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To Ponder . . . 

Questions to ponder as we prepare to hear from Luke 13:1-9.

1. Why do you think the people brought up the event when Pilate
murdered some pious worshipers?

2. What error of the people did Jesus’ correct about the innocents
who Pilate murdered and about the victims of the falling tower?

3. What very important point did Jesus stress from these two
stories?

4. What is the simplest definition of “repent”?

5. List some of the characteristics of true repentance.

6. What characteristic about the servant in the “bad tree” story
should we emulate?

UNLESS YOU REPENT YOU WILL PERISH
Luke 13:1-9

Our text flows out of the illustration Jesus gave about the need
to agree with your adversary quickly. Jesus asked the very religious
people, “And why do you not judge for yourselves what is right?”
(12:57). The point was that those people were not able to discern that
God their Creator was patiently giving them opportunity to repent of
their sins and be saved. So Jesus illustrated the problem with this
story: “As you go with your accuser before the magistrate, make an
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effort to settle with him on the way, lest he drag you to the judge, and
the judge hand you over to the officer, and the officer put you in
prison.  I tell you, you will never get out until you have paid the very
last penny” (12:58-59).

Immediately on the heels of that story, we read the first verse of
our text for today: There were some present at that very time who told
him about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mingled with their
sacrifices (13:1). This news account reminds us that it seems like we
are more willing to talk about other people’s death before we want to
talk about our own. The people surrounding Jesus that day needed to
think about their own vulnerability. So do we.

Jesus’ response to this story, and His own account of the
eighteen people who were killed when the tower of Siloam fell on
them, illustrates the common understanding of the people in that day
as well as our day. Most people believe that bad things happen to bad
people. It’s a divine judgment kind of thing. It is the kind of
conclusion Eliphaz, one of Job’s miserable counselors, proposed to
Job. He said, “Remember: who that was innocent ever perished? Or
where were the upright cut off?” (Job 4:7). In our Scripture reading
this morning, we were reminded that the common opinion of people
like Eliphaz was, “Can a man be profitable to God? Surely he who
is wise is profitable to himself. Is it any pleasure to the Almighty if
you are in the right, or is it gain to him if you make your ways
blameless? Is it for your fear of him that he reproves you and enters
into judgment with you? Is not your evil abundant? There is no end
to your iniquities” (Job 22:2-5).

Even Jesus’ disciples wondered about the man who was born
blind whether the obvious divine judgment was because of his own
sin or because of his parents’ sins (John 9:2). 

Jesus capitalized on the religious people’s question to teach the
very important truth that everyone is evil by nature. We are all at
odds with our Creator because of the principle of sin. It is only
because of our “Owner’s” patience and longsuffering that we are not
destroyed immediately. Because God is patient beyond human
comprehending, we sinners are tended to, challenged, enlightened by
truth, to yield to our Owner’s grace and be saved from eternal
destruction. 



3

Jesus taught that the people who respond to His gracious work
of digging us and fertilizing us by His grace will be characterized by
repentance. This is a critical truth, one we must emphasize in a day
of easy faith. You live in a day when multitudes of religious people
talk about their relationship with Jesus. However, it is very difficult
to discern any difference between the way those professors live and
the way their non-professing neighbors and co-workers live. I fear
that many people who know much about Jesus and the gospel have
never repented of sin. My great concern is expressed when I wonder
how many people I have preached to over the past 34 years were
willing to become religious, willing to adopt religious jargon and
religious practices, but have not been willing to repent. 

We do well to let Jesus’ warning, though it is quite stern, shine
into our souls like a brilliant light to expose the truth, the reality of
our spiritual condition, our relationship with our rightful Owner.

Comparison (vv.1-5).

Our text tells about a couple of bad situations. In the first
scenario we learn that one time Pilate, the governor of Judea, killed
some worshipers. “There were some present at that very time who
told him about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mingled with
their sacrifices” (v.1).

We are not sure about the details of this tragedy. What is
obvious is who was involved and the general outcome. It involved
Galileans. These were the people from the more rural hill country of
Galilee. The people in Jerusalem as a whole, and especially the rulers,
considered Galileans to be hicks or backward hill folk. More than
that, the Galileans had a reputation for being fiercely independent.
Many of them considered the Romans to be interlopers and slave
masters. It was not unusual for rebellions or attempted coups to begin
in Galilee.

