A Sermon preached by the Revd Martin Tanner                                                       in St Mary’s Church, Market Drayton, on Sunday 13th March  2011   


SS1    Mark 11 v12-14 + 20-25    “The way of unfruitfulness”
A man died and met with St Peter at the Pearly Gates. St Peter tells him he needs 100 Points to get into heaven and asks what he has done:

“I’ve been to Church every Sunday.” Good says St Peter, thats One Point. ONE Point! say the Man, ‘Yes’ says St Peter. One Point.                                        What else have you done?

“I always tithed my giving”   Good, said St peter, another Point.                                             Just ONE Point! say the Man, ‘Yes’ says St Peter.

“I founded and ran a Soup Kitchen for 30 years”                                               Good, two Points, says St Peter                                                                         TWO Points! say the Man, ‘Yes’ says St Peter.

In despair, the man says to St Peter  “At this rate I’m never going to make it. The only way I’ll get into heaven is by the grace of God”

WELCOME!   COME ON IN!   Says St Peter!                                              
‘Wonderful Grace, that gives what I don’t deserve’ (CMP 966) we have just sung and the Bible is quite clear: ONLY FAITH WILL SAVE US and only faith in Jesus Christ will get us to heaven.   But the Bible is equally clear that faith must also produce its fruit.
Jesus came expecting fruit:
-He came to the Temple and found it a place of trade rather than a place of prayer.

-He came to his home Town and found nothing but unbelief, even his own family thought him mad!

-He came to the Scribes and Pharisees and religious leaders and, other than Nicodemus, found only opposition and hostility.
When, in his last week, Jesus came to Jerusalem the text says, “He looked around”  (v11). He was looking for evidence.  And what he saw disappointed him. So the Fig Tree is an acted Parable. Finding no figs, or sign of figs, “nothing but leaves” (v13) he cursed the tree and it withered very quickly.
(2)

Now lets clear up an ambiguity in the Text.                                                     The NIV, like many translations, misses out ONE WORD which makes the whole incident a little strange.

The NIV in Mark 11 v13 says “it was not the season for figs.”  On this translation one could say that Jesus acted unreasonably. For, surely, it is not right to curse a tree for lack of fruit when it is not the time of year for fruit.

The Commentators advise that the correct translation is:                                           “it was not the season for GATHERING figs”

In other words Jesus DID act reasonably.                                                  We don’t gather strawberries until June BUT WE EXPECT TO SEE EVIDENCE that there will be a crop of strawberries in April and May. If there are ‘only leaves’ at the end of May then there will be no strawberries in June and we might as well dig the plants up and use the soil for something more productive.
When Jesus entered Jerusalem it was not the season for the gathering of figs but it was near enough to that time for there to be evidence that the tree would be fruitful in due course.

But Jesus found NO EVIDENCE of fruitfulness, no evidence that there would be a fig harvest from that tree. And so, with reason, he cursed it.
[And the evidence for what I say about adding the word “gathering”  is found in Mark 12 v2 and Matthew 21 v34 where the same word as Mark 11 v13 is used.  (Clarkes Commentary)  ‘The time (kairos) for’]
Its not a parable about trees, of course, but about people who reject Christ. 
Originally, it referred to the Jews of Jesus’ day, to the people of Jerusalem who refused to acknowledge him for who he was. But it actually applies to all people: 
Reject Christ and wither.
Think only of yourself and wither.  Just like the Rich Man in the Parabel in Luke 12 who only thought of building bigger and bigger barns for himself and never thought of his neighbour in need.

Reject Christ and Wither.  Reject your neighbour and Wither.
(3)

Now no Christian should settle for an unfruitful life.                                              -The fruit of the Spirit,                                                                                          -The fruit of Faith and                                                                                           -The fruit of Good Works are what we should strive for.                                                                               Our faith should make a difference to our lives.
If it doesn’t, then we are like the withered Fig-Tree of Mark 11.

As we live in the era of the end-times, the era after Christ, we are living “in the season for gathering”.

