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Voice of the Martyrs: persecution.com   

Two things are most likely true of the persecuted church around the world 

(unlike the western/American church):  

1. Hypocrisy is much less prevalent because persecution has a way of 

eliminating spiritual fakes. Suffering proves the genuineness (or in-

genuineness) of one’s faith.  

2. Prayer is not something we have to talk believers into. Persecuted 

Christians don’t have to develop a habit of prayer—they pray out of 

the necessity as a daily reality. Reliance on God is essential, not 

optional for suffering believers.  

As we come to a unique portion of Matthew 21 today, Jesus is going to 

denounce hypocrisy and call His disciples to believing-prayer—the very 

disciples who would lead the church through its early days of persecution.  

The lesson for us today is that because God condemns the barrenness of 

hypocrisy, we must bear the spiritual fruit that only comes from God 

through believing-prayer. (Not believing in prayer, but prayers of genuine faith) 

Scripture Reading: Matthew 21:18-22 [sermon title slide w/picture] 

At first glance, this little excerpt about Jesus cursing a fig tree and giving His 

disciples a remarkable prayer promise, seems a bit out of place. Why did 

Matthew stick this little excerpt in here? The cursing of the fig tree is an 

enacted parable (a parable acted out) and the key to understanding this 

parable lies in the surrounding context. So let me point out the flow of the 

text. In the verses preceding the fig tree (last week), Jesus demonstrates His 

authority to cleanse the temple, condemning the hypocrisy taking place 

there, which created conflict between Jesus and the temple priests. In the 

verses after the fig tree (next week), Jesus returns to the temple, where 

conflict resumes with priests who question Jesus authority. And Jesus will go 

on to tell a parable that further exposes the hypocrisy of the priests.  

So the context looks like this:  

  

A. Temple Cleansing (21:12-17): 

� Authority displayed 

� Enters and cleanses temple – condemning hypocrisy 

� Conflict with priests 

B. Fig Tree (21:18-22) 

� Condemning hypocrisy 

� Imparting authority to believers (prayer) 

A.  (21:23-32) 

� Authority questioned  

� Returns to temple – condemning hypocrisy (parable) 

� Resumes conflict with priests  

Now, what does all this have to do with the fig tree (18-21)? The fig tree 

represents hypocrisy which Jesus curses. How can a tree be ‘hypocritical’? It 

has the appearance of life—its green and full of leaves. But it has no fruit—

its barren. The fig tree is a picture of what Jesus found in the religious 

activity of the temple and its priests. They look pious, but they are barren, 

having no true spiritual life. And so their hypocrisy stands under the curse 

and judgment of God.  

So what does all of this have to do with prayer (because that’s where the 

passage lands its punch)? What we learn here is that true spiritual authority 

(like Jesus demonstrated) does not come from holding a high position (like 

the temple priests), but from a relationship with God through prayer that 

produces a fruitful life.   

The disciples are amazed that the tree withered so fast (usually it takes a 

few days). Apparently, Jesus had the authority to do something 

supernatural. Yet Jesus assures His disciples that they too can tap into a 

similar spiritual authority through prayer. Vs. 21: “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. And all things you ask in prayer, believing, you will 

receive.”  

Jesus is not saying that the disciples will be going around cursing trees or 

literally throwing mountains into the sea. Jesus is using language to describe 



things that are humanly impossible. Through believing-prayer, they gain 

access to the same divine authority by which Jesus did the impossible—they 

gain access to God. It’s important to clarify here, that a believer’s authority 

is not an authority for independent use—we are not given some magic 

wand to do with whatever we please. A believer’s spiritual authority is an 

extension and expression of God’s power through prayer to produce 

authentic spiritual fruit and change. And what we must remember is that 

prayer is not only an act of faith, but is born out of a genuine relationship 

with God.  

Perhaps we are not used to speaking of a believer’s spiritual authority; 

aren’t we rather servants. Yes, but even servants bear a certain authority of 

their master. Spiritual authority simply means we have access to God and 

His resources because of an intimate relationship with him as child and 

Father. Spiritual authority doesn’t mean we can tell God what to do, but 

that we have privileged access to ask Him to intervene with His infinite, all-

powerful resources. Pray is spiritual authority, not to demand anything of 

God, but to open the door for His will and work to be done through us. 

Prayer is like a key that opens the door to God’s intervention. Why do we 

have a key? Because we are His sons and daughters.  

