The following sermon was preached at Redemption Baptist Church on Sunday, 27 April 2025. We
encourage you to look up the Scriptures that are referenced and see the context for yourself. May the

Lord speak to your heart as you study His Word.

The Barren Fig Tree
Matthew 21:12-22

Of all the cars I’ve ever owned, my favourite was the 1995 Mercury Cougar that I bought when I was
getting ready to start the deputation process to come to Ireland. It was a dark, shiny, forest green, with a
comfortable, leather interior. It had a beautiful, flawless exterior; and I did my best to service it and wash

it regularly. It was the car that Katie and I drove on our wedding day; and it served us well—at first.

But then, about a month after our wedding, our little Cougar began to have problems. While we were
driving in the mountains near Chattanooga, it wouldn’t get into gear as we were trying to drive up a hill;
and we knew that the transmission was going out. We paid the hefty bill to get the transmission fixed,
and it lasted for about two more months; but it kept having bigger and bigger problems. We kept pouring
money into it, and babying it along; but the problems kept getting worse. Finally, while we were visiting
my parents in Ohio, the car began to sputter and shake; and we knew that this was the “death rattle.” We
knew that the only way it would run again was to replace the engine entirely (which we weren’t willing to
do); and so, we changed course, and began to drive toward the nearest scrapyard. On that last journey,
the car sputtered. and coughed. and jerked, and barely inched along; but somehow, we made it to the
scrapyard: and there it stayed. The exterior of the car was still just as beautiful as it ever was; but when
we tried to start the car for the garage owner, it was as dead as a doornail. He gave us a couple hundred
bucks for the parts; but that afternoon, we walked away from the little green Cougar forever.

So it was with the nation of Israel. God raised up the nation of Israel to serve Him; and they did serve
Him—for a short while. They always had an outward beauty; and at one point, they were even the envy
of the nations. Yet, they had a major problem. The problem was that they kept turning away from their
God; and whenever they turned away from God, God sent judgment upon them. He allowed their nation
to be thrown into chaos, to the point of barely being able to “run” anymore. They were like a beautiful
car, with a dying engine. Yet, God was patient with them. He kept sending prophets, judges, and kings to
call the people back to repentance. When they repented, things went well; but it never lasted long. They
kept going through cycles of apostasy and revival, until finally, they committed the greatest apostasy of
all, when they rejected their own Messiah, Jesus of Nazareth. They were still outwardly beautiful, like a
fig tree; but they were spiritually barren, producing no fruit for God. They made an outward show of
righteousness, and had a certain form of godliness; but they denied the power thereof. This morning, we

will talk about the danger of an empty profession. The title of this message is The Barren Fig Tree.
Read Matthew 21:12-22.

I. The cleansing of God’s House (vv. 12-13)
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In our last message from Matthew 21, we saw that Jesus had just entered into Jerusalem on a
donkey; and nearly the entire city had joined together in crying, “Hosanna to the son of
David: Blessed is he that cometh in the name of the Lord.” Emotions were at a fever pitch;
and the question on everyone’s mind was, “What will Jesus do next?” Well, very soon, they
got their answer: Jesus walked into the Temple. Now, at this point, many people probably
expected to see Jesus proclaim Himself the Messiah, right there in the Temple. Perhaps they
figured that somehow, the religious leaders would finally come to grips with the fact that Jesus
is the King of Israel, and acknowledge Him as such. However, if this was what they had in
mind, they were in for a bitter disappointment! Jesus did not proclaim Himself to be King; in
fact, He did the unthinkable. The next day, when Jesus returned to the Temple, He overturned
the tables of the moneychangers, just as He had done at the beginning of His ministry.
Undoubtedly, many people were cringing. Their hopes that Jesus might be reconciled to the
religious rulers, and get their support, were now dashed in pieces! Surely the Messiah would
unify Israel, right? But how could the nation be unified now?

