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Introduction 
 

It’s often said that a great preacher is someone who is relevant, up to date with 
current events and often cites recent news stories to convey his point.  In front of a large, 
captive audience we see Jesus doing just that in today’s text – referencing the recent 
Jerusalem Times headline about a tower that fell on some people.  It’s also often said that 
engaging speakers tell stories to illustrate their points.  Jesus also told many stories.  
Granted, many times the intent was not to elucidate but to make something hard to 
understand in order to weed out the impatient and uninterested.  But some times Jesus 
told stories simply to clarify a truth, as he does here in the text we’re looking at today. 

So on many accounts, Jesus is a model of effective public speaking – he included 
references to current events and he gave frequent illustrations, among other things.  
However, Jesus made the one big no, no.  He did the one thing that a popular preacher 
must never do.  He talked about judgment and the antiquated, primitive idea of Hell.  
That is one part of the message of Jesus that our modern world would like to ignore. 

J.I. Packer talks about how enlightened, 20th century folks don’t like to hear about 
or think about these things.  He observes, “This complacency is part of our culture, and is 
sniffed like glue in the air we breathe, and does in fact operate as a deadening drug on the 
mind, it is a kind of knee-jerk reaction with us to resent having it disturbed…  We scoff 
at hell fire as a bad dream, the murky stamping ground of redneck fundamentalists, back-
woods preachers, and old fashioned Roman Catholics, and we write off the idea as a 
hangover from primitive ages now long past.”1 

Hell is not a well-received theme and certainly doesn’t make for feel-good, step-
on-no-one’s toes kinds of sermons.  And so some of you may be thinking about me, 
“Who is this new pastor, anyway?  Doesn’t he know that three consecutive sermons 
talking about Hell is not a good way to start off a new pastorate?” 

To which I respond, “Don’t worry, at least the next two sections in Luke are about 
something different.”  But I also would like to say, “If it was acceptable content for my 
Lord, then it has to be okay with me too.”  Jesus talked about Hell quite frequently.  And 
there is a reason in God’s Providence that Luke was inspired to organize his material in 
this way.  This section here is unique to Luke.  Luke wants us to spend three weeks on 
this topic, because he deliberately put these sections together. 
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Luke’s main point in today’s text that we simply must grasp is just this: Don’t let 
ultimate disaster come upon you; repent and bear fruit while there’s still time.  But 
even though the same broad topic is at hand, this isn’t the same sermon as either of the 
past two Sundays.  Today’s text gives us a slightly different perspective, with another 
angle to explore.  In vv. 1-5 we’ll have a chance to see Jesus’ perspective on tragedy and 
how we should react to its reality, the primary reaction being repentance.  In vv. 6-9 Jesus 
tells a clarifying parable that shows the need for genuine repentance to be accompanied 
by appropriate fruit and God’s patience with people who don’t repent and bear fruit. 
 
Pray 
 

vv. 1-5  We begin by being told that there were some present at that time amongst the 
crowd who told Jesus about a recent unfortunate event that had happened to some people 
from Jesus’ home region of Galilee.  Like with the guy who interrupted Jesus with an 
inheritance dispute earlier in chapter 12, Jesus uses his interactions with the crowd to 
launch into his teaching on a specific subject. 
 The incident these people describe is a tragic event caused by a person.  They 
“told Jesus about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mixed with their sacrifices” (v. 1).  
Now this incident is not found in any extrabiblical sources so we don’t know much about 
it, but what we can learn about Pilate from other sources helps to better understand it.  He 
was a mean guy, a ruthless leader with a reputation for brutality and maintaining Roman 
rule at whatever price. 

Most likely this situation refers to a time when pilgrims from Galilee in the 
northern part of Israel had come to Jerusalem for the annual Passover celebration.  I say 
this because Pilate always presided over this time and kept his eye out for any signs of 
rebellion especially from the Galileans.  Passover is also the most likely occasion for this 
because it was the only time when non-priests were allowed to slaughter their own 
sacrifices.  So people would either bring their own animals from home or buy them at the 
Temple and slaughter them there before eating them with their family. 

