It is now four years since the devastating 2004 Boxing Day tsunami. At that time I listened to radio stations and read newspaper reports from all around the globe. And universally, no matter what their religious beliefs or culture, people were looking for answers to the same simple question. Why? Why did this happen? Events like this cut through all the mundane and extraneous trivia of life that we surround ourselves with, and force us to confront the basic questions of the meaning of life on earth.

People have always wanted to know the answer to questions about human suffering. It was no different in the time that Jesus walked the earth in first century Palestine. Have a look at how this passage from Luke’s gospel begins:
“Now there were some present at that time who told Jesus about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mixed with their sacrifices.”

No Worse Sinners (1-2,4)

 - Human Suffering at the hand of humans 

We can only assume from Jesus’ answer that something in the way they spoke told him that they thought that somehow they were better than these unfortunate men because this had not happened to them. Perhaps they insinuated that they had somehow brought it on themselves or something. It’s a bit like the reaction of some to the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Well the Americans brought it on themselves didn’t they, by their foreign policy. Or what people are saying about the Palestinian civilians killed in Gaza this month – it’s their own fault for allowing Hamas to house arms near them. Or the way people say when someone is assaulted, well why were they walking late at night by themselves? Or why was she wearing such provocative clothing? We often want to explain suffering by blaming the victim in some way, even if it is suffering at the hands of other people.
Perhaps in this case they brought it up because of something Jesus had been saying that they had misinterpreted. Notice it starts out “Now there were some present at that time…” And when we look back to chapter 12 we find that Jesus has been teaching them about all sorts of things, but especially themes that involve getting right with God, avoiding judgement, and interpreting the signs of the times. Maybe they brought this up as a sign of the times – something that showed that the Messiah must be about to appear. Just as today people say the same about the latest catastrophe. Or maybe they were making an oblique attack on Jesus himself, since those killed were Galileans.
We only know about the incident they told Jesus about from this gospel account. But we do have historical accounts of several other similar atrocities perpetrated or threatened by Pilate, against Jews and Samaritans under his authority. This is quite in accord with his known track record of inciting the religious Jews by profaning their sacred places and festivals. And in this case by murdering the worshippers in the process.
Well, whatever their exact motive for bringing this story up, Jesus is not impressed with their reason. He answers ““Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans because they suffered this way? I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish.”

Jesus always has this way of bringing everything back to home base with us, doesn’t he? We are so used to shifting the spotlight of blame or judgement onto others. But Jesus never lets us get away with that.

- Human suffering at the hand of Providence 

Now it’s easy enough to see how suffering at the hand of other humans is not linked to the sin of the sufferer but rather to the sin of the one who hurts them. But Jesus is not content to stick with the easy one. He goes beyond what they are asking and raises the much harder question of suffering at the hand of Providence. What insurance companies describe as “acts of God.” He continues: “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…!”

In the Old Testament, God’s prophets sometimes did link specific sins to specific national catastrophes. But we are not living in that time and place and era of God’s redemptive history. And even the Old Testament does not allow us to make a simple connection between people’s sin and their suffering. There is a whole book, the book of Job, whose main purpose is to debunk the theory that good things always happen to good people and bad things always happen to bad people. In the story, Job’s friends didn’t know how to handle the outpouring of his grief, and Job’s accusations that God was afflicting him for no reason. They responded with an inadequate theology of suffering. Chapters 4 to 32 record their longwinded attempts to fit Job’s suffering into their theological framework. Their basic argument was: “Job, God blesses the righteous with life and health and wealth and strength. But he curses those who have sinned with illness, poverty, and weakness. You have been cursed this way. Therefore you must be guilty of some great sin that you have not confessed. The solution is simple - own up to it, and God will bless you.” It was all nice and neat, and theologically orthodox. But it was wrong. 

And the New Testament makes it perfectly plain here in Luke 13 that Jesus did not think that the atrocities and disasters of his day could be linked to particular sins done by the sufferers. 

