
Prelude:  Noel Ecossais by Alexander Guilment played by John Crombie 

 

Words of welcome   

When we turn to worship God we stand in a long line of worshippers, who have brought to 

God their praises and prayers in various ways at various times and who have passed on the 

beauty of worship to the next generation.  We remember that we are not alone as we sing the 

hymn… 

 

Hymn  O God of Bethel 

 

Prayer 

Loving God, this time, these moments are precious – set apart from all that we have to do in 

our lives, a haven where we can seek together the grace you freely give, God the Father, the 

peace of Jesus your Son, and unity amongst each other, to draw near as brothers and sisters in 

Christ through the Holy Spirit. 

God our Father, as You bring light into darkness and hope to our world, as Your Son Jesus 

brings comfort to those suffering and a full life for all, as the Holy Spirit brings joy to our 

hearts and everyday miracles of change in our world, we come to worship You and to offer 

our praise. 

We thank You, Lord God, that You have always come to Your people in the past, for Your 

presence and guidance through centuries of faithful worship and service in the churches of 

Scotland: 

You have led generations through the wilderness that life can be, 

When they have been lost, You have searched for them, 

When they have been in deepest struggle and exile, You have brought them back home, 

For Your love and commitment we praise You, God. 

We thank You, God, that You come to us now.  In worship, You speak to us, in our journey 

through life, You go with us.  When we look for a way, we can see it in Your son Jesus, 

For Your love which calls us to follow, we praise You, God. 

Lord, for the times when we have ignored the path that You have laid for us, when we have 

rejected Your promises of change, forgiveness and hope, when we have spurned Your 

generous hospitality, for the times when we have been too busy to do the right thing, in Your 

name, even though we know we should have, for the times when we’ve made excuses rather 

than act, forgive us Lord. 

Help us to be renewed and refreshed once more, to live every day as a step forward. 
We offer You these prayers in the name of Jesus, who taught us when we pray to say 
 Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name. 

Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. 

Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors. 

And lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil. 

For Thine is the kingdom, the power, and the glory for ever.  Amen. 

 

Reading: Habakkuk 1:1-4 and 2:1-3 

 

Today we are thinking of how through time God’s call to his people has often been to watch.  

We do a lot of watching in life – we, maybe more than any other generation, since we are the 

generation of the screens – the cinema first, then the television and now the computer and the 

phone screens dominate life in these days – even if there are individuals who are less 



dominated than others.  These screens give us things to watch, and so we become spectators 

in entertainment or in current affairs.  This is not the kind of watching of which the Bible 

speaks.  In the days of Old and New Testament few people watched others for their 

entertainment.  They watched for danger, they watched for weather so that they could plan 

their days, they watched events of their local environments change, often with little 

understanding of the happenings in the wider world which were impinging on their local 

worlds.  They watched to seek to understand. In their watching they were not just spectators, 

but they were involved.  What they saw mattered. 

 So we read today from the fairly obscure prophet Habakkuk who begins his short 

work by asking God what on earth was going on – what was going on on earth might be a 

better way to put it.  He, the prophet, was watching trouble and violence breaking out, and the 

rule of law growing weak, and he knew what he was seeing but not why.  Nor did he see what 

God was doing about it.  And then he says he is going to keep watch and see what God’s 

answer will be.   

 Habakkuk’s stance is admirable, because he first of all takes his complaint to God, 

rather than going around complaining about God to others.  And then he determines to watch 

and wait for an answer, thus showing us that he expects God to answer.  He is taking God and 

his faith in God seriously, and his watching is an active thing, a continual prayer, if you like, 

in that he is seeking to see with God’s eyes.  We didn’t read the whole of his work today of 

course, but if you were to read the whole three chapters you would discover that he never gets 

an answer to the question, in the way that he has asked it.  Sometimes we simply ask the 

wrong questions.  But instead he is shown that the problem of evil and corruption is wider 

than just what is happening in his locality, and that he is caught up in the consequences of 

living in a world and a society which largely ignores God and his standards of honesty and 

generosity, of truthfulness and compassion.  God is not absent but is ignored; this is what 

Habakkuk sees.  

It is not a happy picture, but in looking and seeing and realising the prophet’s faith is 

strengthened, because whenever we live our lives in an attitude of attentive prayer, our faith 

will be strengthened.  As I have often said, prayer changes things and the first thing it 

changes is the one who prays.  And so Habakkuk, still watching, can end his work with a 

song, that says that no matter what goes wrong in his own life – much of which is a 

consequence of the world around him – he will still rejoice in God.  Habakkuk, in his 

watching and noting and thinking - and especially his praying and bringing it all to God – has 

shown himself to be one of those who are living by faith, and so in God’s eyes are righteous. 

One of the things which our screen watching can do, if we don’t guard against it, is to 

make us feel apart from what goes on in the world; but the watching that Habakkuk models 

for us involves us in the world.  God’s people should not be those who stand apart.  Church 

should not be a place where we come to forget the troubles of the world.  As God’s children 

we come to him to bring him the troubles and to watch and listen and seek a way of finding 

him in or through them. 

  

Hymn  Lord, teach us how to pray aright 

   

Reading: Mark 13:14-37 

 

What we have read today is a difficult passage for us to get our heads round.  As we seek to 

understand what Jesus is saying, remember that it is all leading up to the injunction that we 

should keep awake – or as some translations say, we should be watching. 

