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Tweens will consider the parable of the fig tree and look for 
ways that God is “stirring them up” to bear fruit.

Growing in Grace

n P R E P A R I N G  F O R  T H E  S E S S I O N

Focus on Luke 13:1–9

WHAT is important to know?            	  — From “Exegetical Perspective,” Leslie J. Hoppe

Three years should have been enough time for the fig tree to be productive. The logical course of action 
is to uproot the unproductive tree. But Jesus has the person responsible for the vineyard doing something 
that simply does not make sense under the circumstances, but the extravagant nature of God’s mercy is an 
important motif in Luke’s Gospel (e.g., 15:1–32). Still, people need to respond to God’s mercy (13:8–9). The fig 
tree may be given another year to demonstrate its ability to produce fruit, but if it fails to do so, it will be cut 
down. 

WHERE is God in these words?	  — From “Theological Perspective,” Daniel G. Deffenbaugh

The gardener pleads with the owner to grant the tree one more year of life. The owner agrees and grants the 
reprieve. This aspect of the story lends symbolic credence to Jesus’ emphasis on the urgency of the times, but 
not to be overlooked is the primary theological insight that God’s judgment is tempered by divine mercy. This is 
especially poignant as we look ahead toward Jerusalem, where we will be confronted with the ultimate paradox 
of the cross on Golgotha. Jesus’ intent in telling this story is to bring home the reality of the unfathomable 
nature of God. 
				  

SO WHAT does this mean for our lives?	 — From “Pastoral Perspective,” Rodney Clapp

We live in a day when everyone wants to blame everyone else for the ills of the world. Amid the din, Jesus says, 
“Hold on. Think about a homely old fig tree. One that has not borne much fruit for a long time. The farm owner 
says, ‘Cut that damned tree down.’ His head gardener says, ‘First, let me aerate the soil around it and throw 
some manure on the poor thing. After that give the tree one more year, and if it does not produce, chop it to 
the ground’ ” (see Luke 13:6–9). So, just when we begin to stir up flattering, heroic images of ourselves in full 
battle dress, ready to wipe evil off the face of the earth, Jesus knocks us off our moral high horses. He brings us 
down to earth and back to ourselves, with talk of fertilizer and a scruffy tree. He says, “Ask yourself if you are 
like that fig tree. Are you bearing fruit or just taking up space?” 
 
NOW WHAT is God’s word calling us to do?	 — From “Homiletical Perspective,” Michael B. Curry

“Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans, because they suffered thus? 
I tell you, No’” (Luke 13:2–3 RSV). Frankly, if God was in the business of meting out judgment and curses 
in relation to our sins, there probably would not be anyone left on the planet. In this text, Jesus says no to 
simplistic answers to deep and complex questions, no to attempts to solve deep troubles with quick fixes, and 
no to shallow theological thinking. 

Isa. 55:1–9
Ps. 63:1–8
1 Cor. 10:1–13
Luke 13:1–9

March 20, 2022	 Third Sunday in Lent



2© 2022 Westminster John Knox Press	 Tweens

Growing in Grace

Focus on Your Teaching

Tweens often think about what is fair, and they will understand the question posed by Jesus’ 
listeners—when something bad happens, who is at fault? They may wrestle more with the 
concept of repentance, of turning one’s life around to follow in God’s ways. Help them to 
explore the connection between their growing freedom to make choices and their call to 
choose wisely. Be sure to emphasize the word of grace in this text: Even when our lives seem 
fruitless or rotten, the Gardener continues to work with us! God offers second chances, time 
and time again.

Lord, stir up the hard things that are stifling my roots and feed me, so I 
may bear fruit for you. Amen.

n L E A D I N G  T H E  S E S S I O N

GATHERING
Before the session, if you plan to use option 2 in Responding, ask someone who farms or 
gardens to visit your class to talk about helping plants grow and bear fruit. If you are using 
option 3, use masking tape to make two parallel lines on the floor. Make the lines about 
6" apart. The length of each line should be about 18" for each person in the group. (For 
example, if you have six learners, make the lines nine feet long.)

