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Text 
As they approached Jerusalem and came to Bethphage on the Mount of Olives, Jesus sent two disciples, 2 

saying to them, "Go to the village ahead of you, and at once you will find a donkey tied there, with her colt 

by her. Untie them and bring them to me. 3 If anyone says anything to you, tell him that the Lord needs 

them, and he will send them right away." 4 This took place to fulfill what was spoken through the prophet: 

5 "Say to the Daughter of Zion, 'See, your king comes to you, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the 

foal of a donkey.'" 6 The disciples went and did as Jesus had instructed them. 7 They brought the donkey 

and the colt, placed their cloaks on them, and Jesus sat on them. 8 A very large crowd spread their cloaks 

on the road, while others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road. 9 The crowds that went 

ahead of him and those that followed shouted, "Hosanna to the Son of David!" "Blessed is he who comes in 

the name of the Lord!" "Hosanna in the highest!" 10 When Jesus entered Jerusalem, the whole city was 

stirred and asked, "Who is this?" 11 The crowds answered, "This is Jesus, the prophet from Nazareth in 

Galilee." 12 Jesus entered the temple area and drove out all who were buying and selling there. He 

overturned the tables of the money changers and the benches of those selling doves. 13 "It is written," he 

said to them, "'My house will be called a house of prayer,' but you are making it a 'den of robbers.'" 14 The 

blind and the lame came to him at the temple, and he healed them. 15 But when the chief priests and the 

teachers of the law saw the wonderful things he did and the children shouting in the temple area, "Hosanna 

to the Son of David," they were indignant. 16 "Do you hear what these children are saying?" they asked 

him. "Yes," replied Jesus, "have you never read, "'From the lips of children and infants you have ordained 

praise'?" 17 And he left them and went out of the city to Bethany, where he spent the night. 18 Early in the 

morning, as he was on his way back to the city, he was hungry. 19 Seeing a fig tree by the road, he went up 

to it but found nothing on it except leaves. Then he said to it, "May you never bear fruit again!" 

Immediately the tree withered. 20 When the disciples saw this, they were amazed. "How did the fig tree 

wither so quickly?" they asked. 21 Jesus replied, "I tell you the truth, if you have faith and do not doubt, not 

only can you do what was done to the fig tree, but also you can say to this mountain, 'Go, throw yourself 

into the sea,' and it will be done. 22 If you believe, you will receive whatever you ask for in prayer." 

 

Preamble 
First off, I just want to say a huge ‘Thank You’ to the church for the wonderful 

gift to me and Andrea and our family of the past three months off!  It was a truly 

wonderful time of rest and learning to enjoy God’s good gifts to us as his children.  It was 

rejuvenating.  It seems that God has called us to be willing to minister in the city of 

Chicago long-term, to model longevity and ‘a long obedience in the same direction’ – a 

Jeremiah 29 concept of putting down roots in a city and leading others to do the same and 

seeing what happens over, say, 70 years.  And to do that it seems wise to build in regular 

times of extended rest to stay refreshed and focused over the long-haul.  Thus this 

sabbatical.  And, as I said, it was truly wonderful.  And, a good sign that it did its job is 
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that we’re ready to be back with you plodding ahead, eager to see what God has in store 

next for our church. 

Let me also publicly thank and honor the other Elders – Adam, Mike, and Phil.  

These are amazing men and servants of you and the Lord.  I am immensely blessed by 

their diligence and eagerness to serve, “not under compulsion, but willingly as God 

would have” them (1Pe. 5:2) and their love for the gospel and this church and God’s 

mission in this city.  It’s been just amazing.  And others who stepped up this summer – 

Abby Peters took the lead of the Prayer Ministry, Cassie and Jesse and Andy jumped in 

on Worship Teams, Andrew & Cyndi headed up the painting, Andrea Finelli assisted 

with Kids Corner stuff, Woo with the Saturday Outreaches… 

 So, that’s enough of that.  It’s great to be back in the saddle and to see everyone 

again.  And I also want to say welcome to everyone who is new.  We’re excited that 

you’re here and always look forward to the Fall when the Lord seems to bring many new 

people into our community. 

