doctrine of the fig tree

I. Introduction.

A. This doctrine is critical to the correct understanding of the prophetic word, particularly as it relates to Second Advent of Jesus Christ; that event serves as the end of the Age of Israel and ushers in the Age to Come.

B. This study will examine the use of the terms tree, trees, and most especially, the use of the term fig tree in both the Old and New Testaments.

C. It has been asserted that the fig tree can and must refer to national Israel when it is used in the context of a parable or sign; however, a careful study of the language and context of the relevant verses will demonstrate that such is not the case.

D. This doctrine may be exceedingly challenging to those that have embraced the idea that the fig tree (as referenced in the parable of the fig tree on the Mount of Olives) represents the regathering of national Israel.

1. This would then serve as a sign to the Church that it is within the final generation, but would be of little or no value to those within Daniel's 70th week, who are approaching the end of the age.

2. However, the immediate context of the Olivet discourse concerns itself initially with the destruction of the Temple, bypasses the Church Age, moves chronologically forward to events within Daniel's 70th week, and concludes with events associated with the Second Advent. 

3. For one to argue that the sign of the fig tree is directed toward Church Age believers is to ignore the immediate context of Daniel's 70th week, and begin some circular reasoning.

E. While the view that this refers to national Israel will be demonstrated to be incorrect, this fact does not alter the current understanding of dispensational realities, and the fact that Israel has been replaced by the Church as the vehicle through which God administrates His plan.

1 While Israel has been temporarily replaced by the Church as the custodian of the oracles of God, this in no way presumes that God has set Israel aside on a permanent basis.  Matt. 21:43; Rom. 11:1,5,11-12,23,25,28-29

2 As history documents, the Jews lost the second commonwealth, as they did the first commonwealth, due to their negative volition toward doctrine and their failure to produce fruit.  Dan. 9:5,6,10,11; Lk. 13:7

3 The destruction of the nation occurred within the Church age and was the fulfillment of at least two prophecies.  Dan. 9:26; Lk. 21:20-24

4 From the time of the Roman destruction in 70 AD, the Jewish people were not in possession of their national homeland for almost two thousand years.  Hos. 6:1-2

5 The land that had been promised to Abraham and his descendants languished in an unproductive state, being dominated by various Gentile powers just as the prophetic word indicated it would.  Deut. 29:22-28; Lev. 26:27-32

6 The restoration process, which a careful study of the Word of God will document, is accomplished while the Jews are still in national unbelief.  Deut. 30:1-6; Ezek. 36:22-25, 37:7-10

F. The first thing one must avoid is the well-documented tendency of students of prophecy to set dates with respect to the exact time of His coming, either His coming for the Church at the rapture, or for His coming at the Second Advent.  Matt. 24:36

G. Any suggestion that Jesus’ words were not meant to stop believers from looking for specific dates (year, month, day, hour) demonstrates that the believer has missed the spirit and intent of His words.

H. In addition, this is the precise nature of Jesus’ exhortations in the Olivet discourse, which clearly deal with the propensity toward exuberance in terms of prophetic matters, and the ease with which believers can become convinced that certain signs mean more than they actually do.  Mk. 13:5,9,32-33,35,37

I. Another extreme that should be avoided is found in the false doctrine of imminence, which states that the rapture could have occurred at any time in human history, and that the rapture generation cannot know when the Lord’s return is near.

J. One advantage (only supposed) of this position is that believers of any period of history would be looking for His coming and would, theoretically, tend to remain alert and ready.

K. However, the status of churches throughout history has demonstrated that most were not oriented to prophetic realities and did not remain alert and ready.  Rev. 2,3

L. False imminence would suggest that there are no prophetic developments that a believer could observe that would allow him to know that he was living in the last days.

1. This view suggests that all the prophetic forces, entities, signs, and personalities could be present on the planet and adjusted believers could not recognize the signs of the times.  Matt. 16:3

2. However, there are arguments from direct scriptural statement that indicate that God does not hide His activities from those who are adjusted to Him (Amos 3:7), that it is possible to see the day of the Lord approaching (Heb. 10:25), and that Christ will appear to those who are eagerly looking for His return.  Heb. 9:28

3. Therefore, if one can see the Day of the Lord approaching (first class condition, and it is presumed that he can), he can logically recognize that the end of the Church Age is approaching, since these events are only separated by 3½ years. 

