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A. In the year 333 B.C. the conqueror Alexander the Great entered the city of Gordium in what is modern day Turkey. There he found an ancient wagon, its yoke tied with an enormous, elaborate knot. The tradition was that whoever could untie this knot was destined to rule all Asia. Alexander tried for a time, became impatient, and with a single blow of his sword, cut the knot in half. He went on to conquer Egypt and much of Asia before his death at the age of 32. The knot was known as the “Gordian knot,” and became an idiom for a perplexing puzzle or practical problem. 


And our text from Mark 11 contains a puzzling event that has baffled biblical scholars in two ways. First, they ask, why Jesus demanded fruit from a fig tree out of season. And second, why he cursed the tree, which is the only miracle of destruction found in the gospel record. Unbelieving scholars suggest that this is a mistake or a later addition, unworthy of Jesus (or that he just lost his temper). But even the more Bible-believing scholars have struggled with understanding this event. 



B. If you consider the context of this story, though, its message is both plain and powerful. For immediately after cursing this fruitless tree, Jesus went into the temple to confront the mafia that controlled a barren religion. This is, in fact, an enacted parable. We have seen these before in Mark’s gospel. The point is that a fruitless fig tree, all leaves and no crop, stood as an apt analogy to the faithless, fruitless, and now futureless nation of Israel led astray by their corrupt religious leadership, a crime family. So, in context, this story is not so much puzzling as it is sobering. Jesus had come to bring good news of hope and salvation. But he also came to announce judgment upon the unfaithful. 


C. The Jews had stridently denounced and condemned all idolatry. But they were also practicing idolatry, and that in the very temple of the Lord’s presence, and that out of the most basic motive: greed. 17 And he was teaching them and saying to them, “Is it not written, ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations’? But you have made it a den of robbers.” What went wrong? And how can we avoid repeating this disaster ourselves? 

I. REPUDIATE THE STAIN OF MERCENARY RELIGION


A. The sad and shameful degeneration of the biblical faith into a sham, false religion is supremely evident from what our Lord found when he entered his temple. As we noted last time, when Jesus, the Son of God, the brightness of God’s glory, entered the temple on that first Palm Sunday, the glory of the Lord had returned. In the year 586 B.C., just before the Babylonian forces destroyed both the temple and the city of Jerusalem, the prophet Ezekiel witnessed a terrifying vision. He saw the shining glory of the Lord rise up from its resting place in the temple and depart from the city. When the incarnate Son of God entered the temple that day, the glory had returned. 

But what he found there was anything but glory. This holy place God had appointed for his own worship had degenerated into confusion, the stench of a stockyard and the uproar of the stock market. “15 And they came to Jerusalem. And he entered the temple and began to drive out those who sold and those who bought in the temple, and he overturned the tables of the money-changers and the seats of those who sold pigeons.” This was big business for those who controlled the temple precincts. At the Passover, hundreds of thousands of unblemished sacrifice lambs had to be offered. These would be inspected and rejected if any flaw was found in them. So, the priests kept a ready supply of pre-approved sacrifice lambs for sale…at a high premium, of course. 

The faithful were also required at this time to contribute the temple tax of one shekel. But the temple would not accept foreign coins with their idolatrous images stamped on them, so these had to be exchanged for the proper coin…again, at a high markup. Millions of pilgrims swelled the city at this time, so you can imagine the hefty profits gained by the religious leaders. They sanctimoniously rejected the Roman coins with their idolatrous images but freely indulged in the idolatry of greed. This was a mercenary religion, for sale to the highest bidder.

B. And Jesus, the true glory of the temple, the one to whom every ceremony and ritual in the temple was intended to point, drove them out. This was his temple which they had appropriated for their own greedy purposes. They were obscuring the glorious truth the temple was intended to convey. 

This mercenary mindset that always asks, “What’s in it for me?” is so easy to fall into. When the Roman emperor Constantine converted to Christianity in 312 A.D., many insincere pagans at heart realized that any future they might have in the empire would require them to do the same. The church became greatly weakened by many false professors with selfish motives filling their ranks. In the post-World War II US, in which the Protestant Church felt a resurgence, people realized that in order to gain a positive reputation in many communities they had to become a member of some prominent church. And the same diluting effect took place there. 

C. This dynamic has almost entirely disappeared from the landscape. So, in order to attract “giving units” many churches switched from preaching the gospel to pandering to people’s worldly passions. They now promised to meet selfish desires for success, security, and self-esteem including power over sickness, adversity, other people, and any kind of unhappiness instead of salvation from sin and self. 


And so, it’s important for us to examine our motives. What am I hoping to get out of my religion? Why am I here? Why am I doing this? Honestly, the answer can often be traced back to me, myself, and my personal happiness. “I hope to be seen as respectable. I hope to feel good about myself. I hope to find friends, to gain a position of power and standing, to be informed, intrigued, or entertained or to have my beliefs reaffirmed and validated. I hope to improve my marriage, to learn tips for success in child-raising or personal finance or how to deal successfully with others or gain influence over them.” Why are you here? Why are you doing this? 


Is there any room here for growing in your love for Christ and escaping the sinful demands of self-centered desires that keep you from beholding the beauty of your Savior? Isn’t this really about realizing the purposes of God for which he called you into being: “to glorify God and to enjoy him forever,” which is the true and everlasting enjoyment? 

So, we must repudiate the stain of mercenary religion, and we must
II. RENOUNCE THE SHAME OF CALLOUS RELIGION.

