
THE PARABLE OF THE FIG TREE  

 

Luke 13:6-9 

 [Jesus] also spoke this parable: “A certain man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard, and he came 

seeking fruit on it and found none.  Then he said to the keeper of his vineyard, ‘Look, for three years I 

have come seeking fruit on this fig tree and find none. Cut it down; why does it use up the ground?’  But 

he answered and said to him, ‘Sir, let it alone this year also, until I dig around it and fertilize it. And if it 

bears fruit, well. But if not, after that you can cut it down.’” 

  

Comparison: Matthew 21:17-19 

Then He left them [Jerusalem] and went out of the city to Bethany, and He lodged there. Now in the 

morning, as He returned to the city, He was hungry. And seeing a fig tree by the road, He came to it and 

found nothing on it but leaves, and said to it, “Let no fruit grow on you ever again.” Immediately the fig 

tree withered away. 

 

Tonight, we take up Luke’s mysterious parable of the fig tree. In order to help us think through 

this parable, I have also provided you with a cross-reference to the historical event where Christ actually 

caused a fig tree to wither in the presence of His disciples. In the Gospel of Matthew, this morbid action 

occurs immediately after Jesus cleansed the Temple and drove out the money changers. This contextual 

clue, provides us with one way to interpret the parable. So, I begin with this common interpretation before 

I move on to describe what I believe is a better way to understand the parable. The most common 

interpretation is to liken the fig tree in the parable to the nation of Israel. This interpretation is not without 

historical precedence for Israel is indeed compared to a fig tree in the book of Jeremiah (Jeremiah 24). If 

the fig tree is Israel, then the interpretation is fairly straightforward. God planted Israel in the vineyard of 

the Promised Land after uprooting them from the foreign soils of Egypt. He planted them, cared for them, 

and provided for them. Yet, while they grew up according to the form of a fruit tree, they lacked the 

function of a fruit tree. God’s original people failed to bear fruit: to trust Him and to follow Him. Instead, 

they rebelled against Him and chased after the false gods of other nations. They abandoned the Lord, so 

the Lord abandoned them. He took from them their birthright and gave it to another. Christ’s whole 

ministry can be read as one long saga of taking from the Jews and giving to the Gentiles. Notice how, 

according to Matthew, Jesus leaves Jerusalem and goes to Bethany. It’s as if He departs from the Jewish 



Synagogue to establish the Gentile Church. Jerusalem is hostile, providing no place for the Son of Man to 

lay His head; Bethany, on the other hand, is receptive providing Jesus a place to lodge and rest. So, the 

deep truth of the parable is that God will not abide apostasy forever. He will, like in the case of Pharaoh, 

turn people over to the hardness of their hearts and depart from them. God is not to be taken for granted.  

While this is indeed the most common interpretation, I have always found it to be lacking since 

God never actually abandons Israel. In the book of Romans, Paul speaks extensively about the salvation 

of both Jews and Gentiles. While Jesus indeed speaks of a New Israel in the coming eternal Kingdom, we 

should never assume that the original Israel was only a prologue without any historical worth or 

significance. Otherwise, if we interpret the parable according to its most common understanding, we are 

left with no way to argue against Anti-Semitism or Supersessionism; that is the Gentiles have replaced the 

Jews as God’s chosen people. History is full of this type of antisemitic interpretation with the Scriptures 

being used as a proof-text to justify hatred and violence. Jesus did not come to set Himself against the 

Jews as a people, but rather to set Himself against the Jewish religious authorities, who had turned God’s 

Word into a club in order to brow-beat God’s faithful into submission. Christ was set against those who 

dared to speak in the place of God a message that was not God’s. To these, Christ spoke the Law of 

condemnation. 

If we lay aside this common interpretation, what are we left with? If the fig tree in the parable is 

not Israel, then what are we to make of it? I think the secret lies in thinking more ancient. When is the fig 

tree first spoken of in Scriptures? We first hear of a fig tree right after the fall of Adam and Eve for they 

used the leaves of a fig tree to hide their nakedness. Sin brought bodily shame and the fig tree provided 

covering for that shame. The fig tree then is a symbol of death and disunion between God and man. This 

is why Jesus caused the fig tree to wither so that He could give Adam a new garment of covering: the 



garment of salvation. Christ removed the separation that existed between God and mankind by scorning 

the shame of sin in His own body. His death swallowed up death.     

So, in the parable, the barren fig tree symbolizes the period of time before the Messianic Age. 

After Adam and Eve fell into sin, the world lived in expectation. With each passing generation, the old 

was passing away and the newness of God was beginning to bloom. Throughout this period, God was 

preparing the ground, preparing His people for the coming Kingdom. Christ’s arrival marked the end of 

the old and the beginning of the new. The fig tree was now no longer needed. It could be cut down. Its 

time was at an end. If we blur the lines between the parable of the fig tree and the historical event of Christ 

causing the fig tree to wither, then the time reference becomes very meaningful to us. Notice, how Jesus 

approached the fig tree in the morning. We find our Lord at the dawn for the darkness of death has 

disappeared in Him. The glory of Christ springs upward from the dawn of the resurrection. Notice also 

the detail about Christ being hungry, but he hungered not for figs (the fruit of death), but for the fruits of 

the Spirit and the will of His Father. These are the fruits, which now drip down from the cross, our new 

and perfect tree: to this tree we go, from this tree we eat and are nourished, under this tree we find refuge 

and shade, and by this tree we live. Jesus caused the fig tree to wither, yes, but He gave us a Substitute. 

He planted the blossoming faith of the cross. The roots of the cross are on the earth, but the branches 

stretch upwards into heaven. The tree is universal, the leaves are ageless, and the fruit immortal. Amen.      


