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ScriDture: :_a tthew 21: 18-22 
(also , see :=.c . ll :ll-14 , 20- 24. 

\.\>"'-'t I ~ '• \, .-- C, ~ 
Topic : Trees without E'ruit 

Text : :1atthow 21: 19a -- 11 •• and seein::; 
:.i tree by the wayside he went t o it , 
and found nothing on it but leaves 
only . i1 

Proposition: T'ne p~rr-ible of the 
withered fi.:; tree , 1-Jhich is reported 
as 3. happening in our Scripture in 
:v1atthew, is a te2ching 'by Jesus to 
suggest thct those who do not make 
fruitful usage of their individual 
talents for good shall wither into 
persons without meanin~ or j oy (with
out fruit and ~~ like 

tl dead) ; while those who with faith 

l 

and reverence try constantly and 
vigorously to pe ·fot--n1 good acts ~o the · 
best of their ability ~11 surprise
othcrs and thems2lves _at the result.s. r -

Dates written:Sept . 28- 0ct .. J ,1970. 
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· MattheH 21 :18- 22 1 

Introduction : 
1 . A bus:...!less nan had fin<J.lly re

tired after SOT.o forty years . He 
lived in one of: the major citios 
where he had to rido a commuter ' s 
-:..rain to ···rork, and had caug;ht tho ? :JO 
a . ·n . tr::? in every day. The first morn
ing at homo , ·when his wife placed his 
breakfast plate in front of him , he 
said he wis"lried she ·Hould not turn his 
fried eggs over as he didn ' t like them 
that way . 

11My dear , 11 she exclaimed , "why 
didn ' t you ever tell 'ne? 11 

''I never had time before , 2 he re
plied. 

(Good Re~ding , 8-70) 

2. The Scripture 1..rhich we re3d to
day and w~ich ·we use Ds a bPsis :or 
Lhi~ -sermon , is one which seems so 
contrFdictory to tlqe n~ture of ~hri-st 

• ~~ !1 t- --1.ve h~~e _,_ n:_v~r bef or~ . to k8i( the _ _ 
_ c,i.mc_, or .;_....,lL ~ nad the Lime , to study 

it out nnd preac<-i on it. But now is 
the day . '.Te 1ve taken the time to come 
up with somethin~ 2bout it, something 

• of Hhat it sn.ys , but we c:.-n' t take 
a whole lot of time because this is a 
communion service too . 



• 
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I. Infor"nation r-r'.1ich helps remove somE 
of the dii.'ficulties raised by the 
Scriptmre seems to oo ver~r imY)ortant 
as a :'irst ster trn·mrd understanding . 

1 . Th'3re arc thT'ee cccounts of J..h. . . J t . .l.' c;: • t ~ L is incioen in L-ne ...... crip ures. .n 
Like 1J:5-9 the story is related th?t 
Jesus told a ~x.rablo : "A man hod 3. 
fig tree pln.nled in his vineyard and 
he came see kin er fruit on it .:::md found 
none . And he said to trc vine-dresser 
1 Lo, these three years ~ h"'VO corm 
2eek.:ing fruit -on this fi13 tree, and =: 
find none . Cut it do·rn; T·1h:r should 
it use up ground? 1 And be anst.vercd 
him , 1 Let it alone, sir, t"tiis year 
[l lso, till I die; ::bou.·!- it :ind YYL1 t 011 
m~ nu.re . A_nd if it berrs +rui t next 
year , Hell and ~ood: but i not , you 
c:::in cut it down.' 11 

:Tote 11erc -~hat Jesus told t11.is as 
a 1J3rnble, c;ccordi '1C to Luke, 1-:iut that 

•t~ere is no ~ncident related el~here 
~ n ln.ke . .,l:lout Jesus cur8in~ a fruitles~ 
r-l· -:;- trne .:> - \..,.< • • 

• 
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~"'('"o yf( ~et 1::.ny to:·mrd Jerus..., lern 
fnorn on~ d <")y . 
Qeeinr: '.' fi,,. tre0 in leaf in the dis
t2ncc , 11c "'1:.de the extra trip mrcr to 
it , o'11V to fi lcl no +-ruit on it ; .,nd 
Vark adds ·':hat it was not trie season 
for fi~s . In what sounds like 2 

chiJdist spit of temper , T""ark rcl~tes 
thc.t Jesus said to the tree , 11~•1ay no 
~tt_e eve:.." e~t_ fI·uitllft:ffn ~.fu ::ig2in . 11 

~~ '°'~'fs~l~S.~e~'1 .. 2f\~ (; ; Which is 
w~y it could be written down soMe JO 
years 1::-ter by :...ark. 

