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Are you familiar with Facebook Theology? Ours is the day of Facebook Theology, and with it, there are more and more 

posts about Karma.  

  It goes something like this. A friend relays an experience with road rage. She shares how she absent-mindedly merged 

into traffic and nearly hit an oncoming car. The driver of the other car then lashed out with a tirade of abuse and 

obscenity. The other driver then sped past her, still screaming abuse. Funnily enough, a few minutes later your friend 

noticed the abusive driver pulled over by the cops…and your friend posts, “Karma.”  

  Nearly everywhere you turn, you hear someone refer to Karma. In spite of its Eastern religion origin (Buddhism, 

Hinduism), Karma has seeped into the Church. It’s like it’s some cool, new standard – an insidious, normalized, 

celebrity-endorsed worldview that what goes around comes around or you get what you deserve. Wikipedia defines it as 

“the universal principle of cause and effect. Our actions, good and bad, come back to us in the future.”  

  Many famous and intelligent people believe in Karma. In 1969 John Lennon and Yoko Ono (picture) were driving 

through the Scottish Highlands. John had terrible eyesight and drove off the road. He ended up spending five days in the 

hospital. A local pastor, David Patterson, was asked to come and talk to John. The media was camped outside, but there 

was a private entrance, and Pastor Patterson went to the ward where Lennon was lying. He talked at length to him, 

reading the Bible to him. And John Lennon told Pastor Patterson, “The accident and my injuries happened because of 

karma.” He acknowledged that he’d done mean and sinful things. This crash, his cuts and bruises, happened to him as a 

consequence of his bad behavior. 

  “No,” answered David Patterson, “The Son of God, the Lord Jesus, came to the world and He bore our karma in His 

own body on the cross. Forgiveness can be ours because of what the Savior has done.”  

  Karma is not why you have troubles. Karma places preeminence on human control of the universe, yet over against the 

concept of Karma, we find God. God, not Karma, is in total control of the universe. As R.C. Sproul (picture) notes, “If 

even one atom dances beyond God’s control, He ceases to be God.” The Bible portrays God as the sovereign ruler of His 

universe. He created everything from nothing and governs, not from a detached, sleepy distance, but actively.  

  Jesus clears away any confusion about what’s happening in the world and clears away the rubble of karma that says you 

get punished in this life for what you’ve done recently or even what you did in a previous life. Karma doesn’t exist. Jesus 

Kills Karma. God is in control.  

  While the Jews believed that God was in control, they had a very distorted worldview of who God was and who they 

were. That’s the conversation we find Jesus having in our text this morning, Luke 13:1-9 (p 872).   

  When a disaster happens, people ask the same unanswerable questions: Who’s to blame for what happened? Why did 

God allow it? What did the victims do to deserve such terrible suffering?  

  People were asking that this past week with the earthquake near the Iran-Iraq border that killed 400 people and injured 

another 7,500. They asked that after the shootings in California and Texas. The disasters change but the questions stay 

the same. Sometimes death and destruction are caused by human beings; terrorism, violence, war. Other times the 

disaster has a natural cause: hurricane, earthquake, fire, disease. Whatever the cause, the same questions are asked. 

You’ve probably asked them too – who’s to blame and why didn’t God do something to stop it?  

  Jesus said that there’s something else we ought to ask instead – a question we may find surprising. Jesus said that when 

disaster strikes, we should consider our own inevitable demise and our eternal destiny. We too will die someday, so we 

need to be ready. Unless we repent, we’ll perish. We must work through this vital question: Do I have a right 

relationship with God?  

  Jesus made this appeal in response to two disasters that people were talking about, trying to make sense of. There are 

two types of tragedies here: those caused by evil people and those caused by accidents or natural disasters.  

  But the worst tragedy, as Jesus shows, will be the final judgment (“perish”), which involves not only physical death, 

but also spiritual death and eternal separation from God in hell (12:5). If we’re wise and learn rightly from earthly 

tragedies, we can avoid this ultimate, final tragedy. So what should we learn from tragedies? If you’re taking notes… 

 

1. The age old question: Are tragedy and suffering the results of God’s judgement? This is one of those occasions 

where the chapter divisions, which were not in the original text, distract from the meaning.  

  Jesus has just rebuked the crowd because they were able to discern the weather, but were dullards to the signs of the 

times, namely, that the Messiah was in their midst (12:54-56). He used an illustration of a man being dragged into court 

with a losing lawsuit against him. If he’s smart, he’ll quickly settle before it’s too late. The point is, we all have a debt of 

sin. If we’re aware of our situation, we’ll be quick to get right with God before we come into judgment.  



