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Luke 13:1-9 “Rescuing ‘Repent or Perish’ from the Street Corner” December 29, 2013 

OT Lesson: Isaiah 5:1-7  Brian M. Sandifer 

People often hear the Bible’s message of “repent or perish” as if it is for others, but Jesus taught all are 

equally in danger of being “cut down” by God for not bearing fruit.  However, God is patient and 

merciful, granting a certain amount of time to repent and turn to Christ before it’s too late. 

Introduction – Story of Brother Bob, the traveling fundamentalist campus evangelist who offended 

everyone with his offensive message of “repent or perish.” 

I. To Whom is Jesus Talking? 

A. A legitimate question (Lk 12:41; cf. 12:1, 13, 15-16, 22, 54; 13:1-2) 

1. To the uncommitted crowds or his disciples?  To Jews or Christians?  To OT Israel or NT 

Church?  To first century people or us?  Is Jesus’ message to repent or perish for others or me?   

2. Context begins at 12:1 and ends here at 13:9.  Jesus alternates between addressing the crowd 

as a whole, individuals in the crowd, and his disciples.  Yet there is overlap in Jesus’ intended 

audience.  Even his disciples were occasionally unclear whom Jesus addressed. 

B. God’s people: Israel old and new (vv. 6-9) 

1. This passage joins the old and new Israel.  It points back to Isaiah 5, the Jews of the OT 

joined to their first century descendants as the generation who hears the last call to repent.  It also 

points forward to the New Israel, the church of the NT joined to our first century spiritual 

forefathers—the disciples of Jesus (Rom 11; Gal 6:16; Rev 2-3). 

2. Here Jesus is talking to old covenant Israel, warning them of the national corporate judgment 

that came first at the cross, then in A.D. 70 when Jerusalem and the temple were destroyed by the 

Roman army.  By way of Luke’s audience, Jesus is talking to the church (new covenant Israel), 

warning individuals of the personal judgment that will come at death apart from personal 

repentance, and warning congregations of the corporate judgment that will come apart from 

corporate repentance.  In sum, Jesus is certainly talking to you and me! 

II. Why is This Message So Urgent? 

A. We tend to judge ourselves as less guilty in relation to others (vv. 2-5) 

1. All the other reasons flow from this one.  Consider the two current events.  Zealots would be 

moved by Pilate’s abominable massacre to violent self-righteous hatred.  Pharisees would be 

moved by Siloam Tower’s fall to pious self-righteous condemnation.  Neither Zealots nor 

Pharisees considered their own hearts. 

2. Jesus redirects the crowd toward their own sins by denying that Pilate’s victims were 

especially sinful (cf. Jn 9:3).  Jesus uses the example of the Pilate massacre to call their attention 

to the imminent need to repent or likewise perish.  Thus the incident is an excellent example of 

how quickly death can come to any of us, and that all need to be ready to meet God. 
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B. We tend to believe if our life is going well God must approve of our life (vv. 1, 6) 

Jesus knows that we presume God’s favor.  We are prone to see those who suffer and think, “They 

must deserve it, and because I don’t suffer I must not.”  Job’s friends adopted this prosperity gospel 

(Job 4:7-8; 8:20; 22:5-10).  Rather you should see a merciful God forewarning you, and take 

appropriate actions (repent, trust in Christ, and bear fruit). 

C. There will be a “last chance” to repent (vv. 8-9) 

1. The vineyard owner is God the Father.  The vinedresser is God the Son.  The fig tree is Israel.  

In the parable, the owner complains to the vinedresser that for three years every time he comes 

seeking fruit from his fig tree, he finds no fruit.  Therefore he orders the vinedresser to cut it 

down because there is no reason for a fruitless tree to waste the ground. 

2. This means Jesus himself will come to Israel with the message of repentance, forgiveness, 

and the arrival of the kingdom of God—the gospel—delivered with a warning of imminent 

judgment.  Israel has one last opportunity to repent (cf. Lk 13:34; 19:41-44). 

III. How Now Shall We Repent? 

A. Repentance: what it is and is not 

WSC 87. Summarized as confession (intellect), contrition (emotion), and change (volition).  But a 

religious person thinks of repentance fundamentally as a way to earn God’s approval. 

B. The heart of repentance (vv. 1-5) 

1. Marvel at the cost of forgiveness: Christ’s atoning sacrifice mixed with his own blood for 

you.  Jesus’ sacrifice is the greater abomination.  His blood is mixed with his sacrifice.  Through 

the “abomination” of the Son of God voluntarily, yet passively slain for sins he did not commit, 

we may be forgiven, declared righteous, and accepted by God. 

2. Abide in Christ for security: God the great refuge-fortress-tower fell on Christ instead of you.  

God the Father is like a tower for Jesus (Pro 18:10; Mic 5:2, 4a; Lk 2:40).  Yet God fell on and 

crushed Jesus to death for us.  Because he was crushed by God the Great Tower, we will find 

refuge and safety from enemies, not in self-righteous condemnation from a distance, but in God. 

C. The fruit of repentance  (vv. 6-9) 

1. Context of Luke 12:1-13:9.  Desiring God’s approval more than man’s approval (12:1-12).  

Cultivating a generous, compassionate life (12:13-21, 22-34).  Remaining ready for the last day 

(12:35-59; 13:1-9). 

2. Context of Isaiah 5, summarized as seeking justice and forsaking violence (5:7).  Practicing 

redemptive business principles (5:8-10).  Living humbly in the fear of the Lord (5:18-23).  

Loving God and His Word (5:11-14, 24). 

