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Luke 13:6-9 (NIV)

Then he told this parable: “A man had a fig tree growing in his vineyard, and he went to look for
fruit on it but did not find any. So he said to the man who took care of the vineyard, ‘For three
years now I’ve been coming to look for fruit on this fig tree and haven’t found any. Cut it down!
Why should it use up the soil?’

“‘Sir,’ the man replied, ‘leave it alone for one more year, and I’ll dig around it and fertilize it. If
it bears fruit next year, fine! If not, then cut it down.’”

><> ><> ><> ><> ><> ><> ><>

Today we will be exploring what to me is one of the more unusual parables in the Bible as we
continue our sermon series on the parables of Jesus. Today we will be diving into what is known
as the parable of the barren fig tree.

One of the things that is always good to do when studying scripture is to see what comes before
the scripture and what comes after it. It’s good to look and see if it’s a part of a bigger narrative,
or discover that it stands alone on its own.

In doing so today we find that Jesus is telling this parable in response to some things that happen
right before the scripture we read today. If we go back to the beginning of the chapter, we find
this:

“Now there were some present at that time who told Jesus about the Galileans whose blood
Pilate had mixed with their sacrifices.”  –  Luke 13:1

Say what? What in the world does that mean? Well, we need to explore a little first century
history to understand this. Here is what most of the experts who know such things believe.
Galileans, of course, means that they were from Galilee, the area way at the top and the west side
of the Sea of Galilee. Nazareth, where Jesus was raised, for example, is in Galilee.

1



Well there was a group of people from Galilee that didn’t like the Roman military and
government oppressing them and being in control of that whole area. So they took a stand,
basically saying they serve God and nobody else. They were led by a man named Judas
Gaulonites, and they put their foot down, drew a line in the sand, and started singing that Twisted
Sister song, “We’re not gonna take it, No we’re not gonna take it, We’re not gonna take it,
Anymooooooooore.” (Now you have that song stuck in your head, don’t you?)

Well as you can imagine, this behavior didn’t go over well with the Roman authorities. So Pilate,
who was the Roman leader over the geographic area that included Jerusalem, ordered the
rebellion to be dealt with. When the rebellious Galileans came to the temple in Jerusalem and
offered their sacrifices, which is what all good Jewish people did at the time, Pilate had the
soldiers kill them. In doing so, the blood of the Galileans mixed with the blood of their sacrifices,
their cattle, sheep, and goats. And for Jewish people at the time that was worse than bad. They
had some serious theology about blood (“the life… is in the blood”) and having human blood
mixed with animal blood was one of the most horrible things that could happen.

Now one of the prevailing Jewish thoughts that we see throughout the Old Testament writings is
that when bad things happen to people, it must be God punishing them for their sin. As one of
my seminary professors summarized it, “If you do good, you get good. If you do bad, you get
bad.”

So the Jewish people, and particularly the Jewish religious leaders of the time, thought that the
group of Galileans must have committed some super horrible sins if God was not only punishing
them with death but also by having their blood mixed with animal blood.

Okay, so now we know what the people who were addressing Jesus (probably Jewish religious
leaders, although the Bible doesn’t specifically say that) were talking about. Why did God punish
these Galileans so severely?

Jesus responds with this: “Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other
Galileans because they suffered this way? I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all
perish.”  –  Luke 13:2-3

Okay, Jesus shoots down the theory that they were horrible sinners. But he doesn’t stop there.

“Or those eighteen who died when the tower in Siloam fell on them—do you think they were
more guilty than all the others living in Jerusalem? I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too
will all perish.”  –  Luke 13:4-5
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Now Siloam was a neighborhood just south of Jerusalem. The Bible talks about the pool of
Siloam, where Jesus heals a blind man. So it was in that area that a tower, for reasons that are not
given, collapsed, killing 18 people.

Jesus is saying that God didn’t kill those 18 people because of their sins. Bad stuff happens to
good people. The same is true today. And as he is talking about all these things, he repeats twice,
“But unless you repent, you too will all perish.” Jesus is talking about repentance.