Now, why did Jesus do this? Why did the selling of oxen, sheep, and doves make Him so
upset? After all, in Deuteronomy 14, God had permitted those who had to travel a long
distance to the Tabernacle to exchange their best oxen and sheep for “money,” and to buy
sacrificial animals after they arrived at the Tabernacle. Selling sacrificial animals to people
was not against the Law of Moses. Yet, Jesus was furious with them. Why? Because the
Temple was God s House: and they were treating it as though it were their house. The Temple
was the place that God had set apart for men to pray to Him, and worship Him. Yet, greedy
men were using it for their own profit; and they weren’t doing it outside the Temple walls, but
in the Temple courtyard itself. On top of that, the merchants were charging people exorbitant
prices. They didn’t care about the sanctity of God’s House; they cared only about making
money. Worst of all, they did this with the full sanction of the religious leaders. The high
priest Annas, and his son-in-law, Caiaphas, had grown very wealthy off the licenses and
commissioners’ fees from the merchants and money-changers; and the priests were in on it,
too. The priests who examined the people’s animals to see if they were fit for sacrifice would
frequently claim that the animals had blemishes on them, when, in fact, they didn ¢ have any
blemishes. The people were then forced to purchase animals from Annas and Caiaphas’
merchants. It was a “win-win” for the priests, the merchants, and moneychangers. Do you see
why the people would have cringed at what Jesus did? By driving out the merchants, Jesus
was directly confronting the merchants’ buddies, the priests and religious leaders!

Yet, the merchants and priests weren’t the only ones who were responsible for this outrage: the
people were responsible too, because they bought their animals from the merchants. Instead
of doing whatever they had to do to avoid participating in this sacrilege, they went along with
it. By the way, in Matthew 21:12, the Greek grammar in the phrase “them that sold and
bought in the temple” implies that the sellers and the buyers were all the same. This shows us
something about the mind of God, doesn’t it? It shows us that we can’t just shrug our
shoulders and say, “Oh, well. The authorities made us do it.”” When the government, or
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businesses, or any other earthly powers, compel us to violate God’s House, we must obey God
rather than men. We must say, “No, God’s House is holy; and we will be here in His House,

',’

on His day, and worship Him in the way that God has commanded, no matter what the cost

Now, can we draw any application of Jesus’ cleansing of the Temple to our lives today? After
all, there is no Temple anymore. We know that there will be a Temple again, when Christ
returns and sets up the 1,000-year Kingdom; but for now, there is no Temple. Or is there?
Yes, there is! The Temple, in this church age, isn’t a physical building; it’s a spiritual building.
According to the Bible, every local, Bible-believing church is called the Temple of God! In 1
Peter 2:5, Peter says that members of local churches are “living stones,” and are “built up a
spiritual house, an holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices, acceptable to God by
Jesus Christ”: and Christ Himself is the “chief cornerstone” of the building. In 2
Corinthians 6, Paul reminded the church of Corinth that “Ye are the temple of the living
God.” A church is not a building; it is an assembly of born-again and biblically baptised
believers. Every true church, no matter how small, is God’s Temple. Now, this truth has
profound implications. The Old Testament Temple had priests that served God within its
walls; and likewise, the New Testament Temple has priests. According to the Apostle Peter,
every believer in every true church is a priest before God. In the church, saved church
members offer up spiritual sacrifices to God. Just what are these “spiritual sacrifices”? For
one thing, they are our praises to God—the fruit of our lips. They are also our tithes and

offerings to God. God also expects us to offer up our very bodies to Him as living sacrifices.