 

Introduction 

But now for the matter at hand…  We continue as a church to listen to God 

address us through the Gospel of Matthew on Sunday mornings.  We’ve been in this book 

since May of 2011.  It’s a long book.  It is a book that is explicitly about Jesus.  The 

whole Bible is really about Jesus, but a Gospel like Matthew’s is explicitly about Jesus – 

his teachings, his miracles, his life from his birth to his baptism to his temptation to his 

calling of his disciples to his early ministry in the northern region of first century 

Palestine called Galilee to his disclosure of his intent to go to Jerusalem and die first 

revealed in chapter 16… and now in chapter 21 where we are today we see that Jesus 

finally arrives in that sacred city for the culmination of his earthly mission.  If you’ve 

been with us for any of this time you’ve been with Jesus a lot.  Jesus has been explicitly 

before you. 

I hope that during this time there have been some people who initially were only 

intrigued with or curious about Jesus from a distance that have heard his call to come and 

follow him, to find their identity in him, and have begun that life in repentance and faith. 

And I also hope that those among us who were already Jesus’ disciples have 

gotten to know him better.  As Peter and James and John and other figures in the 

narrative have come to progressively understand Jesus in deeper ways and have their 

misconceptions about Jesus challenged and corrected I hope that many of you who are 

also his disciples have experienced a similar journey of discovery and growth. 

No matter where we’re at, we really know so little, don’t we?  We understand so 

imperfectly.  We have so much baggage we bring along with us and false ideas we 

project onto Jesus and we comprehend such a small percentage of who he truly is and 

what he came to do.  Don’t we?  Part of what we saw from last week’s text is that on our 

own we are utterly blind, unable to accurately perceive the realities of the universe we 

find ourselves in.  We must recognize this, cry out for mercy, and have our eyes opened 

to who Jesus really is, to “new views of God, of Christ, of sin, of holiness, of the world, 

of the gospel, and of the life to come.”
1
  And we need his help to see more and more, 

better and better. 

 

Let’s humbly confess this and pray… 
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Another Introduction 

 Here’s how I want to set the stage for this passage we’re going to look at today.  

Do you realize that the Lord Jesus Christ is here among us right now?  We are 

“assembled in the name of our Lord Jesus… and the power of our Lord Jesus is present” 

(1Cor. 5:4).  We have been summoned by him.  He has called us to worship.  We have 

prayed to the Father in his name.  We have been addressed by him in the reading of his 

holy Word.  He has set a table for us to eat at together with him.  Through the work of the 

Holy Spirit the Lord Jesus Christ is actually present among us today in this gathering.  

That’s what Sundays are, the Lord’s Day.  They are weekly festivals, feasts that Jesus’ 

people are called to come together at and celebrate, much like the yearly festivals of the 

Jews in the first century. 

So as we read in Matthew 21 about Jesus in Jerusalem for the Passover Feast and 

at the Temple I want us to realize that he is in our midst right here and now.  He has come 

to our religious assembly.  Now, what does he see?  What is this like in his eyes?  Are we 

any different than the people of Jesus’ day at their religious gathering?  How?  Are we in 

any ways similar?  How?  What does Jesus have to say about this, us? 

To discern that, it is helpful to see what Jesus’ experience was like in Jerusalem in 

the text before us today.  We’ll begin now to look at it in more detail, but let me just sum 

it up: it was not good.  What he found was almost completely flawed.  Weak, pathetic, 

misguided, sad, even infuriating.  It’s not good.  The crowds are off in their 

understanding of who Jesus is.  The way the Temple was run was a mockery.  The nation 

as a whole is described as barren, utterly fruitless.  Jesus understands very well the 

proclivity for religion and religious gatherings to be empty shows, to be exasperating 

examples of missing the point. 

So if you’re skeptical of religion and here with a critical eye; if you’ve seen how 

it can all turn sour you may be on to something.  Maybe you have perceptive insight into 

the ways that this community here is clueless.  That’s not necessarily a bad thing.  We 

want to affirm that.  Jesus certainly was frustrated himself at empty religion and the Bible 

is honest about the dangers inherent in the whole religious enterprise.  Organized religion 

is often a circus and a sham. 

