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     Mary Jo Nye, Barbara Hawthorne, and Dorothy Brown were good friends who enjoyed eating out together 

on a regular basis.  They were married, retired, had children who are grown, and were loved by their families.  

In fact, many of the children in their neighborhoods viewed them as grandmothers as they were known to wave 

to children every day on their way to school from the front of their homes. 

     Renee Benjamin, Joshua Higbee, and Brian Sadowsky were friends who worked together at an industrial 

center.  While the industrial center employed a large number of people, it was considered by everyone who 

worked there to be a tight knit community.  Renee, Joshua, and Brian were also loved and adored by their 

families. 

     While Mary, Barbara, and Dorothy lived in Michigan and Renee, Joshua, and Brian lived in Kansas, sadly 

what they all had in common was the fact that they were killed by gunmen in their states over the past 7 days.  

As family members and friends of these individuals gathered to mourn their deaths, many asked “Why?  Why 

did God let this happen?”  And that is probably one of the toughest questions a pastor or any Christian has to 

face.  But Jesus, fortunately, addresses this question in our Gospel lesson for today.  Two situations are brought 

to Jesus' attention, both concerning death, and the point Jesus makes with them is that an individual's sin does 

not equal suffering, but suffering does exist in this sinful world in which we live. 

     Luke 13 begins with some people gathered around Jesus suggesting that some Galileans who were recently 

executed by Pontius Pilate probably deserved to die.  In fact, it was commonly assumed in those days that any 

death by execution was the result of people doing things that were really bad; meaning they must have been 

terrible sinners.  Conversely, it was also assumed that those who kept God's Law, as prescribed by the religious 

leaders, were “better” than others.  A good example of this line of thinking takes place a few chapters later in 

Luke's Gospel when we see the older brother in the story of the prodigal son, which we will hear about this 

Wednesday evening, somewhat miffed and upset that no one had ever thrown a party for him, even though he 

had kept all of his father's commands, and yet his younger brother blows all his money on wild living and now 

as he returns home – having no where else to go – instead of being punished, he is treated like a hero. 

     So Jesus says in our text to everyone gathered around Him, “If you think those Galileans were worse than 

you as human beings because they just happened to be the objects of Pilate's wrath, you are greatly mistaken.  

And let me tell you about that tower that collapsed in Siloam, killing 18 people.  Do you think it fell specifically 

on those 18 people because of who they were or because of something they did?  No.”  Jesus was trying to get 

His listeners to realize that some of life's tragedies (as well as rewards) are simply events that are unrelated to 

behavior.  In other words, great evil does not necessarily produce great tragedy, and great goodness does not 

necessarily produce great fortune.  The challenges we face in life come from our sinfulness, which means we 

need to repent.  Tragedies occur:  Pilate murdered people sometimes almost at will.  A poorly engineered tower 

collapsed in Siloam and killed 18 people.  Three students at UNC-Chapel Hill were killed one year ago this 

month in their condominium by their neighbor over a parking dispute.  And last week three people were killed 

in Michigan and three people were killed in Kansas by gunmen, all regardless of their backgrounds. 

     Our God is not an angry Father, who judges everything we do and then gives out a punishment of sickness, 

bankruptcy, death, or some kind of tragedy as He sees fit.  Our God does not cause suffering and heartache.  Our 

God is not a causing God, He is a caring God.  Isn't that the view of God that we see from the cross?  A God 

who cared enough for His people that He died on a cross, for our sins, so that we could live?  Our God is a 

loving, caring, merciful God, who is so consumed by these characteristics that He sent His only child, His Son, 

Jesus, to this earth to die so that we would not be separated from Him, because of our sinfulness.  God did 

everything He could, and He continues to do everything He can to be caring and loving towards His children. 

     Twelve years ago there was a soldier in my Army Reserve unit who, having just returned from his first 

deployment to Afghanistan, took his life.  He was married, he had two teenage boys at home, and one afternoon 

after the boys were home from school, this man apparently kissed his wife and told her he had to run a few 

errands.  As he was traveling along in his car on a road in Durham, he then proceeded to shoot himself.  He died 

instantly as his car immediately went into a ditch – no one else was hurt.  At the viewing, I remember many 

people trying to console the man's wife with the right words as she mourned the death of her husband.  In 



particular, I remember people saying things like, “God must have a plan for this, so we just have to accept it.”  

And “I know you'll find God's reason behind this eventually.”  And “God has finally brought him peace.” 

     On the day of the funeral, I could tell that the family's pastor must have been disturbed by these comments, 

because he started his sermon by saying, “God did not cause this man to shoot himself.  This was not part of His 

plan for this man's life.”  He then proceeded to explain that God cannot be blamed or accused for all of the 

brokenness of this world.  In other words, if people are going to say that God is the author of death, then how 

can He be at the same time the author of life as shown through the resurrection of Jesus that we celebrate every 

Sunday, especially on Easter?  Either God is the God of the living, or He is the God of the dead.  You can't have 

it both ways.  That's why bumper stickers that say, “In case of rapture, this car will be without a driver” are not 

just accurate.  The bumper sticker suggests that God will cause cars to crash and kill people who were not taken 

to heaven.  God does not kill people. 

     Unfortunately when things do not go our way, we sometimes have a tendency to make God into our 

convenient scapegoat when in reality we need to look at ourselves.  “But it must be God,” we reason, “How else 

can we explain it,” unless of course we realize that everyone falls short of God's requirements for living.  

Fortunately, all is not lost. 

     Jesus went on to engage His listeners in our text with a parable about an unproductive fig tree.  The tree had 

a full opportunity to produce fruit, but nothing happened.  So the owner of the vineyard ordered his caretaker to 

chop it down.  But despite the clear evidence that the tree really had no right to stand, the caretaker begged the 

owner to give the tree more time, another chance.  So the owner agrees to give the tree more time, but not 

unlimited time.  After another 12 months, should the tree still be non-productive, then it would be cut down. 

     God is the owner in that parable, and He gives all of us “second chances” day after day.  In the parable, that 

extra time granted by the owner is known as “grace.”  Through God's love and compassion for us, He 

graciously grants forgiveness, but He also demands that we engage in change when forgiveness is granted.  

You've probably heard me say many times that “repentance” is a word that means not only feeling sorry for our 

sins, but it also means to “change direction, to turn around.”  While our God is the God of many second 

chances, they are not unlimited.  And when time runs out, when God returns to this earth someday when we 

least expect it, no one should be surprised by God's judgment if they haven't produced fruits such as love and 

repentance. 

     Does an individual's particular sin = an individual's particular kind of suffering?  No.  But God, through His 

Son, Jesus, does equate individual sin to individual forgiveness.    Yes, someday God will judge us, but He has 

always been and always will be a patient, kind, loving Father who gives His children many chances to rely on 

Him and bear fruit.  He is a God of mercy and a God of love.      