  Then, Luke reports “There were some present at that very time” who told Jesus about the Galileans, whose blood Pilate 

had mingled with their sacrifices. Apparently the Governor sent in troops to break up a gathering of Galilean Jews that 

he considered dangerous. The Roman soldiers didn’t even respect the fact that these Jews were worshiping God by 

offering sacrifices. They callously slaughtered them so that their blood flowed together with the blood of their sacrifices. 

Jesus uses this tragedy to make a spiritual point. Then, He brings up another one, when a tower fell down and killed 18 

people. He uses that accident to reinforce the spiritual lesson.  

  Jesus is speaking to those who thought the sermon was for someone else and didn’t apply spiritual truth to themselves. 

It’s apparent that the crowd was smugly thinking that those who suffered such tragedies deserved God’s judgment. 

Because they’d been spared such tragedy, it meant that they were on God’s goody-goody list. Their theology was like 

Job’s friends who thought Job was suffering because he’d sinned. Jesus torpedoes this heresy by showing that all of us 

are sinners and all of us deserve God’s judgment.  

  Rather than asking the question “Why?” with regard to suffering, we should ask the question, “What? What does this 

tragedy teach me?” Jesus’ answer is that tragedies should teach us that since death and judgment are imminent for 

everyone, we need to be ready through true repentance.  

  It’s noteworthy that Jesus doesn’t politicize Pilate’s cruelty or plunge into some philosophical discourse about the 

problem of evil. That’s not what His listeners needed. He deals with their greatest and our greatest need – to be right with 

God. When we learn of a tragedy like the earthquake in Iran or a church shooting, we need to apply the lesson to our 

greatest need – to be right with God before we stand before Him. Our greatest need is the need for repentance. We’re all 

sinners. How big or small is inconsequential. All sin is sin. Just one sin separates us from a holy God. Compassionately, 

Jesus always had in view the needs of sinful souls before a holy God.  

  There are two kinds of tragedies here: those caused by evil people and, those caused by an accident or natural disaster. 

But the worst tragedy, as Jesus points out, will be the final judgment which will be spiritual death and eternal separation 

from God. If we learn rightly from tragedies, we’ll avoid this greater and final tragedy. That’s because… 

  a. Tragedies stem from God’s curse because of the sin of the human race. A Jewish student asked his teacher, “Rabbi, 

why is it that when I ask you a question, you always reply by asking me another question?” The rabbi replied, “So why 

shouldn’t I?”  

  Our Lord loved to ask questions to drive home His point. “Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than 

all the other Galileans, because they suffered in this way? It’d be like terrorists going into a church service during 

Communion, shooting people, mingling their blood with the elements.   

  Jesus goes on to show the logical conclusion of their belief system – if God does punish sinners in this way, then they 

themselves had better repent because all of us are sinners. The question is not “Why did these people die?” but “What 

right do I have to live?” None of us is sinless. If you’re here today at church because you think church is for good people, 

you’re dead wrong. A church is for sinners who know it. But it’s a lot easier to talk about other people’s sins and deaths, 

than our own.  

  And we do what those Jews did. We hear of killings in crime ridden neighborhoods and think, “That’s because evil 

people live there who had it coming.” According to Jesus, bad people live everywhere. You’re one and so am I. Some 

people do suffer the consequences of their choices, but we need to be careful about connecting the dots. Sometimes 

tragedies just happen.  

  When we talk about “good” people or “innocent children,” we’re speaking in relative terms. Some are better in relation 

to other people, but no one is good in relation to a holy God. Every child is born with an evil heart. The most moral 

person is a sinner who deserves God’s righteous judgment. 

  Scripture teaches that human sin was the cause of God’s curse on creation (Gen. 3:14-19). Natural disasters—floods, 

earthquakes, tornadoes, droughts, diseases, and accidents—stem from human rebellion against God. If someone else 

suffers a tragedy, we’re quick to assume that it was his/her own fault, but if things are going well for us, we smugly 

assume that it’s because God is pleased with us. Wrong answer! Jesus said that when tragedy hits someone else, rather 

than judging them, we should judge ourselves. 

