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For the Sake of the Elect: Mark 13:14-23 

Ben Reaoch, Three Rivers Grace Church 

Sunday, June 19, 2011 

 

 This has been another difficult week for me, wrestling with 

Mark 13.  There is much here that is hard to nail down.  It seems 

impossible to know for sure what exactly Jesus is referring to in 

many of these statements.  As I said last week, my best take on it 

right now is to read this in a both / and sense.  There are some who 

hold that the Olivet Discourse is all about the destruction of the 

temple and the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 AD.  Others say that 

the Olivet Discourse is all about the future.  It’s about the end time 

tribulation and Christ’s second coming. 

 My stance is that it’s both / and.  There is both a near and a 

far fulfillment of Jesus’ words.  There was a near fulfillment in the 

events of 70 AD, and there is a yet-future fulfillment that we must 

still be watching for.  In this way, the passage is relevant for every 

generation of believers.  That first generation saw these things take 

place in some sense.  But we, too, wait to see the ultimate 

fulfillment of these things, of which 70 AD was a preview.  The 

massive destruction that occurred in that first generation is a 

foretaste, a foreshadowing, of the cataclysmic devastation that will 

happen at the end. 

 Our passage for this morning begins with a mention of “the 

abomination of desolation.”  And even though there’s much 

discussion and debate about what exactly that is referring to, I only 

want to touch on that briefly.  What I really want to focus on in this 

morning’s passage are the references to the elect.  This is so 

encouraging to me to read what Jesus says about the elect in verses 

20 and 22.  

 So let’s start with the abomination of desolation, and then 

we’ll quickly move on to what we can learn about how God 

sustains His chosen ones.   

 

The Abomination of Desolation 

 We can see in verses 14-18 a clear and direct reference to 

the events surrounding 70 AD.  Jesus speaks of those in Judea.  He 

gives specific instructions to evacuate quickly.  Many houses had 

flat roofs, and it was used kind of like a living room.  Folks would 

have a staircase up the side of the house so they could hang out on 

the roof and enjoy the breeze.  Jesus is saying, If you’re on your 

housetop when this news comes, you shouldn’t even go down into 

your house to retrieve any belongings.  Just flee immediately.  

Likewise, if you’re working in the field and you’ve put your cloak 

at the corner of the field, don’t even take the time get it.  Just flee 

immediately.   
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 The situation will be even more dire for women who are 

pregnant or nursing, because while you can leave your house 

behind and leave your cloak behind, you can’t leave your baby 

behind.  So it will be especially difficult for those mothers who 

need to flee from their homes with their little ones.   

 And Jesus adds, pray that it may not happen in winter, 

because in the winter months the streams would be higher than 

usual due to heavy rains, and that could prevent many from fleeing 

to a safe place.   

 What is it, then, that should trigger this immediate 

evacuation?  It is when you see the abomination of desolation 

standing where he ought not to be.  The abomination of desolation 

is a reference to the book of Daniel, where this is spoken of in 

three places (9:27; 11:31; 12:11).  It’s spoken of as something that 

would profane the temple.  It would be both an abomination and 

also bring desolation.  It would profane and destroy. 

 By the time of Jesus the words of Daniel had already been 

realized in the actions of Antiochus Epiphanes.  He was a general 

from Syria who came in and desecrated the Jewish temple in 168 

BC.  He put up an altar to Zeus right on the altar of burnt offering, 

and he sacrificed a pig on it.  This was so outrageous to the Jews 

that it brought about the Maccabean Revolt, which was successful 

in gaining freedom for the Jews.  This victory is still 

commemorated today in the annual celebration of Hanukkah.   

 So when Jesus mentions the abomination of desolation, the 

first thing that would come to mind is Antiochus Epiphanes and 

the horrible things he did to the temple.  And Jesus is saying that 

something similar is going to happen again.  Someone else is 

coming who will profane and destroy.  This is what we understand 

to have happened in the destruction of the temple in 70 AD.  Titus, 

the Roman general, was in charge of the siege, in which over a 

million people died and the temple was utterly destroyed.  It was 

truly an abomination of desolation. 

 Mark adds an editorial comment here to alert the reader to 

the significance of this.
1
  In our English translations it’s put in 

parentheses, “let the reader understand.”  Mark felt compelled, as 

he was recording the words of Jesus, to insert this comment here.  

He wanted to emphasize the warning.  He wanted his readers to be 

alert to the fact that what Jesus was talking about was indeed going 

to happen, and it was going to happen soon.          