According to one first century, Jewish historian the population of Jerusalem 
during this festival swelled to over 2.5 million people and over a quarter million lambs 
were slaughtered during a 2-hour time period.  So the blood flowed like a river of red and 
during this gory mayhem Pilate had a group of Galilean pilgrims slaughtered for some 
reason and their blood mixed with the animal blood and joined the crimson flow out the 
Temple and into the Kidron Valley. 
 People were talking about this ugly event and trying to make sense of it like we 
try to make sense of Columbine or the Holocaust or Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge.  
Perhaps a better modern day equivalent that captures the horror is to think of an 
oppressive police force breaking into a church in some third world country during 
communion, cutting the throats of a few worshippers, and pouring their blood into the 
communion cups.  Senseless violence enacted by people; it’s nothing new.  What does 
one do with it? 

Perhaps these people listening to Jesus were hearing all of his words about 
punishment being enacted on people and about coming to bring fire on the earth and it 
triggered their memory of this event.  “Judgment... oh yeah, I remember those people 
who met an untimely and horrific death.  You’re talking about them, aren’t you Jesus?  
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They must have done something really bad and they got what they deserved.  Phew, I’m 
glad this doesn’t involve me.” 

You see, the common belief of the day was that suffering and tragedy always 
signified God’s judgment on people.  If something bad happened to you it was because 
you had done something wrong.  If you got sick it was because there was some 
unconfessed or even unknown sin in your life.  Remember Job’s friends?  Wasn’t that the 
false root of their counsel to Job?  As Eliphaz said to him, “Consider now [Job]: Who, 
being innocent, has ever perished?  Where were the upright ever destroyed?  As I have 
observed, those who plow evil and those who sow trouble reap it” (Job 4:7-8).  They pin 
pointed the cause of Job’s suffering to something that he had done, but the text says that 
Job was “blameless and upright” in God’s sight and a man who “feared God and shunned 
evil” (Job 1:1) and the whole point of Job is to counter this false notion. 

But these people approaching Jesus hadn’t understood Job.  They had a theology 
that automatically linked suffering with a corresponding sin.  Such a skewed theology is 
wrong on so many grounds. 

Jesus immediately recognizes this skewed thinking in these people and “Jesus 
answered, ‘Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other 
Galileans because they suffered this way?  I tell you, no!’” (vv. 2-3a).  Jesus dispels the 
myth that suffering always has a direct, one-to-one correspondence with sin.  He does a 
similar thing in John 9 when he is asked about a man born blind, “Who sinned, this man 
or his parents, that this should happen?”  What’s his answer?  “Neither.”  You can’t draw 
such conclusions. 

So Jesus tells them that Pilate’s Galilean victims weren’t massacred because they 
were worse sinners than others.  After shooting down a false rationale, he doesn’t 
explicitly give a reason for why they were killed, but instead he uses this opportunity to 
call people to repentance.  “But unless you repent, you too will all perish” (v. 3b).  In 
other words, “If you don’t repent, an even worse end awaits you.  As these people were 
unexpectantly met with destruction, you will unexpectantly stand defenseless before God 
and be assigned to eternal, conscious punishment.” 

Perishing, here, refers to something that happens beyond the grave and is what 
awaits those who never repent and put their trust in Jesus.  Perishing is the opposite of 
eternal life.  John 3:16 – “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, 
that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”  The violent, bloody 
death that came upon these Galileans is a G-rated preview of what will ultimately come 
upon those who don’t repent in this life. 

Then Jesus pulls out an example of his own that illustrates the same point.  This 
time it’s something that happened to Jerusalemites instead of Galileans and this time it’s 
a tragic event caused by nature instead of humans.  But the point is the same.  Verse 4 – 
“Or those eighteen who died when the tower in Siloam fell on them – do you think they 
were more guilty than all the others living in Jerusalem?  I tell you, no!  But unless you 
repent, you too will all perish.” 

Like the previous story, we know about this event only because of Luke.  The 
pool of Siloam was a fresh water reservoir fed by the Gihon spring on the Southeast side 
of the city.  Evidently, some sort of tower had been constructed here, maybe for fortifying 
the city and one day out of nowhere the tower collapsed and killed 18 people – a freak 
event that insurance companies call an act of God.  This, like being struck by lightning or 
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having the earth open up and swallow you, is even more easily identified by amateur 
theologians as God’s judgment. 