  Just a side note here. What’s a typical response to tragedy? Anger. Have you ever wondered why? Anger is ultimately 

directed toward God. You’ll often find that those who reasonably should have the most guilt, for example Cain who 

murdered his brother, Abel (Genesis 4), are very angry. Anger externally is often a mechanism that keeps us from having 

to look internally at our own guilty hearts. If you’re mad at God and/or everyone else, it’s an attempt to avoid looking 

inside at your own guilt and sinful heart.  

  b. Tragedies show us that life is fragile and that we must get right with God before we die and face judgment. “Or 

those eighteen on whom the tower in Siloam fell and killed them: do you think that they were worse offenders than all the 

others who lived in Jerusalem?”  



  20th century British philosopher and atheist, Bertrand Russell (picture), wondered how anyone could talk about God 

while kneeling at the bed of a dying child. It’s a powerful image, like the three-word sound byte, “Where was God?” It’s 

the rational of: How can anyone believe in God in the face of mind-numbing tragedy? How can anyone cling to the hope 

of a benevolent, powerful Sovereign in the face of tragedy?  

  Yet, why does this question only come up with magnum tragedies, like a tower falling, hurricanes or schoolyard 

massacres, or when we’re personally stunned by deadly disease or financial ruin? What about the mass of evil that slips 

by us each day, unnoticed and unlamented because we’re the perpetrators of the evil, not its victims? 

  On December 14, 2012—the same day 26 were murdered, most of them children, at Sandy Hook Elementary—I 

wonder how many Americans were committing adultery? What of the cumulative effect of the personal pain and 

destruction that resulted from those individual acts of sin? What of the unplanned pregnancies (or subsequent abortions), 

the sexually transmitted diseases, the shame and embarrassment? 

  This past summer as hurricanes left so many homeless, what of the children whose homes were broken through 

marriages destroyed by a selfish divorce? What of the severed trust, emotional wounding, sting of betrayal, shattered 

families? What of the traumatized children cast adrift emotionally, destined as adults to act out the anguish of these 

disloyalties? One narcissistic choice can leave in its wake decades of pain and destruction, and often generations of 

brokenness. Yet, there was no outcry, no moral indignation by the media because God permitted this evil. Why not? 

Because we don’t complain when evil makes us feel better, only when it makes us feel bad.  

  We don’t judge disasters based on unprejudiced moral assessment, but rather on what’s painful, awkward, or 

inconvenient for us. We don’t ask, “Where’s God?” when other’s pain brings us profit instead of loss. But we don’t want 

God sniffing around the dark recesses of our own evil conduct. We fight intervention. We don’t want Him stopping us 

from hurting others. We only cry “foul” if He doesn’t stop others from hurting us.  

  The answer to the question “Why doesn’t God stop evil?” is the same answer to the question “Why doesn’t God stop 

me every time I do wrong?” We hypocritically give virtue to human moral choices that dignify us, yet make serious evil 

possible. 

  When tragedy hits someone else, we all talk about it. We’re glued to the TV, watching the details over and over. But, 

when it’s over, most of us go on unchanged, with no thought of how it applies to us. Jesus points out that instead we 

should immediately take it to heart, asking, “What if it had been me? Would I have been ready to stand before God? 

Have I repented of my sins? Is my life pleasing to God?” Because sooner or later, it will be me!  

  None of the 18 people standing by the tower of Siloam knew that it was about to fall and crush them to death, or they’d 

have gotten out of the way. None of those in Iran who died in the earthquake had any idea that they had just hours to 

live. We forget life is very fragile! Even if you’re healthy and young, you could be in the morgue tonight.  

  Because you’re a sinner, you have one pressing need – to get right with God before you too perish. Jesus uses the word 

“debtors,” rather than sinners because we all are debtors against God. Either we’ll pay for our sin by eternal separation 

from God in hell, or we’re debt free if we trust in Jesus’ death as the sinless substitute who bore God’s wrath for us. 

Whenever we hear of a tragedy, we should immediately apply it to our own hearts, making sure that we really know 

Jesus and are in the faith. “Examine yourselves, to see whether you are in the faith. Test yourselves” (2 Cor. 13:5).  

 

2. Tragedies should drive us to repentance, which will spare us from perishing, “No, I tell you; but unless 

you repent, you will all likewise perish…” Peter Cartwright (picture) was a circuit riding Methodist preacher in the mid-

1800s. He helped launch what’s been called America’s Second Great Awakening, personally baptizing 12,000 

converts. He was a fiery revival preacher, famous for telling it like it is. On one occasion he was preaching near 

Washington D.C. The people in the church heard President Andrew Jackson was coming to visit, so they pulled 

Cartwright aside and said, “Listen Peter, the President is going to be here on Sunday and we know that sometimes you 

can get kind of offensive. Would you tone it down? We don’t want to upset the President.” So when Peter Cartwright got 

up in the pulpit that Sunday, his first three sentences were: “I understand that the President of the United States, Andrew 

Jackson is with us this morning. I have been asked to be guarded in my remarks. Andrew Jackson will go to Hell is he 

doesn’t repent.” The congregation gasped but when the service was over, President Jackson grabbed Cartwright’s hand, 

shook it and said, “Sir, if I had an army of men like you I could whip the world.”  

