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Did you hear that one of the TV faith healers finally had his first confirmed miracle the other day?  He made a blind man lame.

It’s kind of an old joke, but many people would compare that to the miracle Jesus performed in 
The next day as they were leaving Bethany, Jesus was hungry. 13Seeing in the distance a fig tree in leaf, he went to find out if it had any fruit. When he reached it, he found nothing but leaves, because it was not the season for figs. 14Then he said to the tree, "May no one ever eat fruit from you again." And his disciples heard him say it. 
…20In the morning, as they went along, they saw the fig tree withered from the roots. 21Peter remembered and said to Jesus, "Rabbi, look! The fig tree you cursed has withered!" 

This is one of the most difficult stories in the Gospels, and probably Jesus’ least popular miracle (definitely in Boulder County).  Many modern commentators won’t even comment on it because they say it’s a bad thing.
They say this tree didn’t deserve to be cursed for not bearing fruit out of season.

They say Jesus is acting like a spoiled child, and using His miraculous power to vent a temper tantrum over not getting some food.

But Jesus was the type of person who would fast 40 days.  At the well, He declined food even though hungry, because He was so concerned about the spiritual reality going on.  Jesus was not a man who was governed by His physical appetites. 

So there must be some meaning to this – but what? There is no explanation.  Usually Jesus’ miracles make great sermon titles: “Jesus walks on water”  “Jesus raises the dead”   “Jesus feeds the 5000”  But this one?  “Jesus kills a tree?”  Imagine if I advertised that in the Boulder paper!  “Come hear about a man who killed a tree”  more picketers than worshipers.
3:37
12 The next day 
This is the day after the triumphal entry, probably Tuesday of Jesus’ last week.  Jesus has 3 days left before He would be dead.  

The day before had been an incredible scene.  He entered J, and all the people praised Him, waved palm branches, “Hosanna to the son of David, Blessed is he who comes in the N of the L, Hosanna in the highest..”  Those people were risking their lives by saying that (Rome considered that seditious) These people really gave the appearance of being God’s people.

From that procession, after the big parade broke up, Jesus no doubt would have gone to the Temple (Passover week).  If you think back 3 years, you know that Jesus began His public ministry by driving the people out of this place with a whip, because they were dishonoring it.  

In Jesus’ lifetime, He saw a lot of very upsetting things, but this was the only thing that ever drove Him to a violent rage.

After Jesus did that, they went right back to the way they were.  So now He goes back and finds the same things going on.  (Rip offs, shortcut, no prayer, etc.).  So you can imagine how upsetting this would be to J.  There was nothing in the world that bothered Him that much.

So you can imagine what this evening/night/morning was like for Him.  I’m sure He thought of little else.
6:07
  Now it’s morning, and so they are making their way back to J – Jesus is on His way to do something that would lead directly to His death.  He’s going to drive them out again  (Not much of a politician – highest poll numbers ever, and He goes and does something that gets them screaming for His blood).  

Why?  He’s about to show us why.

as they were leaving Bethany, Jesus was hungry.
Must have been pretty famished.  The only other time Jesus was said to be H is after the fast.

As they are traveling along, Jesus spots something out of the ordinary.  I don’t know if anyone else noticed.  13 Seeing in the distance a (McDonalds) fig tree in leaf,  
That area was loaded with fig trees (one of the first things the spies noticed).   And this time of year (beginning of April) they were all bare branches.  In a couple months, all those trees would begin producing figs.  

After the figs began to appear, they would start filling up with green leaves.  So the term in leaf is significant, because leaves on a fig tree are like a giant billboard announcing “I have fruit.” – It’s like the “open” sign at McDonald’s.
7:38
he went to find out if it had any fruit. 
Lit “if thus it had fruit” meaning “To see if indeed it had what it was advertising.”
(slide)
When he reached it, he found nothing but leaves, because it was not the season for figs. 
Jesus knew it wasn’t the season for figs, but it wasn’t the season for leaves either.  And when He saw the anomaly of this tree having leaves, He realized this was going to be a great teaching opportunity.

14Then he said to the tree, "May no one ever eat fruit from you again." (in other words, “You are going to die, tree) And his disciples heard him say it. 
Please notice that there is not a word about anger.  This has nothing to do with anger.  In fact, as we will see in a moment, this is actually a tender, merciful act.

