
 1 

Luke 13:1-9     Lent 3 c     3-20-22  

   A Change of Perspective 

 

In our Gospel lesson Jesus was told of a horribly violent 

act committed by Pontius Pilate’s soldiers. Apparently a group 

of Jewish pilgrims from Galilee had been murdered in the Temple 

by the soldiers while the Galileans had been offering up their 

sacrifices. The people expected Jesus to be outraged, especially 

since Jesus was from Galilee.  

Perhaps they had hoped telling Him this would finally move 

Jesus into action to lead them in revolt against Rome and set up 

the glorious Messianic Kingdom so many wanted (and wrongly 

expected). After all, Jesus had been warning them about 

understanding the signs about them and coming judgment…maybe 

this tragedy was such a sign.  

Oh, it was a sign, but not the way they understood it. This 

tragedy, like all forms of disasters, heartache and suffering 

served as a sign or reminder of the fallen and cursed world we 

live in – a reminder of the sinfulness and condemnation we have 

all inherited and our own critical need – that we are reminded 

things are not right between God and creation/us. What we need 

is for our eyes to be opened by such struggles and gain 

perspective.  

And so Jesus instructs them and us. Instead of outrage, 

Jesus poses a question. Luke 13:2 ESV "Do you think that these 

Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans, 

because they suffered in this way?”  

People of Jesus' day thought that sin and suffering go 

together. Those who sin suffer. Those who are suffering, must 

have sinned. That's how Job's three friends assessed Job's 

misery. He must have sinned. That's how Jesus' disciples reacted 

to a man born blind. "Who sinned, this man or his parents?" We 

can think that way too.  

Then Jesus goes further and asks: What about the tower in 

Siloam that fell and killed eighteen people. "Do you think that 

those people were worse offenders than all the others who lived 

in Jerusalem?"  

That's a tougher question. The Galileans had been part of 

an uprising against the Roman government. Perhaps God didn't 

approve of their cause, and thus the massacre. But a tower 

falling on people is a random disaster. (Ironically the 

insurance industry would call it “an act of God”) Innocent 

people in the wrong place at the wrong time. It could have 

happened to anyone. Why them? Were they more guilty than the 

others?  

Why do bad things happen? Actually, there is another 

question behind that question; the one that is really being 
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asked: "Where is God's mercy/love in all this?" And that 

question is an indictment/judgment against God. Is God merciful? 

Then these things shouldn't happen at all. Or maybe God isn't 

all that almighty or in control after all. Either God is 

merciful but powerless, or powerful but merciless. Otherwise, 

bad things wouldn't happen.  

Why do bad things happen? That is a question that also 

judges God's justice/fairness. If God were just, bad things 

would happen only to bad people, and everyone would get just 

what he or she deserved.  

But Jesus gives the proper perspective that when we see or 

experience disasters or hardships, that we need to see them as 

“signs”, reminders to look at ourselves and see our need rather 

than wonder about others, or (questioning God’s nature).  

Jesus offers this perspective: "Unless you repent, you will 

all likewise perish." In other words, the correct response to 

death and tragedies in general - whether by political 

oppression, natural disaster, falling towers, disease, 

shootings, or anything else - is repentance. DEATH ISN'T THE 

WORST THING THAT COULD HAPPEN TO YOU. Damnation (eternal death) 

is. Death and other sufferings and tragedies are the signs/huge 

reminders that things are not right between God and us. "The 

wages of sin is death." And unless we all repent, we will be 

worse off than the Galileans in the temple or the eighteen 

killed by the falling tower in Siloam.  

Repentance is the end of all questions -- and all 

judgments. The issue is not why bad things happen or why they 

happen to the wrong people. The issue is God's justice and His 

mercy. "The wages of sin is death." "The soul that sins will 

die." That is God's justice. "The gift of God is eternal life in 

Christ Jesus." That is God's mercy. God hates sin and kills the 

sinner.  That is His justice. God forgives sin and justifies the 

sinner in Jesus Christ. That is His mercy.  

To repent means to be changed in mind, to take a different 

perspective on things, and on yourself. Repentance is a shift 

from focusing of God's justice to focusing on His mercy, from 

the Law to the Gospel. The people who came to Jesus were dealing 

with Him according to the Law. They were questioning God's 

justice. How could God allow those Galileans to die? How could 

He allow His temple to be desecrated?  