What does one do with random tragedies like this one?  How do you make sense 
of the story of the Steinkrauses?  True story: Wycliff missionaries, Walt and Vonnie 
Steinkrause were relaxing on a Sunday afternoon with their two daughters, Kerry and 
Kathy, in Papua New Guinea where they served.  “At precisely 3:00 P.M. a half-mile-
wide section of the mountain on the opposite side of the river from their village broke off 
and buried them.  They may never even have heard the sound.”2  Was God upset with 
them for not working hard enough?  Did the 23 souls who died in Hurricane Charley a 
couple weeks ago do something to cause that to happen? 

Jesus puts such reasoning to rest: “I tell you, no!  You guys aren’t really getting it.  
But here’s the main thing to get: unless you repent, you too will all perish.”  Those who 
go through life without a genuine turning from sin and turning to God will experience 
something far worse than being suddenly buried alive under a falling building.  With two 
parallel examples Jesus corrects our faulty views about suffering and tragedy and points 
us to the real issue at hand – repentance and being ready for death.  Let me just 
extrapolate for you three application points that come out of this. 

 
(1) First of all, I want to remind you of something that most of you probably know in 
theory, but forget sometimes in practice – the things that happen to you are not, for the 
most part, dependent upon something that you’ve done.  If something bad happens to you 
or to someone you love, don’t think of it as God’s punishment for something you’ve 
done.  I think that this is easy to grasp now, but I want to prepare you for the future, 
because it’s a pretty good bet that at some point in your life a tragedy is going to strike 
you or someone close to you and I want you to be prepared as much as possible for it and 
to be able to combat these false ideas that will pop into your head.  In fact, even with a 
church our size there’s a good possibility that something tragic could happen among us – 
cancer, a car wreck, the death of a child, a drive by shooting – and I want us to be 
prepared. 

Most of the time (there are rare occasions when God does punish people for 
specific sins – Ananias and Sapphira come to mind – but those, I think, are rare and are 
always obvious), but most of the time suffering is not a direct result of your own sin.  
You don’t have to worry if some kind of disaster falls on you that there was something 
that you did to warrant it.  The Bible repeatedly refutes this kind of thinking. 

I can remember a summer several years ago when I got very sick and lost 50 lbs. 
and spent whole days, even weeks lying in bed with nothing else to do but think.  At first 
I thought to myself that there must have been some unconfessed sin in my life that was 
causing the illness; I must have done something to make God mad at me; I wasn’t living 
up to what God wanted so he was punishing me.  By God’s grace that summer I finally 
came to the conclusion that it wasn’t that way at all, but rather God was using this time to 
teach me many different lessons.  Sometimes disaster just happens and there’s no 
immediate explanation besides the sovereign, loving wisdom of God. 
 So bad things can happen without being caused by sinning but the inverse of that 
statement is equally true: Good things can happen to you without being caused by doing 
good.  These people Jesus is talking to had pointed their accusing fingers at those who 
encountered tragedy, and implicit in this behavior is the fact that they thought they 
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themselves were righteous.  If tragedy had skipped over them it must be because of 
something they had done or had not done themselves.  But this is simply not true.  God 
causes the rain to fall on the just and the unjust without distinction and John Piper is just 
as likely to die of a sudden heart attack, as is Hugh Heffner. 
 An extreme form of this kind of thinking is the Health & Wealth Gospel, but 
milder forms are much more prevalent with people like you and me.  “That will never 
happen to me.”  “I’m living a relatively easy and nice life because God is rewarding me 
for my clean life.”  “That may happen to other people, but God will surely spare me those 
atrocities.”  We can see someone who’s really had a tough time in life and we, 
unconsciously even, can think of ourselves as in some way better than that person.  

Friends, I don’t want you to worry when bad things happen to you and I don’t 
want you to be conceited when they don’t.  And I certainly don’t want you to ever play 
the part of Job’s friends to a fellow brother or sister who has experienced tragedy.  If you 
live to see another day it does not mean you’re good, and if you don’t it does not mean 
you’re bad (or at least more bad than others).  Jesus says that’s not the way the world 
works. 
 