At some point, some of those Galileans were engaged in
worship that involved sacrifices. We can assume, therefore, that some
of the people from Galilee were in Jerusalem, the place God required
His people to offer sacrifices. If so, it would mean they had traveled
the day or two journey from Galilee. This travel to offer an animal
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sacrifice would indicate that it was probably during a Passover
celebration. 

Apparently, the Galilean people were doing what God
instructed them to do. Now into that story comes Governor Pilate
who was the villain in the story. He had a reputation for putting down
attempted rebellions with an iron fist. History indicates that on more
than one occasion Pilate responded to rebellion by massacring Jewish
people. He notoriously hated the Jews, and especially independent-
minded Jews who came from “out of town” for celebrations.

That is the story, what little we know about it. We are not sure
why the people brought up this story. The event clearly flows out of
the previous discussion as the words “there were some present at that
very time . . .” indicate. In the previous teaching Jesus warned
hypocrites that they better discern the time and make matters right
with the “Judge” before it was too late (12:54-59). Surely everyone
understood that Jesus was talking about the importance of agreeing
with God and confessing sin before their soul was required of them
as it was of the rich man (12:20). Maybe the idea of laying up
treasure in heaven made them stop to consider situations where that
had not been the case (12:36). Or the parables of the Master returning
and finding faithless servants reminded them of people who got a
good dose of judgment for their sins (12:35-47).

While we do not know the details of this tragedy, we are pretty
sure about what the people implied. Like so many people in our day,
Jesus’ peers connected natural disaster, accidents, lives snuffed out
before their time, to be examples of God’s judgment against sinners.
Whenever there are serious disasters that take multiple lives, we are
bound to hear questions like, “What did those people do to deserve
that kind of judgment?” Jesus’ response to the people bringing up that
story out of thin air indicates that the storytellers implied that the
people Pilate killed were not ready to meet their “Maker.” 

Jesus also added an illustration of a similar kind of tragedy
when He told about a tower that fell over and killed some people.
“Or those eighteen on whom the tower in Siloam fell and killed
them” (v.4a). Jesus responded to the story about Pilate killing the
innocent worshipers by reminding the people of another tragedy.
Again, we do not know when the tower of Siloam fell on the people,
killing eighteen of them. We know that the people involved in this



5

event were in Jerusalem, not people from the outskirts. Siloam was
located in the southeastern corner  of the city. The pool of Siloam
collected water that flowed in that direction (where Jesus sent the
man born blind to wash, John 9:7). Some kind of tower located at that
spot in Jerusalem fell on people who appeared to be innocent.

And yet, behind Jesus’ story was the attitude of the people at
large that the victims of the tower accident deserved punishment for
their hidden sins. Try to put these two tragedies in perspective.
Pilate’s atrocity would be equivalent to a mass murderer entering a
church service where the people are observing the Lord’s Supper. The
shooter kills multiple believers whose blood is splattered all over,
mixed with the very juice that represents the blood of Christ. 

The tower tragedy would be like an accident that results in
much blame being passed around for who was responsible. Was it the
architect or engineer who did not figure tolerances correctly? Was it
the builder who didn’t follow the blueprints accurately? Was it faulty
materials? Was it the fault of the people who might have been trying
to climb a monument that just tempted people to climb it? Or would
we shrug our shoulders and conclude, “Oh well. They were just in the
wrong place at the wrong time.”

All of those conclusions miss the point. The point Jesus stressed
addressed the underlying attitude of the people: “The victims of
tragedy got what was coming to them because of their sins.” Jesus
moved the emphasis away from looking at victims to the great need
to consider your own sins! He gave a very blunt assessment of the
real need when He concluded that the people who received extreme
judgment were not particularly wicked. 

The Galileans were not more evil than you or me. “And he
answered them, “Do you think that these Galileans were worse
sinners than all the other Galileans, because they suffered in this
way?” (v.2). The people killed when the tower of Siloam were no
more wicked than you and me. Jesus asked, “Do you think that they
were worse offenders than all the others who lived in Jerusalem?”
(v.4b).

There is a very important principle at play here. God is in
control of accidents and disasters. Nothing at all happens outside the
will, care, and observation of God. He is in charge of disasters. Amos
the prophet asked, “Does disaster come to a city, unless the LORD
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has done it?” (Amos 3:6). Even birds cannot fall out of their nests
without God being aware. Jesus taught,“Are not two sparrows sold
for a penny? And not one of them will fall to the ground apart from
your Father” (Matthew 10:29). 