M. In order to appreciate the symbolism behind the fig tree, one should have some knowledge of biblical symbolism and understand how symbolism works.

1. Although symbolism is only a portion of typology, it should be treated separately since types and symbols are not exactly identical.

a. Symbols may represent things that are past, present, or future; a symbol has no inherent reference to time.

b. This is contrasted with a type, which always prefigures something or someone in the future.

2. A symbol has two distinct elements; the mental image that represents an idea, and the idea itself.

3. The symbols that are directly interpreted by the Bible are the basis for further studies in symbolism, since the interpreter is already on clear interpretive ground.

4. When one encounters a symbol in the Bible that is not interpreted, he should approach the symbol in the following fashion.

a. Investigate the context thoroughly, since all interpretation should begin with immediate context anyway; immediate context must take priority, and one should only consult more distant contexts when the immediate context is not clear.

b. Use a concordance to find other passages that employ the same symbol, and which may provide some clue to the understanding of it.

c. Consider the nature of the symbol, but be careful not to read modern views into ancient symbols.

d. This leads to considering the symbol in terms of the cultures of that time; thus, archeology or other isagogic information may help to interpret the symbol.

5. Be aware that a symbol may be used to communicate more than one thing; this is known as the principle of double imagery. 

a. The Lion of the tribe of Judah refers to Jesus Christ.  Rev. 5:5

b. The roaring lion seeking someone to devour represents Satan.  IPet. 5:8

c. The lion’s mouth is a reference to Roman justice.  IITim. 4:17

6. Be aware that an entity may be represented by more than one symbol; Christ is seen as a branch, a vine, a lamb, and a lion.

7. The believer should be cautious, since symbolism can become extremely subjective and interpreters do not always recognize the difference between a type and a symbol.

II. Vocabulary and description.

A. Hebrew vocabulary.

1. #[e (‘ets) m.noun, 330X; this is the basic term for tree, but also includes the idea of wood products of all kinds.  

a. It is used in a number of literal ways that include wood in various forms: Gen. 1:11 (trees), Gen. 22:3 (sticks, firewood); Ex. 7:19 (wooden vessels); Hos. 4:12 (wooden idols); Jer. 28:13 (yokes).
b. Metaphorically, the term is used to refer to specific individuals.  Judges 9:8; Ps. 1:3; Jer. 11:19; Dan. 4:20-22; Ezek. 15:6 likens the inhabitants of Jerusalem to wood.

c. Wisdom is personified as a tree of life (Prov. 3:18); the fruit of the righteous (Prov. 11:30), fulfilling one’s desires (Prov. 13:12) and the soothing tongue are also referred to as a tree of life.  Prov. 15:4

d. Shaking trees is used as a figure for distress and/or fear.  Isa. 7:2

e. An individual that loses sexual ability is referred to as a dry tree.  Isa. 56:3

f. The nation of Assyria was compared to a cedar tree.  Ezek. 31:4ff

2. hn"aeT. (te’ehah), f.noun, 41X, a fig tree, a fig

a. The term is used mostly of the literal fig tree, along with what it produces; this includes fig leaves (Gen. 3:7), and figs.  Num. 20:5

1.) While many usages refer to literal fig trees, it can connote judgment or blessing;  often when fig trees were in short supply or lacking altogether, it served as a sign of human distress or divine judgment.  Ps. 105:33; Jer. 5:17; Hos. 2:12

2.) On the other hand, to be able to sit under one’s own vine or fig tree served to indicate that one shared in God’s blessings of peace, prosperity, and security.         IKings 4:25; Mic. 4:4; Zech. 3:10

b. When the word is used in the plural (16X), it refers to literal fig trees or figs seven of those times.  Num. 13:23; IIKings 20:7; Neh. 13:15; Isa. 38:21; Jer. 8:13, 29:17; Amos 4:9

c. Eight times figs are used of individuals, whether righteous or wicked.  Jer. 24:1-8

d. It is used in an analogy that employs fig trees and their fruit to describe the tenuous nature of Assyrian defenses.  Nahum 3:12

e. However, at no time in the Old Testament is the plural ever used of nations.

f. Of the 23 times the term is used in the singular, 20 of those refer to literal fig trees; the three potential metaphorical or symbolic usages will be considered in a subsequent point.

