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FRUITLESS FIG TREE, FRUITLESS TEMPLE 
Mark 11:11-26 

The Jewish Temple was the heart and soul of Judaism.  Solomon’s Temple was 
destroyed by the Babylonians in 586 B.C.  The second Temple was rebuilt by 
Zerubbabel in 520 B.C.; it was not nearly as grand as Solomon’s.  Then, in 20 B.C., 
Herod the Great began the work of expanding and remodeling the Temple mount and 
Temple proper.  The scale of this project was such that it would not be completed until 
the early 60’s A.D. 

The Temple mount was greatly expanded with much of the area dedicated to a paved 
court to which both Jews and Gentiles had access.  It was named the Court of the 
Gentiles.  The Court of the Gentiles surrounded the Temple proper. 

A number of tunnel walkways and arched bridges connected the Temple complex to the 
city streets to the south, west and north. 

In the days of Jesus the majestic beauty of the Temple was the source of both national 
pride and spiritual security for many Jews.  Here the priests offered the morning and 
evening sacrifices and facilitated the burnt offerings, sin offerings etc., of worshippers all 
through the year.  At Passover, the national Passover Lamb was sacrificed here.  On 
Yom Kippur the blood of a bull and goat were sprinkled on the Mercy Seat above the 
Ark of the Covenant for the sins of the High Priest and the nation.  The Temple was the 
central focal point for the Jewish faith.  The Temple and its ceremonies brought many in 
Israel a sense of security. 

Jesus had something very different to say about the Temple. 

THE TEMPLE INSPECTED (11:11) 

Mark 11:11 (ESV)  
11 And he entered Jerusalem and went into the temple. And when he had looked around 
at everything, as it was already late, he went out to Bethany with the twelve.  

The celebration of Jesus on the road to Jerusalem gradually faded as the crowd 
reached the city and dispersed.  Jesus and the disciples went to the Temple courts. 
Jesus came, not as a curious tourist, but as Messiah inspecting the condition of His 
Father’s house. What He saw in the waning light galvanized His plan of action for the 
following day. 

Having seen what He needed to see, Jesus and His disciples walked back to their 
lodging in Bethany on the eastern slope of the Mount of Olives. 

A PROPHETIC SIGN (11:12-14) 

Mark 11:12–14 (ESV)  
12 On the following day, when they came from Bethany, he was hungry. 13 And seeing in 
the distance a fig tree in leaf, he went to see if he could find anything on it. When he 
came to it, he found nothing but leaves, for it was not the season for figs. 14 And he said 
to it, “May no one ever eat fruit from you again.” And his disciples heard it. 
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This story of the fig tree forms what we call a “Mark sandwich” (cf. 3:20-35).    Jesus’ 
cleansing of the Temple is “sandwiched” in the middle of two references to the fig tree.  
The “sandwich” signals a connection between fig tree and Temple.  

Jesus’ treatment of the fig tree seems very out of character; He curses the tree because 
He doesn’t find any figs on it… even though it’s not the season for fig!  What was going 
on? 

On the protected eastern slope of the Mount of Olives fig trees can be seen in leaf at 
the end of March or the beginning of April.  Passover 33AD was in April.  The season 
for ripe figs is May/June.  So Mark accurately reported that it was not the season for 
figs. 

Jesus’ awareness of the tree was prompted by His hunger.  From a distance, the tree in 
full leaf looked like it would have figs but upon closer inspection it was fruitless.  Our 
Lord parlayed this experience into a prophetic picture of the Temple.  The Temple stood 
for Judaism.  The appearance of the fig tree was deceptive; it looked fruitful, but in fact 
was fruitless..  In the same way, the appearance of the Temple was deceptive; it looked 
spiritually alive when in fact it was spiritually dead. 

