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APPENDIX 3 
 

THE USE OF “ALL THE TREES” IN THE PARABLE OF THE FIG TREE 
IN LUKE 21:29 HAS NO SYMBOLIC MEANING 

 
We mentioned earlier that Luke records that Jesus used the phrase “all the trees” or “all the other trees” when 
He gave the parable of the fig tree: 
 

Then he told them a parable: “Look at the fig tree and all the other trees (Luke 21:29 NET). 
 
We asked the question: if the fig tree supposedly represents Israel, then what does “all the other trees” mean?  
 
Our conclusion was that this parable was a simple illustration from nature, namely one that His disciples were 
certainly aware of. Simply put, as you see the fig tree, as well as the other trees, put forth their leaves, then you 
know that summer is near. In the same manner, when you see all of these signs come to pass, then you know 
that the Kingdom of God is near at hand. 
 
We Are Going To Go Into More Detail 
 
It is necessary for us to go into a little more detail in explaining this verse. To the point, while there are well-
meaning people who try to make both the fig tree and all the trees symbolic, the evidence is clear that what we 
have in this context is a proverbial saying by Jesus. In other words, there is no reason for us to look for some 
symbolic meaning for these trees. We will make three observations.  
 
First, we will examine how Jesus uses the word parable as recorded by Luke. Second, we will note how the 
context demands that we understand this parable is an illustration from nature. Third, Jesus’ illustrations always 
dealt with the real world, never with fables. Therefore, we should not look to such passages as Judges 9 where 
there is a fable about talking trees to claim that trees are representative of nations. 
 
OBSERVATION 1: JESUS’ USE OF THE WORD PARABLE IN LUKE  

IS OFTEN AS A PROVERBIAL SAYING 
 
When one examines the use of the word parable in Luke’s gospel, they will find that it is often used as a 
proverbial saying. In other words, there is no symbolic meaning to the words, it is merely a straightforward 
well-known saying. For example, we read the following: 
 

Jesus said to them, “No doubt you will quote to me the proverb, ‘Physician, heal yourself!’ and say, ‘What 
we have heard that you did in Capernaum, do here in your hometown too.’” (Luke 4:23 NET). 

 
First we should note that the NET Bible translates the Greek word parable in this context as “proverb.”  
 
The Exegetical Guide To The Greek New Testament, which examines every word and phrase in the Greek text and 
explains their meaning in context, had this to say about the use of parable in Luke 4:23: 
 

In this context παραβολήν [parable] refers to a proverbial saying (Alan J. Thompson, Exegetical Guide To The 
Greek New Testament, Luke, BH Academic Press, Nashville, 2016, p. 75). 

 
We find another example of Jesus using the word parable to refer to a proverbial saying in Luke 5:35: 
 

He also told them a parable: “No one tears a patch from a new garment and sews it on an old garment. If 
he does, he will have torn the new, and the piece from the new will not match the old (Luke 5:35 NET). 
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We read the following comment in the Exegetical Guide: 
 
As with 4:23, παραβολήν [parable] in this context refers to a proverbial saying (BDAG 759c). (Thompson, 
Exegetical Guide, p. 95). 
 

They reference BDAG. This is the standard Greek lexicon, or dictionary, for the New Testament. It stands for 
Bauer, Danker, Arndt, Gingrich, the compilers of the lexicon. 
 
There is a further illustration found in Luke 6:39: 
 

He also told them a parable: “Someone who is blind cannot lead another who is blind, can he? (Luke 6:39 
NET). 
 

Again, the Exegetical Guide recognizes that this is another use of the word parable referring to a proverbial saying: 
 

Παραβολήν in this context refers to a proverbial saying … BDAG 759c; cf. 4:23; 5:36 (Thompson, Exegetical 
Guide, p. 109). 

 
When we come to the parable of fig tree in Luke 21:29, we read the following comment from the Exegetical 
Guide: 
 

For this use of παραβολή (parable) see 4:23; 5:36; 6:39 (cf. 8:4). (Thompson, Exegetical Guide, p. 335). 
 
In other words, we have another proverbial saying by Jesus in the parable of the fig tree and all the trees. 
 
Therefore, in each of these four specific instances in Luke, we have the word parable referring to a well-known 
saying, namely a proverb. Recognizing this, we should not look for some symbolic meaning of the terms fig 
tree or all the trees in Luke 21:29. 
 
