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Popular author Ann Rice recently announced on Facebook that she was quitting Christianity. She isn’t alone in finding Christ more attractive than His followers are.  The danger in abandoning religion is that you will begin defining Christ by your own desires rather than how the Bible defines Him.  Understanding Christ and His criticisms of religion help us understand what is true about Christianity.  

I.                    Religion
 
A.      Warm up – commute into city during Passover (vs. 12-14)
There is nothing wrong with the seasonal cycle of the fig tree; Jesus’ cursing was an illustration of the fruitlessness of Israel and what Jesus was about to expose in the temple.  The tree was a picture of Israel’s hypocrisy.  Israel only appeared spiritual.  A great show can mask a lack of substance. 

God is even more concerned with hypocrisy than we are.   That’s why honesty is important; it displays the image of God.  Beware of the disaster of self-deceit.  Ask yourself, does hypocrisy define me?   Build friendships with those who will be honest with you.  

B.       Greed (v. 15-19)
Jesus was shutting down corruption to symbolically reorient the temple to its true purpose.  The temple was the merchants’ dream, but it was taking the place of the mission to the nations.  Jesus’ overthrow was a picture of His judgment.  The merchants’ concern was wealth.  What crowds out the instruction of God’s Word in your life?  Are you more concerned with your paycheck or your coworkers?  Be careful with greed.  It’s one of the most invisible vices.  

II.                  Who Christ Is 
 
A.       Christ’s incarnation (being made fully man) 
Didn’t Jesus know it wasn’t fig season?  Verse 12 shows Jesus’ humanity – He was hungry.  He was human, but not sinful.  He was tempted as we are.  His unending trust in God helped Him fight temptation (Hebrews 4:15).  We’re tempted for a while and then give in; Jesus never did.  Don’t be discouraged by struggling; look to Jesus; let the struggle drive you further into relying on God.  See what riches He will provide for you.  May we reflect our sympathetic Savior to others when we see their weaknesses.

B.        Christ’s lordship
He cursed the fig tree, and it withered.  He was not just one to sympathize with our weaknesses; He was God incarnate come to bring salvation and judgment.  He acted as Lord of the temple, showing what Leviticus 19 meant for this place of worship.  The purpose of the temple was to reflect God’s holiness.  

Niceness is an inadequate way to characterize God.  Jesus Christ of the Bible isn’t well described as nice; loving, generous?  Yes.  

God will draw a clear line between our sin and His holiness.   The temple was to be a picture of His holiness.  Every part of our lives is under His authority.  He gives us life each day and each breath is to be put to work for Him.  As a church, everything we do should reflect His character.  

III.                 Christianity 
 
A.      Wide scope – mission to nations (v. 17; Isaiah 56:7)
We can try to avoid it, but God will fulfill His mission to the nations (Revelation 7:9).  We see it happen in Acts.  Christianity isn’t meant to be a club just for ourselves.  How are you being used to fulfill the Great Commission?  

B.      Depth of His plan – killing Jesus
Jesus was killed because the Romans viewed Him as a rebel.  The chief priests looked for a way to kill Him because He was so popular.  They were nervous about their ability to control the people.  They were “looking for a way to kill Him” throughout His ministry.  “You have made a den of thieves” was aimed at the high priests since they controlled the temple.  They didn’t realize that the arrival of Jesus’ last days meant the arrival of Israel’s last days.  God would accomplish His purposes for the nations despite a disobedient people.  

There are multiple levels of causation for actions.  In Job, the Caldeans and Satan had different motives for afflicting Job, but Satan used the Caldeans for his purposes.  God, who had different motives than Satan, let Satan afflict Job.  God’s motive was His glory.  

These different levels of cause and motive explain Christ’s death.  See Acts 4:27-28.  The chief priests’ selfish reasons were used for God’s plan of our salvation.  If you repent and trust in Christ, He will give you new life.  Christ bore God’s punishment for our sin.  

