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 I’ve entitled this message The Appearance of Godliness.  

Those words come from 2 Timothy 3, where Paul delivers this 

warning: “But understand this, that in the last days there will come 

times of difficulty. For people will be lovers of self, lovers of 

money, proud, arrogant, abusive, disobedient to their parents, 

ungrateful, unholy, heartless, unappeasable, slanderous, without 

self-control, brutal, not loving good, treacherous, reckless, swollen 

with conceit, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God, having 

the appearance of godliness, but denying its power. Avoid such 

people.”  What a danger it is to have the appearance of godliness, 

but to be lacking the real essence of godliness.  I believe this is the 

main lesson for us in the account of Jesus condemning the fig tree 

and condemning the temple.   

 Beware of the appearance of godliness!  Beware of the 

sinful tendency to put on a spiritual façade.  The question that 

confronts each one of us, and the question that confronts this 

church as a whole, is “Where is the fruit?”  It doesn’t matter how 

religious, how holy, how Biblical we may appear.  Where is the 

fruit? 

 Let’s look at this passage in two parts.  First of all, 

fruitlessness.  And we’ll see the parallel between the fruitlessness 

of the fig tree and the fruitlessness of the temple.  And then, 

secondly, faith.  In contrast to the fruitlessness of the religious 

system Jesus was confronting, He then explains some key aspects 

of true godliness and fruitfulness.  He tells His disciples in verse 

22, “Have faith in God.”  And then He fleshes that out in terms of 

prayer and forgiveness.      

 

Fruitlessness 

 Jesus and His disciples have made their way to Jerusalem.  

It was the previous day that Jesus made His grand entrance into the 

city.  The people had spread their cloaks on the road and leafy 

branches, and they had shouted, “Hosanna in the highest!”  By the 

end of the day, though, it was just Jesus with His twelve disciples.  

Jesus looked around at everything in the temple, anticipating what 

was going to happen on the following day, and then they went out 

to Bethany, just a little ways to the east of the city.   

 Now it’s the following day, and Jesus and the disciples are 

on their way from Bethany back into the city.  It says in verse 12 

that Jesus was hungry.  I don’t know if He skipped breakfast that 

morning.  Or maybe He was just had a hankering for a mid-

morning snack.  Mark doesn’t tell us.  But whatever the situation 
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was, we’re reminded here of the humanity of our Lord.  He is fully 

human.  He became just like us, except without sin.  That should 

be an encouragement to us, because He is able to sympathize with 

our weaknesses (Hebrews 4:15).  He is fully God, which is why He 

is capable of atoning for our sin, which is an infinite offense 

against God.  And He is fully human, which is why He can 

sympathize with us and identify with us, and it is what makes Him 

capable of standing in our place and sacrificing His own life for us.  

Jesus was hungry, which is a comment we should take note of and 

remember that Jesus is fully human. 

 The Fig Tree 

Verses 13-14 is where the story gets kind of strange.  Many 

have struggled with this account because it seems to put Jesus in a 

really bad light.  It seems like Jesus has a bad temper.  It seems 

like He’s using His supernatural powers in a rash way.  Jesus is 

hungry.  He sees a fig tree.  He goes to see if there are any figs.  

But He found nothing but leaves.  It all sounds reasonable so far.  

But then in the next verse Jesus lashes out at the fig tree and curses 

it.  And some people have a problem with this because they 

envision it like the guy who is beating on the vending machine 

because the candy bar got stuck.  Is Jesus going off the deep end 

here?  Does He need to go to some anger management classes?   

 What’s even more concerning is the comment at the end of 

verse 13 that it wasn’t even the season for figs.  What do you think 

the disciples were thinking as they heard all of this?  Certainly 

Jesus wasn’t expecting to find figs!  Why would He be cursing this 

fig tree for not having figs when it’s not even the season for figs? 

 The way that Mark presents these events in this passage 

helps us to see the significance of the fig tree.  Jesus doesn’t have 

an anger problem.  He does have a righteous anger toward sin, as 

we see in His actions in the temple.  But it’s not as though He has 

lost control of His emotions and is so irate that He’s yelling at a 

plant.  No.  Just as in everything Jesus does, He is deliberate and 

intentional down to the minute details, and He has a profound 

purpose in what He is doing.  Mark narrates the events for us in a 

way that highlights that purpose.  This is another Markan sandwich 

(A-B-A), like we’ve seen earlier in this Gospel.  Mark tells us the 

beginning of one account, then inserts another event, and then tells 

us the ending of the first account.  When he does this he’s wanting 

to emphasize in some way the relationship between the two events.  

