
Lest Ye Repent
3rd Sunday in Lent - Year C - 03/24/2019

Psalm Reading: 63:1-8
1st Reading: Isaiah 55:1-9, 2nd: Luke 13:1-9

“Repent! My Friends, Repent!
Repent, now, for the time is short!
Judgment is inevitable.”
This is the stark message that Jesus delivers in today’s 

reading from the Gospel of Luke.
It begins with Jesus talking to a crowd. He has been talking

about being watchful, about looking at the signs of the times 
and seeing where the world is headed. He has been talking 
about approaching judgment.

And there must be a lull in the preaching because some 
who are present tell Jesus about an incident involving the 
governmental authorities, that is the troops and officials under 
the local procurator, or governor of Judea, Pontius Pilate. Pilate
is said to have mixed the blood of some of the local inhabitants 
with the blood of their sacrifices. (NIV, Luke 13:1) This is a 
metaphorical way of saying that Pilate did not scruple to send 
troops directly into the temple to commit violence against 
people he may have thought were rebelling against the state. 
This would certainly be seen as a sign of the times, be seen as 
evidence of how bad things were getting in Judea.

But it may also have been offered up as evidence that 
God’s punishment falls on those who are bad, those who rebel 
against authority. Jesus makes a reply to this news. He says, 
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“Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all 
the other Galileans because they suffered in this way?” (v.2)

You know, we generally think of Jesus as being a person 
with a calm demeanor. But you see how he responds to this 
incident in the temple. I think we have to read this as a 
vehement rhetorical question. “Do you really think that these 
people were greater sinners than all the other people in the 
world because they suffered this attack? Do you think God 
meets out justice in this way, by the sword? Don’t you see that 
we are all one humanity?” 

Jesus rejects the idea that these people who were killed on
the whim of Pontius Pilate in the temple were any worse than 
the people in the crowd before him, I think he would say that 
all people who suffer at the hands of others are the same as the
rest of we humans. Jesus was speaking of current events of his 
own day. We might extend it to current events in our own. And 
from his response we might conclude that we are all fellow 
creatures of God whether we are attacked by terrorists here in 
our own country or we are attacked in a mosque in 
Christchurch, New Zealand or we are attacked in a Temple in 
Jerusalem.

At the end of this statement Jesus bursts out with an 
astounding, challenging statement, “Unless you repent, you will
all perish!”

What exactly is Jesus driving at here?
To explain, Jesus takes another tack with this discussion. 

He talks about what must have been a human disaster that had 
occurred in Siloam. By chance a tower had fallen on a group of 
people and killed eighteen. (v.4) Perhaps the tower had been 
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poorly constructed, or maybe there had been a minor quake 
that shook the tower to its foundation. We don’t know, all we 
know now is the human toll that resulted and that those 
present were a mixture of the good and the bad. As Jesus 
pointed out in his Sermon on the Mount, “The rain falls on the 
just and the unjust.” (Matt. 5:45) Meaning what? That natural 
events occur, there is happenstance in the world and not all 
events are necessarily tied to God’s judgment. And what is 
more, whether it is the result of an evil act, or by mischance, or 
by natural causes, there is an ultimate end for all of us and we 
never know the time or the place.

Then Jesus repeats his warning. He says, “Unless you 
repent, you too will all perish!” At this point his meaning is 
becoming more clear. I don’t think he is saying that we are all 
going to suffer from a building collapse or an attack by Roman 
guards. He is not talking about mortality or judgment in the 
physical sense here on earth. Rather he is speaking of our 
spiritual life here on earth and ultimately of eternal life.

