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I. Pilate, A Tower and a Fig Tree 

 

"What did they do to deserve this?" It seems to be the question behind the story. Everybody knows 

that Pilate is not the smartest bulb when it comes to dispensing justice, and he's committed some 

foolish atrocities along the way. Among them, he apparently slaughtered some innocent Galileans. 

While they were offering sacrifices. At the temple. It's the equivalent of soldiers gunning down 

worshipers at the altar during the Lord's Supper. 

 

People relay this story to Jesus. What did these Galileans do to deserve this? If they didn't deserve it, 

well, then Pilate is the rat that we all think he is. And if you're really a king, Jesus, shouldn't you be 

doing something about a rat like Pontius Pilate? It's a repeated mistake by people in the Gospels: 

They believe that Jesus is a king who's angling at overthrowing the Romans. They're half right: Jesus 

is a king, but His kingdom is not of this world. He's not out to overthrow temporal rulers; rather, 

He's come to give eternal life. 

 

That's why Jesus isn't going after Pilate, no matter how much of a weasel Pilate is. Setting aside the 

injustice, He speaks of eternal consequences instead: "Do you suppose that these Galileans were 

worse sinners than all other Galileans, because they suffered such things? I tell you, no; but unless 

you repent you will all likewise perish." It must take the people aback-could they have it all wrong? 

They've been wondering what those Galileans did to deserve killing. According to Jesus, maybe it 

wasn't that they got worse than they deserved; instead, maybe everybody else has gotten better than 

they deserve. 

 

And just to make sure that they don't think He's simply anti-Galilean, Jesus brings it home to the 

holy city: "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? I tell you, no; but unless you 

repent you will likewise perish." That one probably wasn't Pilate's fault, but rather one of those 

tragedies that "just happened." So, were those who died worse sinners? No, says Jesus. Rather than 

ask, "What did they do to deserve this?", the people should be asking, "Why didn't the tower fall on 

us, too?" 

 

Jesus is driving home an unpopular point: The wages of sin is death, and none of them deserve the 

Lord's help or favor. Therefore, rather than worry about Pilate, they ought to worry about their souls: 

Repent, because sooner or later death will strike. It's only a matter of time, and you want to be ready. 

 

The lesson has got to rub on the Pharisee-like beliefs that every Old Adam loves. Sinners thrive on 

the foolish notion that "God loves us because we're better than other people." They're attracted to the 

belief that "If something bad happens to someone, they obviously have it coming." Good things 
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happen to good people, and bad things happen to bad people-right? Let's ask some counter-questions 

instead: What makes those who believe such things better in the eyes of God? It certainly isn't their 

arrogance, pride or prejudice. What makes them pleasing to God? Or, to put it another way, with 

what is the Lord pleased? 

 

Jesus answers this question with the parable of the fig tree. Fig trees take a few years to bear fruit, 

but there comes a time when the figs should be there. In the parable, the fig tree looks good, but it's 

never borne any fruit; so the owner tells the vineyard keeper to cut it down. Why should something 

so useless use up ground and water? The keeper replies, asking for one more cycle of time. He'll dig 

around it and fertilize it, giving it one more last chance to bear fruit; but if it doesn't produce, both he 

and the owner agree that the time has come for it to be turned to kindling. 

 

By this parable, the Lord warns the people that they are like a fig tree. They might look fine, but they 

lack the fruit that God desires. What is that fruit? He's told them twice already: It's repentance. It's 

sorrow for their sin and trust in the Savior-that's the fruit the Lord is looking for. However, their high 

opinion of themselves indicates that they do not confess their sin; and their desire for Jesus to get rid 

of Pilate indicates that they don't acknowledge Him as Savior instead. They haven't repented; and 

because they remain in their sin and unbelief, they deserve to be cut down. However, God is still 

giving them more time to repent. But if they fail to do so, judgment will come. 

 

It will seem unfair to some that Jesus warns of judgment for those who fail to repent; but heed the 

rest of the story before accusing Him of being high-handed. Not only is God mercifully giving them 

time to repent, but He is also giving His Son to redeem them. Jesus is to be the One who is cut down 

in their place for their sin, so that they may have forgiveness and life. Forgiven, they'll bear the fruit 

of repentance. 

 

All in all, Jesus' abrupt statements here deal a blow to Old Adam's pride. He tells the people that the 

normal safety of their lives is far more than they deserve; it's a gift of a merciful God, not something 

they've earned. Not only is God merciful, but He is also gracious. Thus He has sent His Son into the 

world-not to condemn the world, but that the world might be saved through Him. Jesus is going 

willingly to that cross so that they might repent and live. 

 

II. Undeserved Mercy, Undeserved Grace 

 

Why do bad things happen when they happen, and why do they happen to the people that they 

happen to? It's a question that gets debated a lot. Sometimes the answer is explained away with a 

lame sort of karma, that eventually people get what's coming to them. Sometimes the answer is 

exploited by false preachers, who tell you that only good things will happen to you-as long as you 

only have enough faith. Of course, sooner or later something bad happens to such an arrogant fool, 

with one of two results. Either he says, "I'm not bad enough to deserve this, so it's just a fluke," or 

"I've done some terrible thing that I don't know about to deserve this; and until I find out what it is, 

I'm lost." 

 

Now, I don't think that many of us here are going to buy into karma or the prattle of televangelists; 

but the same Old Adam is inside us, and betrays the same line of thinking. 

 

One example is tricky one, for your sinful nature can make use of patriotism. Especially in time of 

war, it is popular for every nation to believe that "God is on our side." Furthermore, we live in a 
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nation of great prosperity, and the temptation is to believe that God must especially love us, and 

proudly point to the motto "In God we trust" as proof of our blessableness. Now, I certainly advocate 

loyalty and service to our nation; but let us not confuse repentance with American citizenship. The 

prosperity we have is undeserved, granted by God in His mercy, not our merit. 