Conclusion – “Repent or perish” is a message that is often delivered in an abrasive manner and even 

more often ignored or improperly received.  But Jesus’ “repent or perish” message is full of urgency and 

delivered with mercy, compassion, patience, and love for people.  Listening to Jesus is wonderful because 

his call to repent or perish is to choose forgiveness, security, and life through the one who loves you at the 

expense of himself.  Repent or perish is a message for you because God the Savior is for you. 
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1 Original Language, Personal English Translation, and Textual Notes 

Verse Greek Literal Translation Textual Notes 

Lk 13:1 P a rh/sa n d e , t i nej  evn a uvt w/| t w/| ka i rw/| 
a vp a gge ,l l o nte j  a uvt w/| p e ri . t w/n 

Ga l i la i,wn w-n t o . a i -m a  P i la/t o j  e;m i xe n 
m e ta. t w/n qusi w/n a uvt w/nÅ 

Now there were some present at that time 
who told him about the Galileans whose 
blood Pilate had mixed with their sacrifices. 

 

Lk 13:2 ka i. a vp o kri qe i.j  e i=p e n a uvto i/j \ d o ke i/t e  
o [t i  oì Ga l i l ai/o i  o u-t oi  a m̀ a rt wl o i. 
p a ra. p a,nt a j  t o u.j  Ga l ila i,o uj  e vge,no nt o ( 
o [t i  t a u/t a  pe p o,nqa si nÈ 

And he answered saying to them, “Do you 
all think that these Galileans were sinners 
more than all the Galileans, because they 
suffered? 

 

Lk 13:3 o uvci ,( l e,gw um̀ i /n( a vl l V eva .n m h. m et a no h/t e  
p a,nt e j  òm o i,wj  a vp o l ei/sqe Å 

No, I say to you all, but unless you all repent 
you will likewise perish. 

 

Lk 13:4 h' e vke i/no i  o ì d e ka o kt w. evf V o u]j  e;p e se n ò 
p u,rgo j  evn t w/| S i l wa.m  kai . avp e ,kt ei ne n 
a uvt o u,j ( d o ke i/t e  o[t i  a uvt oi . o vf ei l e,t ai  
e vge,no nt o  p a ra. p a,nt a j  t ou.j  a vnqrw,p o uj  

t o u.j  ka to i ko u/nt a j  VIe ro usa l h,m È 

Or those eighteen on whom the tower in 
Siloam fell and killed them, do you all think 
that they were sinners more than all the 
people living in Jerusalem? 

 

Lk 13:5 o uvci ,( l e,gw um̀ i /n( a vl l V eva .n m h. m et a no h/t e  
p a,nt e j  ẁsa u,t wj  avp o l ei/sqe Å 

No, I say to you all, but unless you all repent 
you will likewise perish.” 

 

Lk 13:6 :E l e ge n de. t a u,t hn t h.n p a ra b o lh,n\ 
sukh/n e i =ce ,n t i j  pe f ut e um e,nhn e vn t w/| 
a vm pe l w/ni  a uvt o u/( ka i . h=l qe n z ht w/n 

ka rp o.n e vn a uvt h/| ka i. o uvc e u-re nÅ 

And he told this parable: “Someone had a 
fig tree, planted in his orchard, and he came 
seeking fruit on it and he found none. 

 

Lk 13:7 e i=p e n d e. p ro.j  t o .n a vm pe lo urgo ,n\ i vd o u. 
t ri,a  e ;t h avf V o u- e ;rco m a i z ht w/n ka rp o .n 
e vn t h/| sukh/| t a u,t h| ka i. o uvc e ur̀i ,skwÅ 
e ;kko yo n Îo u=nÐ  a uvt h,n( i ǹa t i, ka i. t h.n 

gh/n ka t a rgei/È 

And he said to the gardener, ‘Behold!  For 
three years now I have come seeking fruit 
on this fig tree and I find none.  Cut it down!  
Why should it waste the soil?’ 

Several witnesses (î75 A L Q Y  070 ¦13 33 

579 892 al lat co) have "therefore" (o u=n, 

oun) here. This conjunction has the effect of 
strengthening the logical connection with the 
preceding statement but also of reducing 
the rhetorical power and urgency of the 
imperative. In light of the slightly greater 
internal probability of adding a conjunction 
to an otherwise asyndetic sentence, as well 
as significant external support for the 

omission (a B D W ¦1 Û), the shorter 
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Verse Greek Literal Translation Textual Notes 

reading appears to be more likely as the 
original wording here. NA27 puts the 
conjunction in brackets, indicating some 
doubts as to its authenticity. 

Lk 13:8 o  ̀d e. a vp o kri qei .j  l e,ge i  a uvt w/|\ ku,ri e ( 
a ;f e j  a uvt h.n ka i . t o u/t o  t o. e ;t o j ( e [wj  o[t o u 

ska ,yw p e ri. a uvt h.n ka i . b a ,l w ko ,p ria ( 

And he answered, saying to him, ‘Sir, permit 
it also this year, until I dig around it and put 
on manure. 

 

Lk 13:9 ka 'n m e.n p o i h,sh| ka rp o .n e ivj  t o. m e ,l l o n\ 
e iv d e . m h, ge ( evkko ,ye i j  a uvt h,nÅ 

If indeed it produces fruit in the future, but if 
not otherwise you will cut it down.’” 
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2 Exegetical Outline – Luke 13:1-9 (verse summary) 

V1. While Jesus was continuing to speak to the crowds, some who were there told him about an 

occasion when Pilate mixed the blood of the Galileans with their sacrifices. 

V2. Jesus asked the crowds whether they thought these murdered Galileans were worse sinners 

that all the other Galileans because they suffered at the hand of Pilate. 

V3. Jesus answered his own question in the negative, warning those who brought up the Pilate 

massacre that unless they repent, they will all likewise perish. 

V4. Jesus continued to press the point, reminding them of the Siloam Tower tragedy when 

eighteen died when it fell on them, asking the people whether they thought those killed were 

guilty more than all the other inhabitants of Jerusalem. 

V5. Again Jesus answered his own question in the negative, warning those present that unless 

they repent, they will all likewise perish. 

V6. Jesus began to illustrate his warning with a parable, telling of someone who planted a fig 

tree in his orchard and came looking for fruit on it but found none. 