However, while God allows and is aware of disasters, pain,
sorrow, death and disaster are the results of sin and come from the
hand of Satan. Death in any form is because of sin. From the very
outset of human history God warned, “But of the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you
eat of it you shall surely die” (Genesis 2:17). Eve and Adam chose
to trust the liar Satan instead of the truth-teller God, and now we all
know that death is sin and Satan’s trump card. 

Furthermore, God permits Satan to cause pain and sorrow.
Regarding the testing of Job, The LORD said to Satan, “Behold, all
that he has is in your hand. Only against him do not stretch out your
hand” (Job 1:12a). Awhile later Satan came back again to accuse
God of being protective of Job. That time, the LORD said to Satan,
“Behold, he is in your hand; only spare his life.” So Satan went out
from the presence of the LORD and struck Job with loathsome sores
from the sole of his foot to the crown of his head (Job 2:6-7).

God also allows punishment through pain, disaster, and sorrow
as retribution for people’s sins. Through Isaiah God warned, Woe to
the wicked! It shall be ill with him, for what his hands have dealt out
shall be done to him (Isaiah 3:11).

And, God allows trouble and pain to purge, purify, mature His
children. Job concluded, But he knows the way that I take; when he
has tried me, I shall come out as gold (Job 23:10). The author to the
Hebrew Christians concurred, For the moment all discipline seems
painful rather than pleasant, but later it yields the peaceful fruit of
righteousness to those who have been trained by it (Hebrews 12:11).

Responding correctly to God’s permitted difficulty and
suffering is very important because all unrepentant people will perish.
Regarding both situations Jesus made the same point: “No, I tell you;
but unless you repent, you will all likewise perish” (v.3). “No, I tell
you; but unless you repent, you will all likewise perish” (v.5).

Have you repented of sin? Before answering that question you
need to admit that acknowledgment of sin is not the same as
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repentance. In reality, sin cannot not be acknowledged. It can be
excused. It can be denied. It can be reinterpreted. But sin is obvious.

Acknowledging sin is not the same as repenting of sin. The need
is for repentance and repentance requires acknowledging sin. The first
step in repentance is to acknowledge the general principle of sin. That
is to admit that there is no distinction: for all have sinned and fall
short of the glory of God (Romans 3:22b-23). Everyone is guilty of
sin. But more to the point, we need to acknowledge our specific sin.
We need to say with David, Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity,
and cleanse me from my sin! For I know my transgressions, and my
sin is ever before me (Psalm 51:2-3).

Repentance also requires confession of sin. We must say the
same thing about our sin that God says about it. That admission
brings about the wonderful promise that, If we confess our sins, he is
faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all
unrighteousness (1 John 1:9).

Repentance of sin is accompanied by sorrow for sin. Again we
need to agree with David who concluded, My life is spent with
sorrow, and my years with sighing; my strength fails because of my
iniquity, and my bones waste away (Psalm 31:10). God expects
sorrow and mourning when we conclude that we are sinners. He said
about His own people Israel, I will turn their mourning into joy; I will
comfort them, and give them gladness for sorrow (Jeremiah 31:13).

Repentance requires forsaking sin. To repent actually means to
change, to turn around. God said, “Therefore I will judge you, O
house of Israel, every one according to his ways, declares the Lord
GOD. Repent and turn from all your transgressions, lest iniquity be
your ruin” (Ezekiel 18:30). The Hebrew word translated “repent” in
this verse is shuwb. It is an imperative that means to turn around or
return. Or in the more theological uses, it means to return to the Lord
who His people had forsaken. That is the same challenge Peter
offered to the Jews in the second of his sermons recorded in Acts.
“Repent therefore, and turn again, that your sins may be blotted out”
(Acts 3:19). In this challenge we find the Greek word  metanoeo,
which means to turn away from pursuing sin, and turn toward
pursuing Christ.

Fifth, where there is true repentance, there is a developing
hatred for sin. Again David concluded, For when I kept silent, my
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bones wasted away through my groaning all day long. For day and
night your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was dried up as by
the heat of summer (Psalm 32:3-4).

Finally, true repentance will result in a growing faith in Christ.
In the letter to the Ephesian church, we learn that the Lord uses each
of us who have repented to build up the Body of Christ, Until we all
attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God,
to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of
Christ (Ephesians 4:13).

