
Lay Reader Sermon Series III


The Eighth Sunday after Trinity


psalter:
Psalm 119:33-48
1st lesson:
Ecclesiasticus 1:18-27
2nd lesson:
Matthew 7:15-21
The Tree of Life
"Every good tree bringeth forth good fruit."

In this statement from the New Testament lesson, which is a selection from the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus gave us another example of the Biblical use of everyday objects and experiences to symbolize or illustrate religious or spiritual truth. The author of Psalm 119 followed the same practice in speaking of being true to God in terms of walking in a path; for he prayed, "Make me to go in the path of thy commandments." Then there is verse 105 of the same psalm, which used the metaphor of light for God's word: "Thy word is a lantern unto my feet, and a light unto my paths."

Christ's words about the good tree were a reference to the good results of a life that is faithful to Him. They also remind us of the use of the idea of the tree in the Scriptures. It began in the creation story as told in the Second chapter of Genesis. At first, said the writer, there were no plants growing, because "The Lord God had not caused it to rain upon the earth." Then, he wrote, a mist rose up from the earth and watered the ground. God created Adam; and, the story continued, "The Lord God planted a garden eastward in Eden; and there he put the man whom he had formed. And out of the ground made the Lord God to grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight, and good for food; the tree of life also in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil." (Genesis 2:5-9)

It's been suggested that back of this picture of the creation was the life of the nomad in the desert areas of the Near East, and the importance, beauty, and life-giving qualities of the oasis. Someone has written of the description of the creation that there was first "a great emptiness of sand and dust, then a mist and rain, springs bubbling from the earth, and the wonder of grass and trees growing up under the hand of God . . . Such was the Garden of Eden."

The oasis was vitally important to the nomad and his family and flocks. It would not have been hard to think of it as a place where a life-giving tree, beyond all others known to people, would be growing.

The life-sustaining aspect of trees such as the olive tree would also serve as an appropriate symbol of the life that God gives to those who are true to Him. The olive has been described as "the most important fruit and oil tree of Palestine in biblical times." It's an evergreen which can reach an age of several hundred years. In addition to the food and oil it provided for everyday diets, its oil was used in lamps, as sacrificial offerings, in perfumes, and as a medicine (the Good Samaritan poured oil and wine into the wounds of the beaten man he found along the road between Jerusalem and Jericho).

The date palm provided food, leaves to cover roofs, timber, robes woven from the fiber of its leaves, and even a wine made from its flowering shoots. The fruit of the fig tree was used for food, and sometimes as a medicine. When Hezekiah, king of Judah from 715 to 687 B.C., became seriously ill from an infection, as evidenced by a boil, the prophet Isaiah told his court attendants, "Take a cake of figs, and apply it to the boil, that he may recover." (Isaiah 38:21) In his vision of the time when all would turn to God, the prophet Micah declared that every man would sit under his vine and his fig tree, and no one would make them afraid (Micah 4:4). So it's not hard to understand why Genesis pictures the center of creation as an oasis with a tree of life.

The sorrows that Adam's and Eve's disobedience brought upon themselves and the creation included being cut off from this tree. God drove them out of Eden, and "at the east of the garden" he placed "Cherubims, and a flaming sword which turned every way, to keep the way of the tree of life." (Genesis 3:24). Man's sin had blocked the way.

The whole long Biblical story, culminating in Christ and His work, can be seen in these terms, as the record of God's reopening the way to the tree of life. "Make me to go in the path of thy commandments" is the ageless prayer of the human race, a request that God will lead His creation in the path that goes to this life-giving tree. The happy man described in the first psalm not only abstains from evil, "But his delight is in the law of the Lord." The result of his devotion to God's word is that "he shall be like a tree planted by the waterside, that will bring forth his fruit in due season." His fruit will not only be for his own good, but for the good of others also.

Our Lord completed the work of reopening the way to the tree of life, so that it reappears in the last book of the Bible, The Revelation of Saint John the Divine. That book has some short letters to seven churches which were in the Roman province of Asia, which was at the western end of what is now the country of Turkey. These letters contain the risen Lord's praise, rebukes, and admonitions to these churches; and also His promises such as this one to the church in Ephesus; which, like the others throughout the empire, was facing a fierce persecution under the Emperor Domitian. The Lord said, "To him that overcometh will I give to eat of the tree of life, which is in the midst of the paradise of God." (Revelation 2:7)
Jesus was speaking to Christians facing persecution, and even martyrdom; but in a wider context. He pronounced here a blessing for anyone who is faithful to Him and His church. He will lead that faithful person back to Eden and to its tree of life.

The Revelation ends with Saint John's vision of the new Jerusalem coming down out of heaven from God. John liked to picture Christ as the Lamb of God; in this part of his vision, he saw "a pure river of water of life, clear as crystal, proceeding out of the throne of God and of the Lamb." Beside the river, he saw "the tree of life, which bare twelve manner of fruits, and yielded her fruit every month: and the leaves of the tree were for the healing of the nations." The life given by this tree is always available, and is for everyone who will seek it.

Adam and Eve were expelled from the Garden of Eden because of their disobedience of God's commands. John says that through Christ this will be reversed; for in a beatitude referring to the Lord's teachings, he says, "Blessed are they that do his commandments, that they may have the right to the tree of life." (Revelation 22:14)
Certainly His commandments are that we should commit our lives in faith to Him; and in response to His love for us, to love and serve God and our neighbors. By His grace, our Lord has reopened the way to the tree of life for those who rely on Him and follow Him. He says to them, "To him that overcometh will I give to eat of the tree of life, which is in the midst of the paradise of God."
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