V7. The orchard owner ordered his gardener to cut down the worthless fig tree since it had not 

yielded any fruit for three years and as a result the tree was just wasting soil. 

V8. The gardener asked the orchard owner to spare the tree this season until he had the chance to 

dig around it and fertilize it. 

V9. The gardener reasoned with the orchard owner that if the fig tree bore fruit in the future, fine, 

but if not the orchard owner can cut the tree down. 
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3 Exegetical Outline – Luke 13:1-9 (full) 

I. Who is the “sinner” who must repent or perish? (vv. 1-5) 

a. Question: Do those who suffer and die reveal they are worse sinners than others? (vv. 

1-2) 

i. V1. While Jesus was continuing to speak to the crowds, some who were there 

told him about an occasion when Pilate mixed the blood of the Galileans with 

their sacrifices. 

ii. V2. Jesus asked the crowds whether they thought these murdered Galileans 

were worse sinners that all the other Galileans because they suffered at the 

hand of Pilate. 

b. Answer: Those who suffer and die foreshadow the judgment that will certainly come 

to all who do not repent (vv. 3-5). 

i. V3. Jesus answered his own question in the negative, warning those who 

brought up the Pilate massacre that unless they repent, they will all likewise 

perish. 

ii. V4. Jesus continued to press the point, reminding them of the Siloam Tower 

tragedy when eighteen died when it fell on them, asking the people whether 

they thought those killed were guilty more than all the other inhabitants of 

Jerusalem. 

iii. V5. Again Jesus answered his own question in the negative, warning those 

present that unless they repent, they will all likewise perish. 

II. Time is running out for the fig tree to bear fruit and escape being cut down (vv. 6-9). 

a. The owner of the orchard will not hesitate to cut down fruitless fig trees since they are 

useless and wasting space (vv. 6-7). 

i. V6. Jesus began to illustrate his warning with a parable, telling of someone 

who planted a fig tree in his orchard and came looking for fruit on it but found 

none. 

ii. V7. The orchard owner ordered his gardener to cut down the worthless fig tree 

since it had not yielded any fruit for three years and as a result the tree was 

just wasting soil. 

b. The owner’s gardener will cultivate the fig tree for one last season, giving the fig tree 

a final opportunity to bear fruit and escape being cut down by the owner (vv. 8-9). 
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i. V8. The gardener asked the orchard owner to spare the tree this season until 

he had the chance to dig around it and fertilize it. 

ii. V9. The gardener reasoned with the orchard owner that if the fig tree bore 

fruit in the future, fine, but if not the orchard owner can cut the tree down. 
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4 Exegetical Outline – Luke 13:1-9 (abbreviated) 

Exegetical Proposition: The crowds tried to deflect Jesus’ urgent message of repentance toward 

other people whom they considered worse than themselves, but Jesus impressed repentance upon 

the crowds as sinners equally in danger of a similar fate, illustrating his message with a parable 

that they must bear the fruit of repentance soon or be cut off by God. 

I. Who is the “sinner” who must repent or perish? (vv. 1-5) 

a. Question: Do those who suffer and die reveal they are worse sinners than others? (vv. 

1-2) 

b. Answer: Those who suffer and die foreshadow the judgment that will certainly come 

to all who do not repent (vv. 3-5). 

II. Time is running out for the fig tree to bear fruit and escape being cut down (vv. 6-9). 

a. The owner of the orchard will not hesitate to cut down fruitless fig trees since they are 

useless and wasting space (vv. 6-7). 

b. The owner’s gardener will cultivate the fig tree for one last season, giving the fig tree 

a final opportunity to bear fruit and escape being cut down by the owner (vv. 8-9). 
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5 Theological Outline – Luke 13:1-9 

Theological Proposition: Concerning Jesus’ urgent message of repentance, people often think it 

applies only to others whom they consider worse than themselves, but Jesus applies repentance 

to everyone because all are sinners equally in danger, illustrating his message with a parable that 

they must bear the fruit of repentance soon or be cut off by God. 

I. People often gauge their own righteousness in relation to others who appear to suffer 

terribly at God’s hand, but Jesus warns such spectacular judgments are better interpreted 

as foreshadows of what surely awaits all unrepentant people (vv. 1-5). 

II. Jesus is the last hope for unrepentant people to escape perishing at the hand of God, and 

the time to bear the fruit of repentance is now—otherwise God’s patience will soon run 

out (vv. 6-9). 
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6 Notes on Luke 13:1-9 

1. Central lesson of verses 1-5: Repent and be converted.  Central lesson of verses 6-9: Repent 

and be converted now before it’s too late.  The preacher should recognize the urgency of the 

call to repentance to his congregation.  Sometimes the minister may be lulled into the notion 

that people have many years to repent and come to faith in Christ.  The lack of urgency dulls 

the sharp edge of gospel proclamation.  Pastors should consider the brevity and fragility of 

life so as not to put sinners to sleep with a false sense of assurance that there will surely be 

more time to turn and believe.  Physical death is coming for all, and for some much sooner 

than anticipated.  Furthermore, sin has a way of hardening sinners as it becomes habit and 

judgment delays.  Thus longer we wait to repent, the less likely our hearts will be tender to 

the call of gospel repentance.  The time when it may be too late for repentance may be nearer 

than physical death, for we are all spiritually dead apart from faith. 

2. Thinking about those worshipers whom Pilate massacred: their own blood was mingled with 

the blood of their sacrifice at the temple while they worshiped.  The people considered this an 

abomination, but this is exactly what happened to Jesus.  Once again, Pilate (instigated by 

Jesus’ Jewish enemies) had Jesus massacred while Jesus offered up his blood as a sacrifice 

for sins.  The crowds were appalled at Pilate, but they would do the same thing to Jesus, the 

very person to whom they protested about Pilate!  Jesus’ sacrifice is the greater abomination.  