This passage that we read is far harder for us than it would have been for Mark’s first 

readers because the first readers of the gospels were living in the immediate aftermath of the 



destruction which Jesus is foretelling in what we read today.  The events described would be 

very fresh in their memories, so they would have no difficulty understanding and relating to 

these words.  But twenty centuries have passed and now what happened in Jerusalem in 69 

and 70 A.D. is no more than a paragraph in largely forgotten history.  And yet if we forget it, 

we are at risk of misunderstanding not only passages like this, but all the gospels say about 

Jerusalem and the temple.  Because when Mark’s gospel was circulated, Jerusalem was a 

shadow of the place that Jesus knew, and the wonderful, impressive temple was no more.   

These dire warnings are not about the end of the world – otherwise why would Jesus 

tell his followers to run? You can’t run away from the end of the world – where would you 

run to?  But they are about the end of the world that the disciples knew: they are about the 

end of the nation of Israel and the destruction of the temple, and that was the end of the world 

for Jews living at the time. 

What happened in 69 and 70 AD, was that Titus, adopted son of the emperor 

Vespasian, entered Jerusalem at the same time as Vespasian was approaching Rome for his 

coronation: and Titus set fire to the temple.  The temple was a powerful symbol and a symbol 

of power – the Romans recognised that as much as Jesus did.  Jesus cleansed the temple and 

spoke of its impermanence: he had an ambivalent relationship with this important and 

symbolic building, which should point people to God but too often was used for other 

purposes.  But Jesus certainly would not and did not condone the awful suffering which came 

to the Jews with Titus’ act, which in turn was the beginning of truly horrendous siege of the 

city.  This lasted till the desperation of the people had driven them to do things from which 

their souls would draw back in horror.   

So Jesus told his followers to run in those days, to escape the terror.  And Mark gives 

us these difficult words to puzzle over, because  in his eyes they justify Jesus and show him 

to be a true prophet and more than a prophet.  For who but a prophet, thirty years before the 

event, would see that there was such change coming? 

Jesus is giving his followers a heads up and a warning about these times to come, and 

he is telling them, comforting them, maybe, that though terrible times are coming, they are 

not the end.  And he tells them to be alert and keep watch.  It is sometime after that that the 

“Son of Man will be seen coming in the clouds with power and great glory.” 

 

So what can we learn, we who do not live in first century Palestine but twenty-first century 

Scotland?   We do not live in anticipation of dire events such as came to the Jews.  And that 

is part of the point!   The Jewish people did not anticipate them either.  Jesus’ ministry took 

place in a time when the Roman occupation of Palestine was relatively peaceful and stable.  

Many still deplored it, of course, but life was liveable and seemed set to continue in that way.  

But change was around the corner.  The message to us all is always to keep alert. 

 

Many people have turned to these verses as some of those they use to work out a timetable 

for the end of the world.  That is a rabbit hole which can be very appealing, and once you 

have disappeared down there, it is hard to come back.  We are not given this and other 

Biblical passages about apocalypse so that we can make our timetables, and checklists.  Don’t 

go there.  Jesus warns you that you will never work it all out, as God has not revealed it all, 

not even to Jesus himself. 

We are given this passage so that we can remember that even in life-changing events, 

things that change our worlds for ever, Jesus, by God’s Holy Spirit is still with us.  We are 

given them so that we can remember that our call is to keep awake – or to watch. To watch, 

as Habakkuk watched, with the eyes and expectations of faith. 

 We should be those who look at the events of the world and of our nation and of our 

community, seeking to see God’s hand at work.  We should be those who look at what is 



happening in the world around us and do our best to influence it in the ways of God: caring 

for those who are hurting; seeking justice without which society cannot live at peace; putting 

our faith into practice in every part of life. We should be those who look at the world and our 

worlds with the perspective of faith in Jesus, of living within the kingdom of God.  We 

should be those who remember that what God values, those whom he declares blessed are not 

the rich and successful, not those who put their personal goals and aims ahead of all else, but 

those who love God with all our heart, soul, mind and strength and our neighbours as 

ourselves.   

We are called to be those who live on the watch, looking at the world in conversation 

with God.  We are called to live actively in God’s kingdom. 

 

Hymn Stay with me, remain here with me 

 

Prayer 

Lord God, as we look out on the world, the local and the global world, help us to look with 

your eyes.  You see further than we can, in distance and in time.  You love more passionately 

than we can, even though sometimes we feel very deeply indeed.  You respond to your 

creation with more compassion than we can ever know.  Help us to watch with your eyes, for 

your presence and your leading. 

 

We pray for all the unknowns.  For the things in our personal life that we know that we do 

not know: the future, the present, the reasons for things, the hopes or fears that we hold in our 

hearts.  Help us to trust you as we bring them to you.  Help us to believe and know that you 

will lead us one day at a time into whatever the future holds. 

 

We pray for the unknowns in our life as a church: for your leading and guiding for the 

immediate future and for the more remote future.  Give us the grace to watch our community 

with you and see where you are calling us to be in Jesus’ name. 

 

We pray for the world, including our nation, as we feel our way forward in this time of 

unknowns and of pandemic.  As people grow tired of coping, we pray that the will to live for 

the benefit of others will not die in individuals or in governments.  We pray that the need to 

preserve life and help the vulnerable through a time of economic uncertainty will not mean 

that other matters, like preserving the planet which you gave us to call home would not be 

forgotten. 

 

We pray that we will learn to live on the watch for and with you, and so be your servants 

wherever we are.  We pray in Jesus’ name, Amen. 

 

Hymn  Beauty for brokenness 

 

Benediction 

Watch and pray and live in hope. 

And the blessing of God Almighty, 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit  

be with you now and always.  Amen. 

 

Postlude:   Prélude Modal by Jean Langlais played by Alan Buchan on the St. Bride’s organ 

 

 


