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Don’t Believe Your Own Leaves (Matthew 21:18-22) 

It is often said that the miracles of Jesus were intended to authenticate his teaching and identity, 
and that is certainly true as far as it goes.  Jesus himself said to the unbelieving, “even though you do 
not believe me, believe the works, that you may know and understand that the Father is in me and I 
am in the Father.” (JN 10:38).  We read in Matthew 9 that on another occasion, Jesus asked, “Which 
is easier to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get up and walk’?  But so that you may know that 
the Son of Man has authority to forgive sins” – then He said to the paralytic, “Get up, pick up your bed 
and go home.”  And he got up and went home (MT 9:5-7).  In other words, the fact that Jesus had 
authority to remove the effects of being born into a fallen, sin-impaired condition demonstrates his 
authority to forgive sins!  Anybody can go around pronouncing sins forgiven by God, but how do you 
know the sins HAVE been forgiven?  Jesus proved it by his miraculous works.  

So of course the miracles of Jesus were intended to authenticate his teaching and identity, but 
that doesn’t really go far enough!  There was more to Jesus’ miracles than that.  They also revealed 
his heart, God’s heart, for people!   In Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness, Satan challenged Jesus to 
do self-serving miracles – “Command these stones to become loaves of bread”  (Matthew 4:3).  But 
Immanuel (God with us) was not about serving himself!   Satan challenged him to do something 
spectacular – “throw yourself off the pinnacle of the temple!”  with the idea that when his feet lightly 
touched down leaving him unharmed, that would prove Jesus was the heaven-protected, beloved 
Son of God.  But the Son of God is not about doing spectacular tricks just to make people “ooh” and 
“ahh!”  

The miracles Jesus performed did prove his identity and validate his teaching, but they also 
showed the heart of God toward sinners.  He healed people in their suffering.  He restored sight to 
the blind, hearing to the deaf, and speech to the mute.  He made the lame to walk.  He delivered 
people from their demons.  He restored the unclean.  He fed the hungry.  He raised the dead.  His 
miracles were almost all miracles of blessing.   

And that is what makes our passage today so unusual, even unique.  It records for us the only 
miracle of Jesus in which he destroys a part of God’s creation!  And it begs the question, “Why?,” 
although that’s not the question the disciples asked after witnessing this remarkable miracle – they 
couldn’t get past “How?”   

The passage is found in Matthew 21:18-22, 18 Now in the morning, when He was returning to the 
city, He became hungry. 19 Seeing a lone fig tree by the road, He came to it and found nothing on it 
except leaves only; and He *said to it, “No longer shall there ever be any fruit from you.” And at once 
the fig tree withered.  20 Seeing this, the disciples were amazed and asked, “How did the fig tree 
wither all at once?” 21 And Jesus answered and said to them, “Truly I say to you, if you have faith and 
do not doubt, you will not only do what was done to the fig tree, but even if you say to this mountain, 
‘Be taken up and cast into the sea,’ it will happen. 22 And all things you ask in prayer, believing, you 
will receive.”

The disciples’ question was “How?,” but it seems very important to deal with the question of 
“Why?”?  Why this miracle of destruction, of cursing?  It can only be that Jesus is using this particular 
fig tree as an acted out parable illustrating Israel’s spiritually barren condition, and the coming 
judgment upon their unbelief!  It comes right on the heels of Jesus’ second cleansing of the Temple, 
which comes after Jesus’ bittersweet “triumphal entry.”   
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Remember that the crowds were saying things that clearly suggested that He was the promised 
Son of David.  “Hosanna to the Son of David!  Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!”
And the religious leaders were saying, “Jesus, correct these ignorant children!”  And he said, “No can 
do – I tell you the truth, if these were silent, the stones would cry out!”  He would not tamp down the 
suggestion that He was the Messiah – because He was, and is!  But the leaders unbelief was final – 
and Jesus came into the Temple in judgment of the way they had co-opted Temple worship to serve 
their own corrupt desires, and victimized honest worshippers to line their own pockets.   