His blood is mixed with his sacrifice.  Yet this “blood mix” is what makes Christ’s sacrifice 

perfect and final.  Through the “abomination” of the Son of God voluntarily, passively slain 

for sins he did not commit—slain by guilty sinners while superintended by God the Father—

we may be forgiven, declared righteous, and accepted by God. 

3. Thinking about the tower that fell on the people in Jerusalem: a tower was a refuge, a 

fortress, and place of safety from the onslaught of enemies.  It is a frequently used image in 

the Bible (Ps 60:1-3; Prov 18:10; cf. 2 Sam 22:2-4; Ps 18:1-3; 31:1-4; 46:7, 11; 48:1-3).  

Conversely, people foolishly build towers to exalt their own strength, glory, and sense of 

security (Gen 11:4-5; Isa 2:12-15; Jer 48:1).  Thus the threat of a strong tower falling is 

traumatic.  A towering refuge that falls on people who put their trust in it is a great irony.  

God the Father is a tower for Jesus (Mic 5:1-4; Lk 2:40; 11:21-22; Eph 6:10; Heb 6:18; 1 Pet 

4:11).  Yet God his “tower” and strength fell on Jesus, crushing him to death.  He was 

crushed for us.  Because he was crushed by God the Greater Tower, we will find refuge and 

safety in God from our enemies. 

4. Vv1-9.  It is important to put this passage into its literary context, which begins at Luke 12:1 

and concludes with this address to the crowds.  Therefore Luke 12:1-13:9 is one long scene 

of Jesus alternatively addressing the crowds and his disciples.  Sometimes it is difficult to 

discern to whom Jesus is speaking.  Even the disciples around Jesus had trouble figuring out 

whether Jesus was still talking to them, or now to the crowds (cf. Lk 12:41).  But if we 

follow the scene carefully, we can discern most of the audience shifts.  In Luke 13:1-9, Jesus 

speaks directly to the crowds, with the clue to which audience is addressed in verses 1-2.  

The scene takes place in an undisclosed location, but certainly on the way from Galilee to 

Jerusalem (cf. Lk 9:51). 
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5. What are the fruits of repentance gathered from the larger context in Luke 12:1-13:9? 

a. Desiring God’s approval more than man’s approval. Bewaring Phariseeism, which is 

the hypocrisy of public self-righteousness but privately and inwardly loving evil (Lk 

12:1-3).  Fearing God more than people (Lk 12:4-7).  Acknowledging Jesus before 

people who are hostile to him (Lk 12:8-12). 

b. Cultivating a generous, compassionate life: Guarding against coveting and pride of 

possessions (Lk 12:13-21).  Seeking treasure in heaven by trusting God for your life’s 

necessities and being generous with the poor (Lk 12:22-34). 

c. Remaining ready for the last day. Staying awake and alert for the Lord’s coming (Lk 

12:35-48).  Settling your sin debts with God even if your family is against you (Lk 

12:49-59).  Recognizing God’s mercy to you in the deaths of others, and the urgency 

of all these “repentance fruits” in your own life (Lk 13:1-9). 

6. What are the fruits of repentance gathered from the OT context in Isaiah 5?  They are 

summarized as seeking justice and forsaking violence (Isa 5:7). 

a. Practicing redemptive business principles. When buying real estate, refusing to enrich 

yourself by charging unfair prices.  Setting prices so that tenants are not oppressed 

and are able to purchase their own home (Isa 5:8-10). 

b. Living humbly in the fear of the Lord. Putting away flagrant sins that dare God to 

punish you, such as calling good evil and evil good, thinking of yourself as very wise 

or as a champion drinker, using money to pervert justice (Isa 5:18-23). 

c. Loving God and his Word. Thinking often about God’s wonderful works of creation 

and redemption, rather than spending all your time numbing your senses with 

distractions (Isa 5:11-14).  Loving God’s Word and commands (Isa 5:24). 

7. Quotation: “Jesus continues his discourse on readiness with serious warnings about the 

intense conflict that his ministry will arouse (12:49-53) and the urgent need to reconcile with 

God while there is still time (12:54-59).  Those who neither repent (13:1-5) nor bear good 

fruit (13:6-9) will perish.  This section of the Gospel demonstrates the ease with which Jesus 

used the events of daily life, the wonders of the natural world, and the interest in current 

events as vehicles for teaching spiritual truth.” ~ ESV Literary Study Bible, 1562 

8. Vv1-5.  Both these incidents—Pilate mixing the blood of the worshipers with their sacrifices 

(implicitly understood to occur in Jerusalem at the Temple), and the Siloam Tower falling on 

people in Jerusalem—are not recorded elsewhere in the Bible.  Outside of the Gospel of 

Luke, there is no historical record of the Pilate atrocity. 

9. V1.  This verse naturally follows Luke 12:49-59.  Jesus has previously issued a stirring call 

to repent.  Here it appears that some in the crowds tried to deflect Jesus’ warning of imminent 

judgment away from themselves and to the Galilean worshipers whom Pilate massacred.  It is 

from stories like this where Pilate gained his reputation as a cruel governor who distained 

local religious practices and was capable of such brutish atrocities.   Their words seem to 
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imply something like, “Yeah Jesus, wicked sinners who need to repent may be swiftly swept 

away, even when they are going about the business of religion.  That’s what happened to 

those bad people from Galilee whom Pilate killed, right?”  Isn’t it interesting how ready 

people are to talk about the death of other people, but so reticent to discuss (much less think 

about) their own death?  Jesus exposed this tendency for what it is: in spiritual matters, we 

are ready to talk about anyone else’s business but our own.  Jesus knows that while sinners 

experience the mercy and forbearance of God, they presume God’s favor.  Nothing is more 

natural.  Sinners are prone to see those who suffer and think, “They must deserve it, and 

because I don’t suffer I must not.”  Jesus will show this is the wrong lesson to learn while 

considering the suffering of others.  Rather sinners should interpret the suffering of others as 

a merciful forewarning from God to themselves, and take appropriate actions (repent, trust in 

Christ, and love neighbor). 

