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The Secrets of the Olive Tree:  The Fruit of Repentance 
 Romans 11: 17 – 24; Matthew 22:  1 – 14; Galatians 5: 19 - 24 

• Paul is the greatest theologian the church has ever known.  But he was a pastor at 
heart.  The goal of all of Paul’s theological teaching wasn’t to lay out a concise 
systematic theology of the Christian faith.  No, the goal of all Paul’s preaching and 
teaching was pastoral.  It was to help people know how to live in Christ.     

Romans 11: 16 – 24 if the root is holy, so are the branches.  17 If some of the branches have 
been broken off, and you, though a wild olive shoot, have been grafted in among the others and 
now share in the nourishing sap from the olive root, 18 do not consider yourself to be superior to 
those other branches. If you do, consider this: You do not support the root, but the root 
supports you. 19 You will say then, “Branches were broken off so that I could be grafted in.” 20 
Granted. But they were broken off because of unbelief, and you stand by faith. Do not be 
arrogant, but tremble. 21 For if God did not spare the natural branches, he will not spare you 
either.  22 Consider therefore the kindness and sternness of God: sternness to those who fell, but 
kindness to you, provided that you continue in his kindness. Otherwise, you also will be cut off. 
23 And if they do not persist in unbelief, they will be grafted in, for God is able to graft them in 
again. 24 After all, if you were cut out of an olive tree that is wild by nature, and contrary to 
nature were grafted into a cultivated olive tree, how much more readily will these, the natural 
branches, be grafted into their own olive tree! 

• This is the concluding illustration of all the doctrine that Paul has been teaching us 
in Romans 9-11.  Today, people don’t want anything to do with doctrine.  What a 
mistake.  Doctrine is truth.  Without doctrine you don’t have truth to build your 
life on.  But if we don’t apply the doctrine, then what good is it? 
o Before we start to apply the doctrine, let’s review it. 

• The best way to start to understand this tree and what it represents is to think 
about what Paul writes in verse 24.  What do we see there?   
o There are wild olive trees growing everywhere.  What does that represent?  

All the people of the world—all the people living apart from God, not part of 
God’s covenant community.  Even though they are growing apart from God, 
God still provides the rain and the sun that allows them to grow, but there is 
no special care, and as a result, no fruit.   

o But then Paul shows us one cultivated tree, growing among all the wild trees.  
It is a tree that represents the covenant people of God.  In the Old Testament, 
that covenant people was Abraham’s family.  He is the root of the tree.  He 
was called out by God, from all the families of the earth, to be holy to God, 
and from Abraham’s root would come a holy nation and the Messiah.   

o In Paul’s illustration, there are what he calls natural branches that are 
growing on the tree.  These are Abraham’s offspring, the Old Testament 
people of Israel. Called by God to live in covenant faithfulness to God.   

o But Paul also says that now there are grafted branches from the wild olive 
tree.  What do those branches represent?  Gentiles who came to faith in 
Christ and are now called to live in covenant faithfulness to God as well.  

• So, what do we see in all of this?  There is just one tree, and that tree is comprised 
of God’s Old Testament covenant people the Jews, and God’s New Testament 
covenant people the church.   
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o You could rightly say the tree is Israel because all who are part of the tree 
are sons of Abraham. 

Galatians 3:7 Know then that it is those of faith who are the sons of Abraham. 

o But you could also just as rightly say the tree is the Old Testament and 
New Testament Church, because as we saw last week, the word church 
simply means the called-out ones, that is the people who have been 
called out by God to live in covenant faithfulness to God. 

• Whether we call the tree Israel, or the church, really doesn’t matter.  The tree is 
the people of God, and there are three important truths about these people.   

o First there is just one tree.  There is not an Israel tree and a Gentile 
church tree.  There is just one tree, one covenant people of God.   

o The second important truth is that there are great blessings to being part 
of this covenant people of God’s olive tree.  Remember what Paul said in: 

Romans 9: 4 – 5 They are Israelites, and to them belong the adoption, the glory, the 
covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and the promises.  To them belong the patriarchs, 
and from their race, according to the flesh, is the Christ, who is God over all, blessed forever.  

▪ Those were all the blessings that belonged to the Old Testament 
covenant community of Israel, but since the New Testament church 
is part of the same tree, those blessings are ours too, and in addition 
to them, we have the word of God, Communion, baptism, the Holy 
Spirit, and the privilege and power of prayer in Jesus’ name.   