What is the meaning?  What would they have thought of?  
1.	Fig trees signified the richness, abundance, and God’s blessing on the land.  That’s why the spies pointed that out.
In Zech. There is a promise that in the Kingdom everyone will sit under his own fig tree.  So fig trees were a mark of God’s blessing, and the lack of fig trees is a mark of judgement.
10:00
Fig trees not bearing fruit was often connected with judgement (both the cause and result)
  
THE CAUSE
The people not being spiritually fruitful = cause of judgement (compared to fruitless fig trees)

Hos 9:10  "When I found Israel, it was like finding grapes in the desert; when I saw your fathers, it was like seeing the early fruit on the fig tree.
God: I remember when we first ratified our covenant together there in the desert at Mt. Sinai in the desert.  For me it was like finding a bunch of sweet grapes or figs in the middle of the desert.

This is a picture of God’s delight in Israel.

But when they came to Baal Peor, they consecrated themselves to that shameful idol and became as vile as the thing they loved. 

The grapes turned sour.  The figs were rotten.  When they received the 10 commandments and answered, “All that you have said we will do.” They gave the appearance of being like a ripe, sweet piece of fruit.  They had the appearance of being delightful to God.  But it didn’t work out that way.

15  "Because of all their wickedness in Gilgal, I hated them there. Because of their sinful deeds, I will drive them out of my house. I will no longer love them; all their leaders are rebellious. 16 Ephraim is blighted, their root is withered, they yield no fruit. 
11:50
THE RESULT
God judged them by taking away the blessing on the land, and one of the most obvious signs of that was barren fig trees.

Joel 1:6 – the Day of the Lord will be like a horde or locusts who come and lays waste the vines, and ruins the fig trees.  

Mic 7:1-2  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. 

Jer 8:13  "`I will take away their harvest, declares the LORD. There will be no grapes on the vine. There will be no figs on the tree, and their leaves will wither. What I have given them will be taken from them.'" 
And many others.

So the imagery of figs was nothing new for the Jews.  It would have been crystal clear what Jesus was doing.  The curse on the fig tree was a strong statement about judgement.  But who?  For what?  Jesus had just received nothing but honor and praise yesterday – seems like a time for blessing, not J.  What is God’s judgement going to be directed at?
Keep reading…
13:02
15On reaching Jerusalem, Jesus entered the temple area and began driving out those who were buying and selling there. He overturned the tables of the money changers and the benches of those selling doves, 16and would not allow anyone to carry merchandise through the temple courts. 17And as he taught them, he said, "Is it not written: 
"`My house will be called a house of prayer for all nations'? But you have made it `a den of robbers.'"   There it is – who is going to be judged?  These people.
18The chief priests and the teachers of the law heard this and began looking for a way to kill him, for they feared him, because the whole crowd was amazed at his teaching.  19When evening came, they went out of the city. 20In the morning, as they went along, they saw the fig tree withered 
13:40
The fig tree represents the hypocrites in Israel.  The leaves represent that which makes those people appear to be the type that would be fruitful.  Some have suggested their religious system.  That is valid, but more specifically, I don’t think you have to look any farther than the day before.

The fruitlessness is illustrated in what was going on in the Temple.  At the triumphal entry, they give appearance of life, but at the very same time they enter into the house of prayer and prove themselves utterly unfruitful.

And so Jesus curses a tree that gives the appearance of fruitfulness, but has no fruit as an illustration.

There is no question what Jesus was getting at.  He had used this illustration in the past.
Mt 7:19  Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire

Lk 13:7  So he said to the man who took care of the vineyard, `For three years now I've been coming to look for fruit on this fig tree and haven't found any. Cut it down! Why should it use up the soil?' 
8"`Sir,' the man replied, `leave it alone for one more year, and I'll dig around it and fertilize it. 9If it bears fruit next year, fine! If not, then cut it down.'" 

 Mt 21:43   "Therefore I tell you that the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people who will produce its fruit.
15:33
So the fruit is the activity of the Kingdom of God.  That is, God’s purposes.  God’s will.  God’s plan.  God’s commands.  God’s calling.   That’s why our purpose statement. – Because a fruitful life is a life spent building the Kingdom of God by carrying out your role in that K.

If you are not advancing the Kingdom of God, then you aren’t doing anything.  A life that does not engage itself if the activity of the Kingdom of God is a fruitless, pointless, worthless, wasted life.  It’s like a dead tree, and nothing remains but to just throw it in the fire.

TT Mt 3:8-12
John the B had a run in with these hypocrites, and he told them the same thing
8 Produce fruit in keeping with repentance. 9And do not think you can say to yourselves, `We have Abraham as our father.' [Don’t tell me about all your leaves.  Don’t show me a lot of externals.  That’s meaningless] I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham. 10The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire. 
Who will throw those fruitless trees into the fire John?
11"I baptize you with water for repentance. But after me will come one who is more powerful than I, whose sandals I am not fit to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. 12His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor, gathering his wheat into the barn and burning up the chaff with unquenchable fire."