- Our Common Condition

 Those who died in Indonesia, Thailand, Burma, Bangladesh, India, Sri Lanka, Tanzania, Somalia and Kenya in the tsunami four years ago were no more nor less evil than you or I. 
Those who perished on September 11, 2001 in New York and Washington did not die because of their affluent, self-indulgent Western lifestyle.

Those who survived, almost miraculously, the crash landing of that 737 jet on the Hudson river the week before last were no more righteous or deserving of life than those who perished in the other aircraft that crashed into the same river several years earlier.

But such disasters should cause those who hear of them to examine themselves, and turn back to God in repentance, because death is the common end of us all, in whatever form it will take. The reason for these things is not that those particular people were evil, but that humankind taken as a whole is evil and has brought the consequences of sin into our previously perfect world that God made for us in the beginning.
Jesus said something else back in chapter 11 verse 13 that should give us cause to think. He said “If you, even though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask Him?” Now the bit I want you to take note of there is incidental to what Jesus was teaching there about God’s generosity in salvation, but it is vital to an understanding of what he says here in Luke 13. He said, “you, even though you are evil…” You see, the terrible truth is that we are an evil species. There is no such thing as an innocent human being in the absolute sense, because since Adam and Eve fell and brought sin and death into the human condition, there has only been one perfect person who was not evil. 

It is only in this very general sense that we can say that disasters are a result of human sin. Because we are a fallen race, a race of evildoers, we are living outside the paradise of Eden, and so we experience these things as part of God’s general punishment of humanity for their rejection of His loving rule over them. We rejected him in the Garden, and as a result we rejected His protection from the ravages of the natural world, which is now sometimes our deadly enemy, and from the limitations of our own knowlege. But we cannot say that a tsunami or a terrorist attack or a train derailment is the specific result of the specific sins of any particular person or group of people or nation that suffers these things. God has not revealed that to us.

The Only Choice: Repent or Perish (3,5)

- Ezekiel 18

Jesus gets to the real point when he says, of both types of disaster, human atrocity or act of nature, “unless you repent, you will likewise all perish.” Now this kind of language is increasingly foreign to people in our culture today. But it was well known and understood by the Jews back then. God had told them countless times through the prophets that they must repent or perish. Turn or burn. Like the passage from Ezekiel 18 we read earlier. 
““Therefore, O house of Israel, I will judge you, each one according to his ways, declares the Sovereign LORD. Repent! Turn away from all your offenses; then sin will not be your downfall. 31 Rid yourselves of all the offenses you have committed, and get a new heart and a new spirit. Why will you die, O house of Israel? 32 For I take no pleasure in the death of anyone, declares the Sovereign LORD. Repent and live!”

That passage alone shows us that human suffering in this life, no matter what the immediate cause, does not come because God likes to hurt and kill people. God does not take pleasure in it. But whatever other purposes it might serve, one purpose for it is as a warning and incentive to others to repent.
- Repentance and Faith

 What does it mean to repent? Ezekiel gives us a working definition there in the words of God through the prophet. “Repent! Turn away from all of your offenses; then sin will not be your downfall.” But we must also notice that the bible sees repentance as a fruit of the new life that God gives in Christ. And this new life under the New Covenant, comes by faith in the son of God. Repentance without faith is mere human reform. And it won’t last. It certainly won’t result in avoiding judgement, because merely trying to pull yourself up by your own bootstraps is to ignore God’s appointed way of salvation in Christ, and is just as sinful as continuing to do the things you are trying to stop doing.
-  Repentance is more than Reform

Repentance is more than reform. It starts with a change of heart and mind. And especially a change of heart towards Jesus. We mustn’t take this passage out of context. Before applying it to our own lives, we have to understand what Jesus is saying to them. All of the teachings in these chapters are in the shadow of the prophecies about the coming destruction of Jerusalem for their rejection of their Messiah King. When Jesus warns that they will likewise perish, he means it first of all literally. As citizens of Jerusalem, destruction is coming upon them and upon the whole land of Judea. Repentance in their context means turning away from their sins, but especially their sin of rejecting Jesus himself. It means turning back to God by accepting him. And that’s what the next parable is about it in the following verses.
 Figuring out the Figurative Fig Tree (6-9)

 Then 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. 