Matthew 21:13 says, 13 And He *said to them, “It is written, ‘MY HOUSE SHALL BE CALLED A HOUSE OF 

PRAYER’; but you are making it a ROBBERS’ DEN.”  That’s in the immediate context – just the paragraph 
before.  So this cursing of the fig tree is an acted out parable – a parable not told, but acted out.   

In the parallel account in Mark, this is even more clear, because the cursing of the fig tree is part 
of one of those Marcan sandwiches – where Mark splits a story in two and puts something in the 
middle, and what’s on the inside of the sandwich helps explain what came before and after.  In Mark, 
Jesus curses the fig tree, goes into Jerusalem and cleanses the temple, and on the next day they find 
the tree withered.   

By the way, if someone is of a mind to hold ancient writers accountable to the New York Times 
style-guide, he could claim a contradiction between Mark and Matthew here.  But Matthew has 
contracted the story of the fig tree into a single event in a way that he did not offend his own 
commitment to conveying truth!   

But Mark’s telling the account of the cursed fig tree, clearly invites us to understand it in the 
context of Messiah’s judgment pronounced upon unbelieving Israel.  And no fewer than five Old 
Testament authors use the fig tree and its fruit as an image of Israel’s relationship with God and her 
experience of his judgment, like Hosea 9:10, “Like grapes in the wilderness, I found Israel.  Like the 
fruit on the fig tree in its first season, I saw your fathers.  But they came to Baal-peor and consecrated 
themselves to the thing of shame, and became detestable like the thing they loved.”  

But we don’t have to go as far back as that – we can just go back to the last of the Old Testament 
era prophets, John the Baptizer, who thundered at the Pharisees, “who warned you to flee from the 
wrath to come? 8 Therefore bear fruit in keeping with repentance;” (MT 3:7-8) 

So what is the indictment?  That there is nothing real in unbelieving Israel’s practice of religion.  
There is no faith - the state of their faith in God is such that they do not even believe in God’s Son, 
whom He has sent!  Jesus told them if they knew the Father, they would have recognized him!  Their 
hearts are so hard, they are even impervious to evidence that Jesus is who he claims to be.  Their 
necks are so stiff, they can witness a miracle of a crippled man instantly being healed – and their 
takeaway is, “What a scandal – he did a doctor’s work on the Sabbath!”  Faced with incontrovertible 
evidence of Jesus ability to bring divine deliverance, and proclaim God’s forgiveness of sin, they 
attributed his spiritual power to demons.  

There is no compassion – no sense of justice.   They devour widow’s estates.  They oppress the 
people with their rulings on matters of law, while figuring out ways to get around their own rulings for 
themselves (sounds like our Congress).  The priestly powers in the Temple are running a scam to 
separate faithful, observant Jewish worshippers from their money.  

There is certainly no capacity for repentance.  When they are confronted in their hypocrisies, they 
are not moved to repentance – they are indignant, and offended!  There is nothing at the heart of their 
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religion – nothing in the heart – there is no fruit!  No produce!  Certainly nothing that is doing anyone 
else any good – nothing that could feed anyone else!   

But they had plenty of leaves that suggested the presence of fruit!  There was a way that they 
dressed - that caused them to be immediately recognized as good, religious people!  Jesus will 
charge that “they broaden their phylacteries” (Matthew 23:5).  What is he talking about?  
Deuteronomy 11:18 says, “You shall therefore lay up these words of mine in your heart and in your 
soul, and you shall bind them as a sign on your hand, and they shall be as frontlets between your 
eyes.”  So there developed the tradition of wearing leather pouches called “phylacteries” that 
contained Bible verses.  The Pharisees liked theirs big, so that people would be sure to see them!  
People would think, “Look at that guy – what a holy, religious person.  Look at the size of that Bible 
headband!”   

The phylacteries were kind of like a bumper sticker for their heads!  It could be the Sunday suit for 
some of us!  Or the Christian tee shirt for others.  Or the Christian jewelry.  Leaves that suggest the 
presence of fruit, but in some, there are only leaves – no fruit.   

