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 (Recently a friend asked me about Mark 11:12-14 in which the Lord cursed a 
barren fig tree. It proved to be an interesting study, and I would like to share the results 
with you. ---prb) 
 "And on the morrow, when they were come from Bethany, he was hungry: And 
seeing a fig tree afar off having leaves, he came, if haply he might find any thing 
thereon: and when he came to it, he found nothing but leaves; for the time of figs was 
not yet. And Jesus answered and said unto it, No man eat fruit of thee hereafter for 
ever. And his disciples heard it" (Mark 11:12-14). 
 The casual reader often views the cursing of the fig tree as a capricious, petulant 
act. Instead, it provides a profound moral lesson for all generations.  
 There are two distinct varieties of figs that grow in Palestine: the Boccore (early) 
and the Kermus (late). The Boccore has both leaves and fruit early in the season. It 
commonly produces ripe fruit in May, but under ideal conditions it will have fruit as early 
as the end of February. At that time of year, very few other trees have leaves (including 
most figs), and so the early fig would stand out as the only tree with foliage. This 
particular tree stood out from the others, because the text states: "and seeing from afar 
a fig tree having leaves..." Now, the expectation of Mideastern native who sees a 
Boccore fig tree in full leaf is that there is a strong likelihood that there will be figs under 
the leaves, even though it may be too early in the season for most fig trees to have fruit. 
If a fig is in full sunlight, protected from cold winds, and in well watered soil, it ought to 
have figs early in the year. 
 Since we are not first century Mideastern Jews, this obscure bit of agronomy is 
pointless unless it has a moral application. In this case, we are given a clue at the end 
of verse 14: "and His disciples heard it." Christ's original motive for approaching the fig 
tree was hunger: "He went to see if perhaps he would find something on it." After 
walking some distance ("from afar"), and having his expectations disappointed, he 
made the best of the situation. He used it to teach a moral principle. 
 The fig tree was somewhat showy; it had broad green leaves when no other tree 
around it had any. It had all the appearance of productivity, but had nothing to show for 
it. Jesus placed a curse on that tree so that no one else would be deceived by it. This 
serves as a good illustration for Israel's religious exhibitionism. Israel was cared for by 
Jehovah and kept under ideal conditions. God incubated them as a nation in the fertile 
Nile delta during the pre-Mosaic period, He taught them to depend on Him for 
sustenance and for law in the wilderness, He helped them conquer Palestine, and He 
tried to guide and protect them for the next 1000 years. They should have been a 
devout, zealous, morally upright nation. Instead, they were a barren fig tree... lots of big, 
shiny, green leaves, but no fruit. They made a big show of religion, but were filled with 
sin and hypocrisy. (For comparative study, see Christ's parable of the barren fig tree in 
Luke 13:1-9. For further information on the empty shell nature of the Jewish faith in the 
first century, see Matthew 23:1-5,13-15,23-28, 21:28-44; Romans 2:17-24.) 
 Indeed, the account of the cursing of the fig tree serves as a stern warning to late 
20th century members of the Church of Christ. We profess to be the people of God, 



members of the one true church as founded in the New Testament. Are we producing 
the fruit that proves it, or are we just covered with showy leaves? 


