Liturgy:
Reading : Luke 12,  49 – 13, 5

Text       : Luke 13, 6-9

Ps.   134 : 1,2,3

Hy.      7 : 9

Ps.   123 : 1

Ps.     80 : 1,4,7,8 (collection song)
Hy.    57 : 2,4

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

Yesterday we entered a New Year, the Year 2005. At the beginning of a new year, often we wonder, what will this year bring us? What kind of year will the Year 2005 be? Will it be a happy year, with much joy? Or, will it be year with lots of difficulties, hardship and sorrow? Of course, we don’t know. Yet this should not cause us to become anxious or worried about what this year might bring. Since as children of God, in faith we have this wonderful comfort, also the Year 2005 is a year of the LORD. He will travel with us each day, each night of the year lying ahead of us. What we also do know is, throughout all the events of the coming year, the events that will happen in this world at large, as well as throughout all the events in our personally life, Christ reigns to bring us closer to His great day, the last day of world history. For the church, therefore, every day so to speak it’s New Year’s Eve.
At the beginning of a new year, one may say once again 365 days are lying ahead of us. Yet, beloved, we don’t know. The Year 2005 might be the year of Christ’s return. Wouldn’t this be wonderful or do you never think of that? We don’t know whether this world has still 365 days of existence. I know it can also be different. God in His grace may grant more years to give people the opportunity to repent. Yet we don’t know.

Moreover, even if this year is not the year of Christ’s return, no one of us knows how long we still have to live. This does not depend on whether we are sick or healthy, old or young. Even today could be our last day. 
I don’t say all this to be gloomy in this first sermon of the New Year, but I highlight it in order that we may number our days in wisdom, i.e. the wisdom revealed in Scripture.
On New Year’s Eve, I ministered the Word of God to you about the verses preceding our text. In this sermon, I addressed this question: looking back upon the year gone by, can you say that the events of the past year have brought you closer to the LORD? The Year 2004 is gone. We have started a new year. The question at the beginning of this New Year should be for all of us: what are we going to do with this year?

Often at the beginning of a New Year, people make all kind of New Year’s resolutions. This year I will no longer do this, I will make a commitment to do that, and so on… Beloved, as children of the LORD we should make this resolution, rather this commitment, to spend every day of this year with and for the LORD, and this in everything.

In His grace, God still gives us time to amend our life, to produce fruits for Him. Yet how long will we still receive time for this? We don’t know, and therefore let us not put it off, as also the text chosen for this morning’s sermon teaches us. The heavenly vinedresser is looking for fruits. If there are no fruits, the time may come that the tree is cut down.
This is a very serious word. Yet, God’s Word is serious. It always cuts deep, and this for your and my salvation, beloved. That’s what is at stake. That’s what God is aiming at: your and my salvation through bearing fruits for Him. God still gives us life, a gift from Him. The question now is: what do we do with this gift of God?

I minister the Word of God to you under the following heading,

IN THE PARABLE OF THE BARREN FIG TREE

CHRIST HIGHLIGHTS

1) the patience of the heavenly vinedresser

2) but also that this patience has its limits

I
The text chosen for this morning’s sermon, Br. & Sr., is closely linked with the first verses of Luke 13, on which we focused on New Year’s Eve. In these verses, we read about two terrible events, which in those days had shocked the people. First, a number of Galileans, who with their sacrificial animals were on their way to the temple, had been slaughtered by the proconsul Pontius Pilate. We don’t know what reason Pilate had for this. Most likely, it had been an act of retribution for some revolt in the past. Anyway, some of those listening to a speech of the Lord Jesus about God’s coming judgment (Luke 12), ask Him the question, “Was this perhaps a sign of this judgment? Were these Galileans killed because of their sins?”
Most likely, that’s how the people had drawn their conclusion, not only with respect to those Galileans, but also regarding those 18 people killed when the tower of Siloam collapsed. According to the Jewish mindset in those days, these people must have been very serious sinners, who deserved God’s wrath. Why otherwise would they have been killed in such a terrible way? Having drawn this conclusion, most likely they were also justifying themselves, “LORD, I thank Thee, that at least I’m not as bad as those 18 killed in Siloam, nor like those Galileans, who perished by the fury of Thy wrath.”

