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As I reminded you last week … in verses 3 through 6 of this chapter, Paul uses three 

different vocations to paint a picture of fruitful Christianity for Timothy … and … 

through the preservation of the scriptures … for us as well.   

 

Three metaphors … the soldier, the athlete and the farmer … in the context of fruitful 

Christianity.  How the positive characteristics of someone successful in each of these 

vocations can teach us something about our personal Christian fruitfulness.   

 

Two weeks ago, we saw that the primary characteristic that makes the soldier fruitful is 

single-mindedness.  As it says in verse 4 … No soldier in active service entangles 

himself in the affairs of everyday life, so that he may please the one who enlisted him 

as a soldier. 

 

And last week Paul added to that picture with the metaphor of the successful athlete.  

Showing us the importance of obedience by reminding us that … if anyone competes as 

an athlete, he does not win the prize unless he competes according to the rules (2nd 

Timothy 2:5).  

 

This morning Paul’s going to complete this portrait with the third metaphor … the 

farmer.  Showing us the fruitfulness of patience.  Being willing to work hard before 

partaking of ease or the fruit of one’s labors.  

 

Look at … 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Verse 6: So, the Christian servant as he compares to a farmer.  But as with the other 

metaphors, Paul gives us a qualifier … it’s not just any farmer, but the hard-working 

farmer.   

 

Now the first thing we need to do is dissect this verse, because it really loses something 

in the translation from Greek to English.   

 

English, remember, is primarily an active language while Greek is primarily passive … 

and that can cause us to interpret some things backward and we see that here. 

 

It’s a situation where the translations that take the greatest liberties for the sake of 

readability actually give us the most accurate translation because they’ve freely 

rearranged the words into a more English style.   
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So, from the New Living Translation you get … “Hardworking farmers are the first to 

enjoy the fruit of their labor” and from the Living Bible “Work hard like a farmer 

who gets paid well if he raises a large crop”.  

 

The late Dr. Albert Barnes offered this helpful explanation … 

 

…  the word "FIRST" is introduced in connection with the word "LABOUR" - 

"labouring first, must be partaker." That is, it is a great law that the husbandman 

[farmer] must work before he receives a harvest. … It was to remind Timothy that 

LABOR must precede reward; that if a man would reap, he must sow; that he 

could hope for no fruits, unless he toiled for them. The point was not that the 

husbandman would be THE FIRST ONE who would partake of the fruits; but that 

he must FIRST LABOR before he obtained the reward. Thus understood, this 

would be an encouragement to Timothy to persevere in his toils, looking onward 

to the reward. … 

 

And we have a similar statement from the apostle in …  

 

1
st
 Corinthians 3:6 I planted, Apollos watered, but God was causing the 

growth. 7 So then neither the one who plants nor the one who waters is 

anything, but God who causes the growth. 8 Now he who plants and he who 

waters are one; but each will receive his own reward according to his own 

labor.  (emphasis added) 

 

So, as we read verse 6 here, don’t think … “I’m supposed to be the first to partake of the 

fruit of my labors”, but rather … “I’m supposed to be the first one to work hard at 

sowing, tending and harvesting the fruit that I will partake of later.”   

 

Q. So what are the parallels then that Paul wants us to see when we look at the 

hardworking farmer and compare him to our own Christian service? – For you note 

takers, I’m going to give you seven specific components of the job:  

 

1. Tilling … this is your hospitality.  This is you being there.  This is keeping 

your eyes open for practical ways to minister.  This is you working to break up 

the hard soil of an unconverted person’s heart.   

 

2. Sowing (planting)…  this is the gospel.  This is telling people of their need for 

a Savior and then recommending Jesus based on what He’s already done for you.   

 

A student once asked Charles Spurgeon if he thought the heathen who had 

never heard the gospel would be saved.  He answered, “It is more a 

question with me whether we who have the gospel and fail to give it to 

those who have not … [are] saved.” 

 

3. Watering …  or what we call … discipleship.  This is the pouring on of the 
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water of the Word … regularly.  

 

Psalm 1:1 How blessed is the man who …  2 … delight[s] … in the law 

of the LORD, And in His law he meditates day and night.  3 He will be 

like a tree firmly planted by streams of water, Which yields its fruit in 

its season And its leaf does not wither …  

 

We sprinkle the water of the Word so that those seeds will take root and so that 

those roots will eventually go deep.  The water of God’s Word is absolutely 

essential for a healthy, fruitful tree.  Without it, those seeds, whether physical or 

spiritual, will never see the light of day.  They’ll die in their infancy.   

 

Someone said … “Spiritually dry seasons are very vulnerable times.  We 

can feel so lonely that even harmful things seem better than nothing.  It’s 

like during a physical drought … when a tree gets dry enough it would 

whistle for the dog itself if it could.”   

