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The one thing that all the commentators do agree about regarding Mark 11:12-14 
is that it is difficult. 'This narrative bristles with difficulties', says Cranfield. 1 
'One of the most perplexing in the Gospels', wrote A M Hunter. 2 

For many exegetes problems arise from their approach to Scripture. For Hunter 
and others like him the story is 'frankly incredible'. 3 They have two main 
problems with the incident. They find it both 'irrational and revolting'. 4 
Revolting, because the story 'does not ring true' 5 with their ideas on Jesus' 
character. Barclay speaks of his 'petulance' and J B Phillips of Jesus 'venting his 
feeling of frustration and despair upon the fig tree'. 6 But there is need neither to 
accuse Jesus of sin nor to see the story as a 'legendary concretising' of Luke 
13:6-9 for aetiological purposes. 7 As Bengel asserts 'Whatever does not serve 
Jesus Christ is unworthy to serve anyone of mortals'. 8 

Then there is verse 13 which, for some, makes Jesus' behaviour irrational. 
Certainly there is a problem. 'The juxtaposition of the two seemingly 
contradicting assertions heightens the difficulties, for the explicit statement that 
it was not the season for figs appears to make Jesus' action arbitrary and 
meaningless'. 9 Of course, some are willing to cut the Gordian knot and simply 
remove verse 13, even though it is typical of Mark's asides. 10 Surely the better 
path is to take comfort in the belief that the problem is one 'which evidently the 
Evangelist did not feel as he deliberately makes it for us'. 11 But what if the 
solution to this apparent difficulty? 

A number of evangelical commentators want to find the solution in the 
possibility of very late or very early figs. 12 However, the idea that Jesus would 
not have looked for figs without some hope of there being any 'assumes too 
much'. Vincent Taylor is scathing about such a line of argument and says it has 
'nothing to commend it'.B Bengel's idea that Jesus may have been looking for 
inediblefigs to miraculously transform is fanciful and bizarre. 14 

In order to do true justice to the passage one has to accept the following three 
propositions: 

1 It was not possible for edible fruit to be on the tree regardless of how 
much foliage it had put forth. 

There are two crops for the fig tree, one early, one late. The first is in Mayor 
June and the second is in August or later still.15 The incident occurs, of course, in 
April or even March, when, as Mark points out, 'it was not the season for figs'. It 
was too soon for the early crop to be ready and too late for anything edible to be 
remaining from the previous year. 'There was then no reason to expect fruit upon 
this tree beyond the promise of its leaves'.16 
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2 Jesus knew that this was the case. 

Wuest suggests that Jesus 'at least hoped to find figs on the tree' and stresses the 
'self·imposed human limitations' of the incarnation, while warning against any 
denial of Christ's basic omniscience.17 However, here common sense, a 
knowledge of his own land, would have been enough to convince Jesus that, 
regardless of appearances, there could be no fruit on the tree. Gould says am is 
lllative here (ie denoting motion into)18 and R Alan Cole states 'The Greek 
particle ara suggests that the finding of figs was an unlikely possibility 
contemplated by the Lord; he was thus in no sense surprised by the tree's 
unfruitfulness, as he would have, had it been the time of the regular fruit crop'}9 

3 Jesus' hunger was nevertheless real. 

J A Alexander fulminates, 'That this was a simulated hunger, is not only 
unworthy and irreverent but a perfectly gratuitous assumption as our Lord, by his 
incarnation, shared in all the innocent infirmities of human nature'.20 This is 
where the Lord's humanity appears, in his hunger not in his supposed ignorance. 

An important Scripture for unravelling the remaining difficulties is one 
apparently ignored by everyone except Calvin.21 That is John 4:31·34. On that 
occasion Jesus dealt with his hunger by doing the work of God. It is the same 
here. 

After spending the night in Bethany Jesus and his disciples set off for Jerusalem 
early in the morning. Had he skipped breakfast as Henry suggests?22 Being an 
area rich in figs, dates and olives it was reasonable for him to think of getting 
something on the way. 

