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Now there were some present at that time who told Jesus about the Galileans whose 

blood Pilate had mixed with their sacrifices.  2 Jesus answered, “Do you think that these 

Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans because they suffered this way?  
3 I tell you, no!  But unless you repent, you too will all perish.  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?  5 I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish.”  
6 Then he told this parable: “A man had a fig tree growing in his vineyard, and he went 

to look for fruit on it but did not find any.  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?’  
8 “‘Sir,’ the man replied, ‘leave it alone for one more year, and I’ll dig around it and 

fertilize it.  9 If it bears fruit next year, fine!  If not, then cut it down.’”  

 

One hundred percent compliance with Gods will isn’t exactly something that the Israelite 

nation was famous for.  As we read through the Bible, we have example after example of how 

they turned from God, sinning against Him, and then faced the consequences.  Our Old 

Testament lesson this morning (Numbers 16:23-40) is a perfect example of that.  It takes place 

after the Israelites had failed to trust in God’s promise and had refused to enter into the Promise 

Land.  So God cut them off from that promise.  Then they tried to go in anyway, and they failed 

because God was not with them.  But they weren’t about to admit that it was their own fault and 

so they did what comes so naturally to us as sinners: they started playing the blame game.   

Their accusations and excuses sounded similar to the one Adam gave in the Garden of 

Eden.  “This leader you gave to us Lord, it’s his fault we failed to enter the Promise Land!”  But 

God knew it was not His fault or Moses’ fault that they had refused to enter into Canaan, but 

their own.  And so because of their defiance He opened up the ground and swallowed them and 

their households.  And their followers were consumed in the fire of God’s wrath.  Wiped off the 

face of the earth without a trace. 

It isn’t one of the more pleasant scenes in the Bible.  And it doesn’t stand alone.  In our 

epistle lesson, the Apostle Paul reminded the Corinthians of how God had destroyed 23,000 

people with a plague for giving themselves over to the sins of adultery and pagan idolatry.  Paul 

also brings up the time that they complained about the manna God had given them, claiming He 

had sent them to the wilderness to die and God responded by sending a plague of venomous 

snakes. 

Those are just three examples.  If we had the time, we could go through dozens more.  St. 

Paul tells us why we have those sins and their punishments recorded.  He says that they are a 

warning to us.  Written down to remind us just how serious God is about sin.  In our Gospel 

lesson today, Jesus is telling us that same message: God Desires Serious Repentance.  We could 

sum His sermon in three words: Repent or Die.  That doesn’t seem like one of the more pleasant 

parts of the Bible either, does it?  When God talks to us about sin, He tends to leave the 

pleasantries aside.  It isn’t something He’s going to sugar coat.  It’s a very serious matter.  But if 

we’re to take Jesus at His words, “Repent or Die,” then the opposite must be true as well, 
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“Repent and Live!”  As serious as God is about sin being punished as it justly deserves, He is 

equally as passionate about offering us salvation from that condemnation.  And He has made that 

salvation possible for us through the atoning sacrifice of His Son. 

It’s hard to tell why these people gathered around Jesus bring up this group of Galileans 

who had been slaughtered by Pontius Pilate.  We don’t really know what they were trying to 

accomplish.  But we can tell from Jesus response that they must not have thought to highly about 

these particular Galileans.  Jesus challenges them, “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.  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.”   

Was the death of those people a result of their sin?  Yes.  But was their demise brought 

about because they were especially sinful, over and above the people around them?  Not 

remotely.  We know from Scripture that death and suffering entered into the world as a result of 

sin.  So when we see people die in some accident or disaster we shouldn’t be asking ourselves, 

“What did those people do to deserve that?”  We should be asking ourselves, “What if that was 

me?” 

Unless you repent, Jesus said, you too will all perish.  The truth is, in God’s eyes, we’re 

all equally sinful, and we all deserve the same punishment for our sins: death.  Sometimes when 

we see the tragedies that afflict other people or the punishments that they receive we think, “well, 

yeah, they got what was coming to them.”  What Jesus wants us to realize is that unless we 

repent of our sins, that’s what is coming for us too.  Think back to those extreme examples of 

God’s righteous punishment that we have in the Old Testament.  What were the sins that those 

people were guilty of?  Grumbling, complaining, lust, making excuses to cover their sins…  

Aren’t we all guilty of the same?  We are, and God’s message is crystal clear: Repent or Die. 

Now that can certainly sound like a pretty tough message.  And it may not seem very 

characteristic of the loving God that we have.  If that’s the case, it has way more to do with our 

understanding of repentance than it does with God’s character.  Repentance is a biblical concept 

that our sinful nature can do all kinds of damage to.  Our sinful nature tells us that repentance is 

something we do in order to avoid the consequences of our sins.  But if that were the case, then 

repentance is selfish and God certainly doesn’t want us to be selfish.  Serious repentance feels 

remorse for sin not because of what might happen to us as a consequence, but because of what 

we have done to God. 