So all that is the setup to the parable he tells about the fig tree.

Fig trees were important back in the first century. Not only are figs delicious, but by drying them
they can be easily preserved, thereby providing food throughout the year, not just during the
growing season.

At the parsonage in Jacksonville we had a fig tree in the backyard. Oh, those figs were so good!
When a whole bunch of them were ripe we would pick them cut them in two, and the put them in
our dehydrator and dry them. They were an awesome snack, even in the dead of winter when
nothing grew.

So Jesus is telling about the fig tree. The man that owned it was frustrated with it because it had
not produced fruit in three years. That’s a long time for a tree not to produce fruit. So, frustrated
with it, he told the worker to cut it down. He didn’t want it taking up valuable space and
depriving the other plants in the vineyard of water and nutrients. So cut it down and use it for
firewood. (By the way, for you BBQ people out there, fig wood is great to smoke with. I’m
serious. Try it!)

But the worker persuades the owner to give the tree another chance. “...leave it alone for one
more year, and I’ll dig around it and fertilize it. If it bears fruit next year, fine! If not, then cut it
down.”  – Luke 13:8-9

Okay, so Jesus is talking about repentance, and then tells this parable of the fig tree that doesn’t
produce fruit. So what does it mean?

The beautiful thing about scripture is that the Holy Spirit works within each one of us to interpret
the scripture as the Spirit sees fit. Two people can read the same scripture and get different
understandings from it. And I think that is totally cool. (“Cool” is a theological word, by the
way.)

Here’s what I perceive from the scripture: God is the orchard owner. Jesus is the man who takes
care of the vineyard. And we are the fig tree.
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God really is the owner of everything. We might live with an illusion that we “own” things, as
we pay money for cars, houses, etc., but the reality is that we’re only renters. As the ol’ Jim
Reeves song says, “This world is not my home; I'm just a-passing through; My treasures are laid
up; Somewhere beyond the blue…”

We are a-passing through. But in doing so, we, like the fig tree, are to bear fruit. Jesus tends to
us, gives us what we need to be fruitful, but it’s up to us to bear fruit.

So what does it mean to “bear fruit”? Well, one way to think about this is by looking at the end
of Matthew’s Gospel. In the 28th chapter Jesus tells his disciples, “Therefore go and make
disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.”  –  Matthew 28:19-20

As disciples of Jesus, we are to make disciples of Jesus. Too often we focus inwardly with our
faith, erroneously thinking that it’s just between “me and Jesus.” And there is a facet of faith in
which that is true. But we are also called to share the Good News.

You know when something real exciting happens in your life you just want to tell folks about it. I
know many of you here are grandparents. In the old days grandpa would take out his wallet and
show all the photos he kept stored in there. Nowadays with cell phones it’s, “Wait till you see my
grandchild! Here, I have some photos on my phone. Now let me see if I can figure out how to
show them on this phone…”?

We are excited and want to share the good news! And likewise when it comes to being a disciple
of Jesus Christ we should be excited and want to share the Good News. It is exciting. To quote
the Pointer Sisters, “I'm so excited, and I just can't hide it.” (Now you have THAT song stuck in
your head, right?) We are not to be the “frozen chosen.” Nope, we are to be excited, so excited
that we just can’t keep our faith to ourselves. We are to share it with others.

Another way we can “bear fruit” is by working to produce the fruit of the spirit found in the
Bible. We find them in Paul’s writings in the fifth chapter of Galatians.

First Paul lists things that are NOT fruit of the spirit. “The acts of the flesh are obvious: sexual
immorality, impurity and debauchery; idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of
rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like.  –
Galatians 5:19-21
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Yeah, none of those things are good. But then he lists the fruit of the spirit: “But the fruit of the
Spirit is love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and
self-control.”  –  Galatians 5:22-23

Those things ARE good. Those things are holy. That is the kind of fruit we are to produce.

