as often is the case with 
prophecy, there is no small debate about interpretation, among both lay readers such as us and 
renowned biblical scholars throughout the world.  In his commentary, William Lane remarks, 
"In the Gospel of Mark there is no passage more problematic than the prophetic discourse of 
Jesus on the destruction of the Temple.  The questions posed by the form and content of the 
chapter and by its relationship to the Gospel as a whole are complex and difficult and have 
been the occasion of an extensive literature" (Lane, p. 444).  Despite the difficulties, there are 
many things upon which commentators do agree.  It is important to remember that Jesus' 
intent was not to give His disciples (and by extension, believers in all ages) this information so 
that they might sit and argue ad nauseum and beat each other over the head about whose 
eschatological views were correct.  He tells His people these things so that we would be 
comforted and encouraged to persevere, "settled and grounded in our faith" as Pastor John 
would say, amid the troubles and persecutions of life, not being unsettled or easily deceived by 
the circumstances or false teaching around us, as we follow Him faithfully and eagerly await His 
most certain return. 
 
The chapter opens with Jesus and the disciples leaving the temple, and at least one disciple (but 
perhaps more, according to Matthew and Luke) marveling at the beauty and grandeur of the 
temple complex.  Herod's temple was indeed a magnificent edifice, and in Jesus' day it had 
been under construction for fifty years and was yet unfinished.  Its circumference was nearly a 
mile, and its enclosure was approximately thirty-five acres.  The stones used in construction 
were enormous; Josephus records that "they made use of stones of forty cubits in magnitude" 
(The Jewish War, 5.189) -- approximately sixty feet long.  Josephus also describes the outward 
face of the temple (the Holy Place, see your diagram) as wanting "nothing that was likely to 
surprise either men's minds or their eyes; for it was covered all over with plates of gold of great 
weight, and, at the first rising of the sun, reflected back a very fiery splendor, and made those 
who forced themselves to look upon it to turn their eyes away, just as they would have done at 
the sun's own rays.  But this temple appeared to strangers, when they were coming to it at a 
distance, like a mountain covered with snow; for as to those parts of it that were not gilt, they 
were exceeding white" (War, 5.222-223).  From these descriptions we can gain an appreciation 
of the beauty and magnitude of this temple that was at the center of first-century Jewish life.  
Imagine then the complete horror and shock that the disciples would have experienced upon 
hearing Jesus' words in v. 2, "Do you see these great buildings?  There will not be left here one  
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stone upon another that will not be thrown down."  This gigantic complex, with its grand, 
gigantic, beautiful stones, which took decades to build and was a spectacle of splendor in its 
day, this temple that was EVERYTHING to the Jews, will be torn to the ground, with not one 
stone left standing upon another.  Do you feel the weight of Jesus' words?  For those of you old 
enough to remember it, think about how you felt the day the World Trade Center Towers 
crumbled to the ground right in front of your eyes on TV, then multiply that feeling a thousand 
times . . . THAT'S what it would have been like for the disciples . . . something that was 
completely unthinkable, a catastrophe of epic proportions. 
 
As we can imagine, the disciples were stunned by Jesus' words.   Jesus has just announced that 
the temple is going to be completely destroyed.  It is important to note the larger context in 
which this conversation takes place.  Jesus had recently cursed the fig tree, using it as an object 
lesson about the temple for His disciples (11:12-14, 20-25); He has been in the temple, 
denouncing the abominable misuses He witnessed there (11:15-18), sparring with and 
pronouncing judgment on the religious leaders responsible for the temple (11:27-12:40); and 
now, because of all this and because of their rejection of Him, He pronounces the final 
judgment that will befall the temple and the city.  Mark draws the events of chapters 11 and 12 
to a grand crescendo here in chapter 13. So, after arriving to the Mount of Olives, Peter, James, 
John, and Andrew come to Him privately and ask the question burning in their minds, "Tell us, 
when will these things be, and what will be the sign when all these things are about to be 
accomplished?" (v. 4)  Notice that the disciples are not asking a complicated question; they are 
asking a timeframe question in response to something startling that Jesus has just told them . . . 
"When?  When will the temple be destroyed?" . . . and along with it, they want to know what 
sign will indicate that it's about to happen.  Though Luke's account (Luke 21:7) is similar to 
Mark's, Matthew's account (Matthew 24:3) is worded slightly differently, and this has led to 
some variations in interpretation.  In Matthew, the disciples are still asking the "when" 
question, but the "sign" question also encompasses "your coming" and "the end of the age".  
Scholars debate . . . which coming?  the Second Coming? or a coming in judgment upon the 
nation/temple similar to OT "comings" of God in judgment (destruction of first temple, exile, 
etc.)?  Which age is ending?  The age of the Jews as a national entity?  The Old Covenant age? 
The world as we know it?  Is there a length of time between the "when" regarding the temple 
destruction and the "when" regarding the "coming and the end of the age"?  Though these 
things are certainly debatable, it's important to remember that the main thrust of the passage 
in context is that the disciples are asking a timeframe question in response to Jesus' prediction 
of the destruction of the temple. 
 