But none of us is Jesus, which means none of us has an entirely objective view 

and is free from deficiencies and the same corrupting forces that produce the messes we 

see around us.  None of us is exempt from the same criticisms.  And, Jesus does not give 

up on his people.  Even though today’s text paints a dismal picture of God’s people at this 

time, we’ll see in 23:27 Jesus’ broken heart for the scene around him (“O Jerusalem, 

Jerusalem… how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers 

her chicks under her wings.”)  Jesus doesn’t give up on them; Jesus is going to the cross 

for them.  And we can’t miss the fact that there’s about to be a major revival in Jerusalem 

in just a couple months called Pentecost when Peter stands up and addresses a crowd 

there: “Fellow Jews and all of you who live in Jerusalem…” (Acts 2:14) and he explains 

again who Jesus was and “about three thousand” people there become disciples of Jesus 

in a single day (Acts 2:41). 

 So Jesus isn’t just a cynic.  Perpetual cynicism is just as bad as cold, dead 

religion.  Jesus wants the revival of his people.  So Jesus wants us to let this text be a 

mirror to help us perhaps see places where we as a church are in ignorance or even at 
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odds with him.  And repent and ask for God to change us.  So let’s be open to these 

recognitions.  I think as we get to the end of this passage, what we’re going to see, in 

short, is just this: Jesus wants us to want more. 

 

Triumphal Entry 

So the Triumphal Entry.  We usually look at this event every Palm Sunday to kick 

off Holy Week.  It is the entrance of Jesus into Jerusalem for the last week of his earthly 

life.  Often people think that the fanfare which Jesus receives here is a positive thing.  But 

in fact it is at best (at least in the way Matthew portrays it) a mixed bag.  Let’s look at it. 

“As they approached Jerusalem and came to Bethphage on the Mount of 

Olives…” (v. 1a).  Bethphage is a small town on the eastern outskirts of Jerusalem.  It 

would be like someone approaching Chicago from the east and saying they got to Gary 

and Hammond.  Bethphage is usually mentioned in connection with Bethany (see Mk. 

11:1, Lk. 19:29).  But here it alone is mentioned.  The name itself actually means 

something like ‘house of unripe figs’, a foreshadowing perhaps of what’s to come and a 

subtle literary tool to set the tone of this whole section. 

“Jesus sent two disciples, saying to them, ‘Go to the village ahead of you, and at 

once you will find a donkey tied there, with her colt by her.  Untie them and bring them 

to me.  If anyone says anything to you, tell him that the Lord needs them, and he will 

send them right away” (vv. 1b-3).  There’s debate as to whether this represents a pre-

arranged plan that Jesus had put together and “the Lord needs them” would be like the 

secret password, or whether this is representative of Jesus’ supernatural knowledge and 

power.  I tend to think the former, but either way what we see is that Jesus is in complete 

command of the situation.  He has in mind what he is coming to do and what he wants 

people to get. 

Jesus is well aware that the situation is ripe for messianic excitement.  Passover in 

some ways was like our 4
th

 of July, so patriotism is naturally high.  What’s more it was a 

politically charged time with resentment of Roman occupation running high.  Jesus, who 

is always elsewhere seen walking, chooses to ride into Jerusalem along the same path and 

the same way King David rode out in 2Samuel 15:30, 16:1-2 fleeing Absalom.  Jesus is 

being intentional.  He’s assuming certainly kingly postures.  He is the Messiah, the Son 

of David. 

But, Matthew tells us, Jesus did this “to fulfill what was spoken through the 

prophet: ‘Say to the Daughter of Zion, “See, your king comes to you, gentle and riding on 

a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.”’”  This is a prophecy from the OT book of 

Zechariah, chapter 9.  It is Messianic.  Jesus is the King coming to Jerusalem.  But the 

significance is that he is not riding a high and mighty war horse, ready to lead a rebellion 

against the Romans.  He is, rather, “gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a 

donkey.”  Jesus displays Messianic awareness, but his Messianic purpose is to be 

humbled and ultimately killed as a blood sacrifice for his people’s sins. 

“The disciples went and did as Jesus had instructed them” (v. 6).  And there’s 

some confusion over why Matthew includes two animals here and the other Gospel 

writers just mention one.  But the reason seems simple to me: Matthew includes the detail 

that the baby donkey’s mom was brought along in order to help the inexperienced foal. 

Well anyway, the nuance of humble Messiah is lost on the very large crowd of 

pilgrims pouring into Jerusalem for the Feast.  They “spread their cloaks on the road, 
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while others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road” (v. 8).  Where does 

that come from?  If you read the books of Jewish history that cover the time between the 

OT and the NT you see that there was a time when the Jews briefly ran out the Greek 

invaders and desecrators of the Temple and it was celebrated with the waving of Palm 

Branches; 1 Maccabees 13:51 – “On the twenty-third day of the second month, in the one 

hundred seventy-first year, the Jews entered [Jerusalem] with praise and palm branches, 

and with harps and cymbals and stringed instruments, and with hymns and songs, 

because a great enemy had been crushed and removed from Israel” (cf. 2Macc. 10:7).  

