Text: Luke 13:1–9
Title: Except Ye Repent
Introduction: We have all seen the signs that say “Repent or perish” or “Repent, the end is near!” We’ve also seen caricatures of those who carry such signs in cartoons. The picture usually includes a man wearing a ragged robe and an even more ragged beard. If the world uses the word repent at all, they usually use it to mock. And yet our Saviour says, “Except ye repent, ye shall all likewise perish.”
I.
The Account
A.
The historical perspective

Augustus, the Roman emperor, was a relatively mild ruler. He was, however, followed by Tiberius, whose reign was marked by hatred of the Jews and harsh treatment of his subjects. The first governor Tiberius placed in Palestine changed high priests four times until he finally found a compliant quisling named Caiphas who would do his bidding and put the will of Rome ahead of the will of God. When Pilate replaced Tiberius’ first governor, he was even worse. His governorship was characterized by violence, robbery, bribery, persecution and blatant and gratuitous insults to Jewish beliefs and customs.

B.
The historical particulars

“There were present at that season some that told him of the Galileans, whose blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices. And Jesus answering said unto them, Suppose ye that these Galileans were sinners above all the Galileans, because they suffered such things? I tell you, Nay: but, except ye repent, ye shall all likewise perish. Or those eighteen , upon whom the tower in Siloam fell, and slew them, think ye that they were sinners above all men that dwelt in Jerusalem?” Luke 13:1–4

The two incidents to which our Lord makes reference in these verses are occurrences with which His audience was very familiar.

1.
The traitors

The Galileans of whom our Lord speaks were nationalists, eager to use violent means to overthrow the yoke of Rome. Those in Judea, to whom our Lord was speaking, viewed the Galileans as rednecks: uneducated, unsophisticated, lacking in class. What apparently happened is that on a feast day, when nationalistic fever would tend to be running high, these insurrectionists tried to rally the people together in rebellion against Rome. Pilate had them killed right by the brazen altar. The blood of these men then commingled with the blood of the sacrifices the Jews had been offering.

2.
The tower

Pilate was in the process of building an aqueduct connecting to the Pool of Siloam. The money that he used to finance this project had been stolen from the Temple. Those who worked received their wages from money that had been stolen from the most sacred building to the Jews. They were viewed as betrayers of the truth.

II.
The Assumption

Our Lord says, “Suppose ye that these men were sinners above all sinners?” The Judeans had two views about these incidents.

A.
“They deserved it”
“Of course these Galilean traitors got killed and had their blood mingled with the sacrifice. After all, these uneducated, unsophisticated, unwise, uncontrolled ruffians deserved what they got. Of course those traitors who were willing to accept money stolen from the Temple and help Pilate build an illegitimate aqueduct wound up dying.” In other words, the Judeans had the same view as Job’s friends: “Bad things happen to bad people.”
B.
“We are different”
“We are not like those Galilean rabble-rousers. We are not like those traitors who would dare to accept money stolen from the Temple treasury in order to pay their wages.”
III.
The Announcement

A.
Jesus attacked their suppositions

He explained to them that they would have the same ultimate end as these others. He let them know that they were sinners just like the men they despised and disdained. He caused them to understand that, in God’s eyes, they were no better than anybody else.

B.
Jesus affected their security
Now they could not go through life with the smug assurance that their behavior was superior to that of others and would thereby secure eternal life.
IV.
The Alternative

A.
Repentance

The word repentance is made up of two words which mean “to perceive after” (as opposed to perceiving before).

In other words, if I think the weather is too bad to chance a drive and decide to stay home and wait until the roads are cleared, I have perceived before. If, on the other hand, I say, “Oh, I can make it; it will be fine.” Then I get an hour or two down the road, wind up sliding back and forth across the expressway, and say, “Hmm, this wasn’t a very good idea. I’d better get off at the next exit.” I have perceived after. From this it has been well said that to repent means to have a change of mind.

The person who believes that their good works can get them to Heaven must afterward perceive that their works cannot avail; that salvation is of grace. The person who believes that baptism will wash away their sins must afterward come to understand that only the blood of Jesus can do so. The person who believes that their church is “the only true church” must later perceive that salvation is not in a church but in a Person—the living Son of God, the Lord Jesus Christ. The individual who believes that a loving God would not send anybody to Hell must afterward perceive that while God’s love caused Him to make a way of escape, God’s justice requires that sin be dealt with. The individual who believes that death ends all must afterward perceive that everyone will live some place forever.

B.
Ruin

“Except ye repent, ye shall all likewise perish.”
V.
The Application

A.
The comparison

Our Lord compared Israel to a fig tree. Fig trees could grow in the most unlikely places. A limited amount of soil on a rocky hillside could provide sustenance for a fig tree. They did well in inhospitable circumstances.