William Lane explains: 

Just as the leaves of the tree concealed the fact that there was no fruit to enjoy, so 
the magnificence of the Temple and its ceremony conceals the fact that Israel has 
not brought forth the fruit of righteousness demanded by God. Both incidents have 
the character of a prophetic sign which warns of judgment to fall upon Israel for 
honoring God with their lips when their heart was far from him.1 

Jesus’ response to the fruitless fig tree was not an act of spite, but a sobering depiction 
of the condition and condemnation of the Temple.  Jesus did not call for the cultivation 
of the tree; He cursed it (v. 21).  Neither did He come to reform the Temple; He came to 
announce its destruction (13:1-2). 

As Jesus and His disciples crested the Mount of Olives, there before them the glorious 
Temple gleamed in the morning light.  Surely this was the dweling place of God on earth 
where His people worshiped Him in spirit and in truth. 

PIGEONS WHERE THERE SHOULD BE PRAYER (11:15-19) 

Mark 11:15–19 (ESV)  
15 And they came to Jerusalem. And he entered the temple and began to drive out those 
who sold and those who bought in the temple, and he overturned the tables of the 
money-changers and the seats of those who sold pigeons. 16 And he would not allow 
anyone to carry anything through the temple. 17 And he was teaching them and saying 
to them, “Is it not written, ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the 
nations’? But you have made it a den of robbers.” 18 And the chief priests and the 
scribes heard it and were seeking a way to destroy him, for they feared him, because all 

                                            
1
 William L. Lane, The Gospel of Mark, The New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1974), 400. 
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the crowd was astonished at his teaching. 19 And when evening came they went out of 
the city.  

Huge numbers of pilgrims descended on Jerusalem for the Feasts of the Lord.  They 
needed lambs for Passover.  They needed bulls, sheep, goats, pigeons, grain and oil to 
make burnt offerings or peace offerings or sin offerings etc.  They needed currency 
exchanges to be able to pay the Temple tax.   

To meet these needs, the Sanhedrin (ruling council of Israel) had established four 
markets on the western slope of the Mount of Olives which was considered part of the 
Temple precincts for ritual purposes.  It was not until A.D. 30 that the Court of the 
Gentiles was used as a market.  It seems that the High Priest, Caiaphas, resented the 
fact that the markets on the Mount of Olives were under the jurisdiction of the 
Sanhedrin.  So he approved creating a rival market in the Court of the Gentiles.  Many 
rabbis were horrified by this blatant defilement of the Temple courts.  It still was a hotly 
debated issue in A.D. 33 and there would have been some who were in agreement with 
Jesus’ actions.2 

Jesus was incensed by two practices that defiled the Temple. He was incensed by all 
commercial activities including the sale of animals and exchanging of currency.  
Secondly, He was incensed that people used the Court of the Gentiles as a short cut.  
Instead of going around the entire Temple complex, they would enter from one side and 
exit the opposiate.  Both practices revealed a complete disregard for the holiness of the 
Temple and a complete disrespect for Gentiles for whom this court was set aside for 
worship and prayer. 

The Temple was intended to be a place where Jews and Gentiles alike could gather to 
worship and pray to the one true God.  Isaiah 56 from which Jesus quoted envisioned a 
day when God will gather foreigners to Jerusalem and the Temple 

Isaiah 56:7 (ESV)  
7 these I will bring to my holy mountain, and make them joyful in my house of prayer; 
their burnt offerings and their sacrifices will be accepted on my altar; for my house shall 
be called a house of prayer for all peoples.” 

Jesus found pigeons where there should have been prayer. 

Jesus accused the chief priests and scribes of turning the Temple into a “den of 
robbers”.  This has lead to the popular belief that Jesus was protesting overcharging by 
the merchants and money changers. 

But let’s read Jeremiah 7:1-15 from whence comes “den of robbers” to discover what 
Jesus was really confronting. 