(2) The second application point I want to draw deals with questions that naturally 
arise from this passage concerning the “Problem of Evil” – “Why is there tragedy in this 
world in the first place?”  So my second application is this: because we live in a fallen 
and sinful world we should expect tragedy.  We shouldn’t be totally surprised when it 
happens. 

I already alluded to this fact that we can expect tragedy and suffering to happen.  
While individual instances of calamity are not usually direct punishments for sins 
committed, the existence of pain and evil and death and suffering is, broadly speaking, 
the result of sin.  The first humans sinned and immediately death, deceit, violence, and 
natural disasters came on the scene.  All of humanity is now born in a natural state of 
rebellion against God and even the creation itself has been subjected to frustration. 

So every human being comes into the world guilty and immediately begins to sin.  
Jesus hints at this in his two responses: “Do you think that these Galileans were worse 
sinners than all the other Galileans?”  Jesus is saying that all the Galileans were sinners.  
Again, “Do you think that they were more guilty than all the others living in Jerusalem?”  
Jesus is saying that everyone in Jerusalem was guilty, but these weren’t “more” guilty.  
Jesus assumes that everyone is sinful. 

The universal aspect of sin is further seen in the fact that Jesus says in vv. 3 and 5, 
“If you all do not all repent then all of you will likewise all perish” (the nouns and verbs 
are all plural).  And why would innocent people need to repent, in the first place?  So 
everyone’s guilty of sin and in a sense, everyone deserves punishment; there’s no one 
who could have tragedy strike them and say to God, “This is totally unfair!  I’m a really 
great guy.  This can’t happen to me.” 

This is how many in our society and sometimes in our churches think.  Because of 
this widespread denial of Original Sin and Total Depravity, the Problem of Evil – how 
can so much evil exist with an all-good and all-powerful God – has become more of a 
widespread problem.  When in fact there is not so much a Problem of Evil, as there is a 
Problem of Good – how can so much good exist among an all-sinful and all-guilty 
humanity? 
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It makes sense, at least to me, why random tragedies and violent acts would be so 
prevalent among a corrupt and fallen people.  What doesn’t make sense is why there’s not 
more; of why so many people, Christian and non-Christian, can go through so much of 
their lives without having bad things happen to them.  This is quite a puzzle, that is unless 
there really is a good God who is patiently giving bad people a chance to repent. 

This is the conclusion that I came to in my own summer of suffering: I realized 
that this wasn’t happening to me as the direct punishment for a specific sin, but rather 
simply because I was a sinner just like everyone else living in a fallen world.  And I 
realized that I couldn’t really complain and that I was totally dependent upon God’s 
grace. 

Friends, don’t be surprised when tragedy happens, it is part and parcel of living in 
a fallen world where you sin and other people make sinful decisions that have 
consequences and where nature itself has been cursed.  Be grateful to God when tragedy 
does not strike and be at a point where if it does you will not perish. 
 
(3) This leads me to the third and final application that I wanted draw out of vv. 1-5 
and it’s the main application that Jesus is trying to make: live each day like it could be 
your last.  Remembering that tragedy should be expected in a fallen world where 
everyone really deserves it anyway we have to make sure that we have come into a right 
relationship with God before it’s too late.  Are we ready to meet our maker today? 
 This is the text the preacher spoke from at the church I went to on the Sunday 
after Sept. 11th.  The picture of those twin towers falling in New York and killing some 
3,000 people has to come to mind when you hear the story in this text and when you 
think about tragedy.  No one who got on those planes that morning or who went into 
work that day knew that this would be the day they would die.  Certainly not everyone 
who was killed that day was being punished for some specific sin that they had done.  
However, certainly none of them were completely innocent before God either.  They, like 
all of us, were destined to die sometime as a result of living in a fallen world and being 
sinners themselves; their time just came a little sooner than expected. 
 I was still in grad school at the time and remember going to class that very 
afternoon where the professor opened up with prayer.  And during the prayer I distinctly 
remember him saying something to the effect that that very morning, thousands of people 
were abruptly met with the stark reality of Hell.  The seriousness of this affected me 
deeply.  Not only did many people suddenly and unsuspectingly come to the end of their 
earthly life, but many came face to face with the reality of eternal Hell. 
 But I’m sure some of those who died did not perish.  Some of those who met their 
death on that fateful day will live forever because they had repented and turned to God in 
their lifetime.  And so the lesson for us is that we can die at anytime – I could walk out 
these doors and get hit by a car this afternoon, your house could burn down as you sleep 
tonight, but these things don’t have to be ultimate tragedies for you. 
 It’s good for all of us to think about our mortality.  May I recommend to you 
Jonathan Edward’s Resolution #9 (Edwards wrote out 70 different resolutions that he 
would read over once a week and try by God’s grace to keep)?  Resolution #9 reads: 
“Resolved, to think much on all occasions of my own dying, and of the common 
circumstances which attend death.”3 
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 Realizing the brevity of life should change the way we live, the way we treat our 
spouses, the way we use our time, the way we spend our money, but first and foremost 
the reality of tragedy should cause us to repent in order to prevent ultimate disaster from 
coming upon us.  “Only repentance,” Darrell Bock says, “can change death from a tragic 
end into a bridge to a new kind of life.”4  Live each day like it could be your last.  
Consider the fact that you’re going to die and be ready by repenting.  But what does it 
mean to repent here? 
 