You know God as being God has every right to have us “cut down” if we don’t bear fruit. We are
deserving of death because we are sinners. But though it is within his power to smite us if he so
desires, God doesn’t do that. No. Jesus intercedes for us, just as he interceded for us on the cross.
He who was perfect carried the burdens and paid the ultimate price for those of us who are
sinful. “Give him/her some more time,” Jesus says, “I’ll work on them. I’ll give them the
fertilizer of the Holy Spirit and the water of their baptism and see if I can get them to bear fruit.”

My dad was a big gardener. He owned 10 acres where he lived near Rusk, Texas, and about half
of that was his garden. He planted all kinds of things just to see if he could grow them and
produce things to eat with them. For example, he successfully grew pawpaw trees, globe
artichokes and Jerusalem artichokes (which are so different I have no idea why they share a
name).

Every winter he would get dozens of seed catalogs. He would go through, pick out the seeds he
wanted, and then order them. When they came in he would plant them and keep them inside his
house until it was warm enough to plant them outdoors.

One early spring we were talking and I was asking about his garden and how it was doing. He
said it was doing well, that he had been picking collard greens and turnip greens, but that he was
frustrated with his broccoli plants. I asked why and he said that while the plants were very
vigorous and growing strong and tall, they weren’t producing any broccoli florets. It was all
plant, no broccoli. He couldn't figure it out.

So he fertilized the plants and watered them more, and they grew well and were healthy and tall,
but still no broccoli. This went on for weeks.

He said he was so frustrated with them that he was ready to chop them down and get the dirt
ready to plant some summer crops, but they looked so healthy that he couldn’t bring himself to
follow through with it.

And then one day a couple of weeks later we were talking and he said, “I found out why I wasn’t
getting any broccoli off of my plants.”

“Really”? I said, wondering if it had been the soil, the fertilizer, the weather, insects, deer, etc.
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“Yeah,” he said. “They aren’t producing broccoli because they are Brussels sprouts plants.”

Somehow they got mislabeled when he planted the seeds, and as much as he wanted them to
produce broccoli, there was no way they could do that. They were Brussels sprouts.

As disciples of Christ, are we bearing fruit? Are we trying to spiritually produce broccoli while
nurturing Brussels sprouts plants? Sometimes people claim to be Christian, and yet their words
and more importantly their actions speak otherwise. We don’t bear the fruit that God wants us to
bear.

Sometimes we consider our faith to be a personal thing and therefore we keep it to ourselves. We
just want to go to church every now and then but not get involved in any other way. We don’t
want to go to Sunday School, don’t want to go to Bible study, don’t want to volunteer with one
of the many ministries of the church.

When we are doing that we are like the fig tree that doesn’t produce fruit.

Remember that Jesus says twice in this parable, “But unless you repent, you too will all perish.”

The word “repent” has gotten a bad rap in our society. The word brings to mind an image of
someone standing on a street corner of a city with a cardboard sign that says in all caps,
“REPENT! THE END IS NEAR!”

But the word is a good word if you remove all the negative connotations. The word in its
simplest forms means to turn around, to stop the direction you are going, and turn around and go
in the opposite direction.

As Christians we are to repent of our sins. We are to ask God to forgive us when we fall short,
when we mess up, and yes, when we don’t produce fruit. Jesus, the gardener, intervenes on our
behalf. And God, being the God of second chances, gives us other chances.

So my challenge to you this week is twofold.

First, I want you to repent. Repentance is not a bad thing. It’s not about feeling guilty or beating
ourselves up for choices we have made. It’s simply and sincerely apologizing to God and asking
for forgiveness.

Secondly, I want you to bear fruit. Don’t just be a disciple, but make disciples. Tell others of the
difference Jesus Christ has made in your life. Make new friends, and then invite those friends to
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church. Don’t be shy about sharing your faith with others. Don’t be like the barren fig tree. Bear
fruit.

And remember that if you want to grow broccoli, then you need to plant broccoli seeds.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, Amen.
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