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As we have seen over the past few weeks, Jesus in the week of His passion set forth His authority in ways that were unmistakably clear to all, whether they be true followers, curious followers, skeptical followers, or outright antagonists.  He did this in display of what is known as His three offices: Prophet, Priest, and King.  In the incident with the fig tree (11:12-14, 20-21) Jesus demonstrated His authority as Prophet in cursing the fig tree, a prophecy concerning the end of the old and the ushering in of the new.  This was accomplished with Jesus final words on the cross when He cried out His final words, “It is finished” (Jn. 19:30).  In clearing the moneychangers out of the temple (11:15-18), He demonstrated again that the old system with its sacrifices and the temple as the central place of worship was being replaced by the High Priest when He fulfilled the role of Priest in offering Himself as the one and only sacrifice acceptable to God for the sins of men.  His offering was once for all.  On the cross He offered Himself as a substitute for the penalty required by God for sin.  He is our Mediator.  Then in dealing with the obstinate Sanhedrin (11:27-33), Jesus demonstrated that He was King of kings and Lord of lords in conquering His critics as proof of His authority.


In doing these things, we see that Jesus was in effect toppling the entire religious system of the Jews, a system that had taken the good things of God and ruined them by their traditions and rituals.  We must bear in mind that these were the chosen people of God, chosen from amongst all nations, not because of anything in them that was pleasing to God, but simply according to His good pleasure.  He had entered into covenant with them, a covenant that was conditioned by their obedience or their disobedience.  And these had become a most disobedient lot, choosing to follow the traditions of their religious elite over against the obedience required by the Law.  In this covenant with His people God had established what was right in His eyes.  God established the system of sacrifice so that man might be reconciled to Him.  Sin needed an atonement, and this atonement was through the blood of bulls and goats.  The temple was given as the place where God could meet with this people.  Now, in effect, Jesus was saying, “It’s all over.  The blood of bulls and goats will no longer be the way.  The temple will no longer be of stones and mortar.”


Obviously, those who were His true followers were left perplexed.  How were they going to survive without the temple?  Where else could people get forgiveness for sins?  How could man now be reconciled to God?  “No priests, no temple, no sacrifice, religious leaders run amok.  What are we to do?”  Jesus addressed their unspoken perplexity with one statement.  Just as He had undone the questions of the Sanhedrin with one question of His own, He offered them the only truth they needed to fulfill His calling on their lives, “Have faith in God” (v. 22).  That’s it!  No rules or regulations to be kept in an effort to make yourself right with God.  No temple needed because worship would now be acted out in a community, not in a building.  All of religious life was boiled down to this one succinct command.  What did Jesus mean when He told them, “Have faith in God”?  More importantly, what does it mean for us?  What we see is that a praying and forgiving spirit characterizes real faith.

I.  The Nature of Faith (11:22-23)


Many world religions claim to have faith in God.  Muslims, Hindus, Jehovah Witnesses, Mormons, New Age all claim the importance of faith in God.  Where they are at odds with Christianity and the Scriptures is in how that faith is received and who the object of that faith applied is.  Most of these deny that faith is a gift from God, something to be received and then evidenced in their lives.  But even those who might believe faith to be a gift, it is the giver of faith and the object of faith that is heretical.  Muslims believe it is Allah, Hindus have a number of gods with Vishnu being supreme, Jehovah Witnesses claim the God of the Old Testament but in so doing really do not because of their denial of the Trinity.  Mormonism likewise denies the biblical Trinity, teaching that the Godhead is three different beings.  New Age believes that you are your own god.  With all of these objects of faith, which god are we to have faith in?  The Scriptures teach that faith is a gift of God (Eph. 2:8) and is the conduit of hope (Heb. 11:1).  When Jesus said, “Have faith in God,” Christianity affirms that God is the source of and the object of this faith.  


But what type of “faith” does Jesus command in this text?  There are two things we note concerning the nature of the faith that Jesus here commends to His disciples.


1.  Living faith (v. 22)

The word pistis and its various forms in the Greek always means “trust” or “belief.”  However, there is a distinction that must be made in the operations of faith, between justifying faith and persevering faith, between the faith that one initially appropriates in coming to Christ and the evidence of that faith that one continues to live by.  Of course, the faith that justifies must precede that faith that perseveres.  Growing faith or maturing faith cannot exist apart from a faith that justifies.  