 

An equally subtle display of this sin manifests when we are anguished and troubled. It is then that 

our thoughts whisper, "Why did this happen? What have I or they done to deserve this?" Depending 

on our level of sensitivity and self-pity, it may be petty things, like "Why did I have to get sick then 

and miss the big day? Why did it rain the day of the barbecue?" It may take bigger things to elicit the 

questions: "Why did thieves break into our house? Why did my car get wrecked?" Or it may take 

outright tragedy: "Why did he get hit by the drunk driver? Why did she get the tumor? Why were 

they in the tower when the plane hit, or in the marketplace when the car bomb exploded?" The devil 

delights to turn up the heat with situations like these, so that your Old Adam furiously demands, 

"Why? Why did the Lord let this happen to us? What have we done to deserve this?" 

 

These questions are natural enough. But rather than ask these questions to which the Lord gives no 

answers, we have a different, difficult task before us. We must confront some very uncomfortable 

Law-Law that leaves us with no room whatsoever to feel good about ourselves. But remember our 

reason for hearing this Law: As we see the depth of our sin, we see our need for-and the priceless 

worth of-the Gospel all the more. 

 

Are you ready? I present it with fear and trembling, because I know that many of you have suffered 

much, far more than I can comprehend. But here it is: No matter your situation in life, it is better 

than you deserve. No matter how much anguish and trouble you endure, life is still better than what 

you are worthy to receive. 

 

We acknowledge that the wages of sin is death, for the Bible says so. But I think, too, that we also 

believe that we deserve for that death to come after many fruitful years of life, when we die in our 

sleep at an old age. But this is not what Scripture says. It doesn't say, "The wages of sin is death, but 

you're not so sinful that you don't deserve a good life first." According to Scripture, we sinners 

remain alive solely by the mercy of God, who does not strike us down immediately with the 

judgment that we deserve. 

 

It is easy and comfortable to believe that a normal life with normal worries is what we warrant, 

because God's got to give us some challenge to keep us on our toes. Any extra trouble or stress, 

though, makes us wonder, "What have I done to deserve that?" But this is not the case: Whatever life 

you and I have is because the Lord is merciful, and He is working things for our eternal good. Were 

God not merciful, you and I would have no life at all. We would already be eternally dead in our 

trespasses and sins. 

 

No matter your situation in life, it is better than you deserve. If you do not acknowledge this truth, all 

sorts of sin and trouble results. Do you want to be content with what you have? Then acknowledge 

that everything you have is an undeserved gift from God; the one who does not believe this is the 

one who fights with discontent and covetousness. Do you want to trust the Lord in time of trial? 

Then acknowledge that, despite the trial, your life is still more than you merit before Him. If you 

reject this truth, then you will have resentment, not trust, toward the Lord. Do you hope to get along 

with difficult people? Try recognizing that they are alive to pester, and you are alive to be pestered, 

only because the Lord sustains them and you. It's the one who believes he deserves better friends 
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who shuns those around him whom he could serve. 

 

Now please note: In speaking of contentment and getting along with people, my purpose is not to 

advise you on how to have a happier life. That's simply a side effect. Rather, my purpose is to show 

some symptoms of the greater sin: The fact that we are not always content, that we resent the Lord's 

acts, and seek to shun people all accuses us that we fail to believe that the life we have is better than 

we deserve. This means we deny God's Law. This also means that we deny how completely merciful 

He is. 

 

What's the purpose of this undeserved life? According to the parable of the fig tree, the purpose is 

repentance. The Lord continues our lives so that we might live as His repentant people, and so that 

we might declare that repentance and forgiveness to others. To live a marvelous, successful life in 

this world-and to do all sorts of famous acts of kindness-all of this is to squander life if you do not 

repent. Because, eventually, you will perish. 

 

It's not exactly a happy bit of Law before us today, is it? One is tempted to be angry with God for 

making such a law. It's unfair, right? Ah, but don't forget the rest of the story. 

 

In other words, hear this Gospel: There is only one who did not deserve death for His sin, because 

He wasn't sinful. I speak, of course, of Jesus Christ. He bore perfect fruits of righteousness and 

obedience to His Father; He did not earn the wages of sin. All the same, He paid them. He went to 

the cross and shed His blood-not for Him, but for you and me. The One who didn't have to die for 

His sin died for our sin. He was our substitute on the cross, offering that perfect Sacrifice to God. 

 

Now, we ask: What did Jesus do to deserve that-the cross? Nothing. There was no sin of His that put 

Him there. He didn't deserve that judgment and death, but He willingly endured it for you. Risen 

again, He showers you with the forgiveness of sins. Now, what have you done to deserve such grace 

and favor? Again, nothing. This grace is undeserved, freely given, no strings attached. 

 

And that is cause for rejoicing: For when you acknowledge this Law and Gospel, then you are left 

with the joy of certain salvation. You see, if you have to do something to deserve such forgiveness, 

then you can never be sure that you have done enough. But if Christ has done it all and gives it all to 

you, then He does all the work. He gets the job done. That's why your salvation is sure. 

 

Your Old Adam wants you to believe that you deserve God's grace and not His judgment, just 

because of who you are. But it's the other way around: We deserve the judgment, not the grace, says 

the Word of the Lord. However, the Word doesn't stop there, but goes on to declare that though we 

do not deserve the grace, God still gives it to us anyway for Jesus' sake. Therefore, we rejoice to 

repent. We gladly confess that sin which would bring deserved judgment upon us, and rejoice in the 

Savior who suffered in our place.  

 

Oh, yes: Rejoice to repent, because-quite undeservedly and solely by the grace of God-you are 

forgiven for all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 