The Pharisees loved being called “Rabbi” – they loved their titles of honor that suggested things 
about them that weren’t necessarily true.  You know what I got called a couple weeks ago after doing 
volunteer work at Willow Brook School?  As I was leaving, someone said, “Thanks, Reverend!”  I’ll bet 
that hardly ever happens to you!  That title is a leaf that suggests fruit – that may or may not be there!  
The people who led me to Christ forty-four years ago sometimes call me “the Most Right Reverend 
Bunn,” but always in playful mockery,  to take me down a notch just in case I need it.  But when 
people use “Reverend” seriously, its a leaf that suggests fruit!

You know what I get called at our Greenfield Senior Living Bible study sometimes?  “Father!”  I 
remind them that I’m not Catholic, but I have learned to be careful not to wear a black polo shirt over 
a white tee shirt there!   

But titles that convey a level of moral respect – even the title “Christian” – they are leaves!   

For the Pharisees, there was their disciplined practice of prayer – especially public prayer!  Their 
facility in religious language!  Today we might think of people who clearly speak Christianese as a 
first language – as people who clearly have been “churched.”  People who talk about “the Lord” a lot, 
and it doesn’t sound strange on their lips and know how to quote and reference the Bible, and are 
easy with terms like “prayed up” and “love offering” and “pool-pit”  These are all leaves – not bad 
things in and of themselves – but the leaves can also suggest fruit that may or may not be there!   

For Israel’s religious leaders, it was even their disciplined practice of good deeds – they really 
were good people as they saw goodness.  They really did tithe from their mint, and dill, and cumin!). 

A few weeks ago in the adult Sunday School class, we took a recycled lesson from John Newton 
(the author of Amazing Grace).  In it he discussed how Christians tend to give themselves spiritual 
credit for the natural aspects of their personalities and dispositions which most resemble spiritual fruit, 
but that in actuality there is no Holy Spirit-fruit production going on at all!  So a naturally easy-going 
person takes spiritual credit for having the spiritual fruit of peaceableness, for example, but because 
we are fallen in all of the aspects of our personality – the dark side of that easy-going nature could be 
a kind of cowardice, or a deep and warped need for the approval of people.  And so in this same way 
you get the solid and disciplined Christian who is also abrasive, critical and ungenerous in his 
opinions of other people.  Or you get the passionate and enthusiastic Christian who is also impulsive 
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and impatient and unwise.  You get the Christian who is the go-to person for getting things done, but 
who has trouble sharing power, and has to be in charge.  You get the sociable, caring, involved 
person who also enjoys knowing negative things about other people, and finds ways to let other 
people know.   

So even the natural aspects of our fallen personalities that resemble spiritual fruit as long as we 
ignore the dark side of those personality traits – can be to us as leaves that suggest spiritual fruit that 
may not be there!   

The people who were (and who are) accurately symbolized by a figless fig tree – with lots of 
leaves, but no fruit – how did they get that way?  I think there were (and are) very, very few who 
were/are outright frauds, and know it, and are purposely maintaining a false appearance of religiosity 
for self-serving purposes.  Most are simply people who really believe their own leaves.  “Of course the 
Holy Spirit is bearing His fruit in my life,” they think.  “I go to church, I look the part, I’ve got the 
bumper sticker and the Xian tee shirt.  I am known as a Christian, or a pastor, or something – I’ve got 
the title.  I speak Christianese – I am facile with the lingo.  I can pray in public.”  Even, “I’m a nice 
person,” or an easy-going person, or a well-organized person, or a passionate person, or a serious 
person.   

Leaves!  Leaves that surely suggest spiritual fruit, that may or may not be there!  There’s nothing 
wrong with the leaves themselves, mind you!  You never saw a fruit-laden tree that didn’t have 
leaves!  But you can’t make the mistake of believing your own leaves and letting them keep you from 
recognizing the absence of fruit!  There is spiritual disaster down that path!   

You’ve got to go in close for a better look BEFORE Jesus comes in judgment!  “Examine 
yourselves, to see whether you are in the faith. Test yourselves. Or do you not realize this about 
yourselves, that Jesus Christ is in you?—unless indeed you fail to meet the test! (2 CO 13:5) 

If you are in Christ, over the course of time things should be happening in and to your character – 
things that you could not be doing in and of your own power.  The truest sign of spiritual fruit bearing 
is when the mean man becomes gentle.  Or when the naturally lazy person becomes a faithful 
laborer.  Or when the naturally needy person becomes generous.  Or when the aloof personality 
becomes loving.  Or when the naturally proud and high-achieving person becomes humble.  It’s when 
the quick-fused man becomes longsuffering and patient when wronged.  Or when the decades-long 
sinful habit is broken.  When the sin is put to death!  That’s when you know that something 
supernatural is going on!   

