
Before the New Is Born 

Read Mark 13:1-8 

 Before the new is born, the birth pangs come.  There is almost always pain 

involved when things change, when old things pass away and new things emerge.  

A mother giving birth pays the price in pain for the joy that comes with a newborn 

baby.  Often the joy is so full that the pain is quickly forgotten.  Jesus uses the 

image of birth pangs of which all of his hearers would have been well acquainted 

to introduce his disciples to some harsh realities which he knew lay just up ahead.  

Let me quickly switch metaphors from babies to buildings. 

Often architecture is a window into the souls of nations and of people.  I 

remember the day my friend Randy and I spent as tourists in New Delhi, India, 

guided by our savvy taxi driver.  He took us to a large mall which was flanked on 

either side by huge and heavy red buildings which had been the seat of the British 

Empire’s government that dominated India for so long.  The cabbie in a thinly 

veiled voice of triumph said, “The British thought they’d never leave.”  In his 

mind, that’s what the buildings said.  They proclaimed the British pride of empire.  

But empires rise and fall, and theirs eventually did. 

 I remember walking the streets of Washington D.C. and thinking that the 

buildings in our nation’s capital proclaim power and permanence: all that marble 

and granite shout: don’t tread on me!   

I remember taking my youth group up in the World Trade Towers in New 

York, our national bastion of economic might.  The twins towers literally scraped 

the sky.  I never in this world imagined the possibility of the events of 9/11 twenty 

years later.  

 I guess you could trace human pride through building things all the way 

back to the Tower of Babel. Human beings in their pride are always reaching for 

the heavens; we always seem to have a lust to be like gods. How quickly we move 

from eating pride’s forbidden fruit to getting busy with pride’s industrious 

projects to demonstrate our own worth and importance. 



At the time of Jesus, Herod the Great was in the process of rebuilding the 

Temple in Jerusalem.  If you visit there today you can still see remnants of that 

construction over two thousand years later.  Even the remaining ruins are 

impressive.  Massive stones placed without industrial machines, fit together 

snugly and holding without mortar.  It is impressive.  The Temple was one of the 

largest and most beautiful structures in the entire ancient world.  No wonder the 

country bumpkin disciples from Galilee were starry eyed at the sight.  “Jesus, 

would you look at this!  Aren’t you impressed?” 

In a jarring response to their awe and wonder, Jesus predicted utter 

destruction just up ahead for this national center of religious pride.  In 70 A.D. 

Jesus’ predictions were fulfilled.  In a massive and foolish miscalculation of their 

own ability, a group of Zealots thought to oust the mighty Roman Empire and her 

occupying forces from Israel.  The outcome was a disaster for Israel and for her 

Temple which was razed to the ground.  

 Never again have sacrifices been offered there.  We Christians attribute 

that, not only to the great building’s demise, but to the fact that Jesus has 

become both our perfect high priest and our perfect, once-for-all sacrifice to take 

away the sins of the whole world.  We see history through the theological lens of 

God’s promises and purpose to unite all things in heaven and on earth in the 

person of God’s one and only Son. 

Though Jesus’ words to the disciples that day were warnings and 

predictions about what would soon take place in their lives, warnings about 

events and conditions of persecution that believers would soon experience and 

which indeed came to pass shortly after Jesus was resurrected and ascended, his 

words and warnings are not irrelevant for us even today. Temples still fall.  

Disciples are still persecuted in places all over the world. 

I well remember walking with Jean on the streets of Edinburgh in Scotland.  

I spotted a tall steeple rising above a building with what from a distance looked 

like beautiful stained glass windows.  “Let’s go see that cathedral church,” I said 

to Jean.  It was not far off.  As we drew near, I realized this beautiful edifice was 

no longer a church; it was a chandelier store.  I felt both disappointed and sad. 



It was in that moment that the Holy Spirit spoke to me something like this: 

“Do you see this church Bill?  The same thing could happen to First Presbyterian if 

she stops honoring and serving me, so don’t forget to do justice, to love mercy, 

and to walk humbly before me.  Never stop exalting the name of Jesus.  He is why 

you exist and why I choose to sustain you.” 

I know I can speak for myself and I believe I can speak for you too.  We have 

done our best to honor Christ Jesus in this place.  Have we been perfect?  Of 

course not.  Have we ever stumbled and skinned our spiritual knees?  Yes, on a 

number of occasions.  But we have picked ourselves up, dressed our wounds, and 

continued on the path of Christ.  Do we have questions we can’t answer, issues to 

which we don’t quite know how to respond, and problems we struggle to solve?  

Yes, yes, and yes!  But our hearts are true and headed in the right direction, and 

that makes a world of difference. 

