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“When Will This Be?”

“Do you see these great buildings?  Not one stone will be left here upon another; all will be
thrown down.”

Marie Castello was a fixture on the Asbury Park, NJ boardwalk for decades, occupying her
booth where, as “Madam Marie,” she told fortunes in her “Temple of Knowledge” for generations
of residents and tourists.  She counted Judy Garland as one of her satisfied customers, and she
was immortalized by Bruce Springsteen in his song “4  of July, Asbury Park (Sandy),” in whichth

he sings that “the cops finally busted Madame Marie for telling fortunes better than they do.”
(Springsteen would later tell of how Madam Marie told him that he would be a huge success;
while that prediction came true, he would later joke that she told all of her musical clients the
same thing).  While I was far more interested in the salt water taffy and playing skeeball when
we visited the Asbury Park Boardwalk, I remember seeing Madam Marie’s stand and wondering
what mysteries might be found in her presence.

Madam Marie’s enduring popularity can be credited in large part to the human fascination with
the future and our desire to gain some inside knowledge as to what might be in store for us
down the road.  Psychics, astrologers, and mystics claim to have special powers for seeing into
the future and predicting what will happen in our lives.  Even though their predictions are either
extremely vague or completely wrong, people still seek out those who can peer into a crystal
ball and promise us, as Springsteen says in another reference to Madam Marie in “Brilliant
Disguise,” that “our future was bright,” even as he later acknowledges that “come the wee-wee
hours maybe baby the gypsy lied.”

Even people who reject the power of psychics have an insatiable curiosity about what might
happen in the future.  For many Christians, the Bible is the place to which they look for clues
about when Jesus Christ might return, when the world might come to an end, or when God’s
kingdom will be fulfilled “on earth as it is in heaven.”  Throughout the history of Christianity, there
have been occasions when people have claimed that they have learned from Scripture the exact
date of the fulfillment of the Bible’s promises for the future.  One of the most recent episodes
was in 2012, when an American religious broadcaster claimed that according to his calculations
Christ was to return on May 21 of that year; he even put up billboards boasting that “the Bible
guarantees it!”  But of course, that day came and went without his prediction being fulfilled, and
this man later admitted that he had been wrong.  Still, people seek our clues in Scripture that will
give them exact knowledge of the day in which all of God’s promises will be fulfilled – even
though Jesus sternly warned his disciples prior to his Ascension that “it is not for you to know
the times or periods that the Father has set by his own authority.” (Acts 1:7).  

The Risen Lord is responding to the apostles’ question as to whether “is this the time when you
will restore the kingdom to Israel?” (Acts 1:6); but this is not the first time that Jesus’ followers
have sought insight from him about the future.  In today’s Gospel lesson from Mark, the
disciples are in awe as they gaze upon the massive Herodian masonry and the extensive
buildings that were part of the Temple complex.  Despite Jesus’ warnings not to be taken in by
appearances of wealth (“How hard will it be for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of
God!” – 10:23), one of his disciples says to him “Look, Teacher, what large stones and what



large buildings!” (13:1).  But Jesus is not impressed by the massive edifice that is before him;
instead, he predicts that in spite of its impressive appearance, one day the entire complex will
be reduced to rubble: “Do you see these great buildings?  Not one stone will be left here upon
another; all will be thrown down.” (13:2).  Jesus’ words about this Temple echo the warnings of
the prophets who had made similar predictions about the first Temple that was destroyed in 587
BC:

· “Thus says the LORD of hosts: ‘Zion shall be plowed as a field; Jerusalem shall become
a heap of ruins, and the mountain of the house a wooded height.’” – Jeremiah 26:18.

· “Therefore because of you Zion shall be plowed as a field; Jerusalem shall become a
heap of ruins, and the mountain of the house a wooded height.” – Micah 3:12.

As awe-inspiring as the Second Temple must have been to those Galilean disciples, Jesus’
words caution them that “no matter how secure buildings or institutions may appear, they can all
be overthrown.” (Pheme Perkins).

After Jesus has left the Temple precinct and taken his place “sitting on the Mount of Olives
opposite the Temple,” he is approached by a group of his disciples who question him privately
about the public statement he has made about the Temple’s future destruction.  These four
disciples who were the first to be called – Peter, James, John and Andrew (1:16-20), ask Jesus
to give them a sign that will indicate when the destruction of the Temple will occur: “Tell us,
when will this be, and what will be the sign that all these things are about to be accomplished?”
(13:4).  Like Madam Marie’s customers in Asbury Park, they are seeking inside knowledge that
will give them an indication as to what will happen in the future and when it will take place.  But
Jesus’ initial reply to their request does not provide these disciples with the sign they seek. 
Instead, Jesus tells them how to conduct themselves in the midst of the turmoil and persecution
that they will face: 

· “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.” – 13:5-8.

The social and political turmoil of this age – and every age – is not to be mistaken for the end
time.  Jesus counsels patience and hope among his disciples in place of looking for signs and
speculating about the future.  Even as Jesus warns of false prophets, political turmoil and
natural disasters, he warns his followers not to engage in rash apocalyptic fervor.

· “For instance, many – in fact way too many! – Christians have come to believe that the
question asked by Peter, James, John and Andrew is the central question of the Christian
faith: ‘When will this be, and what will be the sign that all these things are about to
happen?’ … We want to know when, we profess, so that we can be prepared, so that we
can be ready.  But perhaps that’s the point: we are invited to be ready all the time.  We
are not called simply to live our lives with no thought of God or neighbor but keenly
looking for the sign of God’s imminent coming so that we can clean up our act.  Rather,
we are called to live always anticipating the activity of God.” – David Lose, Working
Preacher.



