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There are traditions of Biblical study and Biblical editing that offer titles for sections of texts.  

For example, the original writers of the Biblical stories did not write in italics, “Sermon on the 

Mount.”  For our reading today, the editors have given this section the title, “Warnings to 

Repent.”  Repentance is an appropriate theme for Lent. We are reading two examples and one 

parable that Jesus interprets as opportunities to turn our lives in a different direction or face dire 

consequences.  Repentance is a more frequent theme in Luke than in any other New Testament 

writing.  For Luke, the Gospel is an offer of repentance and forgiveness of sins (24.47).  Luke 

continues to illustrate the paradoxical nature of the Gospel by showing our immediate need for 

repentance, while at the same time (at least in the next illustration) showing the divine patience.  

It is as though Luke is encouraging us to ponder the paradox of God judging our behavior and 

offering us the opportunity to repent. 

 

The first example sounds like an historical event: Pilate mingled the blood of Galileans with their 

sacrifices.  We understand this to mean the blood of Jews.  Pilate was a ruthless Roman who 

would not have been above such an act.  However, there is no historical documentation outside 

of the Bible for this particular act.  Luke is the only Gospel writer to include this incident. It 

could be that this reflects that it was of limited local importance and perhaps Luke uncovered this 

incident while preparing to write his Gospel.  We miss the point if we get caught up in the 

historicity of the event.   

 

Jesus hears the question from the crowd and repeats it for our benefit, “Were these Galileans 

worse sinners than other Galileans?”  Jesus does not address the universal question, “Why do bad 

things happen?”  Instead he turns the question to the issue at hand, repentance.  “But unless you 

repent, you will all perish as they did (13.3).”   We are not told of what they are to repent, or why 

death should follow.   

 

The second example comes from Jesus.  He refers to what sounds like another historical event, 

but there is no non-Biblical evidence that a tower near the pool of Siloam in Jerusalem ever 

collapsed.  Jesus deals with this natural disaster as he had with the humanly-caused disaster: “but 

unless you repent, you will all perish as they did (13.5).”  Jesus uses these two examples as a 

way to move his listeners away from linking suffering and disobedience toward recognizing their 

need to repent.   

 

The Pilate-caused-disaster is an example of officially sanctioned violence used by political 

authorities to enforce control over a captive population.   Luke’s readers probably realized that 

there was no connection between being sinners and doing something that merited punishment by 

people obsessed with maintaining control by any means necessary.  The second example is an 

“accident.”  Why did those particular victims just happen to get caught in the wrong place at the 

wrong time?   

 



Jesus turns these stories toward a moment for repentance and away from the cause-and-effect 

connection between guilt and death.  The suffering and death result not from the sin of the 

sufferer, but from injustice left unchallenged and unrepented.  Jesus rejects the calculation that 

violence and suffering are meted out according to divine law.  More importantly, Jesus teaches 

that the primary issue is to live in penitence and trust before God and that penitent trust is not 

linked to life’s sorrows or life’s joys.  Life in the Kingdom is not an elevated game of gaining 

favors and avoiding losses.     

 

The parable of the fig tree shows the importance of repentance in shaping the future. This 

parable is also found only in Luke.  Fig trees appear in Matthew (21.18-22) and Mark (11.12-14, 

20-26), but these stories are unrelated to this one in Luke.  This story is understood in the 

agricultural context of Palestinian absentee landlords.  The landlord expects productivity from all 

of his farm’s trees.  When no fruit appears, he orders the tree chopped down.  The gardener 

pleads for more time and proposes to give more attention to the tree.  The gardener agrees that if 

the tree is still unproductive in a year, he will cut it down.   

 

We must resist the temptation to allegorize this story.  Most often we can place God in the role of 

landlord and us as the gardener.  However, in this story, the gardener is the religious character 

presenting the author’s agenda.  The owner’s judgment is based only on past performance; the 

gardener opens the story to the future.  The gardener is not offering cheap grace with no 

reckoning, but he does advocate every chance – more time and extra attention – be given before 

the final decision is made.  It is a proposal for a time of reprieve followed by reckoning.    

 

During Lent, we know that all stories about Jerusalem are overshadowed by the violence that is 

coming.  Just as disaster awaited those people under the tower of Siloam, disaster awaits the 

innocent Jesus as he makes his way to Jerusalem.  Perhaps the most important link that connects 

these two stories of disaster is the suddenness of the devastation.  Without warning, worshipers 

in Jerusalem find themselves overcome by the power of Rome.  Without warning, the tower 

collapses on people as they go about their daily business.  No chance for repentance remains for 

them.  This is the point of the warning: repentance cannot be delayed.  Repentance must be an 

ongoing attitude in one’s life, rather than an occasional act.  The parable of the fig tree links 

together repentance and productivity.  The tree must bear fruit, but it does not labor alone.  The 

gardener promises to tend to it and watch over it, reminding us that repentance and reformation 

do not occur apart from the watchful care of God. 
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