Yet in drawing this conclusion, they had not really heard God’s voice in these two terrible events, as Christ makes it clear, when in response to their question He says, “Do you suppose that these Galileans, and those 18 killed in that accident with the tower, were worse sinners than you? I tell you, no; but unless you repent you will all likewise perish.”

Well, in close connection with these words, Christ speaks the parable of the barren fig tree. In the verses 1-5, Christ had made clear: repentance that’s what is necessary. Via this parable, He now adds, you should also make work of this and not put it off, as if there would still be enough time. That’s in a nutshell the gist of this parable, which is quickly told.

Someone had planted a fig tree, from which he expected rich fruit. For this reason, he had planted this fig tree in his vineyard. Generally, fig trees grow anywhere. Yet, this fig tree received a special place. It was planted in fertile soil, where it received special care, so that it would indeed bear rich fruit.

Applying this part of the parable, the church has received a special place in this world, namely in the vineyard planted by God, a vineyard full of trees, which are the individual believers. In Psalm 92 we read, they are planted in the house of the LORD, in the courts of our God.
 In other words, not just somewhere in the wilderness, on unfertile rocky ground, where there is no protection, but in a special place. Believers are born within the protecting walls of the church. There they receive all the care they need. Well, these believers Christ is addressing here; believers, whom He expects to bear fruit: the Jews in His day, but also us today!
But then we read the keeper of this vineyard did not find fruit on this fig tree, no matter how carefully he looked for it, and this already for three years in a row. Perhaps the first year, this was what he could expect, but not after three years. If by that time a fig tree did not bear fruit, it was most unlikely that it would ever bear fruit. And so, we see here a barren fig tree, despite all the care it had received.

Again, applying the parable, this particular aspect refers first to God’s care for His people throughout the entire time of the OT. This care had become even more special with the preaching of John the Baptist, and via Jesus own ministry. The gospel had been preached very intensely. It had even been confirmed with many signs and wonders. One would think, after so much care the LORD could expect nothing else but rich fruit from this tree. Yet the parable says there were no fruits. Therefore, the keeper of this vineyard has no other option than to cut down this fig tree.
Were there indeed no fruits at all, so one may ask? Taking God’s people as a whole, the answer is indeed ‘No!’ True, for a moment both the preaching of John the Baptist as well as of Jesus Himself had drawn big crowds. Yet the initial enthusiasm had soon faded. Daily routine had set in again. It was no longer considered something special. After all, what is so exciting about a sermon? Surely, there was other news much more exciting: those Galileans slaughtered by Pilate, and that accident in Jerusalem, which had killed 18 people. Yet Christ had already said, “Unless you repent, you will all likewise perish.” In other words, repentance is more important than getting excited about the events of the day. It’s the preaching of the gospel that puts this world on fire, a fire much more serious than the largest bushfire. For it is through the preaching that God wants to change people to faith and obedience in Him.

I hope you get the picture, beloved, the lesson this passage holds also for us. Daily we are confronted with all kind of terrible events that take place in this world: terror actions in which people are killed, hostages, bombings, earthquakes, tidal waves, and you name it. Often these things make more impact on us than a sermon on Sunday. Yet, beloved, that sermon preached on Sunday confronts us with the actual seriousness of the time we live in, the preaching of the gospel, which comes to us every Sunday with the command to repent and believe, to bear fruit in the service of the LORD. Indeed, a very serious matter, for if fruit is not found, the fig tree will be cut down.
In the parable we read, the keeper of the vineyard – i.e. the LORD – has already decided to cut down this fig tree. But then we hear then the vine dresser – i.e. the Lord Jesus – plead, vs. 8 + 9, “…” This means there still is respite for Israel and Jerusalem, time to repent, to bring forth fruit, fruits of faith. In the past, much care was already spent on this fig tree, but now we read about a last attempt so that this tree still may give its fruit. If not, it will be cut down and thrown into the fire. We see here God’s patience and merciful care. Yet it has its limits. No fruit means the end of the fig tree.