For instance, in chapter 5, Jairus, whose 12 year old daughter is 

dying, comes to Jesus to ask for help.  Then a woman who has 

suffered from a discharge of blood for 12 years, comes to Jesus, 

and Jesus heals her.  Then Jesus arrives at Jairus’s house and raises 

the daughter from the dead.  Mark recounts the two interactions in 

a way that highlights their similarities.   
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 Here in chapter 11 we have another Markan sandwich, and 

we can interpret the outer pieces in light of the central piece.  The 

cursing of the fig tree is integrally related to Jesus’ judgment upon 

the temple.  I think the mention that it wasn’t the season for figs is 

another clue for us that there’s a spiritual lesson here.  It’s not 

mainly about Jesus being hungry and wanting to eat figs.  It’s 

about Jesus confronting the fruitlessness of the empty religious 

system that was in full swing all around Him.  Jesus cursed the 

fruitless fig tree as a symbolic demonstration of His condemnation 

of fruitless Israel.   

 Before we move on to what happened in the temple, notice 

one more thing about the fig tree.  It had leaves.  Verse 13 says that 

Jesus saw it from a distance and could see that it was in leaf.  In 

other words, it looked vibrant.  It looked alive and well.  It had the 

appearance of fruitfulness.  But when He came to it, He found that 

it had only leaves, but no figs.  It had some of the outward signs of 

fruitfulness, but no fruit.   

 Don’t be like this fig tree, friends.  And, oh, how we are in 

danger of being like this fig tree, with all the outward appearances 

of spiritual vibrancy, but no real fruit of godliness.  Is that 

convicting to you?  I hope it is.  Where is the real fruit in your life?  

I’m not talking about how regularly you come to church or how 

many Bible studies you’re in or how many theology books you’ve 

read or how many good deeds you have done.  Those are all just 

leaves, if there’s not the real fruit of faith in your life.  Are you 

repenting of sin?  Are you broken over your sin?  Are you clinging 

to Christ as your only hope of forgiveness and your only hope of 

real joy and peace?  Do you cry out to God in prayer?  Do you 

forgive others?  Do you see the fruit of the Spirit growing in your 

life?—love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 

gentleness, self-control.  Is there real spiritual fruit in your life?  Or 

do you just have the appearance of godliness?   

 I trembled this week to think, What if this church is like the 

fruitless fig tree.  What if we come to church with smiles on our 

faces and have all of our theological points nailed down, and we 

know how to look really spiritual and give the appearance of 

godliness, and yet there isn’t any real fruit?  It’s a terrifying 

thought!  I don’t believe that is, in fact, the case.  I think there is 

wonderful spiritual fruit that God is producing in us.  But this is 

certainly a warning that we need to hear.  Beware of the 

appearance of godliness.  God help us that we would not be like 

this fig tree. 

 The Temple 

 The narrative moves on, then, to the temple.  The cursing of 

the fig tree happened on their way to the temple.  Now, in verse 15, 

they arrive in Jerusalem and Jesus enters the temple.  This is quite 
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a scene, and it would have been unforgettable for the disciples.  If 

they thought Jesus had an anger issue with the fig tree, now they’re 

watching Him unleash His righteous anger on the whole religious 

system in the temple.  Jesus heads in there and wreaks havoc.  He 

is abundantly clear that He is fully and passionately opposed to 

everything that is happening there.  The Jews had set up an 

elaborate system of worship that is essentially self-worship.  They 

had designed a system that makes them feel good about themselves 

while totally missing God’s design for these things.  They were to 

be there for the purpose of worshipping God.  They were to reflect 

on the meaning of the Passover sacrifices.  The temple was to be a 

house of prayer.  It was to be a symbol of God’s presence with His 

people.  But the people had turned it into a den of robbers.  They 

had turned it into a place of commerce.  They had made it about 

the appearance of godliness.  They went through the motions.  

They did all the right things, they thought.  They looked really 

holy.  They looked like they were keeping all the rules.  But it was 

just leaves and no fruit.  They were just like the fig tree with the 

outward signs of vitality, but without genuine fruit. 

 Therefore Jesus comes against the temple with a clear 

pronouncement of judgment.  He drove out those who were selling 

and those who were buying in the temple.  We’re not told how 

exactly He did this on this occasion.  At an earlier time, when He 

cleared the temple at the beginning of His ministry, as recorded in 

John 2, it says that He made a whip of cords and drove them all out 

of the temple.  Maybe that’s how He did it on this occasion as well.   

