
PROMISES 
Mark 13:24-37  

 
 It is what you do when you don’t have to that makes all the difference when it is too late.  
So, how do you get ready if you don’t know what is coming?  There is another saying that tells 
us that being forewarned is being forearmed.  That’s all well and good, but how can we figure 
out that for which we should prepare?  
 In a real sense we already know some things that are going to happen.  We may not know 
when or the exact details of the events, but we can predict that certain things will occur.  Instead 
of wringing our hands about what we don’t know, we can certainly prepare for the future using 
what we do know.    
 In the final week of the earthly ministry of Jesus, He gave His disciples a forewarning of 
hard times that would be coming in the next few decades.  Perhaps we can find some general 
principles of how to prepare for times when the problems of life are overwhelming.    
 The setting of this account from Mark is toward the end of the events that happened on 
Tuesday (third day) of the week of the crucifixion.  Jesus rode into Jerusalem on the first day of 
the week on a donkey, He came back on Monday and took action that fulfilled the prophecy from 
Malachi that “the Lord would suddenly come to His temple” by cleansing the temple’s outer 
court of the money changers and those who bought and sold.  He came back on the third day and 
the religious leaders had people in place to try to discredit Him.  That did not work and they left 
Jesus in the temple area where he was interacting with some of His disciples who were 
impressed with the magnificence of the temple.   
 Their observations regarding the temple initiated additional prophetic teaching from Jesus 
regarding what would happen to the temple where we find that familiar statement “Do you see 
these great buildings? Not one stone will be left upon another which will not be torn down.”  
 We don’t normally think in terms of “what is the worst possible thing that might 
happen?”  Sometimes it is useful to ask such questions in an effort to think about “how we would 
respond in case something like a nuclear explosion were to occur in one of our large cities.”  The 
temple in Jerusalem was a massive structure and the idea of it being leveled to the point of not 
one stone being left on another would be like considering the World Trade Center coming down.  
It is helpful to give some consideration as to what we would do if a tragedy were to happen to us.   
Thinking about what could happen will help us be better prepared for what will happen.   
 Admittedly, Jesus was not talking about some hypothetical occurrence, but it was a 
forewarning of what was to come.  Something this drastic happening would likely be 
accompanied by other things that should be considered.  For example, what might precede such 
an event or what might happen following such an event?  Jesus certainly had the attention of 
Peter, James, John and Andrew.  Their curiosity led to questions.  The answers Jesus gave 
revealed other cautions that we should heed. 
 Jesus warned them about being misled by those claiming to have special insight about 
events happening in the world and even some people interpreting every event as evidence that 
the end is near.  We could add to that warning that we should be careful to properly interpret the 
promises and prophetic statements such as those in this present study and apply them to the right 
time frame and to recognize what statements are to be taken as literal and what is to be taken as 
figurative.   
 We also find in this discourse about what was going to occur that would personally 
impact those early followers of Jesus during the next several decades.  For example, there would 



be persecution and betrayals and many would be hated and would die for their beliefs.  Some of 
Jesus’ followers would proclaim the message of the kingdom to people who occupied position of 
power in the secular world.  
 Jesus also emphasized to them the need to pay attention to what was going on around 
them – especially to those who would be still be in the Jerusalem area when this terrible 
tribulation period that would result in the destruction of the temple started.  There was a “sign” 
which Jesus called the “abomination of desolation being where it should not be” that would be a 
signal to leave the area and to go where it was safe.  
 It is important to keep in mind that Jesus was addressing a specific set of questions about 
what was to happen in Judea and particularly in Jerusalem and specifically regarding the temple.  
The writings of John Gill give us some insight into this.  The destruction of Jerusalem would be 
part of the “revealing” that would confirm Jesus was the Messiah and this was not something that 
would be hidden.  It would be like the lightning that occurs in the sky – it would be seen by all.  
According to Gill, in writing about the destruction of Jerusalem: “which must be understood not 
of his last coming to judgment, but of his coming in his wrath and vengeance to destroy that 
people, their nation, city, and temple.” 
 When we are facing overwhelming conditions in life, it is most important that we know 
the facts of what can and will happen and not be relying on hearsay and urban legends.  With that 
in mind, let’s examine the Scripture passage as to what it does state and resist reading into it 
what fits a popular and even generally accepted interpretation of the words we read.   
 