B. Greek vocabulary.

1. de,ndron (dendron), n.noun, 25X; a large woody plant, a tree.

a. Tree or trees are used in a literal sense to refer to that which one would recognize as a tree.  Matt. 21:8; Mk. 8:24; Rev. 7:1,3, 8:7, 9:4

b. Much like the Hebrew term, it is used in a metaphorical sense to refer to individuals, whether righteous or not.  Matt. 3:10, 7:17,18,19, 12:33; Lk. 3:9, 6:43,44; Jude 1:12
c. In two parallel passages it is used of the Messianic Kingdom, the size and grandeur of which is contrasted with the insignificant beginnings of the gospel under Jesus Christ and the apostles.  Matt. 13:32
d. Outside of that reference, there is no clear passage that indisputably uses the symbol of trees to refer to nations.
2. sukh/ (suke), f.noun, 16X; 10 of the New Testament usages refer to literal a literal fig tree.  Matt. 21:19 (2X),20,21; Mk. 11:13,20,21; Jn. 1:48,50; James 3:12
a. It is used once in a simile to refer to Satan and his angels being ejected from the third Heaven, and being confined to planet earth.  Rev. 6:13

b. The five other times it is used are in parabolic contexts, which include the parable of Luke 13 (2X), and the parabolic teaching about the fig tree during the Olivet discourse.  Matt. 24:32; Mk. 13:28; Lk. 21:29
c. This doctrine will concern itself with the parabolic contexts, particularly the parable of the fig tree, which is also identified as the sign of the end of the age.  Mk. 13:4
III. The fig tree as a symbol for Israel.

A. There are a number of very clear symbols used in the Word of God for Israel, including the mountain (Jere. 17:1-3), the vine (Isa. 5:1-7; Jer. 2:21), and the olive tree (Jer. 11:16); the top of a cedar tree is used to refer to Jewish leadership at the first deportation to Babylon.  Ezek. 17:3-4,12-13

B. A careful study of the Scripture will reveal that the symbols from the previous point are not used exclusively of Israel, so the interpreter should avoid being dogmatic on matters of symbolism, apart from explicit contextual proof.

1. Mountains are used of kingdoms in general.  Jer. 50:6; Rev. 17:9-10

2. The vine is used as a figure for Christ Himself.  Jn. 15:1

3. Assyria is referred to as a cedar.  Ezek. 31:3

C. It has been taught that the fig tree is a symbol for national Israel in the Old Testament; however, when one carefully examines the scriptural evidence, he will find that the documentation is scant or lacking.

D. Of the 23 times the Hebrew term hn"aeT. (te’ehah—fig tree) is used, only a very few even qualify as a potential symbol for national Israel.  Jer. 8:13; Hosea 9:10; Joel 1:7.

E. When one carefully considers the context of these three verses, it becomes evident that none of these verses are unequivocally referencing national Israel.

1. The passage in Jeremiah may be figurative, but it more likely appears to be describing the results of God’s judgment on the flora of the land of Israel.  Jer. 8:10-13 cf. Hab. 3:17-18

2. The passage in Hosea speaks of the Jewish forefathers (Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and their descendants) as being like grapes and figs; however, one cannot identify the grape vine or the fig tree as national Israel, since the nation was not in existence at the time He is discussing.  Hos. 9:10

3. The timing of the passage in Joel is critical, since it appears to be a prophecy relating to the Day of the Lord (Joel 1:15); additionally, immediate context does not rule out the fact that it may simply be meant to be understood literally.  Joel 1:9,10,11,12

F. Therefore, when one carefully considers such things as vocabulary, context, and usage, there is not a verse that conclusively identifies the metaphoric use of fig tree with national Israel in the Old Testament.

G. Thus, any attempt to identify New Testament teachings on the fig tree with national Israel are based on a tenuous foundation at best.