10. Application: A Christian will pay careful attention to the plight of others, but will always 

think of himself as well.  A Christian should consider his own life, actions, words, thoughts, 

and sins first and foremost before focusing on other people.  So if you hear of a tragedy or 

sudden death, you should say to yourself, “Would I have been ready to meet God if the same 

happened to me?”  If you read or hear of some awful crime or sin, you should ask yourself, 

“Have I really repented of my own sins?  Are my sins forgiven?”  This one is especially 

important for Christians to avoid pride and becoming a Pharisee: when you see or hear about 

people (even other professing Christians) falling or running headlong into sin, you should 

humble yourself, asking, “Is there any reason why I wouldn’t do the same apart from God’s 

free grace?  If I am different in wanting to avoid sin rather than cultivate it, who has made me 

different?”1 

11. V1. The question naturally arises, “Why did Pilate feel compelled to slaughter those 

particular Galileans?”  Perhaps he thought they were rebelling against Rome—members of 

the party of Zealots that plotted insurrection and political revolution.  The Pharisees were 

enemies of the Zealots because on principle they opposed the use of violence to counter the 

Roman occupation.  Thus it is conceivable that Pharisees and their sympathizers might label 

the Galileans whom Pilate murdered as sinners who received their just desserts.  Thus Jesus 

is perhaps addressing Pharisees and their followers here. 

12. Application: Notice the tendency to turn our attention away from our own lives and hearts 

and toward the news, and especially politics!  Today the big controversial topics in Reformed 

circles are the legalization of same-sex marriage and Obamacare.  Everyone has an opinion 

on these, and whatever one’s opinion it will stir controversy with large sections of the 

population in our culture.  “Then as now people did not want to think about their own evil 

ways, so they put their attention on current events to distract them.  New is the opiate of the 

people.  Most of us cannot affect world events very much, but all of us can worry about them 

and criticize the sins of others—instead of focusing on our own lives and our own sins.”2 

                                                 

1 These points are derived from J.C. Ryle’s Expository Thoughts on the Gospel of Luke. 

2 David H. Stern, Jewish New Testament Commentary, 127. 
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13. V1. NET sn This is an event that otherwise is unattested, though several events similar to it are 

noted in Josephus (J. W. 2.9.2-4 [2.169–177]; Ant. 13.13.5 [13.372–73], 18.3.1–2 [18.55–62]; 18.4.1 
[18.85–87]). It would have caused a major furor. 

14. V2. Jesus replied to the crowds who turned the discussion away from their own need of 

repentance to the plight of the Galileans slain by Pilate.  In one sense, he outmaneuvered the 

crowds who in bringing up Pilate had brought Jesus to the horns of a dilemma.  Side with 

Pilate and incur the wrath of the Jews.  Side with the Galilean victims and put himself at risk 

as he set his face toward Jerusalem—Pilate’s lair.  So Jesus asked them rhetorically whether 

they thought those killed were worse sinners that all the other Galileans because they 

suffering a horrific death.  He correctly discerned that the crowds wanted to talk ideological 

politics and justice, but Jesus wasn’t finished with his urgent call of repentance.  Jesus knows 

the crowds have the same “theology of suffering” as Job’s three friends, who believed that 

people suffer to the same degree they sin.  Thus all suffering (or lack thereof) is 

proportionally related to a person’s sin (cf. Jn 9:1-2; Job 4:7; 8:4, 20; 11:6; 22:4-10).  It is 

true that sin sometimes led to physical suffering (Dt 28-30; Ezek 18:26-27), but this is not the 

same as claiming all suffering is due to sin.  But in ancient times, many assumed that a 

calamity would only befall an extremely sinful person, so that divine justice would be served 

in this world. 

15. V2. NET sn Jesus did not want his hearers to think that tragedy was necessarily a judgment on 

these people because they were worse sinners.  This is one possible interpretation of the 

spectacular event: that these were tragedies that did not indicate whether those who suffered 

them were sinners being directly judged by God.  Another possible interpretation: that those 

who suffered died a particular death to give us all a vivid illustration of how sudden and 

severe divine judgment will be for all the unrepentant.  Still another possible interpretation: 

that those who suffered were judged for their particular sins by God, not because they were 

worse than others, rather it was simply their time on God’s schedule to die for their sins.  The 

book of Job should be instructive here since it seems the crowds are taking the same 

approach as Job’s three friends, assuming that people who suffer are experiencing the direct 

punishment of God for their sins.  This was an incorrect and uncompassionate theory.  The 

Bible’s theology of sin and suffering should inform our understanding of tragedy.  Sin 

entered the world through Adam and Eve, and everyone participates in and perpetuates sin.  

Sin requires a payment to God that will be paid by the sinner or by Jesus as the sinner’s 

substitute.  Death is the wages of sin, so that until death is swallowed up in victory, people 

who sin will continue to die in this sinful fallen world.  Since this world is fallen and 

calamities do occur, tragedies will happen where the innocent suffer.  Therefore we cannot 

say with certainty that people who suffer are suffering for their particular unrepentant sins, or 

because they merely live in a fallen world that God has in his perfect plan not yet removed all 

suffering, or because God is ordaining tragedy in the lives of some for the warning of others 

that God’s judgment will be severe.  Otherwise we would have a difficult time making sense 

of the suffering that the prophets and even Jesus endured.  We simply do not know.  Only 

God knows.  So we must be careful not to interpret tragedy like Job’s friends, and to take 

Jesus at his word. 