It is at this point in our reading that Jesus moves away 
from current events. He sees that he is not being properly 
understood, so he launches into a parable, a homey story that 
illustrates in an engaging way just what it is that he is trying to 
get across. Jesus is famous for telling parables, and justly so. He
seems to have a story for every occasion and the one he tells 
now is often called the “Parable of the Fig Tree”. For me, this 
particular parable is constructed rather the way a joke is 
constructed, however, I don’t think what would serve as a 
punchline is funny or ironic, rather it is a stark warning.
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The story goes sort of like this: “There is a landowner who 
is walking over his property. He is a meticulous manager and is 
always looking to improve and make his land more productive. I
imagine that as he visits this particular property, a vineyard, on 
this particular day, and he has his gardener with him. As these 
two are walking along the owner comes to a fig tree that has 
not produced for three years. In his judgment, his zeal for 
perfection and productivity, he tells the gardener to cut down 
the tree because it does not meet his expectations. But the 
gardener has tended this tree for three years. He loves the tree 
in spite of the fact that it has not born fruit. He sees potential in
the tree and so he asks the owner to give the tree a chance. He 
will give it all the care he can. He will water it and fertilize it. If it
can possibly bear fruit, it will do so under his care.”

Now for the punch line! “If it bears fruit next year, fine. If 
not then cut it down!” (v.9) And now we hear the echoes of 
what Jesus had said in response to that attack on the Temple 
and the falling of the tower at Siloam. “Unless you repent, you 
will perish!”

Let me tell you how I interpret this parable. God is the 
owner of the vineyard and Jesus is the gardener. And in case 
you have not figured it out, we, my friends, individually and 
collectively, are the fig tree. Our God is a just God and demands
perfection from us, but our gardener, shepherd and Lord is 
Jesus Christ and he will nurture us through the barren patches 
of our lives, in an effort to save us.

Now what does this have to do with repentance? Well, if 
you think about it these three stories, the attack at the temple, 
the fall of the tower, and now the parable of the fig tree, they 
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all seem to be about the action of an outside force on us. But 
what Jesus is saying is that we, you and I, have a say in our own 
destiny. It is not up to outside forces as to whether we live or 
die. It is up to us and how we live our lives. And repentance is 
the key here. You will note: We have been hearing it like a 
refrain in a three stanza hymn.

So just what does it mean to repent? Well, you all know 
that every one of us is subject to sin. To repent means to take 
cognizance and responsibility for your sins, to regret the wrong 
that you have done and then to use that regret to amend the 
way you live your life. It is turning away from sin, and turning 
toward God. It is taking your cup and turning it from upside 
down to right-side up. You know we do this liturgically every 
Sunday when we do our confession. But the key for us is not to 
just let that confession be empty, hollow words, but to 
internalize those words to make ourselves better people.

And this is important for we Christians. In fact it is 
important for all people. You know Jesus did not just say 
“Repent!” He said “Unless you repent, you shall perish!” That 
creates an even stronger imperative. Basically, Christ is telling 
us, in no uncertain terms, “Repent or die!” And I think this is 
meant in two senses. We can become dead to the world in this 
life by becoming spiritually dead. It happens when we no longer
love, when we no longer pray, when we do not work toward a 
positive good, when we do not take Jesus (God) into our hearts,
when our souls become flaccid and our focus becomes our own
wants then we are spiritually dead. Yes, in this case, the body 
continues but we begin to rot morally from the inside out. 
Repentance helps to bring us back to spiritual life.
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But you know that we Christians are also about the 
ultimate end. And we know that there is eternal life waiting 
beyond the end of all things, that a time will come when there 
is a new heaven and a new earth. Without repentance we 
cannot take the journey that will lead us down the road to that 
end. 

So, I encourage you, friends, to take stock of your life, seek
the Lord, Love your neighbor and repent. But I encourage you 
not to think that you must repent or you shall surely die, but 
rather Repent, because then you will surely live. You will live a 
fulfilling life in the here and now and, in the end, find repose in 
the home of the God who loves you.

Please bow your heads and pray with me…
Forgiving God, we are humans and therefor we are 

sinners. When we take stock of our lives we know that we are 
not all we could be, but with your help we can see our own 
faults and make ourselves better people. Perfection is an 
impossibility. Yet we ask that you see that we are earnest in our
efforts to reform ourselves. Lord, we long to know you better 
and to be all you would have us be, living in your image, the 
image of Christ our Lord. 

ἀμἠν
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