The Bible is not a book of clues about the future; it is the Word of God that testifies to God’s
faithfulness to God’s people in previous generations as the basis for our trust and hope that God
will fulfill all that God has promised to us in the future.  We are called to trust every time we pray
“thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven,” believing that “God’s good and
gracious will comes about without our prayer, but we ask in this prayer that it may also come
about in and among us.”:

· “Whenever God breaks and hinders every evil scheme and will – as are present in the
will of the devil, the world, and our flesh – that would not allow us to hallow God’s name
and would prevent the coming of his kingdom, and instead whenever God strengthens us
and keeps us steadfast in his word and in faith until the end of our lives.  This is God’s
gracious and good will.” – Small Catechism.

We believe that our Lord Jesus Christ will indeed come again “in glory to judge the living and the
dead, and his kingdom will have no end” – but God’s Word does not tell us when this will
happen, because the day and time of the fulfillment of God’s promises are within the domain of
God’s sovereign will.  This is why Jesus warns his disciples that it is not up to them to know the
times and periods “that the Father has set by his own authority” (Acts 1:7), because in seeking
such knowledge they are reenacting the original sin of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden,
seeking to partake of the “tree of the knowledge of good and evil” (Genesis 2:17) in a futile effort
to take the place of God and acquire knowledge that properly belongs only to the Lord.

Jesus’ teachings are clear: we are not to waste our time speculating about the future, about
when the world will end or whether the signs of violence and destruction around us are evidence
of the advent of the end times.  We believe that this is still our Father’s world, and we must not
forget that “though the wrong seems oft so strong, God is the ruler yet.”  We believe that God is
still with us, and that God will accomplish all that God has promised us because our future is
God’s future; Isaiah reminds us of God’s promise that God’s Word “shall not return to me empty,
but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and succeed in the thing for which I sent it.” (Isaiah
55:11).  Because we believe that God is with us always, we know that God will fulfill all the
promises that have been made to us, no matter when this takes place; for “if we live, we live to
the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord; so then, whether we live or whether we die, we are
the Lord’s.” (Romans 14:8).

As our Risen Lord Jesus Christ cautions his disciples on what they are not to do – waste their
time speculating about the future – he commissions them as to what they are to be doing in the
time that God gives them: “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you;
and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the
earth.” (Acts 1:8).  The calling of all Christians is not to spend their days looking down the road
at when our Lord will return, but to look around them for ways in which they can love and serve
others here and now in the name of Jesus Christ.  The mission of the disciples was to serve as
“witnesses” (martyria), which meant that they must be willing to testify to the gospel even though
they would face turmoil and persecution because of their faithful witness:

· “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 the 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 their 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.” – Mark 13:9-13.

This section of Mark’s Gospel is sometimes referred to as the “little apocalypse” because it
resembles other apocalyptic books such as Daniel and Revelation in its predictions of the future. 
While many people look to these writings for clues about the coming of the end times, the
purpose of these writings was to give hope to God’s people in the midst of oppression,
reminding them that God was with them even in the midst of suffering and that the day was
surely coming when God would fulfill his promises and bring victory and salvation to God’s
people.  It is the promise that is the hope for every generation of God’s faithful people who are
assured that God’s promises will be fulfilled because “the steadfast love of the LORD never
ceases, his mercies never come to an end; they are new every morning; great is your
faithfulness.” (Lamentations 3:22-23).

· “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ!  By his great mercy he has
given us a new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the
dead, and into an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in
heaven for you, who are being protected by the power of God through faith for a salvation
ready to be revealed in the last time.  In this you rejoice, even if now for a little while you
have had to suffer various trials, so that the genuineness of your faith – being more
precious than gold that, though perishable, is tested by fire – may be found to result in
praise and glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed.” – 1 Peter 1:3-7.

Martin Luther once said that “even if I knew that tomorrow the world would go to pieces, I would
still plant my apple tree.”  Our call is not to speculate as to when the end will come or when God
will fulfill his will; our call is to be faithful every day to God’s commission to us to “serve all
people, following the example of our Lord Jesus, and to strive for justice and peace in all the
earth.” (ELW Affirmation of Baptism).  We do not need to visit Madam Marie to know about our
future, because we know that God is with us now and always, and that therefore we are free of
fear and doubt so that we live each day fully and faithfully in the knowledge that no matter what
may lie ahead, “the LORD of hosts is with us, the God of Jacob is our stronghold.” (Psalm 46:7).

· “In time.  In God’s time.  We would like to know when that is.  But that is not our calling. 
We are called to live now, allowing the promises of God about the future to infuse our
every present moment.  Because when you live looking for the activity of God here and
how, you begin to see it.  In an act of kindness to 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.  You just have to look.” – David Lose.

We don’t know “when this will be, and what will be the sign that all these things are about to be
accomplished” – and frankly, we don’t care, because we know that the day is surely coming
when God will fulfill all that God has promised us; because we live in trust and hope that
because God has been our help in ages past, God will be our hope for years to come.  God will
be our shelter from whatever stormy blasts of suffering or persecution come out way; and we
look for that day when our Lord Jesus will come again and will gather us to himself in that place
where God will be our eternal home. Amen.