B.
The care

Here is a man who has placed a fig tree, not by the side of a well-traveled road where its roots are trampled upon, not in shallow soil that barely covers bedrock, but in a vineyard, where it has a dresser, a husbandman; where it is watered and fertilized.

C.
The complaint

The master of the vineyard came seeking fruit for three years. A fig tree typically did not bear fruit until the third year. It seems likely in this story that the owner would know this, so he had waited three years to check and then checked for three consecutive years. If this is true, he had for six years given a place in his garden to the fig tree. For six years he had paid the salary of a man to maintain it. For six years he had made sure it was fertilized and watered.
D.
The counsel

When the master said, “Why cumbereth it the ground? Cut it down. It’s taking up space that could be used for some productive plants,” the husbandman answered, “Let me fertilize and care for it one more year. And if it does not bear fruit, then go ahead and cut it down.” As I studied this story, it occurred to me that many fig trees have grown extremely well in difficult circumstances.

In China, where people are often thrown in jail for no other crime than preaching the Gospel of Jesus Christ, the church is growing rapidly. In India, where families will shun a person who obeys the Lord in scriptural baptism after their salvation, many converts are coming to the Lord Jesus, and many Christians are standing. In poverty-stricken nations like the Philippines, Bible college students sleep on a bare wooden cot and are thrilled if, at some point early in their studies, they get their own copy of the Word of God, the Gospel is flourishing.

I then thought, “I wonder what the Lord thinks of me, who grew up in a Christian home, went to a Christian college, lives in a comfortable house, has very little opposition proclaiming the truth and no persecution of any kind? I have been given the best of care. Surely I should be producing more than those fig trees in difficult areas. I wonder what He thinks of us as American Christians? I wonder what He thinks of the members of our independent, fundamental Baptist churches who have been taught from the right Bible, given the right doctrine, been allowed to hear some of the finest and choicest of God’s missionaries, evangelists and pastors for years and produced so little for Him?”
Conclusion: Charles Montague told the story of a man in his fifties who awoke one morning with a numb feeling in his right side. This man had been active and vigorous in his life but was now at a difficult time. His children were grown and married, and his wife had died. He saw this numbness as the beginning of old age—an ailment that would limit his vigorous life. He decided to carry out an experiment in which he had long been interested.

He loved the mountains and was an excellent climber. He determined to go to the Alps, throw away all caution, and climb higher than he had ever climbed before. After all, he had nothing to lose. No precipice could frighten him. His life, he believed, was nearly over. So, Christopher Bell went to Switzerland to a special place that he had in his mind, and started out alone to climb to a 12,000-foot ridge over the steepest possible route. He did notice, as he began his ascent, that the numbness in his right leg, arm, and side seemed to abate a bit.

By mid-afternoon, he was halfway up the ridge, slowly and painfully cutting steps in the ice fall with his ax. He was beginning to tire and the path ahead was even more steep and dangerous than he had thus far traversed. He at last came to a terrible cliff, sheathed in ice, which was jutting out above him. In other words, he had to do something more difficult than climbing straight up. Without hesitation, he began, cutting holds for his hands and feet with the ax, hanging on against gravity with his free arm.
Progress was slow but at last he reached the most hazardous spot of all—a place where the overhang was directly above him. He could only go forward one painful inch at a time. Such progress cost him a tremendous amount of strength and depleted endurance. He began to feel an ache in all his joints. A terrible fatigue warned him that his strength was about to fail. He knew that if he relaxed one muscle, he could drop thousands of feet to his death. But on and on he went until he finally came to that moment where he could no longer raise his arm to chop the steps in the ice that would take him to safety. He looked at the overhang still above him, knew that he could not make the last few feet, and felt a strange ease that he had reached the moment he sought. If his life could not be vigorous and active, it might as well end this way.

Suddenly, however, he became aware of something above him, something on the upper side of the overhang. He could hear voices, but he couldn’t see anyone. Soon an ice ax came sliding over the end of the overhang and fell into the abyss below. He now knew that there were people above him and that they were in trouble. He heard a cry of distress. Amazingly, new strength began to flow into his arms and legs. He no longer felt numbness, cramps, or fatigue. He only thought about helping those who were in need.

Carefully, yet with the maximum speed possible, he began to climb again, cutting more steps with his axe, pulling himself miraculously upward and then—suddenly—he had made it. He saw two people, a woman dangling helplessly on a rope and a man above her, unable to move from his precarious perch since his entire strength was necessary to hold the woman. Bell added his pull to that of the man and was able to bring the other individuals to safety together. The three climbed the ridge, found a hut, and spent the night in warmth and conversation. Bell had, of course, rescued the man and the woman, but they had also rescued him, for if he had not heard their distress, he would have yielded to exhaustion and lost his own life.

May we understand that meaningful life is not found in ease; meaningful life is not found in the avoidance of responsibilities. For the child of God, real, abundant life comes in being yielded, active, and faithful in God’s service. Let us be fruitful fig trees.

