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We live in a culture that is dominated by outward appearances.  Our young people are bombarded with image after image of what they should look like.  Television ads are geared towards influencing the clothes we wear and the makeup we purchase.  Newspapers and the Internet provide numerous options and suggestions on how to make your clothing in vogue.  Etiquette is everything.  The current cultural worldview is: as long as you look a certain way and act a certain way then you should get along just fine.  It should not escape our attention that much of our culture is influenced by the title of Dale Carnegie’s bestseller, How to Win Friends and Influence People.  Even if one has never read the book they probably adhere to many of the principles Carnegie puts forth, particularly the importance of making a good first impression.


I do not want to suggest that our outward appearance does not matter.  Nor would I suggest that first impressions are not important.  That first snapshot a person gleans often forms almost a permanent picture of their thoughts about a person or place.  First appearances or impressions are often difficult to change in the mind’s eye.  Of course, how one looks at another person is influenced by their particular worldview, the cultural or religious lens that affects one’s entire belief system and decision-making process.  For instance, when it comes to entertainment or dress or social etiquette, those who come from a biblical Christian worldview have a radically different opinion about what is acceptable than those who come from a pagan worldview.  


But it is just here that we see the importance of this particular narrative in Mark.  What Jesus does in this text is provide an object lesson for the Apostles.  In the miracle of the cursing of the fig tree, Jesus sends a warning concerning outward appearances.  As we have noticed throughout Mark’s gospel, the religious people of Jesus’ day had become great showmen when it came to what constituted walking with God.  In their own eyes, and to others demise, they looked good on the outside.  Ezekiel had earlier prophesied concerning those who gave an appearance of religion such as these:

Ezekiel 13:8-12 – 8 Therefore, thus says the Lord GOD, “Because you have spoken falsehood and seen a lie, therefore behold, I am against you,” declares the Lord GOD. 9 “So My hand will be against the prophets who see false visions and utter lying divinations. They will have no place in the council of My people, nor will they be written down in the register of the house of Israel, nor will they enter the land of Israel, that you may know that I am the Lord GOD. 10 It is definitely because they have misled My people by saying, ‘Peace!’ when there is no peace. And when anyone builds a wall, behold, they plaster it over with whitewash; 11 so tell those who plaster it over with whitewash, that it will fall. A flooding rain will come, and you, O hailstones, will fall; and a violent wind will break out.  12 Behold, when the wall has fallen, will you not be asked, ‘Where is the plaster with which you plastered it?’”

In our text, Jesus warns those who profess to know Him, who may even have outward signs of following Him, yet are nothing more than false professors.  We learn from this narrative that Jesus will have nothing to do with them, and they can have nothing to do with Him.  The Lord has expectations for those that are truly His people.  The only way to reflect His glory and truly honor Him outwardly is to have had a heart changed by Him.
I.  The Prophecy Itself (11:12-14, 19-21)


As we mentioned, this narrative provides a warning.  It is one of many miracles we have seen Jesus perform as we have worked our way through this gospel.  Most of the miracles we have seen to this point are miracles of mercy.  However, according to B. H. Carroll, there are only two of Jesus’ miracles that are judgment miracles—the destruction of the swine in the sea (5:13) and the cursing of the fig tree.
  The unusual nature of this miracle should have reinforced its importance in the eyes of His disciples.


We pick up the narrative the day after Jesus’ triumphal procession into Jerusalem.  “On the next day, when they had left Bethany, He became hungry” (v. 12). This statement provides one of the evidences of Jesus’ humanity—He was hungry.  Therefore, as is natural to man when he is hungry, He looks for something to eat.  “Seeing at a distance a fig tree in leaf, He went to see if perhaps He would find anything on it” (v. 13).  However, when Jesus approached the tree, He noticed that, even though “it was not the season for figs,” this tree had the signs of bearing figs that He sought to satisfy His hunger.  This tree had leaves.  However, it had “nothing but leaves.”

Now for me, this would make total sense in the normal course of the growth and maturation of a fruit tree.  With most trees, like an apple or peach tree common to this area, there are leaves and blossoms that precede the fruit.  But that is not the case with a fig tree.  The fig tree is unusual in that it bears its fruit and then puts forth it leaves.  Even though this “was not the season for figs,” this tree was full of leaves, a sign that it should have figs.  However, there were none.  Not even unripe figs that one might have expected given the early leaving of the tree.  Nothing but leaves—no figs.