Seen! (13:24-27) 
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. 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.  Mark 13:24-27 (NASB95) 
 We find similar words in Matthew’s account of this conversation of Jesus that includes 
the words “immediately after the tribulation of those days.”  The first Greek word (of verse 24) 
used in Mark’s account is “alla” and is normally translated as “but” or “and.”  The Greek word 
used in Matthew’s account (24:29) is “de” and is normally translated as “but” or “and” and very 
rarely as “immediately.”   
 The Greek word that is translated as “after” in both accounts is “meta” and that normally 
means “with” or “among.”  Those first several words could simply mean, “And associated with 
that tribulation, etc.”   
 For our understanding, we need to address the question of what “tribulation” did Jesus 
mean.  If we just take what Jesus said earlier in this discourse (Mark 13:19) and use the most 
obvious interpretation, then the “trouble” that was to come upon Jerusalem was the worst 
tribulation that had ever happened up to that time and worse than anything that would occur 
later.   

“For those days will be a time of tribulation such as has not occurred since the beginning of the creation 
which God created until now, and never will.” 

However, some teach that there is a greater tribulation that is to come sometime in the future 
during the time of the Anti-Christ rising to power.  In order to come to that conclusion, then they 
must make some “not-so-obvious” assumptions that are contrary to what Jesus said.  The 
argument that is made is typically couched in terms of “there may be another fulfillment of this 
prophecy in connection with the return of Christ.”  Could that argument be termed 
“speculation?”   



 While we can appropriately argue that what Jesus said regarding how terrible that 
tribulation would be should be taken “literally,” we should be careful regarding how literally we 
take the very next part of what He said about the sun, moon, and stars.  I have heard Bible 
teachers strongly claim that this statement should be taken literally except for the stars falling 
which should be thought of as meteorites showers.   
 Albert Barnes Notes Commentary observes that “the images here used are not to be taken 
literally. They are often used by the sacred writers to denote any great calamities. As the 
darkening of the sun and moon, and the falling of the stars would be an inexpressible calamity, 
so any great catastrophe, any overturning of kingdoms or cities, or dethroning of kings and 
princes, is represented by the darkening of the sun and moon, and by some terrible convulsion in 
the elements. Thus the destruction of Babylon is foretold in similar terms, Isa 13:10; and of Tyre, 
Isa 24:23. The slaughter in Bozrah and Idumea is predicted in the same language, Isa 34:4.” 
 John Gill makes a similar observation. “Shall the sun be darkened: not in a literal but in a 
figurative sense.”  Gill suggested that this was a reference to the departure of the Shekinah or 
divine presence in the temple.  Regarding the moon, Gill related that to the cessations of the 
ceremonial law observances which were abolished at the death of Christ but did not stop until the 
destruction of the temple.  Reference to the stars meant the Jewish rabbis and experts in the 
interpretation of the Talmud who had already departed from the word of God and had set up their 
traditions above the law with vain and senseless interpretations.  The idea of the shaking of the 
powers of the heavens was thought to be a reference to the ordinances of the legal dispensation 
which ceased to be observed and have been replaced by the reality to which these practices 
pointed.   
 The comment regarding the sun, moon and stars are thought by some to be a reference to 
a physical occurrence that would take place before the Second Coming of Christ.  The 
explanation of what He meant is likely found in the words immediately following the comment. 
Specifically: “the powers that are in the heavens will be shaken.”   What does that mean?  If we 
put this in context of the comments that Paul made (“we battle not against flesh and blood, but 
against power and principalities in the heavens”) then we see that Jesus is talking about spiritual 
things rather than  physical things.  
 With regard to people being able to see the Son of Man coming in the clouds, most 
writers link this to the Second Coming of Christ.  They argue that the word “then” that starts 
verses 26 and 27 would support an interpretation of a long time delay; however, the word 
translated then can also mean “at that time.”  If these are related only to the events of the 
desolation by the Romans (immediately following the destruction of Jerusalem) then the 
appearing would be symbolic or as John Gill writes “and He shall appear, not in person, but in 
the power of his wrath and vengeance, on the Jewish nation which will be a full sign and proof of 
his being come.”   
 What do we do with the phrase “coming in the clouds?”  Did Jesus have the Second 
Coming in mind or does “coming on clouds” have a different meaning?  If we look ahead about 
three days from this time, we find that Jesus used this same phrase when He was questioned by 
Caiaphas and the Sanhedrin that condemned Him to death.  Jesus said to them “You will see the 
Son of Man sitting on the right hand of the power, and coming upon the clouds of the heaven.”  
Caiaphas and the court well knew, clouds were common Old Testament symbols pointing to God 