Do you see why this account of Jesus’ cleansing the Temple is so applicable to us? Just as
Jesus was zealous to keep His Father’s House clean, so He is zealous to keep the church clean
today; and we should be, too. Folks, the Lord despises a “market-driven” church. Tragically,
many churches that were once solid, Christ-centered, and Bible-preaching, are now being
polluted by the love of money, and the desire for “bigness” and greatness. Of course, there is
nothing wrong with having a large congregation; but love of money and power must be
guarded against at all costs. All over the world today, churches that once preached the Gospel
are now allowing the Gospel message to be watered down and compromised, until it is no
longer recognisable. Why? Because they have become “market-driven.” Instead of insisting
that sinners need to repent and be born again, and that Christians must live holy lives, many
churches have adopted the market strategies of the world. They are “seeker sensitive” and
“user friendly.” Their philosophy is, “If we look like the world, dress like the world, make our
music sound like the music of the world, and keep the sermons short and light, and don’t talk
about doctrines that offend people (such as ‘sin,” ‘repentance,’ and ‘committed Christian
living”), we will draw people into the church.” Folks, this thinking is devilish. This thinking
leads churches down the road of apostasy, until they are no longer true churches. There can be
no agreement with the world; and if we, as a church, ever try to meet the world half-way, we
will be in serious trouble with God. As a church, let us be a holy and separated people!



II.

Now, let’s read again what Jesus said as He was driving out the merchants. (Read Matthew

21:13.) In this verse, Jesus was quoting from two Old Testament passages. Let’s read them.

Isaiah 56:1-7

Jeremiah 7:1-11

In Isaiah 56, Isaiah was foretelling of a future day when His Temple will be a “house of
prayer for all people.” Even in Old Testament times, God always intended for His Temple to
be a place where all nations would be drawn to Him; but this intention was scarcely ever
realised. One day, though, when Christ returns to earth, the Temple will be rebuilt according
to the blueprints that God gave to Ezekiel; and for 1,000 years, Israel will be a true light to the
nations, and people from all nations will travel to Jerusalem to worship the Lord Jesus Christ.

As Jesus walked into the Temple that day, He knew that this Temple would rot be the one in
which He will one day reign as King and Priest. He knew that 40 years later, this Temple
would be destroyed by the Romans, as God’s judgment upon Israel. Nevertheless, this
doomed Temple was still God’s House; and Jesus could not allow it to be defiled. In righteous
anger, He overturned the merchants’ tables, and drove them out. By the way, the merchants
didn’t flee because they were intimidated by Jesus’ large crowd of followers. The merchants
fled because they saw the power, authority, and righteousness of Almighty God in Jesus’ eyes!
Of course, their hearts were not changed; but for the time being, the physical Temple was
cleansed of unholy traffic. This was just a preview of what Christ will do when He returns.
The Bible says in Malachi 3 that when the Messiah returns, He will “purify the sons of Levi,
that they may offer unto the LORD an offering in righteousness.” There will not be merely
an outward purity in the Temple during the 1,000-year Kingdom: it will be a true, inward
purity. The priests themselves will be inwardly converted; and their hearts of stone will be
removed, and replaced with soft hearts, in which there will be a true love of God, and faith in
Christ. Have you receive a new heart from God? If not, now is the day of salvation!

The healing of the handicapped (v. 14)

(Read Matthew 21:14.) What the people saw in the Temple on this day was surreal, to say
the least. Under ordinary circumstances, a person causing any kind of commotion in the
Temple would have been immediately and violently arrested by the Roman guards. Yet,
nothing happened. Why? Because the Lord of the Temple was there; and it was not the
Father’s plan for Him to be arrested or put to death at this time.



Now, Jesus’ cleansing of the Temple actually happened on the day affer Jesus entered
Jerusalem. (We know this by comparing this passage to the same account in the book of
Mark.). This means that Jesus healed these sick people in the Temple on the day before He
cleansed the Temple. The big, ugly incident in the Temple hadn’t happened yef; and for the
moment, Jesus seemed to have the support of most of the people. Nevertheless, it was a real
step of faith for these sick and infirmed people to come to Jesus for healing. They knew very
well that Jesus was “public enemy number one” in the eyes of the religious rulers; yet, they
didn’t care. They just wanted Jesus to heal them. Apparently, these people had sincere faith in
Jesus, because they weren’t afraid to be seen with Him. That, my friends, is the kind of faith
that it takes to be saved! True, saving faith will count the cost of being associated with Jesus,
and will reckon that “He is worth it.” True faith leads people to come to Christ for healing

from the disease of sin.