Jesus’ next action has caused many to misinterpret this narrative.  Having found no figs, Jesus pronounced a word of judgment on the tree, “May no one ever eat fruit from you again!” (v. 14).  Mark is careful to note that “the disciples,” the Twelve, “were listening.”  Remember the object lesson.  The next morning, as these same disciples returned to Jerusalem, they saw the fig tree withered from the roots up” (v. 20).  This leads Peter to bring this to Jesus’ attention. “Look,” he says, “that fig tree that you said no one would eat of again, well, you sure took care of that.  You killed it!”  Overnight, the tree withered, the leaves fell off, and the tree was dead, completely destroyed at the command of Jesus.


Some look at this as a callous and spiteful outburst of anger on Jesus’ part because of the trees failure to provide figs to satisfy His hunger.  To them, this was nothing more than a hissy fit or a temper tantrum.  Bertrand Russell, the noted atheist philosopher, thought this incident tarnished the character of Jesus.  He said, “I cannot myself feel that either in the matter of wisdom or in the matter of virtue Christ stands quite as high as some other people known to history.”
  For Russell, this incident alone provides enough proof for him to continue to look at those who believe in Christ as fools.  That is to be expected from an atheistic philosopher.


But there are also those among professing Christians that misunderstand Jesus’ cursing of the tree.  The celebrated New Testament scholar T. W. Manson wrote, “It is a tale of miraculous power wasted in the service of ill-temper (for the supernatural energy employed to blast the unfortunate tree might have been more usefully expressed in forcing a crop of figs out of season); and as it stands, it is simply incredible.”  William Barclay agrees, adding, “The story does not seem worthy of Jesus.  There seems to be a petulance in it.”
  Perhaps J. B. Phillips shared the frustration of many concerning Jesus’ action when he wrote that this was nothing more than Jesus “venting his feelings of frustration and despair upon the fig-tree.”


What was Jesus doing on this occasion?  There is no doubt that this was a supernatural miracle.  But if Jesus were to use His power and authority to serve His own human desire, and if this were nothing more than malice on His part for not having His needs satisfied, then it would go against everything that Mark had labored to present to this point concerning the character and purpose of our Lord.  But this was not just an ill-founded temper tantrum.  A more reasonable explanation is that Jesus approached the tree, this tree, with a distinct purpose.  He knew that this tree perfectly portrayed what He wished to prophesy.  Sinclair Ferguson states, “Mark saw in Jesus’ action an acted prophecy.”
  This seems to suit the context of the entire gospel.  The fig tree was meant to be a visible representation of the nation of Israel.  In the Old Testament, the people of God are often compared to a fig tree (Is. 34, Jer. 29, Hosea 2, Hosea 9, Joel 1, Micah 7).  Most notably we read in Jeremiah 8:13, “‘I will surely snatch them away,’ declares the LORD; ‘There will be no grapes on the vine and no figs on the fig tree, and the leaf will wither; and what I have given them will pass away.’”  The fact that this particular fig tree was full of leaves but bore no figs portrayed exactly what Jesus had seen throughout His ministry amongst those He came to serve.  “He came to His own, and those who were His own did not receive Him” (John 1:11).  They showed the outward signs of fruit by their leaves, but those who approached them spiritually hungry found no fruit. 


So we see in this incident much more than the miracle itself.  It is a prophecy of judgment on the nation of Israel that would be fulfilled in A.D. 70 with the destruction of Jerusalem and its Temple.  We will expand more on that event in Mark 13.  The fault that Jesus here severely rebuked is a hypocritical display—not merely the absence of fruit, but the absence of fruit with the false show of having it.
  Dear friend, hear the warning!  The wrath of God awaits all who have nothing more than outward religiosity in their spiritual bank account.  Only those who have had a heart transplant, only those who are alive within, are truly alive without.  All others, regardless of their appearance, are merely whitewashed, deceiving not only themselves, but others as well.  These, as we read earlier in John 15:6, will be cut off, “If anyone does not abide in Me, he is thrown away as a branch and dries up; and they gather them, and cast them into the fire and they are burned.”  This is a prophecy of judgment.  Do you hear it this morning?

