
Sermon for Trinity 8 – Matthew 7:15-23 
 

In the Name of the Father and of the Son  and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen 
   

The very first time we hear about trees in the Bible, it’s a good thing.   Trees spring forth 
with the rest of vegetation on creation’s day number three.  “’Let the earth sprout vegetation, 
plants yielding seed, and fruit trees bearing fruit in which is their seed, each according to its kind, 
on the earth’ … And God saw that it was good.”   
 

The second time we encounter trees in the Holy Scriptures, the situation’s not so good.  
Adam and Eve believed the serpent’s deceptions and ate of the fruit of the forbidden tree.  The 
fruit of the tree itself was not the real temptation, but what it would bring: the knowledge of good 
and evil, which God alone has.  Mankind wanted to become God and make God to be what He 
isn’t.  Or, said another way, God made man in His own image and ever since mankind hasn’t 
ceased to try and return the favor.  When caught, Adam and Eve try to hide behind some fig 
leaves and excuses for protection.  Like our first parents, in shame, we seek to hide from God 
behind whatever is at hand.  Sin and death condemned Adam and Eve and their descendants, 
that is, all of us. 
 

The tree in the Garden of Eden was not so much a matter of food as it was a place for 
Adam and Eve to worship the Lord by hearing His command and obeying.  And where the Word 
of God is preached and heard, there is the Sabbath Day; there is the Church.  So the first sin was 
made on a tree against both God and His Church.   
 

There’s many other references to trees in the Bible, almost as much as water, bread, and 
wine.  And it’s no wonder: trees can grow in almost every imaginable environment on earth.  
Perhaps the trees you grew up with were different from the ones around you now, or perhaps 
not.   
 

Many other parts of the Scriptures tell us of good and bad situations with trees.  Another 
good tree was when Israel thirsted in the desert and could find only bitter water.  God 
commanded Moses to take a tree branch and throw it into the water; and the water became sweet.  
A not-so-good tree was the one that they hung criminals upon.  “If a man has committed a crime 
punishable by death and he is put to death, and you hang him on tree, his body shall not remain 
all night on the tree… for a hanged man is cursed by God.”  There were trees for false gods among 
the pagans and even Israelites followed this practice.  Ashtoreth poles and altars constructed to 
Baal for human sacrifices were some examples.  Righteous kings and judges cut them down. 
 

But a tree can also be a sure defense in times of trouble or even play.  They’re great for 
children playing hide and seek, and also serve as tag’s “base.”  We find shade in their leaves, 
strength for our houses, and fruit for our labors.  Even though there is a real threat of danger 
from them falling, or toppling over, or from bad fruit, we still cling close to trees as if our lives 
depended upon them.  And maybe they do.   
 

Some trees in God’s Word even begin to take on human characteristics.  Can trees be 
morally good or bad?  God blurs the lines in Psalm 1: “Blessed is the man [whose] … delight is 



in the law of the Lord, and in His law doth he meditate day and night.  And he shall be like a tree 
planted by the rivers of water, that bringeth forth his fruit in his season; his leaf also shall not 
wither and whatsoever he doeth shall prosper.”   
 

And so that brings us to what our Lord says to us in today’s gospel, “A healthy tree cannot 
bear bad fruit, nor can a diseased tree bear good fruit.  Every tree that does not bear good fruit is 
cut down and thrown into the fire.”  In one respect, this is talking about God’s perspective on 
faithless mankind.  He’s speaking against false prophets.  But it’s also the twisted perspective of 
man’s conception of the true God.  The tree is the tree of the cross.  To the world, this is a tree of 
no good fruit or value and deserves to be cut down.  For them, it’s a tree that holds no real comfort 
from sin and death, so it must be rejected and thrown into the fire.  After all, what good is a weak, 
dying God? This tree is dried up and fruitless.  Burning and burying it is their best solution.   
 

Yet that dry tree that removed all life from Christ is made into the green tree of our 
salvation.  The dead tree that humiliated the God of the universe is made into the living tree that 
redeemed all mankind from sin.  This tree, upon which hanged the Son of Man, is now the new 
place of worship, even for Adam and Eve.  Here, the Lord’s command is the same as in the 
Garden, to hear the Word of God.  But the threat of death has now been removed.  The debt is 
paid.  No longer do we hear, “you shall surely die,” but instead from this tree, “Father, forgive 
them.” 
 

Never did a tree so fulfill its eternal purpose as the one that supported Christ at His 
crucifixion.  A sixth century pastor named Fortunatus wrote a poem that extols the importance 
of the cross.  Here is part of it: “Faithful Cross, above all other,/ One and only noble Tree,/ None 
in foliage, none in blossom,/ None in fruit thy peer may be;/ Sweet the wood, and sweet the 
iron/ And thy Load, most sweet is He.//Thou alone wast counted worthy/ This world’s Ransom 
to sustain,/ That a shipwrecked race forever/ Might a port of refuge gain,/ With the sacred Blood 
anointed/ Of the Lamb for sinners slain.”  And so never did a tree teach us so serious a lesson 
about life and death.  Never did a tree teach us so serious a lesson as how to see through false 
prophets and diseased fruit.  If Jesus and His cross aren’t there, it’s not right. 
 

Every tree you see is not the tree that held our Lord.  But every time we do see one, we are 
reminded of what Christ did for us.  Our Savior is not far; He is in His means of grace of Baptism, 
Word, and Body and Blood as the new Tree of Life.   
 

For this reason we expect a New Tree.  The very one that St. John saw in the Book of 
Revelation: “Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing 
from the throne of God and of the Lamb … also, on either side of the river, the tree of life with its 
twelve kinds of fruit, yielding its fruit each month.  The leaves of the tree were for the healing of 
the nations.”  This Tree has no end.  The cross is our comfort and consolation forever.  God grant 
this tree to be our hiding place in life and death.  Amen. 

 
The Peace of God which passes all understanding keep your hearts and minds in Christ 

Jesus. Amen.  BJF 


