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Five Top Parables: The Unproductive Fig Tree 

Luke 13:6-9 
A Sermon by Rev. Bob Kells 

This week, we wrap up our sermon series on the parables of Jesus with a 

look at the parable of the unproductive fig tree.  As with other parables in 

this series, we will look at this one “from the backside”—that is from a 

perspective that we normally don’t take when listening to these stories. 

And like the other parables, Jesus used common, every day people, places 

and things to teach us a lesson about God. 

In this case, the lesson concerns the owner of a vineyard and his gardener. 

It’s a simple story: 

A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard; and he came looking or 
fruit on it and found none.  So he said to the gardener, “See here!  For 
three years I have come looking for fruit on this fig tree, and still I 
find none.  Cut it down!  Why should it be wasting the soil?”  The 
gardener replied: “Sir, let it alone for one more year, until I dig around 
it and put manure on it.  If it bears fruit next year, well and good; but 
if not, you can cut it down.” 

Most Bible scholars interpret this story as a warning to the nation of Israel, 

which had failed to fulfill its calling to follow God.   

It can also be understood as a caution to us as individuals: God expects that 

we bear fruit for the Kingdom of God.  If we do not, we may be cut off. 

In both cases, this parable is taken as one of judgment. 

Shape up!  The owner of the vineyard is coming and will treat harshly with 

those who are not productive. 

That’s the way we usually read this story. 
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But if we read it from another angle—from the backside—we can hear a 

note of hope.  For both the vineyard owner and the gardener wanted the 

same thing—productive, effective life from the fig tree. 

Death is the last option. 

The real emphasis in this parable is on life. 

This is a parable of a second chance.1 

Did you notice the way the gardener talked back to the owner in the story? 

That seems pretty bold but it’s not the first time we’ve heard something like 

this in the Bible 

Think about Moses, leading the people of Israel out of slavery in Egypt. 

There were several times in that journey when God grew tired of Israel’s 

constant turning away.  At one point, God determines to abandon them to 

their own fate: “I have seen this people, how stiff-necked they are,” God told 

Moses.  “Now let me alone, so that my wrath may burn hot against them and 

I may consume them; and of you I will make a great nation” (Exodus 32:9-

10). 

God, it seemed, was ready to give up on Israel. 

But Moses was not ready to abandon the people. 

“Turn from your fierce wrath; change your mind and do not bring disaster on 

your people,” he pleaded.  Moses reminded God of the promise God made 

with Israel, about how God would make them prosper, and their descendants 

would be “like the stars of heaven.” 

And we are told: “…the Lord changed his mind about the disaster that he 

planned to bring on his people”  (Exodus 32:14). 

Moses argued with God and God changed his mind about Israel. 

                                                
1 J. Ellsworth Kalas, Parables From the Backside, Volume 1, (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1992), 
94. 
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Moses convinced God to give Israel a second chance. 

Moses did this because he knew the character of God. 

Moses knew God was not a God of impatience and wrath.   

Rather, he knew God is the God of promise, of hope, of love and of 

covenant. 

“The Lord is compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in love” 

(Psalm 103:8). 

I think the gardener in the parable of the fig tree is a lot like Moses.   

He argued with the vineyard owner to give the tree a second chance and, it’s 

implied in the story, the owner agreed. 

So what does the parable mean—that we can change God’s mind? 

Maybe.  But maybe it’s more a case that we treat situations around us like 

they are God. 

J. Ellsworth Kalas writes in his book Parables From the Back Side: “Perhaps 

this parable can teach us, among other things, that we often give up too 

easily, and that we assume too readily that because circumstances are 

difficult, God must have ordained that they be that way.”2 

When we do that, we usually chalk it up to “God’s will.” 

“Everything happens for a reason,” we’ll say, implying God was behind it. 
But there are plenty of things that happen in our world which are not God’s 

will.   

In fact, we live in a world that is in rebellion against God. 