 

4. Weeding … you know … weeds never need to be planted, but they always 

need to be pulled.  And … the earlier you pull them, the better it is.  The smaller 

they are … the better the chance you’ll get them … roots and all.   

 

There’s a story about a man who rented a piece of ground, with the 

agreement that he was to have possession of it until his crop should have 

matured. He utilized the opportunity and made the ground virtually his 

own by sowing acorns.  

 

It reminds us … give the devil one hour in which to scatter his seed in 

your heart, and he may stay with you the rest of your life tending his crop. 

 

5. Protecting … because weeds aren’t the only enemy of fruitfulness.  You also 

have to contend with bugs and worms and rabbits and moles.  And one thing they 

all have in common is … stealth.   

 

Some come in tiny … almost undetectable sizes … but boy can they ever do some 

damage.   

 

Some … come camouflaged to look just like the plant they’re devouring … like in 

the parable of the wheat and the tares (Matthew 13:24-30).   

 

Still others come only under the cover of night and some borough in … six inches 

under the surface to destroy one plant at a time.  

 

But that bottom line is that fruitfulness requires protection.   

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Now … up to this point it’s just been work.  Up to this point it’s really not much 

fun … but then comes …  
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6. Harvesting … after laboring and waiting … laboring and waiting … laboring 

and waiting … finally, the fruit appears and develops.   

 

7. Partaking … every year Scharry and I put in a small garden, so we know the 

drill.  Specifically … we know that it really is a season-long process.   

 

And yet … every year, we plant those seeds and then the next morning we run out 

there to see if any of them have sprouted overnight!  And every single day … we 

check.   

 

And after they do sprout, we check every day for fruit!  It doesn’t matter that the 

corn’s only up three inches … we check it for mature ears anyway.  

 

Q. And don’t we do the same thing with spiritual seeds? – We plant and then 

look for fruit!  But it’s a season-long process.   

 

Q. At the end of the line … at the end of this whole, long process comes your 

time to partake.  And specifically, when is that? – Heaven!  Jesus said in … 

 

John 4:36 "… he who reaps is receiving wages and is gathering fruit 

for life eternal; so that he who sows and he who reaps may rejoice 

together. (emphasis added) 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Q. By the way … just to make sure that we’re all on the same page … what’s God’s 

part in all this? – Paul said back in 1st Corinthians 3:7 … He brings the increase!  

 

Q. How? -- Just like any other seed … “SONshine”!  God’s Son shines on those planted 

and watered, spiritual seeds to bring about growth.   

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Q.  Now to a very important question … does fruitfulness really matter? – I know 

that most of you are saying … “Of course it matters.”  But as I look around at the 

percentage of unfruitful people who call themselves Christians … apparently not 

everyone sees it that way.   

 

Q. And think about it … does it really matter in the Grand Scheme?  I mean, what if 

I’m not really interested in heavenly rewards?  What if I’m content to just be saved 

and go to Heaven?  Do I really have to be fruitful or is that only if I want a prettier 

crown in Heaven? – Well, we can begin answering that question with … 

 

John 15:1 "I am the true vine, and My Father is the vinedresser.  2 "Every 

branch in Me that does not bear fruit, He takes away; and every branch that 

bears fruit, He prunes it so that it may bear more fruit.  … 5 "… he who 

abides in Me and I in him, he bears much fruit … 

 

So … the Lord’s expectation of us is that we will bear His fruit.   
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But … not all do.  Let me remind you of a story that we looked at not long ago in … 

 

Matthew 21:18 Now in the morning, when He was returning to the city, He 

became hungry. 19 Seeing a lone fig tree by the road, He came to it and 

found nothing on it except leaves only; and He said to it, "No longer shall 

there ever be any fruit from you." And at once the fig tree withered.  

 

Now this is basically, an acted-out parable and we know that Jesus’ cursing of the fig tree 

took place in what would be our April and in Mark 11:13 we’re told that it was “not the 

season for figs”.  But to appreciate that, we need to understand the fruiting cycle of this, 

unique tree.   

 

We typically expect that the first thing that will appear in the spring is leaves, followed 

by blossoms, followed by fruit, but not so with the fig.   

 

With the fig tree … the first thing to show up is, what the Jews call, a “taksh”.  A taksh is 

an immature fig with a blossom attached to it.  So, the fruit and blossom show up at 

roughly the same time and they’re edible … but they say …  not very enjoyable.   

 

Then a bit later, when the taksh have matured some … then the leaves begin to show up.   

 

So, Jesus would have known whether or not this fig tree was going to bring forth a 

mature fruit crop by the presence or absence of these taksh. 

 

Also … all the way back in Amos 7:14, the need to have more than one fig tree was 

known.  So, it’s noteworthy that Matthew specifically says that this was … 

 

 Matthew 21:19 … a lone fig tree ….  (emphasis added) 

 

A fig tree can’t bring forth abundant fruit if it remains alone and neither can we.  The tree 

must be pollinated.  

