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As we head into the fall season, we are entering into a sermon series that will carry us right up to 

Thanksgiving.  Over the course of these next 10 weeks, both on Wednesdays and on Sundays, 

we will be exploring the Parables of Jesus – those symbolic stories that he tells in an effort to 

delve into deeper understandings of our faith, discipleship and relationship with God.  The Good 

Samaritan, the Prodigal Son, the Banquet Table, the Pharisee and the Tax Collector – these will 

all be a part of our shared explorations in these coming weeks.  For today, however, we start with 

that slightly less familiar parable of the Barren Fig Tree that Julie read for us from the thirteenth 

chapter of Luke. 

 

Now, it’s important, at the outset of this series, to highlight the risk of hyper-allegorizing the 

parables that Jesus shares.  Whenever we delve into the parables, we face a genuine inclination to 

start trying to put meaning to each and every little detail of the story.  Why is it that Jesus used a 

tree instead of a bush?  What exactly is the fruit that we aren’t bearing?  What is the manure 

supposed to represent?  I think we can get caught up, sometimes, in over-interpreting these 

stories that, for Jesus, were meant to make broad and important points about faith – not to 

provide some intricate analysis of every detail of the faith that we live. 

 

With that said, however, I do think it is worthwhile, sometimes, to push ourselves beyond that 

‘first blush’ meaning that these stories speak to our lives.  If we look at it from different angles 

and different ways, how does it speak new life to the faith that we live each day?  One of my 

favorite ways to do that, then, is to try to look at the story from the perspectives of the different 

characters involved.  How does the story inform our faith and discipleship if we put ourselves in 

the shoes of different characters of the narrative?  It’s something we’ll likely do a handful of 

times over the course of this fall, and it’s what I did with this parable of the barren fig tree. 

 

I think our first, and most natural, draw is to the ‘character’ that is the fig tree.  As the ones who 

ought to bear fruit… and the ones who deserve judgment for the places in which we have fallen 

short in our lives… and the ones who have benefited from the intervention of the cross that 

relieved us of that judgment… we can identify our lives, and our faith, pretty readily, with the 

tree.  I don’t think that particular perspective takes a lot of intensive discernment for us. 

 

A little less natural, I think, would be to put ourselves in the shoes of the owner.  I think it’s 

worth considering where that call for mercy might extend into our lives.  In our culture that 
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seems to be increasingly ready to cut people off at the slightest hint of disagreement or offense, I 

think putting ourselves in the shoes of the owner is worthy of some thought.  I think we can all 

probably find places in our lives where we could provide a little more grace and mercy to 

another.   

 

What I really want to focus in on this morning, however, is the perspective that’s gained when 

we put ourselves in the shoes of that gardener tending to the tree. 

 

When thinking about the character of the gardener in this story, this week, I found myself 

thinking back to a comic I heard, many years ago, who described the phases of life in terms of 

the manner in which we experience pain. 

• As children, he explained, when we would bruise our knee or cut our finger, we’d run 

straight to Mommy, who would quickly bandage up the cut, kiss the boo-boo, and make it 

all better. 

• As we grow into our teens and twenties, it takes a different form.  When we tweak 

something the wrong way, or wake up with something aching, we sluff it off, ignore it, 

and presume that eventually it will go away. 

• As our twenties move into our thirties, our reaction shifts pretty notably.  If something 

doesn’t feel right – if we awaken with a pain we haven’t experienced before – we want to 

know what’s wrong and how to fix it.  So, it’s off the doctor we go. 

• Then, however, we reach this other phase of life, where when we wake up in the morning 

with an ache or a pain we haven’t experienced before, we simply throw our hands up as 

we say to ourselves, ‘Well, I guess that’s going to hurt from now on!” 

 

As I considered the character of the gardener in this parable, my mind went back to that 

somewhat humorous (albeit frighteningly accurate) portrayal of our stages of life according to 

our experience of physical discomfort, because I found myself wondering how often we’ve done 

exactly that.  I found myself wondering how many of the ills around us – how much of the 

brokenness of this world – we have simply accepted in some resigned surrender to the idea that 

it's just going to be that way from now on!  And it’s that question that brings me to our reading 

from Matthew 9.   

 

This is the story of the calling of Matthew, and the gathering that follows, from Matthew 9: 9-13.  