Palm branches were an emblem of victory and triumph.  And they are not entirely 

inappropriate for Jesus (see Rev. 7:9), but those waving them had no conception of a 

Messiah getting hung on a Roman cross.  None. 

Oblivious, with their own agenda in mind, “The crowds that went ahead of him 

and those that followed shouted, ‘Hosanna to the Son of David!’  ‘Blessed is he who 

comes in the name of the Lord!’  ‘Hosanna in the highest!’” (v. 9).  Where does this come 

from?  Mostly from the last verses of a section of the Psalms called the Hallel Psalms 

(113-118) chanted at all the great festivals of Israel.  Again, their ascription to Jesus of 

the fulfillment of some of these titles and the praise is not altogether wrong, but their 

interpretations of his significance were.  They were hyped up and they grabbed Jesus as 

their mascot. 

“When Jesus entered Jerusalem, the whole city was stirred and asked, ‘Who is 

this?’  The crowds answered, ‘This is Jesus, the prophet from Nazareth in Galilee’” (vv. 

10-11).  Do they get him right?  No.  Their answer, that he is a prophet, most likely fails 

to grasp the full significance of his divine identity come to rescue them from their sins 

and instead sees him as a godly man come to give them instructions for a revolution.  The 

added phrase “from Nazareth in Galilee” probably represents some populist, local pride 

oozing out.  “And he’s one of us northerners!”  How sorely disappointed most of them 

would be in a few days. 

Let’s stop here and do a bit of application.  What are we to get from this?  This is 

an indictment on the people for their misguided expectations.  They are an almost 

comical group of excitable people all worked up about Jesus, but with an almost 

completely false understanding of who he was and what he was there to do.  It’s shallow 

and hollow.  Have you ever thought about this: there are a lot of people who cry out and 

sing loud praises to Jesus but have no idea what he’s really about.  What’s the problem?  

Their theology has no place for the cross. 

Let’s ask: can our worship services be lively and use some of the right terms but 

be based on pure emotionalism and an expectation that Jesus will just give us what we 

want – maybe it’s not the removal of the Romans today, but it could be the removal of 

sickness, financial stress, social anxieties, parenting problems, marital problems… with 

no recognition of our utter sinfulness and the need for a Savior?  So many people get sold 

on a Jesus that is there to meet their needs and when they face suffering or 

disappointments or have the magnifying glass turned and focused on them and their 

hearts they bail. 

We can also see in this fickle crowd a kind of faddishness.  They jumped on a 

Jesus bandwagon.  I see a lot of theological fads come and go in the church these days.  

Many of them in some way talk a lot about Jesus and use him as a prophet who taught 

forgotten ways to orchestrate a movement to change the world.  Many of the books I read 
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about the newest fad for the fill-in-the-blank Church that’s got a lot people excited simply 

mine Jesus’ life and teachings for principles to use to re-boot the church and really begin 

impacting our culture.  It’s the same thing.  It misses the point that the Gospels are 

ultimately about the gospel.  There is what C.S. Lewis referred to as “the great cataract of 

nonsense”
2
 that pours from the evangelical presses of our day.  Listen to what David 

Martyn Lloyd-Jones said after forty some years of ministry: 

 

One of the advantages of being old is that you have experience, so when 

something new comes up, and you see people getting very excited about it, 

you happen to be in the position of being able to remember a similar 

excitement perhaps forty years ago.  And so one has seen fashions and 

vogues and stunts coming one after another in the Church.  Each one 

creates great excitement and enthusiasm and is loudly advertised as the 

thing that is going to fill the churches, the thing that is going to solve the 

problem.  They have said that about every single one of them.  But in a 

few years they have forgotten all about it, and another stunt comes along, 

or another new idea; somebody has hit upon the one thing needful of he 

has a psychological understanding of modern man.  Here is the thing, and 

everybody rushes after it; but soon it wanes and disappears and something 

else takes its place.
3
 

 

Have we in any ways succumbed to this silly, ungrounded, chasing of trends and 

fashions?  Is our worship of Jesus based on a robust understanding of him as a Savior and 

not a champion of some cause we love to get behind?  Or are we still “infants, tossed 

back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching” (Eph. 

