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What happened because Jesus was hungry

The story begins in verse 12 with Jesus being hungry.  He saw a fig tree and went to 
inspect it, and to see “if perhaps he could find anything on it” (verse 13).  There was 
no fruit on it, however, because, as Mark tells us, it was not the season for figs.  We 
have to understand that Jesus was not stupid.  He knew perfectly well that in March or 
April (the time of Passover, when this took place), the fig trees, though full of leaves, 
had only inedible green figs, and that it would not be until June before the ripe figs 
were ready for eating.  Jesus didn’t go to the tree to get figs.  He went to the tree to 
make a point.  This already suggests to us that something more than fig trees and 
Jesus’ breakfast are involved.  Jesus did just what the prophets did on many occasions 
– used common situations and objects from everyday life to make a spiritual point.

What then is the point with the fig tree?

The first thing we must know is that the prophets used the fig tree repeatedly to refer 
to Israel’s position with God:

$ Jer. 8:13: “There will be no figs on the tree, and their leaves will wither. 
What I have given them will be taken from them.”
$ Jer. 29:17: “I will send the sword, famine and plague against them and I will 
make them like poor figs that are so bad they cannot be eaten.”
$ Hosea 2:12: “I will ruin her vines and her fig trees, which she said were her 
pay from her lovers.”
$ Hosea 9:10 and 16: “When I found Israel, it was like finding grapes in the 
desert; when I saw your fathers, it was like seeing the early fruit on the fig tree... 
Ephraim is blighted, their root is withered, they yield no fruit.”
$ Joel 1:6-7: “A nation has invaded my land... It has laid waste my vines and 
ruined my fig trees.”
$ Micah 7:1-2: “What misery is mine... There is no cluster of grapes to eat, none 
of the early figs that I crave.  The godly have been swept from the land...”

The fig tree and the coming judgment

Notice that in these verses the fig tree is used to refer to Israel in connection with the 
theme of God’s judgment.   When God judges Israel the fig tree, representing Israel’s 
place with God, will be cursed.  It would be surprising if Jesus could think of fig trees 
without being aware of their significance in Scripture.  The context shows this is true. 
If we look at the next verses, they deal with God’s anger against the desecration of 
His temple, the only time in Scripture Jesus is moved to violent physical action.  First 
Jesus encounters the fig tree and curses it (verses 12-14).  Then He proceeds into 
Jerusalem to pronounce God’s judgment on the religious system (verses 15-19).  Then 
He returns to the fig tree to find it withered and His curse fulfilled (verses 20-21). 
Jesus’ point is this: the fig tree on the slopes of the Mount of Olives looks beautiful 
from a distance but, upon closer inspection, bears no fruit.  It is a picture of the temple 



with all its religious activities, a glorious structure which looks impressive from the 
outside but, when you get closer, is full of corruption and spiritual barrenness.

What is this mountain anyway?

The next thing Jesus says sounds rather odd to our modern ears: “I tell you the truth, if 
anyone says to this mountain, ‘Go, throw yourself into the sea...’  it will be done for 
him” (verse 23).  What is Jesus talking about?  If you knew your Old Testament like 
Jesus did, you would quickly figure it out.  Jesus is thinking of Zechariah’s picture of 
the judgment of God upon Israel and the nations.  First Zechariah has spoken of God’s 
judgment on Israel for their unfaithfulness (chapters 11 and the first half of 12).  Then 
in the second half of chapter 12 and on into chapter 13 he speaks of Israel’s 
repentance and restoration.  Finally in chapter 14 he speaks of God’s judgment upon 
the nations and the ultimate establishment of His eternal kingdom.  First, He gathers 
the nations for battle against Jerusalem: “For I will gather all the nations against  
Jerusalem for battle” (Zech. 14:2). This is the same battle John speaks of in his 
vision: “And they came up on the broad plain of the earth and surrounded the camp 
of the saints and  the beloved city” (Rev. 20:9).  Then, He destroys them: “The Lord 
will go forth and fight against those nations, as when He fights on a day of battle” 
(verse 3). And then something remarkable will happen: “And in that day His feet will  
stand on the Mount of Olives... and the Mount of Olives will be split in its middle from 
east to west by a very large valley, so that half of the mountain will move toward the 
north and the other half toward the south... the Lord will come, and all the holy ones 
with Him. And it will be... a unique day which is known to the Lord, neither day nor 
night... And it will come about in that day the living waters will flow out of Jerusalem, 
half of them toward the eastern sea and the other half toward the western sea... and 
the Lord will be king over all the earth” (verses 4-9).  At the heart of this vision is a 
picture of God standing on the Mount of Olives.  The mountain will be split in two all 
the way from the Mediterranean to the Dead Sea, its remnants thrown into either one 
sea or the other, and living waters will flow over the land in both directions.  And on 
that day, says Zechariah, there will be no longer be a “merchant” in the house of the 
Lord (14:21, marginal reading). – could this have something to do with Jesus’ 
prophetic actions in the temple?

