
Sermon 69: Luke 13:1-9: Suffering and Repentance 
 

OUTLINE 
 
Jesus’ teaching on why people suffer 

Jesus’ teaching on how we should respond to suffering 
Jesus’ teaching on when to respond 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
We come now to what is probably the most important portion in the Bible on people 

suffering and our response to it.  We are all familiar with the classic problem, something bad 
happens and the questions begin to flow, why did a loving God allow this?  Why did the 
innocent suffer with the guilty?  Was it God; or satan; or man; or nature that caused this?  

This is a very large intellectual problem.  The dilemma of a good God and evil existing has a 
long history.  Epicurus a Greek philosopher born in in Greece in 341 BC put the problem this 
way: ‘God either wishes to take away evils, and is unable; or he is unable and unwilling; or 
he is neither willing nor able, or he is both willing and able.’  This leads to what he thinks 

are the only four possibilities: ‘if God is willing and unable, he is feeble.’  ‘If he is able but 
unwilling, he is wicked.’  ‘If he is neither willing nor able, he is not God.’  ‘If he is willing and 
able, then this leaves the problem of why evil still exists, why has he not removed it?’  This 

has led many an atheist to set up the traditional false dilemma, that either God is good and 
not powerful, or powerful and not good, and since the Bible teaches that God is good and 
powerful, they then in light of the presence of evil that the God of the Bible does not exist.  

Some of the greatest philosophical minds have felt that this is an irrefutable case against 
Christianity.  The Biblical response to this is very simple, the good and Holy God of the Bible 
has a morally sufficient reason to allow evil.  Simply because we cannot imagine what that 

purpose would be, does not mean that God does not have one.  The Bible demonstrates 
over and over again God bringing good out of evil for His glory and our good.  Our final 
confidence is not in our ability to understand or explain but in the character of God which He 

has proven to be both loving and holy by Christ dying on the cross.  We are also told that 
God will finally do away with evil affirming our instincts that evil is bad and must be dealt 
with, but we have to allow God’s revelation to reveal that He has a different purpose and 

timeline to what we would expect.  This explanation agrees with the truth about ourselves 
and the Bible, but it affronts human pride.   
 

The Christian comes to realize that God does have purposes that He accomplishes through 
sin and suffering.  We think of the story of Joseph where God allowed a 17 year old Joseph 
to be sold into slavery and be a slave or a prisoner for 13 years, but then used him to save 

thousands of lives, and most importantly the family line of Christ.  His ways are not our 
ways, and we say with Joseph, ‘you intended it for evil, but God intended it for good.’  We 
see that suffering is employed by God in our sanctification, James 1:2-4, ‘Count it all joy, my 

brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, 3 for you know that the testing of your faith 
produces steadfastness. 4 And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may be perfect 
and complete, lacking in nothing.’  By it our faith is tested and strengthened, 1 Pet. 1:6-7.  

We learn to rejoice in hope setting our sights on heaven, Rom. 5:3-5.  We recognize it as 
the Father’s way of disciplining us, a discipline that is proactive and reactive, Heb. 12:5-11.  
That it is a way in which we bear testimony to the glory of God, Eph. 3:10, to both mankind 
and the angels.  We recognize that God’s strength is shown in our weakness 2 Cor. 12:9.  

We recognize that there is a paradox in our suffering that the path of humiliation is the path 
to glory; that the path of mourning is the path of joy; that by being broken down, in God’s 



strength we are built up.  Life comes out of death; healing out of brokenness; comfort out 
of suffering, etc.   

 
When we become Christians we learn many things about suffering.  We learn that God is 
sovereign over it all, willing what He permits; but this does not compromise His goodness 

nor make Him the author of sin.  We learn that God is in control; but that this does not 
mean that God denies the free agency of His creatures, or not use means and second 
causes.  We also learn that God has many purposes in allowing suffering, sometimes God 

uses calamities as a way to judge sin; but we also learn that not all suffering is the direct 
result of sin.  This was a lesson that the Jews had failed to learn.  Their wrong view of God, 
righteousness, and why bad things happen led them to bad views on why people suffer.   