Do you see it in yourself, on close inspection?  Don’t stand far off from yourself and believe all the 
leaves.  Push them aside and see if there is some fruit!   At our congregational business meeting I 
talked about our men “stepping up our game” spiritually speaking.   

Did you ever dream, and it seemed like you were dreaming all night long?  I doubt that’s what 
really happens, but that’s what it seemed like for me Wednesday night.  It seemed like I dreamt all 
night long about stepping up my game.  Not about you stepping up your game – me stepping up 
mine.  Things missing from my life, things that need to go missing.  What there should be less of, 
what there should be more of.  All night long.  I woke up exhausted Thursday morning.  There was no 
credit given in my dream for leaves – which was too bad because I’ve got lots of leaves, as most of 
us do – but me more than you given my vocation!   
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At the time, every bit of why Jesus cursed the fig tree was completely lost on the disciples.  They 
immediately jumped to the how of the miracle – they just said, “Woah!  How did you DO that?!”  Jesus 
does not say, “You’re missing the point,” as he could have – but he teaches a lesson on the power of 
faith [this is where we get the saying, “the faith to move mountains,”] and the power of faith in prayer, 
ending with the statement, “And whatever you ask in prayer, you will receive, if you have faith”
(Matthew 21:22). 

I’ve heard lots of sermons on sayings like this from Jesus, and so have you, probably – and I don’t 
know how they seem to you but to me it always seems like the preacher gives with one hand and 
takes with the other.  At first there is this open-ended promise of answers to prayer conditioned only 
on faith, and then here comes the small print:  praying within the will of God, not asking for things that 
you only intend to spend on your own pleasure, even living with your wife in an understanding way, 
so that at the end, you wonder what is left of the original promise – which dies the death of a 
thousand cuts! 

The conditions for answered prayer drawn from other parts of the New Testament are true, of 
course,  but here Jesus puts the premium only on faith - not the kind of faith that you either have or 
you don’t, but the kind that can be stronger or weaker, large or small!  This is a promise that relates 
the efficacy of prayer to the condition of our faith! 

It seems so far afield from what Jesus is teaching about the leaves and the fruit of living as a child 
of God’s household, but it isn’t, at least in application.  Because how do you bear fruit that is contrary 
to the natural bent of your personality?  It must be accomplished by the power of God – willpower will 
not suffice!  And leaves alone will not do! 

You know where the fruit of God’s Spirit would be most clearly seen as fruit?  In that part of your 
life, where the sin, or the brokenness, or the character flaw, or the weaknesses that came with your 
personality are mountains!  Those things in your life – that are as mountains to you – and you think, 
“Not only I can’t REMOVE them, I can’t even climb them!  Can’t get over it; can’t get around it!  Can’t 
get out from under it!”

Well, here’s a promise of Jesus:  “Truly, I say to you, if you have faith and do not doubt, . . . if you 
say to this mountain, ‘Be taken up and thrown into the sea,’ it will happen.  And whatever you ask in 
prayer, you will receive, if you have faith.” (21:21-22).   

“Lord of all mercies, give us grace to not be taken in and deceived by our own leaves – by the 
practices and language of cultural Christianity, by the accoutrements of Christian faith, even by our 
own good works as men count goodness.  Grant us grace to look at ourselves and see ourselves 
more closely, to spread the leaves back to see if there is any fruit, or not.  We ask you with all the 
faith that we have to bring real spiritual fruit into our lives, supernatural fruit that could not possibly be 
mistaken for personality traits that are natural to us and others, and we ask you to increase our faith 
so that the mountain-sized obstacles to realizing Your will in our own lives will be taken up and thrown 
into the sea.  Increase faith in every believing heart, and let faith spring up in any who are yet outside 
of Christ.  We pray in His name, amen.”   