Mark 11:1, 12-13 tell us that it is on the Mount of Olives that the fig tree withers.  It is 
the Mount of Olives (“this mountain”, verse 23, not “any mountain”) to which the 
believer is to speak and cause it to be levelled as far as the sea.  By now it is obvious 
that Jesus is not suggesting we should all go out and find the nearest hill and try to get 
it to move an inch.  The focus here is not on the believer exercising faith to get what  
he wants.  The focus is on the believer submitting to the kingdom purposes of God 
and allowing God to use him as an instrument for the establishment of those 
purposes.  Jesus is picking up the prophecy of Zechariah concerning the turning of the 
nations of the world to the name of the Lord.   The mountain represents what is 
standing in the way of the purposes of God.  The destruction of the mountain turns the 
land into a plain from the eastern to the western sea (Zech. 14:8), and ushers in the 
return of the Lord and the victory of His people.  Jesus saw every exercise of faith as 
a battle against an obstacle standing in the way of the achievement of God’s purposes. 
Those obstacles included death, demonic powers, disease, poverty, hatred, envy, lust, 
jealousy, strife, dead religion and the hardness of men’s hearts.  Jesus, therefore, 
taught His disciples to speak to the mountain –  the same mountain Zechariah 



prophesied about – and, in whatever way it manifested itself, to order it to be 
removed. In doing so, Jesus was inviting believers to participate in the victory of God 
over the forces of the enemy and join in the establishment of God’s kingdom on earth. 

Jesus sees His actions as the prophetic foreshadowing of what was literally going to 
happen in the last days.  The kingdom breaks in with Jesus. Thus He sees Zechariah’s 
prophecy fulfilled in His own ministry and in that of His followers, as messengers of 
the kingdom, even though the final fulfilment of it will not occur until the end of 
history.  This is confirmed by one final detail in Zechariah.  Remember that in 
between cursing the fig tree and coming back to see it withered, Jesus has gone to the 
temple and cast out the moneychangers and the merchants (Mark 11:15).  Of that final 
day, when the mountain will literally be cast into the sea, Zechariah prophesies, 
“And the cooking pots in the Lord’s house will be like the bowls before the altar. And 
every cooking pot in Jerusalem and in Judah will be holy to the Lord of hosts, and all  
who sacrifice will come and take of them and boil in them. And there will be no 
longer be merchant in the house of the Lord of hosts in that day” (Zech. 14:21, mg.). 

The goal of faith

Jesus thus revealed the goal of our faith, which is the establishment of the kingdom of 
God.  We can only ask God, therefore, to remove obstacles which block the 
achievement of His goals.  We cannot expect God to do anything to expedite the 
fulfilment of our goals.  What we are aiming to achieve by the exercise of faith is not 
the moving of our own particular hill.  That would mean we could ask God for 
whatever we want and expect Him to write a blank cheque.  Unfortunately,  faith is 
sometimes pictured in this way, and people are then disappointed when it doesn’t 
work out.  Out of our weakness, we ask God for money, health, recognition, 
relationships, position and so on.  These things are not necessarily wrong in 
themselves (Jesus taught us to pray for healing and provision).  However, they 
become wrong when we ask for them with the wrong motivation, as James reminds 
us, “you ask and do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, so that you 
may spend it on your pleasures (James 4:3).  If that is the case, what we are asking 
God for can be part of the mountain which needs to be removed!  That is why God 
sometimes graciously tests and refines us by withdrawing certain things, so that we 
will learn to seek Him and His Kingdom alone – and then, of course, all these things 
will be added (Matt. 6:33).  

What God is giving us power to do is to ask Him for “this mountain” to be moved -- 
the Mount of Olives in it prophetic significance as a barrier to the purposes of God. 
This gives us authority to ask God only to remove what stands in the way of the 
establishment of His kingdom – not our kingdom.  Moving our own hill can be done 
without consultation with God.  This is at the heart of witchcraft or human 
philosophies of positive thinking or “mind over matter”.  Christians also try to move 
their own hills, perhaps not realizing  they are trying to manipulate God through their 
prayers.  But moving “this mountain” means coming always as Jesus did – out of a 
living relationship with the Father and seeking the desire of His heart for our lives and 
for the world.  It means giving yourself and everything you have in service to God 
without regard for the sacrifice or cost involved.  Having the right goal is absolutely 
essential if we are to receive anything we ask for in faith.



