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Luke 13:1-9 

There were some present who told Jesus about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mingled with their 

sacrifices. He asked them, "Do you think that because these Galileans suffered in this way they were worse 

sinners than all other Galileans? No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish as they did. Or those 

eighteen who were killed when the tower of Siloam fell on them--do you think that they were worse offenders 

than all the others living in Jerusalem? No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish just as they 

did." 

Then he told this parable: "A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard; and he came looking for fruit on it and 

found none. So he said to the gardener, 'See here! For three years I have come looking for fruit on this fig tree, 

and still I find none. Cut it down! Why should it be wasting the soil?' He replied, 'Sir, let it alone for one more 

year, until I dig around it and put manure on it. If it bears fruit next year, well and good; but if not, you can cut 

it down.'" 

 

 

The Sermon 

Does God punish sin? 

 

In a world of perfect justice, the good would be rewarded and the wicked punished.  And at some 

fundamental level, I believe, we all think that’s how things should be.  That’s why people hate the New York 

Yankees, it doesn’t seem fair that they should be the most successful sports team of all time (sorry Jim, but its 

true).  There is something in us that is deeply offended by unfairness. 

 

So when terrible things happen, we want to know why.  After every mass murder, every catastrophe, every 

natural disaster we look for the underlying “why.”  And we do so because the idea that our lives are subject to 

random chance is nearly unbearable because it suggests that our lives have no purpose.  What can life mean if 

it can be snatched away for no reason? 

 

So if our lives do have meaning and purpose, then our suffering must also.  And if our meaning and purpose 

emanates from God, then God must surely, in some way, have a hand in our suffering.  That very idea lies at 

the very heart of human religious practice whereby people have sought to appease or beg the gods in order to 

ensure that they do not suffer. 

 

Which is where we find ourselves in our Gospel story.  Here we find people coming to Jesus shortly after a 

terrible event where Pontius Pilate had executed some men from Galilee as they were making sacrifices in the 

Temple, thus mingling the blood of the sacrificers with that of their sacrifices.  The obvious implication being 

that to have suffered such a terrible fate, and in the Temple, was surely sign of terrible sin on their part.  Why 

else would God do such a thing?  Surely, if one lives in accord with God’s will they prosper and if they turn 

away from God, then the divine wrath will cut them down. 

 

Actually, this is not the only time that Jesus is confronted with just this question.  The most memorable is 

probably when the disciples ask of a blind man; “whose sin was being punished in his blindness?”  And there, 

as here, Jesus suggests that suffering is not necessarily the result of sin – that life does not work so neatly that 

the wicked are punished and the righteous rewarded.  In essence, then isn’t  Jesus saying that life is unfair? 

 

“Do you think that because these Galileans suffered in this way they were worse sinners than all other 

Galileans?   
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His listeners surely thought so.  Isn’t that  essentially the implication of the Torah and the Ten Commandments 

– do these things and be rewarded, fail to do them and be punished.  And, of course, this idea of fairness and 

this longing for fairness is still prevalent in our thinking today.  There is even a popular branch of Christianity 

called the prosperity gospel that says your wealth and success are directly tied to your faithfulness.  If Jesus 

shook his head at the obtuseness of his disciples, surely, that we still fall so short must be heart-breaking to 

him. 

What such a mechanistic viewpoint fails to consider though, is the agency of evil in this world.  Now I know 

that many people rebel at the idea of an active agent of evil at loose in the world.  But as for myself, I have 

come to believe that Evil, old-fashioned, capital E Evil is quite real and quite active.  I don’t think that you can 

go to a dark crossroads at night and sell your soul or that demons are actively urging your downfall like some 

character in the Screwtape Letters.  But there is a power of Evil out there which seeks to undo the creative 

goodness of God. 

 

The Law of Moses arose, not in order to provide the whip with which to punish us, but to offer us the lifeline 

by which we can avoid suffering.  In all honesty, I don’t believe that God punishes, because God has no need 

to punish us.  Our sinfulness, our turning away from God has, within it, its own built-in punishment.  When 

we look to self first, rather than to our relationships, we suffer.  As the poet John Donne wrote:  No man is an 

island, 

 Entire of itself. 

 Each is a piece of the continent, 

 A part of the main. 

 

And we suffer most grievously when we cut ourselves off from the creative goodness of God. 

 

Many Christians have long understood that the Good world created by God is fallen, that is in some way 

fundamentally broken.  Another strain of theology suggests that the creative act of God is ongoing, that God is 

working towards the final subjugation of chaos, or evil and the story of salvation is God reaching back from 

his completed work to give us a glimpse of the glory of the final creation.  

 

In either case, the good news for us is that we are in the care of a God who hears our cries.  Many people will 

say, in the midst of crisis, that God does not send you more than you can handle.  I have to be honest and say 

that I don’t believe it, at least not in the context in which it is usually used.  Many of the troubles and crises we 

face are considerably more than we can handle, and I’m not so sure they originate with God.  But this I do 

know is true, there is no crisis too big for God to help you with. 

 

Alone, we are no match for the chaos of the world, but with God, we are more than ready for the test.  And 

that’s where the meaning of our lives lies, in Christ.  And though sometimes our suffering seems meaningless, 

it is not, it is given meaning by the fact that our suffering burdens the heart of God who hears our cries.  Our 

suffering is redeemed in Christ, God made man that human life, human joy and human suffering might 

become an intrinsic part of the very character of God.  Our lives have meaning because we are loved – and 

loved whether we deserved to be or not and whether we want to be or not and that love will never be 

withdrawn, no matter what.  Amen 

 


