
Digging and Dunging (Luke 13:1-17)

Sunday school June 11, 2017

I want to call you attention to READ Luke 13:1-9. For the past few week we have been
studying parables that Jesus gave followed by explanations. We studied the parable of the
rich fool in connection with Jesus’ warning to beware of covetousness. For the past two weeks,
we have been studying the parable of the watching servants and what it tells us about His
second coming. The block of text we just read is also a parable and an explanation, but
sort of in reverse order. The parable is parable of fig tree; it is found in verses 6-9. The
explanation in some sense is verses 1-5. After the parable comes some additional explanation
and applications; that’s beyond what we read at the outset in verses 10 through 21.

The general topic is the need for repentence, the need to stop trusting in yourself and your
own goodness and start trusting in His grace and mercy. The more specific topic is the need
to make it easy for believers to bear fruit. I’ve entitled this lesson “Digging and Dunging”
after what the dresser, or the gardener, wants to do to the fig tree in verse 8. READ v. 8
Digging and dunging are actions that make it easier for plants, in this case the fig tree, to
grow and bear physical fruit. Likewise there are things we need to do and things we need to
do to other believers to make it easier for us and them to bear spiritual fruit. That’s what
we are going to study today: things that help us bear spiritual fruit.

Transition: So let me HAND OUT OUTLINES. First thing we have is Jesus’...

I. Call to Repentance READ v. 1-5 The key command is in verses 3 and 5, which are
word-for-word identical: “except ye repent, ye shall all likewise perish.” The two incidents
referred to in verses 1 and 4, the Galileans killed at the temple by Pilate and the tower of
Siloam (a tower in the southeastern part of Jerusalem) falling on 18 people, are otherwise
unrecorded in scripture. Therefore, we don’t know anything about them except what we are
told here, but the two specific events are not really important. What is important is the
view of disasters that prevailed at this time. In Jesus’ time, most people thought that, if
something bad happened to you, it was because you did something evil to deserve it. So
most people believed in immediate retribution for your sins. That’s the way Job’s 3 “friends”
were thinking when the disasters befell Job. For example, in Job 22:5, Eliphaz says to Job,
“Is not thy wickedness great? and thine iniquities infinite?” In other words, if Job had all
the evil he had befall him, he must have done some great wickedness to deserve it. That’s
the way Eliphaz was thinking. Of course, we know the whole story, and we know he hadn’t.
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There are a couple of problems with thinking that disasters only happen to people who
deserve them because of their wickedness. First, Jesus, Himself a Galilean, has been going
to Jerusalem since chapter 9. Ultimately, He also is going to be killed at the hands of Pilate.
So if the only Galileans who get killed by Pilate are those who have done something wicked
to deserve it, then Jesus must have done something wicked to deserve it. Of course, He
hadn’t; He was completely sinless.

Second, and the problem Jesus focuses on here, disasters don’t only happen to people who
deserve them. Sometimes God allows disasters in our lives to build our faith and trust in
Him. In the case of Job, He allowed them to prove the devil wrong. In the case of Jesus,
He allowed Pilate to kill Him to accomplish a greater work, namely the death payment that
had to be paid for all of our sins. Some people ask, “Why do bad things happen to good
people?” I think that’s a pretty ignorant question. I think a better question is, “Why does
God do good things for us sinful people?” When good things happen, it is usually because
God did something, sometimes in spite of us, to make them happen. I have eternal life not
because I did something to earn it but because God did something: paid my sins for me with
His sacrifice on the cross. So when Jesus tells them, “except ye repent, ye shall all likewise
perish,” He’s telling them to stop trusting any goodness they have and start trusting in
God’s grace. That’s the only way to escape God’s judgment.

Transition: To illustrate what He was doing for them, He next gives...

II. Parable of the Fig Tree READ v. 6-9 This parable concerns a fruitless fig tree.
The tree had been growing for three years, which is plenty of time for this kind of tree to
bear fruit, but still it bore no fruit. Because it was fruitless, the owner of the vineyard
wants to cut it down: it’s not doing him any good, and it’s taking up space in his vineyard.
The dresser (or gardener) suggests another idea: “let’s give it another chance. Give me a
year to dig about it and dung it.” The digging gets rid of weeds and gives the good plant
less competition for sunlight and nutrients. It also makes room for the dung. The dunging
increases the nutrients in the soil around the tree and thus gives the tree more nutrients that
it needs to bear fruit. In total, the digging and dunging make it easier for the fig tree to
bear fruit. In the landscape in my front yard right now, I have some beautiful tiger lillies. I
actually have 10 stalks of them. I used to only have 3 or 4, but now I have 10. One of the
reasons I have so many is because last November cut back all of the weeds around that, thus
giving the tiger lily seeds more room to grow and less competition for nutrients. I also have
a bush nearby that is not looking so good: I let some fast growing vine overtake it. I have
cut the vine back now, but the effects are still felt. But the purpose of digging and dunging
is to help the good plants, the ones that will produce flowers or in the case of figs fruits, to
grow.
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The immediate application of this parable is to the nation of Israel. Jesus’ ministry had
lasted about 3 years at this point, so it’s not an accident the fig tree had been there for 3
years. The first reference I gave you, Isaiah 5:1-7, compares the nation of Israel to a vineyard
that did not produce good fruit. In Isaiah 5:7, the nation of Israel is called the “the vineyard
of the LORD of hosts.” So the owner, the one who wants to cut down the fruitless tree, is
God, the Lord of hosts. The dresser is Jesus: His ministry is this digging and dunging that
is trying to make it easy for Israel to repent and believe. That’s the immediate application;
I’ll come back to it later.