This, beloved, is indeed the seriousness of all preaching of the gospel, as it is preached also to us, every Sunday again. If God’s work of grace is denied, the preaching only ripens for judgment. Let us take this warning to heart.

We have entered a new year. Many things may happen during the course of this year, terrible events. But what about the preaching of the gospel? Does it still enthuse us, and this in such a way that we have only one desire to commit our life to Christ, bearing fruit in His service? After all, a tree that doesn’t bear fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire.

In the parable we read, “why does it use up the ground?” The roots of this tree still used the soil in which they were planted, yet to no avail. In the meantime, nothing else could grow there. Well, this is the reason that finally this tree will be cut down, in order to free the soil for other trees.
Applying this part of the parable, I may refer to Israel as the people of God’s own possession. It rejected the Lord Jesus. The result was that finally God rejected Israel as a nation. The soil came free for other trees. The preaching of the gospel went out into the world, to people who did want to listen and wanted to order their life accordingly. God was seeking fruits, but now among the Gentiles.

That’s how the gospel of salvation in Jesus Christ has reached also us. We thank God for this. Yet this gospel is proclaimed also to us, beloved, with the same seriousness as it was proclaimed to Israel. God seeks fruit, fruits of faith in obedience to Him. 

II
From the first point of the sermon, Br. & Sr., we learned how much patience the heavenly vinedresser has with this fig tree. His loves goes out to this tree. He does to it what he can, in a similar way as we read about it in Is. 5, in the Song of the Vineyard. This song describes this care of God as follows, Is. 5, 1b + 2, “…” Well, in a similar way we read in the parable of the barren fig tree, there were no fruits.
Again, one may wonder were there indeed no fruits at all. Is this picture not too negative? Is it true that Israel had not yielded any fruit? What about those who still feared the LORD sincerely? Despite all apostasy, were there not also true believers in Israel? How can the LORD then say: no fruits?

No doubt, beloved, in Jesus’ day there were still true believers among God’s people. Looking a bit further back in history, there had been times that Israel showed real repentance. Yet, the point the parable wants to make is: looking at Israel as a nation, it had not lasted. Despite all the activity, they showed in the service of the LORD, true sincere fruits of faith were not there.

This is indeed possible, beloved, much activity in the service of the Lord, yet without true fruits. In this context, I think of what the glorified Christ writes to His church in Sardis, “You have a name that you are alive, but you are dead.” This is indeed a terrifying possibility.

Think of the people of Israel at the time Christ spoke this parable. As far as the eye met, they were very busy in the service of the LORD. They faithfully brought their sacrifices. On the Sabbath day, the synagogues were filled to capacity, also throughout the week they tried to keep the Law of Moses very strictly. Yet God says: no fruits.
Once again, one may wonder how is this possible? The point is, beloved, outward piety as such is not fruit of faith, even though we often consider it to be fruits of faith. Yet it is not the fruits God is looking for, first of all. I think here of some words of the prophet Micah, Ch. 6. Also in this chapter, the LORD reminds His people of all that He had done for them, and the Israelites consider how to respond to this love of God, vss. 6-7, “…” But then the LORD responds, vs. 8, “…” In a nutshell, God asks our heart, our life completely.

Just to make this a bit more practical, then God does not want us to serve Him just at certain times, but always in whatever we do and wherever we are. If we do so, beloved, then it cannot be that during the worship service we sing our praises to God, but afterwards at home, drinking a cup of coffee we run our fellow brother or sister down, gossiping about this or about that. If we indeed love the LORD sincerely, then it cannot be that on Wednesday evening we amaze everyone with our deep insight in Scripture, whilst on Thursday morning at the worksite we use foul language or together with our workmates laugh about a dirty joke. Then it cannot be that we pray to the LORD very piously, but meanwhile refuse to heal the rift we have with a brother of sister in the congregation.
See, beloved, that’s what I mean with outward piety. Then as far as the eye meets, others may think that we are very sincere in serving the LORD, but God says, no fruit. After all, not what people say about us counts, but what God says about us is the most important thing.