We have only to look at the evening news or scan the headlines of the 

morning paper to understand that the stories of violence, oppression, abuse, 

poverty, hunger and dehumanization, clearly are not God’s will for our 

world. 

                                                
2 Ibid., 96. 
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This rebellion against God is not new—it’s as old as humanity. 

At times, it seems we are living on the “Eve of Destruction,” to quote a song 

that was popular in the 1960s, a time when the world seemed to be falling 

apart.   

But in a sense, humanity has always lived on the edge, with some threat 

hanging over us. 

Centuries ago it was the plague, which devastated Europe and other parts of 

the world.  More recently, in the 20th century, the threat of nuclear war hung 

over the entire world.  It still does.   

Today epidemics and terrorism are the fears that preoccupy our minds. 

Many times we’ll look at the world situation, and our own lives too, and 

conclude that nothing can be done: 

- Millions of people are starving in Africa, and that’s just the way it is; 
it’ll never change. 

- In this country, drugs kill thousands of people every year; but the drug 
cartels are too big, we can’t do anything about it. 

We reach a point of despair.   

And when things get bad enough, as in the story, we’re ready to throw up 

our arms and say with the landowner: “Cut it down!” 

But then, a gardener comes along to remind us there is still hope; saying, 

“give it another year.”  J. Ellsworth Kalas tells the story one such gardener: 

William Booth was a member of the Methodist New Connexion in 
England, Booth and his wife Catherine felt they were called to serve 
in the city slums of England.  Their denomination, which had a history 
of helping meet human needs, was not happy about this call.  And 
when Booth insisted on street preaching, the New Connexion 
dismissed him, apparently forgetting that their founder, John Wesley, 
had come into a great ministry over a century before through outdoor 
preaching.   
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The New Connexion thought Booth was “out of the will of God” 
because of his approach to ministry.  He talked back to the system, the 
powers that be, questioning the ways things had always been done.  
Booth was a gardener who determined to give the fig tree another 
year, whether his denomination liked it or not.3 

It’s people like William Booth who give me hope. 

People like him should give us all hope because they are the gardeners who 

look at the mess of the world and say: “give it a second chance.” 

Who are the gardeners in our lives? 

Who is it that found you, an unproductive fig tree, accepting life as it is 

because “that’s the way things are”—and then gave you hope for a new 

start? 

Who has seen the potential in you to bear fruit for living? 

For me, it was James H. Toner, a college political science professor.  
He was the hardest professor I ever had.  But I learned so much from 
him precisely because he was tough on me.  He was a gardener. 
Rev. Sandy Taylor was another gardener for me.  She saw potential 
for my life, a way forward into God’s future, when I saw only muddle 
and confusion.  She, too, was a gardener. 

Each of us can name people who were gardeners in our lives. 

But it’s Jesus who is the greatest gardener that ever lived. 

That’s because Jesus refuses to see our unfruitfulness as the final word for 

our lives.  Instead, Jesus sees us as God sees us: as beloved children with the 

potential to bear fruit for God’s Kingdom. 

This is why God is willing to “give us another year.” 

To allow the gardener Jesus to dig around our roots, so they can grow 

stronger and deeper. 

                                                
3 Paraphrased from Ibid., 98. 
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To fertilize our lives with God’s love, so that we grow in love and faith 

toward God and toward others. 

 
One last story about gardening: not long after we moved into the 
parsonage last year, someone (I think it was Bob Fahnestock) told me 
about a small rose bush at the western side of the house.  It was about 
two feet tall, mostly gray—dead, in other words—with a little green 
stump at the base of the plant.  “Don’t tear it out,” I was told, because 
the old plant still had some life in it.  I was tempted a couple of times 
to get rid of this eyesore, but I held off.  In September, I was treated to 
this sight (show slide). 

Someone took an interest in you and was a gardener in your life.  Thank 

them.  Thank God for them. 

Be a gardener for someone.   

See others as God sees us—with the potential to bear fruit for the kingdom. 

This is a real gift we can give to others. 

For the truth is we all need one more year. 

Amen. 

 