▪ All these blessings are how God cultivates the tree of His covenant 
community.  It is a blessing to be part of  this covenant family.  If you 
are here and a covenant child, don’t squander the blessings.  If 
nothing else, every time you are here at church you meet Jesus.  
There are countless numbers of people who never will.    

▪ You have such an eternal advantage over those who are not growing 
up in a Christian home like you are.  Don’t waste it.  Don’t take it for 
granted.  The Bible and Jesus are clear: 

Luke 12: 48 Everyone to whom much was given, of him much will be required, and from him to 
whom they entrusted much, they will demand the more. 

• There is one tree, and it is a blessing to be part of the tree, but notice what Paul 
says as he speaks about this cultivated tree.  It’s possible to be broken off from it.   
o Jesus illustrated this fact in a parable that he told in Matthew 21.  It was a 

parable about a man who owned a vineyard.  It was a prophecy about Israel, 
and what would happen to them because even though they were the natural 
branches on the tree, there was no fruit from them.  The final point: 

Matthew 21: 43  “Therefore I tell you that the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and 
given to a people who will produce its fruit.” 

▪ What is Jesus saying there?  Just as Paul points out in his illustration of 
the olive tree, most of Israel would be broken off from God’s covenant 
family.  Why?  Because they lived in unfaithfulness to God, rejecting 
God’s Messiah.  But that’s not the end of the story. 
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Romans 11: 23 And even they, if they do not continue in their unbelief, will be grafted in, for 
God has the power to graft them in again. 

▪ A day may come when God graciously grafts them back into the tree, but 
for now, unfaithful Israel is broken off.  Why?  Because they were 
fruitless. Now look what Paul says in: 

Romans 11: 21 if God did not spare the natural branches, neither will he spare you. 

o It is not only possible, it is a certainty, that whether you are a Jew or a 
Gentile, a natural branch, or a grafted in branch, if you are a fruitless branch, 
you will be broken off this tree of God’s covenant family.   

• But how can that be?  I thought the Bible taught that once a person was saved, 
they were always saved.  That’s true.  Paul has made it clear throughout the book 
of Romans, all of God’s elect will be saved.  But this olive tree in Romans 11, 
doesn’t represent all the saved people.  It represents a group of people that God 
has called to live in covenant faithfulness to Him.   
o There is a difference between the called and the chosen. 

1. What is the difference? 

• In Matthew 22, Jesus told another parable.  His conclusion of the parable was 
those words, “Many are called but few are chosen.”  As we consider the parable, I 
think we will clearly see the difference between being called, that is merely being 
part of the covenant community, and being chosen, that is, part of the elect. 

Matthew 22: 2 – 14 The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who gave a wedding 
feast for his son, 3 and sent his servants to call those who were invited to the wedding feast, but 
they would not come. 4 Again he sent other servants, saying, ‘Tell those who are invited, “See, I 
have prepared my dinner, my oxen and my fat calves have been slaughtered, and everything is 
ready. Come to the wedding feast.”’ 5 But they paid no attention and went off, one to his farm, 
another to his business, 6 while the rest seized his servants, treated them shamefully, and killed 
them. 7 The king was angry, and he sent his troops and destroyed those murderers and burned 
their city. 8 Then he said to his servants, ‘The wedding feast is ready, but those invited were 
not worthy. 9 Go therefore to the main roads and invite to the wedding feast as many as you 
find.’ 10 And those servants went out into the roads and gathered all whom they found, both bad 
and good. So the wedding hall was filled with guests.  11 “But when the king came in to look at 
the guests, he saw there a man who had no wedding garment. 12 And he said to him, ‘Friend, 
how did you get in here without a wedding garment?’ And he was speechless. 13 Then the king 
said to the attendants, ‘Bind him hand and foot and cast him into the outer darkness. In that 
place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.’ 14 For many are called, but few are chosen.” 

o In this parable, the king represents God, and so, of course, the son represents 
Jesus.  The wedding feast in the parable is representative of the Wedding 
Supper of the Lamb that we find in Revelation 19, when Christ is married to 
his bride, the church.   

o When the king invited you to come you were expected to show up.  To make 
sure the guests could be ready for the big day, invitations would be sent 
ahead of time, and then on the day of the event, the king would send his 
servants to tell the guests that all was ready and summon them to come.   