After that day on which He cleansed the temple, Jesus did come back to the Mount of 
Olives.  Mark tells us, “And they came to a place named Gethsemane” (Mark 14:32), 
but it is Luke who tells us where Gethsemane was, “And He came out and proceeded, 
as was His custom, to the Mount of Olives... and He withdrew from them about a 
stone’s throw and began to pray” (Luke 22:39, 41).  Yet His seizure and apparent 
defeat in that very place where God had prophesied His ultimate victory was not the 
last word., for, as Luke further records, “And after He had said these things, He was 
lifted up while they were looking on, and a cloud received Him out of their sight. And 
as they were gazing intently in to the sky while He was departing, behold, two men in  
white clothing stood beside them; and they also said, ‘Men of Galilee, why do you 
stand looking up into the sky. This Jesus, who has been taken up from you into 
heaven, will come in just the same way as you have watched Him go... Then they 
returned to Jerusalem from the Mount of Olives, which is near Jerusalem, a Sabbath 
day’s journey away” (Acts 1:8-12).

Receiving what you believe

Now we can understand why Jesus chose to wait until after He had taught about the 
mountain to utter these words: “Whatever you have asked for in prayer, believe that 
you have received it and it will be yours.”  Only if our eyes are firmly fixed on the 
goal of our faith – the establishment of God’s kingdom in our lives – are these words 
of Jesus guaranteed to become a reality for us.  None of us can produce even the 
smallest miracles by our own power.  But if we choose to line ourselves up with the 
purposes of God by walking with Jesus in the sacrificial way of the cross, we will find 
ourselves part of the most powerful mountain-moving experience we could ever 
imagine.

And one glorious day, this same Jesus will return to stand in that very place where He 
cursed the fig tree, only this time, at His voice, the mountain will shatter into pieces, 
and the glory of the Lord will cover the earth.  Until that day, let us resolve to speak 

to every obstacle standing in the way of God’s purposes, and see His mighty kingdom 
come as those obstacles are cast into the sea before us.  In invite you today to dedicate 

your life to that end 

1How to receive what you believe (part two)
Mark 11:12-25

David Campbell

The process of faith

Jesus has told us that the goal of our faith is the establishment of God’s Kingdom. 
But faith also has a process - a “how do we get from here to there?”.  Jesus shows us 
what this process is -- in other words, how we are to go about exercising faith:  “If 
anyone says... and does not doubt in his heart but believes that what he says will 



happen, it will be done for him.  Therefore I tell you, whatever you ask for in prayer, 
believe that you have received it, and it will be yours.  And when you stand praying, if 
you hold anything against anyone, forgive him, so that your Father in heaven may 
forgive you your sins” (verse 23).   Both the goal and process of our faith must be in 
line if we are to receive what we are believing for.  Jesus tells us three things here 
about the process of our faith -- how we are to exercise faith in line with God’s will in 
order to receive what we believe:

(1)  Our prayers must come out of our relationship with the Lord

“Whatever you ask for in prayer... it will be yours”.   Surely Jesus cannot be saying 
that we can have anything we ask for in prayer, regardless of what that might be? 
After all, what if we asked something that was clearly morally wrong?  To understand 
Jesus’ words here, let’s take a brief detour to1 John.  

John begins the letter by laying down the foundation of the Christian life, to have 
fellowship with the Father: “Our fellowship is with the Father and with His Son, Jesus 
Christ” (1:3). Throughout the letter, John then goes further by showing what it means 
to live on the basis of this fellowship with the Lord : walking in the light (1:7), 
walking as Jesus did (2:6), loving our brother (2:10, 3:10,4:21), loving not the world 
(2:15). loving with actions, not just words (3:18), obeying God’s commands (5:3).  He 
then closes the letter by giving the believers this assurance: “If we ask anything 
according to His will, He hears us.  And if we know that He hears us -- whatever we 
ask -- we know that we have what we asked of Him” (1 John 5:14-15).  Notice the 
progression from the beginning to the end of the letter:  have fellowship -- live in this  
fellowship -- know the will of God -- ask Him for it  --  receive the answer.   

The same pattern is present in Mark 11, but in a much more condensed form, such 
that we might miss it if we didn’t read very carefully: have fellowship with God and 
live in this fellowship (“have faith in God”, meaning  place your personal trust in Him 
and live on that basis) -- know His will and ask Him for it (speak to “this” mountain 
and command it to be moved, meaning align yourself with the will of God and ask for 
it to be done) -- receive the answer (“it will be done for him”). 