IV. The first literal usage of the fig tree in the New Testament is found in two of the gospels, and sets the stage for subsequent understanding of the parabolic or metaphorical usages.  Matt. 21:19-20; Mk. 11:13-21

A. Since Mark’s account is the longest of the two, it provides insights that Matthew’s account does not.

B. While Jesus’ actions toward the fig tree are not designated as a parable, it is widely understood that this incident is an acted-out parable, designed to have symbolic and prophetic significance.

C. The context is critical as to the timing of this event, which is precisely interwoven with the three appearances of Jesus Christ in the Temple.  Mk. 11:11,15,27

A. Jesus in the Temple, assessing its function.  Mk. 11:11

B. Jesus judging the fig tree.  Mk. 11:13-14

A. Jesus executing judgment in the Temple.  Mk. 11:15-17

B. The apostles notice the cursed fig tree.  Mk. 11:20-21

A. Jesus vindicating His authority to judge the Temple.  Mk. 11:27ff

D. Mark clearly interweaves the two stories to make plain to the reader why Jesus actually cursed the fig tree; this literary device provides insight into the significance of Jesus cursing the fig tree, by linking it directly with His actions in the Temple.

E. Otherwise, it might appear that Jesus is acting out of some sort of petulant anger, taking His frustrations out on a tree that did not meet His need for food.

1. On the way into Jerusalem early on Tuesday morning, Jesus got hungry and saw a lone fig tree, which was apparently growing wild on the side of the road.

2. Jesus Christ has been criticized for looking for figs on the tree since Mark plainly states that it was not the season for figs.  Mk. 11:13

3. However, an understanding of the growth process for fig trees allows one to recognize that when leaves appeared small green buds that were bitter but edible also appeared as well; this fruit was generally only eaten by those that were exceedingly hungry or poor.

4. The leaves therefore promised some green fruit, which would later mature into figs; however, even though the tree was physically thriving, there was no fruit on it at all, which further indicated that there would be none that season.

5. The curse, which resulted in the tree withering from the roots up, symbolized the fact that the Temple system was not producing the fruit God was seeking, and never would.

F. It was on that same Tuesday when He cursed the fig tree that Jesus Christ entered the Temple and acted in judgment, executing the second cleansing of the Temple, and denouncing the leadership for its lack of orientation to God’s plan.  Matt. 21:12-16; Mk. 11:15-17

G. Jesus claimed the right to judge the Temple and its function as the Lord of the Temple (My house); He condemned the leadership for turning His house into a den of thieves.  Matt. 21:13; Mk. 11:17  

H. The conclusion is that Jesus cursed the fig tree as a visual aid to the apostles, so that they would understand what the future held for the Temple in Jerusalem.

I. The following day, when the apostles observed the tree had withered, was that last time Jesus visited the Temple, essentially demonstrating that God was finished with the second Temple and its activities.

J. It was just before this that Jesus had warned those in Jerusalem that He was forsaking their house, which is quite likely a reference to the Temple itself.  Lk. 11:51 (the house is the house of God, the sanctuary), 13:35, 19:46

K. The fact that the fig tree was cursed (although the language of cursing is actually provided by Peter) from the roots up indicated that there would be no future for the Second Temple.  Mk. 11:20-21

L. Judgment would eventually fall permanently in 70 AD, when the Temple system, and all that was associated with the worship of YHWH was completely destroyed by the Romans.

V. The next usage in Mark is the parable of the fig tree, which is found in three of the gospels, and is designed to answer the third in the series of questions that the disciples asked Jesus.  Matt. 24:32-35; Mk. 13:28-30; Lk. 21:29-32

A. The disciples had an interest in the prophetic future and asked Jesus three specific questions, When will these things occur, and what is the sign of your coming and (what is the sign of) the end of the age?  Matt. 24:3; Mk. 13:3-4; Lk. 21:7

B. While these questions were related in their minds, they actually asked about when the Temple would be destroyed (Matt. 24:2), what would be the sign of His coming (the Second Advent), and what would be the sign of the end of the age (before the Second Advent).

C. Additionally, while the apostles would not live to see the events of Daniel's 70th week, their curiosity allowed Jesus Christ to provide prophetic information that would be invaluable to those living at that future time.