vv. 6-9  The word itself means to turn, to change one’s mind.  The verb tense here 
signifies a single decisive action, most likely that initial act of faith that causes one to 
leave everything and follow Jesus.  Mark tells us that the main message of Jesus was this: 
“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the 
gospel.”  Even though later in Luke we will see Jesus telling his disciples that they will 
continually need to repent and that they should continually forgive their brothers when 
they repent, what Jesus is primarily telling his hearers here is to do is make sure they’ve 
done that one time, major act of repentance and coming to Christ for salvation. 
 And what such a life changing repentance should look like is illustrated for us in 
the following parable.  “Then [in order to clarify what he meant about perishing if you 
don’t repent] he told this parable: “A man had a fig tree, planted in his vineyard, and he 
went to look for fruit on it, but did not find any.  So he said to the man who took care of 
the vineyard, ‘For three years now I’ve been coming to look for fruit on this fig tree and 
haven’t found any.  Cut it down!  Why should it use up the soil?’” (vv. 6-7).  First we 
saw that not repenting would lead to perishing; here we see that not bearing fruit will lead 
to getting cut down.  So we must conclude that true repentance leads to fruit. 
 Like I said last week, parables are not allegories.  We aren’t supposed to press all 
the details of the story.  They usually have one major point.  Here Jesus employs the 
common NT metaphor of bearing fruit in order to communicate the need for repentance 
to be accompanied by tangible evidence of a changed heart.  A man plants a fig tree and 
at the stage when it should be producing fruit the owner comes for three straight years 
and does not find any fruit, so naturally he orders for it to be cut down. 
 Some people hold that this is referring to the nation of Israel and that may be 
partly in mind here, but this also applies more generally to all people.  If anyone 
continues to live a life of fruitlessness before God, at some point death will come upon 
that person and the fires of Hell will follow. 

The way to avoid this is to repent and bear fruit.  This is what John the Baptist 
was talking about earlier in Luke when he said to the crowds coming out to see him in the 
desert, “Produce fruit in keeping with [as evidence of] repentance… 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” (3:8-9). 

So what this means for us is that repentance can’t just be something that we do, 
without it ever really affecting our lives.  Believing the gospel can’t just be fire insurance.  
That kind of faith is really not faith at all.  Remember the Parable of the Sower that Jesus 
told back in Luke 8 to illustrate about four types of responses to the call for repentance 
and faith?  One represents people who hear the word of God but don’t believe.  Another 
represents those who hear and appear to believe for a short time, but temptations quickly 
lead them astray.  A third type of response represents those who listen to the word of 
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God, go to church, but eventually “they are choked with worries and riches and pleasures 
of this life, and bring no fruit to maturity.”  The fourth type of response represents the 
only true believer, there’s only one example in this parable that stands for genuine 
Christians, they’re those “who hear the word, retain it, and by persevering produce a 
crop.” 