Jesus then looks up and sees a leafy fig tree in the distance, 'a derelict perhaps of 
some old garden or vineyard'.23 Perhaps it was in some sheltered hollow and so 
was more leafy, more precocious. 24 Jesus is aware, however, that it is not the 
season for figs. Immediately his mind is turned from the natural to the 
spiritual. A number of Scriptures may have come into his mind. Micah 7:1,2 
seems the most likely suggestion,25 

"What misery is mine! 
I am like one who gathers summer fruit 
at the gleaning of the vineyard; 
there is no cluster of grapes to eat, 
none of the early figs that I crave. 
The godly have been swept from the land, 
not one upright man remains. 
All men lie in wait to shed blood; 
each hunts his brother with a net." 

Christ weeping over Jerusalem is vividly brought to mind (Mt 23:37, Lk 13:34). 
Seeing the beautiful foliage and knowing it all means nothing reminds him of the 
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judgment about to fall on his own people. Cranfield is one of many who notice 
the careful way Mark has woven the clearing of the Temple into the narrative, 
'The best commentary on w 12-14 and 20 f is found in the narrative these verses 
enframe'.26 

Many other Old Testament references identify God's people with the fig tree. 27 
Hosea 9, and especially verses 10 and 16, echoes the sentiments found here. Israel 
was not short of 'foliage' - the Temple and its ritual, outward and legalistic acts 
of virtue, a form of godliness. But what was lacking was actual fruit, the fruit of 
righteousness. Like the fig tree they were 'louder than all the rest in profession, 
yet behind in performance'. 28 This was the very thing that John the Baptist had 
warned about (Mt 3:7-10) and that Jesus too had spoken of (Mk 7:6). Israel's 
sin was not just the sin of barrenness but of barrenness with an 
appearance of fruitfulness. 

The warning of this enacted parable, for such it was, is still needed today. Ryle, in 
his 'Expository Thoughts on the Gospels' applies it admirably. 

There was a voice in the fig tree for all the branches of Christ's visible 
Church, in every age and every part of the world. There was a warning against 
an empty profession of Christianity, unaccompanied by sound doctrine and 
holy living, which some of those branches would have done well to lay to 

heart. But above all there was a voice in that withered fig tree for all carnal, 
hypocritical, and false-hearted Christians. Well would it be for all who are 
content with a name to live while in reality they are dead, if they would only 
see their own faces in the glass of this passage. 
Let us take care that we each individually learn the lesson that this fig tree 
conveys. Let us always remember that baptism, and church-membership, and 
reception of the Lord's supper, and diligent use of the outward forms of 
Christianity, are not sufficient to save our souls. They are leaves, nothing but 
leaves, and without fruit will add to our condemnation. Like the fig leaves of 
which Adam and Eve made themselves garments, they will not hide the 
nakedness of our souls from the eye of an all-seeing God, or give us boldness 
when we stand before Him at the last day. No: we must bear fruit, or be lost 
for ever! There must be fruit in our lives, - the fruit of repentance toward our 
Lord Jesus Christ, - and true holiness in our conversation. Without such fruits 
as these, a profession of Christianity will only sink us lower into hell.29 
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TlJe cursing of tlJe ne tree is not so far out of chaGJctor for Jesus as some would 
have us believe. TlJe same Jesus exorcised demons so tlJat two tlJousand pigs 
were drowned. Perhaps tlJe fact tlJat his two punitive miracles - tlJe swine and 
tlJe flg tree - are not directed against men should teach us sometlJing of Jesus' 
compassion. He who is to save his people ffom tlJeir sin and its consequences 
resorts to prophetic actions not directed against hir peopl~ in order to warn 
tlJem of tlJe binding power of tlJe deVIl (tlJe destruction of the swine) and of 
Oods enmity against aJ/ hypocritical piety (tlJe cursing oftlJe flg tree). 

DA CarsononMt21:18-19 
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