Jesus' response is interesting, and He answers at length.  He begins not by answering the 
"when" question immediately, but by addressing the "sign" issue and, more specifically and 
more importantly, the "how" . . . how the disciples are to respond when they see "sign(s)" 
happening.  In fact, He begins with the admonition in verse 5, "See that no one leads you 
astray."  This is very important; it's a command and an exhortation.  It's a call to guard  
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themselves and cling to the truths they've already been taught. (Doctrine matters!! It helps us 
discern!!)  Then, starting in verse 6 and extending through verse 13, He gives a litany of "signs": 
 

 many false teachers/false Christs will come, leading many astray (v. 6) 
 

 wars and rumors of wars (v. 7) 
 

 nations and kingdoms rising against each other (v. 8) 
 

 earthquakes and famines in various places (v. 8) 
 

 disciples will endure persecutions:  delivered over to councils, beaten in synagogues, 
brought before government leaders and made to stand trial for Jesus' sake, hated by all 
for Jesus' sake  (vv. 9, 11, 13) 

 

 the gospel proclaimed to all nations (v. 10; again an area scholars debate:  all nations in 
the sense of the entire world?  all nations in the sense of both Jews and Gentile nations? 
or all nations in the sense that Paul uses it in Colossians 1:6 and 23, i.e. the known world 
of the first century?) 

 

 betrayal even by close family members, leading to death (v. 12) 
 
 
Though many modern so-called "prophecy teachers"  want to focus heavily on the "signs", 
trying to line them up with current headlines and make roadmaps and timetables of the end 
times, this is definitely not the main point of Jesus' words.  Jesus' point here is a call to 
discipleship and perseverance, as it is throughout the entirety of Mark's Gospel.  He is 
telling them what will happen so that they may be alert and steadfast, finding comfort and 
encouragement in His words as these things begin to unfold: 
 

 "See that no one leads you astray" (v. 5) 
 

 "Do not be alarmed" (v. 7) 
 

 "Do not be anxious beforehand" (v. 11) 
 

 The Holy Spirit will be with you and will give you utterance in your hour of need (v. 11) 
 

 Endure and you will be saved (v. 13) 
 
It important to note that eleven times in verses 5-13 (with a twelfth time implied in v. 9a) Jesus 
says "you," speaking of the disciples.  I point this out because some commentators hold that all  
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the events of this discourse are wholly in the far distant future, i.e. without any first century 
fulfillment.  Though troubles and persecutions are certainly part of the church's experience in 
every age, we cannot divorce Jesus' words here from their first-century audience and context.  
He was telling His disciples of things that would happen in their experience.   It is interesting to 
note too that the "signs" that Jesus speaks of (false christs, wars, governments rising against 
each other, earthquakes, famines) are not signs of "the end" . . . they are actually signs that 
"the end is not yet" (v. 7), and are only "the beginning of the birth pains" (v. 8).   
 