16. Quotation: “This passage is highly useful, were it for no other reason than that this disease is 

almost natural to us, to be too rigorous and severe in judging of others, and too much 
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disposed to flatter our own faults. The consequence is, that we not only censure with 

excessive severity the offenses of our brethren; but whenever they meet with any calamity, 

we condemn them as wicked and reprobate persons. On the other hand, every man that is not 

sorely pressed by the hand of God slumbers at ease in the midst of his sins, as if God were 

favorable and reconciled to him. This involves a double fault; for when God chastises any 

one before our eyes, he warns us of his judgments, that each of us may examine himself, and 

consider what he deserves. If he spares us for a time, we are so far from having a right to take 

such kindness and forbearance as an opportunity for slumber, that we ought to regard it as an 

invitation to repentance.” ~ John Calvin 

17. Illustration: Commentator Warren Wiersbe tells a story of the old poet John Milton who went 

blind in his later years.  One day King Charles II of England, the son of the king whom the 

Puritans had beheaded, paid him a visit.  Charles explained Milton’s blindness as God’s 

judgment for his role in the king’s execution.  Milton replied, “If I have lost my sight through 

God’s judgment, what can you say of your father who lost his head?”3  It should be obvious 

that this theology of suffering will get us nowhere.  It is a dead end. 

18. V3. Jesus redirects the crowd toward their own sins by denying that Pilate’s victims were 

especially sinful compared to others (cf. Jn 9:3).  Don’t focus on the sins of others while 

ignoring your own need to repent.  We don’t know the details of God’s timing and purpose in 

tragic events, so we ought to focus on the big picture lesson that God has revealed to us.  

Jesus uses the example of the Pilate massacre to call their attention to the imminent need to 

repent or likewise perish.  Thus the incident is an excellent example of how quickly death can 

come to any of us, and that all need to be ready to meet God.  In other words, the massacre is 

not an example of how bad those people were, but an example of how little time we might 

have to settle our accounts with God (cf. Lk 12:58-59).  Being Jewish, of the seed of 

Abraham, will not save anyone (Lk 3:7-8).  By way of application, being a “churched,” 

“church-going,” “church-joining” person will not save anyone.  Repentance is absolutely 

necessary to escape the death of which Jesus warns.  When calamity strikes (far away from 

home, close to home, or at home), Jesus teaches us to ask, “What lesson is there in this for 

me?” 

19. V3. Jesus tells the crowd what God requires of all to escape God’s wrath for sin.  This is no 

less than genuine conversion.  His answer is explained more fully in WLC 153: “What doth 

God require of us, that we may escape his wrath and curse due to us by reason of the 

transgression of the law?  That we may escape the wrath and curse of God due to us by 

reason of the transgression of the law, he requireth of us repentance toward God, and faith 

toward our Lord Jesus Christ, and the diligent use of the outward means whereby Christ 

communicates to us the benefits of his mediation.” 

20. V4. Jesus is still talking about sin using the language of “debt” (cf. Lk 12:58-59).  The 18 

upon whom the tower of Siloam fell are not “more debtors” than the rest of Jerusalem.  

                                                 

3 Warren Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, vol. 1, 224. 
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Everyone is in sin-debt to God, and must settle accounts before it is too late—before death or 

the Judgment Day comes. 

21. V4. Jesus makes the same point, driving it home, by giving another example of a tragedy that 

the crowds may have misinterpreted to boost their own sense of righteousness (because it 

didn’t happen to them).  The incident Jesus relates is of the Tower of Siloam in Jerusalem, 

built inside or atop the southeast section of the wall, falling on and killing 18 people.  The 

tower was likely part of the wall of Jerusalem near the pool of Siloam.  Perhaps those killed 

by the falling tower were working for Pilate and the Romans by constructing an aqueduct 

from the pool of Siloam (Josephus, Wars, 2.9.4).  Zealots would have considered such labor a 

traitorous work and evidence of complicity with the Romans.  The word on the street was 

surely that God had caused the tower to fall on the bad guys and not on the good guys.  So 

the survivors and hearers of the news could comfort themselves believing that God must 

favor them.  Again, Jesus contradicts this common interpretation by calling them to ask 

themselves whether the victims were really worse sinners that all the others who lived in 

Jerusalem (those who weren’t killed by the falling tower).  The implication of his rhetorical 

question is they are not worse.  Thus Jesus is perhaps addressing Zealots and their followers 

here. 

22. V5. Jesus repeats exactly his words from verse 3 to emphasize the point.  The Jewish nation 

as a whole is sinful in God’s sight, and every son of Israel would suffer the judgment of 

sinners if he does not repent.  The broad lesson is for the crowds to repent or otherwise face a 

similar end at God’s hand.  When time runs out on an unrepentant sinner’s life, it’s too late.  

If some proud person assumes he is not a sinner and that Jesus is not talking to him, let him 

remember that all wrongdoing is sin, and all sin falls short of the glory of God (Rom 3:23).  

The Bible doesn’t say that some people are good but not as good as God.  No, people sin 

because they are sinners.  A Christian is a person who even repents of the selfish reasons that 

he does good deeds.  A sinful nature drives our sinful motives and desires into sinful (or even 

outwardly righteous, but inwardly corrupt) thoughts, words, and actions (Rom 3:10-18).  All 

of this is bad news for those who refuse to acknowledge their sin and need of repentance, and 

do not humble themselves by repenting of their sins before it’s too late. 

23. Illustration: ***Choose a story of repentance from history.  Should include (1) knowledge of 

sin; (2) sorrow for sin; (3) confession to God of sin; (4) breaking off of sin; (5) habitual 

hatred of sin in general (6) connected with faith in Jesus Christ for salvation from sin in new 

life and obedience. 

24. Application: Tie the illustration of repentance step by step to what it ought to look like in the 

believer’s life.  Show how a deeper understanding of the gospel leads to deeper, more 

heartfelt repentance.  Show how forsaking our idols and replacement them with trust in 

Christ make repentance not drudgery nor self-flagellation but delight. 

