
Sermon for Lent 3C 
Sunday, February 28, 2016 

“Suffering is part of life, but all will be well” 

Text:  Luke 13:1-9 

I speak to you in the name of the one true God:  Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 

A great deal of time, energy, discussion, and attention during the 
season of Lent is spent talking about penitence, abstinence, self-denial, 
slowing down, and repentance, but today’s Gospel tackles another 
important theme in Lent:  suffering and tragedy.  Suffering and tragedy 
are the capstones of this season before Easter, which ends with Holy 
Week, when the story of Jesus’s passion, crucifixion, and death is retold 
in graphic detail. 

Today’s short Gospel lesson is in two parts: in the first, Jesus makes 
reference to a tragic event involving some Galileans who were killed 
under Pontius Pilate and the death of eighteen Jews by the collapse of 
the tower of Siloam; in the second part, Jesus tells a parable about a 
fruitless fig tree.  History has not been restrained in remembering Pilate 
as a ruthless ruler.  The Jewish historian Flavius Josephus, in his book 
Antiquities of the Jews, described Pilate as a ruthless prefect or governor 
of the Roman province of Judea and Samaria whose tenure was 
characterized by brutality and injustice and the slaughter of many Jews.  
Not much is known about the slaughter of those Gentile pilgrims of whom 
Jesus spoke at the beginning of today’s Gospel.  In fact, this account in 
the Gospel of Luke is the only account of that event in scripture.  We can 
presume that those Galileans were devout Jews who went to Jerusalem 
to offer sacrifices, which could be done only at the Temple.  What they 
did to result in Pilate’s having them killed is unknown, but perhaps 
something led Pilate to suspect that they were plotting some sort of 
rebellious activity.  The collapse of the tower is also not mentioned 
anywhere else in scripture, but it is known that the wall surrounding the 
city of Jerusalem at that time took a turn at the Pool of Siloam and is 
likely to have had a tower placed at a strategic point.  You may remember 
that the Pool of Siloam was the site where Jesus healed a blind man by 
telling him to wash in it, and his sight was restored.  In the second part 
of the Gospel lesson, Jesus tells a parable about a fig tree that bore no 
fruit even after three years of anticipated fruitfulness, and Jesus ends 
that parable by saying, “Give it one more chance.” 
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All of these stories involve tragedy, suffering, and dashed 
expectations in some way.  We can certainly empathize with those who 
felt sorrow around the Galileans who were the victims of Pilate’s regime 
or those killed by a falling tower.  And, I think we can imagine the 
farmer’s disappointment at the fruitless fig tree.  It was commonplace for 
the people in Jesus’s day, particularly the Jews, to associate tragedy and 
suffering with sin, and, indeed, Jesus cautions his audience against being 
the bearers of tragedy without having repented and reconciled their 
relationship with God.  But, he also wanted to downplay the assumption 
that tragedy and suffering were the direct result of having sinned. 

You see, all things that exist, at some point in their existence, face 
tragedy and suffering, even eventual destruction.  The incarnate God, 
himself, faced tragedy and suffering in his Passion and death on the 
Cross.  It is an inevitable reality of life.  When tragedy and suffering 
befall us, it would be so easy to say, “Why me?” or “Why did this have to 
happen?”  But, often, there just is no explanation; sometimes, there just 
are no words to be said.  Jesus made no presumptions as to why the tower 
collapsed on eighteen people leading to their deaths.  All he said was, 
“Repent.”   

Life is full of curve balls.  Our lives are full of things that occur 
unexpectedly.  Things that shock us, things that knock us out of our 
comfort zones, things that redirect us in some way or force us in a 
direction that we were not planning to go.  Change is an inevitable part 
of the journey of life.  In fact, change is biological, physiological, 
evolutionary.  All organisms must change in order to grow.  We must 
change in order to grow.  Without change, we become complacent, used 
to the way things always are.  Some changes we can control—at least we 
think we can.  We might decide to move to a new house, retire, take up a 
new fitness routine, change jobs, quit smoking.  There are changes in this 
world for which we can exercise some control.  But today’s gospel is about 
the changes we can’t control.  The changes that are completely and 
utterly out of our hands.  Jesus’s message in the gospel story and that 
message to us is that when these things happen, that we can move past 
them and to continue the journey of life.  To repent for any wrongs we 
may have done, whether related to the tragedy or not, and move past it.  
That, I think, is where the fig tree comes in.  That poor fig tree, trying to 
be the best tree that it was created to be, was on the farmer’s chopping 
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block because it was not bearing fruit.  But at the end of the parable Jesus 
said, “Give it another chance.  Let it grow for another year and see if it 
bears fruit.” 

God is the same way with us, you know.  We are constantly doing 
those things which we ought not to have done and failing to do those 
things we ought to have done, but God by his immeasurable love, grace, 
and mercy, gives us another chance time and time again.  He gives us 
more opportunities to bear fruit, to get it right, whatever the shortcoming 
is in our lives. 

But what about the tragedies in our lives?  What about those times 
when we find ourselves suffering?  Do we just lay down in defeat?  Jesus 
would tell us, “No.”  The worst thing we can do is to let tragedy and 
suffering defeat us, but we aren’t able to overcome tragedy and suffering 
without God’s help.  And that is why it is important that we always stay 
in relationship with God.  Only God can help us through the rough times 
and strengthen us to press on.  Sometimes things in our lives don’t go the 
way we planned, often situations don’t meet our expectations, many 
times we get disappointed by events, people, loved ones, even our own 
selves, but God expects more from us than to lay down in defeat.  God 
expects his creation to bear fruit; he expects each and every one of us to 
bear fruit.  There is no greater testimony to God’s awesome power than 
to say, “Yes, God brought me through it.” 

The message for today, the bottom line, is that we remember that 
life is full of changes.  Change is an inevitable part of life, and sometimes 
it is so sudden or abrupt that it shocks us.  Each of us will have 
experiences in our lives that seem to stop us in our tracks; we will all 
have our various crosses to bear, but not to lose heart, not to lose faith.  
God knows what we are going through, but with his help, he will bring 
us through it.  On other side of Christ’s passion, crucifixion, and death is 
the resurrection; on the other side of suffering, tragedy, loss, 
disappointment, and failure, is God’s inestimable love.  So, we should 
always keep our minds focused on him, so that when he brings us through 
whatever changes are occurring in our lives, that we see him at work, 
that we recognize his greater wisdom, and that we know that in the end, 
all will be well.  Amen. 
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Resources 

Feasting on the Word for Lent 3 (Year C, Volume 2). 

“Antiquities of the Jews, Book XVIII,” http://www.ccel.org/j/josephus/ 
works/ant-18.htm 

The Working Preacher, http://www.workingpreacher.org/ 
preaching.aspx?commentary_id=2789 

In the meantime, http://www.davidlose.net/2016/02/lent-3-c-suffering-
the-cross-and-the-promise-of-love/ 