II.  The Prophet Himself


  In Christological terms Jesus is set forth according to what is known as the offices of Christ.  Those offices are Prophet, Priest, and King.  Chapter 11 of Mark sets forth Christ demonstrating these three offices.  A prophet was one chosen by God to present Him and His Word to His people.  God came to the people through the prophet.  The priest’s role was to present the people to God.  The people come to God through the priest.  A king was one granted authority by God to rule over His people.  Only those who heed the Word of God and come to Him through the priest were considered to be His subjects.  


Jesus is the only human to have fulfilled all three of these offices.  In this chapter Mark is setting forth the authority of Christ in His actions as Prophet, Priest and King.  In this text, we see Jesus’ prophecy concerning Israel.  What does it mean that Jesus is prophet?

First, He was the promised prophet.

Deuteronomy 18:18-19 – 18 “I will raise up a prophet from among their countrymen like you, and I will put My words in his mouth, and he shall speak to them all that I command him.  19 It shall come about that whoever will not listen to My words which he shall speak in My name, I Myself will require it of him.”


Second, He is the ultimate prophet.  John 1:1, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”  This is important when confronting the claims of Muslims that Mohammed is somehow a superior prophet to Jesus Christ.  Unlike all other prophets, Jesus not only spoke about God; He spoke as God.  This claim no other prophet can make, whether ordained by God or not.  If Moses could not claim superiority to Christ, then how can Mohammed?  Dr. Daniel Akin comments:
In this sense then, Jesus is the ultimate Prophet. When he speaks in either word or action, God speaks. What he declares is unabridged truth. To an extent that transcends all previous or future prophets, his words and deeds transform lives and, ultimately, even the cosmos. Jesus is prophet.

James Petigru Boyce, founder of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, offers the following in his work, Abstract of Systematic Theology.
  He gives a full picture of what it means that Jesus was, is, and shall ever be, prophet.

With the office of teacher, Christ united, as was common with the prophets, the prediction of future events and the working of miracles. But the office of teacher was his special work as prophet. This work is discharged in the following ways: 

1. In the personal revelations which he made, before the days of his incarnation, to our first parents, to the patriarchs and to others of their day, to Moses and the people of God in the wilderness, and to various others, as Manoah, the children in the furnace, etc. (Preincarnate appearances of Christ)

2. In the inspired revelations which he made through holy men of old, who spake as they were moved by the Holy Ghost. The Old Testament Scriptures are composed of a portion of these. 

3. While on earth in his incarnation. 

(1) Personally as, (a) he set forth by his own acts the divine attributes, omnipotence, omniscience, omnipresence, eternity of existence, etc., and (b) as he exhibited God's love for man, his hatred of sin, and his love of holiness and righteousness in the work of man's salvation. 

(2) By his instructions, as he taught (a) in words to his disciples and others what he exhibited in his person as to the matters above stated, and (b) the truths relative to the kingdom he was to establish, its nature, its subjects, the relations they should bear to each other, to him and the Father, and their future destiny and glory as well as the condition and fate of those who should reject him. 

4. By the instructions he gave through his apostles and other inspired men after his ascension. 

5. By the revelation of himself in the lives and character of his true disciples in all ages. 

6. By the instructions given through his preached word in all ages. 

7. By the revelations of glory he shall make to the church of first-born ones in the world to come. 

8. By the revelation which through these, he shall make of the glory of God to the universe of created intelligences.

Conclusion


1.  Beware of focusing on the miracle and missing the message!


2.  Are you bearing fruit?

� B.H. Carroll, An Interpretation of the English Bible, vol. 4, The Four Gospels (Part II), 225.


� Geoff Thomas, http://www.alfredplacechurch.org.uk/sermons/mark61.htm.


� Manson and Barclay quotes found in R. Kent Hughes, Preaching the Word: Mark, vol. 2, 85.


� Geoff Thomas, http://www.alfredplacechurch.org.uk/sermons/mark61.htm


� Sinclair B. Ferguson, Let’s Study Mark, 184.


� John A. Broadus, Commentary on the Gospel of Mark, 92.


� Daniel L. Akin, A Theology for the Church, 548.


� James P. Boyce, Abstract of Systematic Theology, http://www.founders.org/library/boyce1/ch27.html