o But in this parable, the honored guests, refused to come because they were 
too busy with their own lives.  In fact, they even killed the messengers the 
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king sent out.  Showing that even though they were part of the kingdom, they 
wanted nothing to do with the king. 

o Filled with pride, they were all about themselves, too busy for the king.  
These honored guests who refused to come, represents the Jews.  And what 
happens to them?  Just what you would think would happen when you refuse 
a king and kill his messengers.  They are cut off—annihilated by the king.   
▪ Jesus is making a clear reference to the coming destruction of Jerusalem 

by Rome in 70 AD, which God allowed to happen because the Jews had 
rejected the Messiah.  That’s pretty severe on God’s part, but, when you 
think of all that Israel did, and the contempt they showed to the Son of 
God, it is completely just and fair. 

o What does the king do when the honored guests refuse to come?  He sends 
his servants to invite everybody else to come, even the Gentiles! 

o As these people come and gather in the King's wedding hall, the King's 
servants give each guest wedding clothes made for the occasion. By wearing 
this wedding garment furnished by the king every guest is clothed the same 
and can hide their true social and economic status. 

o But when the king arrives in the banquet hall, he sees one guest not wearing 
the garment that he provided. The king considers this to be an insult and 
casts the man out. 

o In the parable what do those wedding garments represent? They represent 
the righteousness of Christ which is freely given to all who will trust in Christ, 
not just for the forgiveness of their sins but to clothe them in his 
righteousness. It is Christ's righteousness the covers up all of our poverty, all 
of our inadequacy.  

o Why would the man have not put on the wedding clothes that were freely 
provided by the king?  Pride. This guest represents the self-righteous sinner 
who doesn't believe that he needs the sacrificial death and atoning blood of 
Jesus to enter into heaven. 

• Now aren't the similarities between this parable and the olive tree amazing?  In 
the olive tree you have natural branches being broken off.  They are God’s Old 
Testament covenant people, the Jews, and in the parable, they are represented 
by the honored guests who refused to come. 
o Paul told us that in their place the Gentiles would be grafted in, just as the 

common people were invited to the King’s party in place of the Jews.   
o But notice just showing up to the party doesn't mean you get to stay. Once 

you are there, you too can be cast out if you refuse to wear the special attire 
that the king has graciously provided.  In the same way, being grafted into the 
olive tree doesn’t mean that you also can’t be broken off. 

• So, what do we see in all of this?  What is the difference between being called and 
being chosen?  It is acting in faith to humbly take the righteousness of Christ that 
is freely offered to us at the cross and putting it on.   
o You can be here week in and week out.  You can read your Bible from cover 

to cover and back again.  You can know all about the righteousness of Christ, 
and the grace of God that freely offers it to you, but if you never, by faith, 
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take and put it on yourself, then you are not really saved and you will be 
broken off some day. 

o The Bible is very clear on all of this.  Just hearing the Gospel, just knowing the 
Gospel, isn’t enough.  By faith we have to put the Gospel on.  By faith we 
have to take off the rags of self-righteousness that we are so proud of, and 
humbly put on the righteousness of Christ. 

• In the end, it is all about pride and humility.  The proud refuse to answer the call, 
or if they do answer the call, they refuse to put on Christ’s righteousness.  So, they 
are broken off and cast out.  It is only the humble who are abiding in Christ alone 
who are safe and secure forever. 

• It is easy for us to fool ourselves.  I’m sure the man who refused the king’s 
wedding garments was completely convinced that his clothes were better, and 
therefore that he was doing the right thing.   
o During his ministry here on earth, Jesus indicated that there would be a lot of 

people just like that man. 

Matthew 7: 21 – 23 “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of 
heaven, but the one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. 22 On that day many will 
say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, 
and do many mighty works in your name?’ 23 And then will I declare to them, ‘I never knew 
you; depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.’ 

▪ All those people that Jesus is talking about are like the man in the 
parable who refused to put on the wedding clothes provided by the king.   

▪ They are even doing lots of things that seem good.  They are prophesying 
in Jesus’ name, casting out demons, doing mighty works, but in the end, 
they are cast out and cutoff.   

▪ Somehow, in spite of doing all of those things for Christ, they weren’t 
abiding in Christ.  They thought they were, but they weren’t. 

2. How can we tell if we are abiding in Christ? 

John 15: 5 – 6 Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from 
me you can do nothing. 6 If anyone does not abide in me he is thrown away like a branch and 
withers; and the branches are gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned. 