So Jesus is looking for “some evidence”  of fruit in our lives, it may not yet be fully grown, but he IS LOOKING FOR EVIDENCE and not just ‘a profusion of leaves,’ not just a show.
Now, others will preach on the way of fruitfulness.                                       But today, let us consider the way of UN-fruitfulness.                                              
Its a bit negative but it is Lent. And to understand the good it is never wrong to understand the other side of the coin, as well.
A tree may be unfruitful for several reasons:
1. The sap may not rise properly, it make lack the source of life.

The Number One pre-requisite for fruitfulness for any church member is a sure and certain faith in Jesus Christ. Without such faith there is no true Christianity and they can be no true fruit.

We have to know in clear and definite terms who Jesus Christ is, his authority;  that he is the Son of God; why he died on the Cross, that he is the Saviour of the World; we need to know why we need saving; we need to know the significance of the resurrection, the importance of the Holy Spirit. 
We need to know all these things and we must not be hazy. And if we feel we are hazy or not sure then make it your aim this Lent to talk these things through and sort them all out. I’m happy to help and so are many in this church. Just ask. 
There is a Church Bookshop, too, which is full of help for the searcher.
Get in touch with the source of Life. Get in touch with Jesus.
Fruitfulness requires faith.
(4)
2. The blossom may fail to be pollinated. 
Some trees look spectacular in May when full of blossom but a frost comes and kills the blossom or a shortage of bees or whatever and there is no fruit later in the year.

Trees don’t produce fruit in isolation.  And nor can Christians. 
That is the whole point of the Christian Church.                                                                    It is a supportive and life-giving fellowship.

We need each other to pollinate our faith. To simulate our faith.                     To suggest possibilities. To open doors. To give our minds and thoughts and aspirations and us ideas we would never have had on our own.

Don’t let your mind go to sleep. Don’t switch off.                                             

About 90 members of this Church are in Homegroups but there is still room for more. Meet with Church members regularly and pollinate your faith so you may be a fruitful Christian.

Faithfulness requires fellowship.
3. It may not have been properly pruned
Trees that are left to go wild cease to be fruitful or are, at the very least, less fruitful.
Too many branches and not enough light gets in; too many buds and the tree is overloaded and the harvest suffers.

A cutting back in the late autumn will reap great dividends in the following summer.

The truth is: We can’t do everything. Life requires choices. If Christianity is to flourish others things will have to go or be cut back. Its all a question of priorities.
To be fruitful we need a focus and sense of purpose.

Fruitfulness requires Focus.                                                                       -That we sort out our priorities, that secondary matters are cut back, that we put Jesus first.
(5)

There are three ways we may fail to be fruitful Christians.

1. We may lack a sure and certain faith. The life-giving ‘sap’ of the Holy Spirit may not yet live in us as he wants to.
2. We may lack stimulating Christian fellowship and our faith may not be pollinated as it should be.

3. We may lack a right focus and our activities may need to be pruned so Jesus truly is ‘Lord’ and he has the right priority in our life.

And on top of all this we must remember the seriousness of it all.
The lack of fruit was not a casual matter                                                                   NO! Jesus CURSED the tree for its lack of fruit.

And by the next day the tree had completely withered. It was dead.
We live in an age that doesn’t like to talk of Judgement and wrath.

We live in an age that wants to tolerate and accept all opinions as equally valid. An age that wants to say: 
“Its all right for you, Person A, TO BE fruitful”                                                              and                                                                                                                      “Its all right for you, Person B, NOT TO BE fruitful”  Both are Good!!
Better, I say, to follow our Lord than the spirit of the age.

Stop excusing yourself, stop accepting your un-fruitfulness and take the words of our Lord as a serious warning.

Resolve that you won’t accept  the label “withered” and seek God’s help so you are a fruitful Christian, or one who is becoming fruitful.
When Jesus “looks around” and sees US, you and me,                                                           may he be pleased at what he sees.