4:14). 

 

Cleansing of the Temple 

 Let’s move on to the next scene.  The tone here is unmistakably negative.  And 

it’s important to see how the way Matthew narrates his story is meant to connect the first 

11 verses of chapter 21 with this next section.  Mark (see Mk. 11:11-15) tells us that a 

night separates Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem with his cleansing of the Temple.  Matthew 

leaves that detail out making these two scenes flow together.  R.T. France says, “It is the 

sequel to and culmination of the deliberately symbolic entry to the city.”
4
  Jesus is not 

riding an emotional high on his triumphal entry to Jerusalem, buoyed by the quality of the 

religious state of his people at the time.  He is coming to Jerusalem in sorrow, 

disappointment, judgment, to show his people their sorry state and their desperate need 

for the salvation he is about to enact. 

 So Matthew tells us that Jesus goes right to the Temple complex, the heart of the 

religious life of God’s people at that time.  And what he encounters there is not good.  

“Jesus entered the temple area and drove out all who were buying and selling there.  He 

overturned the tables of the money changers and the benches of those selling doves” (v. 

12).  This is attention grabbing.  Again, Jesus is acting deliberately.  He is not flying off 

the handle here, a victim of his circumstances, in need of anger management classes.  

One person has put it this way – “Planned for prime time and maximum exposure, it was 
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a ‘demonstration’ calculated to interrupt business as usual and bring the imminence of 

God’s reign abruptly, forcefully, to the attention of all.”
5
 

The place that should have been about meeting with God, displaying his utter 

holiness and the high price it costs to forgive sin and restore relationship between God 

and people had been cheapened.  Jesus quotes from Isaiah 56:7 and Jeremiah 7:11 – “It is 

written… ‘My house will be called a house of prayer,’ but you are making it a ‘den of 

robbers’” (v. 13).  What is Jesus objecting to?  Some have said it was oppression – the 

money traders were exploiting the poor and pious people who came to worship.  No 

doubt this probably was going on too.  But notice that Jesus “drove out all who were 

buying and selling” (v. 12).  Not just the traders, but also the buyers were doing 

something wrong.  They had all lost sight of what the Temple was about and it had 

devolved into rituals and legalisms.  Why were there money traders?  Because you had to 

make your offerings in a particular currency that most people didn’t normally have.  

Doves were the required offering for people that couldn’t afford larger animals.  Most 

people lived too far away for bringing their own dove to make sense so they bought one 

there in the temple courts.  But it was just doing your religious duty, going through the 

motions.  It had become a big show and the joyful sobriety of God’s holiness and grace 

was absent. 

 The next details reveal this sad reality more clearly.  It says starting in v. 14 – 

“The blind and the lame came to him at the temple, and he healed them.  But when the 

chief priests and the teachers of the law saw the wonderful things he did and the children 

shouting in the temple area, ‘Hosanna to the Son of David,’ they were indignant” (vv. 14-

15).  So two things were happening that rubbed the religious leaders the wrong way: (1) 

Jesus welcomed the physically handicapped, (2) Jesus welcomed children.  What do these 

two parties have in common?  Well neither were what you might call respectable, 

important, useful, having something offer.  They were nuisances.  They represented 

weakness.  “‘Do you hear what these children are saying?’ they asked him. ‘Yes,’ replied 

Jesus, ‘have you never read, “From the lips of children and infants you have ordained 

praise”?’” (v. 16; cf. Ps. 8:2).  We’ve already seen earlier this summer how Jesus 

welcomed the children (19:14) and what that meant and his saying that “unless you 

change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven” 

(18:3).  We’ve seen all through the book of Matthew how he touched and had 

compassion for the defiled and deformed.  Why?  What does this mean?  It’s a picture of 

God’s grace.  God loves those who recognize their need, not those who feel self-

sufficient and put together. 