as the sovereign judge of the nations.  This same symbolism was used by Isaiah (19:1) regarding 
God’s judgment on Egypt.  Did the Egyptians literally see God riding on a cloud?  It is figurative 
speech.  Did Caiaphas and the leader of the Jews who condemned Jesus to death literally see 
Him coming upon the clouds of heaven?  Again, it is figurative speech.   
 Surely, the verse related to sending the angels to gather the elect from the four winds 
must refer to the return of the Jews to their homeland.  This is the popular interpretation in most 
of the writing today.  Those who apply this passage to the end time (end of the world rather than 
end of the age) and believe that the “elect” are the Jews rather and those who accept Christ as 
Lord and Savior.  However, if we read this simply as it is stated and accept the chronology as 
being immediately after the desolation of the temple by the Romans, then this verse refers to the 
messengers (translation of the word angels) who proclaimed the gospel (the loud trumpet call) to 
bring together those who responded to God’s invitation to salvation.   
 
Be Assured (13:28-31) 
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. 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.   Mark 13:28-31 (NASB95) 
 If we will just notice what is happening around us, we can discern when problems might 
be developing.  If the concern is about health or aging, then we should not ignore the obvious 
signs that we are heading for problems.  If the concern is with regard to economic problems, 
either personally or in our nation, then there are a number of things we can watch for that will let 
us know that conditions might become overwhelming if we are not prepared.  In the same way, 
the Christians of that day could see the building unrest of the Jews that would prompt the 
Romans to take drastic action against Jerusalem.   
 In the NAS and the RSV translations, verse 29 says “recognize that He is near.”  Most 
other translations render this as “recognize that it is near.”  A word-for-word translation from the 
Greek would come closer to saying “recognize that is near.”   
 Both Mark and Matthew wrote about the immediacy of the events as seen in the 
statement “this generation shall not pass away before all these things happen.”  However, Mark 
does not include the information found in Matthew’s account that two shall be in the field and 
one shall be taken the other left behind.  This is widely quoted as what will happen in the rapture 
of the church.  However, a more traditional interpretation of this statement was related to the 
conscription of workers by the Romans to work on the attack on Jerusalem.  So, in this context, 
being taken was definitely a negative thing.   
 
Stay Ready (13:32-37) 
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. 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 “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— 36 in 
case he should come suddenly and find you asleep. 37 “What I say to you I say to all, ‘Be on the alert!’ ”  Mark 
13:32-37 (NASB95) 
 The warning to watch was clearly given to the followers of Christ so that they would not 



get caught up in the destruction that would come upon Jerusalem but would be ready to flee into 
the mountains and to get away from what would follow.   
 It has certainly been the case that many have applied this passage to our present day 
situation in which being ready would involve having the right spiritual condition in our lives.  
We can certainly apply the message of staying faithful to what we know to be the truth when we 
find ourselves in overwhelming situations.  When times are rough and things are not going well, 
we may be tempted to “try anything” that we think might help.  We can get ourselves in a lot of 
extra problems if we do not remain true to the truth.   
 There may be many other things we can do to prepare ourselves for overwhelming 
situations, but we should certain apply these truths that are implied in the advice Jesus gave us.  
We start with a realization that horrible things can happen, we need to be on guard to not believe 
everything we hear, we should trust God to provide for our needs, have a plan based on truth, 
keep a positive outlook and remain faithful to the truth.    
   
 