There is also an application to us as believers in Jesus. In John chapter 15, Jesus talks to
His disciples about bearing fruit. He says in John 15:5, “I am the vine, ye are the branches:
He that abideth in me, and I in him, the same bringeth forth much fruit: for without me
ye can do nothing.” He goes on to talk about the various quantities of fruit we can bear:
there’s fruit, more fruit, and much fruit. If we are going to bear much fruit, we need digging
and dunging in our lives to help us bear this fruit. I want you to think and tell me: what
are some things we do to help us bear fruit? possible answers: Bible teaching and preaching.
Prayer. Company/encouragement of fellow believers/discipleship. God’s word. Holy Spirit.
It is very difficult or impossible to bear much fruit without these things.

It’s also interesting to note that Jesus doesn’t tell us what happened to the fig tree. Maybe
it bore fruit the next year and maybe it didn’t; we don’t know. What is important for this
parable is that it had another and a better chance. I find it very encouraging and comforting
to know that we serve a God who believes in giving another chance. I didn’t trust Christ on
my first chance, the first time the Holy Spirit convicted me of sin. In my service for Him,
I’ve failed Him too many times, but He keeps giving me another chance. With digging and
dunging, even if you haven’t borne fruit in past, you can bear fruit in future. God is a God
of another chance.

Transition: Going back to the immediate application to the nation of Israel, next Jesus
Himself does some digging and dunging for the nation of Israel, but not the way we do it
today.

III. Gardening in Jesus’ Practice Verses 10-17 describe a healing that Jesus does and
the reaction it gets, which I’ve broken down into three parts. First is...

IIIA. Healing the Infirmity READ v. 10-13 There’s nothing really unusual about
this particular healing other than it is the first specific healing since Jesus started going to
Jerusalem in chapter 9. We have an unnamed woman who was bent over and unable to
stand up straight, probably because the bones in her back were fused together. Jesus lays
hands on her, and immediately she is able to stand up straight.
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In this context, it is important to note that she apparently had not done anything to deserve
this infirmity. Verse 11 says she had a “spirit of infirmity,” which suggests that her medical
situation was a result of demonic activity, not a result of anything she had done. She also
did not do anything to deserve the healing: she didn’t even ask for it. Verse 12 says Jesus
saw her, called her up to Him in front where He was teaching, and healed her. Also in this
context, this miracle gives further evidence of who Jesus is and what He has come to do. The
main purpose of the miraculous gifts was to establish the early church by validating Jesus’
message, so all of the miracles He did were digging and dunging to the nation of Israel, the
immediate application I mentioned before. They were attempts to help the nation of Israel
repent and believe in Him.

Transition: Next, I want you to notice that even when Jesus Himself does digging and
dunging in this miraculous way, not everyone bears fruit, at least not immediately. One case
in point is...

IIIB. Ruler’s Response READ v. 14 We encountered a ruler of the synagogue back
in chapter 8. As I mentioned back then, the ruler of the synagogue is not a Pharisee or a
religious leader but a Jewish layman in charge of administrative tasks such as maintaining
the building and supervising the worship. So in our church the ruler would be more of a
Trustee or a music director as opposed to a Pastor, Deacon, or Sunday School Teacher. The
ruler of the synagogue in chapter 8 was very submissive to Jesus because he wanted Him
to heal his daughter; this one is not. This one wants to pick a fight with Him just like the
Pharisees and scribes do. The phrase he used “There are six days in which men ought to
work” found in verse 14 is a quote of Exodus 20:9, so he quotes the law accurately even if
he applies it wrong. Also, notice that he does not confront Jesus but takes his case directly
to the people. So he’s really engaging Jesus in a battle for authority. Who is better at
interpreting God’s word, Jesus as God or the ruler of the synagogue as a man? Of course,
we take Jesus as God, and many of the people do too.

Transition: That’s...

IIIC. Jesus’ Answer READ v. 15-17 The law’s prohibitions on working on the sabbath
days also applied to oxen and donkeys; Deuteronomy 5:14 makes that clear. So Jesus’ point
is: the Jews made sure their animals were taken care of on sabbath days, so it can’t be wrong
to take care of this woman on the sabbath day as well. Finally, verse 17 gives some hope
that maybe some fruit is coming. It says that “all his adversaries were ashamed.” That’s
not fruit, but it’s a hopeful sign that maybe some repentence and some fruit is coming. The
ruler of the synagogue especially needed another chance. God gave him one with Jesus’
answer. The application for us is: the effects of digging and dunging are not usually evident
at first. In the parable, the dresser asked the owner to wait another year. For my tiger lillies,
I weeded the area around the tiger lillies back in November. I didn’t see 10 tiger lilies until
a few weeks ago. So don’t get discouraged if see no fruit in yourself or anyone you are trying
to dig and dung at first. Digging and dunging takes time to produce fruit.
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Conclusion

As a final thought, this November, if I want to see more tiger lillies next year I will have to go
out and reweed and maybe remulch my landscape again just like I did last year. I’ve made
it a Thanksgiving habit to do that. This reminds us that one-time digging and dunging
is never enough. To produce fruit for Him, we need to continually be digged and dunged.
That’s what Jesus has been doing with all of His miracles and teachings: giving chance after
chance after chance to repent and believe. So don’t get discouraged if you don’t see fruit
in yourself or other people at first. Keep digging and dunging. God is the God of another
chance.

5