  Repentance is so critical that Jesus doesn’t urge this once, but twice. If you’ve come to Christ, if you’ve repented, it 

doesn’t mean you’re sinless. It does mean that you sin less. Christians mourn over their sin. They fight it. When they sin, 

they turn from it and turn back to following Jesus as Lord.   

  What’s the relationship between salvation and repentance? They’re flip sides of the same coin. If you genuinely 

believe, you repent or turn from your sin. You can’t separate the two concepts. Both are used with reference to salvation. 

You can’t be a Christian without repenting of sin. Mark 1:15 sums up Jesus’ preaching, “Repent and believe in the 

gospel.” Jesus told His disciples to proclaim repentance for forgiveness of sins in His name.   



  In America, Christians call themselves “evangelicals.” But the term is so watered down it means little. Why? There’s no 

repentance. The typical evangelical is no different from those who don’t claim to be Christ-followers. In Eastern Europe, 

the Orthodox people derogatorily refer to evangelicals as, “repenters.” If we truly believe in Christ, we must be 

“repenters.” 

  Because a true Christian has repented, they’re distinctly different. In their morals, marriages, the way they raise their 

children, even if they’re single. In their lifestyles, money choices, entertainment choices, attitudes and ethics – they 

should be very different from unsaved associates. But what if they’re not? We need to ask: Are people who’ve prayed to 

receive Christ or who claim to be born again, yet whose lives are no different than they were before, truly converted? 

The Bible answers that question with a loud, “No!”  

  The Greek word translated “repent” literally means to have another mind. Repentance is a 180 degree turn or an about 

face. It’s a complete change of direction. Repentance means that before salvation you were headed in the wrong 

direction, the direction of perishing. At salvation, you turn around and head in the right direction. Repentance is a change 

of the mind, a change of the heart, and a change of the will that leads to a change in action. 

  Have you repented? When was the last time that you repented? There is one time repentance that takes place at 

salvation and there is to be an ongoing repentance. It’s a once-for-all and a day-to-day. Once you’re a believer, you don’t 

repent again for salvation. You’re in the family. You continually repent of sin in order to have a healthy relationship with 

your Heavenly Father.  

  Let me illustrate. The other day I was at the Wellness Center and I was talking to a friend. In that conversation, I said 

something that I just didn’t need to say. It was wrong. Later that morning, I was reading my Bible, having my Quiet 

Time, and the Spirit of God tapped on my heart – and I repented for sinning with my tongue. So when was the last time 

that you repented? If there is not ongoing repentance, you’re not growing in your faith and becoming more like Jesus. 

Repent or perish is not a threat. It’s a spiritual reality. It’s the difference between eternal life and eternal death.  

 

3. Repentance is the only thing that can spare us from God’s judgement, vss. 6-9. In the Old Testament, a fig tree 

was a symbol of the nation of Israel. Jesus’ listeners knew what He was saying, that their time was limited, and it was. 

After Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection, Israel was again given one more opportunity to repent. Instead they rejected 

Christ and persecuted the Church. 40 years later Rome attacked Jerusalem and destroyed it, scattering the Jews around 

the world. The fig tree was cut off and Israel was judged.  

  This parable has both an application to the nation of Israel and a personal one to us. God is gracious and longsuffering. 

He does more than enough to encourage us to repent and bear fruit, so He has every right to cut us down. But in His 

mercy, He’s spared us. We must not presume upon His patience and kindness. One day He’ll pull the plug, cut us down 

and judgement will finally come. God will not put up with a fig-free fig tree.  

  This parable applies to individual repentance, especially those of us in the Church. This tree was planted by the owner 

within the walls of his vineyard. It points to the special privileges of those who sit in church and hear God’s Word week 

after week. If we don’t respond to the message of God’s grace by repenting of our sin and seeking to be fruitful, we’re 

not neutral. We’re destructive to the owner’s purpose, using up ground that otherwise could be fruitful. We’re 

endangering our own souls and harming others.  

  a. The test of true repentance is fruitfulness. I have four apple trees in my backyard. Guess what? They produce 

apples. There’s something very wrong with a fruitless Christian. If there’s life, there’s fruit. Is there fruit in your life? 