25. Quotation: “Repentance is not an emotion or a mere mental assent to a proposition.  It is a 

reorientation to a new life.  To repent is not merely to regret things we have done or to 
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apologize for them or to recognize a wrong has been committed.  To repent is to agree that a 

change of direction is required, and then to respond accordingly.” ~ Darrell Bock4 

26. Quotation: “Let us leave the subject with the solemn inquiry--Have we ourselves repented? 

We live in a Christian land. We belong to a Christian Church. We have Christian ordinances 

and means of grace. We have heard of repentance with the hearing of the ear, and that 

hundreds of times. But have we ever repented? Do we really know our own sinfulness? Do 

our sins cause us any sorrow? Have we cried to God about our sins, and sought forgiveness at 

the throne of grace? Have we ceased to do evil, and broken off from our bad habits? Do we 

cordially and heartily hate everything that is evil? These are serious questions. They deserve 

serious consideration. The subject before us is no light matter. Nothing less than life--eternal 

life--is at stake! If we die impenitent, and without a new heart, we had better never have been 

born.” ~ J.C. Ryle 

27. Vv6-9. Compare this parable to Jesus’ acted out parable in both Matthew 21:18-19 and Mark 

11:12-14.  Repentance necessarily produces fruit, and from a human perspective we are 

responsible for producing it (Lk 3:8; Acts 26:20).  As Jesus often did when talking to the 

crowds, he told them a parable (cf. Mk 4:10-12).  The parables function to illustrate his 

teaching for disciples (to reveal truth) and to confound the crowds (to conceal truth).  This 

parable is no different.  It is easy enough to understand its meaning.  For disciples it should 

drive to repentance, but for the crowds it might stir up feelings of anger.  For those whom 

God opens their eyes, it should wake them up from self-justification to come to God in 

repentance and faith.  The Redemptive-Historical lesson of the parable is that Israel has one 

last chance to repent before God will cut them down for unfruitfulness.  Not that all Jews 

rejected Jesus as the Messiah.  Many did follow him.  But the majority of Israel did not 

repent at this last chance to God brought judgment on the nation.  That judgment came first at 

the cross, second at the judging of the nation in A.D. 70 with the fall of Jerusalem and the 

destruction of the temple, and will finally come on the last day.  Until then, there is time for 

the Jewish person to repent and begin bearing fruit by turning to Christ and following him.  

The lesson for the Church today is similar.  As a catholic body, Jesus will discipline the 

Church, but never forsake it, for her sins are covered by his sacrificial substitutionary blood.  

However, particular congregations and individual members may be disciplined.  Jesus may 

remove the lampstand of fruitless churches (Rev 2:5).  The Lord may also cut off fruitless 

members of his visible church (Jn 15:1-11; cf. Rom 11:17-24).  The lesson for Jew and 

Gentile is that God requires his people to bear fruit.  Thanks be to God for what he requires, 

he provides by his grace. 

28. Illustration: Story of our peach tree that became so diseased that we had to cut it down.  

Nothing remains today except a one-inch stump.  The first year we moved in our neighbors 

sang the praises of the peach tree.  Apparently it used to supply the homeowner and 

neighbors with peaches all season long.  So we were excited to take these homegrown 

peaches.  Later that summer when the fruit ripened it had a strange transparent goo that 

oozed from almost every piece of fruit.  It was disgusting and inedible.  The goo was even on 

                                                 

4 Darrell Bock, Luke, NIVAC, 371. 
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the branches and tree trunk.  So we had a peach tree expect come tell us how to get good fruit 

next season.  After examining the tree, it became clear that the tree was so diseased that we 

had one last chance to save the tree.  If careful treatment didn’t work, then we couldn’t 

salvage the tree.  So we followed the directions closely, hoping to get some fruit next season.  

But it didn’t work.  The same goo came back, only worse this time.  So we cut it down.  All 

that work and we didn’t get to taste one peach!  I was sad to see the tree go, but on the other 

hand I was glad to be rid of it, because it was less than good for nothing, just taking up space 

in my yard and littering rotten diseased fruit all other the ground. 

29. V6. NET sn The fig tree is a variation on the picture of a vine as representing the nation; see Isa 

5:1–7.  The fruit that the vineyard owner seeks is repentance—for this is the “fruit” that Jesus 

seeks from his Father’s vineyard.  Israel is God’s people, his fig tree.  He planted his chosen 

nation in the midst of the world (in his garden) to produce the fruit of godliness.  But Israel 

never bore the fruit of genuine sustained repentance as long as God tended his garden.  The 

garden is a cultivated, privileged, fertile place for the fig tree to blossom and produce 

abundant fruit.  Thus this particular fig tree, after three mature years to bear fruit, it unlike to 

produce.  In the OT, a fruitful tree often symbolized godly living (Ps 1:1-3; Jer 17:7-8), while 

a fruitless tree symbolized a people God will judge (Ps 80:8-19; Isa 5:1-7; Mic 7:1-2; cf. Jer 

8:13; 24:1-10; Hos 9:10).  In the NT the fig tree often symbolized both Israel collectively and 

the individual Israelite (Mk 11:12-25). 

30. V7. NET sn The elapsed time could be six years total since planting, since often a fig was given 

three years before one even started to look for fruit. The point in any case is that enough time had 
been given to expect fruit.  Such fig trees would deplete the soil, robbing it of nutrients needed by 

other trees and plants.  This is interesting in the surrounding context of Luke 12:49-59, when 

Jesus warns the crowd that the present time is kairos time (the appointed time for imminent 

judgment).  The crowds probably understood that fig trees are given three years to grow from 

initial planting to begin to produce fruit (Lev 19:23-25).  Thus the parable says that the fig 

tree did not bear fruit in years 4-6, and it is now 6 years old and in its seventh year.  Thus the 

time for judging the tree for fruit is the 7th year (kairos time), symbolic of fullness of time.  

This was also the message of John the Baptist before Jesus began preaching the gospel (Lk 

3:9). 

31. V7. The vineyard owner is God the Father.  The vinedresser is God the Son.  The fig tree is 

Israel.  In the parable, the owner complains to the vinedresser that for three years every time 

he comes seeking fruit from his fig tree, he finds no fruit.  Therefore he order the vinedresser 

to cut it down because there is no reason for a fruitless tree to waste the ground.  The spiritual 

reality is a glimpse into the inter-trinitarian dialogue.  God the Father sending the Son to cut 

down fruitless Israel. 