 
In Luke 13:1-9, Jesus is in the middle of a section where He is calling the Jews to repent of 
their rejection of Him, and warning them of the imminent consequences if they do not 

repent.  In our section Jesus is going to continue in this vain.  We see in this section that 
some raise the issue of some people sinning, and they probably have thoughts related to 
God’s judgement in their minds.  Jesus is going to take this opportunity to set them straight 
and to continue to impress upon them their need to repent, and soon.  So we will look at 

this section under three headings.  Jesus’ teaching on why people suffer; Jesus’ teaching on 
how we should respond to suffering; Jesus’ teaching on when to respond.   
 

Jesus teaching on why people suffer 
 
V1, ‘There were some present at that very time who told him about the Galileans whose 

blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices.’  What is the flow of the logic that gets us 
here?  Jesus has been speaking about God’s judgement against sinners; He has been telling 
people to properly interpret the signs of the present times.  It is apparent that some in the 

crowd because of their wrong theology brought a calamity before Jesus.  There are two 
possible lines of thought here.  Firstly, this matter could have been brought up defensively.  
Jesus has been accusing this generation of Jews as being sinful.  It is possible that they had 

taken offense and now they are pointing to people who must have been true sinners 
because terrible things have happened to them.  Or secondly, it could be a case of some 
thinking that the fire that the Messiah is bringing is already here, and some of the wicked 

have been judged.  Some have also suggested that there may be an attempt to provoke 
Jesus against the Romans because of a despicable act.   
 

The matter raised is not one that we have recorded anywhere in the history books.  
However, what is described it perfectly consistent with some of the things that Pilate is well 
known for.  Pilate we know is the Roman appointed governor in Palestine.  He ruled from 

26-36 AD and was then removed from office.  He was seen as someone who was often 
brutal and insensitive and unnecessarily provoked the Jews to riot.  He paraded through 
Jerusalem with banners that the Jews saw as idolatrous causing a riot which had to be 

brutally squashed.  He used temple funds to build Roman aquaducts leading to a stand-off 
with the Jewish populace.  To have killed some Galileans is keeping in character for Pilate.  
The language of mingling blood with their sacrifices is probably not a case of an irreligious 

act where literal blood was literally offered in the temple, no it is more likely that during the 
time of the Passover where the laity sacrificed their own Passover lambs, that there was a 
violent suppression of some Galileans resulting in their deaths.  It may have been near or in 
the temple.   

 
Of importance to us is how Jesus responds to this case, v2, ‘And he answered them, “Do 
you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans, because they 



suffered in this way?’  Jesus knows that they have a theology about suffering and why 
people suffer, we all do.  We all have a worldview which explains why people suffer.  

Atheists have a problematic worldview because they know suffering is bad but have no 
reason to think so because it is all part of natural selection which just is.  The Jews on the 
other hand had a biblical worldview, but it is apparent that because of their false thinking 

about sin and judgement they misunderstand why people suffer.  Jesus picks up their bad 
theology, this is revealed by His question and the way He answers it Himself in v3.  Atheism 
makes the mistake of thinking there is no relationship between sin and suffering and 

legalism makes the mistake that there is a one-to-one correlation between sin and suffering.  
The Jews thought that bad things only happen to bad people, and really bad things happen 
to really bad people.  And, they thought that good things like being rich only happen to 

good people.   
 
Now there is some truth to that way of thinking isn’t there.  Sodom and Gomorrah were 

destroyed by a calamity because of their sin.  God does sometimes judge the wicked for 
their sins.  It is also the case that the Mosaic covenant promises that those who sin will die 
and those who obey will be blessed.  The fortunes of the nation of Israel can be seen in 
light of these truths.  Now at this point, if you and I were conducting this conversation, we 

would go into a long a deep explanation about the causes of suffering making key 
distinctions between God’s occasional judgements, and yet also talking about the doctrine of 
common grace where God pours out rain on the just and the unjust not giving evil what it 

deserves in this life.  We would talk about how catastrophes like the Christchurch 
earthquake could kill Christians as well as unbelievers and this would not necessarily indicate 
that God is punishing the sins of the people who died. 