Apple trees have apples. Christians look like Jesus. Do people see Jesus in you? Are you growing in godliness? Are you 

gaining spiritual ground in your fight against sin? Are you leading others to Jesus? Are you producing Golden Delicious, 

or just crabapples?  

  Remember the Son of Sam killer, David Berkowitz (picture)? He murdered six people in New York City the summer 

of 1977. He was involved in the occult and Satan worship. Ten years into his prison sentence, Berkowitz met a man 

named Rick in the prison yard who told him about Jesus. He explained that no matter what a person did, Christ was 

ready to forgive him if he would turn away from the wrong things he was doing and put his faith in Jesus. Rick gave him 

a Gideon’s Pocket Testament and David Berkowitz prayed to Jesus later in his cell, pouring out his heart to God. That 

was 1987. Since then, Berkowitz has refused to be considered for parole, works as a chaplain’s clerk, and assists in the 

Special Needs Unit of the prison where men with various emotional needs are housed. He lives each day now to serve 

Christ. If you go to his web site, you’ll see his apology, and he’s now known as The Son of Hope. That’s repentance. 

That’s fruit.  

  b. God is continually longsuffering. If you haven’t trusted Jesus as your Savior, God is giving you another chance to 

surrender to Him. Some insurance policies have what’s called a “grace period.” If you don’t pay your premium on time, 

the insurance company extends your coverage for a short period, hoping you’ll pay the premium. If you don’t pay the 

premium, the grace period runs out and the policy is cancelled. God has a grace period. You’re in it today. Salvation is 



absolutely free, but there’s a limit to your grace period. You’re facing a divine deadline. At that point, your grace period 

runs out. 

  Most of us aren’t patient. We’re good at cutting things off. Killing is the predominant method of choice to make our 

world a better place. It’s the easiest, quickest way to clear the ground. But notice what the vinedresser is going to do? 

“Until I dig around it and put on manure.”  

  In a quiet voice the parable says, “Hold on, not so fast. Wait a minute. Give me some more time. Let me put some 

manure on this tree.” Manure? Manure is not a quick fix. It doesn’t have immediate results. It’s going to take a long time 

to see if it makes any difference. Spreading manure isn’t glamorous. No one says, “Nice manure.” It’s a slow, stinky 

solution. Still, when it comes to changing lives, Jesus is known for His fondness for the minute, the invisible, quiet, and 

slow—yeast, salt, seeds, light…and manure. Has Jesus brought some manure in your life to get you to turn to Him?  

  c. If you do not repent, God will judge you. “But if not, you can cut it down.’” There’s always a limit to God’s 

patience, a point of no return. While God is the God of the second chance, there comes a final chance. If we continue to 

say no, the day will come when God says, “Cut it down.” No one knows when that day will be, but we’re foolish to be 

presumptuous. God’s clock will only tick for so long.  

  A cut tree is the sign of judgement throughout the Bible. God won’t wait forever. Because the judgement has not yet 

happened, it’s not too late.  

  My friend, please repent of your sin today and run to Jesus! In The Message, 2 Peter 3:9-10 is: “God isn’t late with His 

promise as some measure lateness. He is restraining Himself on account of you, holding back the End because He 

doesn’t want anyone lost. He’s giving everyone space and time to change. But when the Day of God’s Judgment does 

come, it will be unannounced, like a thief. The sky will collapse with a thunderous bang, everything disintegrating in a 

huge conflagration, earth and all its works exposed to the scrutiny of Judgment.” 

 

Conclusion: One of the great hymns of the Church is Softly and Tenderly. At the recent CMA Awards, Carrie 

Underwood (picture), sang it as a tribute to the lives lost in the Las Vegas shooting, Photos of those gunned down were 

shown on a screen while she sang, as the audience surrounded her and held candles. We don’t know, only God knows, 

the heart condition of those killed that night. Tragically, it’s too late for them, but it’s not too late for you…yet.  

 

Softly and tenderly Jesus is calling, 

Calling for you and for me; 

See, on the portals He’s waiting and watching, 

Watching for you and for me. 

 

Come home, come home, 

You who are weary, come home; 

Earnestly, tenderly, Jesus is calling, 

Calling, O sinner, come home! 

 

  Have you repented? Judgement is coming. The cross is the only escape. Please repent of your sin and run to the cross. 

O sinner, won’t you come Home?  