• The clearest sign that you are humbly abiding in Christ, is the fruit that is coming 
from your life.  Listen to what John the Baptist said as he went ahead of Jesus to 
prepare the way for him. 

Luke 3: 7 – 9 John said to the crowds coming out to be baptized by him, “You brood of 
vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath? 8 Produce fruit in keeping with 
repentance. And do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ For I tell 
you that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham. 9 The ax is already at the 
root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown 
into the fire.” 

o Now I want you to note something here.  A lot of people get saved, simply to 
escape the wrath of God, they don’t want to go to hell, so they ask Jesus to 
save them, and then they go on with their life as if nothing really has 
changed.  But does that mean the person is really saved?  John didn’t think 
so.  John said that there needed to be fruit in keeping with their repentance.   
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• Real repentance isn’t just sorrow for sin.  Real repentance produces fruit. 

2 Corinthians 7:10  Godly sorrow brings repentance that leads to salvation and leaves no regret, 
but worldly sorrow brings death. 

o Worldly sorrow is just sorrow for the consequences of sin.  Sorrow for getting 
caught.  Sorrow over the punishment that awaits you.  Godly sorrow can have 
all those aspects, but most importantly it has a desire to change.   

• The desire to change is what the word repentance means.  It means to turn away 
from sin and turn to righteousness.  To turn from self  and turn to Christ.  To stop 
abiding in yourself and abide in Christ.  That is why if a person is truly repentant 
there will be fruit.  Turning to Christ produces a changed character, and that 
changed character is the proof that you are abiding in Christ.   

• There is a stark difference between the fruit of the wild olive tree and the fruit of 
the cultivated tree.  Paul gives us a list of both in Galatians 5.  First the fruit of the 
wild olive tree, the fruit of pride. 

Galatians 5: 19 - 21  The acts of the flesh are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and 
debauchery; 20 idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, 
dissensions, factions 21 and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like. I warn you, as I did before, 
that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God.   

o What are everyone of those acts of the flesh rooted in?  Pride.  Wanting what 
you want for yourself.  Thinking you’re better than others.  There is no good 
fruit there at all.  It’s all rotten, the fruit of worldly self-centered pride. 

o If those are the fruits that are filling your life, then it is easy to see that you 
aren’t abiding in Christ.  Those fruits are all about you and you abiding in you.  
In Jesus’ parable of the wedding banquet, think about the people who 
refused the king’s invitation.  They were too wrapped up in themselves to 
come to the wedding.  They refused to come so it was no surprise that they 
were broken off and destroyed. 

• But there is another kind of self-centered pride that can produce worthless fruit in 
our lives—religious self-centered pride that produces faux fruit—like those pieces 
of wax fruit that people put in a bowl as a decoration.  It’s a pride that is doing 
good works for the wrong reason.   
o Think back to what Jesus said in Matthew 7 about those people who were 

trying to gain entry to heaven.  What were they holding up as their claim to 
entry?  “Didn’t we prophesy in your name?  Didn’t we cast out demons and 
do mighty works in your name? 

o Notice this.  They even did these things in Jesus’ name, but they count for 
nothing.  Why?  Because those things weren’t the right clothes to wear.  
Those things were the fruit of religious pride and self-righteousness not 
humility.  They were the fruit of trying to earn your own righteousness by 
what they were doing.  “Look at me!  Look at all of the wonderful things that 
I’ve done.”  They did things in Christ’s name, but they were not abiding in 
Christ, they were abiding in themselves.   

o Christ wasn’t their righteousness.  Their works were, and because those 
works were done apart from abiding in Christ, they count for nothing.  They 
aren’t real fruit, because they were done in pride of self, so like the man who 
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refused to wear the proper attire, like the branches that bear no good fruit, 
even though they are part of the tree, they too are cutoff. 

• Rotten fruit, faux fruit, in the end, both result in the same fate.    

• Now consider all the fruits of the spirit, or if you will the fruits of true repentance.   

Galatians 5: 22 – 24  But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no 
law. 24 Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.  

o Why do I call those the fruits of true repentance?  Because look how those 
fruits come in a person’s life.  They come as a result of our flesh being 
crucified with Christ.  What does that mean?  Simply to die to self.   

o To love others well, to show forbearance, kindness, gentleness, takes 
humility—a willingness to lay down your rights, your life for the sake of 
others.   To have joy, peace, and self-control in all of the circumstances of life 
takes humility—a willingness to accept whatever comes from God’s hand.   