Our sinful nature tells us that repentance is something we need to do to make atonement 

for our sins.  Other religions and even some Christians have even gone as far as to add acts of 

penance or satisfaction into the concept of repentance as we attempt to convince ourselves (and 

God!) that we truly are repentant enough to merit His forgiveness.  Serious repentance—true, 

biblical repentance—acknowledges that we are never going to be able to make atonement for our 

sins.  True repentance knows that the atonement comes not from ourselves, but from Jesus.  That 

is so vitally important!  Because it was Jesus who earned our forgiveness and not us then when 

we repent, because He is perfectly just, God has to give us that forgiveness.  To do otherwise 

would be unjust because Jesus has already earned it for us! 

Our sinful nature tells us that repentance is a cup that is bitter all the way down.  Our 

sinful nature trusts in our own righteousness and it hates admitting that it has done wrong.  And 

every time we confess a sin it stings that much more, terrifying us with the thought that we might 

not be righteous enough to warrant our salvation.  But true, biblical repentance knows that 
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although there is still bitterness in our sin, in repentance we receive the gospel message of 

forgiveness through Christ.  That gospel message brings us back again and again to confess our 

sins as we come to long for and live for that glorious forgiveness.  True repentance brings us 

closer God as we appreciate all the more the depths of His love for us. 

So when God tells us to repent, He isn’t just saying, “Stop sinning!”  He’s telling us to 

acknowledge our sins and to look to Him as the one and only source of forgiveness for those 

sins.  Repentance does not end with confession.  Repentance means both that we confess our sins 

and that we trust in the salvation and forgiveness that is ours because Jesus purchased it for us 

with His innocent blood when He died for us on the cross. 

Repent and Live!  Place your trust in the one person who is able to save you from the 

damnation of your sins, Jesus Christ your Lord and Savior; or face those consequences on your 

own.  It seems like a pretty easy choice to me: Repent and Live! 

When we understand what true repentance is, and when the Holy Spirit works through 

that to fill our hearts with peace of true forgiveness.  That’s going to make a difference in our 

lives.  Last week in Bible Class, we looked at the John 15 where Jesus tells us that He is the vine 

and we are the branches.  If you remain in me and I in you, He said, you will bear much fruit.  

The impact of the gospel is going to manifest itself in your lives through what Jesus calls “fruits 

of faith.”  Those fruits of faith are the things we do as Christians out of love and service to our 

God.  They’re things that we are only able to do because of the power of the Holy Spirit that is 

working within us, the power He fills us with through that grace and forgiveness. 

In the last part of our Gospel lesson today, Jesus tells us a parable that talks about fruits 

of faith.  The parable told of a fig tree that wasn’t bearing any fruit—a person that is not truly 

repentant.  The owner of the tree said, “Cut it down, if it won’t produce fruit it’s of no use to 

me.”  The message there is pretty clear too, isn’t it.  The time for true repentance is right now.  

We might be tempted to “put it off” until it seems a little more pressing, but what if our owner 

came back today?  What if a tower fell on us and squashed us flat?  The time to repent—the time 

to trust in forgiveness of your sins through Jesus and Him alone—is now! 

But the parable goes on, the vinedresser, or gardener, asks for a little more time.  Leave it 

alone for one more year, and I’ll dig around it and fertilize it.  If it bears fruit next year… 

If not, then cut it down.  God is patient.  He’s given the people in this world their entire lives to 

Repent and Live!  It is a ticking clock though.  God’s patience with unrepentant sinners has a 

limit and it is entirely up to Him when that fruitless fig tree gets cut down.  So for us, again, the 

message is clear, the time to repent is now.   

But I see another message here.  Out of His great love and mercy, God is patient.  And 

He has given people in this world a time of grace a time to come to true repentance.  You’ve 

come to know that true repentance.  You have felt the tremendous joy of having the burden of 

your sins lifted off of you and of receiving that free gift of forgiveness and new life!  But there 

are still a lot of fruitless fig trees out there.  People who stand to get cut off, to die if they do not 

repent.  So let’s get out there and loosen up the soil a bit.  Let’s do a little fertilizing and share 

the gospel Word with them that God has shared with us.  Repent.  Confess your sins and place 

your trust in Jesus, who gave up His life to earn your forgiveness and to bring you new life, new 

life here on earth and forever in heaven.   

It isn’t one of the uglier sentiments of Scripture.  It’s the most beautiful, precious 

invitation that has ever been offered.  Repent and Live! 

Amen. 

 