Under God's justice people get what they deserve. Do we 

really want God to dish out what we deserve?  

To repent means that we no longer deal with God according 

to His justice. We don't plead how good we are and how we 

deserve nothing but good from God. Instead, we repent. We change 

our minds. We deal with God according to His mercy, confessing 

that we are no better than the Galileans slaughtered in the 
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temple or those poor people who were crushed by the tower. Once 

we saw God as judge and ourselves as good people deserving 

justice. In repentance, our minds are changed. Our viewpoint is 

changed. We see God as Savior and ourselves as poor miserable 

sinners, with nothing good within us, seeking mercy in Christ. 

The tension between God's justice and His mercy is where 

the parable of the fruitless fig tree comes in. A man had a fig 

tree planted in his vineyard. For three straight years, he came 

looking for figs and found none. In frustration, the owner, who 

represents God's justice, says, "This tree is worthless. It 

hasn't produced a thing. It's a waste of good soil. Cut it 

down." That's how it is with the Law - produce or die.  

But the Gardner, who represents God's mercy, says, "Wait a 

minute. I've got another idea. Let's leave it alone. (The word 

here can actually be translated `forgive’.) "Let's forgive it. 

I'll dig around its roots and put on some fertilizer and we'll 

see what happens." That's how it is with the Gospel - forgive 

and feed. Lay on grace upon grace.  

So there are two distinct ways of dealing with a fruitless 

fig tree - either destroy it or forgive and feed it. Justice or 

mercy. Law or Gospel. If you were that fruitless fig tree, which 

of the two ways would you prefer? How do you want God to deal 

with you? Do you want Him to give you what you deserve? Or do 

you want Him to be merciful to you?  

To repent means to identify with that fruitless fig tree, 

under a death sentence - "The axe is already laid to the root" - 

And yet under even greater mercy. We live by God's mercy in 

Jesus Christ, not by our own merits. We aren't good people. We 

are, by nature, sinners. We aren't productive, fruit-bearing 

trees. We are, by fallen nature, spiritually dead, fruitless and 

barren. God's justice says that we deserve to continue in that 

death, to eternally die. To repent is to admit that we are poor 

miserable sinners, that we justly deserve God's eternal wrath 

and punishment.  

Repentance gets us off our thrones and arrogance and puts 

us on our knees. It opens our hearts wide to receive mercy from 

God. The fruitless fig tree gets all the attention. It's the 

focus of the Gardner’s rich mercy. What advantage is there to 

admitting that you are a sinner? To confessing your sinfulness? 

You get forgiven! You get fed!  

When God's justice and mercy collide, a price must be paid. 

The sinner must die - God's justice demands it. Or Jesus must 

die for the sinner. God's mercy and justice collided on a cross 

some two thousand years ago when the Son of God died. Another 

Galilean slain by Pilate. Only this time, the Galilean was 

innocent. His blood was poured out, not to desecrate a 
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sacrifice, but to be the ONE Sacrifice for the sin of the world. 

The tower of God's judgment tumbled down upon Him.  

Consider Jesus hanging on the cross. Was he a worse 

offender than all the others? No. And yes. No, He was innocent, 

sinless, perfect. Yet yes, for our sake, in our place, for us 

and for our salvation, He became the worst offender, the worst 

sinner, the very embodiment of ALL our sin so that we, baptized 

into His death and believing in Him, might become His 

righteousness.  

Jesus was the fruitful tree cut down to save the fruitless. 

The water and the blood that flowed from Calvary's tree is the 

food for all the fruitless fig trees of this world, sinners the 

likes of you and me, giving them life, forgiving and feeding 

them, making them fruitful.  

When you hear of tragedy on the news, or disaster strikes 

dangerously near you, don't ask why such things happen. Instead, 

see it as the reminder that it is and repent. See the judgment 

and Seek mercy. Confess your sin. Pray, "Lord Jesus Christ, Son 

of God, have mercy on me, a sinner." Be forgiven with His words. 

Be fed with His body and blood.  

Then let the Pilates of this world do whatever they will. 

"They can harm us none." Let towers tumble. Unless Christ should 

return first, we will all die one day - of one thing or another, 

whether tragically or not. But with Jesus' forgiveness, trusting 

in His mercy, we will not perish. We will live as fruitful trees 

in the Lord's vineyard, now and forever more. 

Amen. 

 

  