To truly repent and be a follower of Christ has to mean that we live a life that is 
different.  Alleged repentance that doesn’t cause such things as love and joy and peace 
and patience and kindness and goodness and faithfulness and gentleness and self-control 
to grow out of one’s life is not really repentance at all. 

Now this is not to say that Christians must be perfect and if you’re not then you’re 
not a Christian.  This is not to say that you need anything else to save you besides faith.  
All this is saying is that sincere faith and repentance will always lead to fruit.  Maybe it’s 
just one measly fig for the first couple of years and then two for the next 3 years, but if 
you can’t look back at your life as a Christian and see at least some area in your life 
where you’ve grown, then there’s something wrong. 

To the one who repents before God, Christ has canceled his debt by his baptism of 
death on the Cross.  The Holy Spirit has taken up residence in his body.  His will has 
been freed from the mastery of sin.  God has placed the desire for holiness within his 
heart.  And from the life of the one who truly repents, good fruit gradually begins to be 
produced.  That’s what Jesus is saying with this parable.  Is there any fruit in your life?  If 
not repent before you get cut down. 

Now the beauty of this parable is that in it we can see the tender heart of God that 
bears with us.  Let’s read the last two verses: “‘Sir,’ the man replied, ‘leave it alone for 
one more year, and I’ll dig around it and fertilize it.  If it bears fruit next year, fine!  If 
not, then cut it down.’”  We see here God’s willingness to give people more time to 
repent. 

Whoever the keeper of the vineyard is doesn’t really matter.  What we’re 
supposed to see is that even though God is just, he is also merciful and loving.  Once 
again this shows us that we don’t have a problem of evil, but of good.  Instead of wiping 
out mankind right after Adam ate from the tree, God embarked on a long plan of 
redeeming humanity through Christ.  Instead of simply withdrawing from the world and 
allowing us to wipe ourselves out, he restrains evil and lavishes us with needless 
blessings.  Instead of treating us as our sins deserve, every day longer he allows us to live 
is another day he gives us to repent and bear fruit. 

Notice the care given to this fruitless fig tree.  The soil is cultivated, weeded, and 
loosened up around it.  Manure is then placed in the freshly tilled soil for fertilizer.  All 
this in an effort to get the tree to do what it was supposed to and produce fruit.  Likewise, 
God is sustaining the life of millions of people in hopes that they will repent.  For us who 
have repented we can look back and see how he wooed us to himself, sometimes it may 
have felt like we were being piled high with manure or our roots in this world were being 
painfully cut, but he was breaking us and bringing us to repentance. 

I have to wonder if Peter was listening closely as Jesus was saying these things.  
And as he reflected on Jesus’ words after a lifetime of failures and triumphs and steady 
fruit bearing wrote in 2 Pe. 3:9 – “He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, 
but everyone to come to repentance.”  Paul also says something similar in Rom. 2:4 when 
he asks the question, “Do you show contempt for the riches of his kindness, tolerance, 
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and patience, not realizing that God’s kindness leads you toward repentance?”  God’s 
green thumb brings about our first repentance and causes us to persevere to the end 
producing more and more fruit each season. 

There will come a day of reckoning, though.  His patience will not last forever.  
When you die or when he comes back, which ever comes first, will he find fruit in your 
life in keeping with repentance?  If you haven’t repented and if it’s not visible you will be 
cut down and will perish. 
 
Conclusion 

So just to recap: we’ve seen that Jesus gives us a proper perspective on tragedy – 
bad things don’t always happen as the direct result of a specific sin, sometimes they just 
happen; we shouldn’t be surprised by their existence, however, because the world is 
fallen; instead we should use their reality as a reminder to repent before something worse 
happens to us.  Jesus then tells us that repentance is more than just saying you’re sorry, 
it’s living a changed life and doing good deeds.  And we’ve also seen that he’s patient 
with us to give us time to repent and bear fruit.  In short, I’ve tried to warn you not to let 
ultimate disaster come upon you, but to repent and bear fruit while there’s still 
time. 

Let’s pray… 
 
Benediction 
 
Jude 1:24-25 – “To him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you before 
his glorious presence without fault and with great joy – to the only God our Savior be 
glory, majesty, power and authority, through Jesus Christ our Lord, before all ages, now 
and forevermore! Amen.” 
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