 Thinking about this in terms of a near fulfillment as well as 

a yet-future fulfillment, we can also see how Jesus’ words point 

beyond 70 AD to the Antichrist who will appear in the end and the 

tribulation that will ensue prior to the coming of the Son of Man. 

                                                 
1
 Another editorial comment is found in Mark 6:19, “thus he declared all foods 

clean.” 
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 In 2 Thessalonians 2 Paul writes of the coming of our Lord 

Jesus Christ, and he says, "Let no one deceive you in any way. For 

that day will not come, unless the rebellion comes first, and the 

man of lawlessness is revealed, the son of destruction, who 

opposes and exalts himself against every so-called god or object of 

worship, so that he takes his seat in the temple of God, proclaiming 

himself to be God."  It’s all going to happen again, in an even more 

destructive and abominable way.  One like Antiochus Epiphanes, 

one like Titus, is going to come as the abomination of desolation.   

 The command for us in both passages (in the Olivet 

Discourse and 2 Thessalonians 2) is that we must be careful not to 

let anyone deceive us.  That’s what Paul says, Let no one deceive 

you in any way.  And that’s what Jesus says as well, (verse 21) 

"And then if anyone says to you, ‘Look, here is the Christ!’ or 

‘Look, there he is!’ do not believe it."  And verse 23, "But be on 

guard; I have told you all things beforehand." 

 So we see some historical fulfillments of this abomination 

of desolation, and we also anticipate a further fulfillment of it 

leading up to Christ’s second coming. 

 

For the Sake of the Elect 

 Now let’s turn to what Jesus says about the elect, the 

chosen ones.  Jesus is speaking about a great tribulation, and He 

comments on how the Lord will sustain His chosen ones through it.  

Again, this would have immediate relevance for that first 

generation of believers, but it also points beyond 70 AD to a great 

tribulation that is yet-future for us.  And I believe this also has 

relevance for the trials and tribulations that believers face in every 

generation. 

I want to look at three points here of God’s grace toward 

His elect.  His chosen ones are, first, sustained through tribulation.  

Second, sustained in the face of false teaching.  And third, 

sustained by the warnings of Scripture. 

 Before we get to those, though, let me say a few things 

about the phrase Jesus uses here, “the elect, whom he chose.” This 

is an awesome biblical truth: the doctrine of election, the doctrine 

of predestination.  God has chosen to save sinners.  And He has 

chosen to do this in a very intentional and precise manner.  Before 

the foundation of the world He chose specific individuals whom 

He would save through the death and resurrection of His Son, 

Jesus Christ.   

 In Ephesians 1 Paul writes of this so majestically, "Blessed 

be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us 

in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, even 

as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we 

should be holy and blameless before him. In love he predestined us 
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for adoption as sons through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose 

of his will, to the praise of his glorious grace, with which he has 

blessed us in the Beloved."  (Ephesians 1:3-6) 

 There are certainly many objections we’re tempted to raise 

against this biblical truth, and we can discuss those later if you’d 

like.  But my desire in highlighting this is to bring glory to God for 

His abundant grace, and to bring comfort and hope to believers 

who are going through trials or facing opposition.  As Paul wrote, 

God’s sovereign election is “to the praise of his glorious grace.”  

Our salvation is wholly due to His choice.  We can’t take any of 

the credit ourselves.  It’s not as though God put an offer of 

salvation out there on the table, and we were the ones smart 

enough to accept it.  No, we were all dead in our trespasses and 

sins, rebels against God, haters of God.  We would have never 

chosen to turn from our sins and trust in Jesus.   

 But because of His sovereign and unconditional election, 

He sent His Son to die for His chosen ones, and He sends the 

Gospel message forth through folks like us, so that the elect will be 

born again and repent and believe.  This is the amazing grace of 

our God!  I hope you see the beauty of this. 

 We don’t deserve anything from God, except hell.  All we 

deserve is His wrath against our heinous sins that we’ve committed 

against Him.  But He has had great mercy on so many, choosing us 

before the foundation of the world, sending His Son to die for our 

sin, sending the Gospel message to be proclaimed to us, 

regenerating us and converting us, declaring us righteous on the 

basis of Christ’s righteousness and adopting us as His own, 

sanctifying us, and causing us to persevere in faith to the very end. 