D. Jesus answered their questions in the order in which they asked them, and began with  current events that would lead to the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 AD, which Luke emphasizes in his account.  Matt. 24:4-14; Lk 21:20-24

1. While it has often been stated that the signs listed in the first portion of His answer refer to the events of last days, it is evident that they are dealing with conditions that have existed historically during and since the time of Christ.  Matt. 24:5-13

2. Verse 14 clearly envisions a lengthy period of time in which the entire world will be exposed to the gospel, which is more appropriate to the intervening Church age.  Mk. 13:10

E. Jesus answers the second question by explaining that His coming is the sign of His coming and believers should not be taken in by false christs, earthly frauds, etc.  Matt. 24:23-31

1. Jesus advances the narrative chronologically to the middle of Daniel's 70th week, setting the background for the period called great tribulation, which culminates in the Second Advent.  Matt. 24:15-22; Mk. 13:14-26

2. He warns those living at that time not to be deceived with respect to His arrival since He will not be found on the planet, but will invade from space.  Matt. 24:23-26

3. He finally informs them that the sign of His coming will be the visible invasion from the skies, which comes at the end of Daniel's 70th week.  Matt. 24:27,29-30; Mk. 13:26

4. The phrase the sign of the Son of Man is comprised of a genitive of apposition, a construction in which the term sign is identified more closely by what follows in the genitive case.  Matt. 24:30

5. In other words, there is no prophetic sign that one can observe to know precisely when the Son of Man will return bodily to the planet, one must simply wait for His appearance.

6. In fact, Jesus Christ warns them that multitudes of signs will serve only to mislead people with respect to the truth of His return.  Matt. 24:24; IIThess. 2:9

F. The third question about the sign of the end of the age is answered by the parable of the fig tree, which is the first thing Jesus tells the apostles that they must learn.  Matt. 24:32; Mk. 13:28

1. While the fig tree has been identified as national Israel, both Matthew and Mark grammatically link the parable of the fig tree to the fig tree that had been cursed on the previous day.  Matt. 21:19-21; Mk. 11:13-21

2. This is accomplished grammatically by the anaphoric use of the definite article.

a. This term is derived from a Greek verb that means to bring up again; the first mention of the subject (the fig tree) is usually anarthrous (without the article), but subsequent references have the article, which is used to direct the reader back to the original subject.
b. This is precisely what we find in both Matthew’s and Mark’s account; the first use of fig tree was anarthrous, with the following three usages having the definite article, indicating that the same fig tree is still in view.  Mk. 11:13,20,21, 13:28
3. Therefore, there is a very sound grammatical reason to identify the parable of the fig tree with the Temple (as the fig tree had been previously identified) and the “worship” that was being conducted there.

4. In the first case, the cursing of the fig tree portended its destruction; in this case, the now healthy fig tree putting forth leaves would symbolize a restored and active Temple system.
5. In both cases, it should be noted that the fig tree has leaves, but does not have fruit; this indicates that neither Temple will actually produce the fruit for which God is looking.
6. Therefore, when one observes a functioning Temple system (albeit one that is still dominated by unbelievers—leaves only, no fruit) then he should recognize that summer is near.
7. The Greek term qe,roj (theros—summer) is actually related to the harvest family of words qeri,zw (therizo—to harvest or reap crops), and qerismo,j (therismos—the crop to be harvested or the process of harvesting).
8. While modern believers may not associate summer with the time of harvest (we normally think of fall), the concept of the harvest is used regularly in eschatological contexts Jer. 51:33; Hos. 6:11; Joel 3:13; Matt. 13:30, 39; Mk. 4:29: Rev 14:18-19 