Jeremiah 7:1–15 (ESV)  
1 The word that came to Jeremiah from the LORD: 2 “Stand in the gate of the LORD’s 
house, and proclaim there this word, and say, Hear the word of the LORD, all you men of 
Judah who enter these gates to worship the LORD. 3 Thus says the LORD of hosts, the 
God of Israel: Amend your ways and your deeds, and I will let you dwell in this place. 4 

                                            
2
 Many reputable commentators cite the research of V. Eppstein, “The Historicity of the Gospel Account of the Cleansing of the 

Temple,” ZNW 55 (1964), pp. 42–58. 
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Do not trust in these deceptive words: ‘This is the temple of the LORD, the temple of the 
LORD, the temple of the LORD.’  
5 “For if you truly amend your ways and your deeds, if you truly execute justice one with 
another, 6 if you do not oppress the sojourner, the fatherless, or the widow, or shed 
innocent blood in this place, and if you do not go after other gods to your own harm, 7 
then I will let you dwell in this place, in the land that I gave of old to your fathers forever.  
8 “Behold, you trust in deceptive words to no avail. 9 Will you steal, murder, commit 
adultery, swear falsely, make offerings to Baal, and go after other gods that you have 
not known, 10 and then come and stand before me in this house, which is called by my 
name, and say, ‘We are delivered!’—only to go on doing all these abominations? 11 Has 
this house, which is called by my name, become a den of robbers in your eyes? Behold, 
I myself have seen it, declares the LORD. 12 Go now to my place that was in Shiloh, 
where I made my name dwell at first, and see what I did to it because of the evil of my 
people Israel. 13 And now, because you have done all these things, declares the LORD, 
and when I spoke to you persistently you did not listen, and when I called you, you did 
not answer, 14 therefore I will do to the house that is called by my name, and in which 
you trust, and to the place that I gave to you and to your fathers, as I did to Shiloh. 15 
And I will cast you out of my sight, as I cast out all your kinsmen, all the offspring of 
Ephraim.  

The reference to the “den of robbers” has nothing to do with the trade in the temple. 
Instead, it denounces the false security that the sacrificial cult breeds. 

In other words, the robbers are not swindlers but bandits, and they do not do their 
robbing in their den. The den is the place where robbers retreat after having committed 
their crimes. It is their hideout, a place of security and refuge.  Calling the temple a 
robbers’ den is therefore not a cry of outrage against any dishonest business practices 
in the temple. Jesus indirectly attacks them for allowing the temple to degenerate into a 
safe hiding place where people think that they find forgiveness and fellowship with God 
no matter how they act on the outside. Jesus’ prophetic action and words attack a false 
trust in the efficacy of the temple sacrificial system. The leaders of the people think that 
they can rob widows’ houses (Mark 12:40) and then perform the prescribed sacrifices 
according to the prescribed patterns at the prescribed times in the prescribed purity in 
the prescribed sacred space and then be safe and secure from all alarms. They are 
wrong. The sacrifice of animals will not enable them to evade the doom that God 
purposes for those guilty of lying, stealing, violence, and adultery (see 7:21–23).3 

Rather than repenting at the righteous rebuke of Messiah, Mark records that the chief 
priests and scribes heard what Jesus said and sought all the more how they might 
destroy Him.  If they had softened their hearts and repented, God would have forgiven 
and shown grace.  But their hearts were hardened and they continued to lead the nation 
down the road to destruction. 

Evening came and Jesus and His disciples returned to Bethany for the evening. 

 

                                            
3
 David E. Garland, Mark, The NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 1996), 439. 
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UNIVERSAL ACCESS TO GOD THROUGH FAITH AND FORGIVENESS (11:20-26) 

Mark 11:20–26 (ESV)  
20 As they passed by in the morning, they saw the fig tree withered away to its roots. 21 
And Peter remembered and said to him, “Rabbi, look! The fig tree that you cursed has 
withered.” 22 And Jesus answered them, “Have faith in God. 23 Truly, I say to you, 
whoever says to this mountain, ‘Be taken up and thrown into the sea,’ and does not 
doubt in his heart, but believes that what he says will come to pass, it will be done for 
him. 24 Therefore I tell you, whatever you ask in prayer, believe that you have received 
it, and it will be yours. 25 And whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything 
against anyone, so that your Father also who is in heaven may forgive you your 
trespasses.”  

