
What does the fig tree represent in Mark 11? 
The image is taken from the Old Testament symbol of the fig tree 
representing Israel, and the cursing of the fig tree in Mark and Matthew and the 
parallel story in Luke are thus symbolically directed against the Jews, who have not 
accepted Jesus as king. 
What does the fig tree represent? 
The first is the Tree of life and the second is the Tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil. Adam and Eve used the leaves of the fig tree to sew garments for themselves 
after they ate the "fruit of the Tree of knowledge" (Genesis 2:16–17), when they 
realized that they were naked (Genesis 3:7). 
What is the lesson of the fig tree? 
In either case, the parable reflects Jesus offering a chance for repentance and 
forgiveness of sin, showing his grace toward his believers. "These three years" 
logically refers to the period of Jesus' ministry, or simply that is the period it took 
for a fig tree to bear fruit. 
When Jesus curses the fig tree this is a symbol of? 
The image is taken from the Old Testament symbol of the fig tree representing 
Israel, and the cursing of the fig tree in Mark and Matthew and the parallel story in 
Luke are thus symbolically directed against the Jews, who have not 
accepted Jesus as king. 

Why Did Jesus Curse The Fig Tree? 

By Noel Goetz 

The account begins the day following Jesus entering Jerusalem on what we call 
“Palm Sunday”, days before Jesus would be crucified. On the previous day he had 
visited the temple and saw everything going on at His Father’s (God’s) house. He 
saw the buying, selling and merchandising – the great sin of the priests who were 
profiting and taking advantage of pilgrims who were faithfully coming to celebrate 
Passover. After spending the night in Bethany it goes on to say: 

The next day as they were leaving Bethany, Jesus was hungry. Seeing in the 
distance a fig tree in leaf, he went to find out if it had any fruit. When he 
reached it, he found nothing but leaves, because it was not the season for figs. 
Then he said to the tree, “May no one ever eat fruit from you again.” (Mark 
11:12-14) 



Later ‘that’ day the account goes on to say that he went to the temple and cast the 
money changers and merchandisers out, turning over their tables. 

Now it probably seems strange that Jesus cursed a tree just because he was hungry 
and was disappointed, but we’d be missing out on what Jesus was teaching His 

disciples if we didn’t look closer. 

The significance of the Breba crop 

Did you know that many fig trees bear more than just one crop? There is 
something we today call a ‘Breba’ crop, or an ‘out of season’ crop. 

The Breba crop is produced on ‘a mature branch’ the previous year’s wood, unlike 
the main crop of figs that grow on the current year’s new, green wood. The Breba 
crop is small in number but often produces the very largest, sweet figs, a time 
when no other tree is anywhere close to ripening fruit. 

You see, the leafy tree in the distance was holding out the promise of fruit 
(blessing… sustenance… life). People had gone all winter without fresh fruit and 
looked forward to these ‘Breba’ figs, so of course Jesus fully and rightfully expected 
that the tree would naturally have early fruit growing on ‘a mature branch’. 

But there is always more to the story isn’t there? 

Jesus was “expecting to find fruit” from the mature wood, and at a time when it 
was most desired in early spring (at about the time of Passover) and because it was 
expected and sent him away hungry, it was a tree holding out promise, but upon 
further investigation it was found lacking. It was a fig tree that didn’t provide what 
it was created to provide. 

Created to bear good fruit 

When Jesus had entered Jerusalem the previous day, he was expecting to find the 
religious leaders feeding spiritual fruit to the hungry pilgrims, many of whom had 
come to the Passover celebration to find sustenance. They came to the temple 
expecting to be fed, but only found disappointment.  
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The religious leaders who were ordained (created) to feed them the good things of 
God, presented themselves like early leaves; holding out the promise of fruit, but 
they were in fact fruitless. Instead of providing nourishment, they were taking 
advantage of the people and sending them away hungry – just as Jesus was left 
hungry by the fruitless fig tree. 

Jesus was conveying both a prophetic and practical message to his disciples: If you 
are created to bear good fruit, but are rebellious and refuse to bear fruit, you will 
be cursed. His words were, “May no one ever eat fruit from you again.” (Mark 
11:14) 

“I am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in me and I in you, you will 
bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing. If you do not remain in 
me, you are like a branch that is thrown away and withers; such branches are 
picked up, ‘thrown into the fire and burned’. (John 15:5-6) 

Many people wander about in our world, hungry for the things of God. As we 
know, you and I were created and equipped to bear good fruit – both the early and 
hungrily anticipated ‘Breba’ crop and likewise the ‘main season’ sustaining crop; so 
that no one, not a single person, should ever have to go away hungry. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Question: "Why did Jesus curse the fig tree?" 