If you are not a member or are just visiting, you didn’t get the letter I sent 

out to the congregation some weeks ago now.  I wrote to our members after 

Nancy our treasurer collared me (no pun intended) after worship one day, saying 

we no longer had sufficient funds to make payroll for the next pay period.  I can 

honestly say in that moment I had the peace that passes understanding that Paul 

spoke about in his letter to the Philippians, a peace that makes no earthly sense.  

You would think, since I’m a direct recipient of our payroll, I might have slipped 

into panic mode, but I didn’t.  

 For one thing, I had confidence in your love for our church and knew you 

wouldn’t let her down.  But deeper down, the peace was based upon the fact that 

we are persistently trying with all of our might to honor Jesus Christ, to be faithful 

to our calling and clear in our witness that Jesus Christ is Lord, crucified, dead, 

buried, risen, ascended, reigning, and returning.  Our offerings since that appeal 

went out have increased and our situation has become more sound.   

Still, the warnings are for our benefit.  There comes a point if you fall away 

from Christ, whether as a church or an individual, he just may let you go your own 

way, for a while at least, just to see how far you can get apart from him.  The Bible 

is very clear: apart from him we can do nothing.  Oh, we can become busy, even 



religiously frenetic and frantic.  We can mimic the appearance of being spiritual 

for a period of time, but none of it is significant and none of it will last. Our 

discipleship must be authentic and our devotion must come from a heart filled 

with the Spirit of God. Human pride is simply too shaky a foundation upon which 

to build anything that will last, whether it is a building, an empire, a church 

congregation, or an individual life.  If your life were a building, what kind of 

structure would it be? If our church were truly Spirit-filled, what kind of life would 

be found inside these walls? 

 Would it be like a government building, strong on the outside and perhaps 

corrupt within?  Many of us make frequent lamentations over the corruption in 

our government.  How we long for people in authority to be people of character 

and integrity and honesty.  How weary we grow of the ongoing parade of both 

scandal and abuse of power and privilege.  Who is in charge really does matter.  It 

makes a huge difference whether or not Jesus is the functioning Lord of your life 

or is to you and me but a figurehead to whom we pay lip service but give no heart 

devotion.  The former looks alive but is eternally dead.  The latter, even though 

dead, yet shall be made alive.  When it comes to government of your own life, 

whom will you trust and whom will you serve? 

If your life is of the religious type, what would it be?  Would it be a 

cathedral, decorated with gilt and gold, but empty inside?  I’ve been inside many 

such churches all over the United States and Britain and Spain.  So many seemed 

to me to be shiny but lifeless.  Of course, my judgments could be wrong. 

Appearances can be deceiving.   

And I have known a number of religious people who seemed to know all 

the right words to say while their lives seemed to be lived out of an entirely 

different center than that given through Jesus Christ.  Paul wrote to Timothy that 

in the last days there would be many who would adopt the form of religion while 

denying its power.  Jesus makes no promise to sustain a religious façade.  To the 

truly spiritual he says, “I will never leave you nor forsake you.”  To all pretenders, 

he will one day say, “Depart from me, I never knew you.” 



Or perhaps both our church and your life could be akin to a suburban 

“McMansion,” built to show off our wealth and worldly position and to keep 

others out?  It could be insulated with the latest advances in security systems to 

help prevent further wounds due to people getting too close, people like the poor 

and the needy who will surely want something from us?  Shall our houses be built 

on the sands of personal insecurity or on the solid rock of Jesus Christ? 

Of what are you most proud?  Upon what do you base your security?  What 

gives you the greatest sense of well-being?  Are you self-reliant or are you God-

reliant?  Are you invested in the things that moth and rust will soon consume, or 

are you invested in the things of the Kingdom of God, the only things that will 

last?  All of these kinds of questions could and probably should be asked of every 

congregation as well as of every individual. 

Paul pointed us in the right direction in the last verse of I Corinthians 13: 

“Faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love.”  Jesus 

came into a world, a church community, and a humanity literally swamped by 

commandments.  They had started out with ten and multiplied them to several 

thousand rules and regulations. “Obey all these and God will be both pleased and 

kind to you.”  It was all just too much.  So Jesus said, “I’m not here to give you a 

new commandment.  I’m not here to make the list of do’s and don’ts longer still.  

This is my commandment: love one another.  Love one another as I have loved 

you.  Lay down your lives for each other.  There is no greater love.” 

Jesus speaks as our divine governor, as our Lord.  He speaks to us as the 

head of the Church.  He speaks to us personally, individually and corporately.  

Love one another.  If we will do that, we won’t have to worry about the warnings, 

about the end of the world, or the end of life as we know it.  If we please the Lord, 

come what may, the Lord will raise us up and give us eternal life, that quality of 

life that is ours in God, only in God. 

Spend some time sooner rather than later reflecting upon what is 

important to you and considering if you are giving enough energy to what you 

truly value.  And try to make sure that what you truly value is worth your life. 