 
But Jesus is more insightful than we are and He sees to the heart of a key theological 
problem.  You see, these Jews thought that they were righteous and that is why they did 

not suffer.  They thought that if they did not suffer that they must be ok with God and they 
don’t need to heed the call to repentance.  They were trying to side with Jesus in 
condemning bad people but excluding themselves from that group on the evidence that they 

were not suffering and dying.  These people were self-deceiving thinking that because they 
did not suffer they did not need the gospel.  They were dead in their sins and there were 
false theological ideas that were keeping them deceived.  Jesus, the loving and kind 

evangelist goes after this error to help them see that they are still sinners, they are not yet 
saved, and they must still repent. 
 

V3, ‘No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all likewise perish.’  Jesus avoids the racial 
subtext in them being Galileans, and not as good as the people in Jerusalem.  Jesus avoids 
the red-herring of Pilate’s sacrilegious activity which would take the attention off their own 

need to repent.  Jesus avoids the theological rabbit trails that would take the attention off of 
their own sinfulness.  In answer to the question why people suffer, Jesus does not enter into 
positive arguments and explanations, rather he stresses the wrong ideas that need to be 

rejected.   
 
Jesus’ teaching on how we should respond to suffering 

          
Jesus models for us here how we should be thinking about these sorts of catastrophes.  It is 
not our job to work out who the guilty person is and pronounce judgement; it is not our job 
to know all of God’s hidden plans and reasons and explain them.  No we are being 

encouraged to process events like this in a different way.  We are being told to look at these 
events as something which should remind us of the final judgement and to use them as 
opportunities to see whether we will be finally judged before God’s tribunal or not.  These 



minor catastrophes remind us of the reality of something future which is more terrible.  
Jesus is stressing that we are all sinners, that we are all equally liable for judgement, that if 

God were to judge He could judge us all right now, and we must all take these sorts of 
events to heart and respond by repenting of our sins.     
 

Now it is worth highlighting that Jesus voluntarily gives us a second example which we are 
to process in the same way, v4-5, ‘Or those eighteen on whom the tower in Siloam fell and 
killed them: do you think that they were worse offenders than all the others who lived in 

Jerusalem? 5 No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all likewise perish.”  When you 
study the doctrine of God’s providential ruling in the universe you have to acquaint yourself 
with all the spheres that God rules over.  He rules over the animate and the inanimate, His 

sovereignty extends over the non-personal events in nature like earthquakes; and He is 
sovereign over the acts of humanity as well.  God is as much in charge over where every 
rain drop falls, as well as every choice we ever make.  You will notice that Jesus has an 

example from both realms, He accepts the implication that God was active in the act of 
Pilate while rejecting the self-righteousness of the Jews; and He adds another case where 
God is sovereign in an ‘act of nature’ which resulted in people’s death.  The tower in Siloam 
was a tower found where the east and South walls of Jerusalem intersect.  We do not know 

anything about this historical event, whether they whole tower fell down; whether part of it 
did; or merely some scaffolding used in working on it.  Jesus is telling us that we need to 
process these events in the same way.  Whether the calamity is at the hands of a man doing 

deliberate evil and injustice; or whether it is a disaster like a building falling over and 
crushing people, both are to be taken in the same way.  If we were making an intellectual 
response and analyzing each case on its own merits, God’s sovereignty over evil committed 

by men is very different in nature to God sovereignty over a natural catastrophe.  We would 
make much about these differences as we defended God’s goodness and power in relation 
to these different cases.  But Jesus here tells us that there is to be a single response to both 

types of calamities, search your own hearts, confess your own sins, repent before God 
instead of pointing the finger at others.   
 