Isaiah 1:2-18

Throughout Scripture, sin is often compared to physical sickness; and in this passage, God
compared the nation of Israel to a man who is covered from head to foot with “wounds, and
bruises, and putrifying sores.” Furthermore, God had a newsflash for them. The newsflash
was that their meticulous observance of the sacrifices and feasts did not make them “all good”
with Him. In fact, their sacrifices were an abomination, because they thought that their
“religiosity” was a substitute for true repentance. It’s just like what God said to Israel in the
Jeremiah passage that we read earlier. The people thought that they could steal, lie, and
commit adultery, yet be shielded from God’s judgment, because “We went to the Temple of
the LORD today.” To put it in modern terms, they thought that if they went to church now and
then, and did their “nod to God,” they were free to live in sin. My friends, this isn’t how it
works! God demands that sinners come to Him for cleansing from sin. To be saved and
accepted by God, you must want Him to heal you of the deadly infirmity of sin. God says,
“Come now, and let us reason together, saith the LORD: though your sins be as scarlet,
they shall be as white as snow; though they be red like crimson, they shall be as wool.”

The healing of the sick, infirmed, and handicapped in the Temple was a living illustration of
the spiritual healing that God wanted to give to the nation of Israel. Sadly, though, the nation
would not receive it. The physical House of God was cleansed from unholy marketing (at
least, for the time being), and some individuals were healed of physical infirmities; but the
nation was not cleansed, nor healed. Jesus had come to heal the nation; but on the whole, they
rejected the Great Physician. That is why, only two days later, Jesus wept over Jerusalem and
the Temple, and said, “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, thou that killest the prophets, and stonest
them which are sent unto thee, how often would I have gathered thy children together, even

as a hen gathereth her chickens under her wings, and ye would not! Behold, your house
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[meaning “the Temple”] is left unto you desolate [or “empty”].” Spiritual emptiness was the

condition of the nation, from the rulers on down; and this bring us to our next point.

The infirmity of the priests (vv. 15-17)

[Read Matthew 21:15-17.] In these verses, we find that the lame and blind weren’t the only
ones who were brave enough to be associated with Jesus. Little children also gathered around
Jesus, and sang, “Hosanna to the son of David.” They really believed that Jesus was the
Messiah; and they weren’t afraid to say it. Of course, the priests weren’t going to stand for
this. When they saw the infirmed being healed, and the children praising Him, they
commanded Jesus to silence the children.

Now, notice how Jesus responded to the priests. Once again, He replied with Scripture. Let’s
look at the Scripture that Jesus was quoting; and then we will read from Hebrews 2, where
Paul gave a divine commentary of this Scripture.

Psalm 8:1-9

Hebrews 2:5-9

On the surface, Psalm 8 seems to be talking about our father Adam, and about how God gave
him dominion over the earth, and all its the creatures. This psalm also seems to speak of
mankind in general, since God has given us the mandate to take care of His creation. On one
level, this is true; however, you’ll notice that in Hebrews 2, Paul applied this psalm to Jesus.
Jesus, Paul says, is the ""son of man,” who was made "a little lower than the angels." 1s
Paul misapplying this Scripture? Is he reading something into it that isn't there? No, he is not!
Remember, when Adam sinned, he forfeited his dominion over the earth to Satan! That’s why
Satan boasted that the kingdoms of this world had been delivered unto him. How, then, could
the dominion over the earth be restored to man? Could it be restored? Yes, it could be
restored; and it sas been restored. Through Christ's sacrifice on the cross for mankind, Satan’s

power has been wrested from him, and delivered to the Second Adam—the Lord Jesus Christ!