 We don’t deserve this, brothers and sisters.  We don’t 

deserve the infinite kindness He is showing to us.  I pray that this 

truth will land on us afresh this morning in a way that will cause us 

to give God the praise that is due Him.  We must praise Him for 

His glorious grace.  And I pray that our understanding of election 

will give us comfort and hope for the future, because God will 

sustain His elect through tribulation and in the face of false 

teaching, and He gives us warnings in His Word as a means of 

sustaining us.  Let’s look at each of these.        

 

Sustained through Tribulation 

 Verse 20, “And if the Lord had not cut short the days, no 

human being would be saved.  But for the sake of the elect, whom 

he chose, he shortened the days.”  In the tribulation leading up to 

70 AD and in the tribulation that will come at the close of the age, 

God’s judgment comes down so fiercely that it would destroy 

everyone.  And that destruction would certainly be warranted and 

deserved.  But God cuts short the days.  He restrains His wrath.  



 5

He limits His judgment.  Why?  For the sake of the elect, whom He 

chose.   

 Now, this doesn’t mean that the elect are spared entirely 

from the tribulation.  It’s doesn’t even mean that all the elect will 

physically survive the tribulation.  In Luke’s recording of the 

Olivet Discourse, he includes these words of Jesus in speaking 

about persecution: “some of you they will put to death.  You will 

be hated by all for my name’s sake.  But not a hair of your head 

will perish” (Luke 21:16-18).  That sounds like a contradiction.  

Some of you they will put to death, . . . but not a hair of your head 

will perish.  What’s that all about?   

It sounds to me a lot like Jesus’ call to discipleship in Mark 

8:35, “whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses 

his life for my sake and the gospel’s will save it.”  Many will be 

persecuted.  Some will even be put to death.  But God will sustain 

His elect through tribulation and even through martyrdom.  

Spiritually speaking, not a hair of your head will perish.   

God is gracious to His elect, not only in choosing them and 

saving them from sin, but also in sustaining them through horrific 

trials.  Whatever temptations, whatever trials, whatever 

persecutions come, God will cause us to persevere.  He will be 

faithful to sustain us even through the nightmarish calamities we 

most dread. 

We find a great promise in 1 Corinthians 10:13, "God is 

faithful, and he will not let you be tempted beyond your ability, but 

with the temptation he will also provide the way of escape, that 

you may be able to endure it."  You see, God will always provide a 

way out for us.  It may not be in the way we expect, or the way we 

prefer, but He is faithful.  Matthew Henry says, “There is no valley 

so dark but he can find a way through it, no affliction so grievous 

but he can prevent, or remove, or enable us to support it, and in the 

end overrule it to our advantage.” 

This is God’s grace to His elect in the midst of tribulation.  

He shortens the days for the sake of His elect.  He sustains them 

and cares for them and assures that they persevere in faith to the 

end.  This, along with other statements in the Olivet Discourse, 

should give us great hope.  This is what’s so striking about Jesus’ 

commands back in verses 7 and 11.  Jesus is telling of many 

horrific events, but He says in verse 7, “do not be alarmed.”  And 

He says in verse 11, “do not be anxious.”  And how is this 

possible?  How can we walk through trials and persecutions and 

not be terrified?  Because we have the Holy Spirit, as He says in 

verse 11, and because God is going to sustain His chosen ones.   

What fears do you have?  What keeps you awake at night?  

What burdens present themselves in your mind when you first 

wake up in the morning?  What uncertainties about the future 
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consume your thoughts and cause you to feel hopeless, depressed, 

anxious, alarmed?  Be encouraged.  God has given you His Spirit 

to guide you, and He has promised to watch over you.  You can be 

confident that He will be faithful to His promises.  

 

Sustained in the Face of False Teaching 

 The other comment about the elect in our verses for this 

morning is in verse 22, and the context here is false christs and 

false prophets.  Jesus already alluded to false christs back in verse 

6.  There will be individuals who come along and make false 

claims, who teach false things, and they will lead many astray.  

What Jesus adds here is that these false christs and false prophets 

will perform signs and wonders.  They will do amazing things that 

grab attention and persuade many people.  Their false teaching will 

be all the more enticing because they will appear to have 

supernatural knowledge or abilities.   

 This is a danger that has been around for a long time, and it 

will continue to the end.  In Deuteronomy 13 there is a similar 

warning.  "“If a prophet or a dreamer of dreams arises among you 

and gives you a sign or a wonder, and the sign or wonder that he 

tells you comes to pass, and if he says, ‘Let us go after other gods,’ 

which you have not known, ‘and let us serve them,’ you shall not 

listen to the words of that prophet or that dreamer of dreams. For 

the Lord your God is testing you, to know whether you love the 

Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul." 