The “faith” that Jesus commands the believer to have in this text is that living faith that is found in one who has truly come to Christ and been justified by faith alone in Him.  This is evidenced by the context.  This comes in the midst of the incident with the cursing of the fig tree.  In v. 21 Peter is somewhat shocked by the appearance of the tree.  Jesus had cursed it with fruitlessness (v. 14), but overnight it was totally lifeless.  Peter’s words stated this fact, but implied the question, “How?”  In fact, Matthew records that they actually asked, “How did the fig tree wither all at once?” (21:20).  They were surprised at the miracle that would become clear to them some days later.  Jesus responds to their surprise, “Have faith in God.”  He is calling them to have a greater faith, one that expects great things from God by which all things are possible.  He challenges them with that type of faith in the next verse.  You will remember that it was to these same disciples that Jesus on occasion had stated the same thing in the negative following a miracle, “You of little faith.”  Here he puts it positively.  They were to have a faith that rested and depended in and on God as the source of the power displayed, whether it be the calming of a storm or Jesus walking on water or feeding great multitudes or cursing a fig tree.  So the context alone dictates this to be living faith, a growing faith.


This is further evidenced by the language.  “Have” is a present imperative demanding that they go on having such faith.  It denotes a continual action, and abiding faith.  Further, “faith” without an article stressed the quality of faith, a faith that was centered in God.  With this in mind, Edmund Hiebert notes, “His reply was a gentle rebuke of their lack of faith in the power of His word.  The withered fig tree gave them a vivid demonstration of its power.  Let them maintain that faith amid what lay ahead.”


Does that describe your faith this morning?  Can you say that no matter what comes your way that you will “have faith,” total dependence and trust “in God” as being sufficient to get you through?  Do you really believe that with God all things are possible?  Jesus challenges that faith metaphorically in v. 23.

2.  Triumphant faith (v. 23) 


Here we see Jesus challenging their faith in the face of an impossible situation.  “This mountain” is a reference to the Mount of Olives, about 4,000 feet in altitude.  Jesus is not suggesting that one actually command the Mount to be cast into the sea.  His statement is figurative.  Neither Jesus nor His disciples actually went about uprooting mountains.  Notice how Christ puts it: If one “does not doubt in his heart, but believes what he says is going to happen, it will be granted him.”   He is not talking about faith in faith or faith in yourself, but faith has a particular object, as the we saw in the preceding verse.  That object is the Lord.  What are you called if you have faith in Jesus Christ and His saving work?  You are called a Christian or a believer or a disciple or a follower of Christ.  “Does not doubt” refers to the conflicting mind or someone who is at odds with himself or someone with a divided, wavering mind.  It is simply another way of describing the one that has faith – he is unwavering in his trust in Jesus Christ.  If we think that Jesus is only describing someone with an unusual, and even miraculous type of faith, then we miss the whole point.  Jesus is describing the faith life of His followers, a continuing attitude of trust that the petition will be granted.


You have heard me say on numerous occasions that faith and doubt do not mix.  A doubting or wavering heart exasperates our faith and quenches the Spirit of God within us.  Doubt happens when we take our eyes off of Christ, the author and finisher of our faith, and focus on ourselves and our circumstances rather than depending on Him.  A failure to deny self places a false confidence in us and sets us up for disaster.  J. C. Ryle put it this way:

Confidence in God’s power and will to help every believer in Christ, and in the truth of every word that God has spoken, is the grand secret of success and prosperity in our religion… Here is the corner-stone of our religion. A flaw or weakness here will affect the whole condition of our inner man. According to our faith will be the degree of our peace, our hope, our joy, our decision in Christ’s service, our boldness in confession, our strength in work, our patience in trial, our resignation in trouble, our sensible comfort in prayer. All, all will hinge on the proportion of our faith. Happy are they who know how to rest their whole weight continually on a covenant God, and to walk by faith, not by sight.


Does that describe your faith this morning?  Are you at peace with God and the saints?  Is there joy in your heart?  In your home, at work, at school, do you “have faith in God”?  You see, a triumphant faith is a consistent faith.  It is a day-by-day, moment-by-moment denying of self and trusting in Him.  What mountain do you have to overcome today?  Won’t you trust Him to cast it into the sea?

II.  The Power of Prayer (11:24-26)

1.  Faith and prayer (v. 24)


Jesus tells the disciples, “All things for which you pray and ask, believe that you have received them, and they will be granted you.”