Lk 13:7 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?’ 

Lk 13:8 “ ‘Sir,’ the man replied, ‘leave it alone for one more year, and I’ll dig around it and fertilize it. 

Lk 13:9 If it bears fruit next year, fine! If not, then cut it down.’ ”
- A Warning to Israel

Now we know from several parts of scripture, including the prophets and other parts of the gospels, that the vineyard here represents the kingdom of God. And the fig tree is the nation of Israel and her leaders. In the time of Jesus that meant Judea and Galilee, but especially Judea and the capital Jerusalem, and the corrupt priesthood and scribes and teachers of the law who were plotting to kill him. Why does he say the man came looking for three years? Because that’s the length of time of the public ministry of Jesus to Israel. He is the owner of the vineyard in the parable. Jesus is saying to them, this is your last chance to continue as the people of God. Bear the fruit of repentance and faith, or you will be cut down. His message to them is essentially the same message as that of Isaiah, Amos, Jeremiah and other prophets of ages past. But the difference is that in rejecting him they are rejecting the very presence and person of God himself.

Now I’ll say more about this on Palm Sunday, when we see how in Mark chapter 11 Jesus acts out this parable with a real live fig tree.
 - A Warning to the Church

 But let’s go on to think about us as the church of God. In Romans 9 to 11, which I will be preaching on next month, the apostle Paul tells us non-Jews not to have the same attitude to the Jews that these people in Luke 13 had towards those who died at the hands of Pilate. Don’t think you’re any better. Don’t gloat over them because they were cut down so you could be grafted on. I don’t want to pre-empt what I’ll say about Romans now, but I do want to say that we cannot feel superior to these Jews that Jesus warned that day in ancient Palestine. It is a warning to us just as much. Remember the warnings the risen Jesus gives to his churches through the vision that the apostle John records in the Revelation. What does he say to several of those churches? Churches that together are representative or symbolic of the church throughout all history. He warns Ephesus that they have lost their first love, and says “Remember the height from which you have fallen! Repent and do the things you did at first. If you do not repent, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place.” He warns Pergamum and Thyatira that if they do not repent of their wrong teachings and immorality he will come and fight against them with the sword of his mouth and slay them. He says be earnest and repent to the church at Laodicea. And to Sardis, “Wake up! Strengthen what remains and is about to die! Remember what you have received and heard; obey it and repent.” If we do not repent continually of our corporate sins as God’s people, God will take his glory from us. He will remove our lampstand and the light of his Holy Spirit will no longer shine in this place. There are many churches in the world today that are no longer in God’s vineyard.
- Bearing Fruit is the Purpose of a Fruit Tree

But I want to end by considering what this parable of the fig tree says to us about our place and purpose in the Kingdom of God. We are not here just to hang around until we die and go to heaven. If you think that then you should seriously question whether you really are one of Christ’s people. The purpose of a fruit tree is to bear fruit. We have not just been saved FROM sin and death and hell. We have been saved TO something as well. We have been saved to a life of fruit bearing that pleases and glorifies the owner of the vineyard. What does he come looking for on the fig tree? Fruit.


Not for the shade

If the figtree represents the church, then sadly there are many who think the church is for other things than bearing fruit. But the owner of the vineyard does not coming looking for the shade and protection of the tree. The primary purpose of the church is not to provide shelter for people or a comfortable place to be.


Not for the flowers

It is not for the flowers either. Some people get all impressed by the trappings of church. The art and architecture. The music and singing. The aesthetic qualities of church. But the owner does not come looking for flowers.


Not for the heritage

It is not for the heritage of the church either. It is not how old the figtree is, or its distinguished pedigree that impresses the owner, but whether or not it has fruit.

But for the Fruit

What is the fruit Jesus looks for in his church? It is the fruit that comes from faith in Jesus as Saviour and Lord. It is the fruit of the Spirit. Love, joy, peace, patience, gentleness, kindness and self-control, working out in the community of God’s people. It is the fruit of salvation, as that community goes into the world with the gospel message. Above all it is the fruit of glorifying God through Jesus Christ.  

