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“Give a Fig?” 
SUMC, Salado, Tx 76571 

Preaching Text: Mark 11:12-25 
23 August 2020—12th Sunday after Pentecost  

“When the gods wish to punish us,  
they answer our prayers” (Oscar Wilde 1854 - 1900). 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++  
 

12 On the following day, when they came from Bethany, he was hungry. 13 Seeing in the 
distance a fig tree in leaf, he went to see whether perhaps he would find anything on it. 
When he came to it, he found nothing but leaves, for it was not the season for figs. 14 He 
said to it, “May no one ever eat fruit from you again.” And his disciples heard it. 
Jesus Cleanses the Temple 
 
15 Then they came to Jerusalem. And he entered the temple and began to drive out 
those who were selling and those who were buying in the temple, and he overturned the 
tables of the money changers and the seats of those who sold doves; 16 and he would 
not allow anyone to carry anything through the temple. 17 He was teaching and saying, 
“Is it not written, 
 
‘My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations’? 
    But you have made it a den of robbers.” 
 
18 And when the chief priests and the scribes heard it, they kept looking for a way to kill 
him; for they were afraid of him, because the whole crowd was spellbound by his 
teaching. 19 And when evening came, Jesus and his disciples[a] went out of the city. 
The Lesson from the Withered Fig Tree 
 
20 In the morning as they passed by, they saw the fig tree withered away to its roots. 21 
Then Peter remembered and said to him, “Rabbi, look! The fig tree that you cursed has 
withered.” 22 Jesus answered them, “Have[b] faith in God. 23 Truly I tell you, if you say 
to this mountain, ‘Be taken up and thrown into the sea,’ and if you do not doubt in your 
heart, but believe that what you say will come to pass, it will be done for you. 24 So I tell 
you, whatever you ask for in prayer, believe that you have received[c] it, and it will be 
yours. 
 
25 “Whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against anyone; so that 
your Father in heaven may also forgive you your trespasses” (Mark 11:12-25).  
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 Today’s lesson today is rather difficult. The Marcan text’s logic is Semitic in that the focus 
seems to jump around. “Semitic” here simply refers to people and cultures dealing with 
Aramaic, Hebrew, and Arabic languages. These Semitic languages and the people who speak 
them often do so in rich hyperbolic language. These languages tell stories and tall tales. They 
entertain. On the contrary, many contemporary Americans prefer to practice linear thinking 
and talking. To us rational thinking travels in a more or less logical straight line. Yet, although 
some parts of the Bible dole out content by means of linear thinking, some parts do not. We 
can often best approach parables, for example, using non-linear thinking.  
 Our lesson today moves from Jesus cursing the fig tree to the edited-out verses from Mark 
11:15-19 which tell of Jesus’ temple encounter. Then the text and our lesson move on to 
themes of faith, power, prayer, and forgiveness.  

Do you remember Art Linkletter? As a television personality in the 1960s, he had a segment 
called “Kids Say the Darndest Things.” The television program was popular and funny, too. 
Often, in talking with children in my own church, I realize that although these kids may be 
funny, when asked thoughtful questions they regularly supply profound answers as well. Once I 
was in a second grade Sunday school class and the class was talking about prayer. We got to the 
question of why God does not always answer our prayers. A little girl answered, “You’re not the 
only one praying, you know.” 
 Another chimed in: “Clocks work differently in heaven . . . in heaven time flies by while for 
us it goes slow.” A little boy suggested that “God has a lot to do and no time off.” My favorite of 
many thought-provoking children’s responses was this one— “Sometimes God waits for a spell 
because he knows you’re going to change your mind as soon as he does what you ask him to 
do.” What they said was as good as anything I ever came up with.  
 It is impossible to read the four Gospels and not grasp how intensely Jesus believed in 
prayer. When we pray, we not only need faith, but we also need patience. We need patience 
because God may require us to wait. We may not be ready for what we ask in prayer. Many 
matters evade our minds as we live our lives. Some of these questions, God will perhaps in due 
course reveal to us. Other questions likely continue to remain unanswered until we stand in 
God’s presence as our lives conclude. Perhaps, Paul wrote it best: “Now we see a reflection in a 
mirror; then we will see face-to-face. Now I know partially, but then I will know completely in 
the same way that I have been completely known” (1 Corinthians 13:12).  
 The disciples and Jesus have chosen to stay in Bethany, a stone’s throw from Jerusalem. 
They make three trips to the temple and our lesson describes the events on the second day’s 
visit. As they go back into Jerusalem, Jesus is hungry. Oddly, Mark mentions that only Jesus is 
hungry. This seems peculiar, but it does prepare readers for the story Mark tells. 
 From a distance Jesus saw a fig tree. It had leaves, so Jesus “went to see if he could find 
anything on it.” Strangely, it was devoid of figs. So far, so good. But then the story takes a 
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bizarre turn and we read that the tree was bereft of figs “since it wasn’t the season for figs.” 
Because Jesus was always astute and perceptive, how did he miss this fact of nature? Why does 
Jesus not concede that figs are out of season? More to the point, why blame an insensate 
object, a fig tree, for not producing figs that it had no means to generate? Jesus appears 
annoyed at the tree for simply being a tree! Unless . . . .  
 Unless . . . . Mark here offers readers a weightier meaning. Many scholars have come to 
this deeper import through study of this baffling parable/miracle over the years. The consensus 
of capable biblical academics confirm that the fig tree probably represents the temple for Mark. 
Later in our lesson, these scholars also propose that the mention of “mountain” (v. 22) signifies 
the temple mount.  
 The fact is that Jesus’ second temple visit splits Mark’s telling of the cursing of the fig tree. 
This Marcan literary ploy of “sandwiching” again reinforces our interpretation. Also, between 
the fig tree and the temple was the Kidron Valley. In other words, the fig tree was in full sight of 
the temple. Jesus was too observant to life around him to have not known when figs were in 
season. This fact gives heft to the idea that Mark uses this tree cursing incident to build an 
indictment against both the temple and its authorities. It is worth noting too that Jesus and the 
twelve’s site of operations was in “Bethany at the Mount of Olives” (Mark 11:1)—opposite and 
across the Kidron Valley from the temple! From outside or opposite the temple, Jesus rejects its 
toxic deeds which harms the penniless Jewish laypeople.  
 If we trust the preceding interpretation, then Jesus’ cursing of the fig tree is in reality a 
cursing of the temple. Mark references the word “temple” twelve times from 11:11 onward. 
Mark never says a positive word about the temple either. The edited-out portion of today’s 
lesson (Mark 11:15-19), tells us that Jesus “didn’t allow anyone to carry anything through the 
temple” (Mark 11:16). This suggests that Jesus thinks the valid functions of the temple have left 
the building—prayer and worship. 
 The curse is irrevocable as we see in the phrase “No one will ever again eat your fruit.” This 
means the temple is no longer an avenue to or for Israel’s faith. In Jeremiah 8:13, Yahweh, via 
the prophet, speaks judgment to Israel: “I will put an end to them, declares the Lord; there are 
no grapes on the vine, no figs on the tree, only withered leaves. They have squandered what I 
have given them!” This prophecy befits the fig tree, Israel, and the temple. The people will soon 
discover a new mode of faith response that does not necessitate the temple—at least according 
to Jesus and Mark. At any rate, the Romans destroy the temple in 70 CE.  