Prayer is important.  Jesus tells us here that our praying is essential to releasing the 
purposes of God.  But prayers are like arrows.  The bow from which we shoot them 
represents the quality and integrity of our relationship with the Lord.  When Jesus told 
us that we could receive what we believed for in prayer, He was assuming that we 
would be people who maintain a healthy relationship with the Father.  This kind of 
relationship leads us into knowing God’s heart and discerning His will.  The we can 
shoot our intercessory arrows from a bow which is true and be assured that they will 
reach their target.  How many times do we come to God only in times of desperate 
need, having let our relationship with Him slide?   We get ourselves into all sorts of 
predicaments because we have stopped consulting the Lord.  Then, in panic, we ask 
Him to deliver us and He apparently doesn’t.  Finally, we blame Him for not 
answering our prayers and we become discouraged in our faith.  It is necessary to be 
in good relationship with the Lord for our lives to be continually lined up with the 
goal He has set, which is the establishment of His kingdom.  Without a healthy walk 
with God, all we tend to see are the personal needs in our lives, and we lose ability to 
relate them to the establishment of God’s kingdom.  Remember Jesus’ words: “Seek 



first His Kingdom and His righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as 
well” (Matt. 6:33).  Then our prayers will indeed be arrows in God’s hand for the 
establishment of His kingdom.

(2)  Biblical faith expresses personal trust and heart commitment, not just intellectual 
belief

“Have faith in God... If anyone says... and does not doubt in his heart but believes 
that what he says will happen, it will be done for him.”    The most important thing to 
understand here is that the Greek words for “faith” and “believe”, two forms of the 
same word, carry the meaning of trusting a person rather than believing a thing.   To 
the Greek mentality (and to our modern mind), faith or believing speak of 
concentrating our mental energy on accepting the truth of an event, an idea, a 
statement made by a person and so on.  But to the Hebrew mind, faith meant having 
personal trust in someone.  Faith in the Bible is a relational, not a mental concept. 
James addresses this very issue when he rebukes some believers for adopting a Greek 
way of thinking: “You believe that there is one God?  Good -- even the demons 
believe that -- and shudder” (James 2:19).  We mistakenly consider some people to be 
Christians because they believe certain doctrines or teachings about God.   We 
sometimes base membership in a church body on the signing of documents stating we 
believe in certain things.  Of course, it is not wrong to state belief in correct doctrine, 
but that alone is not a sufficient basis for faith.  Faith means personal relationship with 
Christ, and out of that relationship arise whatever beliefs we may hold.    

Why are we making such an issue of this?  Not in this context because we are talking 
about church membership!  The reason this is such an important point here is that 
when we come to any situation where we are seeking God’s intervention, especially 
those situations where an intervention beyond our control is required, we tend to think 
that in order to please God or stir Him into action, we must first be absolutely 
convinced in our minds that He is going to do what we ask of Him.   But what if the 
essence of faith is in our relationship with God, not our thinking about God?  Notice 
that Jesus says in verse 23 that the proper exercise of faith requires not doubting in  
our heart.  All sorts of confusion has been caused  because when we come to this 
verse with our modern thinking, we read it as not doubting in our mind.  This leads us 
to understand faith as a kind of  “mind over matter” phenomenon.  If only we can 
convince ourselves mentally, or think positively as hard as we can, such that all doubt 
in our mind is extinguished, then we can receive what we are believing for.  But Jesus 
speaks of the heart, not the mind.  He is thinking not of mental certainty, but of 
personal trust.  Personal trust in God again takes us back to the importance of a vital 
personal relationship with the Lord.  When we come in prayer, the issue is whether in 
our hearts we believe that God is good, that He has been and will be faithful to us, and 
that He is worthy of our trust in placing our lives and security in His hands.  In this 
whole process, it is not only possible, but almost a certainty that we will have mental 
doubts.  It is not our mental doubts that prevent us from receiving what we believe, 
but it is a lack of heart trust in God and in His goodness.
 
