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Today’s reading 

Mark 13: 3–16 (“The destruction of the Temple foretold”) 
When he was sitting on the Mount of Olives opposite the temple, Peter, James, John, and 

Andrew asked him privately, ‘Tell us, when will this be, and what will be the sign that all 

these things are about to be accomplished?’ Then Jesus began to say to them, ‘Beware that 

no one leads you astray. Many will come in my name and say, “I am he!” and they will lead 

many astray. When you hear of wars and rumours of wars, do not be alarmed; this must take 

place, but the end is still to come. For 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 birth pangs. 

‘As for yourselves, beware; for they will hand you over to councils; and you will be beaten 

in synagogues; and you will stand before governors and kings because of me, as a testimony 

to them. And the good news must first be proclaimed to all nations. When they bring you to 

trial and hand you over, do not worry beforehand about what you are to say; but say 

whatever is given you at that time, for it is not you who speak, but the Holy Spirit.  Brother 

will betray brother to death, and a father his child, and children will rise against parents and 

have them put to death; and you will be hated by all because of my name. But the one who 

endures to the end will be saved. 

‘But when you see the desolating sacrilege set up where it ought not to be (let the reader 

understand), then those in Judea must flee to the mountains; someone on the housetop must 

not go down or enter the house to take anything away; someone in the field must not turn 

back to get a coat. Amen. (NRSV) 

Today’s hymns 

A new commandment I give unto you (SoP: 355) 

One more step along the world I go (CH: 530) 

Spirit of God, unseen as the wind (CH: 600) 

Praise to the holiest in the height (CH: 378) 

The Saviour died, but rose again (CH: 425) 



In the Name of the Father and of  

T 
he great drama of Mark’s gospel has brought us to a very difficult point in the 

journey of Jesus. This man Jesus has travelled far and wide with his revolutionary 

message of divine love and justice, and he has arrived in the Judean city of 

Jerusalem, centre of the faith. It is Holy Week. It is Tuesday, but soon it will be Friday.  

It seems possible, if not likely, that Jesus’ friends would have visited this Holy City 

previously, just as he had done while still a young boy. But despite Jerusalem’s familiarity, 

its sites would still have been as breath-taking as those of any city anywhere on earth.  

Maybe you know the feeling: you go on holiday to a big, bustling metropolis, intent on 

seeing the tourist traps. When you set eyes on them, it’s just amazing: the buzz of London’s 

West End, the beauty of Paris’s Eiffel Tower, the rare geometry of the Alhambra in 

Grenada, the majesty of the Duomo in Florence, the sheer grandeur of the Sydney Harbour 

Bridge, just a stone’s through from the most famous opera house anywhere in the world. 

I think this is the kind of big city experience which the disciples are enjoying in downtown 

Jerusalem. That’s certainly the impression I get from the words of one unidentified disciple 

as he eyes up the Temple with the uninhibited excitement of a keen city-hopping tourist: 

“Look, Teacher, what large stones and what large buildings!” Then Jesus asked him, “Do 

you see these great buildings? Not one stone will be left here upon another; all will be 

thrown down.  

To understand what is going on here – to gain some vague sense of the scale of Jerusalem’s 

Temple – we need to look at the facts on the ground … quite literally, as it turns out. The 

writer Josephus lived in Jerusalem immediately after the time of Jesus, and he reported that 

one single stone in the Temple wall measured 68 feet long by nine feet high by eight feet 

wide. And today’s archeologists have found even bigger stones on site. The Temple was 

solid. It was safe. It was nothing less than an architectural miracle, yet Jesus remained 

unimpressed: “Not one stone will be left here …” 

And so we come to today’s reading, in which Jesus presents a terrible, apocalyptic vision of 

what lies ahead for the Temple and for the Holy City that is its home. There will be all sorts 

of anguish in Jerusalem in time to come, with fake messiahs and would-be prophets; with 

aggression and conflict; with natural disasters and man-made persecutions carried out by all 

sorts of powers ranging from synagogues to Roman governors and Jewish kings. 

And then there is that reference which Jesus makes to a very obscure abomination: the 

“desolating sacrilege”. Now what might that be? Let’s go back to the text once more: 

‘But when you see the desolating sacrilege set up where it ought not to be (let the reader 

understand), then those in Judea must flee to the mountains …’ 

What we are reading here is something that is exceptionally rare in the pages of the Bible: a 

point at which the writer diverts his gaze from the story to look right into the eyes of his 

audience to offer an urgent and vital personal message, set in very significant brackets: “let 

the reader understand”. Here Mark is doing what film directors call “breaking the fourth 

wall”. The internet tells me that this is a trick in which an invisible, imagined wall separates 

actors from their audience. While the audience can see through this "wall", the convention 

assumes that the actors themselves go about their business as if unaware of their onlookers. 

But occasionally, this wall is broken: Tom is chasing Jerry, who dives through a tiny hole in 

a fence. Tom tries to follow but gets his neck stuck and can move neither forward nor back. 



the Son and of the Holy Spirit . . . 
At that very moment, Spike the bulldog looks out from his kennel, sees Tom’s predicament 

and turns to the camera saying: “Man, dat’s one stoopid cat!” 