The new modes of worship observance include faith, power, prayer, and forgiveness. The 
disciples have just heard Jesus’ words concerning the fig tree. This overhearing foreshadows 
what happens when the disciples see the tree “withered from the root up” the following day. 
When Mark writes of “this mountain” (verse 23), he almost certainly refers to the temple and 
the temple mount. After all, this whole section of Mark’s text is about the temple. When Jesus 
teaches the twelve that with faith the mountain may “be lifted up and thrown into the sea,” 
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Jesus no doubt knows they will remember his power and faith in cursing the fig tree. Jesus’ faith 
has made this miracle possible. And as such, Jesus becomes for them a model of prayer. With 
God all things are possible (Mark 9:23; 10:27; 14:36). God makes possible even the removal of a 
corrupt temple/institution from Jerusalem by faith and prayer. In any event, the Romans took 
care of the temple issue anyway. 
 Certainly, a question arises for all readers within this lesson—either early or late. The 
question is this: What happens to Israel’s daily faith if Jesus curses the temple? Jesus’ cursing of 
the fig tree/temple essentially removes Israel’s primary religious institution of a thousand 
years. Besides, in due course, the Romans will take care of this temple “problem” in any event. 
What is Israel to do? This is where Mark writes about faith, power, prayer, and forgiveness in 
this particular segment of his Gospel. 
 Most Jewish people in Jesus’ day accepted as factual the utter holiness of the temple. 
These same Jewish people trusted the sacrificial system and the priests/lawyers who regulated 
all the temple’s religious procedures. Thus, the temple and its administrators controlled all 
aspects of Jewish religious practice. In many ways, the temple bond with the Jewish faithful 
parallels the German peasant’s bond with the Roman Catholic church of its day. Out of 
grievances against the Roman Catholic church, Martin Luther developed what we now call the 
“priesthood of all believers.” This means chiefly that individuals may gain a relationship with 
God via Jesus Christ. They need not have a church bureaucrat pray for them or intervene 
between the believer and God. Hebrews 4:14 reminds us: “let’s hold on to the confession since 
we have a great high priest who passed through the heavens, who is Jesus, God’s Son.” For us 
then, Jesus is the true high priest. We do need a human priest to have faith for us or pray for us. 
Further, we can necessarily be priests to one another. 
 People need forgiveness. We enjoy receiving it, but often it is difficult to give. Either way, 
forgiveness offers people, particularly believers, a way to settle thorny problems. E. Hemingway 
writes an earnest fictional story about a Spanish father and son. They become estranged. The 
son ran away. The father sought the son for months. In a frantic effort, the father advertised in 
a newspaper. The ad read: “Dear Paco, meet me in front of the newspaper office Saturday at 
noon. I forgive all. I love you, [signed] Your Father.” Saturday 800 Pacos came, seeking 
forgiveness from Papa. The newspaper ad answered prayer. 
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