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• “As Jesus came out of the temple, one of his disciples said to him, ‘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’." Strong words ~ not only of warning but 
also of lament. They later proved an accurate prediction of the Temple’s 
demolition. Despite that destruction, visitors to Jerusalem can still see some 
of the stones that Jesus and his disciples were looking at, 2,000 years ago. 
Part of the Western Wall, and weighing 1 or 2 tons, these huge stones 
provide a foundation for the terrace on which the Second Temple once 
stood. It was constructed by a King Herod just before the time of Jesus’ 
ministry. In fact, the Second Temple was not quite finished when Jesus 
taught there. And, sadly, it was destroyed by the Romans less than 40 years 
later. 

• We don’t live in such a different world! Acts of violence continue to destroy 
people and property, across our nation and beyond. The frequency of these 
tragedies tempts us to adopt a dark view of the world ~ that both social 
order, and the authority of truth, are coming apart and failing us. Such a view 
may seem to fit with Jesus’ strong words in our Gospel. It’s possible to hear 
a threat in Jesus’ words, a threat that God was and is about to bring an end 
to history and the earth, terminating all that has come before. Hearing Jesus 
this way leads us to fear and despair what may lie ahead. If so, consider this: 
in his words about the destruction of the Temple, Jesus was not so much 
speaking about a literal end of the world, as some modern Christians 
assume. No, instead and more precisely, he was talking about the end of the 
world as his disciples knew it. And, he said these things, with particular 
reference to the Temple and its customs and practices. Quite clearly, he 
identified his own ministry with decisive change ~ change that God was 
about to bring into the world. And so, in his final days in Jerusalem, Jesus’ 
words and actions can be understood as grounded in hope. Jesus meant to 
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encourage his disciples rather than discourage them. Through his ministry 
with them, he cautions us against fearfully clinging to what is already here, at 
the expense of what is coming to be. What he says, and does, is all about 
fulfilling God’s purposes. 

• Three moments in Jesus’ final week in Jerusalem, as well as later 
interpretation of their meaning, help us understand what he was telling the 
disciples. We find the first of these three moments in our Gospel this 
morning. Jesus emerges from the Temple, having just taught there for the 
last time. Leaving the great building, he predicts the demise of its glory. 
James Tissot portrays this powerful moment in his painting, The Prophecy of 
the Destruction of the Temple. After ascending the Mount of Olives, on the 
east side of the Temple Mount, Jesus sits down opposite the great building, 
in full view of it. For, in Scripture, it had been predicted that the Messiah 
would come down from the Mount of Olives, and into the Temple, through 
the East Gate. Jesus soon enacted this on what we call ‘Palm Sunday.’  1

• The second moment in this critical series of events occurs when Jesus 
arrives at the Temple on that same Palm Sunday, accompanied by the 
shouts of ‘Hosanna’ and cries of ‘Son of David.’ He enters the Temple and 
overturns the tables of the money-changers and of those selling animals for 
sacrifices. This dramatic act symbolized two things: it represented the 
‘purification’ of the Temple, as the event came to be known. Yet, as our 
reading from Hebrews reflects, his actions also anticipated the end of the 
sacrificial system of rituals and observances, when synagogue worship 
would replace Temple worship.  2

• The third moment occurs not long after. Following his Last Supper with the 
Disciples, and his arrest in the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus’ detractors 
bring charges against him. Mark quotes one of them this way: “We heard 
him say, ‘I will destroy this temple that is made with hands, and in three 
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days I will build another, not made with hands’.”  Threatening the Temple 3

and all that it represented was, at least for some of them, a capital offense. 

• Peter was surely a witness to all three of these moments, along with his 
brother Andrew, and James and John. Peter is credited with two important 
New Testament epistles, though they may also have been written by one of 
his followers, in his honor. In 1st Peter, we find the fruit of further reflection 
on those Temple stones, which earlier had attracted such attention. Seeking 
to encourage hearers and readers of the letter to be true to their Baptism, 
Peter writes, “Come to him, a living stone!”  In other words, he is 4

proclaiming Jesus as “a living stone, [who] though rejected by mortals [is] 
yet chosen and precious in God’s sight…” Then, having referred to Jesus as 
a living stone, Peter encourages us, to ourselves be like “living stones.” He 
says, “let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, 
to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.” In 
support of his point, Peter quotes memorable words from the prophet 
Isaiah, “See, I am laying in Zion a stone, a cornerstone chosen and precious; 
and whoever believes in him will not be put to shame.”  Paul, in his letter to 5

the Romans, quotes the same saying.  6

• All this is about transformation ~ a transformation of the spiritual 
significance of the Temple and its foundation stones, from something 
concrete and physical to something mystical and sacramental. This 
transformation has a further discernible dimension. As we all know, after 
Jesus’ death, his body was placed in a rock-hewn tomb, the opening of 
which was sealed with a large stone. For two nights and a day, the stone of 
that tomb symbolized the apparent finality of his death, as well as the victory 
of those who had opposed him. But then, to everyone’s astonishment, the 
stone tomb was found empty, and a symbol of death became a symbol of 
life. In the context of the cold stone tomb, a radical new form of life was 
revealed and discovered. In the same way, the early Christian community 
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soon saw that an equally radical new form of life could be found within their 
own stone-cold hearts and minds. First, the Risen Jesus inhabited the stone 
of the tomb; then, he inhabited us and became the source of the living 
stones that they and we have become, through our Baptism into him. 

• Further, and in the same process, another connection can be discerned. Just 
as Jesus ‘purified’ the Temple while at the same time predicting its fall, he 
comes to purify, and then inhabit, what become new ‘temples’ in each one 
of us. Here we can embrace and adapt Peter’s words: We have come to him, 
who is the living stone. As we do, we are being made into living stones 
ourselves. In the process, we are being built up into a spiritual house that is 
God’s new dwelling place. This is why we say to newly baptized persons, 
“We receive you into the household of God,” as we receive them into the life 
of the church. 
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James Tissot, The Prophecy of the Destruction of the Temple 
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Mark 13:1-8 

As Jesus came out of the temple, one of his disciples said to him, “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.” 

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 rumors 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 birthpangs.” 

Notes:
 See, for example, Zechariah 14:1-9, as one basis for this belief. Other texts which may lie in the 1

background of this passage in Mark include Psalm 118:22, 25-26; Zechariah 9:9; 

 See Hebrews 10:11-25.2

 Mark 14:58.3

 See 1 Peter 2:4ff.4

 Isaiah 28:16.5

 Romans 9:33.6
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