NOTHING BUT LEAVES

 
The first few verses of Mark chapter 11 record Jesus' triumphant entry into Jerusalem on Sunday, just five before His crucifixion. Jesus and His apostles spent the night in Bethany. "The next day, when they had come out from Bethany, He was hungry. And seeing from afar a fig tree having leaves, He went to see if perhaps He would find something on it. When He came to it, He found nothing but leaves, for it was not the season for figs. In response Jesus said to it, 'Let no one eat fruit from you ever again.' And His disciples heard it" (Mark 11:12-14). Then in verses 20-21, Mark tells us that the next morning when Jesus and His apostles passed that way again, the apostles saw that the fig tree had withered away.

Matthew's account informs us that the withering of the tree began immediately, Matt. 21:19, although as Mark indicates, it was not until the next morning, that is Tuesday, that the apostles noticed the effect of Jesus' miracle.

This is one of the strangest of Christ's miracles. It seems odd that Jesus would pronounce a curse on a tree, a representative of the vegetable kingdom. It seems especially uncharacteristic for Him to do so in a context of Personal disappointment. And perhaps strangest of all, that He would do so when it was not even the season when fruit was normally be expected to be found.

Scholars have given several suggestions to help us understand this passage. First, note that though it was not the season for harvesting figs, a tree should begin to produce green figs before it produced leaves. To see a tree completely leafed out was within itself an unspoken promise of early fruit. But, in this case, that "promise" was unfulfilled.

Second, note that Moses' law required the owners of fruit trees and field crops not to pick their trees and stalks completely clean of all fruit, but to leave some gleanings for the poor, the widow, the orphans, and the strangers, Lev. 19:9-10; Deut. 24:19-22. It is possible that the curse upon the fig tree came partially because its owner had neglected to obey such admonitions.

But mostly, the withering of the fig tree serves as a parable and an object lesson for Israel. The nation of Israel had all the trappings of a fruitful nation, just as the fig tree hat its green leaves as a sign of productivity. The nation had its priesthood, its sacrifices, its temple, its scribes, its elders. But upon closer examination, the nation was not producing the fruits of repentance and obedience to the will of God. Compare Isaiah, chapter 5. Like the unfruitful fig tree, the unfruitful nation would soon be brought to judgment.           
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