Brethren, we must never forget that Christ is the Son of Man. He isn’t merely a son of man:
He is the Son of Man. He is the Head of a new humanity. He has put all things under His

feet; and He is now awaiting the moment when He will return to earth to reign as King of
Kings! In this present “world order,” Satan and his demons still have much power (which God
permits); and even God’s holy angels have authority over whole nations. However, in the
coming Kingdom of Christ, the angels will not have dominion: man will. Satan and his angels
will be banished to the bottomless pit for 1,000 years; and even God's holy angels will not

have authority over the nations, as they do now. Man will rule over the nations. Particularly,
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one Man will rule over the nations; and that Man is the God-Man, Jesus Christ! Also, we, as
redeemed men, will be given the privilege of ruling and reining with Him!

Satan’s kingdom is broken, and his overthrow is sure; but is hasn’t happened yet. We do not
see everything put under Christ's feet yer. But in the meantime, what do we see? Paul says
that ""we see Jesus, who was made a little lower than the angels.” On that day in the Temple,
even little children had the spiritual sight to see Jesus as the one who was made a little lower
than the angels. In contrast, the Pharisees, despite all their all their “Ph.D’s,” could not see
Jesus as the Messiah, because they were blinded by their pride. Worse yet, some of them
actually realised that Jesus was the Messiah, yet were trying to kill Him, because they wanted
to be the owners and managers of the “vineyard” of Israel. They had an outward form of
godliness; but their profession was empty and hollow. Spiritually, they were covered with
wounds, bruises, and putrifying sores; but they refused to come to Jesus to be healed.

The infirmity of the people (vv. 18-22)

(Read Matthew 21:18-22.) In Hosea 7:1, the LORD said, “When I would have healed
Israel, then the iniquity of Ephraim was discovered, and the wickedness of Samaria: for
they commit falsehood.” Time and time again, God offered Israel healing from their national
woes; but they refused His deliverance, because they refused to be healed of their sin. So it
was even in the last week before Jesus went to the cross. He offered them national healing,
but they refused it, because they refused to turn from their sin. That is why Jesus did this
miracle of cursing the fig tree. You see, the fig tree, in Scripture, is often a picture of the
nation of Israel; and by cursing this fig tree, Jesus was showing that judgment was coming to
Israel. By the way, this is the only miracle in which Jesus ever cursed and destroyed
something. Every miracle before now had been one of blessing, not cursing; and for this
reason, the disciples were shocked. Jesus was pronouncing wrath upon Israel. Christ wasn’t
cursing every generation of Jews to the end of time; but He was cursing that generation of
unbelieving Jews. Those of Jesus’ generation who rejected him will never see the Kingdom.

The people made a show of righteousness; but they didn’t yield any spiritual fruit—only
pretentious foliage. Why? Because they didn’t truly know their God. By rejecting Jesus, they
were rejecting God. They had had three years to respond to Him; but now, their time was up.
By the way, in most varieties of fig trees, the figs ripen before the leaves begin to bud; thus,
this tree should have had figs by this time. Of course, Jesus, being God, knew that this
particular tree would be barren; and He chose this tree in order to act out a parable. The object
lesson of the parable was clear: a mere show of righteousness won’t do. God wants sinners to
be converted, and bear spiritual fruit for Him. That is the whole reason He saves a man!

Now, let’s read verses 21 and 22 again. (Read verses 21-22.) At this point, Jesus is saying
the same basic thing that He said back in Mathew 17—that “If ye have faith as a grain of

mustard seed, ye shall say unto this mountain, Remove hence to yonder place; and it shall
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remove.” Was Jesus speaking literally? Well, in one sense, yes! In Psalm 46, David foretold
of the future Tribulation period, just before Christ returns to set up the Kingdom; and to the
people who will be living at that time he says, “God is our refuge and strength, a very
present help in trouble. Therefore will not we fear, though the earth be removed, and
though the mountains be carried into the midst of the sea.” Mountains will /iterally be
moved into the midst of the sea during the Tribulation period; and many of these catastrophic
judgments will come at the command of God’s two witnesses, who will “smite the earth with
all plagues, as often as they will.” These men will literally have faith to move mountains!