• Without humility, there is no repentance, without repentance there is no fruit, 
without fruit there is no hope to inherit the kingdom. 

3. How to get and keep humility 

Romans 11: 22 Note then the kindness and the severity of God: severity toward those who have 
fallen, but God's kindness to you, provided you continue in his kindness. Otherwise, you too will 
be cut off. 

• What does it mean to note the kindness and severity of God?  It means to see 
God’s grace.  It means that rather than looking at people and criticizing and 
judging; we say with all sincerity, “There but for the grace of God go I.”  Or to add 
Scripture to that thought. 

Ephesians 2: 1 – 5 And you were dead in the trespasses and sins 2 in which you once walked, 
following the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is 
now at work in the sons of disobedience— 3 among whom we all once lived in the passions of 
our flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, and were by nature children of 
wrath, like the rest of mankind. 4 But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with 
which he loved us, 5 even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with 
Christ—by grace you have been saved— 

o There it is.  The severity of God.  Dead in our sins, objects of God’s wrath.  The 
more we see our sinfulness, the more we note the severity of God. 

o But as we see our sin, we also see the kindness of God.  God’s mercy.  God’s 
love.  Being made alive again in Christ.   

o That’s grace, and the more you see God’s grace, the more you will be 
humbled by it and transformed by it with ever increasing glory into the image 
of Jesus.  In other words, a life filled with the fruits of the Spirit. 

• Being assured of your salvation isn’t based on the good works you do.  Unsaved 
people do lots of good works.   
o Unsaved people hang out as part of the olive tree: being baptized, going to 

church, serving on committees, even prophesying, casting out demons, and 
doing mighty and good works in Jesus’ name.  Good works might be a fruit of 
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repentance, but they also might be the fruit of self-righteousness.  Good 
works aren’t a reliable indicator of abiding in Christ. 

• The surest sign that a person really has the fruit of repentance is a humble life 
overflowing with the fruits of the Spirit, and the key to having that kind of life is to 
always be considering the severity and kindness of God.   

• Where do you see both of those things on full display?  At the cross.  Oh, how we 
see the severity of God as all of his wrath was poured on Jesus for our sin, and oh, 
how we see the kindness of God as through His mercy salvation comes because: 

John 3: 16 – 17  “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in 
him should not perish but have eternal life. 17 For God did not send his Son into the world to 
condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him. 

• For a long time, there was not much fruit in my life, because I really wasn’t seeing 
the severity and kindness of God, as it applied to me.  Why?  Because I only saw 
myself as a little sinner who needed just a little of Jesus and a little of the cross.  I 
had pint sized fruit because I had a pint sized Jesus.  Maybe that is where you are 
today, and if it is, I don’t want to leave you there.   

• I think the biggest problem that we have as Christians is that rather than focusing 
on repentance, we focus on being good.  So, what we are really trying to do is 
grow the fruit on our own apart from Christ.  It is how we end up growing that 
faux fruit.  “Look at me.  Look at all the good things I am doing.” 

• To repent of our sin, we have to own our sin.  You can’t give away what you don’t 
own.  The more focused we are on being good, the more we will try to cover up 
our sin and not own it, which means we can never really repent of it, and without 
repentance there is no fruit.   

• What is it that will make us bold and willing to take ownership of our sin?  It is 
seeing and understanding the garments of not just forgiveness but of 
righteousness that God has graciously provided to us through the cross.   
o Maybe I can illustrate our problem humorously.  Think of yourself as being 

dressed in the filthy disgusting rags of sin.  If all you see at the cross is 
forgiveness for your sins, then essentially what the cross does is to strip the 
rags of sin from you.  If that is all it does, then where does that leave you? 
Naked.  So, you get busy working yourself to death trying to clothe yourself in 
righteousness.  That won’t lead to the fruits of the Spirit growing in your life.  
That will just lead to self-righteousness. 

o But forgiveness isn’t all that comes by way of the cross.  The Bible is clear, 
Christ’s robes of righteousness come to us as well.  Robed in the 
righteousness of Christ, your place at the party is secure.  You can never be 
thrown out.   

• The more you understand the security that is yours because you stand before God 
robed in Christ’s righteousness, the more deeply and honestly you will be able to 
explore the depths of your sinfulness, and the more you explore that, the deeper 
your repentance will be, and the deeper your repentance, the more fruit will 
naturally flow out of your life. 