He was also flipping tables over.  The money-changers 

were there to exchange everyone’s currency for the special temple 

currency, and others were there to sell pigeons and other animals to 

be used as sacrifices.  Jesus overturned these tables and seats.  It 

also says that He would not allow anyone to carry anything 

through the temple.  He was shutting down the whole enterprise.  

It’s amazing to think that one individual could bring the entire 

temple to a grinding halt like this.  But Jesus did it, somehow.  He 

flipped tables.  He threw chairs.  He shouted orders.  He stopped 

people in their tracks.  And His actions and words came across 

with such authority that all the hustle and bustle of activity ceased . 

. . at least for a time. 

 We don’t know how long the buying and selling was 

interrupted.  Probably not for very long.  Surely by the next day, at 

least, the tables and chairs were back in their places and business 

was as usual.  Jesus’ actions didn’t bring this all to an end 

permanently.  But He certainly made a statement.   

And the message that comes across in all of this shows not 

only the corruption of what was going on there, but it also points to 

the reality that Jesus is what the temple is really all about.  The 
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temple is about God dwelling with His people.  Starting with the 

tabernacle that travelled with the Israelites in the wilderness, to the 

more permanent temple which Solomon built, and then the temple 

in Zerubbabel’s day, and then the temple built by Herod in Jesus’ 

day.  The temple was to be a symbol of God’s presence with His 

people.  And the sacrifices that were made in the temple were to be 

a constant reminder that atonement must be made for our sin.  God, 

who is holy, cannot dwell in the midst of a sinful people, unless 

blood is shed to cover our sin.  These were symbols in the Old 

Testament that pointed to Jesus.   

 Jesus came as the fulfillment of these Old Testament types.  

The temple and the sacrifices and many other things (like the 

Sabbath) foreshadowed Jesus and are fulfilled in Jesus.  They are 

the shadows.  He is the substance.  Jesus comes as Immanuel—

God with us (Matthew 1:23).  It says in John 1:14 that “the Word 

[Jesus] became flesh and dwelt among us” (literally, “tabernacled 

among us”).  He is the ultimate temple of God.  He is God 

incarnate.  He is the Second Person of the Trinity, very God of 

very God, who became flesh.  He literally took on human flesh and 

became one of us. 

We also find in John 2 this interesting interaction between 

Jesus and the Jews concerning the temple.  This is right after Jesus 

cleared the temple the first time, early on in His ministry.  The 

Jews were wondering who Jesus thought He was tearing up the 

temple like that.  So they said to Him, “What sign do you show us 

for doing these things?” Jesus answered them, “Destroy this 

temple, and in three days I will raise it up.” The Jews then said, “It 

has taken forty-six years to build this temple, and will you raise it 

up in three days?” But he was speaking about the temple of his 

body."  You see, Jesus wasn’t speaking about the temple building.  

He was talking about Himself.  He is the temple.  And He would 

be destroyed and would then rise up on the third day.  This is very 

much like the Sabbath issue, because in both cases the Jews have 

missed the point.  The Sabbath laws of the Old Testament were 

meant as a pointer to Christ, and yet the Jews turned them into 

legalistic works.  Similarly, the temple was meant as a pointer to 

Christ, and yet the Jews turned it into a business. 

It should be no surprise, therefore, that Jesus issues such a 

strong rebuke.  He condemns the way they have twisted these 

things, and He presents Himself as the fulfillment of these Old 

Testament shadows.  It’s no coincidence that when Jesus died on 

the cross, the curtain in the temple was torn in two, from top to 

bottom (Mark 15:38).  As Hebrews 9:11-12 explains for us, "when 

Christ appeared as a high priest of the good things that have come, 

then through the greater and more perfect tent (not made with 

hands, that is, not of this creation) he entered once for all into the 
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holy places, not by means of the blood of goats and calves but by 

means of his own blood, thus securing an eternal redemption."  

Jesus is the fulfillment of the temple and the temple sacrifices.  He 

is God with us, and He is the great sacrifice to which all the other 

sacrifices pointed.            

 This also points us to our eternal inheritance in heaven, 

which is to dwell with our Savior forever and ever.  In Revelation 

21:3 John writes, "And I heard a loud voice from the throne 

saying, “Behold, the dwelling place [tent, tabernacle] of God is 

with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, 

and God himself will be with them as their God."  Then a few 

verses later it says,  “And I saw no temple in the city, for its temple 

is the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb” (Rev 21:22). 