So, does this mean that we can expect to go out and literally chuck mountains into the sea?
No. You see, faith acts in accordance to the will of God; and at this present time, it is not
God’s will to move literal mountains into the sea. When Jesus said, “All things, whatsoever
ye shall ask in prayer, believing, ye shall receive,” He wasn’t saying that “Everything you
want, it is an absolute guarantee that you will get it.” It means that when you are submitted to
God, and are praying according to His will, He will put into your heart the thing He wants you
to pray for. Your mind and His mind will be the same. Paul calls this “praying in the Spirit.”

Ephesians 6:18-19

When you are “praying in the Spirit,” you are allowing the Holy Spirit to use you as a vessel to
pray for the things that God wants you to pray for. In other words, you are praying according
to the leading of the Holy Spirit. You are seeking to have God's mind as to what things you
should pray for; and therefore, you are able to pray “according to His will.” In 1 John
5:14-15, John said that “If we ask any thing according to his will, he heareth us: and if we
know that he hear us, whatsoever we ask, we know that we have the petitions that we desired
of him.” In other words, when you pray in the Spirit (which is the same as praying according
to His will), His desire and your desire will be the same. Sometimes, the Spirit may even lead
you to pray for something that you don’t understand.

I remember once, years ago, when Katie and I were visiting a church in Alabama. In the
middle of the night, I woke up and had a feeling of dread and heaviness, as though I needed to
pray for someone. A young lady at my church back in Ohio came to mind; and Katie and I
both prayed for her. Later, we found out that in that at that very hour, that young lady was
having a severe asthma attack; but God mercifully spared her. God put in our heart the thing
to pray for, and then answered our prayer! Even more amazing is something that happened to
one of this church’s missionaries years ago, as he and his wife were planting a church in a
Middle Eastern country. He had been door-knocking all day; and as he was driving home after
sunset, snipers began to shoot at him. Twice a bullet whizzed past his car; and he had to turn
off his headlamps to avoid being a target. Then, with his lights off, he barely missed smashing
head-on into a military tank, which was heading straight toward him, with its headlamps off.
By God’s grace, he made it home alive; but later, he found out that he had had a prayer



partner that night. Two years later, while he and his wife were at a church in the U.S., a lady
came up to him and asked him if he had been in any trouble on such-and-such a day and time,
two years earlier. He said, “Yes, I was!”; and he told her the story of what had happened that
night. It turns out that this lady had never even heard of our missionary brother before; yet, on
that day, and at that hour, she felt a deep heaviness, as though she needed to pray for
something urgent; and his surname suddenly popped into her head (even though she had never
heard that name before)! Immediately, she began to pray for the person of that name, whoever
it may be; and she prayed fervently. A short while later, while she was at another local church,
she found out who they were, and in what country they were serving the Lord; but on that
perilous night when that unknown name popped into her head, she had to “ask in prayer,
believing” that God would answer her prayer.

This is how God wants you to live, Christian—by faith! Faith moves mountains—both
literally and figuratively! “Have faith in God!”

Conclusion: As we close this morning, I would ask: “Are you saved?” God isn’t impressed with an
outward show of religion. He doesn’t want “leaves”: He wants fruit; and the only way to bear spiritual
fruit is to repent of your sin, and personally place your trust in Christ. However, your time to respond to
Him is limited—just as Israel had only a limited time to respond. If you have never believed on Jesus, I
urge you to do so today! For those of you who are saved, I would ask, “How is your zeal for God’s
House?” Do you love the Father’s House, as Jesus did? Are you taking up your role as a priest in this
spiritual Temple, to offer up spiritual sacrifices to God? Let Him have His way in your life today!