James 1:5-8 – 5 But if any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all generously and without reproach, and it will be given to him. 6 But he must ask in faith without any doubting, for the one who doubts is like the surf of the sea, driven and tossed by the wind. 7 For that man ought not to expect that he will receive anything from the Lord, 8 being a double-minded man, unstable in all his ways.

James 5:13-15 – 13 Is anyone among you suffering? Then he must pray. Is anyone cheerful? He is to sing praises.  14 Is anyone among you sick? Then he must call for the elders of the church and they are to pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord; 15 and the prayer offered in faith will restore the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up, and if he has committed sins, they will be forgiven him.  


What this text does teach is what is pertinent to Jesus’ teaching in Mark.

(1) If you are suffering, pray.  And if you are cheerful, pray.

(2) A person who is so sick that they are evidently unable to leave their home are to call upon the elders to come to them.  This is another evidence of their faith in God.  They are to call on the elders.  This does not mean that as an elder I am not to pray for you who are sick.  I am commanded as a shepherd to do so.  The elders are not to go looking for them.  They are to initiate the process.  

(3) Their prayer is to be offered in faith.  This strikes to the heart of what Jesus tells His disciples in Mark.  To offer the prayer of faith means that the Lord has given grace to the elders to believe Him for healing. It is this kind of faith praying that has the assurance that the Lord “will restore the one who is sick.”  This does not mean that the Lord will heal every time the elders pray for another in this way.  It means that if it is His will, He will do it.  Alec Motyer captures this truth, “Prayer is a commitment to the will of God, and all true prayer exercises its truest faith in patiently waiting to see what he has determined to do.


2.  Forgiveness and prayer (vv. 25-26) (CONDITION)

James goes on in his teaching on prayer and links prayer to forgiveness as well.

James 5:16 – Therefore, confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another so that you may be healed. The effective prayer of a righteous man can accomplish much.

J. C. Ryle – Let us leave the passage with serious self-inquiry. Do we know what it is to be of a forgiving spirit? Can we overlook the injuries that we receive from time to time in this evil world? Can we pass over a transgression and pardon an offence? If not, where is our Christianity? If not, why should we wonder that our souls do not prosper?


Ryle hits upon the importance of forgiveness and faith.  As we noted earlier, doubt exasperates faith.  Dear friend, an unforgiving heart strangles your faith.  One of the marks of a Christian’s growth maturity is that he is ready to forgive at all times.  A forgiving spirit characterizes one who has truly been forgiven.  Jesus teaches this truth in the parable of the unforgiving servant in Matthew 18.  There the servant was forgiven a debt by the king that he could not repay in a lifetime.  And yet he turned around and would not forgive the relatively insignificant debt by comparison he was owed by another.  


How can we, who have had the price paid for our forgiveness in the shed blood of Jesus Christ, not have this attitude of forgiveness towards others?  Jesus says we can’t!  Hear the words of Jesus in our text.  The effectiveness of our prayers is conditioned upon this forgiveness.  Not only that, our own forgiveness is conditioned by it as well.  Jesus certainly knew our struggle in this regard:

Luke 17:3-6 – “Be on your guard! If your brother sins, rebuke him; and if he repents, forgive him.  4 And if he sins against you seven times a day, and returns to you seven times, saying, ‘I repent,’ forgive him.”  5 The apostles said to the Lord, “Increase our faith!”  6 And the Lord said, “If you had faith like a mustard seed, you would say to this mulberry tree, ‘Be uprooted and be planted in the sea’; and it would obey you.”

Isn’t it interesting that in His teaching on being ready to forgive at all times, His disciples cry out, “Increase our faith!”?  They understood that left to themselves, their sinful nature was inept to have this type of spirit.  Their attitude of forgiveness was proportional to their faith.


Have you ever noticed that communion with the Lord is conditioned by our forgiveness of others?  Here, it concerns our prayer life.  Elsewhere we are instructed to make things right with the brethren before approaching the Lord’s Table.  An unforgiving spirit breeds bitterness towards others.  If left alone, this bitterness will eat at you.  It will affect your relationship not only with the unforgiven but will spill over into all of your relationships, including your relationship with Christ.  What is the leading cause of divorce?  What drives a wedge in between parents who are truly seeking to rear their children in the nurture and admonition of the Lord and those very children who at times can exasperate the parent?  Dear friend, if you are harboring something against a brother, then cry out to the Lord to increase your faith!
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