(Deuteronomy 13:1-3, ESV) 

 Here’s the test.  Even if a person performs signs and 

wonders, even if they seem to predict things in the future, if they 

try to draw you away to serve other gods, then don’t have anything 

to do with them.  The signs and wonders may seem to give 

credence to what they’re saying, but the substance of their teaching 

is what we really need to evaluate.  Is it in line with Scripture?  Or 

is it something else?   

 Deuteronomy 18 makes another comment about false 

prophets, "when a prophet speaks in the name of the Lord, if the 

word does not come to pass or come true, that is a word that the 

Lord has not spoken; the prophet has spoken it presumptuously. 

You need not be afraid of him." (Deuteronomy 18:22) 

 So on the one hand, if someone makes a prophecy in the 

Lord’s name and it doesn’t happen, then we know it’s a false 

prophet.  On the other hand, if the individual makes a prophecy 

and it does come to pass, or if they perform some other sign or 

wonder, that does not necessarily mean they’re legit.  We still need 

to examine their teaching.   

 Lest you think these instructions are obsolete today, we’re 

certainly aware of many false teachers and false prophets whose 
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messages are going out all around our country and around the 

world.  I think of the prosperity gospel which is a false gospel and 

is often accompanied by claims of healing and deliverance.  These 

are the signs and wonders that can get a lot of attention, but the 

teaching is contrary to Scripture. 

A false prophet who has been in the news quite a bit lately 

is Harold Camping.  All the way back in 1992 he began predicting 

the end of the world.  He thought it would happen in 1994, and 

when the date came and went he said that he had gotten some of 

his calculations wrong.  Recently, then, he had predicted that May 

21, about a month ago, was going to be the end.  Amazingly, he 

still claims that he was right, but says that it was a spiritual 

judgment day.  He now says that the rapture will happen on 

October 21 of this year.  Not only is he making false predictions, 

he is also teaching things that are contrary to Scripture.  He claims 

that the church age has ceased and that all the elect should leave 

their churches.  Baptism and the Lord’s Supper are no more, and 

even evangelism is a thing of the past because no one else can 

become a Christian following the judgment of May 21
st
.
2
 

This is one example of a false prophet in our day, and there 

are these false prophets in every generation.  We may think of 

Harold Camping and wonder how anyone is persuaded by him, but 

there are folks who have been totally convinced by his predictions, 

so much so that they emptied their bank accounts and gave away 

their belongings because they truly thought they wouldn’t be 

around after May 21
st
.   

We should remember, too, that there are many other false 

teachers who might not be so blatant in their assertions.  There are 

Bible teachers who are cool and hip and great communicators and 

story tellers, and can hold an audience captive and know how to 

use technology to great affect, and yet they are subtly leading 

many astray from the truth of Scripture and the truth of the Gospel. 

Jesus’ point in verse 22 is that these false messiahs and 

false prophets will be so convincing, so persuasive, that they would 

even lead astray the elect, if that were possible.  These false 

teachers will seem so spiritual, so knowledgeable, so supernatural, 

so right, that many will follow them. 

But here’s the encouraging truth in this statement: God will 

sustain the elect in the face of false teaching.  Even though the 

false teaching will come across so powerfully, and so many will 

get sucked in to it, the elect will remain faithful to the true Gospel.  

                                                 
2
 http://www.albertmohler.com/2011/06/01/false-prophets-false-teachers-and-

real-trouble-the-case-of-harold-camping/ 

http://www.familyradio.com/graphical/literature/frame/ 

World Magazine, June 18, 2011 “Camping’s even larger blunder,” by John 

McCandlish Phillips 
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By God’s grace, they will not be led astray.  That is such a 

comforting promise for us.  The God who chose us before the 

foundation of the world will also preserve us through trials and 

will preserve us in the face of false teaching.     

 

Sustained by the Warnings of Scripture 

 What means does God use to sustain us through tribulation 

and in the face of false teaching?  One of the means He uses is the 

warnings of Scripture.  Look at verses 22 and 23.  You might not 

think that these two statements fit together.  In verse 22 the 

implicit assertion is that the elect cannot be led astray.  If that’s the 

case, you might say, then we can sit back and relax because we 

have this assurance.  If you assume that you’re a Christian, if you 

believe that you are saved, you’re one of the elect, then you might 

be tempted to think, “I’m invincible.  Nothing can bring me down.  

No trial can deter me.  No false teacher can fool me.”   