32. V8. The inter-trinitarian dialogue continues.  God the Son asks God the Father for one last 

chance, one last year, to prepare Israel for repentance before God the Father cuts down his 

people.  The Son will cultivate and fertilize the fig tree to give it the best chance to produce 

fruit.  This means Jesus himself will come to Israel (particularly Jerusalem as it is the heart 

and capital city of Israel) with the message of repentance, forgiveness, and the arrival of the 

kingdom of God—the gospel—delivered with the imminence of God’s judgment.  God the 
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Father has given God the Son to his people as a final messenger.  Israel has one last 

opportunity to repent (cf. Lk 13:34; 19:41-44). 

33. Application: God is patient with the sins of his people.  Are we imitators of God in this 

respect (Eph 5:1)? 

34. V9. If Israel bears the fruit of repentance following Jesus’ warning that it is nearly too late, 

then well and good.  Late fruit is better than no fruit at all.  Late repentance, if it is genuine, 

is better than no repentance at all.  But the narrative ends with uncertainty.  For Israel, there 

is one last chance to repent.  If they neglect this opportunity, then God the Son will agree 

with God the Father that it is time to cut Israel down (Ps 1:4-6).  The image of a tree stump 

was one of judgment or destruction (Isa 6:13; 10:34; 11:1; Jer 46:22; Dan 4:23; Mt 3:10; 

7:19). 

35. Illustration: Story of hearing a preacher describing God as an ever-patient Lord who always 

gives a second chance.  This was his conclusion from reading the book of Jonah.  God sends 

the prophet to the wicked city of Nineveh.  Jonah preaches a terse message of judgment 

coming around the corner.  The king and city all repent in dust and ashes.  God relents from 

the promised judgment.  This preacher assured the congregation that God always gives a 

second chance.  This is Veggie Tales theology (“God is the God of second chances!”).  I had 

an open Bible in my lap and turned 4 pages from Jonah to the book of Nahum, which 

describes God’s wrath and judgment on the city of Nineveh.  God did destroy Nineveh 

sometime after it repented at Jonah’s preaching.  It seems clear that God is patient and long-

suffering, his mercy is great, but his patience does have a limit.  Better to understand God as 

“the God of last chances” than “the God of second chances.” 

36. Application: For the reader of this parable, the message is also open-ended.  The answer is 

left to you and me.  Each one of us must examine our “tree” as it were, looking under the 

leaves for fruit.  Look honestly, for there will likely be fruit growing from some of your 

branches.  There may also be barren branches that you need to attend to with pruning and 

extra care.  Repent of your lack of fruit and ask God to guide you in how to produce fruit.  

Rejoice in the fruit you find on your tree and give thanks to God for its growth.  Take a 

realistic assessment whether you find gospel-fruit, repentance-fruit.  Stop trying to produce 

your own fruit, for it will stink of self-righteous rot.  Instead seek to understand the fruit of 

the Spirit and the evidence that it is growing on your tree.  Jesus said the only way to grow 

fruit is to abide in him and draw your life from being connected to him, the Vine (Jn 15:4-5).  

Fruit bearing is the desire of all repentant believers as it glorifies the God who gives it (Eph 

2:8-10; Tit 2:11-14). 

37. Application: If the nation of Israel was privileged, did not produce fruit, and was judged by 

God, then what of the church in America?  Think of all the privileges we have had and 

continue to possess in this land.  Freedom to worship.  An abundance of Bibles.  Gospel 

preaching churches in most communities.  Christian literature and other educational materials 

available at the click of a mouse.  Church and para-church ministries that seek to meet 

various and diverse needs of Christians and our unbelieving neighbors.  We must remember 

the lesson of the fig tree.  When God gives great privileges to his people, he expects a 
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proportional return of fruit.  With privilege comes responsibility.  Never forget this spiritual 

principle. 

38. Application: Are you the kind of person who enjoys the privileges that come to those 

connected to the body of Christ?  The kind of person that makes use of the special treatment 

that God grants to his people?  If so, are you bearing fruit?  Are you consuming blessings but 

not creating blessings of your own for others?  If you are mostly consuming blessings but not 

producing blessings, then it is time to ask forgiveness of your selfish religious lifestyle, turn 

to the vinedresser in repentance, praising him for the patient care you’ve received, and begin 

bearing the fruit he created you to produce.  The next time you hear about a tragedy that takes 

an untold number of lives, ask yourself whether you are producing fruit or just taking up 

space. 

39. Quotation: “The God of heaven requires and expects fruit from those that have a place in his 

vineyard.  Leaves will not serve, crying, ‘Lord, Lord’; blossoms will not serve, beginning 

well and promising fair; there must be fruit.  Our thoughts words, and actions must be 

according to the gospel, light and love.” ~ Matthew Henry, Commentary in One Volume, 

1461. 
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8 Sermon References 

Job 4:7-8   "Remember: who that was innocent ever perished? 
Or where were the upright cut off?  8 As I have seen, those who 
plow iniquity and sow trouble reap the same. 

Job 8:20  20 "Behold, God will not reject a blameless man, nor 
take the hand of evildoers. 

Job 22:5-10  5 Is not your evil abundant? There is no end to your 
iniquities.  6 For you have exacted pledges of your brothers for 
nothing and stripped the naked of their clothing.  7 You have given 
no water to the weary to drink, and you have withheld bread from 
the hungry.  8 The man with power possessed the land, and the 
favored man lived in it.  9 You have sent widows away empty, and 
the arms of the fatherless were crushed.  10 Therefore snares are 
all around you, and sudden terror overwhelms you, 

Micah 5:2, 4a  2 But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, who are too 
little to be among the clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for 
me one who is to be ruler in Israel, whose coming forth is from of 
old, from ancient days.  4 And he shall stand and shepherd his 
flock in the strength of the LORD, in the majesty of the name of 
the LORD his God. 