A. It’s helpful to consider the layout of the temple precincts. The temple Herod built, or extensively remodeled, was one of the wonders of the ancient world. It had four distinct sections: the court of the Gentiles, the court of Jewish women, the court of Jewish men, and the Holy of Holies. The court of the Gentiles was the largest section. And it was in this place that the hucksters had set up shop. Now listen to our Lord’s correction and condemnation. “16 And he would not allow anyone to carry anything through the temple. 17 And he was teaching them and saying to them, “Is it not written, ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations’? But you have made it a den of robbers.”

 B. It’s important that we understand that this courtyard of the Gentiles was the only place where these Gentiles seekers could rightly approach God and pray. But the Jewish authorities cared nothing for the Gentiles. There was also a gate on the far side of this courtyard leading outside the city. It became a convenient shortcut for merchants and others, a regular thoroughfare disturbing the pious. And, of course, the county fair atmosphere created by the vendors would be most disturbing to Gentiles seeking to know the God of Israel. 

Several years ago, I had the privilege of touring the Vatican and the Sistine Chapel. Upon entering the famous chapel, there were signs forbidding all talking and photography because people would be praying. Once inside, about every two or three minutes, loudspeakers blared out a message in English: “Silence! No talking! This is a place of prayer! People are praying! Silence!” I was a tourist and felt no urge to pray there, but even if I did, it would have been hard to concentrate with that loudspeaker blasting all the time. 


And the Jewish authorities just did not care about any sincere Gentile seekers. No, there was a tidy profit to be gained, especially during the high holy days. They had no real love for God or for neighbor, certainly no thought for the despised Gentiles. And this was from the top leadership! The Old Testament faith had utterly failed to be a light to the nations or even a light to their own people. 


C. The Son of God’s rebuke to these false priests of a false religion fell on deaf ears. Well, actually, they did hear our Lord’s rebuke, but it only made the Jewish mafia more determined to eliminate him. “18 And the chief priests and the scribes heard it and were seeking a way to destroy him, for they feared him, because all the crowd was astonished at his teaching.”

The two great commandments, that which our Lord Jesus called the sum of all the law, include love for God and love for neighbor. And by “neighbor” Jesus did not mean only our immediate family or close friends, the people for which we find a strong affinity, or those who can offer some benefit to us, the “beautiful people.” No, our Lord specifically pointed to the hated Samaritan as the object of our love and care, even the enemy for whom we are to pray and bless and return good for evil. 


D. You see, this biblical faith that Jesus came to bring is something quite different from the outward formalism that seeks personal promotion and prosperity. It involves a true change of heart, a complete reversal of the natural flow of the life which is always grasping for “what’s in it for me” or currying the favor of the influential who we hope will include us in their circles of prominence and power. The infinite, almighty, and eternal Holy Spirit so fills us that we overflow with the love and grace we have received in Christ. The insatiable sink hole that was our heart becomes a gusher. And our Lord Jesus promises his ample provision in the restored, covenant faith he had come to ratify by shedding his blood on the cross. So, we must

III. RECOGNIZE THE STRENGTH OF FAITHFUL RELIGION.

A. To this disgrace of a degraded and destitute false religion that the Jews had devolved into, Jesus offers something so much better. The types and shadows that were supposed to point to him, the Substance, were wrongly thought to be the way of salvation themselves. “Obey these commands to be saved. Offer these sacrifices. Pay this fee, and you will purchase God’s favor.” 


“20 As they passed by in the morning, they saw the fig tree withered away to its roots. 21 And Peter remembered and said to him, “Rabbi, look! The fig tree that you cursed has withered.” 22 And Jesus answered them, “Have faith in God. 23 Truly, I say to you, whoever says to this mountain, ‘Be taken up and thrown into the sea,’ and does not doubt in his heart, but believes that what he says will come to pass, it will be done for him. 24 Therefore I tell you, whatever you ask in prayer, believe that you have received it, and it will be yours.” 

B. Jesus here is promising true power and provision to those who will forsake the sinful self and follow him. I confess that it makes me uneasy when people speak of “the power of prayer.” It makes it sound as though prayer has some quasi-magical power in itself: “perform this ritual or utter these special words and you will achieve this magical outcome.” But Jesus was pointing to prayer to a powerful, purposeful God, petitioning God 


What we must see here is that the Old Covenant religion had failed. By turning it into mere formalism and ritualism that only hid the continual corruption of the mercenary heart that was callous toward genuine seekers, they had utterly given up the living reality of their hope. And so, when the Substance came, the fulfilment to which the true faith given through Moses pointed, they not only missed Him: they hated him and sought to destroy him. 


C. The true faith hopes in God and seeks to honor him. It enjoys the living dynamic of his blessing and his day-to-day power. This leads to a continually renewed heart and a joyful fellowship with others that seeks to overlook and forgive the offenses of others. Do you see it there in verse 25? “25 And whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against anyone, so that your Father also who is in heaven may forgive you your trespasses.” This encapsulates the deep change of heart wrought by the work of the Holy Spirit in the believer. The common, routine, oh-so natural response to offenses is retribution. But because the flow of the life has changed, the disposition of the heart from self to loving God and others, there is true forgiveness of those who may offend us. Amazing! 
CONCLUSION


Jesus utterly destroyed the blooming but barren fig tree. This was not about a tree. In this enacted parable, he was utterly condemning the false religion into which the faithless leaders of that day had led the people. And the death of the tree signaled the death of the Jewish religion that had refused to embrace him as the true Messiah sent by God. 


Mark was writing in a time of looming persecution. Peter had already been martyred for his faith. And by including this condemnation of the corrupted Judaism and its finality, he was warning those who might try to escape persecution and suffering by fleeing back to Judaism. There was nothing there for them. Judaism was a faithless, fruitless, futureless, dead and barren tree. Only Jesus, through his death and resurrection could bring true peace with God along with a new and living faith in him. J
____________________________________________________________________________________________