What did those people deserve?  They were worthless, fruitless hypocritical people who had a pretense of being interested in God, but upon closer examination were shown to be utterly barren of anything good, and they deserved fire.
17:33
Remember last week – what God is looking for is that you seek to have a clear conscience before Him?  They had the external trappings of being God’s people, but on the inside there was nothing real – they didn’t care about their conscience before God.

So they deserved to be cursed.  They deserved to be punished and destroyed.  They deserved to have Jesus walk into the Temple and send right into hell.  But that didn’t happen.  What did Jesus do instead?  Instead of giving them what they deserved, He just gave an illustration of what they deserved to a tree.

Such mercy.  Such patience.  Such love.  That’s the way God is.  He is so patient – so tender and kind.  But that mercy won’t last forever.  If your heart remains fruitless, judgement will come.  And about 40 years after this, Jerusalem received judgement.

And what brings judgement?  Hypocrisy.  Having nothing but leaves.  Having all the external trappings of Christianity, but not bearing any real fruit of the Kingdom.
18:51
As I look out over this group, I can’t see into your hearts.  But one thing I can say for sure, you are all very leafy.  You all have the appearance of being fruit bearers.   

That’s good.  But is there fruit on those branches?  If someone could follow you home today, to work tomorrow, into the privacy of when you are alone, and right into your heart, they would know.

Sure, you are coming to church.  That’s great.  But are you furthering the work of the Kingdom of God?  Is what you did last Thursday something that is the activity of the Kingdom.  Will you be busy doing the Lord’s work tomorrow afternoon?  
Are you on the clock in God’s Kingdom?  Are you fulfilling and carrying out with excellence your calling in the Kingdom?  Are you living with an ear toward heaven always seeking that which God wants you to do?  Most of you are, and that, my friends, is a fruitful life.
19:50
Is it a problem that Jesus killed a tree?

I got behind someone the other day with two bumper stickers: “Pagan and proud” and “The Goddess is Alive”  You have heard about people hugging trees, that person worships trees (as do many others).
Earth First folks spike trees, because they believe trees are more important than people’s livelihood and well-being.

Many people seem to believe that trees, cactus, poison ivy, kangaroo rats and prairie dogs are more important than people.  

But Gn. teaches us that all the lower forms of life were created for our use.  Conservatives and liberals debate about whether the tree deserved to be cursed.  The tree didn’t deserve anything, good or bad.  

Jesus didn’t curse it because it deserved to have something bad happen.  It’s an object lesson.  It’s a tree.   Just a bunch of wood.  It’s ridiculous to talk about what it deserves.  Jesus miraculously took bunch of wood with sap in it, and made it into a bunch of wood with no sap in order to make a point.
21:42
 Is it out of the ordinary that God would sacrifice a tree for the purpose of a spiritual illustration?  For centuries, He required the death of thousands of animals for no other purpose than illustration.   

If just one soul has been made to consider its condition before God through that tree, it was worth it for the tree to be withered, because a soul is more important than a tree.

If it’s OK to cut down a tree to make a desk or paper or a house, then certainly it is OK to kill a tree to teach people an important, eternal spiritual lesson. If I could make you understand spiritual truth better by killing a tree, I would go buy one today.
In fact, Jesus actually honored this tree.  Jesus took a worthless, fruitless tree, and made it the most useful tree that ever grew.   Because of that one tree, thousands of people have leaned about themselves, examined their hearts, and turned back to God!  
22:53
Jesus’ killing this tree is actually an act of mercy.  He is giving the tree not what the tree deserves.  He is giving the tree a fate that is deserved by whom?  People.  Instead of just going into J and giving all those people what they deserved (hell), He gives an object lesson involving a tree, and allows them to continue to live – so much mercy.
23:09
Miracles
from the roots. 
That’s not a coincidence.  It is a miracle.  If a tree is full of green leaves one day – even if you chop it down it will still be green the next day.  
slides
So they are walking along, and Peter sees this tree and can’t believe his eyes.  24 hours ago he saw this big, healthy, woody tree covered with green leaves.  Now in that exact spot – some dried up sticks.