The withering of the fig tree was definitely a miracle by Jesus.  This action is not about 
that particular fig tree; it is about the Temple.  The fruitless fig tree represented the 
fruitlessness of Temple Judaism that rejected Jesus as Messiah. 

Just as the fig tree was not cultivated, but cursed so also Temple Judaism was not 
reformed, but removed (70 A.D.).  The focal point of salvation was shifting from the 
Temple to Jesus and His death and resurrection.  Faith in Jesus will become the way to 
God, not the sacrifice of animals in the Temple. 

When Peter points out the withered tree, rather than talking about the condition of the 
Temple, Jesus talked about prayer, faith and forgiveness.  What is the relationship 
between the withered fig tree, the Temple and prayer, faith and forgiveness? 

Many Jews believed that praying at the Temple was the most effective place to pray.  3 
Maccabees 2:10 (an apocryphal book written between 30 and 70 A.D.) says:  

“and because you love the house of Israel, you promised that if we should have 
reverses and tribulation should overtake us, you would listen to our petition when 
we come to this place and pray”.   

A later Jewish commentary on Psalm 91:7 reads:   

“When a man prays in Jerusalem, it is as though he prays before the throne of 
glory, for the gate of heaven is in Jerusalem, and a door is always open for the 
hearing of prayer, as it is, ‘This is the gate of heaven’ (Gen. 28:17).”   

Other rabbis said: 

From the day on which the Temple was destroyed, the gates of prayer have 
closed, as it says, “Yea, when I cry for help, He shutteth out my prayer” (Lam. 
3:8).… Since the day that the Temple was destroyed, a wall of iron divides 
between Israel and their Father in Heaven.4 

Jesus assured His disciples that the effectiveness of prayer was not dependent upon 
the Temple and its sacrifices.  His death and resurrection will open access to God to all 
(Heb. 10:19-22).  His death and resurrection will create a new temple, the Church, 
which will become a house of prayer for all nations. 

 

                                            
4
 Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Berakoth, Folio 32b. 
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1 Corinthians 3:16–17 (ESV)  
16 Do you not know that you (pl.) are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you 
(pl.)? 17 If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him. For God’s temple is 
holy, and you are that temple.  

2 Corinthians 6:16 (ESV)  
16 What agreement has the temple of God with idols? For we are the temple of the living 
God; as God said,  

“I will make my dwelling among them and walk among them, and I will be their God, and 
they shall be my people.  

1 Peter 2:4–5 (ESV)  
4 As you come to him, a living stone rejected by men but in the sight of God chosen and 
precious, 5 you yourselves like living stones are being built up as a spiritual house, to be 
a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.  

We are the new temple of God and through Christ we have direct access to God.  If we 
pray with faith in the power of God and with forgiveness in our hearts towards others, 
we will see God do the impossible in response to our prayers. 

We are to extend to others the forgiveness we ourselves have received from God.  If we 
do not, God has a problem with us.  On the one hand, all our sin has been paid for by 
the blood of Jesus and in God’s courtroom we have been forgiven all our sin (Rom. 8:1; 
Col. 2:13-14).  But now in the family room, our heavenly Father tells us, His kids, that 
He doesn’t like our unforgiving hearts towards others.  We shouldn’t expect anything 
from Him until we forgive others like He’s forgiven us. 

Remember, to forgive means to release.  When we forgive those who have sinned 
against us we release our desire or intention to punish them to God and to the 
authorities He has instituted to punish wrongdoing (Rom. 12:19; 13:1-7).  We do not 
“forgive and forget” nor do we deny the wrongdoing.  We look to God or to civil 
authoritites to punish the wrongdoer.  Leaving it in God’s hands enables us to overcome 
evil with good.  It sets us free from the prison of bitterness to pursue love.  Is also 
pleases our heavenly Father and puts us in position to experience His answers to our 
prayers.   