9. Just as when one physically observes the tree beginning to exhibit life at the beginning of the growing season, he can be certain that summer is just around the corner; in a similar fashion, when one observes this sign among other signs, he can be sure the end of the age is at hand (Matt. 13:39).  Lk. 21:31  these things
10. The change of seasons in this parable is analogous to the change from this age to the age to come; Matthew reflects the disciples’ concern about the end of the age (Mark does not), as he uses the same Greek word sunte,leia (sunteleia—completion, conclusion, the close of something) that is used in the LXX of Daniel.  Matt. 24:3; Dan. 12:13
11. That is another important point on the matter of context; this prophecy was given to Jews in the Age of Israel, naturally concerns itself with Israel, and not specifically with the Church.
12. In other words, the end of the age should not be understood as the end of the Church Age, but rather the end of the age as the apostles would have understood it, which moved them from this current age into the Messianic Age.
13. The direct correlation between the budding of the fig tree and the Second Advent is made explicit at the beginning of verse 29, which begins with the adverb ou[twj (houtos); this refers to what precedes, and conveys the idea of in this manner, thus, or so.  Mk. 13:29
14. Jesus concludes this parable with the assertion that the generation that sees the Temple function restored would not pass away (die off) before all these things take place.  Mk. 13:30

G. The time lapse between the budding of the fig tree and all the events, which include the events that come to pass during the 7 years of Daniel's 70th week, and Second Advent, is referred to as a generation.
1. The view that the genea. (genea--generation) refers to the race of Hebrews is not supported by grammatical usage; another Greek term, ge,noj (genos), means stock, kindred or family, genea. means generation.

2. The view that Jesus was referring to the generation that was present with Him at that time has certainly been disproved by subsequent history.

3. The only interpretation which is sound theologically and historically, is that the generation that sees the budding of the fig tree will be substantially represented at the Second Advent.

4. The phrase right at the door employs evpi. (epi) and the dative case to indicate the proximity of the event in question, and has the sense of at the threshold.
5. This would indicate that the sign of the fig tree is quite proximate to the Second Advent, as opposed to approaching from some distance away.

H. The length of a generation and how one determines it.

a. There are two distinct problems; the first is related to how one dates the beginning of a generation, while the second is related to how long a generation lasts.

b. A generation is defined as a segment of society that lived in a certain historical period, and which experienced the defining historical event within that critical period of history.

c. The Exodus generation refers to adults from 20 years and up that saw the judgments on Egypt and the great deliverance from its power.  Num. 1:2-3, 32:13; Deut. 2:14-16

d. The First Advent generation refers to those that witnessed the ministries of John the Baptist and Jesus Christ.  Matt. 11:16

e. The fig tree generation will be comprised of those that see the restored Temple system, some (many?) of whom will live to see the abomination of desolation, and the return of Christ.

f. A study of the entire Bible reveals that generations have varied widely in their length, beginning with the anti-diluvean generations (which were incredibly long) to the generations recorded in Matthew.  Matt. 1:1-17

g. Because of the unique nature of the pre-flood environment, and the very lengthy generations that characterized that portion of history until the life expectancy of mankind stabilized, that time will not be considered in this matter of what constitutes a normal generation.

h. The next specific reference to a generation is found in the promise to Abram, which indicated that sometime in the fourth generation in the future his descendants would return to Canaan following their captivity.   Gen. 15:16

1.) The fourth generation refers to the children of the Exodus generation (the conquest generation), who returned to take the land between 1405-1399 BC.

2.) The four generations begin with Amram, the first generation born in captivity in Egypt, move to Moses’ generation, the Exodus generation, and conclude with the conquest generation. 

3.) The biblical chronology indicates that the Jews were in Egypt from 1660-1445 BC (215 years), but one cannot fix the birth of Amram since that information is not provided.

4.) Assuming that Amram was born on the day of the descent into Egypt (highly unlikely), this would provide a generation that is 53.75 years long.

5.) Assuming he was born as late as 20 years after the descent only shortens the average for a generation to 48.75 years, with 50 being a very good average.

i. The next pertinent reference is found in Matthew’s genealogy, which is not a strict genealogy, but information that was adapted for his own purposes, and provides us three series of 14 generations.

1.) The first series begins with the birth of Isaac (1850 BC) and continues to the birth of David (1040 BC), which encompasses 810 years for 14 generations, or about 57 years per generation.

2.) The second series begins with the birth of Solomon (c. 994-993 BC) and continues to the time of the deportation to Babylon (597 BC), which provides a generation that is slightly over 28 years in length.

3.) The third series begins with the deportation to Babylon (597 BC) to the birth of Jesus Christ (3 BC), which encompasses only 13 generations, and provides an average of 45.6 years for a generation.