21Peter remembered and said to Jesus, "Rabbi, look! The fig tree you cursed has withered!" 
(It actually worked!)
24:28
Jesus doesn’t answer Peter by explaining the meaning of the fig tree incident.  That was obvious.  Instead Jesus address the thing that was on Peter’s mind: the miraculous nature of how Jesus made this illus.
In fact, Mt records that they asked about that:
Mt.21:20  When the disciples saw this, they were amazed. "How did the fig tree wither so quickly?" they asked. 
How did you pull that miracle off?  (always amazed by miracles of nature)
22"Have faith in God," Jesus answered. 23"I tell you the truth, if anyone says to this mountain, `Go, throw yourself into the sea,' and does not doubt in his heart but believes that what he says will happen, it will be done for him. 24Therefore I tell you, whatever you ask for in prayer, believe that you have received it, and it will be yours. 
25:27
That’s some promise.  I recently met a man who lost his whole life savings and his family all because of a misinterpretation of this passage.

1. It’s talking about miracles
Moving a mountain is miraculous. It’s true that a “mover of mountains” was a great, powerful leader who could get past difficult obstacles, but here the context seems to refer to actual miracles.

But even if it isn’t, killing the tree is.  

Mt.21:21 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. 22If you believe, you will receive whatever you ask for in prayer."
So this verse is not talking about prayers for the normal, everyday things we ask for.  It’s not talking about praying for provision, or good health, or for spiritual growth of the church, or wisdom, etc.  It’s talking about praying for miracles.
27:33
2. It’s talking about a different kind of faith than usual.
There is an age-old debate about the nature of faith.  Is F believing God can do something, or that He will?  When I pray, is it enough that I just trust God and His ability and goodness, or should I take it a step further and try to convince myself that what I asked for will come to pass.

If you want to answer that Q for yourself, you can do the same thing I did – look up every comment Jesus made about faith.  

TT  Mt 9:29 Jesus heals some blind men.  Then he touched their eyes and said, "According to your faith will it be done to you"  What were they believing – that He would heal them or that He could?  Just back up one v.
28When he had gone indoors, the blind men came to him, and he asked them, "Do you believe that I am able to do this?" "Yes, Lord," they replied. 

Other examples: Mt.13:58, 16:8, Mk.6:6, Mk.9:22-24, Mk.10:52 (Lk.18:42),  Believing that He can, not assuming that He will.
29:31
“Maybe average faith is believing that God can, but great faith is believing that God will.

TT Mt 15:26-28
26He replied, "It is not right to take the children's bread and toss it to their dogs." 
27"Yes, Lord," she said, "but even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters' table." 
28Then Jesus answered, "Woman, you have great faith! Your request is granted." And her daughter was healed from that very hour. 
Faith is a confidence in God’s ability, great faith is a great confidence
31:53
Mt 8:7-10 (Lk.7:9)
7Jesus said to him, "I will go and heal him." 
8The centurion replied, "Lord, I do not deserve to have you come under my roof. But just say the word, and my servant will be healed. 9For I myself am a man under authority, with soldiers under me. I tell this one, `Go,' and he goes; and that one, `Come,' and he comes. I say to my servant, `Do this,' and he does it." 
10When Jesus heard this, he was astonished and said to those following him, "I tell you the truth, I have not found anyone in Israel with such great faith.
32:22
“Aren’t there some times when faith = believing that what you ask for will happen?”  But only in cases where God had already promised something.

There are three times when Jesus promises the Disciples the ability to work miracles, and all three of those times they are to believe that what they ask for will happen (Here, Mt.17:20, Lk17:5,6).
No indication: Mt.9:2
Believing it will happen:
Mt 9:21-22 (Mk.5:34)
21She said to herself, "If I only touch his cloak, I will be healed." 
22Jesus turned and saw her. "Take heart, daughter," he said, "your faith has healed you." And the woman was healed from that moment. 
(but the focus is on His miraculous ability.  She assumed it would happen, because He was healing everyone, so in effect, it is like it was a promise.  He had stated by His deeds that He would heal anyone)
Believing what was promised will take place: Mt 6:29-30 (Lk.12:28), Mt.14:31 (Mk.2:5, Lk.5:20), Mt.17:20, Lk.8:50, Lk.7:50, Lk.17:5,6
Trusting God to take care of you (not being afraid): Mt.8:26 (Mk.4:40, Lk.8:25), Mk.5:36
Believing He is able: 
Mt 9:28-29
Mt.13:58, 16:8, Mk.6:6, Mk.9:22-24, Mk.10:52 (Lk.18:42),
Great faith
Mt 15:26-28 Mt 8:7-10 (Lk.7:9)
Do those apply to everyone?  Did Jesus pass on a carte blanche promise of the ability to work miracles to everyone?  Some things that are said to the disciples apply to all of us (great commission), other things only to them (Don’t go to the Gentiles).  Which is this?   
34:10
The answer is found in the purpose of miracles. TT Heb.2:3-4   Why did Jesus give the disciples this ability?
First let’s define: miracle (Not everything that seems to defy science is a miracle – bee, and a miracle is not anytime God acts – or everything would be a miracle)

Heb.2:3-4  This salvation, which was first announced by the Lord, was confirmed to us by those who heard him. 4 God also testified to it by signs, wonders and various miracles, and gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed according to his will.