Repentance is so important because without repentance of sin,
there is no forgiveness of sin, no salvation, no promise of eternal life.
“There was never a pardoned man who was not also a penitent” (J.C.
Ryle, p.110).  Jesus’ warning still stands: “Unless you repent, you
will all likewise perish.”

Compassion (vv.6-9).

Having established the need for repentance, Jesus illustrated the
reason why repentance is so important. Justice requires destruction
where there is no conformity to God’s plan (vv.6-7). Jesus told a
story, a parable about a man who owned a non-productive tree. “A
man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard, and he came seeking fruit
on it and found none” (v.6).

Everybody in that setting would have understood Jesus’
analogy. His was an agrarian culture that knew all about fig trees. In
fact, figs and fig trees are mentioned over 50 times in Scripture. It
would be like Jesus talking to us and illustrating His point by
referring to a cell phone. The implication in this little story is that the
tree had reached full maturity at which point the owner had every
right to expect fruit production. But year after year, for three years,
the owner came to the tree at the productive time of the year only to
be disappointed that there was no fruit.

A non-productive tree does not serve the owner’s purpose.
Therefore, we read in verse seven about the owner’s expression of
disappointment. “And he said to the vinedresser, ‘Look, for three
years now I have come seeking fruit on this fig tree, and I find none”
(v.7a). The owner had every right to expect fruit. Finding none was
very disappointing. The level of disappointment is expressed by the
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owner’s command to, “Cut it down. Why should it use up the
ground?” (v.7b). On one hand, the fruitless tree was taking up space
that could be used by a productive tree. On the other hand, this was
an expression of settled indignation. The owner was out of patience.

But, we also learn in this story that compassion requires
patience (vv.8-9). Bad trees need mercy. The servant, who the owner
commanded to cut down the bad tree, “Answered him, ‘Sir, let it
alone this year also, until I dig around it and put on manure’” (v.8).
The servant requested one more year to work with the stubborn tree.
He would weed it, no doubt water it, and fertilize it. That would be an
expression of patience.

Notice that ultimately, the owner of the tree determines a tree’s
destiny. The servant went on to say,“Then if it should bear fruit next
year, well and good; but if not, you can cut it down” (v.9). The
words, “If it should bear fruit,” make up a third class conditional
clause that means, “It’s not very likely the tree will bear fruit next
year.” The words, “If not you can cut it down,” make up a first class
conditional clause that means, “It is likely it will not bear fruit and it
will be cut down.” Even the patient, compassionate servant did not
have much hope for the bad tree.

We will close with an application of the story. The primary
application is to the nation of Israel. As a whole, the nation of God’s
people continually sinned against God. Though God disciplined them,
sent prophets to them, and finally sent His Beloved Son, the people
refused to repent. God had demonstrated divine, superior patience,
but they refused to bear fruit. Therefore, God would allow the
Romans to destroy the nation within about 35 years.

The secondary application is to individuals. It applies to the
very large class of people we would consider to be unrepentant
sinners. God creates all people to reflect His character and, thereby,
bring glory to Him. Contrary to God’s plan, sinners are all about
themselves and rob God of His glory. God patiently sends sinners
reminders of the Good News that salvation is available through faith
in Christ. Sinners typically reject the Good News, fail to repent, and
face imminent judgment through death and ultimately the Great
White Throne.
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Also, the secondary application is fitting to describe God’s work
with His stubborn children. It is possible for born again children of
God to get full of themselves and live as though life is all about them.
They live according to the prompting of the flesh, trying to fulfill the
flesh’s desires. They are not producing Holy Spirit-kind of fruit. God
sends His workers to those people to dig them, till them, fertilize
them. If they steadfastly refuse to repent, turn from their sin, God will
judge them. That is not to conclude that the stubborn believer will
lose his or her salvation. Rather, they will lose the blessing of
fellowship with God and other believers. They may even lose their
life in death. And they will ultimately be embarrassed at the judgment
seat of Christ where they will receive what is due because of the evil
they practiced in their lives. 

In spite of our natural feelings, repentance is not a negative
thing. Turning away from self and sin is the wisest thing a person can
do. If the sinner refuses to repent, he or she will face eternal
punishment in the Lake of Fire which God created first for Satan and
his angels. However, when the sinner repents, turns to God in faith
believing that Jesus’ blood is sufficient to cover his or her sin, God
forgives and brings that person into His family. So, too, when the
child of God repents of his or her rebellion, God forgives and restores
the peace that is found only in fellowship with Him.
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