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“Politics”

The Art of Ambiguation
Matthew 21:23-32
September 28, 2008

In the section found right before today’s reading, verses 18-22, Jesus withers a fig tree because it had no figs. When the disciples ask him how the fig tree could wither so quickly he tells them anyone with enough faith can do the same. Actually the how question was the wrong question. The right question was “why” Jesus caused the tree to wither, not how he caused it to wither. Today’s section gives us the “why” answer that they didn’t ask.


Jesus came to the fig tree expecting to pick some ripe figs for breakfast but found that the tree had no fruit at all, just nice green leaves. Now, I don’t own a fig tree but some of you do. I read somewhere that fig trees begin to bear figs before they produce the first leaves of spring. I have never seen that, but I do know that figs are an early summer crop and the fruit starts to show very early in the spring. The fig tree that Jesus went to for breakfast was showing all the signs of good fruit but was instead barren. Signs of fruitfulness but no fruit, keep that in mind.

In the very next section beginning at verse twenty-three we find Jesus teaching in the temple courts. The chief priests and the elders of the people come to him and demand to know by what authority he is doing these things. Now their intent was to disgrace him and oust him from the temple. Their question was a set-up. They knew he didn’t have priestly authority to be teaching there, it would have come from them, and they wouldn’t have given it.


Jesus didn’t give them a direct answer but instead promised to tell them where His authority came from if they would answer a question for Him. Sounded fair to them. “John’s baptism”, He asked, “where did it come from? Was it from heaven, or from men?” The question was a hot potato for the temple leaders because the people were divided about John’s authority to baptize. If they answered “it came from heaven” then they would have no excuse for not being baptized by John and half their following would leave them. If they answered “it came from men” even more would walk and some of them would drag them out into the street. It was a lose, lose question! So they avoided the question, “We don’t know.” Now, if they had been twenty-first century politicians they would have used the art of ambiguation. They would have given Jesus a long answer that would have completed obfuscated the issue for those who were listening. 

“Ambiguation” is a made-up word that means the art of splitting “yes” or “no” into a plethora of words without ever committing oneself to either a yes or no answer. We have 36 more days until we can vote for our new president. I don’t know about you but I’m not too sure I can stand another month of political ambiguation. You rarely ever hear a politician answer “yes” or “no” to any question. Politicians are skilled in the use of ambiguous language. For instance, a politician would never say “I oppose taxes” and leave it there. But politicians might say “I oppose taxes that hinder economic growth.” (I don’t know for sure but I suspect all of our presidential candidates have said something similar, but with a lot more words.) “I oppose taxes that hinder economic growth.” Nobody would want to fight with that statement, but some will think he opposes taxes in general, because they hinder economic growth. Others may think she opposes only those taxes that she believes will hinder economic growth. Therefore people who want additional taxes are happy and people who want less taxes are happy, and the politician is happy because he might have all your votes. And we don’t really know how he feels about taxes. Ambiguation! Now, not everything about ambiguation is bad.

Martin E. Marty, professor of modern Christian history at the University of Chicago, (in town speaking this week), might say ambiguation should be a spiritual gift because those who use it best “keep us from killing each other”. Think about that for a moment. Whenever we draw a line in the sand it is an invitation to fight. A firm “yes” or “no” can be seen as that line in the sand, and the battle begins. Politicians, who are elected by yes votes, are masters at avoiding lines in the sand. Sometimes we need to be careful about that too.

If Jesus were here today and running for president he wouldn’t have the chance of a squirrel on a freeway of winning. As far as I can tell Jesus was never ambiguous about anything. In Matthew 5:37 Jesus said we should let our “yes be yes, and our no, no; anything beyond this comes from the evil one”. Zounds! Based on that, all our politicians are full of the devil! In Matthew 10:34 Jesus said, “I did not come to bring peace, but a sword”. More than anything else about Him, his determination to say exactly what He thought hastened his crucifixion. So, as Christians, disciples of Jesus, how are we to live? This reading from Matthew twenty-one gives us some very clear direction when it comes to talk and actions; always be honest and always do what you say you are going to do. Never say “yes” or “no” and then fail to live up to your word. Don’t present yourselves as one thing but be something else.

Which brings us back to the fig tree. Why did Jesus wither the fig tree? He withered it because it looked like it had fruit, it should have had fruit, but it didn’t have fruit. What was Jesus’ greatest disappointment with the chief priests and elders, the same as the fig tree. They looked like God’s people, they talked like God’s people, but they didn’t live like God’s people, no fruit.

Now I would like to just leave it right there, critizing those people of long ago. But withering is what will happen to every professing Christian and every church that isn’t producing fruit for God. That church may look green and healthy to outsiders but if it isn’t producing fruit for God it will wither from the inside out. The person who claims to be a Christian but lives like the devil will find life withering all about him. James addressed this same issue when he wrote, “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says!” (James 1:22) Jesus pointed out the hypocrisy in some of His followers who called Him “Lord” but disregarded His teachings. They were producing no fruit.

When I was a teen I belonged to a church just about the size of St. Timothy. One of the elders of that church was a work friend of my dad. Almost without exception, every Sunday morning, that elder would greet me at the sanctuary door and ask how my dad was, and then swear to me he was going to invite my dad to worship that very week. And he never did, not one time. It didn’t take me long before I realized this elder of the church was lying to me, just saying what he thought a good elder should say. I hated his guts! The great Anglican evangelist John Ryle wrote, “Open sin and avowed unbelief no doubt slays thousands, but profession without practice slays tens of thousands”.  The most frequent criticism of us by those outside the church is that we are hypocrites. Could that be because we don’t live out there what we say we believe while in here? Of coarse it is! If we belong to Jesus, we will produce spiritual fruit, and if we do not produce spiritual fruit, we do not belong to Jesus, its just that simple. We can call Him “Lord, Lord” all the day long but if we don’t live like He is our Lord then He isn’t, and heaven isn’t our home either.

The bible is very clear about what spiritual fruit looks like. Living obediently to God’s commands is the first fruit of course, living a life that honors God. The other spiritual fruits spring from that obedience. Paul names them in Galatians 5:22-23; “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control”. All of these things show in how we deal with each other here and out there in the world tomorrow. These are evidences of God’s Spirit, fruit of the Spirit of God in our lives. If we don’t reflect those fruits in our daily lives but claim to be Christian, is it any wonder people label us hypocritical?

Now, I don’t want you to think I am saying that if you fail to keep God’s commands and don’t always exhibit these fruits that you are a complete failure and possibly not even saved. If that were the case none of us here today would have a chance. God expects us to do our best to follow His pattern for holiness, but God also knows that throughout this life we will have occasions when we won’t live like children of God. We are not perfect, we will let Him down again and again. That is where Grace comes in. Grace is undeserved forgiveness, another chance, Godly understanding of our deportment, without making exceptions to the rules. Like the perfect father He is, God has perfect expectations of us and clear markers for success, but continues to love us when we don’t match His expectations. As disciples of Jesus and lovers of God we spend our lives doing our very best to be obedient to God and live so that people experience love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control in us as a rule. When we fail in one or more of these things, we admit it, apologize and try again.

God will always put His emphasis on your heart, your desires. He knows what you want to do. He knows how hard you are trying to do His will. And He also knows when how you appear is just a mask hiding the absence of His love. Our challenge from Jesus is to be the child of God who says “yes” and then lives our yes. Amen.
