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THE GOSPEL OF JESUS 
 
 

The Truth About Tragedy 
Luke 13:1-17 

 
13:1 There were present at that season some who told Him about the Galileans whose blood 
Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices. 2 And Jesus answered and said to them, “Do you 
suppose that these Galileans were worse sinners than all other Galileans, because they 
suffered such things? 3 I tell you, no; but unless you repent you will all likewise perish. 4 Or 
those eighteen on whom the tower in Siloam fell and killed them, do you think that they were 
worse sinners than all other men who dwelt in Jerusalem? 5 I tell you, no; but unless you 
repent you will all likewise perish.” 

I. How We Approach Tragedy 
a. It’s interesting how often Jesus was interrupted 

i. Jesus would be teaching, and people would interrupt with questions like “how 
can I inherit eternal life?” or demands like “convivence my brother to split the 
inheritance with me!” or desperate requests “Please heal my servant, son, 
daughter!” Once He was interrupted by a man coming down through a ceiling.  

ii. Not once did He seem put off or irritated by the interruptions 
1. He never seemed rushed or impatient. He didn’t always answer the way 

they wanted, but He never conveyed a sense disinterest for the individual 
2. Wonderful gift – giving people your time and attention – some excel in this 

area 
iii. That is the example Jesus gives us – He is never rushed 

1. He was constantly attuned to what the Father was doing in every situation 
a. “Who touched me?” 

2. That is why scripture uses the language of walking with God, or walking in 
the Spirit 

a. Not running, not sprinting – walking  
3. If the devil can’t make you bad, he will make you busy 
4. C.S. Lewis letter to a friend he writes ““The great thing, if one can, is to 

stop regarding all the unpleasant things as interruptions of one’s ‘own’, or 
‘real’ life. The truth is of course that what one calls the interruptions are 
precisely one’s real life – the life God is sending one day by day: what one 
calls one’s ‘real life’ is a phantom of one’s own imagination.” 

a. How we respond to interruption is who we really are. How we 
respond to the unplanned, the things out of our control because we 
don’t have the time to put on a façade, to formulate a response. 

5. We must slow down and start to walk in the Spirit – running is just as 
dangerous as not moving at all  

b. Here Jesus is asked to weigh in on a few of the popular controversies of the day, hot 
button topics 

i. Topics that no doubt people would be debating in the marketplace or around the 
dinner table 

ii. There always seems to be something in the news that demands people take 
sides 



1. Kaepernick kneeling, building a wall, the President, raises for teachers 
2. The news cycle always has new fodder for the masses 

c. The events that Jesus are asked about a far more tragic, but you get a sense of the 
nature of the debate by how He answers 

i. One tragedy is orchestrated by man – Pilate orders the mass execution of 
Galileans while they worshiped  

ii. The other, just a freak accident – no one to blame but maybe the builders  
iii. Were these tragedies God’s judgement on these people. Something horrible 

happened to them that was out of their control. Was God punishing them for their 
sins? 

iv. Jesus is asked this question often “Who sinned that this man was born blind? Did 
he sin in his mother’s womb or did his parents sin?” 

II. The Problem with Karma 
a. At the heart of these questions is a misunderstanding about the world that we live in 

i. It is the false assumption that good things happen to good people and bad things 
happen to bad people 

1. If that is what you believe you haven’t been paying attention.  
2. As one commentator puts it “their sin was not extraordinarily horrible. It 

was ordinarily horrible, just like ours” 
3. Paul writes in Romans 3 “There is none righteous, no not one. All have 

sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.” 
b. Jesus said “No, I tell you!” 

i. This debate or discussion was just a distraction. Jesus said examine your own 
hearts! Unless you repent, you will likewise perish.  

ii. Stop worrying about the sinfulness of others and consider your own condition 
iii. That is why we like to debate – theology, or world events, politics – it takes the 

attention of ourselves, but Jesus shines the light right back on them  
c. Be ready! Be prepared! Life is short! 

i. The perishing that Jesus is referring to isn’t simply dying – it is being cut off from 
God for eternity  