 What the tabernacle pointed to, what the temple pointed to, 

what the sacrifices in the temple pointed to, is all fulfilled in Jesus 

Christ.  And for those of us who are in Christ by faith, we will 

experience that great reward of dwelling with Him, and Him 

dwelling with us, for the endless ages of eternity.  So Jesus 

clearing the temple has a great amount of significance.  He is 

saying, in effect, like He did when He was addressing their twisted 

views on the Sabbath, “The fulfillment of all things is standing 

right before your eyes, and you’re missing it!  You’re so caught up 

in your legalistic and spiritually prideful activities that you’ve 

missed the point.”  And that’s, of course, why they had only the 

appearance of godliness, but were not producing any real fruit.  

They had made everything about the externals, and had missed the 

heart of what these things were about.   

 In the words of Jesus recorded in verse 17 of our passage, 

Jesus is quoting from two places in the Old Testament.  The first 

part is from Isaiah 56:7.  “My house shall be called a house of 

prayer . . .”  They had made it about business, about buying and 

selling, about exchanging money and making money, about 

impressing one another with their appearance of fruitfulness.  But 

it was all empty, what they were doing.  The temple was supposed 

to be a house of prayer.  It was supposed to be for worshipping 

God.   

Back in Mark 7 Jesus chastised the Pharisees and scribes 

for their hypocrisy, and He quoted from Isaiah 29:13, “ ‘This 

people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me; in 

vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrines the commandments 

of men.’ ”  Similarly here in chapter 10, the temple was supposed 

to be a house of prayer, but they had turned it into a place where 

they honored God with their lips while their hearts were far from 

Him.   

 Matthew and Luke record this statement of Jesus as well, 

but only Mark includes the final words of Isaiah 56:7.  Matthew 
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and Luke condense the statement slightly, but Mark, thinking of 

his mainly Gentile audience, wants to highlight that last phrase 

which Jesus quoted from Isaiah. “My house shall be called a house 

of prayer for all the nations.”  This is not just for the Jews, but it’s 

for all the peoples.  It’s for every tribe and tongue and people and 

nation.  I already referred to the end of Mark where the curtain of 

the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom.  That’s in Mark 

15:38.  In the very next verse we read of the centurion (a Gentile!), 

who stood there watching Jesus die, and this centurion said, “Truly 

this man was the Son of God!”  Mark wants non-Jews to know that 

this message is for the nations.  It’s for all peoples.   

 The second half of Jesus’ quotation in Mark 11:17 comes 

from Jeremiah 7:11, “But you have made it a den of robbers.”  By 

combining these two statements from the prophets, Jesus conveys 

His condemnation upon the corruption He saw going on in the 

temple. 

 The enmity between Jesus and the religious authorities is 

escalating rapidly now, and verse 18 tells us that the chief priests 

and the scribes were looking for a way to destroy Jesus.  They 

were hindered, though, by the knowledge that the crowds were 

astonished at Jesus’ teaching, and therefore the Jewish leaders 

were fearful to take action.  They refrain at this point, but not for 

long.  It’s only a matter of a few days before Jesus will be on the 

cross. 

 Verse 19 says that when evening came they went out of the 

city.  They most likely passed by the fig tree at that point, but it 

was probably too dark for them to notice what had become of it.  

But (verse 20) as they passed by in the morning, they saw the fig 

tree withered away to its roots.  And Peter remembered and said to 

him, “Rabbi, look! The fig tree that you cursed has withered.”   

The clearing of the temple is framed by part A and part B 

of the interaction with the fig tree.  And Mark presents it to us in 

this way so we won’t miss the connection.  The cursing of the fig 

tree is a visible, tangible parable of what happened in the temple.  

The fig tree is in leaf, but it has no fruit.  Therefore Jesus curses it.  

The activity in the temple portrays the appearance of godliness, but 

there’s no real fruit.  Therefore Jesus condemns it.            

 

Faith 

 Let’s look briefly now at the things Jesus says in the 

concluding verses of our passage.  Verse 22 may seem a little 

abrupt following verse 21.  What’s the connection between the 

cursing of the fig tree and Jesus’ statement to the disciples, “Have 

faith in God”?  Matthew 21:20 fills in the picture just a little bit 

more.  It says that when the disciples saw that the fig tree had 

withered, “they marveled, saying, ‘How did the fig tree wither at 
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once?’  And Jesus answered them, ‘Truly, I say to you, if you have 

faith and do not doubt, you will not only do what has been done to 

the fig tree, but even 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.”    