As Jesus was walking along, he saw a man called Matthew sitting at the tax-collection 

station, and he said to him, “Follow me.” And he got up and followed him. 

 

10 And as he sat at dinner in the house, many tax collectors and sinners came and were 

sitting with Jesus and his disciples. 11 When the Pharisees saw this, they said to his 

disciples, “Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and sinners?” 12 But when he 

heard this, he said, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. 

13 Go and learn what this means, ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’ For I have not come to call 

the righteous but sinners.”   

 

This, of course, is an image with which we are fairly familiar.  It’s not the only place in the 

gospels, by far, in which this type of a gathering emerges, so the details vary a bit from here to 

there, but I think the general scene is one that we can readily conjure up in our minds.  For 
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multiple reasons, I think this image strikes a chord for us.  In some ways, it strikes a chord as a 

reminder of the love that we are called to live.  As we look at Jesus enveloped in the midst of 

those that society has cast aside as unworthy, we can’t help but ask ourselves where we might 

need to extend that welcome to such as those in our lives.  If we’re honest about it, however, I 

think the second reason we really take to these images of Jesus eating, talking and resting with 

those who whom are deemed ‘unworthy’ is because we know that there are corners of our lives 

where we might belong among them, and we take solace and comfort in the knowledge that we 

will be welcomed too!  What I have to say today, however, is that there is a detail – a single 

word – in this passage from Matthew that struck me in a whole new way as I read it through the 

eyes of that gardener tending to that fig tree. 

 

“When the Pharisees saw this, they said to his disciples, ‘Why does your teacher eat with tax 

collectors and sinners?’ 12 But when he heard this, he said, ‘Those who are well have no need of 

a physician.’”  I think that word choice is fascinating – and I think it’s one that deserves more 

attention than it often gets.  This is a place, I would suggest, that I think the intricate detail really 

matters. 

• Notice that Jesus didn’t say that people who are ‘well’ aren’t in need of a judge… or an 

arbiter… or a jury. 

• Notice that Jesus doesn’t call out these people as needing someone to pardon them… a 

forgiver… or a savior. 

• And, as silly as it sounds, Jesus doesn’t call out that those who are well are in no need of 

a diagnostician who can point out the problem. 

• No – Jesus highlights that those who are well are in no need of a physician. 

 

So, ask yourself, what is it about a physician that matters here?  A physician treats.  A physician 

mends.  A physician heals and nurtures.  A physician actively engages in the illness or 

brokenness that is there in an attempt to bring healing into a circumstance where it is desperately 

needed.  I don’t think that’s an accidental word choice.  I think the model and ministry of Jesus 

sets a clear example that he does more than simply welcome those who are unwelcomed by 

others – he treats… he mends… he heals and nurtures… he actively engages in the brokenness 

that is there in an attempt to bring healing into a circumstance where it is desperately needed. 

 

So, now, take that concept back to the question of what happens if we put ourselves in the shoes 

of that gardener in Jesus’ parable of the barren fig tree.  The first thing we see, of course, is the 

gardener standing in the way of the judgment.  “Sir, let it alone for one more year…”  Like Jesus 

on the cross, standing in the way of our judgment, we are compelled to ask where in this life we 

might need to stand between the danger and those who are at risk.  What’s more, however, is that 

the gardener goes on, “until I dig around it and put manure on it.” 

 

The gardener in Jesus’ parable, like Jesus himself, stands in the way between the judgment and 

the judged.  But, the gardener goes on to treat… to mend… to heal… to nurture… to actively 

engage in that brokenness in an attempt to bring healing to a circumstance where it is desperately 

needed. 

 

It’s great to think of ourselves as the tree, with Jesus standing in the way of our judgement and 

tending to our needs.  It’s intriguing to think of ourselves as the owner, and to ask ourselves the 
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question of where, in this life, we might need to give things a little more mercy, a little more 

grace and a little more time.  When we shift our eyes to the perspective of the gardener, however, 

I think two imperative questions emerge.  There is, of course, the question of where in this life 

we might need to stand between the danger and the endangered – between the judgment and the 

judged.  Moreso, however, I think it begs question of where we need to be the physician.  Or, 

perhaps more to the point, where do we need to actively engage in making a difference in the 

brokenness that we far too long ago simply accepted in some resigned surrender to the idea that 

it's just going to be that way from now on? 

 

 

 

 


