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3 Lent 

February 28, 2016 

Rev Ken Wratten at St. Stephen’s 

Exodus 3:1-15 Moses is chosen by God to bring Israel out of Egypt. 

1 Corinthians 10:1-13 God is faithful. 

Luke 13:1-9 Parable of the fig tree that did not bear fruit. 

 

The Black Plague hit Europe in 1347, eventually killing more than 20 

million people, almost one third of Europe’s population. Many people 

thought this was God’s punishment for sins. Is that an old, abandoned 

reaction to horrific events?  

Sandy Hook Elementary School, Columbine, Hurricane Katrina, my older 

brother drowning at age 2 ½, my mother dying of cancer at age 52. Should 

we believe that these acts are by a vengeful God against notorious sins?  

From the book of Job (4:7) we read, “Who, being innocent, has ever 

perished?”  This comment, and ones just like it throughout history, reflect a 

common belief that suffering is brought on as the punishment for sin.  There 

is a belief in the opposite too, that the saints among us are somehow immune 

from hard times. 

Jesus argues against this common belief. When he had met a man born blind, 

his disciples asked him, “Who sinned, this man or his parents?” (John 9:2).  

Jesus answered, “Neither”. In today’s lesson, Jesus said that God was not 

punishing sinfulness when Pilate ordered the murder of a group of Galileans. 

Then Jesus rejected the rationale that God was punishing 18 people who 

died when the tower of Siloam collapsed on them. 

In the parable of the fig tree, the tree is us; and the owner is God who 

expects us to be productive. Doing nothing places us at risk of suffering the 

wrath of the owner of the garden (God). But then the gardener comes into 

the story. The gardener plays two big roles here. One role is to talk with the 

owner to say, “Let’s give this one more year. I think there’s some hope here 

for some fruit.”  Whew! Praise God for the role Jesus plays for us! Then 

there is the really interesting part of this parable; the gardener commits to 

help the tree bear fruit. He knows what we need what to start bearing fruit, 

and he offers to supply it. And what we need is our recognition of 

unconditional blessedness from God.  

Even Jesus, who had no need to repent of anything, suffered a cruel death. 

He took on the same fate that is shared by all of us, our suffering and our 

death. By joining us in our suffering and death, he did not answer the 

question why we suffer. Instead he lived it with us. He showed us that this 

suffering cannot stop, but it does not win, it does not have the last word.  
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Jesus’ love for us does not overrule suffering, but it does overrule THE 

POWER OF SUFFERING. Jesus’ love does not overrule death, but it does 

overrule THE POWER OF DEATH. The repentance that Jesus calls us to is 

an encouragement to not allow the pains and evils of life consume us, but 

instead to depend on God whose love is the only hope there is of changing 

the ending of our story. 

Repentance is the act of us reaching understanding that we need the 

gardener. It is recognizing that we cannot produce the fruit God expects 

from us on our own. Our part of this enterprise of growth is to welcome 

Jesus to be our source of nourishment. 

For the Galileans who were killed, and the people who died when the tower 

fell, the issue was not that their sins caused their death.  

Jesus said, “Unless you repent, you will perish just as they did”. The issue of 

highest importance to Jesus was that these undeserved disasters came 

without warning; and the greater tragedy is if they died before they had 

repented for actions or omissions that hurt people, or that wounded the heart 

of God.  

This is a call to invite Jesus as our gardener. What nourishment are we 

inviting Jesus to provide for us, so that we can bear fruit that pleases God? 

And what fruit do we know needs producing? How long do we dare wait? 

God’s response to our suffering is not indifference, but through Jesus He has 

joined us in our suffering. We know from Jesus’ example that the realities of 

suffering and pain are not the destination of our journey. Paul teaches that 

God’s grace is always present to make possible our endurance. The psalmist 

writes, “You have been my helper, and under the shadow of your wings I 

will rejoice.” May we live into our unconditional blessedness. 

Amen. 