OBSERVATION 2: LOOKING CLOSELY AT THE CONTEXT UNDERSCORES  

IT IS A SIGN FROM NATURE 
 
As we look carefully at each word, or phrase, in this verse, we will find further reasons for not attaching any 
symbolic meanings to the words fig tree and all the trees. We can summarize the meaning of them as follows: 
 
Look 
 
This word is a command in Greek! His disciples are to pay close attention to something. 
 
at the fig tree and all the other trees 
 
Namely, look at how a fig tree, and other trees, normally operate in nature. 
 
when (as soon as) 
 
The word translated “when” indicates this is referring to something that is temporal. In other words, “as soon 
as.” This is the beginning of the proverbial saying. 
 
they sprout leaves 
 
In another comprehensive work on the Greek text of the gospel of Luke, this particular Greek word προβάλωσιν 
(pro ball oh sin), translated as “they sprout leaves,” is explained as follows:   
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Here, “to begin vegetative growth, with special emphasis upon the sprouting of leaves” (LN 23.195). 
(Martin M. Cully, Mikeal C. Parsons, Joshua J. Stigall, Luke, A Handbook To The Greek Text, Baylor 
University Press, 2010, p. 656). 
 

In other words, as soon as you see the leaves sprouting 
 
you see for yourselves 
 
At that time, they can observe this natural event that consistently occurs each spring. 
 
know 
 
This is another command for them to pay close attention. From this normal occurrence, they should recognize 
the following. 
 
that summer is now near. 
 
Namely, summer is about to arrive. This is something that each of them would all be familiar with. Hence, it 
was a proverbial saying. 
 
In the same manner 
 
This adverb here in Greek οὕτως (who toes) makes an important connection. It is indicating the following: as 
they see the leaves sprouting, which is a natural occurrence, there will be a comparison they can make to what 
He had previously revealed about the signs of the end. 
 
when you see all these things come to pass 
 
As the sprouting of the leaves of the fig tree indicates summer is near, in the same manner, when people see all 
these things, namely the signs He has just talked about… 
 
know 
 
There is something that they should then know, something they should understand.   
 
that the Kingdom of God is near 
 
Namely, when they see all the signs that He has just predicted, it is like the fig tree and all the trees act in the 
spring, an indication that God’s kingdom is near.  
 
In sum, this proverbial statement only works if we understand the fig tree and all the trees as an illustration of 
something that happens in nature. The disciples must literally understand what happens in the spring to the fig 
trees and the rest of the trees to understand that how that indicates His kingdom is near. Hence, there is nothing 
in this illustration of Jesus that the words fig tree and all the trees are meant to symbolize something else. 
 
OBSERVATION 3 WE SHOULD UNDERSTAND THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN A FABLE AND A 

PARABLE: JESUS NEVER TOLD FABLES 
 
Finally, we must also respond to the claim that Scripture does give us an example of a symbolic use of trees, it 
is found in Judges 9 in the fable of Jotham. This passage has been maintained to indicate that Jesus’ use of trees 
in this parable of the fig tree and all the tree may have been a symbolic reference to Israel and other nations. 
In response, a number of things should be mentioned. 
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Jesus Never Told Fables 
 
The parables which Jesus gave, as recorded in the four gospels, were illustrations from real life, namely a sower 
sowing seed, a king holding a wedding feast for his son, a bride and groom about to meet up for their wedding, 
etc. In other words, there is nothing in any of His illustrations that remotely deals with such things as talking 
trees as in the fable recorded in Judges 9.  
 
Since Jesus never resorted to telling fables we should not attempt cross reference one of His illustrations with 
a fable that someone else has given in an entirely different context.  This is especially true when we examine 
the context of Jesus’ words, as we have just done in our observations one and two.  
 
There is nothing remotely in His words to suggest that the Twelve would immediately think of the fable of 
Jotham when Jesus gave the lesson from the fig tree and all the trees. Furthermore, a fable is NOT a parable. 
They are two different types of literary expression. 
 
Summary  
 
When we examine Jesus’ parable of the fig tree, as recorded in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, it is found to simply 
be a well-known fact of nature that He used to illustrate as a sign of His coming. In other words, as you know 
what happens to the fig tree, and the other trees when you see begin to see foliage on them, in the same manner 
when those who are alive see all the signs that He has just given, they will also recognize that the end is near, 
namely, the Kingdom of God is about to arrive. 
 
To attempt to make the fig tree represent Israel, and the other trees represent something like other nations, is 
completely foreign to the context. In addition, the use of the word parable in Luke and the use of the fig tree 
and other trees in Scripture do not provide the slightest justification of interpreting the passage symbolically 
rather than a simple illustration from nature. 
 
We could also mention that the “talking trees” in Jotham’s fable were not symbolic of nations, but rather of 
the misguided evil rulers of one of the areas in Israel, Shechem. Therefore, it is incorrect to say that trees in 
Scripture represent nations. They do not. 
 
Coupled with our two previous appendices, that the fig tree is never used in Scripture to represent Israel and 
the phrase “this generation” has a number of possible meanings, it should be clear that this parable given by 
Jesus should NEVER be used to attempt to calculate the time of His return.  
 
Thomas R. Schreiner in the Illustrated Bible Commentary has summed it up well: 
 

The parable of the fig tree (21:29–33) is easy to comprehend. Just as the appearance of leaves on a tree 
shows that summer is near, so too the signs previously described indicate that the coming of the Son of 
Man is near (Thomas R. Schreiner, Illustrated Bible Commentary on Luke 21:29-33). 

 