 
Answer: The account of Jesus cursing the barren fig tree is found in two different gospel 
accounts. First, it is seen in Matthew 21:18-22, and then also in Mark 11:12-14. While there are 
slight differences between the two accounts, they are easily reconciled by studying the passages. 
Like all Scripture, the key to understanding this passage comes from understanding the context 
in which it happened. In order to properly understand this passage, we must first look at the 
chronological and geographical setting. For example, when did this occur, what was the setting, 
and where did it happen? Also, in order to fully understand this passage, we need to have an 
understanding of the importance of the fig tree as it relates to the nation of Israel and 
understand how the fig tree is often used in the Scriptures to symbolically represent Israel. 
Finally, we must have a basic understanding of the fig tree itself, its growing seasons, etc. 
 
First, in looking at the general chronological setting of the passage, we see that it happened 
during the week before His crucifixion. Jesus had entered Jerusalem a day earlier amid the praise 
and worship of the Jewish people who were looking to Him as the King/Messiah who was going 
to deliver them from Roman occupation (Matthew 21:1-11; Mark 11:1-11). 
 Now, the next day, Jesus is again on His way to Jerusalem from where He was staying in 
Bethany. On His way, both Matthew and Mark record that He was hungry and saw a fig tree in 
the distance that had leaves on it (Mark 11:13). Upon coming to the tree expecting to find 
something to eat, Jesus instead discovered that the fig tree had no fruit on it and cursed the tree 
saying, “May no fruit ever come from you again!” (Matthew 21:19; Mark 11:14). 
 
 Matthew records the cursing and the withering of the fig tree all in one account and includes it 
after the account of Jesus cleansing the Temple of the moneychangers. Mark explains that it 
actually took place over two days, with Jesus cursing the fig tree the first day on the way to 
cleanse the Temple, and the disciples seeing the tree withered on the second day when they 
were again going to Jerusalem from Bethany (Mark 11:12-14 and Mark 11:19-20). Of course, 
upon seeing the tree “withered from the roots up,” the disciples were amazed, as that would 
have normally taken several weeks. 
 
Having reviewed the general chronological setting of the story, we can begin to answer some of 
many questions that are often asked of it. First of all is the question, Why did Jesus curse the fig 
tree if it was not the right season for figs? The answer to this question can be determined by 
studying the characteristics of fig trees. The fruit of the fig tree generally appears before the 
leaves, and, because the fruit is green it blends in with the leaves right up until it is almost ripe. 
Therefore, when Jesus and His disciples saw from a distance that the tree had leaves, they would 
have expected it to also have fruit on it even though it was earlier in the season than what would 
be normal for a fig tree to be bearing fruit. Also, each tree would often produce two to three 
crops of figs each season. 
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 There would be an early crop in the spring followed by one or two later crops. In some parts of 
Israel, depending on climate and conditions, it was also possible that a tree might produce fruit 
ten out of twelve months. This also explains why Jesus and His disciples would be looking for 
fruit on the fig tree even if it was not in the main growing season. The fact that the tree already 
had leaves on it even though it was at a higher elevation around Jerusalem, and therefore would 
have been outside the normal season for figs, would have seemed to be a good indication that 
there would also be fruit on it. 
 
As to the significance of this passage and what it means, the answer to that is again found in the 
chronological setting and in understanding how a fig tree is often used symbolically to represent 
Israel in the Scriptures. First of all, chronologically, Jesus had just arrived at Jerusalem amid great 
fanfare and great expectations, but then proceeds to cleanse the Temple and curse the barren 
fig tree. Both had significance as to the spiritual condition of Israel. With His cleansing of the 
Temple and His criticism of the worship that was going on there (Matthew 21:13; Mark 11:17), 
Jesus was effectively denouncing Israel’s worship of God. With the cursing of the fig tree, He was 
symbolically denouncing Israel as a nation and, in a sense, even denouncing unfruitful 
“Christians” (that is, people who profess to be Christian but have no evidence of a relationship 
with Christ). 
 
 
The presence of a fruitful fig tree was considered to be a symbol of blessing and prosperity for 
the nation of Israel. Likewise, the absence or death of a fig tree would symbolize judgment and 
rejection. Symbolically, the fig tree represented the spiritual deadness of Israel, who while very 
religious outwardly with all the sacrifices and ceremonies, were spiritually barren because of 
their sins.  
 
By cleansing the Temple and cursing the fig tree, causing it to whither and die, Jesus was 
pronouncing His coming judgment of Israel and demonstrating His power to carry it out. It also 
teaches the principle that religious profession and observance are not enough to guarantee 
salvation, unless there is the fruit of genuine salvation evidenced in the life of the person. James 
would later echo this truth when he wrote that “faith without works is dead” (James 2:26). 
 
 The lesson of the fig tree is that we should bear spiritual fruit (Galatians 5:22-23), not just give 
an appearance of religiosity. God judges fruitlessness, and expects that those who have a 
relationship with Him will “bear much fruit” (John 15:5-8). 
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