They went on into Jcrus::i.lern , and 
that d~y the f221ous :..ncidcnt took 
place in which-J8.Sus chased the money 
ch;,.1.n~ers out o-!: the te.nn.1le . On the 
next :nornin~ , they "l'")asscd alons the 
same route , 2nd sm·r the fig tree 
:v-ithered rrr·ray to its roots . ?ctcr re
mombored what Jesus had said to it , 
(called -a curse---heI•e--4:=.n--M-2~ J and s-. id 
to J csus ":~aster , look! t'l-ie fia tree 
which you cursed h2s withered. And _ 
J cs us answered , "Eave faith i"i1 Jod , 11 

and .c-olloued th::- t with the sayin~ 
-~ b ")U t faith the t ean move mountains . 

• 3 . In our "J:):i:-esent ".:'cripture , >Tat
thew 21: 15- 22., -th@- account is that as 
Jesus wos returninE; to Jerusalem i..n 
the rnornin·:. fro"·, Bet11:;iny , he T-as hun'!ry 

..... 
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SoC>l• no- tho "i" ':/' +.rec hi:'>' \•Ton-'- to ; + """ ......... '-" :.::> .._.. - 0 ..,.,_ '-'\.J 1 '-' • ..._. l., - v t 

but found only leaves on it. ~~atthew 
does not say it wDs not the season fol 
fi:;s. i·!atthew re"Jorts Jesus suyin:s t( 
the tree the same 11ords that ::ark re
"Jo::;.~t s , 11

: Iay no fruit ever co'rle _r-rom 
you ag3.in. 11 I:fatthew rel:::-tes that the 
tree i:·rithe:r·ed iru.TUGdic:tely , then and 
there! T1.ne disciDles were astonishec 
and ·wanted to 1::now hm·r it ha_pDened • 
Jesus told theY11, "Truly , ' say to you , 
if you h3.ve fait~ and never doubt 
:rou will not only do whrit h:i..s been 
done to the fig tree , ~ut even if you 
s:J.y to this mountain, 1'3e tzl<cn uo 
:end CB.st into the se.:l.; it will 1Je 
done .j{ 'nrl t.nd w"iritever you :tsk in 
prayer , you will receive, if you hr-ve 
faith . 11 

~. Ho>:.'" c::-.n you get anythino; from 
three such different accounts. I:" 
you occept them liter2lly, as '!'Jany 

• peo~Jle Sl~Y they accel.0t the Bible, then 
you h3ve three different incidents , . 
which might be, but why don't at least 
two of the ,o·ospels reuort at least 0 - ... 

• two of them? r1m ::'orced to think 
that all these are vnrying reports of · 
the same incident. I'm forced to 
think that Luke is the closest to ~ 
what actua1-ly ha);:ened, when he repo:.."~ 
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the :i~ tree incident ~~a pr~~ble 
.J -\- i - .... • 

I find myself i'orced to t~is vieT., 
~y the ~ener~1 n~ture o~ Jesus' te~ch
ings throu ~hout the r;oc::pels . This may 
be only one man's opinion , but it 
surely solves so.:"e big questions. 

5. In Iluke 1 s t';~~nt , at the 
rer uest of the ~ardener it is implied 
ths. t the landovmer let the tree O'row 

'::> 

for another yo<::'r , bein ~ c·~red for 
c:::rcfully all the while , :;iving it a 
nother ch2nco and helrin.,. it along • 
.this is much more char3ctcristic of 
all I've been t.'"'1.ught and knou about 
Jesus . 