This is why Jesus could say in essence in vs. 21 that you will not only do 

what I have done to this fig tree but also greater things. Lest you think I’m 

overstating it, remember what Jesus said so clearly in John 14: “Truly I say 

to you, he who believes in Me, the works that I do, he will do also; and 

greater works than these he will do; because I go to the Father. Whatever 

you ask in My name, that will I do, so that the Father may be glorified in 

the Son. If you ask anything in My name, I will do it” (John 14:12-14). 

The point of these verses is that when we abide in Jesus, through Him we 

have the same access to God that He has, because we come in His name. 

And abiding really is the key. Just one chapter later in John 15, Jesus said, “If 

you abide in Me and My words abide in you, ask whatever you wish, and it 

will be done for you. My Father is glorified by this, that you bear much 

fruit, and so prove to be My disciples” (John 15:7-8). When God’s word 

abides in us, our praying and asking aligns with God’s will and His desire to 

act. So we must abide. Even Jesus did not use His authority independently, 

but as an expression of abiding in the Father. Repeatedly through John’s 

Gospel Jesus said things like, “I only do and speak the things I see and hear 

from the Father.”  

So when Jesus says, in Matt 21:22, “All things you ask in prayer, believing, 

you will receive,” it’s not a promise to get whatever we want apart from the 

Father’s will. Rather, through prayer and faith united, we have access to 

the limitless power and authority of God who intervenes on behalf of those 

who trust Him! Prayer is not a credit card that we can run around with and 

do as we please. Prayer is a key that allows us to enter the throne room of 

God, by virtue of Jesus’ name and authority, to ask of God to do and supply 

what He knows to be best for us and those for whom we pray!  

Beloved, what a privilege is prayer! Why would we not pray at all times for 

all things in every situation? The implication of this prayer promise in vs. 22 

is that prayer should be the main operation, occupation, and preoccupation 

of our lives! Prayer should be our work and our passion because through 

prayer we become co-laborers with God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit. The 

believer who prays with genuine faith will not be barren. He will not be a 

hypocrite who has an appearance of spiritual life but denies the true power 

of God within. Prayer is the key to fruit-bearing life! But not just any kind of 

prayer.  

Jesus said, “all things you ask in prayer, believing, you will receive”—faith is 

essential. There is a lot of wasted prayer—asking without believing. So 

when we pray, we would do well to ask two questions of ourselves:  

A. Abiding: Am I abiding in Christ and is His word abiding in me? In 

other words, are my desires aligned God and His word and is my life 

free of sin that would hinder my prayer? That is, am I wanting what 

God wants and am I forsaking what He doesn’t want?  

B. Believing Do I indeed believe God is able and do I trust that He is 

willing to intervene? But what if you are struggling to believe? Then 

pray in such a way that fuels your faith. Pray in light of God’s power 

and wisdom. Pray in light of God’s promises and faithfulness. And 

pray in light of Jesus’ name and authority. The reality is that we may 

sometimes pray amiss, but God will always have an appropriate 

response to our prayers of faith.  

 



Believing-prayer is receiving-prayer. Remember, Jesus gave us permission 

to pray for mountains to be cast into the sea. So don’t just pray for 

‘reasonable’ things that would not require divine wisdom and power. Pray 

for God-sized things!  

� Persecuted church 

� National election 

� Effective gospel ministry through Trinity 

� $300,000 to get our debt-free expansion started 

� Restoration of your marriage or other relationships 

� Change of heart for someone (radical conversion) 

As we come to the Lord’s supper this morning, there is a very direct 

connection between the Lord’s supper and a life of fruitful prayer. Our 

confident access to God through believing-prayer is ultimately secured 

through the blood of Christ. It is through the blood of Christ that we are 

granted forgiveness, fellowship, favor, and sonship with the Father.  

� Bread: As we eat and ingest the bread, it represents Jesus as the 

Bread of Life. And in it we see the intimate connection we need with 

Christ, abiding in Him as His word abides in us. What stands in the 

way of your fellowship with Jesus and the Father? Ps. 66:18 says, “If 

I regard wickedness in my heart, the Lord will not hear.” We must 

confess our sin and eradicate any hypocrisy that seeks forgiveness 

apart from forsaking our sin.  

 

� Cup: The blood of Christ is not only the means of our forgiveness 

that offloads the condemnation of our sin. It also secures our free 

access to come into the presence, favor of our Father who lavishes 

on us His unlimited provision, power, and grace.   

 

 

 

Risk Disappointment over Disbelief! 

Benediction: “Now to Him who is able to do far more abundantly beyond all 

that we ask or think, according to the power that works within us, to Him be 

glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations forever and ever. 

Amen.” (Eph 3:20-21)  