 

Here’s a quote from The Encyclopedia of Botany that I find interesting … 

 

 Immature fig blossoms harbor small insects which convey pollen to the female 

 flowers and by their irritating presence stimulate the growth of the fruit.  

 (emphasis added) 

 

Striking isn’t it … just how similar that is to … 

 

Hebrews 10:24 … let us consider how to stimulate one another to love and 

good deeds, 25 not forsaking our own assembling together, as is the habit of 

some, but encouraging one another … 

 

So, the next time you feel irritated by the brothers and sisters that God’s surrounded you 
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with … remember … you’re just being “pollinated” to help you bring forth more fruit.   

 

So, when Jesus came to this fig tree, He expected to see young fruit, but He found none.  

From a distance it appeared fruitful … the foliage of the fig tree being exceptionally 

dense … it’s hard to see through. So, Jesus should have reasonably been able to expect 

fruit … but He found only leaves.   

 

The leaves actually provided an effective cover for fruitlessness.   

 

Q. Remember what Adam and Eve used fig leaves for? – To cover their nakedness and 

shame (Genesis 3:7) … their spiritual fruitlessness.   

 

So, there’s an obvious application for us in this.  Both individually and corporately.  As a 

church it’s easy to look fruitful from a distance.  I’m sure you know what I’m talking 

about … leafy, but fruitless churches.  I have often prayed that if we ever grow leafy, but 

fruitless … God will, mercifully, uproot us.   

 

May there always be more fruit than leaves.  I’d much rather look ragged and beat up 

with fruit, that to look like we’ve got it all together, but have a bunch of barren branches 

disguised by religiosity.   

 

Q. And what about you as an individual?  How’s your leaf to fruit ratio?  Do you 

put on a show or is there real fruit under those leaves?   

 

Jesus said … 

 

Matthew 23:27 "Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are 

like whitewashed tombs which on the outside appear beautiful, but inside … 

are full of dead men's bones and all uncleanness.  
 

Leaves may disguise us in the eyes of man, but we can’t fool God.   

 

But oh, how Satan loves a good cover up.  He loves it when we fake it.   

 

God’s plan though, is that we would recognize it … not cover it up.  Recognize it, 

confess it to Him in prayer and then confess it to one another (James 5:16).   

 

You and I don’t need to hide behind fig leaves like Adam and Eve.  We’ve been given 

the grace and mercy of Jesus … and the very Spirit of God.   

 

Fruit will result in reward, but leaves will burn on the Day of Judgment.   

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Verse 7: Paul’s said a lot in these three metaphors and implied even more … so he prays 

that the Lord will grant his readers understanding.   

 

And I think this is an exceedingly important principle that’s divinely placed here.  
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Because the danger of metaphors, similitudes, analogies and all other forms of spiritual 

symbolism … is that they leave room for human interpretation. 

 

So, I appreciate Paul’s confident prayer … Consider what I say, for the Lord will give 

you understanding in everything.  

 

The words Paul uses here mean “to ruminate”.  It’s what a cow does when it vomits food 

back up into its mouth to chew on it again … to get whatever flavor remains.  Now that 

might sound a bit gross and graphic in the physical sense, but it’s vital when it comes to 

the spiritual.   

 

Paul’s saying, “May these things come up again and again and again for you.  Not from 

your stomach to your mouth, but from your heart to your brain. Keep mentally chewing 

on them to gain a full understanding.”  

________________________________________________________________ 

Conclusion:  So, the portrait of the fruitful Christian …  

 

 Having the single-mindedness of a soldier … not getting bogged down in 

the temporal things that will burn.   

 

 Having the obedience of an athlete … knowing that no matter how 

talented you are … if you don’t compete according to the rules you’ll be 

disqualified every time.   

 

 And having the patience and work ethic of a farmer.  Willing to work hard 

and keep working hard even when it seems like nothing’s happening.   

 

All these metaphors combine to tell us that fruitful ministry takes hard work and 

tremendous perseverance.   

 

I like the cliché,  “Pain and suffering in this life are inevitable, but misery is optional.”   

 

In Jesus’ Parable of the Sower from Matthew 13, as we saw a few weeks ago, He said 

that there would be fruit-bearing variability … even within the, “good seed on good soil” 

group.   

 

He said … 

 

"And other … [seed] fell on the good soil and yielded a crop, some a 

hundredfold, some sixty, and some thirty. …”  (Matthew 13:8-9) 

 

It’s all about fruitfulness and what Christ wants and what Paul’s trying to facilitate is for 

each of us to be a hundredfold fruit bearer.   

 

So, looking at the first 7 verses of this chapter, here’s the old math on it … grace (verse 

1) + faithful doctrine (verse 2) + discipleship (verse 2) + single-mindedness (verses 3-4) 
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+ obedience (verse 5) + hard work and patience (verse 6) = 100-fold eternal fruit bearing 

 

 


