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Luke 13:1-9 
1At that very time there were some present who told him about the 

Galileans whose blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices. 2He asked 
them, “Do you think that because these Galileans suffered in this way they 
were worse sinners than all the other Galileans? 3No, I tell you; but unless 
you repent, you will all perish as they did. 4Or those eighteen who were killed 
when the tower of Siloam fell on them – do you think that they were worse 
offenders than all the others living in Jerusalem? 5No, I tell you; but unless 
you repent, you will all perish just as they did?” 
 6Then he told them this parable: “A man had a fig tree planted in his 
vineyard; and he came looking for fruit on it and found none. 7So he said to 
the gardener, ‘See here! For three years I have come looking for fruit on this 
fig tree, and still find none. Cut it down! Why should it be wasting soil?” 8He 
replied, ‘Sir, let it alone for one more year, until I dig around it and put 
manure on it. 9If it bears fruit next year, well and good; but if not, you can cut 
it down.” 
      
 As I was preparing for this week’s sermon, there was one commentary 

that seemed to be best able to explain today’s text … and yet it was also a 

commentary I didn’t really want to think about because it seemed to hit a bit 

too close to home these days. Rodney Clapp is a Christian author who was an 

associate editor for the magazine Christianity Today for a long time. His 

commentary on today’s text from the Gospel according to Luke is all about 

self-righteous anger.   

 “If emotions were cuisine,” Rodney writes, “self-righteous anger would 

be the piéce de résistance, the dish we love to linger over and return to, time 

and time again. See, anger by itself does not taste so good. It is bitter and 

leaves an aftertaste. On the other hand, self-righteousness – there is the 

seasoning that makes a plain old hamburger variety of anger irresistible. 

Self-righteous anger goes down smoothly. It makes us feel superior. It 

elevates us above lesser mortals, not to mention our enemies. So, as long as 

we have it on our plates, the confusing grayness of the wearisome world goes 



   

away and it is bracingly, refreshingly clear that we are the good guys and 

those others are the bad guys. If all this were not enough, self-righteous 

anger also reheats wonderfully; it tastes almost as fine the second or fifth or 

sixtieth time out of the oven.”   

 Rodney Clapp’s writing feels so spot on when it comes to self-righteous 

anger. But this is the season of Lent, and Lent has long been a season that 

messes with our menus. That is certainly the case in today’s text. Jesus is 

hanging out with his fellow Galileans. These are his people, his home folk, his 

crew. In this neighborly circumstance, they serve up some self-righteous 

anger. They tell him in the very first verse of our text, “about the Galileans 

whose blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices.”   

 Let’s be clear, this is something to be angry about. It was bad enough to 

be occupied by Pilate and his Roman underlings when they weren’t behaving 

in unspeakable ways, but here was a situation where he sent soldiers into the 

sacred space of the temple and had men – our fellow countrymen – cut down 

like lambs to the slaughter. No, not simply like lambs led to the slaughter, 

but alongside the sacrificial, slaughtered lambs, so that the blood of the holy 

sacrifices and our compatriots ran together in the temple. There is little that 

could be considered more violent, more reprehensible, more deserving of 

condemnation among Jesus’ groupies. And, it’s a difficult text even for us to 

hear just a week after a mass shooting that targeted our Muslim brothers 

and sisters while they were praying. What kind of action could more clearly 

set us apart from true wickedness?   

 But self-righteous anger is a dish best not scrutinized too closely and 

best enjoyed in the company of others.    

 We don’t know for sure if the brutal story the Galileans tell Jesus 

actually happened as it’s not documented elsewhere in scripture or early 

church writings. What we do know is that the story is an attempt to get Jesus 



   

to reinforce their already determined idea of moral superiority. They expect 

him to hear the story and to join in their tribe-mentality against the outsider 

Romans, (those inhumane forces of pure evil)! 