4.) Taking the entire genealogy, which would encompass 41 generations, we would have a generation that lasts for 45.05 years.

j. Therefore, taking all these generations into account and making the appropriate calculations, the result is a generation that averages 44.5 years biblically; the biblical data is what the interpreter must use in these chronological matters.

k. However, since there is no biblical passage that definitely sets the length of a generation, one is unwise to dogmatically assert any definitive length for a generation.

l. This is consistent with the fact that Jesus Christ made it plain that He was not providing specific dates but a general time frame for His return.  Matt. 24:36

VI. The only other non-literal teaching about a fig tree in the New Testament is found in the Gospel of Luke.  Lk.13:6-9

A. The immediate context of the parable is critical to understanding why the parable was taught in the first place.

B. The context deals with the fact that some Jews recognized God’s temporal judgments on others, and assumed that that they were not as sinful as those that suffered such catastrophes  Lk. 13:2-5

C. The parable is designed to portray the fact that the Jews had been given time to orient (grace before judgment) to God’s plan and had failed to do so.

D. The certain man in the parable is God the Father.

E. The vineyard refers to the nation, with the fig tree referring to the Temple system, as the prominent feature present within that nation.  Isa. 5:7

F. The lack of fruit points to the fact that the Temple system of that time was not producing the Divine good that God sought; in fact, the entire religious system did not provide the environment for salvation, or for Divine good production.  Matt. 23:13

G. The reference to the three years is not to be taken literally (this is a parable) and does not refer specifically to the 3½ year ministry of Jesus Christ, but rather to the repeated attempts God had made to find the desired fruit.  

H. The vineyard-keeper may refer to Jesus Christ or the Holy Spirit, who intercedes with the owner and asks an extension to accomplish the objective in view.

I. The command to cut it down is designed to convey God’s determination to destroy the tree that was not producing fruit; this is analogous to the destruction of the Temple system.

J. The extension is granted, which pertains to the ministry of Christ and the apostolic proclamations following the resurrection, during which time the Jews had further opportunity to orient to God and produce the proper fruit.

K. The curse, which resulted in the tree withering from the roots up, denotes the reality that the second Temple would be destroyed with no hope of restoration.

L. Thus, the believer should recognize that the third Temple will not simply be the second Temple restored, but a completely new entity, albeit one that will not produce fruit either.

M. If one identifies the cursed fig tree as the nation, the fact that it was cursed from the roots up would tend to symbolize that there was no future for that nation; thus, it would never be restored.

VII. False identifications of the fig tree and objections to this interpretation.

A. A number of interpreters do not identify the fig tree as the Temple, but their interpretations are very often inconsistent; those that identify the fig tree as national Israel regathered certainly have chronological problems with the length of a generation.

B. For instance, some identify the leaves on the tree as the signs that Jesus enumerated in the earlier portion of His discourse.  Matt. 24:4-31

1. Unfortunately, this interpretation deals with the leaves of the fig tree, but does not identify the tree itself.

2. Many notable teachers hold to this opinion including John MacArthur, George Meisinger, Louis Chafer, John Walvoord, and Tim LaHaye.

3. Further, if all these things encompass all the things up to the Second Advent, the sign of the fig tree must occur some time prior to the Second Advent to be of any value.

C. Another fallacious identification suggests the fig tree does not represent the Temple, but is merely used as a figure in the New Testament to teach that God wants believers to bear fruit.  Matt. 21:18-21

1. While we do not debate the fact that God desires His people to produce fruit, this is found in a prophetic context, and not simply in a didactic one.

2. Further, a great number of interpreters have recognized the implications of Jesus’ action and see it as a direct object lesson about the future of the Temple.

3. Beyond that, the parable of the fig tree in Matthew 24 is found in a context dealing with  issues related to the Second Advent, and not to faithfulness in the Christian way of life.

D. Some object to the identification of the fig tree as the Temple based on the parallel passage in Luke that uses the more general phrase and all the trees.  Lk. 21:29-30

1. If the fig tree symbolizes the Temple and its prominence in the Jewish religion, the other tree may refer to the proliferation of false religions in the last days; the most notable false religion will be that of Antichrist.