So let’s do that.  Think about your own sin not about why God might be judging others.  
Think about the fact of your sinfulness, you are a sinner.  These Jews did not see 
themselves as sinners and deceived themselves into this point of view by the fact that 

Galileans suffered at the hands of Pilate not them.  Do you know that you are a sinner that 
deserves to die?  The wages of sin is death.  If you do not repent you are liable for 
judgement. 

   
Think about the nature of your sins, you deserve to be judged.  They are not peccadillos, 
white lies, faux pas, or oversights.  They are criminal acts against God’s law, unreasonable, 

culpable, judgement worthy deeds that deserve death and punishment.  Think of something 
terrible that has happened to someone, do you think you are worthy of such a calamity?  
You are!  What we need to appreciate in considering theses mini-judgement days is that 

they are never even close to what sin deserves.  Sin deserves Hell, sin can only be paid for 
by the sacrifice of the God-man in our place.  You always underestimate how serious your 
sins are and how much danger you are in for them.   

 
Jesus then calls all to repent.  What is repentance?  Let us answer this question from some 
of the resources of the Church namely the WSC: Q. 87. ‘What is repentance unto life?’ 
 

A. ‘Repentance unto life is a saving grace, whereby a sinner, out of a true sense of his sin, 
and apprehension of the mercy of God in Christ, doth, with grief and hatred of his sin, turn 
unto God, with full purpose of, and endeavour after, new obedience.’  Albert Martin uses an 



illustration to unpack this statement.  He says that this statement points us to the soil, root, 
trunks and branches, and the fruit of repentance.   

 
Just as a seed grows in soil, repentance too has a soil, ‘saving grace.’  The Catechism 
reminds us, just as we have stressed in regard to saving faith, that it is a gift of God.  Due 

to our sinfulness there are certain ways in which we are not able to function.  We are not 
able to love God, submit to God, seek God, hate sin, seek God’s glory as our highest goal, 
do good for God’s sake, etc.  Repentance we are told in 2 Tim. 2:25 and Acts 11:18 is a gift.   

 
The roots are the part of the tree that draw the nourishment from the soil and feed it to the 
rest of the tree.  Repentance grows up out of and is nourished by two great roots, ‘a true 

sense of sin,’ and, ‘apprehension of the mercy of God in Christ.’   Only a sense of sin without 
a view of Christ will lead to despair, and a view of Christ without seeing the seriousness of 
sin will lead to levity.  Repentance, because it is an inseparable companion to faith not only 

looks away from sin but gladly grasps the salvation offered in Christ.  It is a believing 
repentance, if it is not a believing repentance it will be a sorrow leading to death not godly 
sorrow.       
 

Let’s look then a little more deeply into the various aspects of repentance, the catechism 
highlights the part ‘with grief and hatred of his sin, turn unto God.’  Firstly, the grief and 
hatred of sin is something wrought by the Spirit’s work in us.  We are grieved and hate it 

not simply because it is self-destroying, or merely hurting the ones we love, or bringing 
about a terrible society, we are grieved because reawakened in our awareness of the 
majesty of God, the terrible nature of sin, as against Him comes into view. Secondly, the 

language of turning comes directly from one of the biblical word for repentance which 
means to turn, epistrophei, the other well-known word means a change of mind, metanioa.  
Metanioa points more in the direction of a changed attitude towards sin, and epistrophei 

points more in the direction of changed actions.  The turning in repentance includes a turn 
away from sin, and a turn towards God. 
 

More often than not when discussing repentance the discussion is usually about the negative 
aspects of repentance, the side that emphasizes the sins that we stop doing, and the 
addictions that we put aside, and the old lifestyles that we replace.  However, the Catechism 

rightly stresses the positive side of repentance, ‘turn unto God, with full purpose of, and 
endeavour after, new obedience.’  Repentance is not merely about not sinning, but 
committing oneself to a life of obedience.  Repentance is not merely quitting certain bad 

actions, but coming under new ownership.  It is not mere moral renovation but a total 
renovation of all priorities, allegiances, loyalties, etc.  This ensures that repentance is a life-
long activity and not a once off act.   