6 .Matthew and furk report the inci
dent in a way th:: t is h.2.rd to under
stand . One cor.nnentator says th2t tne 

-fig tree 1-ras , SyLlbol±cal ly, -the n:itior; 
of Israel , and that Jesus was warnin:;:; 
th3.-t unless Israel_.g-r.ew strow~ s..~it
ual fruits soon~ it would be cursed 
of' '.Jod and wither away. Th~t 1 s 

about what ha;Jpened iMX not lonr; o.fter 
that when.RoPJ.e destroyed Jerusalem 2nc 

• i ts temple snd scattered 111.any o-r its 
?COple . 



.. 
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II. This Scri0tui-·al teG chin artplied 
to individuals , to :;ou and to me , 
su·t:;ests that ~')Go .. le who do not make 
fruitful usage of their fundividual 
talents for ~ood shJ.11 ·withe1"' into 
pe:rso:ns without meaning or joy. 
Tney shall be al~ost lifeless , dead 
as ~ar as their usefulness to -0thers 
goes . 

1. A Kentucky nroof-re~der in a 
newsp::per sho~ found the i-rother 
forec3st had been set up 80 that it 
re:""d, "There is less than a itive per
cent chrince of toni':)'ht -and to!l'.IOrrow . " -
Thrit mi~ht just be true about " not 
very distant tonight and tomorrow un
less pepple reverse the trend and 
st~rt nroducin:; ~fruits o+- ±'ight
ousness ; kindnes , cleanliness in 
mind , word , trash disposal , air 
nnd water pollution , etc . ~~~ese 
ch2.n;;es can come about .@c.:i:1 1·11 lqx O"'l::L 
;qhNn a lot of people , the majority of 
them , :tJqC base their efforts not on 
self- 5?nterest but on the wel::'are Gnd 
good of their neighbor , whom they lovE 

• because they first love God . In otheJ 
words , like Jesus said, to reriovc 
rnountains (or -oroblems) you 1 ve P.'.Ot 

~ f' . t' first to have SL-l"on3 _arcn . 
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III. Those wlto constantl~J and vi'.:l'"oro 
sl~f beer:. use o-.."' their faith trv to -0er 
"'or!11 :-i:ood acts shall surprise others 
o.nd themselves at the results • 

1 . A young f2ther wrs le.:i.vin~ 
the church service , ~nd said to the 
minister at the door, 11you S 1)oke of 
r- baby bein; a new wave on the ocean 
of life. 11 

The pastor nodded and asked , irDo 
you h2ve any comrnents? 11 

n Inste:.1d of a new w~ve , " observed 
--the- slecpy-Gyed father , " shouldn ' t 

you h<..:ve .said a fresh squall'? 11 

(fro:n :?ro~ressive T"armer ,in --uote 
9- 27Q70) 

It takes some fresh squalls to 
purify the air somet~:ies , to "':'lake 

- thin:;s new . Young people properly 
tr:ii:l"l"Jtl can and do serve thot .,.urpose 
in our society . Each porson who is 
conv ;~~ted to the faith o~~ Jesus 
Christ can ~ serve as a newborn 
person , in outlook at least , ""ho is 
i•nproving thdmgs around him . Long 
enough effort can "Jring surprises , 
hl . .,- <:::urpri· c:: 0 s ./ => i..... - V'-' • 

Conclusion: 
_ __ l. _ The Scripture that staTted us (\ 
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is n difficult pass3.gc, but He think 
we 1 vc made ,,q -& i I. • t£.. sense of it here . 
I hope so, anyway. 

2 . This Scripture both warms and 
encourages us: 

a . It warns aGainst sins of 
omrnission (not producin~ fruit; , 

b . and it encourages and nro
mises rewards to a :::x;rson who tries 

hard to be the pest Christian oer-
s on he can. 

3. Instend of bein:; n tree with
out fruit , you can bear a.ttr2..ctivo , 
tasty , he-ilthy fruit in 311 se:·sons 
if in faith you 1·1ork to use all of' 
:·your ?bilities to that end • 
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