Greet tweens as they arrive. Ask for volunteers to arrange the purple cloth in the center of 
your learning space and place the Christ candle on it. Play “I’m Gonna Sing When the Spirit 
Says Sing” (Color Pack 26; track 11 on Singing the Feast, 2021–2022) as you gather around 
the candle. Say that today is the third Sunday in the season of Lent. Ask volunteers to recall 
what they know about Lent. Light the Christ candle, welcoming Jesus’ presence with the 
group. Pray aloud:

Dear God, thank you for bringing us together to learn more about living 
as your children. Bless our time together, and open our hearts to your 
Word. Amen.

Extinguish the candle.

Invite tweens to look at the wilted plant and offer advice about how to make it grow better. 

Say that Jesus has something to say making things grow better in today’s Bible story.

YOU WILL NEED
	❏ Lenten display from 

March 6, 2022 

	❏ purple cloth

	❏ Christ candle 

	❏ matches or lighter

	❏ wilted houseplant 

or photo of a wilted 

plant

	❏ Color Pack 5, 6, 26, 

27

	❏ Bibles

	❏ Singing the Feast, 

2021–2022; CD player 

	❏ copies of Resource 

Sheet 1

	❏ scissors

	❏ pens or markers

	❏ tape

For Responding

	❏ option 1: Bible 

	❏ option 2: Bible, copies 

of Resource Sheet 2, 

invited guest, pencils 

or markers

	❏ option 3: masking 

tape

FOCUS SCRIPTURE
Luke 13:1–9
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Jesus’ parables: Jesus 
told stories about things 
that were familiar 
to the people in his 
community for the 
purpose of teaching 
truths about God’s love 
and grace, and living in 
God’s kingdom.

EXPLORING
Distribute Bibles and have tweens turn to Luke 13. Recall how in last week’s story, Jesus 
was impatient with Herod’s threats, because he had important work to finish. Some of that 
important work is described in the story today. 

Read aloud Luke 13:1–9 as learners follow along in their Bibles. Discuss:
P	 In verses 1 and 4, Jesus mentions some people who died tragically. What does he say 

about the cause of those tragedies? 
P	 How do you understand verses 3 and 5? 

Show Color Pack 5 and say this is a symbolic definition of the word repent. Invite tweens to 
offer their definitions. Explain, as necessary, that in Scripture, repent means to turn from 
sinful ways and live in ways that are faithful to God, the ways that Jesus taught. Discuss:
P	 What does it take for someone to repent, to turn his or her life around? Invite learners 

to tell examples of repentance by someone they know or have heard about.
: >>

Point out that Jesus tells a parable in verses 6–9. Show Color Pack 6, a close-up photo of a 
fig tree, a common fruit tree where Jesus lived. Ask:
P	 What gift did the gardener give the tree? (time to improve, a second chance)
P	 What did the gardener do to help the tree grow and bear fruit? (Explain that digging 

around the base of the tree would loosen compacted soil, allowing air and water to 
reach the roots more easily. Spreading manure around it would provide fertilizer as a 
plant food.)

P	 Why do you think Jesus told this parable right after talking about repentance? What is 
he teaching about God in this story?

Distribute copies of Resource Sheet 1 (Patterns) and markers or pens. Invite tweens to 
imagine themselves as fig trees. Brainstorm ways that God provides to help them learn and 
grow, such as worship, studying the Bible, serving others, and the Spirit’s presence. Ask each 
tween to choose one of these ways and write it on the “root” pattern. Next, brainstorm the 
good fruit that God’s people bear—things they say and do that reflect God’s love. (Option: 
See sidebar on page 4.) Ask each tween to write one of these on the fig pattern. Have tweens 
cut out their roots and figs.

Ask for three volunteers to be the fig tree, the gardener, and the landowner. As you read 
verses 6–9 aloud, have them act out the story. Have the other learners tape the paper roots 
to the feet of the person playing the fig tree, and the figs to the person’s arms. Imagine 
together what might happen the next year, when the landowner looks at the tree again! 
Remove the roots and figs and tape them to Color Pack 6.