Well, also at the time that Christ spoke this parable, as such there was no lack of religious activity among His country men, yet the real fruit of faith was not there. Because of it, God’s patience was running out. In the parable we read, the keeper of the vineyard no longer wanted to wait. No fruit, and therefore the fig tree had to be cut down, so that it no longer wasted the soil in which it was planted.

But then the vinedresser, i.e. the Lord Jesus, starts pleading for this fig tree, in the same way as once Moses pleaded for the people of Israel. Christ asks for respite, one more year. Of course, this does not mean that Christ is more merciful than God Himself. But it pictures Christ as the merciful High Priest, who time and again pleads for His people, showing patience, yet not endlessly. We still live in today’s grace. Yet one-day time will run out. The axe is already at the root of the tree. In the previous verses, Christ had said, “Unless you repent…” This is the seriousness, with which the gospel is preached, also to us.

The parable of the barren fig tree, thus points us first to God’s loving care, God’s loving care as we too may experience it today. Then I think in particular of God’s care in the weekly preaching of the gospel, God’s loving care extended to us, also by the work of the brothers office bearers when they visit us in the homes. I also think of the instruction in the Catechism class, the freedom we receive to study God’s Word personally and together. That’s how God has taken care for us throughout the year gone by. And now we have entered a new year, in which the LORD wants to continue this care for us.

The question we should ask ourselves now is: what will be our response to this care of God. Is it our sincere desire to bear fruits, not just some outward blossom, but real fruits? Outward piety as such doesn’t mean a thing in God’s eyes. God wants us to commit our whole life to Him in obedience to His Word.
Beloved, we still live in today’s grace. God gives us life – a precious gift from His hand. What are we now doing with this gift? Let us not waste our time, our talents. We have entered a New Year. Let us make the commitment to live every day of this year to God’s glory. Pray the Lord, that you may grow in faith, grow in love towards Him and towards one another. This growth is more important than the growth of your bank balance. Faithfulness and self-control are of greater value than a luxurious house and a top salary. When God seeks fruits in our life, He seeks for the fruits of the Spirit, which are love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.
 
God seeks fruit, yet never beyond the impossible. Nowhere do we read in Scripture that God asks many fruits. He simply asks fruits according to the talents He has given us, one hundred fold, one sixty fold, others thirty fold. Each one of us has received different talents, with which we are called to serve God, bearing fruit, whether we are healthy or sick, in prosperity and adversity, always living for the LORD, trusting Him.

A New Year lies ahead of us. No one of us knows what the Year 2005 will bring, what kind of year it will be. From a global point of view, things don’t look very rosy.  I think of the aftermath of the devastating earthquake of last week, diseases that may spread and in the end may kill more people than the initial onslaught did. I also think of what will happen in Iraq with the upcoming elections? How will it go in the Middle East? Also in our own country, the threat of terror may increase. There are indeed many uncertainties.

Yet, beloved, these are not the things, we should be anxious about at the beginning of this New Year. More important is that throughout this year we live life with the LORD. If we do so, then amidst all the terrible things that might happen throughout of this course of this year, we have comfort, security. For God is there to go with us by day and by night. There lies our strength, also when personally or family wise we might have to face rough times. In faith, we have the assurance, every day of the Year 2005 God’s grace will be sufficient for us. I think here of that wonderful promise we read in the prophecies of Isaiah, Is. 54, 10, “…” 
Clinging to this sure promise, beloved, we can face another year, no matter what this year might bring. Immanuel – God with us! However, as recently, I have said it more often in sermons, then we must also live our faith, i.e. seal with our deeds what we confess with our mouth, in total surrender to Christ. If you do so, beloved, whatever the circumstances you live in at present, this morning the LORD guarantees all of us a blessed 2005. Well, what more can we wish for, at the beginning of a New Year?

Amen. 
� Psalm 92, 13


� Gal. 5, 22)
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