2. In terms of parabolic interpretation, the other trees may simply refer to the fact that other deciduous trees also lose their leaves and bud in the spring as well.

3. The actual phrase all the trees is somewhat of an exaggeration since all trees do not go through cycles of losing their leaves and putting them forth again.

4. Additionally, the passage in Luke is certainly more obscure, since Matthew and Mark only reference the singular fig tree; hermeneutically, the clear passages must take precedence over the obscure one.

5. Additionally, if the trees represent nations (and there is no other New Testament verse to suggest this usage for trees), for what specifically is the believer to be looking?

E. Another objection to this identification is promoted by those that state that Jesus could not be teaching about a restored Temple since the disciples would not understand the teaching.

1. This is easily refuted by the fact that the disciples manifested little understanding of many teachings; if Jesus Christ relied on their perception of the truth in order to teach, He may as well have not taught at all.

2. They clearly did not grasp the doctrines related to the cross, death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, although these things were taught repeatedly.  Matt. 16:21-22

3. However, they seem to have understood the direct statement of Christ, which placed their focus on the Temple in the first place.  Mk. 13:1-2

XIII. Conclusions

A. It should be evident that God has a timetable for every event in His plan and history is proceeding to its preordained conclusion.

B. The disciples’ question about the sign of the end of the age is quite important for those living near the end of human history, since this sign is designed to notify them that the end of the age is at hand.

C. Those that suggest that these concluding events could have occurred at any time during human history have divorced themselves from the realities of the prophetic word, which demand many things to be in place at the beginning of Daniel's 70th Week.

D. Their suggestion that Jesus Christ could have returned at any time during this current dispensation ignores many of these prophetic scriptures and suggests that believers cannot recognize the prophetic signs of the time.

E. In that regard, they may be just as disoriented to prophetic truth as the extremists that seek to identify the fulfillment of prophecy in every detail of the nightly news.

F. The fact is that the fig tree is clearly identified with the Temple in Mark’s account, which is the clearest of the gospels, and that truth is not refuted by either Matthew or Luke.

G. In conclusion, one should recognize that there are a host of prophecies about the timing of God’s plan, and this doctrine does not undermine the reality that those signs are valuable to those living in the Church Age.

1. The regathering of Israel, which continues to this very day, is a very obvious fulfillment of the prophecy in Ezekiel.  Ezek 37

2. The prophecies about Israel demand that there be a national Israel in the first place, which became a reality in 1948.

3. The prophetic players that are demanded by a number of prophecies are all in place at the present time.

a. Israel.  Ezek. 37

b. The US.  Rev. 18

c. The RCC, the final form of the mother/son cult.  Rev. 17

d. England and the US.  Dan. 7:4

e. The Russian bear.  Dan. 7:5

f. The kings of the East, capable of fielding a 200,000,000 man army.  Dan. 7:6; Rev. 16:1, 9:16

g. The Revived Roman Empire, the EU.  Dan. 2:33,40-44, 7:7; Rev. 17:7

h. The lukewarm Church.  Rev. 3:14ff

i. The sound doctrinal Church.  Rev. 3:7ff

H. As we have demonstrated, all these things are certainly in harmony with other aspects of chronology such as the prophecy in Hosea and the prophecy of II Peter.

1. Hosea indicated that the Jews would be judged by God for approximately 2000 years.  Hos. 6:1

2. The prophecy in II Peter regarding the uniformitarian, evolutionary view, which is now the dominant scientific theory, is in place.  IIPet. 3:3-6

3. The prophecy of the seven-day week, which is analogous to the 7000 years of human history is nearly complete.  IIPet. 3:8

a. Adam to the birth of Abraham is approximately 2000 years.  3958-1950 BC

b. The birth of Abraham to Pentecost is approximately 2000 years.  1950 BC-33 AD

c. Pentecost to the Second Advent must be approximately 2000 years, since the Millennial Kingdom constitutes the final 1000 years of human history.  Rev 20:2-6

I. Therefore, although the sign of the fig tree is really given to those that will live during the final seven years of Daniel's 70th week, there is no reason for the Church Age believer to be uninformed with respect to the general timing of the return of the Lord.
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