I’m Gonna Sing When 
the Spirit Says Sing

I’m gonna sing when the 
Spirit says sing,

I’m gonna sing when the 
Spirit says sing,

I’m gonna sing when the 
Spirit says sing,

and obey the Spirit of the 
Lord. 

I’m gonna walk . . . 

I’m gonna leap . . . 

I’m gonna praise . . . 
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My Heart Cries  
Out to You

My heart cries out to you, 
O God, my Savior.
I’ve wandered from your 

way;
I have done wrong.

I need you to forgive, 
That I may truly live.
O God, forgive me;
O God, forgive me;
God, forgive me.

EASY 
PREP

Dig Deeper: Encourage 
tweens to read some 
examples of what the 
Bible says about the 
kinds of fruit God’s 
people are called 
to bear: Micah 6:8; 
Galatians 5:22–23;  
John 13:34–35; 
Matthew 28:19–20.

There are no “right” 
and “wrong” answers 
to these questions. Be 
willing to ponder the 
answers along with the 
tweens and see what 
connections they make.

RESPONDING
Mark the activities you will use:
1.	 Roots and Fruit Tweens will create modern-day parables that teach about God’s desire 

to help them grow and bear good fruit. Read aloud Luke 13:6–9. Recall how Jesus told 
stories about things that were common in people’s lives to teach about living in God’s 
kingdom. Wonder with tweens about what objects Jesus might use today to tell the 
same parable. Form small groups and ask each one to plan and act out a modern-day 
version of Jesus’ parable. Applaud each effort. Discuss: How might our parables help 
people we know understand God’s desire to help us to be the people God has created us 
to be?

2.	 Visit with a Gardener Tweens will visit with a gardener or farmer about what helps 
plants grow. Introduce your visitor. Ask a volunteer to read aloud Luke 13:6–9. Invite 
your visitor to tell about helping plants to grow and bear fruit. Distribute copies of 
Resource Sheet 2 (Think Like a Gardener). Discuss the questions with your visitor. 
Allow a few quiet moments for learners to think about ways God might be caring for 
them and helping them be fruitful. Invite them to add details to the picture to show 
what kinds of fruit their “tree” might produce. 

3.	 Turn It Around Tweens will develop a visual image of Jesus’ command to repent as they 
play a game. Gather with tweens around the parallel tape lines. Ask learners to line up 
single file between the taped lines, all facing in one direction. Tell them that where they 
are standing is the safe zone. The rest of the floor is the danger zone, and they may not 
step there at all. They will be given three minutes to turn the entire line around, so that 
the learners are still in the same order, only starting from the other end. If anyone steps 
outside the taped lines, the group must start over. When they have finished, sit together 
and discuss: How hard was it to turn the line around? Did the time limit worry you? 
Why or why not? What does Jesus’ warning to repent (turn around) have in common 
with this activity? What about this activity is totally different than repenting in real life?

CLOSING
Gather with the tweens around the Lenten display and invite them to tell what they will 
remember from Jesus’ story about the fig tree. 

Sing “My Heart Cries Out to You” (Color Pack 27; track 17 on Singing the Feast, 2021–
2022). Place Color Pack 6 in the Lenten display. 

Invite learners to join in the “amen” of the closing charge:
Let us go out from this place and into the world, following Jesus.
Amen! (Clap twice.) 

Tell tweens you will pray for them this week as they try to bear good fruit. Ask them to pray 
for you as well.
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Patterns
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Look at this picture and imagine yourself as the tree. 
•	 What are some of the ways Jesus “tends” you and helps you 

grow?
•	 What kinds of “fruits” would you like your tree to grow? Add these 

to the drawing.
•	 What is one thing you have learned about how gardeners care for 

plants and help them grow strong and healthy? 
•	 In your life, who cares for you like a gardener and helps you grow 

strong and healthy? How might this person be serving as the 
hands of Christ?

Think Like a Gardener




