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Tree of Faith

Grace, mercy, and peace be to you from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  Amen.

Text: (Matthew 21:19-22, NIV) 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. 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.”

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, Amen.

I. Introduction

A. Jesus’ action in this text tends to go against our grain

1. First, He’s disappointed not to find fruit on the tree, when Mark tells us it was out of season

2. If anything, we’d expect Jesus to make fruit come out of nowhere, not kill the tree

B. But God doesn’t always fit into our expectations

1. We try to second-guess God, and we’re often wrong

2. Or we say, “God would want such-and-such to happen” when we have no clear Word on it from Scripture

3. But the key to understanding this text is recognition of the relationship between faith and God’s will

II. Seeing a fig-tree by the road, he went up to it but found nothing on it except leaves.

A. It’s not that there was anything specifically wrong with the tree: figs were out of season

B. Then he said to it, “May you never bear fruit again!”

1. The tree here represents the Jews

2. More generally, it represents outward piety that produces no fruit

3. All the prayers and church services in the world, if they don’t help someone, are useless

C. Immediately the tree withered.

1. This is hard for us

2. But sometimes, God chooses for the tree to wither

a. We set out to do something, and we fail

b. Churches lose members and close the doors

c. Ministries “close up shop”

3. If that be the case, we need not question God’s will & judgment

III. When the disciples saw this, they were amazed.

A. “How did the fig-tree wither so quickly?” they asked.

1. Mark clarifies for us that “immediately” means “within 24 hours”

2. This is a “compressed narrative,” a common Jewish convention

B. 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.

1. Is Jesus talking about mountains and trees here?

a. If moving a mountain or killing a tree is within God’s will, yes.

b. But Faith can produce even greater miracles than that & does so every day

i. By faith, we can share the gospel with our neighbors

ii. Is this a miracle? Raising those who are dead in sin? Absolutely.

iii. It’s one thing to raise the dead to life in this world like Jesus did in last week’s lesson about Lazarus

iv. It’s even more amazing to see someone raised to eternal life through the Gospel

C. If you believe, you will receive whatever you ask for in prayer.”

1. This text has been horribly misunderstood through the years

a. Some have understood it as, “If you have enough faith, you’ll get whatever you want, and if you don’t get everything you want, you don’t have enough faith.”

b. Some, like the popular book, The Prayer of Jabez, have understood it as, “If you live an honorable enough life and follow these steps or pray this prayer, you’ll get whatever you want.”

c. Dr. Luther referred to those kinds of teachings as “The Theology of Glory.” I call it, “I Dream of Jesus,” as if we could bottle Him and call on Him to follow our orders!

2. But Jesus’ stress on the words, “If you believe,” refers to faith: the faith of all Christians

a. More specifically, He’s referring to the faith of the “New Creation” or “New Man” we are through faith and our Baptism

b. This “New Man” is not about greed and “God, let me tell you what’s best for me.”

c. Dr. Pieper, one of our synod’s greatest teachers, reminds us:

…We must not forget that the will of Christians, as far as they are Christians, coincides entirely with God’s will and that accordingly they ask God to give them not what their whim dictates, but what accords with His command and promise. The Christian disavows in advance all outcroppings of his carnal self-will. The supreme rule regulating his praying is: “Not as I will, but as Thou wilt.” Just as the constitutions of some of our congregations contain the provision that any resolution of the congregation is null and void from the outset if it conflicts with God’s Word, so every Christian prays with the understanding that wherever his petitions go beyond God’s command and promise, they are a priori null and void. He prays in submission to God’s will. “And this is the confidence that we have in him, that, if we ask any thing according to his will, he heareth us” (1 John 5:14, KJV). (III, 82)

d. In faith, we ask God for His will to be done in our lives

i. If His will be to bring trouble into our lives, faith accepts His decision

ii. If His will doesn’t fit into our calendar, faith adjusts the schedule

iii. But faith also knows that His will was to send His Son, Jesus Christ, to die in our place on the cross

1. His will is to forgive you for your selfishness

2. His will is to strengthen your faith through Word & Sacrament

3. His will for you, which He accomplished already, is for You to live forever with Him in the New Creation

4. And the good & gracious will of God is done even without our prayer. including eternal life in Jesus’ name. Amen.

Now the peace of God which passes all understanding keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.  Amen.
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