A M = when God manipulates creation in an unusual way to validate a person or a message as being from Him.  
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Some believe miracles happened every day in the Bible times.  Not true.  The vast majority of people in Bible times never saw a miracle.  Just like us.

There have been a few times when miracles were commonplace.   (Moses, Elijah and Elisha, Jesus) 
- In the thousands of years before Moses, miracles happened, but were rare (by definition)
-	several hundred years until Prophets – rare
-	several hundred years until Jesus - rare

So God does miracles to validate the law, to validate the prophets, and to validate the NT.

So the purpose of Jesus’ miracles was to prove He was who He said He was (didn’t call for blind faith).  He gave miraculous power to His disciples to prove they were from Him.  It was the disciples’ job to write the NT.  It was necessary to prove that what they were writing was God’s Word (there is never any shortage of people who claim to speak for God).  
So if anyone says to you, “the Bible was written by men and therefore is not God’s Word” say “What about the miracles?”
Did Jesus and the Apostles and the NT church perform enough miracles to validate the NT?  (I think there is a decreasing emphasis on miracles as move through the NT).
37:57
Should we be doing miracles?  What for?  The whole Bible is validated already.

If a pastor stands up and says, “The Bible doesn’t teach this, but here are a few of my own ideas…”  You should respond by saying, “Do a few miracles so we know this message is from God.”
If he can’t, then tell him to stick to what we know is from God.
38:17
So does this promise to be able move mountains, curse fig trees, and receive anything we ask, apply to us?  So we can believe God will do whatever we ask?  No.  That applied only to the Apostles for a limited period of time for a specific purpose.

So could the disc. actually move mountains?  Yes. There is no case of any failed miracle attempt on the part of the Apostles after the Res.  But they didn’t do it, because these were men who were interested in nothing else besides the Kingdom of God.  They didn’t do silly things, or useless things.  
39:33
CONCLUDE:
 When Jesus went to examine the tree, it was barren.  And He expressed His disappointment in three words: “nothing but leaves”  Like clouds without rain, or an oasis without water.  

The purpose of a fig tree is to produce food.  What good are the leaves?  Their only value is to let you know when there are figs.  So the assessment “Nothing but leaves” is and indictment of a worthless tree.

Nothing but leaves and the Spirit grieves over a wasted life.
For sins committed while conscience slept, promises made but never kept
Hatred, battle and strife, nothing but leaves

Nothing but leaves memory weaves no veil to hide the past
As we retrace our weary way counting each lost and misspent day 
we find sadly at last nothing but leaves

And shall we meet the Master so, Bearing our withered leaves?
The Savior looks for abundant fruit, we stand before Him humble, mute waiting the words He breathes:  Nothing but leaves

Imagine the infinite sorrow in the heart of Jesus when He examines a life, and has to turn to the Father and say, “Nothing but leaves.”  Imagine the horror of getting to judgement Day and after a thorough examination of your life hearing “nothing but leaves.”

That’s why 2Co.13:5 Examine yourselves to see whether you are in the faith; test yourselves. 
1Co 11:28  A man ought to examine himself … 31 if we judged ourselves, we would not come under judgment. 

You have leaves, but does your life produce the fruit of the Kingdom of God?
41:54
 At first glance, this sounds like a very negative passage, but for those who are genuine believers, this is a wonderfully encouraging passage.  The fact is that for most of you, your branches are practically sagging to the ground because of the weight of all the fruit.  You are producing fruit all over the place.

What is the picture you can take from this?  

What emotion went through Jesus when He first saw the fig tree?  It was the same emotion when God saw Israel in the desert – delight.  Jesus was hungry, and when He saw that tree and its leaves, He was excited about the prospect of going over and finding fruit.  

How would Jesus have felt had he inspected and found fruit?  Thrilled.
Did you know that is God’s disposition toward you?  Did you know when God sees the leaves surrounding your life, He is thrilled by that initially, and when upon further inspection He discovers fruit on the branches of your life, His response is delight?

Ps 149:3  Let them praise his name with dancing and make music to him with tambourine and harp.  4 For the LORD takes delight in his people

Benediction:
Php.1:9-11 And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, 10 so that you may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless until the day of Christ, 11 filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ--to the glory and praise of God.



