
 
1 

THE BEGINNING OF THE BIRTH PAINS 
Pastor Jim Dunn 

 

 

Mark 13:1-13 

Jesus Foretells Destruction of the Temple 

13 And as he came out of the temple, one of his disciples said to him, “Look, Teacher, 

what wonderful stones and what wonderful buildings!” 2 And Jesus said to him, “Do you 

see these great buildings? There will not be left here one stone upon another that will not 

be thrown down.” 

Signs of the Close of the Age 

3 And as he sat on the Mount of Olives opposite the temple, Peter and James and John 

and Andrew asked him privately, 4 “Tell us, when will these things be, and what will be the 

sign when all these things are about to be accomplished?” 5 And Jesus began to say to 

them, “See that no one leads you astray. 6 Many will come in my name, saying, ‘I am he!’ 

and they will lead many astray. 7 And when you hear of wars and rumors of wars, do not 

be alarmed. This must take place, but the end is not yet. 8 For nation will rise against 

nation, and kingdom against kingdom. There will be earthquakes in various places; there 

will be famines. These are but the beginning of the birth pains. 

9 “But be on your guard. For they will deliver you over to councils, and you will be beaten 

in synagogues, and you will stand before governors and kings for my sake, to bear witness 

before them. 10 And the gospel must first be proclaimed to all nations. 11 And when they 

bring you to trial and deliver you over, do not be anxious beforehand what you are to 

say, but say whatever is given you in that hour, for it is not you who speak, but the Holy 

Spirit. 12 And brother will deliver brother over to death, and the father his child, and 

children will rise against parents and have them put to death. 13 And you will be hated 

by all for my name's sake. But the one who endures to the end will be saved. 
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“These are but the beginning of the birth pains.” (Mark 13:8) 

 

I mentioned a few weeks ago a TV show that Linda and I have been watching on Netflix. 

The name of the show is Call the Midwife. It’s set in the late 1950’s in the east end of 

London.  It’s about a group of nuns and nurse midwives who deliver the babies of the 

poor. They do it under the most difficult of conditions: in people’s homes, without the 

benefits of a hospital or a doctor, with babies being born feet first, or with the umbilical 

cord caught underneath the baby’s head.  

 

During these difficult births, the mothers are already distressed enough. In order to keep 

the mothers as calm as possible, the midwives have to remain calm no matter how 

frightened they are. That’s what really makes it a good show: the calm and the faith of 

these nuns and these midwives when the work they are doing can mean the difference 

between life and death. So, of course, it’s the difficult parts of labor and delivery that you 

see on the show. Labor pains can begin many hours, even days before the baby is 

actually born. There can even be false labor, premature labor. But Call the Midwife is only 

a one-hour show. They don’t have time to include the beginning of a mother’s birth pains 

in every episode. 

 

But the beginning of the birth pains was what Jesus was talking about. The picture of 

labor pains had often been used in the Old Testament.  It was used to describe the Day 

of the Lord… the day of judgment.  Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Micah used the picture of a 

woman in the pains of childbirth. In each case, the prophets used that image to 

graphically describe how God would bring to an end this world and bring to birth His new 

world, the new creation, the age to come.  But at the temple that day, Jesus was 

speaking not about the end of those birth pains but about the beginning of the birth 

pains. He did not provide a list of events that will happen right at the end. He did not 

provide a list of events that would happen right before the destruction of the temple. But 

He did speak of false labor, of false alarms.  
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“Do not be alarmed,” Jesus said. “Many will come in My name, saying, ‘I am He!’” What 

Jesus is warning us here of: the danger of looking for certainty and security in what 

appears to be strong. “Do you see these wonderful buildings?” He asked. “There will one 

day not be one stone left upon another.”  

 

But folks can be easily impressed by big buildings, county courthouses, the skyscrapers of 

banking corporations and insurance companies and the buildings of government. Folks 

are easily impressed by these symbols of power and certainty and security. “Look, 

Teacher, what huge stones and what wonderful buildings!” In confused and uncertain 

times, folks are looking for certainty and security. They want something solid to go on. 

There will always be people who know how to take advantage of that, that know how to 

take advantage of the human desire for certainty and security.  A lot of them who know 

how to take advantage of that desire are way too smart to call themselves Jesus.  

 

But they do offer a salvation of sorts. They tell us what we have to do to save the world, or 

to save the church, or to save the country, or to save ourselves. They tell us what we have 

to do to have security. They’re offering certainty in the midst of confusion. In confused 

and uncertain times, they offer certainty. Yet, what they are really offering are other gods: 

wealth, or hate, or a nationalism that borders on fascism. Those gods cannot save us. 

“Not one stone will be left upon another,” Jesus warned His disciples. Our salvation, our 

security does not rest in big buildings or in any other symbol of power on this planet. But in 

confused and uncertain times, folks will look for certainty and security. 

 

Jesus did not actually promise His followers security or certainty. Instead, what He 

promised them sounds a lot like what He Himself would go through. “They will deliver you 

over to councils.” That would happen to Jesus. “You will be beaten.” That would happen 

to Jesus. “You will stand before governors and kings.” Jesus would stand before the 

Roman governor, Pontius Pilate, and King Herod. “They will bring you to trial and deliver 

you over.” That would happen to Jesus. “You will be hated.”  That also would happen to 

Jesus.  

 

Yet, when Jesus spoke of these things, He spoke of them so matter-of-factly. He spoke of 

them so calmly. He spoke of these things in the same way that He would eventually go 

through them: with calm endurance.  
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Jesus would be the lamb who would go uncomplaining forth to trials and beatings. “Goes 

patient on, grows weak and faint, to slaughter led without complaint.” Through all that 

Jesus endured, through all of the uncertainty, throughout those uncertain and insecure 

and confused hours, Jesus did not panic nor show fear. He calmly endured.  

 

Isn’t this what helped those first followers when their time came to go forth to confused 

and uncertain times? I don’t mean that Jesus’ calm endurance served them as an 

example. I mean Jesus’ calming presence stayed with them. His calm words remained in 

their hearts. His calm in the Garden when He was arrested remained in their memory. His 

calm in the face of unimaginable injustice and pain and dying they would never forget.  

 

For James and Peter and the others when they faced confused and uncertain times and 

worse, Jesus was for them like those midwives who help mothers give birth. The calm of 

those midwives in the midst of frightening circumstances brought calm to those women 

who were in the travail of childbirth. So also, Jesus’ calm endurance brought calm to His 

disciples when they had to bear their own crosses. When Jesus spoke these words at the 

temple that day, He envisioned a time when He would no longer be there in person to 

lead them and encourage them.  He knew that they would face the same as Him, trials, 

beatings, and the threat of death. But He knew also the way in which He faced these 

things would stay with them for the rest of their lives.  

 

Jesus tells us that we will need endurance if we are to remain faithful to the last. “But the 

one who endures to the end will be saved.” This endurance, this calm endurance even 

through confused and uncertain times, does not come from within us. It comes from 

Jesus. It comes from His Word.  It doesn’t hurt that in His Word He promises us also that as 

uncertain and insecure as this old world may become, God’s new world, the new 

creation, the age to come, that is already crowning, will one day be born. These are only 

the beginnings of the birth pains, He said, but they are at least the beginnings. A new life 

is going to be born.     Amen   