1. John 3:16 – whoever believes on Him shall not perish! 
2. Paul in 1 Cor 1 – the word of the cross is foolishness to those who are 

perishing 
ii. What is the tragedy? That these men died? Death is coming for us all! Jesus 

says the real tragedy is missing out on eternal life 
1. Irony in all of this is that Jerusalem and the temple were destroyed in 70 

CE, a few years later 
2. Josephus claims that 1.1 million people were killed during Rome’s siege of 

Jerusalem, most of which were Jewish. 
3. Tragedy would befall the entire nation – the very people sitting around 

wondering about what terrible sin these people had committed 
6 He also spoke this parable: “A certain man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard, and he 
came seeking fruit on it and found none. 7 Then he said to the keeper of his vineyard, ‘Look, 
for three years I have come seeking fruit on this fig tree and find none. Cut it down; why does 
it use up the ground?’ 8 But he answered and said to him, ‘Sir, let it alone this year also, until I 
dig around it and fertilize it. 9 And if it bears fruit, well. But if not, after that you can cut it 
down.’ ” 

III. The Barren Fig Tree 
a. The enemy of repentance isn’t sinfulness, it is self-righteousness 

i. Jesus continues His assault on self-righteousness with this parable 
ii. Says to the crowds, don’t think for a moment that you have nothing to repent of 



iii. Where is your spiritual fruit? I’m not talking about washing your hands or your 
bowls for an hour or straining gnats out of your soup or tying phylacteries to your 
foreheads or praying loudly in the middle of a busy street, repeating the same 
things over and over again! 

1. I am talking about real, tangible, evidence of being born again – love for 
your neighbor even if they are your enemy, a deep satisfaction and peace 
because you know how the story ends, patience with one another, the 
ability to say no to your vices 

b. God is both the man and the keeper of the vineyard in this parable 
i. See His patience? – I will continue to dig around it and fertile it – I will continue to 

reveal Myself  
1. I will continue to dig around you – bring about circumstances that point 

you to Me, to fertilize and give you every opportunity to grow 
ii. But there will be a time when it will be cut down – there is no telling when that 

time is 
iii. The message isn’t start baring fruit! It is plant yourself in the vine 

c. I am the vine 
i. John 15:4 Abide in Me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit of 

itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you abide in Me. 
5 “I am the vine, you are the branches. He who abides in Me, and I in him, 
bears much fruit; for without Me you can do nothing. 6 If anyone does not 
abide in Me, he is cast out as a branch and is withered; and they gather 
them and throw them into the fire, and they are burned. 

IV. Conclusion 
a. We have a hard time with unforeseen tragedy – natural disasters, mass shootings, a car 

accident, the sudden loss of a child 
i. What we would consider untimely deaths 
ii. But how many days is enough? How long is long enough? 
iii. Death in and of itself is tragic. It is a tragedy brought on by sin. 

b. Jesus tells us the real message here is “unless you repent you will all likewise perish” 
i. Death is just a change of address for the believer  

ii. Luke 12:4 “And I say to you, My friends, do not be afraid of those who kill 
the body, and after that have no more that they can do. 5 But I will show 
you whom you should fear: Fear Him who, after He has killed, has power to 
cast into hell; yes, I say to you, fear Him! 

1. “Pastor, that is a little hell, fire, and brimstone isn’t it?” 
2. 12:6 “Are not five sparrows sold for two copper coins? And not one 

of them is forgotten before God. 7 But the very hairs of your head are 
all numbered. Do not fear therefore; you are of more value than many 
sparrows. 

iii. The words of Christ come from a heart of compassion. A value for life, not a 
disdain for it. 

1. He has an eternal perspective – the right perspective. That doesn’t mean 
it doesn’t hurt deeply when we are faced with tragedy, but Jesus is more 
concerned about the eternal the temporal 

c. We are so sinful that calamities and disasters should not shock us as though something 
unwarranted were coming upon innocent human beings. There are no innocent human 
beings. The really amazing thing in this universe is not that guilty sinners perish, but that 
God is so slow to anger that you and I can sit here this morning and have one more 
chance to repent. Piper 