 But look at what Jesus says immediately in verse 23, “But 

be on guard!”  He gives a warning.  He wants us to be prepared, to 

be ready, to be watching.  And you might object and say, Why do I 

have to be on guard if there’s no way I can be led astray?   

 This is how God works.  Yes, He will sustain the elect 

through tribulation, and He will assure that none are led astray by 

false teachers.  But He doesn’t do this in a mechanical kind of way 

where He puts a force field around us or puts us in a bubble or 

isolates us in some remote corner of the world so that we avoid 

tribulation and never come into contact with false teaching.  That’s 

not how He does it.   

 We are in the world with trials and temptations and lies all 

around us.  But God works in the hearts of the elect to give us a 

hunger for the truth.  He gives us a heart that yearns to follow Him, 

and Him alone.  And then one of the ways He sustains us is by 

giving us warnings.  The warnings of Scripture are a means of our 

perseverance.  So we should take the warnings of this passage very 

seriously.  Verse 5, “See that no only leads you astray.”  Verse 9, 

“be on your guard.”  Verse 23, “be on guard.”  Verse 33, “be on 

guard.”  Verse 35, “stay awake.”  Verse 36, “stay awake.”  It 

sounds like Jesus is trying to get a point across to us.  This is 

serious stuff.   

Here’s the point I hope you see in the juxtaposition of 

verses 22 and 23.  The doctrine of election is not an excuse for 

spiritual apathy.  Just because you’re a believer, if indeed you are a 

believer, that does not mean that you can coast through life 

thinking that you’re spiritually invincible.  The fact that God chose 

you and will preserve you to the end does not bypass the fight of 

faith.  If you truly belong to God, then God will grant you the 

vigilance to fight the fight of faith and to persevere in that fight.  
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So don’t you dare ignore the warnings of Scripture.  Heed the 

warnings of Scripture, because they are a means of your 

perseverance. 

When I was in Liberia just a few weeks ago, our friend 

Aaron Ashoff who is a missionary there, was telling me some 

horrific stories from the civil wars that Liberia has been through.  

The rebel groups who were fighting for power were ruthless.  He 

told me a story of one of these rebel leaders who felt that he had a 

spell over him that made him literally invincible in battle.  He 

believed there was no way he could be killed.  So he would ride 

into battle standing on top of his vehicle, not protecting himself 

from his enemies.  Bullets would fly, but he wouldn’t take cover.  I 

forgot to ask how long that strategy worked. 

That’s beyond foolish, and it’s exactly what we do when 

we use the doctrine of election as an excuse for spiritual apathy.  

“God chose me; He’s going to preserve me to the end.  Therefore 

I’m invincible.  I don’t need to be on guard.  I don’t need to take 

any precautions.  I don’t need to read my Bible.  I don’t need to 

pray.  I don’t need the fellowship or accountability of other 

believers.”  If that’s your attitude, I fear that you may not truly be 

saved.  If God has given us new hearts, then we’re going to desire 

these things, and where we see a lack of desire for God and His 

Word and His people, then we need to repent of that.  We need to 

repent of our spiritual apathy. 

We must be awake and be on guard.  We need to be 

seeking God and praying for His help and His sustaining grace in 

our lives.  We need to heed the warnings of Scripture.  And by 

these various means, He will see us through to the end.        

 

The Elect Who Are Yet Unsaved 

 In closing I want to make one more point that is not in this 

text, but it came to mind as I was thinking about the doctrine of 

election.  As I was thinking about God’s grace toward His elect 

and how He is going to sustain the elect through tribulation and in 

the face of false teachers, I began to think about the elect who are 

not yet saved.  Think about this with me.  Many of God’s chosen 

ones are still out there wandering through life, rebelling against 

God, unaware of their need for a Savior, and it’s God’s design that 

we be the ones who go and share the Gospel with them.  We get to 

watch as God saves His elect.  What an awesome privilege!  There 

are many who are yet to be saved, I believe, among the unreached 

peoples around the world, and among the peoples of Pittsburgh.  

And I think this should be a great encouragement to us in 

evangelism and missions.  God has chosen before the foundation 

of the world to save many, and there remain many elect who have 



 10

not yet believed.  We get to be the ones to tell them the Good 

News! 

Paul said in 2 Timothy 2:10, "Therefore I endure 

everything for the sake of the elect, that they also may obtain the 

salvation that is in Christ Jesus with eternal glory."  So as we are 

on guard in the midst of trials and in the face of false teaching, let 

us also be zealous for the ingathering of God’s elect.  