Spike breaks the fourth wall to speak to his viewers, just as Mark had done for his readers 

around 70AD. But why? It’s a good question. It all hinges on the timeframe of Mark’s 

gospel as a whole, because right around 70AD all the suffering, all the strife which Jesus 

had spoken about were being seen in and around Jerusalem. For four long years, battles had 

been fought with thousands of lives lost in terrible bloodshed. And in time it was the Roman 

army which would win through, destroying the city and its famously strong and splendid 

Temple building. 

Whether Mark was writing just before or just after the fall of Jerusalem, no-one can be sure, 

but the key point is this: Mark was using the words of Jesus as a deep reassurance to his 

troubled readers who were facing devastation in their ravaged city. Had Jesus said anything 

that could be relevant to them in their current predicament? Was there any teaching from 

Jesus that could help them in their hour of need? And, of course, he had, and there was. 

To our eyes, the words of Jesus read very harshly, as though he is passing on the most awful 

news to them: “they will hand you over to councils; and you will be beaten in synagogues; 

and you will stand before governors and kings because of me, as a testimony to them.” 

Is Jesus telling the people that they have done something wrong and will pay the price for 

their sin? Not at all. He is, in fact, issuing a warning and an encouragement for a future 

generation. His words will end up pointing the ordinary folk of Jerusalem to the reality of 

unbridled power in the world. He knows better than most that the Empire gets tough when 

the going gets rough. And yes, Jesus should know, because every step he takes leads him 

closer to Friday and his own execution on a Roman cross. 

One last word about that so-called “breaking of the fourth wall” which I mentioned a little 

earlier. Let’s go back to that strange text to see what it might be saying: 

“But when you see the desolating sacrilege set up where it ought not to be (let the reader 

understand), then those in Judea must flee to the mountains …” 

In the King James Version, we read of the “abomination of desolation”, which always 

strikes me as far more sinister than the “desolating sacrilege”. Either way, Jesus is saying 

that when Rome ends up turning its sights on the Temple in order to humiliate the Jewish 

people and to pour scorn on their faith, that’s the time to flee. Don’t hang about. Don’t 

stand and fight. Go. Leave. Don’t come back (not until it’s safe to do so). 

What is Mark doing here? I think we could argue that Mark is using the apocalyptic words 

of Jesus to tell the young Christian community that they should be preparing for flight not 

fight. And this was terribly important because we today are able to look at historical 

documents which point to pious Judeans who chose to go into that embattled Jerusalem, 

convinced that God would bring victory against the army of Rome. Instead, those faithful 

people were defeated, and wiped out, just as Jesus had warned. 

The gospel writer Mark is responsible for a great many achievements: writer of the first 

gospel; preserver of the most important of the Jesus stories; author of tight and pithy 

theology for an emerging church. But in this harsh and brutal little passage, it is just 

possible that Mark became nothing less than the guide of a church that fled and lived, 

instead of one that stayed and died. Quite some thought. Amen. 



Praying for others 

And finally . . . 

 
Loving God, 

no matter where we might be, you are always near. 

There is no place we can go that lies outside your loving presence. 

In hours of dazzling daylight and 

in hours of deepest darkness, 

you are there to lead us in your ways. 

In times of joyful gladness and 

in times of real despair, 

your gentle smile and your kind hand reach out to us. 

In sickness and in health, 

in good times and in bad, 

you remain with us, no matter what might come to pass. 

We know that these are times of great uncertainty in so many ways, 

with questions of life and death weighing heavily on our minds. 

Be with those who are troubled at this time, 

that they may know your gracious goodness in their lives. 

In Jesus’ Name we pray. Amen. 

Abigail Morrison considers things to remember: 

Autumn progresses even in our strange Covid-19 world. This week we have two important 
autumnal things to remember. The first is that the clocks go back on Saturday night (well, 
2am on Sunday morning to be precise). An extra hour in bed – yay! 

Remember to put your alarm clock back or you’ll be in the Zoom waiting room for a very 
long time for the 9.45am service on Sunday, or standing outside the church for ages before 
the live 11am service in Longniddry! 

Secondly, any filled shoeboxes for Blythswood Care need to be handed in to Jim Couper by 
the end of Tuesday 27th October. In previous editions of The Sunday Focus I said the 
deadline for this was the end of the month but it is now a little earlier. To remind you, a 
checklist is needed for each shoebox.  You can either pick up a leaflet from Longniddry 
Church this Sunday or download the checklist from: 

https://blythswood.org/shoeboxappeal-registration 

Scroll down to the bottom of the page and click “Download Checklist” at the left. Another 
tab will open with the checklist and you can print or download it from there. 

Filled shoeboxes won’t be left in the Church this year. Once you’ve got a full shoebox, with 
checklist taped to the top as required, you can take it to Jim Couper, 38 Douglas Road, 
Longniddry (if no one is in, leave it round the back under the wooden table by the door, in a 
poly bag in case it rains). 

If you can’t take it Jim will cheerfully collect it from you. 
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