        
The Jews were probably not full of all sorts of immoral habits, they just weren’t convinced 
that they were that bad, they needed to pay special attention to the fact that they were 

sinners before God and see their need for Christ.  Where is your repentance lacking?   
 
Jesus calls us to repent, but we must not forget God’s willingness to accept our repentance 

and forgive the penitent.  Ps. 51:17, ‘The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit;  
a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.’  God gives grace to the humble.  
God is always ready to forgive; God is more disposed to mercy than justice.   
 

Jesus teaching on when to respond 
 



Jesus now injects a sense of urgency into the situation.  He tells the parable of the barren 
fig tree, v6-9, ‘And he told this parable: “A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard, and 

he came seeking fruit on it and found none. 7 And he said to the vinedresser, ‘Look, for 
three years now I have come seeking fruit on this fig tree, and I find none. Cut it down. 
Why should it use up the ground?’ 8 And he answered him, ‘Sir, let it alone this year also, 

until I dig around it and put on manure. 9 Then if it should bear fruit next year, well and 
good; but if not, you can cut it down.’’  The fig tree is a common picture used to portray 
Israel.  We see here a tree which has been given every benefit, it has been set in a garden, 

behind protective walls, under the care of a manager and yet it has not produced fruit.  This 
is a picture of Israel in her rich history of blessing from God.  The fig tree bears fruit 
annually, yet for three years in a row this tree has not born.  It is not a case of one bad 

season or generation but a long history of barrenness.  The sense of urgency is injected in 
by the exchange between the vineyard owner and the vinedresser.  We see that the tree is 
given one last chance to produce fruit before it will be destroyed.  This paints a picture for 

the Jews telling them that they are all living on borrowed time.  That Israel should have 
been judged already, but they have not been because of God’s mercy and patience. They 
are being told that time is of the essence and they must not delay in their repentance and 
producing the appropriate fruit. 

 
We see a description of the vinedresser’s efforts.  He will dig around it and put manure on it.  
The digging was needed to loosen the soil around the tree, to aerate it, to allow the water 

to penetrate to the roots; the manure was needed so that it would receive nutrients for 
growth.  The ministry of John the Baptist, the ministry of the 12, the ministry of the 72, the 
ministry of Jesus Christ, these are the fertilizer and the digging that God has done, but will 

this tree, this generation of Jews bear fruit? 
 
What about you?  Are you someone like the Jews who God has sent messenger after 

messenger to and you have not heeded?  Do you prefer your sins to Christ’s commands; do 
you prefer your self-righteous works of religion rather than the gospel of grace?  Perhaps 
God has done a work of loosening your roots.  Maybe you are a Christian who is no longer 

producing fruit, and you are one who needs the ministrations of the Vinedresser.  ‘Here is 
how Bunyan explained it: ‘Thus, I say, deals the Lord Jesus ofttimes with the barren 
professor; He diggeth about him, He smiteth one blow at his heart, another blow at his 

lusts, a third at his pleasures, a fourth at his comforts, another at his self-conceitedness: 
thus He diggeth about him. This is the way to take bad earth from the roots, and to loosen 
his roots from the earth. Barren fig-tree! See here the care, the love, the labor, and way, 

which the Lord Jesus, the Dresser of the vineyard, is fair to take with thee, if haply thou 
mayest be made fruitful.’1  Remember that God is a gardener with pruning shears who cuts 
off the unfruitful parts, who dresses us making us ready to bear fruit.  Is God doing a 

pruning work in your life at present?   
 
Let us conclude.  Jesus teaches us to think properly about calamities, that we are not to try 

and work out who God is judging; nor are we to try and discern God’s secret motives.  We 
are to look at every instance of calamity as a reminder of final judgment and judge 
ourselves to see if we will stand.  To take the heart the urgent need to repent and turn to 

Christ.  Have you done this?   
   
 

                                                             
1 Ryken, P. G. (2009). Luke. (R. D. Phillips, P. G. Ryken, & D. M. Doriani, Eds.) (Vol. 2, p. 12). 

Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing. 
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