 So this is a response to the disciples’ amazement at what 

Jesus has done in this miracle.  But I think there’s another 

connection here that we can observe in the flow of thought from 

the verses about the fig tree and the temple.  What Jesus has just 

condemned is the appearance of godliness void of real fruit.  And 

now He describes real godliness . . . real fruit.  He does so in terms 

of faith, prayer, and forgiveness.  We could think of it in this way: 

“Have faith in God” (verse 22) is the heart of true godliness.  

Prayer and forgiveness, then, are two essential fruits of genuine 

faith.   

 Here’s where we should really test ourselves, friends.  We 

don’t want to be like the fig tree, boasting nice leaves but without 

any fruit.  We don’t want to be like the temple scene which 

prompted Jesus’ fierce anger.  We don’t want to be nominal 

Christians, just bearing the Name of Christ but not really living as 

one of His disciples.  So what should we do?   

 We should have faith in God.  And how do we know if 

we’re having faith in God?  Well, two specific areas that we can 

examine are prayer and forgiveness.   

Prayer 

 First of all, prayer.  Jesus says some pretty astounding 

things here about prayer.  He uses the imagery of moving 

mountains to refer to doing things that are seemingly impossible.  

And He says, “whatever you ask in prayer, believe that you have 

received it, and it will be yours.”  This is an awesome statement of 

the power of prayer.  As James 5:16 says, “The prayer of a 

righteous person has great power as it is working.”  This is part of 

the fruit of genuine faith.  We believe that God is all-powerful.  

We believe that He intends to accomplish great things in us and 

through us and around us.  Therefore as an overflow of our faith in 

Him and our hope in Him, we plead with Him to do these 

wonderful and mighty things that are far beyond our ability.   

 Now, you might ask, Does this mean I can just ask for 

anything, and I’ll get it?  When Jesus says “whatever you ask,” is 

that a totally unqualified “whatever”?  No, it’s not.  Because we 

have other verses in the Bible that help us to understand this, and 

we find some clear qualifications on this.  Jesus says in John 14:13, 

"Whatever you ask in my name, this I will do, that the Father may 

be glorified in the Son."  We are to pray things that accord with 

Jesus’ character and will.  And when we don’t, when we pray 

according to our own sinful desires, then we should have no 
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assurance that God is going to respond to those prayers.  James 4:3 

says, “You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly, to 

spend it on your passions.”   

Jesus is our great example of how to pray, and He gives us 

a model to emulate when He prays in the Garden of Gethsemane, 

“Abba, Father, all things are possible for you.  Remove this cup 

from me.  Yet not my will, but what you will” (Mark 14:36).  

That’s how we should pray.  Pray boldly and passionately, while 

always submitting to God’s will, for He knows best. 

Do you pray, brothers and sisters?  Do you pour out your 

soul to God?  To you ask for the things that are seemingly 

impossible?  If you don’t, you have to wonder if you really have 

faith in God.  If you don’t pray, you have to wonder if you’re like 

the fig tree—the appearance of godliness, but no real fruit, no real 

faith. 

 

Forgiveness 

Finally, forgiveness.  Verse 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 reminds us of the Lord’s prayer in Matthew 6.  We ask 

“forgive us our debts,” and then Jesus instructs us to say along 

with that, “as we also have forgiven our debtors.”  This point is 

then expanded in the two verses following the Lord’s prayer.  In 

verses 14-15 Jesus says, “For if you forgive others their trespasses, 

your heavenly Father will also forgive you, but if you do not 

forgive others their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive 

your trespasses.”  The point here is not to say that we earn 

forgiveness by forgiving others.  Rather, the point is that the 

person who is truly forgiven will be changed by that forgiveness 

into a person who forgives others.  And therefore it is also the case 

that the person who does not forgive others is not a person who is 

truly forgiven.  This is a grave warning to us.  If we remain bitter 

and resentful toward someone who has hurt us, if we feel justified 

in holding a grudge toward someone and refuse to forgive, it may 

be that we have not really been forgiven.  It may be that we are like 

the fig tree, doing the outward things in a way that looks godly, but 

without any real fruit.     

 Do you pray?  And do you forgive?  Or are you just a good-

looking fig tree that will provoke Jesus’ condemnation?  Let that 

be the challenge for us today. 