This can be a problem in the Body of Christ.  Some preachers try to work us up into a 
state of achieving mental certainty while saying little or nothing about maintaining a 
healthy relationship with the Lord.  Recently, for instance, I heard a Bible teacher 
placing enormous emphasis on our saying the right things.  For instance, if I refer to 



an arthritic condition as “my” arthritis, I will not receive healing.  Why?  Because 
then I am owning or taking possession of the arthritis, admitting that it is actually 
present in my body.  Instead, I should declare that I am healthy in my bones because 
of God’s desire that I live in health.  When I do this, all symptoms of arthritis will 
disappear.  If I am overweight, the teacher continued, and blame the problem on “my” 
metabolism, I have only myself to blame for my obesity (interestingly, the teacher 
was somewhat overweight himself!).   Instead, I should declare that I am healthy in 
my metabolism, in which case God will cause my metabolism to operate in line with 
my declaration or positive confession.   In the process of all this, not a word was said 
about a person’s actual relationship with the Lord.   What is pictured is a world in 
which I can cause things to happen by pronouncing certain words, in which case God 
is obligated to do His part.  I ask myself what the distinction is between this and 
magic?   Obviously, these folks are at least appealing to God, not the devil, and I am 
sure they have sincere Christian convictions.  But they are not approaching God 
Biblically.  What it amounts to is moving my own self-centred mountain without 
consultation or relationship with the Lord.  Perhaps if I consulted God, I would 
discover that “my “ arthritis is caused by “my” bitterness or my being overweight, and 
that I need to get right with God and some other people, or adjust my dietary habits. 
Perhaps if I consulted God, I would discover that “my” obesity is caused by “my” 
overeating and thus dishonouring the temple of the Holy Spirit, and that I need to 
repent and get right with God.   It is interesting that everything the teacher spoke 
about dealt with “my” situation or needs -- what God can do for you.  Nothing was 
said about what God might want from us in order to establish His Kingdom.  Nothing 
was said about what God might require of us in our relationships with other believers. 
If faith means trust in God, then we don’t have to build fearful walls of protection 
around us to get all the positive things we want.  If we are sick in our body, there is no 
point in trying to deny it.  Rather, we acknowledge the sickness but still reach out to 
God for his healing.   In doing so, we are careful to see if there are any doors we 
might have opened spiritually, emotionally or physiologically, for this sickness to 
have taken root.  Finally,  we need first to give ourselves anew to God and His 
purposes, then cast ourselves in faith and trust upon the Lord, believing that whatever 
happens, He will look after us.

But here is our hope!  This understanding of faith releases us from having to be 
mentally convinced in order to receive what we are asking for.  All we need is a 
simplicity of faith in       which we come to God, doubts and all, trusting in our heart 
that He will do the best for us.  We come knowing our failings, but crying out to Him 
for a fresh impartation of His grace.  The burden is not on us to make something 
happen – after all, only God can make anything happen.  God loves us, and longs for 
us to come to Him, casting our cares on Him. We can “approach the throne of grace 
with confidence, so that we might receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time 
of need” (Heb. 4:16).

(3)  Forgiveness plays a vital role in seeing faith reach its target

This passage in Mark 11 and the Lord’s Prayer (Matt. 6:9-15) both teach us how to 
receive what we believe and release God’s purposes on earth.  It is very significant 
that Jesus concludes both passages by highlighting the need to exercise forgiveness. 
If we do not forgive those who have wronged us, we cannot receive what Jesus has 
promised.   Forgiveness, like prayer and trust, is all about relationship – relationship 



with the Lord and with each other.  Paul says that many of the believers at Corinth 
became sick and even died because of relational problems between them.  If we do 
not release forgiveness, Jesus says (verse 25), our Father will not release forgiveness 
to us.  And without that, our prayers will not be answered.  Why is forgiveness such 
an issue?  Because it stands at the heart of the Gospel.  The cross is all about 
forgiveness.   Salvation is all about forgiveness.  The Christian life is all about 
forgiveness.  Forgiveness is the cornerstone of everything we have in Christ. 
Remember the parable of the two debtors (Matt. 18:23-35).  If we refuse to walk in 
the mercy that Jesus has showered on us, we will find ourselves back in prison. 
Unforgiveness is a deadly virus which captures our thoughts and infects our attitudes. 
It so warps our bow of intercession that we even find ourselves praying that negative 
things will happen to others.  It prevents us from praying blessing on their head, and 
thus we find ourselves disobeying the One who commanded us to love those who hate 
us and pray for those who persecute us (Matt. 5:44).  The release of forgiveness 
implants the character of Christ within us and allows us to begin to see things so much 
more clearly – because we are seeing with His eyes, not our own.  Then we can pray 
in accordance with His will and be confident of receiving what we believe.

Receiving what you believe

If our eyes are firmly fixed on the goal of our faith –  the establishment of God’s 
purposes in our lives -- and if we are determined to pursue this goal the way Jesus 
intended -- through a healthy relationship with the Father, through an understanding 
of faith as personal trust and through a willingness to walk in forgiveness –  then these 
words of Jesus are guaranteed to become a reality in our experience: “Whatever you 
have asked for in prayer, believe that you have received it and it will be yours.”