 When I see Jesus’ dismay at the tragedy of what temple worship had become I 

can’t help but think of Luther’s visit to Rome and his witnessing of the selling of 

indulgences there.  Have you seen the Joseph Fiennes Luther movie and that scene?  But 

what is it in our day, for us?  Could contemporary evangelical churches have the same 

strand of graceless religiosity that excludes and reinforces a system of merit and becomes 

truly indignant when needy people come in and mess things up?  D.A. Carson has 

described many of our currently big and bustling churches this way: 

 

People may come, feel “helped,” join in corporate worship, serve on 

committees, teach Sunday school classes, bring their friends, enjoy 

“fellowship,” raise funds, participate…, but still not really know the Lord.  
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If the church is being built with large portions of charm, personality, easy 

oratory, positive thinking, managerial skills, powerful and emotional 

experiences, and people smarts, but without repeated, passionate, Spirit-

anointed proclamation of “Jesus Christ and him crucified,” we may be 

winning more adherents than converts.
6
 

 

A big church with machinery running smoothly is not necessarily a sign of health. 

 Let’s bring it even closer to home.  What about smaller churches that pride 

themselves on correct preaching?  Is it translated into a place where people with physical 

handicaps are present?  Are people whose lives are messy regularly welcomed with joy 

and not resentment?  If the gospel is central then there should be people in our churches 

who outwardly are unusual, the goofy, those with issues, outcasts, the hassles, those who 

make you feel uncomfortable, people with problems; not just good looking, well 

educated, respectable.  Are children truly welcomed and incorporated?  Could church, 

our church, become a place to be seen, to make friends, find a spouse, be with people 

who are like you?  Could intellectual stimulation become a means of excluding others?  

Is there any possible way that you could turn this into an opportunity for self-importance? 

 Does our church ooze grace and reflect it in our composition and community life?  

Or have we got a good system going here that operates really by the world’s principles?  

Is it a place where lost people are found? 

“And he left them and went out of the city to Bethany, where he spent the night” 

(v. 17) kind of has the sting of an indictment to it, doesn’t it?  “And he left them…” 

 

Cursing the Fig Tree 

 After a stay in Bethany for the night Jesus goes back into Jerusalem.  “Early in the 

morning, as he was on his way back to the city, he was hungry.  Seeing a fig tree by the 

road, he went up to it but found nothing on it except leaves.  The he said to it, ‘May you 

never bear fruit again!’  Immediately the tree withered” (vv. 18-19).  Now what’s up with 

that?  Again, does Jesus have a temper problem?  Did he forget that breakfast was the 

most important meal of the day and skip it, then get low blood sugar, have a craving for a 

Fig Newton, see a fig tree in the distance, and then when he realized there was no fruit on 

it snap and use his superpowers like the Incredible Hulk to kill the tree? 

 No.  Jesus is acting very intentionally here too.  Matthew shrinks the time to tell 

this story.  It has a simple point that fits in with the previous two sections.  It is also about 

the sorry state of God’s people.  The fig tree was a symbol of Israel (i.e. Joel 1:7).  The 

analogy of fruit being like evidences of spiritual vitality in one’s life was a well known 

biblical metaphor (i.e. Is. 5:2).  The OT prophet Micah decries Israel’s sin with these 

words – “What misery is mine!  I am like one who gathers summer fruit at the gleaning 

of the vineyard; there is no cluster of grapes to eat, none of the early figs that I crave” 

(Mic. 7:1).  Jesus is echoing this prophetic word.  In drawing attention to this fig tree with 

no fruit he is condemning God’s people at that time for not producing the good deeds that 

should come from being rooted in a vital relationship with God by grace.  They are just 

like this fig tree.  Green, leafy, giving the appearance of life, but upon closer inspection 

there is really no fruit there.  And that is worthless.  And so Jesus curses the fig tree. 

 One commentator says this about this passage: 
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“To the intense sorrow and frustration of Jesus, there was little but 

nominal religion in Israel….  Matthew’s church leaders need to take note, 

for dead religion in Christian churches will fall under his judgment just as 

surely as Israel’s failure evoked it.  God is no more bound to Christian 

churches with a long pedigree than he was to Israel with an even longer 

one.  If there is no fruit (in prayerfulness, in evangelism, in love and 

ministry to the community), God will judge such churches and they will 

die.”
7
 

 

 The Bible is clear: true Christians “bear fruit to God” (Rom. 7:4; cf. Eph. 5:9; Ph. 

1:11; Jas. 3:17).  It’s the natural outworking of a life lived in Christ, abiding in him.  