The discourse then continues in verse 14 with one of the most enigmatic of Jesus' statements:  
"when you see the abomination of desolation  standing where it ought not to be (let the reader 
understand) . . . . "  Again, what and/or who constitutes the "abomination of desolation" is 
highly debated.  But a few things can be said in helping us to understand the meaning.  First, 
this is an allusion to several passages found in the book of Daniel (9:27, 11:31, and 12:11) which 
predicted an appalling sacrilege that would take place within the temple.  It is generally agreed 
that the initial fulfillment of Daniel's prophecy was fulfilled in A.D. 168 when Antiochus IV (also 
known as Antiochus Epiphanes, "God Manifest"), the Hellenistic king of the Seleucid dynasty, 
sacrificed a pig over the altar in the Jerusalem temple.  However, the fact that Jesus references  
it here with His disciples indicates that Antiochus' sacrilege was a prefigurement of another 
appalling outrage that was still future in Jesus' day.  A second thing to note is that Jesus says to 
the disciples, "when you see . . .," indicating that this abomination is something that would be 
witnessed within the lifetimes of the disciples .  With this statement He is actually starting to 
answer the "when" question posed earlier in v. 4.  Luke's Gospel correlates this abomination 
with "Jerusalem surrounded by armies" (Luke 21:20), portending the final desolation of the city.  
Also, Jesus localizes His instructions to those in Judea who witness it (v. 14), again offering 
support to a timeframe near in proximity to the disciples.  Thus many commentators identify 
the abomination that Jesus speaks of with the destruction of the city and the temple by the 
Roman general Titus in A.D. 70.  The Roman Legions entered the temple with their standards, 
and Titus raided the Holy Place and carried off its treasures, as was the custom of ancient 
armies as a way of showing that their gods were superior to the gods of their vanquished foes.  
Other commentators identify the abomination somewhat more broadly in the events from A.D. 
66-70 to include activities of the Jewish Zealots in the temple -- which Josephus described as 
"sedition and native hands [being] the first to defile God's sacred precinct" (War, 4.377-388).  
He records that many left the city after the Zealots overtook the temple; the early church 
historian Eusebius also records that many Christians migrated from Jerusalem to Pella (in 
modern Jordan) during this time period in response to a prophecy (presumably this prophecy).  
But again, as we saw earlier, the point of Jesus' words are not to lead us into endless 
speculations about who or what.  Indeed, just for the fact that He does not elaborate on it, 
Jesus seems to expect that His audience will know what He is referring to in regards to this 
abomination, for He then continues His instructions about how to respond to it.  He warns 
them to flee the city, which is significant because besieged people would normally flock to a 
city for safety within its walls (v. 14), rather than flee away from it.  But Jesus commands flight, 
because the city, and the people within its walls, are going to be destroyed (cf. Luke 19:41-44),  
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"for these are the days of vengeance, to fulfill all that is written" (Luke 21:22).  He urges 
immediacy and expediency, not turning back to gather possessions (vv. 15-16), a warning that is 
reminiscent of the one given to Lot in Genesis 19:17.  He expresses compassion for pregnant 
women and nursing mothers (v. 17), and exhorts prayer (v. 18).  He warns of tribulation so 
severe that none would survive were it not for the providence of God in shortening the days (v. 
20a).  And in His mercy, God will shorten the days and preserve a remnant for the sake of His 
elect (v. 20b).  Here we see the impeccable character and faithfulness of God -- incredible 
mercy in the midst of the worst of judgments.  In verses 21 and 22, He again exhorts them not 
to be deceived or led astray by the false christs and false prophets who will arise (vv. 21-22).  
Though at first blush this seems like a bit of redundancy from verses 5 and 6, the context 
suggests that Jesus is admonishing the disciples not to be deterred from fleeing the city by false 
claims that the Messiah has appeared over here or over there to save them.  Then again in 
verse 23, He commands and exhorts them to vigilance and alertness, encouraging them that He 
has told them "all things beforehand".  William Lane notes in his commentary, "The 'all things' 
which Jesus has told them corresponds to the request of the disciples to know when 'these 
things are all to be accomplished' (verse 4).  From this structural perspective the response to 
the question of verse 4 is complete with verse 23.  All that remains is to announce the final 
victory of the Son of Man" (Lane, p. 473). 
 
The discourse then shifts gears.  Lane notes that the Greek word translated "but" in verse 24 is 
"a strong adversative implying a contrast to what has just been said.  It serves to set verses 24-
27 off from the earlier sections of the discourse, and particularly from verses 21-23" (Lane, p. 
473 footnote).  Many commentators believe that in verses 24-27 Jesus is shifting His focus away 
from the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple and toward His Second Coming.  This sets the 
coming of false Messiahs in the previous verses in contrast to the coming of the true Messiah 
here in this section, and the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple in contrast to the final 
crisis at Jesus' return.  Jesus says, "the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light, 
and the stars will be falling from heaven, and the powers in the heavens will be shaken.  And 
then they will see the Son of Man coming in clouds with great power and glory."  Some 
commentators hold that these will be actual, visible celestial phenomena preceding the coming 
of the Son of Man, and this is certainly possible.  Other commentators hold that the language 
and imagery draw heavily from OT passages where cataclysmic judgments are portrayed in this 
manner, but without actual, visible celestial disturbances at their fulfillment (Isaiah 13:10, 34:4; 
Joel 2:10, 31).  Either way, the picture is clear:  the Son of Man will return, visibly and 
unmistakably for all to see, in great power and glory, with His angelic host, and He will come to 
claim what is rightfully His -- His world and His people.   
 