 But Jesus doesn’t go along with them on that journey. He doesn’t focus 

on Pilate or the Romans or the cruelty that supposedly took place. Instead, he 

turns the conversation back on those who are raising the outrage, back on his 

own countrymen. “These Galileans that you say suffered under Pilate’s rule, 

do you think that they were worse sinners than all other Galileans?” he asks 

them.  “What about those from among us who were innocently building a 

tower in Siloam and who died when it crashed? Were they any worse than 

others who were not crushed?” Jesus answers his own questions with some 

strong language pointed at his fellow Galileans, “No, I tell you; but unless 

you repent, you will all perish just as they did.”   

 This whole conversation seems a bit odd to our modern ears. What on 

earth does sin have to do with people dying in an accident or being harmed, 

mistreated, or even killed by the force of those in power? To understand this 

conversation, we have to remember the common understanding of the 

relationship between sin and suffering of the time. If someone was suffering, 

it was thought, they had clearly sinned and offended God. Or, their parents 

had sinned and offended God. We see this theology at work throughout 

scripture … Noah and his family are the only people on earth saved from the 

flood as they were righteous and everyone else had sinned against God. The 

man born blind comes to Jesus and people are asking, “who sinned, this man 

or his parents?” This kind of thinking, both then and today, leads us to create 

in our minds, for lack of a better term, hierarchies of sin.  Sure, we all sin, we 

might think, but at least I don’t do what she does, or he does, or they did!   

 Jesus doesn’t tell his fellow Galileans that the occupying forces of Rome 

are the embodiment of goodness, or that their oppression is anything other 



   

than oppression. At the same time, he won’t engage in the self-righteous 

anger that they are trying to bait him into. As is often the case in the Gospel 

according to Luke, Jesus confronts those who seek to judge others more 

harshly than they judge themselves.   

 We live in a time that is not so unlike that of this text where the 

Galileans want to blame everyone else for the ills of the world. People of faith 

blame people of other faiths. One side of the political aisle blames the other 

side of the aisle and vice versa. One side of the theological divide blames 

those on the other side of the church aisle; big business; big government; big 

pharma; big military; the press; the cinema; the liberals; the conservatives.  

There is plenty of blame to go around in every sector of our lives. And into the 

cacophony of it all, Jesus says, “Hold on, let me tell you a story.”   

 And he goes on to tell of a fig tree that hasn’t borne fruit for at least 

three years. The farm owner says, “Cut the darn thing down, it’s wasting 

soil!” His head gardener steps in and asks for one more year to try to get the 

tree to bear fruit. Many commentators suggest that we’re to see the gardener 

as the God-like character in the story. God, like the gardener, offers us hope 

while being patient with our lack of fruit bearing. And maybe that’s enough 

of a meaning behind the parable – that God is patient with us even while 

expecting us to produce the good things we are created to produce in the 

world. That is good news.   

 But when I read the text this week I heard the gardener saying 

something else as well. “Cut down this tree, it’s wasting soil,” the farm owner 

says.  To which the gardener replies, “Sir, let it alone for one more year, until 

I dig around it and put manure on it. If it bears fruit next year, well and 

good; but if not, you can cut it down.” This week, I heard the gardener taking 

ownership and suggesting that maybe he hadn’t done what was necessary for 

the fig tree to produce fruit.   



   

 After Jesus telling his fellow Galileans that they needed to stop blaming 

others and thinking of themselves as better than their enemies, he tells them 

a story about a gardener who takes ownership for his own shortcomings and 

who promises to do whatever is in his power to help the tree bear fruit. I 

wonder if we’re being called to do the same. 

 Just when we begin to enjoy a feast of self-righteous anger, where we 

feel more worthy than our neighbor of God’s love and praise, Jesus steps in to 

humble us and tell us to get down into the dirt, to do the hard, mucky work of 

spreading fertilizer around our difficult relationships so that we aren’t the 

ones who are wasting soil. The story is really a call to reflection and a call to 

action. It’s a call to reflect on our own actions and what remains to be done to 

make them healthy … and it’s a call to do that exact work that many of us 

would rather not do. It’s difficult, and frankly, it’s enough to ruin our appetite 

for self-righteous anger. But, like I said at the beginning, this is the season of 

Lent, and Lent can really mess with the menu. Amen.    