Something.  Maybe small, and growing, but there.  The best place to look in the NT for a 

description of this kind of fruit is in Galatians 5:22-23 where it says “the fruit of the 

Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-

control.”  Are these virtues evident in our church?  We shouldn’t look first of all for 

spiritual gifts as evidences of spiritual maturity, for it is possible to have visible and 

exciting displays of charisma but have not love and therefore be but a “resounding gong 

or a clanging cymbal” (1Cor. 13:1).  And so I ask, “Are we a church that is growing in 

grateful love for God and brotherly affection for each other (bearing with one another; cf. 

Col. 3:13), genuine joy in the Lord, a steady peace despite causes for anxiety and flighty 

listlessness; patience and kindness and a willingness to do good to each other; 

demonstrable and growing faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control in our lives? 

 We read, “When the disciples saw this, they were amazed.  ‘How did the fig tree 

wither so quickly?’ they asked.  Jesus replied, ‘I tell you the truth, if you have faith and 

do not doubt, not only can you do what was done to the fig tree, but also you can say to 

this mountain, “Go, throw yourself into the sea,” and it will be done.  If you believe, you 

will receive whatever you ask for in prayer’” (vv. 21-22).  Jesus didn’t do this as a cool 

way to show off his power and so neither is he saying that his disciples will be able to go 

around zapping things and making them shrivel up or levitating the Sears Tower and 

moving it into Lake Michigan. 

Jesus is using this to call them and us to prayer.  That’s the last word in this 

passage.  He’s showed us the great obstacles to genuine spiritual life: the temptations to 

faddishness, church as business, having the appearance of life but lacking genuine fruit.  

Now he’s saying that this doesn’t have to be the way things are.  Jesus wants us to want 

more.  He wants us to see the forces working against us, the stony ground all around us, 

the hardness in our own hearts and to not be content with that, but to be shocked into bold 

prayer with the assurance that in faith, massive things can happen.  Moving ships can be 

turned around.  The encroaching glacier and impending Ice Age in our culture can be 

averted. 

Also, the powerful works of God we are taught to ask for in Scripture are not just 

miraculous – healings and wonders, nor feelings and numbers.  Fixation on those things 

are immaturity at best and at worst some of the stuff that Jesus denounces in today’s 

passage.  Instead, as Anthony Hoekema points out in his outstanding chapter on the Holy 

Spirit in his book Saved By Grace, “The power of the Holy Spirit, both in New Testament 

times and today, is primarily revealed in the life-changing dynamic of regeneration and 

sanctification.”
8
  He shows that a brief study of the use of the word power in the NT 
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shows that it’s to bring people to faith in gospel (Acts 1:8; Rom. 1:16; 1Cor. 1:18, 2:4-5) 

or the power to live a new life in Christ (cf. Eph. 1:19-20), with endurance and patience 

(Col. 1:11), even in great suffering when miraculous removal of external obstacles is 

denied (think of Paul in 2Cor. 12 who “experienced a remarkable divine power, revealed 

not in the healing of his affliction but in the enduring of that affliction.”
9
). 

 

Conclusion 
 The power of God that Jesus wants us to want and therefore pray for, is that 

power that allows us to see Jesus for who he really is and worship him genuinely, 

becoming a place where the lost are rescued and experience grace, and where genuine 

fruit is borne in our personal and corporate lives.  I believe this passage is a great word 

for our church at this time to call us to self-evaluation and drive us to prayer.  We’ll be 

starting monthly church prayer meetings the first Wednesday of every month here at The 

Meeting Place.  We moved it to this time slot once a month in response to a poll of the 

members and in hopes of gathering the whole church to pray, to pray in faith that the 

Lord would bring revival among us and protect us from the dangers inherent in religion; 

to pray that he would demonstrate his mighty power among us to grow us in fruit… 

 A church that doesn’t care to pray… it’s not good… 

 

The Lord’s Table 

Who is it that has any positive position in this passage?  The blind and lame.  The 

children.  Jesus is for losers.  “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit…”  You should 

feel guilty.  But then what do you do with that guilt?  Run to Jesus! 

 

Benediction 
May God fill you with the knowledge of his will through all spiritual wisdom and 

understanding… in order that you may live a life worthy of the Lord and may please him 

in every way: bearing fruit in every good work, growing in the knowledge of God, being 

strengthened with all power according to his glorious might so that you may have great 

endurance and patience, and joyfully giving thanks to the Father, who has qualified you 

to share in the inheritance of the saints in the kingdom of light. (Col. 1:9-12) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, August 26, 2012.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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