Jesus then brings His teaching to a close in verses 28-36, and again, these are passages which 
scholars debate.  Some believe that these verses pertain in totality to Christ's Second Coming; 
others hold that verses 28-31 refer to the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple, and verses 
32-36 refer to the Second Coming.  The debate centers around the interpretation of "these 
things" in verses 29 and 30, "this generation" in verse 30, and "that day or that hour" in verse  
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32.  For various reasons, I am persuaded that the latter view is likely correct.  Jesus uses an 
example from nature to illustrate His point:  as the production of leaves on a fig tree indicates 
that summer is near, so it will be "when you (speaking to the disciples) see these things taking 
place, you know that it is near, at the very gates."  Jesus is saying that "these things" are the 
harbinger of what is to come.  But then He adds an additional qualifier, one of "when"  . . . 
"Truly, I say to you, this generation will not pass away until all these things take place" (v. 30).  
Proponents of the former view (that this section pertains in totality to the Second Coming) 
interpret "this generation" as the generation that is alive at the time of the Second Coming.  
However, throughout  Mark's Gospel, "this generation" consistently refers to the generation of 
Jesus' contemporaries (8:12,38; 9:19), so it is unlikely that it is being used in a different sense 
here.  Thus the sense seems to be that "these things" in verses 29-30 refer to "these things" 
that are "the beginning of the birth pains" spelled out in verses 5-23, which pertain to the 
destruction of Jerusalem and the dismantling of the temple.  In this manner Jesus has answered 
the disciples' original question of "when?" in verse 4.    In verse 31, He adds divine authority to 
His words; His predictions will surely come to pass. 
 
The final section of the discourse begins, "But concerning that day or that hour . . . " (v. 32).  In 
his commentary, James Edwards notes that in the original Greek this verse begins with an 
explicit adversative that sets it in contrast to the subject of the preceding verses (Edwards, p. 
406).  Thus this indicates that Jesus is again turning His focus away from the destruction of the 
temple and toward His Second Coming.  And His teaching here is very clear . . . no one knows 
"that day or that hour" in which He will return.  This verse should silence end time 
prognosticators and roadmap/timetable makers once and for all, for no matter what they 
predict they will be wrong.  No one knows, and if that were not emphatic enough, Jesus goes on 
to say, "not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father", and further illustrates 
His point with a parable commanding vigilance and productivity in the interim waiting period.  
The phrase "nor the Son" has been the subject of much attention by both liberal and 
conservative scholars for varying reasons throughout the ages, but rightly understood Jesus' 
words should cause us no alarm.  William Lanes' commentary on this section is helpful here 
(and just for clarification, if you are not familiar with the term, the word "parousia" that he 
references is just another term for the Second Coming): 
 

"The accent falls on the words 'no one knows', not on the qualification 'neither the 
angels in heaven nor the Son.'  Very early the clause 'nor the Son' attracted the 
attention of theologians anxious to trace the christological implications in the 
confession of ignorance, but in this context it is accidental with respect to Jesus' 
intention.  His purpose was not to define the limits of his theological knowledge, but 
to indicate that vigilance, not calculation, is required.  If the Son of Man and the angels 
are ignorant of 'that day' it is because nothing allows a presentiment of its coming.  Its 
approach is impossible to discern and so to prepare oneself for it.  In this respect it 
stands in sharp contrast to the destruction of Jerusalem, which could be clearly foreseen  
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and its devastation avoided by flight.  The day of judgment will arrive so suddenly and 
unexpectedly that absolutely no one will have the least warning.  That is why vigilance 
and confident faith are required of the disciples and the Church . . .  Jesus recognized 
one exception . . . 'except the Father'.  The determination of the critical moment of 
intervention rests exclusively with him (cf. Acts 1:6-7).  On this point the Father has not 
delegated his authority to anyone, not even the Son.  The one certainty the disciples 
may have is that the day will come when God will execute his decision to judge the 
world, and for that purpose he will send forth his Son with the hosts of angels (Ch. 8:38, 
13:26-27).  The parousia and the judgment it will inaugurate are matters irrevocably 
decided.  From this perspective the parousia is not conditioned by any other 
consideration than the sovereign decision of the Father, which remains enveloped 
with impenetrable mystery." (Lane, p. 482, emphases mine) 
 
 
Amen to that. Come, Lord Jesus! 
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